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A Look at the Life of Anwara Begum – A Mobile Phone Operator
Daikkainkhan, Bangladesh (Summer 2000) -- Miles from where the phone lines end, down a long and rutted dirt road, past clusters of bamboo huts, just beyond a stand of tall bamboo, a telephone rings. Shuffling barefoot through a circle of grain spread on her smooth earthen courtyard, a laughing woman lifts her sleek black cellphone that she carries while working. “It’s Singapore,” she calls to the family waiting on her shaded porch for the long awaited phone call. 
In 1997, the Grameen Bank began a new scheme of leasing cellphones to its successful long-time borrowers. With less than 3 percent of the population having telephone access
, Grameen Bank plans to place phones in all 68,000 villages in Bangladesh
 -- leapfrogging existing technology by placing mobile phones in the hands of poor villagers. Anwara Begum is one of the 190,000 Grameen borrowers who are running village pay phones, connecting their neighbors not just to the capital, Dhaka, but to the world at large. Anwara hoped that in one year, she would own the phone after completing weekly payments on the loan taken to purchase the phone. 
Anwara is considered a Grameen star. Her story inspires many. Anwara, like many women in Bangladesh, was married off at the age of twelve. Unfortunately, her schooling stopped right after her marriage as her in-laws did not see any use in her education. Her husband had a bamboo business and gave all earnings to his mother as Anwara was too young to understand financial matters and as traditionally household matters were usually ran by the eldest woman in the house. Anwara, her husband and three of her children lived in a corner of her father-in-law’s small bamboo hut. A fourth child lived with an uncle because there was no space for him. Anwara’s husband’s meager earnings were not enough to feed his family. “Sometimes we had to go without food,” she shyly whispered to me.  
Desperate, she joined Grameen Bank. She had heard about the bank from neighbors and decided to join. Her husband was not opposed to the idea, especially that it was a bank targeted towards women. Her first loan purchased a cow. She sold milk, bought another cow, raised calves, sold them, and eventually started leasing and then purchasing land for her husband and sons to cultivate. After a three year fight with cancer, unfortunately, Anwara’s husband died in 1998. Unlike millions of Bangladeshi widows, however, this did not bring Anwara to a downfall. She continued to prosper. In fact, in a culture in which daughters are seen as an economic burden, she toppled tradition by supporting her aging parents with the incomes she was earning from her various business endeavors financed by Grameen loans. 
Anwara has been a Grameen borrower for the past fourteen years. Today, Anwara’s home is an incredible departure from the bamboo houses that dot the countryside. The spacious L-shaped building calls to mind Santa Fe adobe houses complete with decorative trim and a hot pink bougainvillea climbing onto her tin roof. In addition to the cattle and land she owns, her booming cellular phone business allowed her to buy a small pond and start a fishery business with the earnings. Anwara became even more popular when she offered Grameen to use a part of her house as a center where weekly group meetings of 40 female borrowers in the area could congregate as new loans were given and weekly installments were collected. Through these weekly meetings in her house, not only Anwara was able to know the women in her community but gain a lot of prestige and respect from her peers. 
Sikha, Anwara’s daughter, is her mother’s dream come true. At age 20, Sikha is unmarried. “If I marry her off quickly, she will get old quickly,” says Anwara. “I want her to have an education and a future.” Although illiterate, Anwara has educated all of her four children. She is also paying for her daughter’s education in Jahangirnagar University in Dhaka, where the young woman is earning a degree in law. 
“Previously, people never respected me,” Anwara explains to me. “But I want my daughter to be educated and well established so that these people come to her and respect her – right from the beginning. Fourteen years ago (before Grameen Bank), I did not have very big hopes. I thought I would have to marry Sikha off at a very early age, that there would be no other hope for her. Today is an altogether different story.” 
When I asked Anwara if she planned to continue borrowing from Grameen, she smilingly replied to me: “I will be done with the repayment of my loans very soon. After that, I would like to stop. I think what I achieved is enough for me and for my children. I would like to rest now and let my children take over my businesses and also take care of me.” 
This was just one story of the many more success stories that have been realized thanks to Grameen Bank’s efforts in reaching almost 6 million borrowers in Bangladesh today and giving them access to credit and hope.
The Microfinance Market
‘Microfinance is one of the most important economic phenomena in the world in the last 50 years’ (Vinod Khosla, co-founder of Sun Microsystems and partner, Keiner Perkins Caulfield & Byers, quoted in Rai, S. (2004) ‘Tiny Loans Have Big Impact on Poor’, New York Times, 12 April, p. C3.).
Market size for this demographic is enormous. The Global Development Research Center estimates that 500 million people own small or micro businesses and only 10 million of these entrepreneurs and producers have access to credit and other financial services. Indeed estimates suggest fewer than 2 per cent of the poor have access to financial services, other than traditional moneylenders, whose triple or quadruple interest rates force perpetual dependency for some. Demand for currently unserved financial services products — credit, deposit-taking or savings and insurance — is estimated to exceed 100 million persons needing nearly $22bn in funds.

