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Abstract: As a signatory of different international instruments approbating
women’s empowerment, Bangladesh is committed to playing a lead role
especially in the harmonious field of gender-sensitive employment for its
citizens. Many laws and regulations have been made to combat the ideas and
practices of depriving women of their rights. But the provisions regarding the
rights of women in these instruments have failed to show proper success,
mainly due to a deficient societal approach, including values of the society and
the mind setup of its inhabitants, especially the males who dominate the
country. Legal lacuna, religious misconceptions and misinterpretations, and
patriarchal interpretation of law reinforce the mindset of the society to be
more problematic. This paper depicts the framework of the empowerment of
women, comments on the legal, social and religious status of women in
Bangladesh, identifies key challenges for empowering women and suggests
some recommendations to overcome thereof.

Keywords: Bangladesh, empowerment, human rights, religion, social
justice.

1. (Corresponding Author) Lecturer of Law at the University of Development Alternative (UODA), Bangladesh,
Email: mahmudul.law@gmail.com

2. Lecturer of Law at the University of Asia Pacific (UAP), Bangladesh.

The authors are thankful to Professor Werner F. Menski, Professor of South Asian Laws, School
of Law, SOAS, University of London, for his comments and suggestions on the earlier draft
of this article. Liability for any fault is absolutely of the authors.

International Journal of Women'’s Research Vol. 3, No. 2, Autumn & Winter 2014-15, pp 145- 167
Received: 13 January 2015, Accepted: 26 February 2015


mailto:abdulalimdu@gmail.com

146

Introduction

The footsteps towards a better status of women in Bangladesh are the upshot
of victorious results of various struggles. Women in Bangladesh are
subordinate within an intensely hierarchical system of gender relations, which
constantly attempts to deny not only access to social power and control over
their own lives, but also to guaranteed rights to which they are entitled
(Kabeer, 1988, p. 101). As politics is restricted to the public sphere of human
life and perceived as an area of male activity. Hence, women's roles, in most
societies, have been defined by and largely limited to the private sphere and
women's activities are deemed essentially apolitical. As women are deemed to
be confined within private sphere- not directly connected with the organs
contributing the economy- their role in the gross social and economic progress
is remained elusive comparing their ability on one hand and their contribution
in private sphere is undervalued on the other.

Sometimes it is argued by the dominant portion of the society that
religion did not give equal status of women with men and this mindset often
deprives women even of their rights guaranteed by religion. It is neither
religion nor tradition, but the lack of values, conflict of interests and tricky
ways of exercising power that create such chaotic situations. Economic
empowerment of women is the pre-requisite of social justice- which is the
finest balance between our joint responsibilities as a society and our
responsibilities as individuals to avail a just society- that can create an
environment for their participation in social and economic organs. Women's
empowerment through grass-roots organisations and popular participation is
one of the most important steps towards changing of historical relations of
inequality and exclusion (Eyben, 2011). But ultimately, the action has to
come from individual actors, both male and female, finding the right balance
of rights and duties in every respect.

The basic objective of this paper is to show that the rights guaranteed by
law are often not implemented due to the malpractice of male-dominated
society. Legal lacuna and religious misconception reinforce the attitude of
the society to be more oppressive towards the women and add salt to the
injury of this segment of the society. Patriarchal interpretation of law and
norms creates the permanent blockage to make the way out for the



empowerment of women. Though the situation has started to change but
the process is very slow.

Concept of the empowerment of women

The term empowerment denotes giving power, authority and the capacity to
increase one's self- reliance and intellectual strengths and the ability to gain
control over material and non-material resources. Empowerment is the
dynamic and on-going process to bring changes at the personal and
collective level and it is an important element for human development
(Mahajan, 2012). It is also, sometimes, defined as the process of challenging
existing power relations and of gaining greater control over the sources of
power (Batliwala, 1994, p. 130). They should not be treated as fertility
machines that have only the goal and the purpose of reproducing (CARE
Bangladesh, 2011).

