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BARRIERS TO WOMEN'S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION,
REPRESENTATION, AND LEADERSHIP IN BANGLADESH

Background and
Rationale

Women constitute 51% of Bangladesh's population.
Constitutional guarantees, international
commitments, and frameworks such as the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) General
Recommendation No. 40 (2025) affirm their right to
equal and inclusive representation in
decision-making; yet, progress remains uneven.
While reserved seats and gradual reforms have
increased women'’s participation at local
government levels, structural, institutional, and
sociocultural barriers persist. Notably, the 2026
national parliamentary elections resulted in an
extremely low number of women being elected to
general seats.

The July 2024 Uprising gave
women'’s political
participation renewed
urgency. Young women led in
mobilization, protest,
documentation, and political
coordination—a moment that
opened new possibilities for
younger activists and
movement-based actors.
However, it also exposed the
costs of visibility: harassment,
online abuse, reputational
attacks, and family or social
pressure drove many women,
particularly younger women,
to withdraw from political
engagement

Authors: Maheen Sultan, Marufa Akhter, Sahida Khondaker, Iffat Jahan Antara, Zinat Khan, and Shudipto Rawshan Ahmed

Supported by the United Nations Electoral Assistance Programme (DRIP/BALLOT)



Additionally, political parties failed to demonstrate a
commitment to gender equity, neglecting to support new
entrants or provide opportunities for existing women political
activists.

The summary brief presents the findings and recommendations
of the study examining the barriers to and opportunities for
advancing women's political participation, representation, and
leadership (WPPRL), and for addressing violence against
women in politics (VAWP). It draws on review of a literature and
policy, 43 in-depth interviews (IDls), eight key informant
interviews (Klls), selected election campaign observations, and
eight regional consultations. Respondents included women in
public office, candidates, aspiring politicians, and women from

marginalized communities, including ethnic minority, religious
minority, Dalit, and Hijra groups.

The study moves beyond numerical inclusion toward influence
and authority, distinguishing among descriptive representation
(presence), substantive representation (the ability to influence
decisions), and symbolic representation (the meaning attached
to visibility). Its framework rests on three dimensions: access
(entry into political spaces), presence (visibility within
institutions), and influence (the ability to shape decisions,
control resources, and exercise authority). As pointed out in the
literature of political participation, meaningful empowerment
requires not just entry into politics, but the capacity to set
agendas and wield power.

Entry Into Politics

Women's entry into politics is not linear but relational,
negotiated, and often conditional, shaped by formal
institutions, informal practices, personal agency, and structural
constraints. Motivations are diverse: serving communities,
solving local problems, challenging discrimination, and
advancing social justice. Some women are inspired by role
models, senior women leaders, or movements such as the July
2024 Uprising, and by religious, socialist, or rights-based
commitments. For women from marginalized communities,
politics is also a route to dignity and a way to contest the belief
that they are unfit to lead.

Entry follows several overlapping pathways: student politics
and social movements that build leadership and
organizational skills; community work, non-governmental
organization (NGO) engagement, and activism that build
visibility and credibility; and political families, mentorship, and
reserved seats. Movements addressing quota reform, road
safety, anti-sexual-harassment struggles, and the July 2024
Uprising helped some women transform their activism into
formal politics. Women without family backing, however, face

Key Recommendations

e Start civic education and engagement in public life early.

Facilitate women's access to party membership through transparent processes.
Provide capacity building, mentorship, and support to women in politics.

Make political party cultures and environments women-friendly.

a legitimacy deficit that they must offset through service,
loyalty, or sacrifice.

The barriers to WPPRL are significant. Institutional obstacles
include lengthy and opaque membership processes, financial
constraints, limited access to party networks, and
gender-segregated party structures. Normative barriers stem
from entrenched beliefs that politics is a male domain. Care
responsibilities restrict women's time and mobility, limiting
their opportunities and rights to paid work. At the same time,
women from minority, indigenous, Dalit, and gender-diverse
communities face compounded discrimination.

Conversely, certain enabling factors make participation
sustainable: family support, independent financing, strong
networks, mentorship, supportive local administration,
community trust, and inclusive party cultures. Where these are
absent, women must depend on personal sacrifice and fragile,
informal arrangements.



Women's Leadership
in Politics

Leadership was examined across parties, parliament, and local
government, asking whether women's formal presence
translates into real authority. Recognition exists in law and
party rules, but implementation is weak and prioritizes
numbers over substance. Commitments such as the 33%
target in the Representation of the People Order (RPO) and
party constitutions have had limited impact due to weak
enforcement, insufficient monitoring, and the absence of
sanctions, leaving institutional promises without enforceable
authority.

Women gain leadership legitimacy through three pathways:

(i) patronage-based, dependent on influential leaders;

(i) procedural, earned through training and party work; and
(iii) ideological and movement-based, emerging from activism
such as the July 2024 Uprising. In each case, the study found
that their authority remains conditional and more fragile than

Key Recommendations

men's. Women's wings illustrate this dual character. While they
offer training, mobilization, and solidarity, they often act as
parallel structures that confine women to "women's issues"
and block access to mainstream leadership, nominations, and
strategic decisions

Across all three arenas, women face common constraints:
formal inclusion without authority, informal gatekeeping,
backlash against competent women, the undervaluation of
their political labor, and unequal access to leadership
development. They are highly visible and accountable to
citizens, yet they lack control over resources, budgets,
nominations, and policy. This is part of a pattern of
"responsibility without power," in which women keep parties
connected to communities but are denied control over the
decisions that define authority. Despite this, the research
found that women show considerable agency through
constituency work, networking, negotiation, and institutional
learning, continuing to claim space even where institutions do
not fully recognize them.

e Institutionalize transparent selection and promotion processes in decision-making.