The principal objective of microcredit programs is to raise incomes and broaden financial markets by providing financial services (principally credit) to small-scale entrepreneurs who otherwise lack access to capital markets. Some of the programs have primary social missions, focusing on outreach to women and measuring success in terms of poverty alleviation. The enthusiasm for microfinance rests on the idea that people who have next to no money deserve financial services just as much as those who have plenty. A lot of the times those people who have next to no money are poor women. So microcredit is often justified by notions of equity or fairness: everyone should have clean water and health care, and everyone should have the right to deploy their talent. For that, access to credit is crucial.

Not surprisingly, the last decade has seen the evolution of microfinance institutions that have created significant income and employment opportunities for the poor in developing countries, especially women since they constitute the targeted majority of such programs. In addition to reaching out to many disadvantaged micro-entrepreneurs, some programs have made significant strides in moving toward operational and financial self-sufficiency. The superior performance of such programs as the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh are frequently cited as evidence that it is possible for microfinance institutions to make small loans to large numbers of poor people in a sustainable manner. Although the bank is not entirely self-sustainable, its development impact reportedly has been remarkable. A recent study pointed out that the bank has helped to increase significantly household incomes, productivity, labor force participation, and rural wages in Bangladeshi villages. It is further reported that in Grameen Bank villages, the level of absolute poverty is 75% lower than in villages without such a program.

Global campaigns to raise awareness of the microfinance sector, and inspire nations to fund and encourage microfinance goals, have included the path breaking 1997 Microcredit Summit, where nearly 3,000 delegates from 137 nations agreed to set a goal of reaching 100 million of the poorest of the poor with credit for self-employment, and other financial services by 2005. The year 2005 was also recognized as the UN International Year of Microcredit.
 
"The stark reality is that most poor people in the world still lack access to sustainable financial services, whether it is savings, credit or insurance. The great challenge before us is to address the constraints that exclude people from full participation in the financial sector.… Together, we can and must build inclusive financial sectors that help people improve their lives." --UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, 29 December 2003, announcing 2005 as the International Year of Microcredit.

The start of something big
It is often noted that the financial sector in low-income countries has failed to serve the poor. With respect to the formal sector, banks and other financial institutions generally require significant collateral, have a preference for high-income and high-loan clients, and have lengthy and bureaucratic application procedures. With respect to the informal sector, money-lenders usually charge excessively high interest rates, tend to undervalue collateral, and often allow racist and/or sexist attitudes to guide lending decisions. The failure of the formal and informal financial sectors to provide affordable credit to the poor is often viewed as one of the main factors that reinforce the vicious circle of economic, social and demographic structures that ultimately cause poverty. As a partial response to this failure, the practice of microcredit has been on the rise in the past two decades. Perhaps the best-known microcredit institution is the pioneering Grameen Bank in Bangladesh.

Microfinance refers to small-scale financial services for both credits and deposits — that are provided to people who farm or fish or herd; operate small or micro-enterprises where goods are produced, recycled, repaired, or traded; provide services; work for wages or commissions; gain income from renting out small amounts of land, vehicles, draft animals, or machinery and tools; and to other individuals and local groups in developing countries, in both rural and urban areas.
 