UN guidelines for empowerment of women describe five components in
defining women empowerment: sense of self-worth; determining choices;
access to opportunities and resources; power to control their own lives, both
within and outside the home; and ability to influence the direction of social
change to create a more just social and economic orders, nationally and
internationally (UNPOPIN, n.d.). The United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM) also includes the same factors for defining the
empowerment of women (Mahajan, 2012).

Empowerment is not only women’s access to resources and participation
in decision-making through quotas for women, but also the actual control
over them (Kuttab, 2014, p.207). Empowerment of women, therefore,
requires the full participation of women in the formulation, implementation
and evaluation of decisions determining the functioning and well-being of
societies (UNFPA, 1994). Empowerment of women is connected to some
other approaches and concepts for achieving the same goal.

a. Gender Equality: Sometimes, gender equality and non-discrimination
are referred as same connotation to the empowerment of women. A
critical aspect of promoting gender equality is the empowerment of
women, with a focus on identifying and redressing power imbalances
and giving women more autonomy to manage their own lives
(Srivastava, 2009). Equality between men and women exists when both
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sexes are able to share equally in the distribution of power and
influence; have equal opportunities for financial independence through
work or through setting up businesses; enjoy equal access to education
and the opportunity to develop personal ambitions (UNFPA, n.d.).

b. Human Rights for Women: The principles of equality and non-
discrimination are the two fundamental norms of the modern
international law of human rights for women. These human rights are
recognized and protected by the international legal instruments.
Article 1 of the UN Charter sets the objective of UN “to achieve
international co-operation ... in promoting and encouraging respect for
human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction
as to race, sex, language, or religion.” This prohibition of
discrimination based on sex is repeated in its Articles 13 and 55. The
Universal declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) reaffirms this gender
equality (Article 1) and non-discrimination (Article 2).

Both Covenants i.e. ICCPR and ICESCR, use the same wording to prohibit
discrimination based on, inter alia, sex (Article 2), as well as to ensure the
equal right of men and women to the enjoyment of all rights contained in
them (Article 3) (UNOHCHR, 2014, p. 4). Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) codifies women's rights
to non-discrimination on the basis of sex, and equality as self-standing
norms in international law. It also establishes that women and men are
entitled, on a basis of equality, to the enjoyment and exercise of human
rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural,
civil or any other field and thus moves beyond the two Covenants by
incorporating both families of rights in one instrument, establishing them as
mutually reinforcing (GOONESEKERE, n.d.).

The notion of women empowerment for the protection and promotion of
human rights of women is found in several activities of UN (Hannan, 2006,
p.173-178). To optimize the paper work of human rights, the UN developed
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). To promote gender equality
and empower women is placed as the goal number third of the MDGs. In
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), women have a critical role to play in
all of the goals, with many targets specifically recognizing women’s equality
and empowerment as both the objective, and as part of the solution. Goal 5



is known as the stand-alone gender goal because it is dedicated to achieving
these ends (UN Women, 2015).

c. Empowerment of Women as Social Justice: Social Justice is
justice in terms of the distribution of wealth, opportunities, and
privileges within a society (eds Stevenson & Lindberg, 2010). It is the
view that everyone deserves equal economic, political and social
rights and opportunities (NASW, 2010). It exists when all people share
a common humanity with the enjoyment of equitable treatment,
support for their human rights, and a fair allocation of community
resources. (Toowoomba Catholic Education, 2006). As wo8men are
the constituent elements of social development together with men,
neither social justice nor social development can be achieved by
cutting off this important segment of the society. The claim for
empowerment is not to end the inequality of women but to restore
universal justice (Iyer, 1979, p. 145).

Status of women in Bangladesh

Status of women in the society is driven by different legal, social and cultural
forces in Bangladesh. The Government of Bangladesh is committed to
attaining the objectives of different international legal instruments for
empowering women but still there remain a lot of elements in law, and
social and religious practices, which are contributing the non-implementation
of government’s commitment towards the empowerment of women.

Constitutional and Legal status

In Bangladesh, the proliferation of statutory mandates and the state
constitutional provisions against sexual discrimination are both catalyst and
consequence of changing attitudes towards the status of women is
becoming tangible (Rhode, 1989).

The Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh ensures the
rights of women on the basis of universal principles of equality and
participation. Different articles of this Constitution deal with gender
equality. The Bangladesh Constitution upholds the principle of equality
before law (Article 27), non-discrimination (Article 28), equal rights for men
and women in all spheres of public life [Article 28(2)], participation of
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women in all spheres of public life (Article 10), and making special provision
in favor of women and children or for the advancement of any backward
section of citizens [Article 28(4)]. Article 10 (1 and 3) also speaks on the
equality of opportunity and participation of women in all spheres of public
life. Article 28(2) speaks on the constitutional guarantee of equality and non-
discrimination in public life only and, therefore, excludes the personal life
from constitutional panorama. Thus, personal laws in Bangladesh are based
on religion and culture with principles of gendered interactions that do not
operate on the basis of absolute equality of men and women rather
recognises their symbiotic co-existence (Monsoor, 2008, p. 38).

The other branch of the legal system of Bangladesh- e.g. laws against
sexual harassment and domestic violence etc.- also extends the rights and
protection for women.

Bangladesh stands the patriarchal interpretation of the law and that makes
implementing legislation extremely problematic (Islam, 2014, p. 6). The word
public in the Article 28(2) of the Constitution is the explanation of the riddle
which means that equality is guaranteed through the constitution in the
spheres of state and public life. This means that in the private or personal
sphere women are pretty much on their own. This results women’s personal
and family life to remain outside the jurisdiction of constitutional guarantee.
The guardianship of children, as an example of the patriarchal interpretation
of law, typically belongs to the husband or to an older male family member.
The mother has only the duty to care for the sons until they attain seven
years, and to care for the daughters until marriage (Islam, 2014, p. 6).

Socio-Economic status

In Bangladesh socio-cultural and economic conditions tend to put women in
a less favourable position. Despite women are playing an important role in
the society, in a male dominant society, like Bangladesh, the status of
women depends on the gender. The girl children often suffer the worst kind
of discrimination with respect to their basic human necessities, such as, intra
household distribution of food, clothes and access to education (Islam,
2007, p. 27). Many women in Bangladesh are living as second class citizens.
Their jobs are confined within looking after men's house, doing housework



and taking care of the children. They do not have their own choice and
cannot exercise agency in making decisions about their own life.

The practical dominance shows the deplorable condition of women in the
matter of dower, maintenance and inheritance. Let alone the getting of
dower/Mohr at the time of marriage, women have to endure the oppression
of dowry- a curse for the society. Instead of employment they have to fight
for their proper maintenance from their husbands. Instead of better
education, they have to fight with the early marriage. The rural poor feel
anxious getting their daughters married, so they try to arrange a girl’s
marriage as early as possible (Islam, 2014, p.6). A study shows that fathers
are very happy with having male children. Because a family that consists of
more male children has a better chance to get more money by way of dowry
(Alim, 2015). This curse of dowry is not only an issue of marriage ceremony
rather it runs as long as life. Almost 75% of gender violence happens as the
outcome of dowry demand (ed. Rahman, 2004, 111).

The patriarchal society thrusts women to be subordinate, dependent and
dominated and even creates obstacles to access power and resources. Men
think that women are their property, dictate their sexual activity and treat
them as a commodity rather than as a human being. Because of this kind of
social structure, most of the women have the mentality to tolerate torture
and to permit impliedly inhumane treatment to them (Farouk, 2005). Hence,
in societies constructed and dominated by men, men have been enjoying
and enforcing a superior status while women have continued to remain
subjugated and subjected to all the associated disadvantages and sufferings.
There may have been some exceptions here and there in history but by and
large this has remained basically true till today around the world (Ahmad,
2014, p. 08).

