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Abstract 
 
The majority of the poor people in the world today are women. Women are not only more 

poor men, but also more vulnerable to the effects of poverty. The positive benefits of 

development do not reach women in equal measures to men, and the proportion of 

women among the poor is constantly increasing. During the past years the 

‘empowerment’ of women has become something of a universal remedy in the 

development discourse for the vulnerable position of the women, particularly through 

microcredit strategies. The exact meaning of the term ‘empowerment’ is not clear, but 

since the connotations are exclusively positive the word is used liberally in development 

policy.  

The aim of this paper is to investigate whether there is a discrepancy in the empowerment 

concept between the macro-level and the dominating development discourse on the one 

hand, and the micro-level and the women in the microcredit groups on the other, and 

what possible consequences such a discrepancy have on the lives of the women. 

Interviews with women in microcredit groups in Gujarat, India, show that they define the 

concept of empowerment more broadly than the development discourse. Other benefits 

than the strictly financial improvements are valued highly, as well as more types of 

power than simply the ‘power to’ become economically better off. 

The consequence of the narrow definition of empowerment in the dominating 

development discourse is that activities which might challenge the gendered social 

structures are left out of the microcredit strategies. Although the women have the 

possibility to take loans, they do not get enough support to increase their agency in the 

society, and the discriminating social structures are left at status quo.  

 

Key words: feminization of poverty, gender, development, empowerment, microcredits, 

microfinance, post-structuralism, the development discourse, power, India 



 4 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The full realization of all human rights and fundamental freedoms of all women is 

essential for the empowerment of women.” 

United Nations, 2001 
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Introduction  

The Feminization of Poverty  

Of the 1 billion people living in abject poverty in the world, the great majority are 

women. Even though the global wealth of nations has multiplied sevenfold during the 

past 50 years, women have not been able to take advantage of the economic growth to the 

same extent as men, and the poverty among women has only increased.1 Although 

statistics of poverty are generally “gender-blind”, i.e. based on population average or 

household average, there is a visible pattern of feminization of poverty in the developing 

world. Evidence suggests that women are generally more vulnerable to poverty and, once 

poor, they have fewer options in terms of escape. Even if the household average income 

is increasing, access to the improvements in living conditions by the women is by no 

means granted.2 In order to get a reasonable picture of the situation of the poor women of 

the world other factors need to be evaluated, such as health status and access to 

resources.3  

When studying these non-economical factors, it is evident that women are being 

discriminated against. They have unequal access to and use of basic health resources. 

They also lack the same opportunities for the protection, promotion and maintenance of 

their health.4 There is often a systematic discrimination of girls and they have a lower 

level of education. It is not uncommon that girls and young women are expected to 

manage both educational and domestic responsibilities, which can result in poor school 

performance and high drop-out rates.5 Furthermore, the work of women is not as highly 

valued as the work of men; women do unpaid work to a much higher degree than men, 

and when they wage work their salaries are lower and their working conditions are 

                                                 
1 INSTRAW,  2005: 1, 15 
2 BRIDGE, 2001: 1f 
3 ibid: 4 
4 United Nations,  2001: 56f 
5 ibid: 47 
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riskier.6 In practically every country in the world the women work more hours in total 

than the men do.7 

In addition, there are considerable differences in women's and men's opportunities to 

exert power over economic structures in their societies. Women only hold 16 per cent of 

the seats in the world's parliaments.8 Due to customs and formal laws in relation to 

inheritance, women also own land to a much lower extent. The consequence of this is a 

dependency on male relatives for widows and daughters, with vulnerability and physical 

abuse as a common side-effect.9 In India the bargaining power of girls and their families 

is particularly low as there is a compulsory need – based on prestige and the social 

position of the family – to get every daughter married as soon as possible after puberty, 

together with a hefty dowry to the family of the spouse. 10 In short, there are gender 

disparities in economic power-sharing, daily workload and conditions, and unequal 

access to capital, land and credit, all contributing to the feminization of poverty in the 

world.11 The end result is an increased vulnerability of the poor women in the world. 

In a world where the majority of the poor people are women, where the women are not 

only poorer but also more vulnerable to the effects of poverty, it is utterly important to 

provide resources for improving the status and lives of women in the developing world. 

Although the significance of gender equality is generally recognized by most 

governments and international organizations, there seem to be certain structural 

hindrances that make interventions no more than empty rhetoric. Even in many countries 

where there are programs specifically for women few results are visible. The positive 

benefits of development do not reach women in equal measures to men, and the 

proportion of women among the poor is constantly increasing.12 

                                                 
6 Östberg, 2005: 3 
7 ibid: 7 
8 ibid: 3 
9 ibid: 9 
10 Banerjee, 2002: 49 
11 United Nations, 2001: 191 
12 Narasimhan, 2001: 24 
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Women’s Empowerment 
Considering the unequal access to resources, health and education between women and 

men, drastic action for the empowerment of women is needed in the development agenda, 

and it is duly recognized by the greater part of the international development community. 

However, the term empowerment is very ‘fuzzy’ and vague, and there is no international 

consensus on the meaning of the word. The World Economic Forum defines female 

empowerment as containing five important elements: economic participation, economic 

opportunity, political participation, educational attainment and health and well-being.13 A 

popular definition of women’s empowerment is to view it as “expanded capabilities for 

women to dominate their own circumstances, rather than being dominated by them.”14 

This means not only having formal human rights, but also the power and abilities to 

access these rights. In practice the meaning is to have increased participation in decision-

making, better social status in family and community, increased political power and 

increased self-esteem.15 This is the understanding of the term that this paper is based 

upon. 

One of the most popular strategies to empower women in the present development 

community is by granting them microcredit loans.16 In short this means giving loans to 

poor people, mainly women, who lack the necessary means of security to be granted 

regular bank loans. Since the women take the loans in small groups, although the loans 

are individual, the peer pressure works as a security for the microcredit banks. This has 

proven to be an exceptionally successful strategy, and for the past 20 years millions of 

women in Asia, South America and Africa have been granted microcredit loans. Almost 

75 % of the 19.3 million people serviced by microfinance institutions in 2001 were 

women.17 Along with education in women’s rights, political rights, reproduction matters 

and by providing a platform for grassroots organizing, the women have become more 

confident and less apt to give in to all forms of abuse.  

                                                 
13 Lopez-Carlos and Zahidi, 2005: 3 
14 Narasimhan, 1999: 35 
15 Cheston, 2002: 15 
16 Mayoux, 2000: 3 
17 Cheston, 2002: 4 
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However, the strategy of microcredits is gradually changing in the development 

community, to the strictly financial approach of microfinance. Funding for microfinance 

programmes are increasingly dependent on self-sustainability within a given time-frame, 

which puts a greater focus on the financial services at the expense of more 

empowerment-focused activities for the women.18 This doubtlessly has consequences for 

the way the women incorporate the benefits of the loans in other areas than the economic, 

but the rhetoric used remains the same: empowerment is still the key word. Microfinance 

and empowerment is believed to have a linear relation. For instance, the Swedish 

Development Agency (SIDA) states that “access to financial services tends to improve a 

woman’s bargaining position within and outside the household and increase her physical 

mobility and participation in social networks. Women’s empowerment and control over 

economic resources in turn have important effects on the well being of the entire 

household, in particular the children.” 19 

In the international development community there seem to be an agreement on the 

positive connotations of the word empowerment, but there are rarely any discussions on 

how empowerment is actually achieved. There is a great need to question and discuss the 

usage of the term empowerment. In this thesis I will argue that in microfinance policy it 

is understood that empowerment is a phenomena that increases proportionally to the 

household income. Education and organizing of the women is something that is not seen 

as a part of the empowerment process, but rather as the corollary of the empowerment. 