Grameen Bank formally started its operation in 1983 by Professor Muhammad Yunus, by giving out small loans to poor women and revolutionizing banking for not requiring any collateral. Grameen Bank is based on the voluntary formation of small groups of female borrowers that provide mutual and morally binding guarantees in lieu of the collateral required by conventional banks. The assumption is that if individual borrowers are given access to credit, they will be able to identify and engage in viable income-generating activities - simple processing such as paddy husking, manufacturing, weaving, garment sewing etc. Women have constituted the main target of the bank as they have not only proved to be reliable borrowers but astute entrepreneurs. As a result of microfinance endeavors, these women have been able to raise their status, lessen their dependency on their husbands and improve their children’s nutritional and educational standards.

What makes microfinance such an appealing idea is that it offers “hope to many poor people of improving their own situations through their own efforts," says Stanley Fischer, former chief economist of the World Bank and now governor of the Bank of Israel. That marks it out from other anti-poverty policies, such as international aid and debt forgiveness, which are essentially top-down rather than bottom-up and have a decidedly mixed record.

Bangladesh has been a pioneer in the microfinance movement since its inception in the early 1980s and today is home to the most extensive microfinance operations in the world. In Bangladesh and elsewhere around the world, microfinance operations support mainly the poor and women engaged in informal activities. Microfinance involves small-scale transactions in credit and savings designed to meet the needs of small and medium-scale producers and businesses. Microfinance programs also offer skill-based training to augment productivity and organization support and consciousness-raising training to empower the poor.

In a study of Grameen Bank clients, Khandker (1998) reports a cost–benefit ratio of 0.91, meaning a net social gain of $0.09 for every dollar spent in the program (as measured by improvements in household consumption). This result is particularly impressive when compared with the cost–benefit ratios of other poverty alleviation programs in Bangladesh such as the World Food Program’s Food-for-Work, or CARE’s food assistance program with cost–benefit ratios of 1.71 and 2.62, respectively. Efficiency gains are even greater when we consider that the benefits to the household extend into the future as a stream of income.

Empowerment and outreach are two current goals for the microfinance industry. Empowerment is heavily focused on eradicating the feminization of poverty. Trading labor for wage compensation means that women have funds for their own growth, and that of their children. Empowerment by definition demands sustainability. Microfinance professionals caution: ‘There is more to credit than simply handing out loans: credit should be about improving peoples’ lives in a holistic manner, economically and socially. The credit members themselves need to be empowered through credit to improve their own lives. The questions we are faced with now are these: Are credit programs empowering people to take control of and improve their futures? Are people’s overall way of life improving over time, as they save and take loans through the programs? Or are they simply becoming dependent on these community development programs, and will they sink back into harsh poverty without the programs?’

Many leading practitioners such as Ela Bhatt, of India's Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA) program, believe that "poverty is not simply a lack of funds, but vulnerability, powerlessness, and dependency. Indeed, some of the more prominent microfinance programs seem to go beyond the sole provision of financial services. For instance, Grameen Bank provides its members with such social inputs as consciousness raising, health and nutrition services, and access to training in such areas as children's education and sanitation. If part of the development quest is to help people acquire their basic needs, isn’t Grameen then striving towards that end?

Group Lending in Microcredit
Group lending, also called solidarity lending, peer lending, peer monitoring, homogenous matching, and joint liability programs has been central to Grameen Bank’s ideology. Through this process, credit risk is spread among the village community and encourages motivation for timely repayment through group pressure. Solidarity lending, besides the incentive to repay loans, is found to create a social organization that can be used as a vehicle for wider social aims. 

It is suggested that the group lending practices of the Grameen Bank have had remarkable spillover benefits. The Bank makes use of borrowing groups in an organizational structure designed to educate members about public health, family planning, childcare, and business opportunities. More than 90% of Grameen Bank borrowers are women (who have proven to be better credit risks than men) and borrowing groups have provided them with an institutional base for pursuing their social institutional base for pursuing their social and political interests. In addition to improving the economic status of women and bolstering their authority within the household, group lending has created the cohesion necessary to engage in social action and protest against gender-based injustices like illegal divorce and domestic violence. So women once oppressed in their villages, not only become financially independent through microcredit loans and entrepreneurial practices and gain a certain level of empowerment, but can now fight oppression through the support of their group members.