Although the situation has started to become better, this happens at a
very slow speed (Hasin, 2005). Neal Walker, the UN resident Coordinator to
Bangladesh (2011-2014) states about the real picture of women’s status,
"Bangladesh is an interesting country-case where major milestones have
been achieved in women’s empowerment and gender equality, particularly in
achieving parity in primary education. Yet, much remains to be done. For
instance, over 60% of all women continue to face at least one form of
violence during their lifespan" (Walker, 2013).
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Religious status

Bangladesh is a country in which socio-legal structural entities are strongly
influenced by religious values. Islam, the religion which governs 88%
population of Bangladesh, plays a vital role in structuring the normative rules
and ideology of the family issues in Bangladesh. Islam places the provision of
women empowerment on the agenda by giving them their actual right to
property enshrined in the Quran. There are eight female Quranic heirs out of
twelve and women also become the full legal owner of the property inherited
and can transfer it according to their own choice. Moreover, Islamic family law
narrates the provision of dower/Mohr and maintenance to guarantee the
empowerment of women in their respective arena.

The male and female dynamics in Islam are such that there is equality of
sexes in the spiritual life. However, Islam contains an ambivalent massage
concerning the equity of the sexes in the worldly affairs and social
relationship between people (Monsoor, 2008, p.12). Islamic law justifies
gender differentiations on the ground of creation and nature, giving special
rights and duties to both male and female (Muthhari, 1981, pp. 113-123).
Islam does not believe in the concept of sexual equality which ignores the
natural differences and normal aptitudes between men and women, rather it
regards man and women as complementary to each other (Siddiqui, 1966,
pp. 21-22).

Though there are some anomalies in the practical Hindu law in
Bangladesh about the women's property rights, the State filled this lacuna
by constitutional guarantees. However, religious norms and respective
personal laws towards the women are, reportedly, being violated. Women
are not given their granted rights and status under personal law by the
dominant patriarchal system. These are instances of patriarchal
arbitrariness of Bangladeshi society, which regards women’s claim to their
rights as challenging to the existence of patriarchal system itself, despite the
fact that these claims are based on Islamic obligations or official law
(Monsoor, 2008, p. 16). Religious dogmas and misconceptions are
worsening the situation.

The major problem of the family law, both religious and statutory law,
system in Bangladesh appears to be that it does not take into account the



reality of the social conditions, particularly, women’s concern about freedom
from economic deprivation (Monsoor, 2008, p. 13).

Fatwa or expert opinion on religious matters is becoming one of the
aggressive social practices against women. In theory, Fatwa is the system
of seeking expert opinion on a disputed religious matter from a highly
learned Islamic scholar. In practice, it is being misused by village leaders
with the aid of local Mullahs or people with nominal or operational
knowledge of Islam. Practical examples suggest that Fatwa is being used for
legitimating rapes, extramarital sexual relations of husbands, husband’s
torture on wife and so forth. While Fatwa is permitted in religious issues only
but, in practice, it is arbitrarily being used outside the religious issues where
State laws sufficiently deal with. The real scenario of this so-called Fatwa is
that women are the common victims of Fatwa and the real perpetrators are
released. The practice of this so-called Fatawa as seen in Bangladesh has
been severely criticised by many prominent Islamic scholars.

Law, Religion and Practice and the famous Kite Theory
explained

The religion and the constitution of Bangladesh evidently guarantee certain
rights of women. But the patriarchal understanding of the law continues the
supremacy of patriarchal attitudes (Mundial, 1990, p.79). Study shows that
56% husbands do not maintain their wives. The same study also shows that
53% of rural women and 30% urban are deprived of their inheritance rights.
The study also found that 9.1% urban women go to the courts for realizing
their rights whereas rural women depend on family compromise and 0%
goes to the courts (Monsoor, 2008, pp. 12-18).