As this thesis will show, this has drastic consequences for the opportunities of the 

empowerment of the women. 

Background to the Study 
This study is based on qualitative field research done in the Panchmahals district of 

Gujarat, India during the months of May and June 2005. The research is a Minor Field 

Study for the Swedish International Development Agency. I had the opportunity to do ten 

interviews with women receiving microcredit loans20 through a rural NGO called 

                                                 
18 Mayoux, 2000: 3 
19 SIDA, 2004: 7 
20 See chapter 2 for a discussion on microcredit loans. 
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SARTHI (Social Action for Rural and Tribal in-Habitants of India). SARTHI is working 

for women’s empowerment via microcredit groups in surrounding villages. They have a 

pro-active and holistic approach and organize different forms of trainings in sensitizing 

men and women to the dynamics of gender relations. The overall mission of the 

organization is to develop self-reliant communities through a self-help approach, 

particularly for women. At the time of the research SARTHI was working with 214 

women-only microcredit groups in 60 villages, and the total number of members was 

2780 women. 

SARTHI is located in the Indian state of Gujarat, in the Santrampur area of the 

Panchmahals district. Compared to the rest of the state, the Panchmahals is a very 

underdeveloped district. According to SARTHI (2004), it has a higher population density, 

unemployment and poverty rate, a much lower literacy rate and a higher percent of tribal 

population. It is mainly an agricultural area, 90% of the population are involved in 

farming and related activities.21  

 

Figure 1. Map of India, the state of Gujarat, the Panchmahals district and the Santrampur area 
(map not to scale). 
 

The Panchmahals is a very drought prone area; records show that six out of ten years is a 

drought year with acute famine as a result. The economical backwardness, the drought 

and the poverty of the district affects men as well as women, but women are in a worse 
                                                 
21 SARTHI, 2004: 5 
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position because of their marginalized status. They have a heavier work burden, no rights 

or influences in decisions, a worse health status and a lower access to education. The 

society is patriarchal per definition and male dominated structures weigh heavily against 

women; they seldom have recourses to justice or influence in decisions. Women have a 

very low social status and practically no economic and political rights. Furthermore, 

tribal societies because of their particular characteristics breed a physical isolation. The 

houses are far apart, sometimes at distances of half a kilometer. Busy with getting 

through their daily workload, women hardly have any opportunity to meet and interact 

with each other.22  

During the year of 2004, I worked at SARTHI for six months, and was therefore well 

aware of the specifics of the area when deciding upon a research question. One of my 

work assignments at SARTHI had been to write a report on their microcredit groups and 

how to make them self-sustainable, and I was out in the field a couple of times 

interviewing women for this purpose. I also met women informally during religious 

festivals and weddings, and lived as a more or less integrated person in the daily lives of 

the villagers. I was hit by the dominant development discourse on the one hand, which 

clearly promoted self-sustainability and empowerment through solely economic 

activities, and the stories of the women on the other hand, where they seemed to value all 

the other parts of the groups so highly. I started to question how the term “empowerment” 

was used in the development literature, as there were obvious discrepancies to how it was 

perceived by the women.  

Aim and Disposition  
The aim of this thesis is to investigate the perceptions of the term empowerment. On a 

macro-level I aim to clarify how the strategy of microcrediting is situated in the 

international development community, and thereby get a deeper understanding of the 

usage of the term empowerment in microcredit policy, particularly as used in the current 

development discourse. I intend to give a theoretical background to gender and 

development and how microcredits are incorporated into the development agenda. On a 

                                                 
22 SARTHI, 2004: 15ff 
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micro-level I will thereafter give the women at the receiving end of microcredits a voice 

on how they perceive their way to empowerment. I aim to question the usages and 

misusages of the term in the development discourse, and thereby expose the 

consequences of how the concept empowerment is used for the concerned women.  

 

Figure 2. The aim of this paper is to investigate whether there is a discrepancy in the empowerment 
concept between the macro-level and micro-level. 
 

To understand why discrepancies in the perceptions of empowerment are important to the 

lives of the women in microcredit groups, we need to understand the connections 

between microcredits and the dominating development agenda. This thesis therefore 

starts at the macro-level with a chapter on the dominating development discourse. The 

chapter begins by giving a thorough background to the development discourse, by 

situating it historically. It is shown how neo-liberalist values are at the core of 

development policy today. The contrasting gender and development approach objects to 

the one-dimensional economic focus of the development agenda, and constitutes the 

foundation of this study. To appreciate the conclusions of this thesis it is useful to have a 

good knowledge of the gender and development approach, particularly in relation to neo-

liberalism, and it is presented and discussed following the background. Thereafter the use 

of the word empowerment in the development discourse is touched upon, and the 

potential for using the term as a means to justify other ends than empowerment in itself. 

Finally in the development discourse chapter, microcredits are discussed. The role of the 

microcredit strategy in the dominating development discourse is elaborated upon, and it 

is shown how microcredits are an essentially neo-liberal strategy. 

The chapter thereafter takes the concept of empowerment to the micro-level, by 

discussing how to theorize and conceptualize empowerment for the groups of individual 

 
Macro-level 
Development discourse: 
The Empowerment Concept 
in the Microcredit Agenda 
 

 
Micro-level 
Women in Microcredit Groups: 
Perceptions of Empowerment  

 

     ??? 

 
? 
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women. Disempowered women’s practical and strategic gender needs are discussed, and 

how well these needs fit into the agenda of the dominating development discourse, as 

well as their place in microcredit strategy. Thereafter, different types of power that is 

related to the concept of empowerment are presented. Finally, the chapter examines 

different dimensions and levels of empowerment, which constitute the basis of the 

analytical model used later in the study. 

The empirical research question is presented in the next chapter, followed by a chapter on 

the methodology of the empirical study. The empirical study is based on focus group 

interviews with women in microcredit groups. The subsequent analysis takes the 

experiences at the micro-level in the lives of the women, and put them next to the ideas 

and ideologies at the macro-level in the agenda of the dominating development discourse. 

But first of all it is important to give a background to the epistemological standpoint in 

this paper, and give a proper account for the meaning of the central term “discourse”, and 

how it is understood in this thesis. 

Post-structuralism and Discourses 
All social researchers should begin by asking themselves the basic ontological question 

of whether there is a world out there completely independent of our knowledge of it. Do 

people possess essential traits; features they were born with and cannot change, such as 

masculinity or femininity? Post-structuralists would be inclined to say no. They would 

rather advocate that the world is constructed by our understanding of it, and therefore 

completely dependent on our perceptions of it. Any differences between genders, classes 

and races are outcomes of particular social constructions based on factors such as culture 

and time. This has consequences for researchers in social sciences – there is no such thing 

as a proper and objective way to study a phenomenon, since not only the objects are 

affected by social constructions of reality, but the researchers are too.23  

Burr (1995) describes how language is central to post-structuralism. Language is not 

merely a means of expressing things that already exist in people. The relationship 

between people and language is reciprocal; people create and use the language, but are at 

                                                 
23 Marsh and Furlong, 2002: 18f 
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the same time constructed through the language. Language is a fundamentally social 

phenomenon; it continuously creates and recreates our perceptions of the world, and 

ultimately ourselves.24 The meanings of words are never fixed, even if the ideology 

behind them is, and to illustrate this let us look at the concept of masculinity. The word in 

itself, with all its connotations, gives us an understanding of features that are believed to 

be a part of our essential nature – how men are and behave. It also gives us an 

understanding of what men are not: they are not feminine. By having and using words to 

describe what men are, we constantly reproduce the idea that it is a part of their nature, 

just as it is a part of their nature not to be what women are. In that way the social 

differences between men and women become reinforced, and regarded as essentialist 

features. However, the very concept of masculinity and the signs and symbols of 

masculinities has altered over time. Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (2003) even states that 

the concept seem to be fashion oriented in many western societies, where trendy 

masculine expressions have been changing between extreme machismo and androgynous 

forms of masculinity over the decades. The ideology of patriarchy does not change or 

alter over time though.25 To understand why the meanings and connotations of concepts 

can change over time, we need to understand the idea of discourses. 