The Genesis of Village Cellular Phones
In Bangladesh, as in many other countries of the developing world, the role of telecom in economic development does not seem to be duly appreciated. The telecom sector has received scant attention from policy makers, and the country has witnessed slow expansion of its network over the years. Although the share of GDP accounted for by the transportation and communications sectors hovers around 12-15%, the dismal performance of the telecom sector in particular can hardly go unnoticed. The country’s present infrastructure is considered to be inadequate in scope, technology and in quality of services.
 
The introduction of village cellular phones can be considered the brainchild of Dr. Yunus, the founding father of Grameen Bank. Based on my discussions with Grameen’s management and the cellular phone operators themselves, Grameen Bank seems to have been prompted to enter the rural telecom sector by the following basic premises: 
1. First, asymmetry in the realm of information is one of the principal causes of inequality, backwardness and poverty. The lack of access to information is a powerful factor tending to perpetuate poverty. A simple example of this was noted during one of my interviews with a Grameen cellphone operator, Parveen Akhter, who noted how having a phone in the village kept them well informed of possible hartals (political strikes) in the capital where the city completely shuts down due to political turmoil. Just acquiring that small piece of information prevented the farmers in the village from making unnecessary long trips to the capital in the hope of selling their goods that  same day. 
2. Second, telephone services can have a perceptible influence on production, marketing and other important economic decisions confronting rural households. Zahira Begum of Polashur village, just across the Buriganga River from Dhaka city and within sight of its high-rise buildings, used to exchange audio-cassette letters with her brother working in Kuwait. What irked her was not so much that she could not call him, but that she could not call Dhaka itself. "I wish I knew how much they were paying for rice in the market there," she related. "Here we sell to the middleman at whatever price he offers us. Having a phone will keep us informed about the going prices and prevent us from being cheated by the middlemen.”
3. Third, technology per se cannot be the solution to the problems of rural development and poverty reduction unless the issue of who controls the technology can be resolved. Historically, the control of modern technologies (example, modern irrigation, chemical fertilizer in Bangladesh) has remained for the most part in the hands of the rural wealthy. Ownership of these basic inputs gave them the power to extract rents. Given this experience and the insight that the poor are indeed creditworthy, they could be given control of the latest information technology – cellular phones are a start. 
4. Fourth, even if specific individuals are unable to buy a phone, they should have access to phone services when they need it. This is exacerbated by the fact that labor mobility (both inside and outside the country) has increased very fast over the years. Hence communication has only become more crucial.
 Grameen founder Dr. Yunus predicts that the newly educated “next generation” will telecommute from villages instead of migrating to the city of other countries to work.

In view of the above mentioned premises, Grameen Bank founded Grameen Telecom (GTC) as a non-profit organization dedicated to spreading the information revolution to rural Bangladesh. The GTC’s main objectives were to ensure easy phone access to all residents in rural areas and introduce a new income-generating activity for Grameen Bank members. Village women access microcredit to acquire digital cellular phones and subsequently function as telephone operators within their villages, accepting incoming calls and allowing outgoing calls and charging for every minute use.
 
While there is clear evidence of increasing spending on telecommunications enhancement in developing countries, there still exists a large gap between investments in urban centers and investments in rural regions of developing countries. Many telecommunications investors continue to believe that rural telecommunications investments are not profitable. Experts agree that the dynamism of entrepreneurship and self-employment is most easily tapped in traditional rural enterprises such as crafts and agriculture, Dr. Yunus does not want that to limit people's imaginations. "Why not go high-tech in the villages?" he asks. "Telecom, the internet, data processing—we're ready for it all. Technology today is different from what it was yesterday," he continues. "It is no longer the same inert hardware it was for first-generation users. Now it's more like malleable clay, ready to be shaped at will. PC's have been trickling into South Asia for a decade. But cell-phones have been put to serious use overnight. And that technology is just the tip of the digital iceberg."