If we consider Professor Werner F. Menski's (Professor of South Asian
Laws, School of Law, SOAS University of London) famous ‘Kite Model of
Legal Pluralism’ (Menski, 2011) the significance of social structure and
practice in gender dynamics will be easy to understand. The aforesaid
theory imagines a society as a flying kite of which the corner no. 2 signs for
society, corner no. 1 is for religion, corner no.3 is for state and corner no. 4
is for Human rights. The kite model shows the interconnectedness of men
and women and, thus, demands a balancing act between the respective
expectations of men and women, rather than a gender war.
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If we start from corner 2 as the dominant socio-legal reality, a male
decision-maker would still need to consider the other corners. Corner 3
suggests that there should be gender equality (Article 28 of the
constitution). Corner 4 advises that the human rights of women need to be
protected. Corner 1, for Muslims, clearly states that women have their own
independent rights, but are expected to work together with men to follow
the right path. The male members of the society desire to curtail and restrict
female rights, especially rights to independent property, easily slips into
denial of women’s empowerment. We can see that we can never include
corner no. 2 in defining the rights and duties of individuals as members of
social groups.

Legal changes, which the country has now implemented, are often a
necessary step to institute gender equality, but not necessarily sufficient to
mitigate the prevailing problems and create lasting changes. Addressing the
gaps between what the law proscribes and what actually occurs often
requires broad, integrated campaigns (Srivastava, 2009). It is this control-
focused mindset that needs to be changed by education and more balanced
treatment of the ‘women question’.

Judiciary towards the empowerment of women in
Bangladesh
Study found that 90% of family suits are filed by women as plaintiffs. This is
because, gendered problems within family matters mostly involve violations
of some rights granted to women (Chowdhury, 2012, pp. 41-63). Let alone
the delay in formal adjudication and other harassment within the courtyard,
women have a very limited access to judiciary due to several social realities.
Our analysis reflects that family laws are freely violated in rural areas
without anyone ever challenging this in a court of law. As mentioned above,
only 9.1% urban women seek resort to judiciary in family matters whereas
0% in rural areas (Monsoor, 2008, p.17). Traditionally, our judiciary is less
women friendly as dominant patriarchal nature of the society is also a truth
for lawyers, court officials and other staffs. In family matters judges decide
a case considering both law and society as judges cannot opt outside the
social and cultural norms (Monsoor, 2008, p.17). Considering the adversarial



nature of our legal system, our judges have limited scope to put their own
interpretation to the existing law (Ali, 2000, p.140).

Analysis shows that court’s decisions help- though in a slow process-
change social realities. The High Court Division (hereafter referred as HCD)
of the Supreme Court (hereafter referred as SC) of Bangladesh in Md. Sirajul
Islam vs. Mst. Helena Begum (BLD, 1996, p. 47) and Rustom Al vs. Jamila
Khatun (BLD, 1990, p.434) upheld the principle of past maintenance for
wife. Appellate Division (hereafter referred as AD) of the SC also sustained
HCD's decision in Jamila Khatun (BLD, 1996, p.61) case.

Revolutionary attempt of the SC to uphold the divorced women'’s right to
the post divorce maintenance in Hefzur Rahman vs Shamsun Nahar Begum
(DLR, 1995, p. 54) shows Court’s concern for the empowerment of women.
However, AD overruled this decision of HCD in Shamsun Nahar vs Hefzur
Rahman (DLR, 1999, p. 172) on the ground that in Muslim law there is no
such obligation on the husband to maintain his divorced wife after the iddat
period.

Outside the family natters, the Court is progressively upholding the rights
and protection of women. In Jatiyo Mohila Ainjibi Samity vs. Bangladesh and
otherr (DLR, 2007, p. 447), the HCD laid down guidelines which must be
followed in educational institutions and work places to combat sexual
harassment. In Dalia Perveen vs. Bangladesh Biman (DLR, 1998, p. 132)
and Rabia Basri Irani vs. Bangladesh Biman (DLR, 2002, p.308) the HCD
held the gender discrimination inconsistent with the constitution. In 2001,
in @ suo motu action the HCD banned the Fatwa (expert opinion on religious
issues) though the AD lifted up the ban in 2010 with some conditions for
exercising it.