A discourse can be said to be a system of statements which constructs an object or a 

topic; there is for instance the “medical discourse”, the “business discourse” or the “neo-

liberal discourse”. There are many different discourses existing parallel, often 

overlapping in many areas. Discourses differ with the kinds of institutions and social 

practices in which they exist. We are all situated in a specific historical and social 

context, out of which we construct our own reality. But it is important to realize that the 

discourses do not exist by themselves, there is no such thing as a discourse that people 

randomly use or find themselves in.26 A discourse refers to a set of statements that provides 

a language for talking about a topic and a way of producing a particular kind of knowledge 

about that topic. The way we talk does not neutrally reflect our surrounding world, our 

identities and social relations, but rather plays an active part in the creation, maintenance and 

transformation of the same. Hence both language and practice is central to discourse theory, 

                                                 
24 Burr, 1995: 39 
25 Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003: 10 
26 Macdonell, 1986: 3 
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and we can find ideologies and norms within each discourse. duGay, Salaman and Rees 

(1996) states that discourses serve to undermine conventional distinctions between ‘thought’ 

and ‘action’, as well as ‘language’ and ‘practice’. The term discourse refers both to the 

production of knowledge through language and the way that knowledge is institutionalised, 

shaping social practices and cultural norms.27 When speaking of the ‘development discourse’ 

in this thesis, the aim is to shed light on how the social practices and cultural norms within 

the discourse create and recreate particular representations of women and development. 

Discourses are never fixed. As they exist within the discursive language, they change as 

the language changes. Language is not merely a channel through which information is 

passed – it is the very apparatus that constructs the understanding of the social world and 

its identities and relations. The language is therefore an arena full of power struggles and 

conflicts. Every single word has numerous connotations, some with very emotionally 

charged meanings. Different discourses compete in getting the privilege to define the 

meanings of such words in a process where one rationality comes to predominate over 

another. When a certain discourse takes over and changes the definition of a word, 

although the original connotations remain, we can talk about a ‘discursive theft’. One 

example of a discursive theft is the word ‘freedom’, which has connotations like 

independence, choice and free will. When western politicians lately have used rhetoric 

about people in the Middle East as being ‘against freedom’, they have primarily meant 

‘western values’ by the word, such as democracy, Christianity, market economy and free 

trade. It is not very likely that any individual would oppose choices per se, but since the 

connotations of the word freedom are so strong in the West, people are lead to believe 

that this is the case. What ever is on the agenda of the politicians using such rhetoric, they 

have effectively constructed an us-against-them scenario where western values have been 

given the positive connotations of the word freedom, and anything opposing them is 

negative per definition. This example shows the logic behind discursive thefts, although 

often the words which are stolen are less emotionally charged, and therefore not as 

evident. As will be shown, empowerment is such a word. 

                                                 
27 duGay, Salaman  and Rees, 1996: 266 
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The Development Discourse 
To understand the concept empowerment as used in the dominating development 

discourse, it is important to situate the current development agenda in a lager context. No 

discourse exists in isolation, but is a result of dominating political ideologies and 

historical events. The dominating discourse has the privilege of dictating the ‘best 

practice’ to achieve development goals, and in addition to set which specific goals are 

desired. Furthermore, women and gender issues have only recently found a place in 

development policy, and it is necessary to understand how the role of women in 

economic growth and development is and has been constructed. This section will give the 

background to the dominating development discourse, how gender and empowerment is 

understood in the discourse, and consequently how the strategy of microcredits fits into 

the development agenda. 

Background 
The economic situation for the people in the world today is highly unfair. The rich 

countries keep increasing their wealth, whereas most of the poor countries are stuck in a 

downward spiral of poverty and international dependence. The debt burden in these 

countries is overwhelmingly large, and their governments are struggling to regain control 

over their economies. Yet the poorest people in the poorest countries of the world have 

little influence on the economic policies that affects their lives. Although a shift in the 

development policy by the richest countries is slowly taking place, it is important to give 

an adequate background to understand the current dominating development discourse.  

How did the debt burden of the poor countries begin? Felix (2003) describes how the 

dominating macro-economic policy in world after World War II was based on a 

Keynesian belief that the aggregate output and employment paths of the population in 

market economies are unstable without governmental interference. This view was based 

on the experiences of the financial chaos of the 1930’s. The Keynesian theory and 

policies with state interference in the financial markets were spread around the world 

through the Bretton Woods Articles of Agreement, the American financed project to 

rebuild the post-war countries and restart the trade exchange. The overall aim was to 
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prevent future conflicts, which could possibly be caused by relative poverty. The World 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) was created to implement the Articles 

of Agreement. The World Bank would give long-term project loans, and the IMF’s 

assignment was to supply short-term credits. The third world countries were given 

generous loans, not only by the World Bank and IMF, but also from the governments of 

the industrialized countries. 28 Together with other UN agencies and programs, major 

multilateral and bilateral agencies and other educational and research centers, these 

institutions grew into a powerful development apparatus.29 Still today the World Bank 

and IMF are highly influential and more or less dictating the conditions and structures of 

the development discourse. In this early stage of post-war development the ideology of 

development strategies was clearly Keynesian, built on state interventionism.30 

Visvanathan (1997) describes how most of the loans were tied to the purchase of 

technology from the West. It was firmly believed by the economic theorists that this 

strategy would ultimately benefit the poor people, and transform the staggering 

economies of the third world. The theory was based on a “trickle-down” approach; the 

anticipated boom in the economy from the technology would eventually lead to benefits 

trickling down to the poor people in need.31 Moser (1989) shows how women in this 

context in the Third World were regarded as primarily mothers, from a welfare approach 

standpoint. Women were seen as passive recipients of welfare, and issues such as 

malnutrition and family planning were in focus in policy relating to women.32 

Waylen (1996) describes how the debts of the developing countries grew bigger during 

the oil-crisis of the 1970’s. However, the aims and objectives of the World Bank and IMF 

were changing over time. During the 1980’s the neo-liberal movement was increasingly 

influential, with foreground-figures such as Reagan and Thatcher, and the policies of the 

World Bank and IMF were accordingly adjusted.33 The whole development apparatus 

changed from supporting state intervention to becoming more market-oriented in 

accordance with the liberal agenda. Since then the policies of the World Bank and IMF 

                                                 
28 Felix 2003: 2f 
29 Saunders, 2002: 2 
30 ibid 
31 Visvanathan, 1997: 2 
32 Moser, 1989: 1807 
33 Waylen 1996: 35 
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have been practically identical to the neo-liberal project: free trade in goods and services, 

free circulation of capital and freedom of investment are cornerstones in neo-

liberalism.34, 35 At the same time world economy was experiencing a recession, which in 

particular hit the exportation possibilities of the third world hard.36 Many countries were 

forced to borrow more money to be able to pay the interest rate of their earlier loans. In 

return for the new loans the World Bank and IMF demanded that the developing 

countries would admit to restructure their economic politics according to the agenda of 

the World Bank and IMF, namely to perform liberalization of their trade and investment 

policies. These restructures were called Structural Adjustment Programs, and they were 

aimed at promoting economic growth in the developing countries.37  

What is the relationship between economic growth and poverty? It is commonly believed 

that economic growth will automatically lead to poverty reduction. Perkins et al. (2001) 

describes how economic growth is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for 

improving the living standards of all people in a country. Without growth, the poor 

people can only become better off through transfers of money and assets from the rich. 