Enable women to move beyond women's wings and gendered portfolios into mainstream party structures.
Recognize women's grassroots experience as a political qualification.
Strengthen women's representation in leadership positions.

Electoral Participation:
Nominations and Campaigns

At the national level, party nomination is the main gateway to
political office. Formal procedures value organizational
experience, loyalty, electability, and financial capacity.
However, respondents stressed that informal factors, such as
family connections, patronage networks, financial resources,
and brokerage systems, frequently shape outcomes. Gendered
expectations compound this, with marital status, family
background, and "respectability" used to judge credibility. This
often means that women's experience and aspirations do not
translate into nominations.

Women campaign through grassroots engagement, direct
voter contact, volunteer mobilization, digital campaigning,
and women's networks, using personal accessibility and
community service as assets. However, a key finding was that
financing is a major obstacle. Women rely on personal savings,
family support, community donations, and crowdfunding, as
party assistance is limited and often insufficient. The cycle is
self-reinforcing: women are seen as less viable because they
lack resources, and they receive fewer resources because they
are seen as less viable. At the local level, reserved seats have

Key Recommendations

Ensure inclusivity in nominations and elections.

expanded participation, but campaigning remains deeply
gendered, marked by financial constraints, mobility
restrictions, violence, intimidation, and scrutiny of women's
personal lives. Another key finding was that resistance
intensifies as women move from participation to competition.
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Reform nomination processes to be transparent and gender-responsive.
Establish financial support mechanisms for women candidates, from both the state and parties.
Ensure a level playing field and equitable media access for all candidates.



Women's Representation at
Local and National Levels

Considering WPPRL in a holistic manner the analysis shows that
the central issue is not whether women occupy seats, but whether
those seats carry authority. At the local level, reserved seats have
brought many women into Union Parishads, municipalities, and
city corporations, where they are active and visible in welfare
distribution, dispute resolution, and service delivery, building trust

and proximity to citizens. However, institutional design

undermines them. Under the current legislation, women in directly elected seats, and selection is driven by party leadership,
reserved seats represent three wards while receiving resources patronage, and family connections
comparable to male members responsible for one. This produces

. N . o General seats carry stronger political legitimacy but remain the
an "accountability without authority" problem, where women o . s
o . route shaped by prevailing perceptions of electoral viability that
must meet citizens' demands but lack proportional resources, L . )
] ] . . have historically favoured male candidates. Seats remain hard to
project authority, and budget control, with decisions captured by . . . L
) ] ) ) access because of financial barriers, male-dominated nominations,

male councillors, chairpersons, and informal brokers. Local service, . o

. . ) . . ) and assumptions about electability. Furthermore, reserved seat

moreover, is not reliably recognized by parties as a qualification . . L
mechanisms do not necessarily ensure diversity among women

for higher office. . . .
representatives. As a result, women from ethnic and religious

At the national level, women reach parliament through either minority communities, Dalit communities, Hijra communities,

general seats or reserved-seat nominations. Reserved seats remain women with disabilities, those from low socio-economic/income

essential because parties nominate so few women in general backgrounds, and those in geographically vulnerable areas often

constituencies. However, these seats rarely confer the legitimacy, face intersecting barriers in accessing political parties,

independence, and constituency-building opportunities of nominations, resources, and broader political legitimacy.

Key Recommendations

Strengthen women's authority in local government, including control over resources.
Strengthen women's pathways from local government to higher leadership.

Make parliamentary reserved seats a pathway to direct representation, not a substitute for it.
Raise awareness at policy, party, and community levels that gender parity is a democratic right.

Violence Against Women in Politics (VAWP)

VAWP is a major but under-recognized barrier to equity. It is widespread, multidimensional, and sustained across electoral, party,
institutional, domestic, livelihood, and digital spaces. It takes physical, psychological, sexual, economic, symbolic, and
technology-facilitated forms, and is perpetrated by opponents, party colleagues, local elites, state actors, and community members.
It should be understood not only as individual harm, but as a political control mechanism. It shapes who enters politics, who stays
visible, who contests elections, who speaks out, and who withdraws from public life.

First, VAWP is poorly recognized, weakly measured, and largely absent from Bangladesh's legal, survey, and election monitoring
systems. Second, intra-party violence is common but underreported because women depend on their parties for political identity,
nominations, and protection. Third, technology-facilitated violence has become a major tool of intimidation, using online
harassment, disinformation, threats, and character assassination to undermine women's credibility. Fourth, grievance mechanisms
within parties, elected bodies, the Election Commission, law enforcement and other service providers remain fragmented, unsafe,
and gender-insensitive. Fifth, women from ethnic, religious, caste, disability, gender-diverse, and conflict-affected communities
face compounded risks and weaker access to redress.

Key Recommendations

Recognize and measure VAWP as a distinct form of political violence.

Strengthen the Election Commission's capacity to address VAWP.

Establish safe, accessible, and quality redress within parties and elected bodies.
Strengthen awareness, collective solidarity, and intersectional protection to address VAWP.

This policy brief is part of the research outputs of the project “Barriers to Women's Political Participation” under the United Nations Electoral
Assistance Programme (DRIP/BALLOT) and implemented by the BRAC Institute of Governance and Development (BIGD), BRAC University. This
initiative is generously supported by the Governments of Australia, Canada, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland.