How Empowering is Microcredit?
Before undertaking the evaluation of the effect of microcredit on the empowerment of women, it is important to understand the term empowerment itself. In the development process, empowerment of women has been viewed as the achievement of the well-being of women and the reduction and ultimate removal of gender inequality, both economically and socially. Improvements in women’s well-being after all strongly influence the well-being of their family members, particularly of children. There is general consensus that empowerment is a process that is manifested in more than one dimension. The most frequently identified dimension is women’s absolute well-being, where empowerment is seen as the process of improving welfare of women and girls, indicated by outcomes that measure current status with respect to literacy and schooling, health and nutrition, labor force participation, contraceptive use, mobility and ownership of clothing and assets. Another dimension is women’s relative well-being, where empowerment is seen as the process of improving the position of women relative to men within the household, and is indicated by women’s involvement in intra-household processes like decision making, control over household income and assets, control over loans taken, and so on.

In Bangladesh, microcredit has emerged as an important development paradigm, which is being used as an effective tool for poverty alleviation of about 60 million people, nearly 46% of the country's population. Out of this, about 13 million people mostly women (90%) are receiving microcredit services. Grameen Bank is now serving almost 6 million.

In an orthodox Muslim religious society like Bangladesh, women have been subjugated historically to many social vices such as early marriage, excessive child-bearing as well as illiteracy and unemployment. Even today, women make up only 9.1% of the aggregate labor force in Bangladesh. Grameen Bank is proven to be one of the most successful attempts to involve women in economic activities.
 A recent World Bank study by Shahid Khondkar (2003) showed that Grameen Bank programs not only affect the welfare of the women but also the aggregate welfare at the village level.

The emphasis of microcredit programs has been women as women in many rural agrarian societies typically lack the collateral, literacy, and freedom of mobility necessary to compete for credit from conventional institutional sources. Women are also found to spend disproportionately more of their incomes on household welfare than men and typically exhibit higher repayment and lower default rates. Thus extending women credit will likely have beneficial outcomes for all household members, poor communities, and lenders themselves. Linda Mayoux reports that women also adopt more effective enterprise strategies which incorporate social responsibility and environmental concerns, and therefore have better prospects for the future development of enterprise development.
 
According to Grameen Bank’s own internal survey, 55 per cent of its borrower families have crossed the poverty line (whose parameters are set by the World Bank) by April 2005, judging this on the basis of ten indicators (size of loan, amount of savings, housing conditions, furniture in the house, provision of warm clothing, education of the children, etc.) set by Grameen Bank to track the impact of its programs on the poor families that it serves.
 The most comprehensive impact studies of microfinance, a joint research project of the Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS) and the World Bank, find strong evidence that some 5 percent of borrowers may lift themselves out of poverty each year by borrowing from a microfinance program. But even if this does not happen, microfinance could lift less than 1 percent of the population out of poverty because it reaches only a quarter of the population.
 As I interviewed Farzana Akhter, who had been a Grameen borrower for six years and recently became a mobile phone operator, she noted: “Money is everything. Through the opportunities presented by Grameen, not only I have financial independence and money in hand, my family is able to eat well three times a day, my eight year old daughter can have a good education, and I can afford buying new clothes and even jewelry. This was not the case six years ago.” 
The BIDS and World Bank study also shows that microfinance continues to reduce poverty among poor borrowers and within the local economy, albeit at a lower rate. It raises per capita household consumption for both participants and non-participants. The average returns to cumulative borrowing for female members of microfinance programs are as much as 21 percent in 1998/99, up from 18 percent in 1991/92. Despite higher returns to cumulative borrowing, the impact on poverty reduction among program participants was lower in 1998/99 (2 percentage points) than in 1991/92 (5 percentage points). This is due to diminishing returns to additional borrowing, so that despite the increase in the stock of borrowing by female members, the resulting increases in consumption were not large enough to reduce poverty as expected. However, despite the diminishing returns to microfinance, the results indicate that microfinance accounts for more than half of the 3 percentage points observed annual reduction in poverty among program participants.
 
To prepare the next generation to stay out of poverty, Grameen Bank also encourages the children of Grameen families to enroll, stay and do well at school. The Bank offers scholarships to the top students of each branch and also offers student loans to those who pursue professional studies. This gives hope to the women in the villages that their children may not suffer the same fate the women had to endure at their children’s age.