Hence economic growth is a requirement for ensuring that all can become better off, with 

no one becoming worse off.38 According to the prevailing neo-liberal economic 

philosophy the benefits will eventually trickle down from the owners of capital to the 

entire population, as long as the market is unregulated and free.39 But that does not mean 

that everyone actually becomes better off from economic growth.40 Experience has 

shown that the structural adjustment programs has given a great benefit only to a small 

segment of society, namely those involved in export production, trade brokering and 

portfolio finance in the private sector. These people are usually well-connected elites and 

transnational companies. It is not the people living in the country that are the main 

beneficiaries, but foreign investors and traders.41 Townsend (1999) states that if the 

development ‘aid’ given by the international community each year since World War II 
                                                 
34 George 1999: 4 
35 For a more thorough discussion on the neo-liberal project, see Rose and Miller, 1992: 198ff 
36 Waylen 1996: 35 
37 ibid: 35 
38 Perkins et al, 2001: 115f 
39 Welch 1998: 2 
40 Perkins et al, 2001: 115f 
41 Welch 1998: 3f 
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had really been aid, rather than mainly serving the economic and trade interests of the 

donor countries, it would have been enough to end world poverty as we know it.42 

Shah (2003) states that other consequences of the structural adjustment programs are that 

government workers get laid-off, wages become constrained, the interest rates increases, 

the government spending diminishes and the domestic industries get shut down. All these 

circumstances contribute to a weakened domestic market, which in turn makes the 

socioeconomic conditions worse. The cut back in education in many of the poor countries 

is rigorous and very short term. When families can no longer afford to send their children 

to school, the poor segment of the population will become more vulnerable and the 

inequality gap cannot possibly become smaller.43 However, there are even more acute 

areas that directly affect the poor, namely the cut backs in the health budgets. In severely 

poor countries people are dependent on help for mere survival, due to famines, floods and 

deceases. The most severe decease is AIDS, which will need big budget for simply not 

spreading. At the moment, with minimized health budgets, little is done.44 Furthermore, 

the economic liberalization from the free trade agreements has resulted in export-oriented 

economy of scale-agriculture, which undermines local peasant agriculture. As this group 

is being subject to higher interest rates as well, they stand no chance of making the 

necessary investments for survival.45    

The harsh social impact of the neo-liberal Structural Adjustment Programs has been 

partly recognized by the World Bank and IMF, and consequently the international 

development community. As a response they have sponsored certain social investment 

funds, which offer temporary jobs and other acute relief measures. These funds are meant 

to give temporary relief until the benefits from the neo-liberal reform starts trickling 

down to the poor.46 The structural reasons for the poverty are not met, since they are not 

recognized as such.47 
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In conclusion, the dominating development discourse is built on neo-liberal principles of 

market-orientation and minimal state intervention. Economic growth is the overall 

development goal of the discourse, and it is commonly held that the benefits of the 

growth will eventually “trickle-down” from the privileged elite to the entire population. 

The Structural Adjustment Programs of the World Bank has led to severe cuts in the 

social welfare budgets of the third world, with the consequence that many of the poor 

people have an impaired access to health and education. 

Gender and Development 
The structural adjustment policies and the neo-liberal development discourse have not 

only had an impact on the lives of the poor people in the world – it has also had specific 

consequences for women. In the neo-liberal economic growth model of development, the 

social dimension has been left out. Goodson Forde (1995) describes how the result is an 

ever increasing gap between rich and poor and between men and women.48 Traditionally 

development theory has failed to incorporate an analysis of gender; progress was assessed 

in strict economical terms, and the people in the developing countries were reduced to a 

universal ‘them’. The ‘economic man’ is an individual making rational choices, and all 

individuals share the same opportunities. Differences in experiences and opportunities are 

not recognized. However, the Swedish International Development Agency (2000) states 

that experience has shown that this has led to severe discrimination of women and girls.49 

The structural adjustment program’s cuts in grants to projects for education, health and 

social welfare has invariably had an impact on women as a group. To compensate, the 

states rely heavily on an increased, and unpaid, reproductive work from the women. As 

the responsibilities for their family’s welfare increases, the possibility to meet their own 

needs decreases.50  

The focus on economic growth and the understanding of development as primarily an 

economic concern reflects the male bias in both economic theory and policy-making. In 

its very definition economics are constructed in a way that excludes the ‘feminine’ and 
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the social by its evaluation of and status given to the ‘masculine’ and mathematical.51 

England (1993) explains how neoclassical economical models are built on assumptions 

that the individual is autonomous and selfish, ‘the economic man’. In ‘the market’ they 

try to maximize their own utility, and are unable to behave empathetically towards others. 

However, there is an underlying assumption that within families individuals (in particular 

the head of the family, i.e. the man) behave in the complete opposite, and that family 

members share everything equally.52 Neither of the assumptions seems very likely. 

Individuals are able to show empathy in ‘the market’, and at the same time able to take 

advantage of gender privileges in the domestic sphere. The question why these 

contradicting assumptions are a part of neoclassical economic theory has to be raised. 

England states that they must be interpreted such that the existing system of gender 

relations is seen as desirable, or else these particular assumptions had not been made. 

Written by men, they are clearly biased in favour of men’s interests.53 What they really 

do is to conceal the fact that women are being discriminated against both in the public 

and private sphere. Thereby the higher wages of men, as well as unpaid domestic labour 

by women, are justified - or at least made invisible. This becomes evident when studying 

the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of a country, which only measures the formal 

economy – the domestic labour is not included.54 Households are clustered together to 

output and income units. Intra household differences and monetary divisions are not 

visible.  

Visvanathan (1997) outlines three major perspectives on women in the third world: 

Women in Development, Women and Development and Gender and Development.55 The 

dominant Keynesian welfare approach in the years after World War II, where women 

were first and foremost seen as mothers, laid the foundation for the Women in 

Development (WID) perspective in the 1970’s.56  WID is based on western values and 

focus on individuals. The western system of democracy was seen as the solution to the 

perceived patriarchal societies in the Third World. The focus was to change the economic 
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and legal systems to grant women a place in the productive sphere. The reproductive side 

of women’s lives was overlooked, and the roots of women’s oppression remained 

unquestioned.57 WID is based on the assumption that the economic participation of 

women will automatically lead to equity. However, there seems to be a division between 

women’s and men’s productive role in policies; women are supposed to enter the field of 

production through income training activities such as incense making and weaving etc., 

which indicates that women’s work is meant only as ‘pocket-money’ and therefore 

continuously valued less than the work of men.58 This approach meets the needs of 

income earning for women, but can at the same time be criticized for shifting the costs of 

domestic work from the paid to the unpaid economy. This is in line with the Structural 

Adjustment Program’s neo-liberal agenda, which defines economies only in terms of 

marketed goods and services and excludes women’s reproductive work.59 

The Women and Development (WAD) approach emerged in the late 1970s as a Marxist 

critique of the WID view that the modernization process of capital accumulation and 

profit making is both beneficial and inevitable in the Third World. WAD theorists such as 

Beneria and Sen (1997) state that capital accumulation has direct negative consequences 

on the lives of women. Their workload becomes intensified due to the combination of 

productive and reproductive work, and they might also loose the control over productive 

resources. Furthermore capital accumulation may force women to become migrant wage 

earners.60 The WAD approach did put focus on women’s productive role at the expense 

of the reproductive side of their lives. The focus on class, capital and dependency theory 

meant that WAD failed to analyze gender specific oppressive structures.61 This school of 

thought never reached a mainstream audience, but influenced the Gender and 

Development (GAD) approach that emerged in the 1980s, which is dominating today 

alongside the WID approach. 