In family matters, execution of Family Court’s judgement is very difficult
as husband evades the judgement, goes into hiding and cannot be located.
Even when they are traced they might not have any possessions for
executing court’s judgement (Monsoor, 2008, p. 141). However, the possible
influence of the progressive judgements on the society should not be
undervalued. The Family Court is also given the scope for the mediation
through compromise and reconciliation under the court’s supervision. Within
a short period the mediation courts embraced an unexpected and
commendable success (Hasan, 2012).
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Findings and Recommendations

We have been discussing the status of women in Bangladesh within legal,
social and religious regimes. The analysis reflects that several issues in law,
social and religious practices do not comply with the established norms and
legitimate expectations. In this part, we will figure out some obstacles which
contribute to the non-implementation of laws and other norms for
empowering women and will make a set of recommendations based on the
analysis.

Challenges

a. Lack of Social Security: In Bangladesh, women are facing threats
to their lives, health and well-being as a result their vulnerability to
sex. During the first half of 2015 alone, reportedly, there were 378
rape incidents of which 109 were actually raped including 65 gang
rapes and 29 deaths after rape. In addition, 87 women were
harassed, 3 girls committed suicide due to harassment and 2 stopped
going school (Ain o Salish Kendra, 2015). These numbers represent
only a portion of actual incidents happened as socio-economic
conditions in Bangladesh suggest that the largest number of sexual
harassments and rapes remain outside the media coverage and thus
unreported. Though Bangladesh has enacted several laws, penal
provisions and has commitments under different international
conventions for prosecuting rapes and sexual harassments, and for
ensuring social security for women, but laws are hardly implemented.

b. Non-Recognition of Women’s Contributions: “A woman'’s work is
never done”, a village woman says in the study conducted by
Hartman and Boyce (1998). Their household production activities are
not counted as contribution to the family income. Even if they have an
opportunity to engage themselves in production activities outside of
the family, the social structure does not allow them to do so (Islam,
2014, p.5). Whenever they are allowed to work outside, even though
their economic contribution is substantial, it remains largely
unacknowledged (Sultana & Hasan, 2010, p.44).

c. Inhumane Treatment within and outside the Family: Women
continue to be treated as inferior human beings by their husbands,



other members of the family and by the society at large. Women are
to suffer the physical and psychological tortures at the hands of
husbands and other family members. Domestic violence is one of the
most common experiences almost every woman has to endure at
different stages of her life. The number of deaths in the hands of
husbands and in-laws for dowry is reportedly notable. Non-recognition
of women’s contribution in household affairs, inhumane treatment and
treatment as inferior beings force them to withdraw their voice from
family decision making and management of resources and even cause
them to suffer poor physical and mental growth, malnutrition, less
education and, after all, inefficient in terms of development.

. Wage Gap and Vulnerability at Workplace: Women receive less
formal education than men- a very known seen everywhere in
Bangladesh- and at the same time, women's own knowledge, abilities
and coping mechanisms often go unrecognized. A study by
International Labour Organization (ILO) suggests that women earn 21
per cent less per hour than men despite the equal efforts provided
(ILO, 2008). This gender wage gap is not fully explained by
differences in education, age and job location. With equal or ever
greater efforts, education levels, skills and ability women become
subject to less wage and recognition at workplace. In addition, at
workplaces women are not provided with due facilities and
environment for work, healthcare, and other treatments in coherence
with their sexual and biological needs.

. Low and Ineffective Political Status: Women have relatively low
political status as compare to men in Bangladesh. At policy level
women have a very little representation and thus influence over policy
making- especially to enact women-friendly laws and policies. Their
unequal presence in policy making reinforce them to low access of
educational, economical and other social opportunities. The mere
appearance of women in decision-making positions does not
guarantee that political or social change has taken place or will take
place. The handful of women in a pre-dominantly male society's
parliament or public administration usually makes a little or no
difference at all in policy-making priorities. Under such conditions,

157



158

either women 'succeed' in obtaining public positions because they
have to act like male politicians, or if they express views reflecting
women's interest, they find little support among their male colleagues.