The particular strength of microcredit has been its capacity to empower women in social contexts that devalue women's work, allow gender based discrimination and favor women's seclusion. Microcredit programs have demonstrated a tremendous capacity to reach poor women because of their innovative social mobilization strategy of working through groups of women in villages and urban slums. By bringing women together for the first time in non-kin related relationships and associations, they strive to weaken the existing patriarchal society which entailed the total subservience of women. On the same note, women's discussions of social and individual problems in group meetings, their taking loans and making regular repayments, their contribution to a secure savings pool, have given them a recognition, visibility and significance which they had not received before.
 Many agencies like USAID and the World Bank have argued that microcredit targeting women is a viable means of marrying gender, poverty and efficiency concerns.

According to Linda Mayoux, microcredit empowers women through a series of interlinked and mutually reinforcing virtuous spirals. Firstly, savings and credit provision in itself is assumed to contribute to a process of individual economic empowerment through enabling women to decide about savings and credit use. It is assumed that women will invest in their own economic activity, either agricultural production or micro-enterprise such as the cellular phone business, thus leading to an increase in incomes which they themselves will be able to control. Secondly, women’s economic empowerment is then assumed to lead to increased well-being for themselves and their families. Thirdly, this economic empowerment is further seen as enabling women to renegotiate changes in gender relations leading to social and political empowerment. At all these levels, group-based programs are assumed to build social capital through developing and strengthening women’s economic and social networks. This building of social capital is then assumed to further increase the contribution of savings and credit provision to women’s empowerment through enhancing their ability to increase incomes, negotiate change in the household and engage in collective social and political activity.

Increased political participation by women is of particular consequence as Grameen system makes the borrowers familiar with electoral processes. The borrowers go through an annual process of electing group chairpersons and secretaries, center chiefs and deputy center chiefs and also elect board members for running the Grameen Bank every three years. Today, female members of the Grameen Bank run for public offices as well. In the 2003 local government elections, 7,442 Grameen members contested on seats reserved for women, and 3,059 members got elected.

In my own research in 2000, I looked at the bank’s new lending scheme of cellular phones to village women and studied women empowerment through this endeavor. After interviewing 50 women in different parts of Bangladesh that bought these phones through microcredit loans and set-up a phone business in their villages, my findings showed that these women were suddenly making a remarkable income of $500 a month in a country where the GNP/capita is $380. My research showed that these women reached a high level of empowerment by starting to be respected by their husbands and families, by being given financial responsibility for the first time in their lives, by no longer being beaten and abused by their husbands and in-laws, and by improving the quality of life of their children in terms of providing better food and healthcare and most importantly, affording their education. Most remarkably, these families were able to cross the poverty line after few years of borrowing. In my small scale research, there was no denying that microcredit achieved positive outcome in the lives of these women.

Microcredit has limitations and is not the only answer to alleviate poverty. It still does not reach the poorest of the poor and has to charge exorbitant interest rates to cover the high administrative costs toward its outreach. However, as Dr. Yunus mentioned, I believe that credit is a cost effective weapon to fight poverty as it serves as a catalyst in the overall development of socio-economic conditions of the poor who have been kept outside the banking orbit on the ground that they are poor and hence not bankable. Dr. Yunus reasoned that if financial resources can be made available to the poor people on terms and conditions that are appropriate and reasonable, "these millions of small people with their millions of small pursuits can add up to create the biggest development wonder."

All the women I had interviewed that summer seemed to come out victorious after access to credit and training. Most of all, their children were encouraged and able to acquire their education instead of providing for their families at a young age. And instead of having one meal a day, the borrower’s families were able to afford three meals a day. Most remarkably, these women were given the right to manage household finances for the first time and their astute entrepreneurial success espoused a high level of empowerment. Dependency on credit was prevalent. However, there was tendency to take more credit to either expand the business or branch out to more sophisticated endeavors, such as acquiring a cellular phone business or running an internet café. 
Challenges Faced by the Women
When men’s near-monopoly of access to the market makes them have greater economic control over household income generating activities, and have the main responsibility for cash transactions, they are identified as the earners of family income, regardless of the contributions of other family members. Within this constraint, women can have small strategies to assert economic control. Women often have control over household decisions relating to consumption. Women also employ a range of strategies to establish control over assets, through informal lending of cash or paddy to other women as a form of dispersed insurance against future crises, investing in livestock, and saving small amounts of paddy, all of which constitute female assets which are out of the immediate sphere of male control.