Young (1997) describes how the GAD approach put the focus on gender relations, rather 

than on women in isolation from gender structures. Women are seen as active agents 
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instead of passive recipients of development, as is the case in the WID approach. 

However, GAD does not assume that women have a perfect knowledge or understanding 

of discriminating structures in their societies. Neither does GAD assume that men are 

conscious of male dominance, or that all men act to promote it.62 In the GAD discourse, 

women are not seen as right or ‘good’ simply because they are women, and men are not 

seen as wicked or bad because they are men. Both men and women are seen as important 

agents in the process to gender equality, but because of their privileges men are seen as 

unlikely to ally themselves to the cause of gender equality without powerful persuasion.63 

This type of persuasion should be a part of all development strategy in order to actually 

implement any advancement for women. 

Unlike the WID approach which puts women’s access to cash income in focus, GAD is 

much less optimistic about the role of the market as a means to gender equality. 

Economic betterment in isolation is not sufficient to change any deep rooted structures, 

but it needs to be combined with women’s self-organization so as to increase their 

political power within the economic system.64 The role of the state therefore becomes 

important – as the supplier of education, health and training – particularly on the local 

level. The poor are rarely able overcome their poverty alone, it is way beyond their reach, 

and therefore this type of basic needs programmes are central to raise consciousness. 

Young states that consciousness-raising has to “encompass not only the nature of the 

structures creating poverty for some and wealth for others, the maldistribution of social 

wealth and capital, the unbalanced distribution of political power, but also the structures 

of inequality between men and women which weaken both in their common struggle for 

survival and for betterment.”65 

In conclusion, it was not until the GAD discourse challenged the neo-liberal WID 

discourse, that women were seen as a separate group with specific structural challenges in 

the development agenda. The assumption that economic growth and the economic 

participation of women in the labor market automatically will lead to equity, both in the 

society and within the household, is questioned by the GAD discourse. Economic 

                                                 
62 Young, 1997: 51e 
63 ibid: 52 
64 ibid: 52f 
65 ibid: 54 



 24 

betterment will in itself not change discriminating structures. There is a need for a 

holistic perspective where social dimensions such as health and education are seen as 

equally important to people as the economic and political participation, and where the 

domestic duties are recognized as hampering women’s personal development. 

Empowerment in the Development Discourse  
Empowerment has become a ‘buzz’ word in the current development discourse, used in a 

majority of the policy documents for poverty alleviation.66 The word is being used to 

describe positive outcomes of development policy. However, it has undeniably been 

easier to incorporate empowerment into the development agenda by using arguments of 

potential benefits in other areas – such as lower fertility rates, infant mortality, economic 

growth etc. – rather than using an advocacy based on intrinsic grounds or arguing for 

human rights. Kabeer (2002) states that when women’s empowerment is argued for as an 

end in itself, the mainstream development policy circles tend to view it as a zero-sum 

sum game with weak winners and powerful losers.67 

Rowlands (1998) argues that much of the use of the term has had emphasis on economic 

and political empowerment. Empowerment has also been understood to a large extent 

from a Western free market perspective. The concept has become popular alongside the 

increased focus on individualism and consumerism as development goals. Consequently, 

the notion of empowerment has come to legitimize such particular policies and 

approaches to women’s development.68 Townsend even shows how the concept of 

empowerment has been used to legitimize tax cuts provoked by structural adjustment 

programs, with the justification that the citizens become ‘empowered’ when they get to 

choose whether to spend their income on health and pensions or on consumption. 

The term empowerment has become so widely used in the development discourse that the 

meaning of the word has become devalued. It is used giving such different connotations, 

it basically means whatever the user wants it to mean, not necessarily what the audience 
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understands by it.69 The vagueness of the term is problematic because misusages of the 

word can function as giving legitimacy to development policy that has nothing to do with 

empowerment per se, but since the word is used it gives the audience an understanding of 

the benefits of the policy which might be misleading. This is what can be referred to as a 

‘discursive theft’. When the term empowerment is used in this way it can be regarded as 

having an instrumental function: the word empowerment serves as a means to justify 

other goals. 

On the other hand, Kabeer (2002) describes how the ‘fuzziness’ of the term can be 

considered appealing to feminists at grassroots organizations in the Third World. The 

popularity of the term gives NGO’s a ‘breathing space’ to work in ways for women’s 

rights that could be hard to find funding for otherwise. Since there is no definition of the 

word it can mean what would otherwise be considered a radical approach which might be 

more acceptable to donors if the aim is empowerment. The usage is still instrumental, but 

the objectives for using the term are different.70 Recent years has seen numerous reports 

trying to quantify and measure empowerment to make the term more objective and 

verifiable in development policy.71 There is still no consensus on the exact meaning of 

empowerment.  

Microcredits and ‘the Economic Woman’ 
The phenomenon of microcrediting was born in Bangladesh in the 1970s. Rankin (2001) 

describes how the strategy of microcredits over the decades has come to be regarded as a 

veritable panacea for poverty all over the world.72 The basic concept of the strategy is to 

provide small-scale credits and financial services to those who are excluded from the 

formal financial system, namely poor people lacking fixed assets for collateral. The loans 

are used to start micro-enterprises such as small shops or develop the agriculture by 

purchasing more cost effective seeds etc. In addition, Swain (2004) describes how the 

loans can be used for non-investment purposes such as to smooth out periods of 
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unemployment, droughts, and other types of vulnerabilities.73 The process of microcredit 

loans is started by a few people forming a group, and thereafter they undergo training in 

financial discipline and book keeping. They establish a savings fund, review one 

another’s proposed enterprises, and subsequently guarantee the loans of the members 

collectively. The loans are extended to the members on a rotating basis.74 The repayment 

rates for microcredit loans are much higher than regular bank loans. Koevos (2004) 

describes how the innovative aspect of the microcredit banks is primarily the 

institutionalization of the peer pressure. Loans are given to groups who disburse the 

money to their members, which means that there is an important and self-regulating 

element of group monitoring and group accountability of the loans.75  

There are many stakeholders in the microcrediting process. Each arrow in the figure 

below represents a monetary linkage. Local NGO’s help the programme villagers start up 

the groups and educate them in the skills necessary to run micro-enterprises. In some 

instances the NGO’s will function as banks.76 Zeller and Meyer (2002) describes how 

most microcredit programs are small and vulnerable, and since they operate in specific 

rural areas with only poor people, they are exposed to systematic risks of undiversified 

loan portfolios. This creates a dependence on donations from international institutions 

such as World Bank, USAID, UNDP, SIDA etc. and Governments for survival.77 The 

international institutions also give direct funding to NGO’s and larger contributions to the 

Government. Evidently, the international institutions possess a great influence in all 

stages of the process, and can in many ways freely dictate the conditions and terms of the 

microcredits. 
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Figure 3. Stakeholders and monetary transactions in the microcrediting process 
 

The interest rate was initially set with a ceiling level in microcredit projects, so that the 

loans would be affordable to the poor people. However, this had the necessary 

implication that the loans had to be partly funded by grants and concessional loans from 

the government and aid donors. The microcredit banks were kept from attaining self-

sufficiency in their pursuit to target the poor and unprofitable segment of the 

population.78 In addition, the microcredit banks fear that the poorest segment of society is 

too expensive and risky. Peck Christen and Drake (2002) argue that financial self-

sustainability is a necessary pre-condition for achieving exponential growth, and to 

ensure long term access to credits for the poor.79 For this reason, microcredit agencies are 

becoming commercialized, i.e. becoming managed on a business basis. Traditional 

NGO’s are transforming into banking institutions and governments are beginning to see 

microfinance as a way to turn development initiatives into profit-maximizing entities.80 