. Religious Superstations and Lack of Awareness: Disguise to

religious superstitions and blindness is another cause for women’s
backwardness in Bangladesh. Religion has been used as a weapon to
wash up the brain of women. It is erroneously said that heaven lies
for wife under the feet of husband with a reference to a saying of the
Prophet of Islam. In reality, it is neither Prophet's saying nor a
religious doctrine. [The real Hadith (Prophet’s saying) is “Heaven lies
for children under the foot of their parents”]. As a consequence,
women have to digest every illegal works done by husbands. When a
female child is growing up, she faces several realities that let her
realize that she is born to serve either her father’s family or husband’s
at marriage. Social environment, superstitions, religious sentiment and
misinterpretation, ignorance, weakness, and helplessness lead women
to accept a sub and extremely passive life. They become Duflo’s
termed “missing women” (Duflo, 2012, pp. 1051-1079) and do a little
at their own choice.

. Discriminatory Social Practice and Mindset of Male Members:

Bangladesh is a typical society where socio-cultural barriers
considered as a main blockage for women members. Most of the rural
women in Bangladesh are strictly restricted to go outside. The male
members of their family restrict and control their freedom of choice
and movement (Anday, 2010, pp. 94-119). Women members are
prohibited from leadership practices at grassroots levels due to lack of
consciousness and limited access to education and cultural activities
(Rahman & Roy, 2004, pp.570-574).

. Ineffective NGO Activities: As NGOs have to rely on donors

support and fund allocations. Donors often require tangible change in
the society (Islam, 2014, p.8). As a consequence, NGOs give priorities
over the sectors which result quick and tangible change, and
disregard the local needs. For empowerment of women, NGOs efforts
are limited to providing non-educational trainings and giving small



credits to poor women. While each woman’s problem may be different
and may require case specific solution.

i. Inefficient Budget Allocation: Budgetary resources for women are
directed towards those development programs, which produces low
level of human capital and as such formal education helps women
little to get gainful job and to participate in the decision making
process (Paul-Majumder, 2005). In Bangladesh, the current process of
developing a gender budget has a number of shortcomings. In
budgetary and resource allocations women are targeted as means and
not as ends, for instance, primary objective of allocating resources for
women'’s education was to educate women for the interest of future
generation and not for raising the life qualities of women themselves.
In addition, most of the women focused projects within the budgetary
framework are related to development of skill, which are mostly
traditional, and supply of small credit. These types of development
projects were designed to make women somewhat more productive
within the household but not to realize women'’s potential as persons
(Paul-Majumder, 2005, pp. 8-17). Moreover, till date, there is no
monitoring of the gender budget to investigate whether or not various
programs mentioned in it were successful in achieving any sort of
impact (Ahmed, 2015).

Recommendations

a. Building Social Awareness: As people’s outlook towards women in
our country is ery narrow, growing community awareness regarding
the gender equality, non-discrimination and women’s entitlement to
other human rights should be the prime concern of our gender
specific development actions. Education for all can be a priority
agenda to raise the society’s respect towards women and to realize
the significance of women'’s contributions in the society and within the
family. Education may also help to remove the religious misconception
and superstitions of both, men and women.

b. Policy and Programme Actions: Economic empowerment,
education and involvement of women with formal politics can improve
the status of women to a certain degree. To remove gender inequality
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from all spheres of life, a policy of affirmative action has to be
undertaken. Without gender specific target, women cannot have their
due share from the integrated projects since because of
powerlessness women are very weak competitors compared to men
(Paul-Majumder, 2005, pp. 75-88). In budgetary and other
development process human rights-based approach to development
should be incorporated to identify the specific violations of rights and
the most vulnerable groups in terms of violations (Paul-Majumder,
2005, p.78). All the international agreements against women
persecution including extinction of all discriminatory activities against
women should be adopted and implemented fully.

. Improving the Social Security for Women: Social security for

women should be improved so that women can feel safe everywhere
they go and work. Specific areas of gender violence and sexual
harassment should be identified with extensive study and research,
and should be prevented through women friendly legislations,
implementation mechanism and other social awareness programs.
Existing laws and other policies against the sexual harassment and
violence should be implemented properly and each specific case of
sexual violence should be identified and remedied as soon as possible.