Few evaluations assess the impact of credit on power relations of gender in the household and the community. By and large, beneficiary evaluations focus on quantifiable results: days of employment generated, rates of return to investment activities, degree of increase in household incomes etc. Where women borrowers are concerned, important strategic gains such as improvements in women’s status in a range of institutions, starting with the household, are harder methodologically to identify and therefore less is known about credit impact in these terms. Because most studies take the household as the unit of study, questions about the impact of credit on women in terms of its effects on intra-household decision making, resource allocation, and empowerment are more difficult to ask. This raises as a problem the question of male control of a proportion of loans targeted to women. This is in contrast to loan impact evaluations, where the issue of women’s actual control of loan use tends to be obscured by the methodological focus on the household and the preoccupation with repayment rates.

Compounding this difficulty is uncertainly surrounding the meaning of terms such as “empowerment”; though popular, this is a term which is rarely precisely defined. Does women’s empowerment in the context of a credit program imply a demonstrated capacity to invest loans profitably? Or does it imply changed gendered relations, such as women’s greater control over household decision making, greater physical security, reproductive control? Or is the first achievement inseparable from the second? In evaluations of credit programs, women’s high demand for loans and regular repayment rates are commonly taken as proxy indicators of empowerment, understood as women’s capacity to control loan use effectively. These phenomena, however, do not necessarily reveal patterns of loan control within the household.

A particularly serious shortcoming in current discussion of microcredit from a gender perspective is the uncritical treatment of relations within households. It is assumed that relations within households are harmonious or that women will themselves be able to bring about any necessary changes without external interventions. 
· Firstly, while it is true that for many women, family ties are a crucial source of security, the boundaries of the family do not necessarily conform to the Western stereotype implicit in many microcredit debates. For example, first wives in polygamous households might have greater control over household investment decisions, as might older married women within the household. It is probable that those least likely to be able to retain control over loans would be young, single and unmarried women, or new brides. In the latter case, there is also a risk of appropriation of loan management by mothers-in-law. In some bank centers, mothers-in-law attended meetings in lieu of their young daughters-in-law to make loan installments, having forbidden their new household members contact with strangers, especially where the field worker in question was male.
 The bank tries to overcome the problem by employing more female workers within its personnel and also mandate that the borrowers themselves be present during the center meetings. 
· Secondly, women’s ability to use savings and credit to increase incomes under their control is seriously limited by hierarchical relation within households and kin groups. Women are treated in customary law as dependents of men and are under their authority, a situation enforced by the local leaders. Women’s dependence is further reinforced by absence of traditional rights to household property.
 In Bangladesh, women are seen -- both in customary and formal legal systems -- as dependents of men and subject to their authority as fathers, husbands, brothers and even sons. Women have independent legal rights, but the traditional systems of marriage and inheritance coupled with corrupt and expensive legal systems, make it difficult for most women to enforce their legal rights. Although in both traditional Hindu and Muslim laws, property is given to women on marriage, these customary rights have been increasingly eroded and exorbitant dowry payments to husbands and in-laws have become the norm. This lack of formal ownership rights in property also creates additional barriers to registration of women's entrepreneurial activities.
 
· Domestic violence and high levels of male expenditure on alcohol and mistresses are reported to be common. This level of insecurity only makes women struggle harder to retain control of their own income.

Mayoux therefore criticizes the assumption that access to microcredit automatically contributes to increased incomes and the better well-being of women by stimulating women’s own economic activity. Barriers and constraints to access to participation, control over income not being always evident, the varying norms regarding intra-household responsibilities and rights are all prevalent observations.