Additionally, the microcredit approach has changed development practice from state-led 

to market-led, which corresponds well to the neo-liberalization of the development 

community. In addition to economic growth, markets are regarded as the preferred 

mechanism for achieving political freedom and social justice in the neo-liberal 

discourse.81 The basic idea of microcrediting is that poor people stop being dependent on 
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aid and social services, and instead start helping themselves.82 Rose and Miller (1992) 

discuss how a process of reorganizing the poverty alleviation programmes for the 

government of personal life, away from state-led social security, is entailed in the neo-

liberal development agenda. Therefore the entrepreneur, the free and autonomous 

individual by neo-liberal definition, has come to predominate in the current development 

discourse.83 Microcredits as a strategy to promote entrepreneurs is consequently 

incorporated into the agenda of the dominating development discourse, and strategy 

matches the ideas of the WID approach well as it puts focus on the work and income of 

the women.  

In addition to being a market-led self-help strategy, microcredits are a highly gendered 

poverty alleviation approach. The aim of most microcredit organizations is to target the 

poorest of the poor. Since women are disproportionately poorer than men, most NGO’s 

work with a women-only approach.84 Women have also proven to be more reliable in 

repaying the loans, and there have been considerable effects registered in children’s 

schooling and family health when women are granted microcredit loans.85 Gender 

stereotypes of women as caretaking of their families and communities are at the center of 

the rationality behind the strategy of targeting women exclusively. However, there are 

undoubtedly many benefits to be gained for the women by the approach, as they now 

have increased access to credit. Studies show that women’s bargaining power within the 

household and networking opportunities are expanded.86 In addition, CGAP (2005), a 

consortium of 31 public and private international development institutions, state that 

microfinance has shown strong evidence that the access to financial services lead to 

women becoming more confident, more assertive, and better able to confront systemic 

gender inequities. Microfinance in itself is supposed to be able to empower women.87 For 

example, SIDA (2005) states that: 

“Impact literature shows that access to financial services tends to improve a 
woman’s bargaining position within and outside the household and increase her 
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physical mobility and participation in social networks. Women’s empowerment 
and control over economic resources in turn have important effects on the well 
being of the entire household, in particular the children.” 88 

 

It is important to recognize however, that gender stereotypes are not challenged by the 

commercialized microcredit approach, but rather reinforced. As a state strategy consistent 

with the neo-liberal agenda, the link between state power and gender oppression is being 

emphasized in microcredits.89 It is believed that the decrease in state power, and increase 

in market power, will automatically reduce gender discrimination. When promoting 

female entrepreneurship in a national civil society, it is vital to question how local gender 

ideologies treat individual women entrepreneurs, particularly if the women regard private 

profit as an end in itself.90 Are the local gender structures promoting or preventing 

independent women? 

Because of the self-help approach, microcredits are often promoted as a means of 

achieving social ends, like women’s empowerment. Some NGO’s take advantage of the 

fact that the women are gathered to give them additional trainings and exposure visits in 

gender issues and women’s rights to strengthen their empowerment. However, the 

explicit social agenda is challenged by the goal of financial self-sufficiency.91 SARTHI 

works with a holistic approach to empowerment, although there is an outside pressure on 

their organization by donors to make the microcredit groups self-sustainable, which 

would put an end to the gender related activities. Without additional promotion of social 

rights, in particular gender rights, the gendered role of women as caretakers is at risk of 

being exploited.92 For instance, Rajan and Krishnan (2002) state in their research on 

gender impact on authoritarianism in India that “women are socialized to be passive, 

accommodative and intuitive, while men are socialized to be aggressive, active and 

dominating.”93 The idealized picture of ‘the economic woman’, free to function 

efficiently in the market, must be questioned. The female entrepreneur exists in 

patriarchal societies which systematically subordinate women trough ideologies of 
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seclusion and ritual purity, and gendered household division.94  Research has shown that 

although women receive the credit, it is often men who actually control the money and 

the income earned by it.95 In addition to the gendered division of labour and domestic 

work, microcredits are at risk of institutionalizing the subordination of women. 

In conclusion, there is a potential trade-off between the financial sustainability of 

microcredit institutions and the social accountability of the microcredit strategy. NGO’s 

and microcredit banks must give the women credit takers training in political and legal 

rights, literacy and opportunities for organizing at different levels, to ensure social 

accountability. Women’s empowerment is not an automatic consequence of credit 

distribution, but a result of changed gender roles and structures. 

Theorizing Empowerment 
In order to theorize and conceptualize the term empowerment for analytical purposes, it is 

valuable to distinguish what different needs that are understood to have been met for 

empowerment to have taken place. In this section women’s practical and strategic gender 

needs is discussed. Furthermore, the central concept to empowerment of power is 

elucidated, as well as the different levels and dimensions of empowerment. 

Practical and Strategic Gender Needs 
In addition to having the household and childbearing responsibilities in most poor 

families in the Third World, women also function as income earners - usually secondary 

income earners. Moser (1989) describes how this normally takes the form of agricultural 

work in rural areas, but it can also be in the form of selling the produce at markets etc. 

Although women frequently work to ensure the survival of their families, the stereotype 

of the “male breadwinner” lives on in most Third World countries. The men are seen as 

the productive workers, women as reproductive workers. This is the case even when male 

unemployment is high and the income of the women’s labour is the primary income.96  
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As has been shown, the devaluation of women’s productive and domestic work has since 

long been the focus of the development debate concerning women, both in the WID and 

in the GAD paradigms. Moser states that it is important to separate the practical gender 

needs from the strategic gender needs when studying these different approaches. The 

practical gender needs are those formulated from the actual conditions of women’s 

experiences within their engendered position in the economic sphere, concerning 

women’s survival in their everyday lives. The practical gender strategies focus on 

income-earning activities and the domestic arena. The strategic gender needs on the 

other hand, are those identified to provide a more equal society in terms of the structure 

of relations between women and men. It concerns the abolition of all forms of 

institutionalized discriminations, such as land and property rights, access to education 

and health, political equality and freedom from all forms of violence. The strategic 

gender needs also includes changes in gender based roles in household responsibilities 

and division of labor.97 

The WID approach meets the practical gender needs for the women in terms of income 

generation. It also meets some strategic gender needs to a limited extent in form of 

political and economic autonomy in the legal system. However, the WID paradigm seems 

to meet potential strategic gender needs, rather than actual strategic gender needs. In 

spite of changes in laws, many local customs are still practiced in an unchanged manner, 

and the political and legal rights only exist on paper.98 Examples of this in India are 

arranged marriages, the dowry system, property rights of women and abortions of female 

fetuses. 

The GAD approach, on the other hand, starts from a holistic perspective: social 

organization, economic and political life are all seen as important factors shaping society. 