. Technical and Vocational Education for Women: A large body of

research shows that education empowers women to get access to
health facilities and health knowledge. It was found that garment
workers having more than primary education take self-protection
against occupational hazards (Paul-Majumder, 2003). Education is
also a dominant factor affecting decision-making power of women.
Study found that non-traditional education gives women a quick and
effective opportunity to get involved in economic activity. Therefore,
skill training programs, for instance, training programs on driving,
information technology (IT), mechanical technology, garment
manufacturing etc. should be given more emphasis.

. Ensuring Effective Political Participation: Improved political

status of women also enhances their decision-making capacity at all
levels in all spheres of life, especially in the area of sexuality and
gender sensitive issues. To empower women, political participation in



decision making is the precondition. To ensure meaningful
participation of women holding different political positions i.e. UP,
some measures may be considered. The constitution should define
clearly the roles and responsibilities of women in political positions in
order to free and fair distribution of works among male and female
members.

. Increasing Family Court’s Jurisdiction: Family courts should be
provided with the criminal jurisdictions to sanction the non-compliance
of court verdicts by husbands and other in-laws. In addition,
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) under the supervision of Family
Court should be encouraged and promoted by the direct aid of
government and granting of incentives for judges for accomplishing a
successful ADR.

. Effective Enforcement Mechanism: As our analysis reflects, non-
implementation of laws and policies functions as the major cause for
frustrating the government’s commitment to the empowerment of
women. While enacting the gender related laws and policies, the
process of implementation should be clarified properly and authority
responsible for implementation should be provided with necessary
mandates and jurisdictions. Implementations of laws and policies
should be participatory and transparent, and proper mechanism
should be set forth for ensuring the accountability of the people
responsible for implementing gender related policies and programmes.
Coordination should be made between and among the government
and non-government agencies in implementing gender related policies
and programmes.

. Eliminating the Wage Gap: National Wage Board and other
concerned authorities should be mandated for eliminating all kinds of
wage gap between man and women, and for taking immediate
actions against any discriminatory and inhumane treatment to women
by industries and employers.

Research and Monitoring: Finally, there is a need for multi-level
studies to measure the relative effects of community-level norms
related to empowerment, which in some cases may be better
predictors than individual-level empowerment measures (See: Karen,
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& Herbert, 2003). The government may set forth a particular body for
research and appraisal of gender related issues and policies.

Conclusion

Women empowerment in Bangladesh has attained commendable success
over the past two decades in the political arena. The key positions in
government, the prime minister and the leader of the opposition, are both
occupied by women. But it should be remembered that only political
participation of women at the top does not ensure the rights of all women,
rather it is a stepping stone to achieve guaranteed rights. At the end of the
day it is only the patriarchal society which plays the key role to ensure
women’s empowerment in all spheres of life. This is because decision
making processes about such relationships are made at social level, and as
we know, this involves much discretion, which may easily be misused to the
detriment of women.

There is no single way of proper implementation of laws and policies to
achieve gender equity. What is more, to some extent, our laws and policies
are sufficiently enacted in line with the international laws and conventions to
address the empowerment of women and gender equality. But in reality,
theory and practice hardly walk hand in hand. We have failed to make our
way out to optimize our legal norms into the social practice. It is our actions
or inactions that render our laws and policies unimplemented and useless.
The male-dominated society, at the one hand, keeps violating women'’s
rights either under the disguise of religion or veil of women’s security
question, and leaves laws and policies unimplemented by simply unheeding
the issue or not bringing them within action plans and policy
implementations. Social justice for women- having the same significance as
justice from the broader sense- is, thus, remained vulnerable. Therefore, we
are being deprived of from the fruits of social justice- in particular, a
balanced society in which economic development is achieved in full swing
with the participation of both, male and female, and outcomes of
development is enjoyed by all without any discriminations. So empowerment
of women should be our primary agenda at hand. We should penetrate the
age old patriarchal social structure through our extensive action plans and
policy implementation programs. Government is primarily responsible for



creating an environment to respect and guarantee women'’s rights through
its legal, administrative, judicial mechanisms. Other actors, such as, NGOs,
civil society, media, academicians and so forth assume a large responsibility
to cooperate government and to further the issue of social justice and
human rights for women by empowering them.
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