An increasingly influential thesis views the effect of women’s access to credit as reinforcing patriarchal norms of women’s subordinations, leading to worsening gender relationships and disempowerment of women. Rahman argued that credit imposes a burden upon women as debt collectors from microfinance institutions such as Grameen Bank. The intense pressure of timely loan repayment produces new form of social and institutional dominance over women by families and by microfinance institutions, increasing tensions within the family and in the relationship between women clients of microcredit and program personnel.
 However, a case can also be made that women use their relatively greater access to credit to gain some degree of leverage in unequal gender relationships, and may actually negotiate a better bargaining position within marriage by handing over loans to husbands. Loan use by male relatives also makes greater economic sense and is more likely to ensure financial security through higher returns.
 Anecdotal evidence from BRAC for example suggests familial stability to be an important reflection of women’s increased status through loan access, when one of the reasons women give for handing over loans to husbands is the need to preserve their marriages. In a context when women’s life chances are directly related to security in marriage, transferring credit to men is an important survival strategy.
 Thus, the assumption that simple access to credit without significant or full control over loans improves women’s relative position in the household is also quite plausible.

There are a range of plausible benefits to women of transferring loan control from the point of view of enhancing their status within the household. It is often argued in Bangladesh that even when men do control women’s loans, women’s overall status within the household increases because they are acknowledged as an important new source of revenue.
 R. Rahman provides some evidence for this. She found that Grameen Bank borrowers who had transferred their entire loan to a male relative had a higher nutritional status, and had more money spent on their clothing and medical needs, than the wives of male borrowers. But inevitably, expenditures on women in the household are lower when men control women’s loans than when women have full control. As Rahman’s study also shows, 10% less was spent on medical expenses of women who had transferred their loans to husbands, than on the medical expenses of women controlling their own loans.

However, it has been argued that microcredit does not always help augment the income and employment of all women, but accentuates the process of women's labor exploitation. This finding has been made evident by studies concentrating on the experiences of sample households engaged in certain micro enterprises managed by the female borrowers. For instance, many women who have started their own micro-enterprise (for example textile business) employed other women to work for them at very low wages. In addition, limited access to productive resources, (capital, labor, time and technologies), transport constraints, lack of market knowledge, lack of basic literacy and numeracy skills can restrict the capacity of women to participate effectively in entrepreneurial activities.
 Hence, for a lot of the women I had interviewed in 2000, some admitted that it was their husbands who directed them on which business endeavor to take on and sometimes even conducted the businesses themselves and used their wives to acquire the loans. 
Conclusion

The success of Grameen Bank reaching women must be acknowledged as highly impressive, given the socio-cultural conditions which they challenge. Microcredit has, in some circumstances, contributed positively to women by allowing greater mobility, access to networks outside traditional kinship networks, greater participation in household decision making, particularly economic decision making and greater participation in social, political and family activities. 
It is well recognized that socio-economic constraints on women’s control over productive resources are major reasons for their low status generally and their subordinate position relative to men. Hence, it is argued that credit to women, by increasing access to resources, can play an effective role in improving their socio-economic status and in reducing their economic and social subordination. Moreover, since the main mechanism for credit delivery is through the process of group formation, which mobilizes poor women for collective action at the village level, it is also likely that group membership promotes an improvement in gender relations within the home and in the larger community. On both these grounds, participation in microcredit programs may be an empowering experience for poor women, irrespective of whether there are any direct poverty reducing effects or not.

It is well understood that improvements in women’s productivity, mobility, access to markets, literacy, social status, and control of household decisions will take time, require considerable commitment by development workers, a long-term investment in local-level processes of social change, as well as a willingness to cope with the sometimes violent and disruptive consequences of challenging class and gender privilege. In February 2005, six employees of BRAC and two of Grameen Bank were injured in identical bomb attacks on two BRAC offices and a branch of Grameen. The attacks were guessed to be made by a militant group, the Jagrata Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JMJB), who later announced that they would attack any institutions they considered anti-Islamic. To them, empowerment of women is dammed in Islam.
 
Grameen Bank has proved to be a powerful instrument toward women empowerment, enabling them to build assets, increase incomes, and reduce the vulnerability to economic stress, violence and exploitation. All women who receive a loan, gain access to additional resources, even if their husbands appropriate the money, but not all women succeed in controlling their loans and using them to generate independent incomes.
 However, the poor remain hopeful that their situation will improve with access to credit and access to Grameen. As the six year Grameen borrower, Rehana Begum, told me in summer 2000, “just like a father leaves his child a plot of land and makes the child feel secure and proud, Grameen Bank gave me that same kind of feeling.” 
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