It also puts a holistic focus on the productive and reproductive sphere, and focuses on the 

‘fit’ between the family and domestic life on the one hand and the political and economic 

organization on the other. It is therefore the first approach to successfully combine a 

focus on both practical and strategic gender needs.99 To include and engage women in the 
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political and economic process and raise the level of gender awareness for both women 

and men is of vital importance to meet the strategic gender needs of the women. If the 

development institutions are to meet both practical and strategic gender needs, the 

development policy needs to be engendered to ensure that women are granted a central 

role in the development process at all levels. Women have to be recognized as active 

agents in development, from which it follows that women’s economical, political and 

social empowerment should be central to any development process.100  

NGO’s working with microcredits often see the practical gender needs in the form of 

loans as an entry point to reach the women, and from there start to work at meeting the 

strategic gender needs. Indeed, Moser points out that “experience has shown that the 

most effective organizations have been those which started around concrete practical 

gender needs relating to health, employment and basic service provision, but which have 

been able to utilize concerns such as these as a means to reach specific strategic gender 

needs identified by women in particular socio-political contexts.”101 

Power and Empowerment 
Most people have an almost intuitive understanding of the word empowerment, and the 

associations are likely to be very positive. This in spite the fact that the word 

empowerment contains the word ‘power’, a word with many connotations of domination 

and oppression. However, power is not necessarily a negative thing. Butler (1997) 

describes how we are used to think about power “as what presses the subject from the 

outside, as what subordinates, sets underneath, and relegates to a lower order.” Foucault 

offered an alternative to this one dimensional view of power by understanding power as 

forming the subject at the same time, as being the very essence that we depend upon for 

our existence and it reproduces and sustains our agency.102 Rowlands (1998) describes 

how Foucault’s view of power is relational, it is constituted in social relationships, and it 

exists only when it is exercised.103  
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If power is a relational occurrence, changes in power should lead to changes in relations 

and vice versa. Unless our existence - our agency - is fixed, the way we perceive 

ourselves will alter together with changes in exercises of power. Power is not an external 

phenomenon that a person can gain or loose, but still remain the same. Power exists only 

between and within people, and it creates the basis for the way we see ourselves, as well 

as how others see us. If we gain power, we change our self-perceptions. This gives an 

important instrumental function to power as catalyst for change in social relations, and 

can therefore be seen to have an ultimately positive function. This line of reasoning gives 

a good background to the understanding of the ‘power’ as a positive part of 

‘empowerment’. 

However, looking at power in this way might place too great a responsibility on the 

individual. As Townsend (1999) argues, power is a force that is often abused, and it is the 

root of most poverty and injustices in the world. The abuse of power can be found in 

international politics and trade, as well as in national politics and in relations between the 

rich and poor, between women and men.104 The individual normally has few means of 

access to power. Rowlands calls the adaptation of individuals to what is expected of them 

in terms of supposed roles and capacities “internalized oppression”.105 In India, women 

may guard and encourage oppressive behavior because of social norms of honorability. 

The relational aspect of power stagnate the development of the individual, and maintains 

oppression over the under-privileged. For instance, people who are told that they cannot 

think or act come to believe that they are inferior and unable to think and act.106 It is 

obvious that power is too a wide concept, and contains numerous different aspects. The 

contradiction of power being a way to oppress others and at the same time being a way to 

strengthen oppressed individuals can be understood if we subcategorize power, and 

separate ‘power over’ from ‘power to’. 

‘Power over’ is the conventional form of power, the oppressing kind. Townsend 

describes it as “the power of one person or group to get another person or group to do 
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something against their will.”107 ‘Power over’ can be a matter of strength and force and it 

can be physical, economic or social. Power in this form goes far beyond mere decision-

making abilities, as it does not only prevent people from doing things, but might also 

prevent them from thinking them, due to internalized oppression. Townsend states that 

‘power over’ is manifested clearly in patriarchy, as it “controls not only human bodies 

and physical and financial resources, but over the ideology which sets the rules and 

ideas.”108 This is a zero sum game: the more ‘power over’ one person has, the less others 

have.  

The ‘power over’ type of power stands in sharp contrast to ‘power to’. Within the ‘power 

to’ framework poor people and women enable themselves to reconstruct and reinvent 

themselves.109 This is power in the Foucaultian sense; ‘power to’ enables people to be 

agents in their own lives. It is often used to mean political power, a power to influence 

others and to have a say in decisions.110 The power to make money is yet another form of 

‘power to’. 

There are two more types that can be distinguished, which are intimately connected with 

‘power to’ and actual empowerment, namely ‘power from within’ and ‘power with’.111 

The ‘power from within ’ is central to the concept of empowerment, and concerns the 

self-reliance and internal strength experienced by people. Since it arises from within a 

person, it must some how be self-generated, and thus cannot be imposed from outside. To 

reach ‘power from within’ women must realize what is holding them down and what they 

can do to change this.112 The knowledge of your rights and the structures that keeps 

people from exercising these rights, and the self-esteem to know that these structures 

should be changed is what constitutes ‘power from within’.  

‘Power with’, on the other hand, denotes the capacity of communal action; what people 

in a group can achieve as opposed to a single individual, when for instance trying to 
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influence politicians and implement changes in laws and customs etc.113 In societies 

where women are isolated, this form of power is important. It gives the women not only 

strength and courage to work together, but also has a potential to break the internalized 

oppression. Zapata (1999) states that ‘power with’ can “be expressed in different ways, 

such as the search for shared identity, the chance to negotiate as a group, to share power, 

to seek support of other organizations, to look for outside backing, all building up power 

in a positive, creative way.”114  

The power found in empowerment is mainly built on the three latter forms of power; 

‘power to’, ‘power from within’ and ‘power with’, none of which are zero-sum types of 

power. When people become empowered it does not mean that someone else becomes 

disempowered. 115 This type of power is seen as a process, as Kabeer points out, and it is 

important to understand that to be empowered is different from having power in the sense 

that empowerment entails a process of change: to be empowered you need to have been 

disempowered in the first place. Being very powerful is therefore not to be equated with 

being empowered.116 Having gained the ‘power to’ influence your own life, the ‘power 

from within’ to override discriminating structures, and the ‘power with’ other people for 

support and communal strength, on the other hand, can all be equated with 

empowerment.  

Dimensions and Levels of Empowerment 
Kabeer identifies the ability to make choices as central to the concept of empowerment, 

in particular strategic life choices. Without alternatives there are no choices to make, and 

structures that enable people to make choices can therefore be regarded as empowering 

structures. Examples of such structures would be legal and political rights. Empowerment 

is therefore “the expansion in people’s abilities to make strategic life choices in a context 

where this ability was previously denied to them.”117 Changes in abilities to exercise 
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choices are categorized into three inter-related dimensions by Kabeer: resources, agency 

and achievements. 

The resources are the conditions under which choices are made; they can be material, 

social or human. Empowerment is based as much on a change in the terms on which 

resources are acquired, as well as an increase in the access to the resources. Material 

resources are conventional economic resources such as finance, capital, equipment, land 

and so on. The human resources are found within the individual in the form of 

knowledge, skills, education etc. Social resources are constituted of relationships, 

networks and connections which enable people to improve their situation.118 Social 

resources are therefore intimately connected to the ‘power with’ type of power. But 

access to the resources are normally determined by rules, norms and practices, and the 

element of authority of some actors over others also gives a ‘power to’ aspect to 

resources; power to make money and acquire skills. There is also a negative ‘power over’ 

aspect to consider. For instance, if women have access to capital via microcredit loans, 

but only bring the money to the husband and has no actual control over the usage of the 

money, the empowering potential of that particular resource must be questioned. As was 

discussed in the chapter on microcredits, studies have shown that this is often the case. 

The agency dimension of empowerment refers to the ability for people to define their 

own goals and act upon them. In addition to action, it also encompasses meaning, 

motivation and purpose, i.e. the actor’s sense of agency or ‘power from within.”119 

Townsend states that linked to the agency and ‘power from within’ should be an 

awareness of the limitations of the ability to act upon your own goals, as this will 

strengthen the will to improve the agency further.120 Agency is not restricted to individual 

decision-making, but also encompasses collective reflection and action, a ‘power with’ 

part. Kabeer states that individual women can act against the norm, but the price is 

potentially high for such actions in social penalizing. Individual empowerment is 

therefore a fragile gain unless collective empowerment can be mobilized.121 Group 

activites and support is therefore highly valuable to women’s individual agency. In 
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addition, agency has both a positive element of ‘power to’, people’s capacity to define 

their own choices and goals, but just like with the resources there is also a negative 

element of ‘power over’ in the sense of the capacity of some actors to over-ride the 

agency of others. Although norms and rules are rarely seen as exercises of power, they 

tend to reproduce traditions where the agency of some is limited.122 The ‘internalized 

oppression’ might not only make it hard for women to see discriminating structures, but 

in addition they may fight hard to defend them, as that gives the individual an increased 

status or honor, or sense of security and stability. 

The dimension of achievements refers to the outcome of the choices defined by the 

resources and agency. When there are asymmetries in the distribution of capabilities it is 

hard to achieve your goals. According to Kabeer, this is a strong manifestation of 

disempowerment.123 The actual differences in the choices, goals and achievements of 

individuals are not relevant to the level of empowerment, but the inequalities in their 

capacities to make the choices are. As a group, the women can accomplish more than as 

individuals. Together they can do political lobbying, start new networks and form 

strategies on how to break down structures. In other words, there is an element of ‘power 

with’ to the achievements. There is also an important aspect of ‘power from within’; as 

the women achieve strategic gender goals, their well being and status increases. The 

ability to make advanced gender analysis, to see beyond the internalized oppression, is 

truly an empowering achievement. 

Constraints on the capabilities to make strategic life choices can be found, and overcome, 

on different levels. Kabeer identifies these levels as ‘deeper’ levels such as structural 

relations of class/caste/gender, intermediate levels, namely institutional rules and 

resources, and immediate levels which are individual resources, agency and 

achievements. Changes in one of these levels have the potential to bring about changes in 

the other levels.124  

Although empowerment can take place in any of these dimensions and levels, there must 

be a holistic approach to empowerment. One area in isolation cannot denote 
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empowerment by itself. For instance, although improvements in resources are made, 

without agency and achievements we cannot talk about empowerment. The same is valid 

for the levels; the immediate and intermediate levels both need to be improved, otherwise 

the empowerment will be sub-optimized. The ultimate goal is to see improvements and 

changes in the ‘deeper’ levels. When this happens, true empowerment has taken place. In 

this way all the dimensions and levels are interconnected and need to be considered when 

discussing empowerment. 

Summary 
Empowerment entails a process of change: for people to become empowered they must 

have been disempowered to begin with. The power gained can be the ‘power to’ become 

agents in their own lives, the ‘power from within’ and the self-esteem to break traditions, 

norms and structures, and the ‘power with’ other people to take communal action to 

improve their lives. Central to the concept of empowerment is the ability to make 

strategic life choices. Changes in the ability to make choices can be found in three inter-

related dimensions: resources, agency and achievements. The resources are the conditions 

under which choices are made, and they can be material, social or human. The agency 

dimension refers to the ability for people to define their own goals and act upon them. 

Achievements, on the other hand, are the outcome of the choices defined by the resources 

and agency. Constraints on the capabilities to make strategic life choices can furthermore 

be found on different levels; immediate, intermediate and ‘deeper’ levels. 

When analyzing strategies for empowering women, it is important to ask what type of 

needs they meet. The needs of the disempowered women can be practical gender needs, 

such as increased income generation. The needs can also be strategic gender needs, for 

instance changes in discriminating laws, norms and structures. The gender and 

development paradigm states that it is the strategic gender needs that must be met in 

order for empowerment to take place. The resource dimension primarily meet the 

practical gender needs of the women, whereas the agency and achievements to a greater 

extent meet the strategic gender needs. When the ‘deeper levels’ changes, and 

discriminating structures are challenged, the abilities for women to make strategic life 
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choices are increased. Disempowered women can thereby become empowered, and 

strategic gender needs of the women are met.  

Research Question 
The aim of the empirical field research is to investigate how empowerment is perceived 

by women in microcredit groups, in order to analyze whether there is a discrepancy 

between their own understanding of empowerment and the understanding in the 

dominating development discourse. In addition, because of ‘internalized oppression’, the 

women might in some cases be unaware of what structures are holding them back etc. 

The aim is therefore also to analyze what factors are facilitating or preventing the 

empowerment of the women, and which types of power are important to their 

empowerment. Hence, the research question will be: 

What factors and which types of power are of importance for the empowerment of women 

in microcredit groups?  

Method  
This study is based on qualitative field research, with elements of reflexive ethnography. 

According to Aull Davies (1999), ethnography can be defined as a research process based 

on fieldwork including engagement in the lives of those being studied over an extended 

period of time. Ethnography is based on participant observation, where the researcher 

becomes familiar with the culture of the studied objects by assimilating into their 

everyday lives. Reflexivity, in turn, refers to the self-reflections of the researcher on how 

their presence influences the behavior of the studied objects and the outcome of the 

analysis.125 Having lived in the area previously, I was able to culturally ‘blend in’. I 

attended numerous meetings, festivals, weddings etc. Just like the villagers I experienced 

the droughts, and later on the devastating floods. I ate the same foods and rode the same 

crowded jeeps. However, as a foreigner, I always stood out. Unfortunately, when 

attending meetings or work shops I got more attention than I wished: it was impossible to 
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become a ‘fly on the wall’. On the other hand, I found that the curiosity my presence 

provoked was partly positive. I could easily get in contact with the women and I was 

treated with an openness and eagerness to meet and answer my questions, in spite of their 

other duties in the field etc. 

My previous work at SARTHI can be regarded as a pre-study to this paper. Widerberg 

(2002) discusses the advantages of performing some form of pre-project in a smaller 

scale before the actual project when conducting qualitative research. The advantages of 

this are that the researcher can analyze their own understanding and experiences of what 

is being researched, and how this affects the results.126 It is possible that my pre-

understanding of the issue had an impact on the result of the research, in the way that I 

had decided beforehand what I was looking for. However, I have tried to adopt an open 

attitude throughout the research, and not close any doors to new findings. Furthermore, 

the aim of the paper is to understand how the women perceive empowerment. 

Understanding is subjective per definition. By doing a qualitative study I do not claim to 

make an objective account of what the situations is: I merely interpret and give a 

suggestion on how to comprehend the narrating of the informants. Thomsson (2002) state 

that what should be aimed for in qualitative research is detailed descriptions of dynamic 

relationships, discursive context and personal experiences. From this it is possible to 

build interesting theoretical discussions and understandable descriptions. The ambition to 

generalize objective facts from the results does not belong in the qualitative school of 

research.127 

Assessing Empowerment 
Empowerment is a vague term and not easily measurable. To be able to answer the 

research question on what factors are of importance for women in microcredit groups to 

see themselves as empowered, it is important to know what to search for, i.e. how to 

recognize empowerment when encountering it. It is also important to conceptualize 

empowerment in an understandable manner to the respondents, so that they can identify 

the factors important to their empowerment.  
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Kabeer argues that the creation of equality of access to resources, such as investments in 

women’s health, education, credit, land, livelihoods and employment opportunities, are 

quite easy to quantify and measure. However, whether these benefits actually reach the 

women, if they are able to promote their ability to define their own priorities and make 

their own choices is not similarly easy to assess. Power relations cannot readily be 

quantified. Kabeer therefore proposes measurements of empowerment with a 

combination of ‘emic’ understandings with ‘etic’ analysis.128 In this paper, weight is 

given to the emic descriptions of the women and their perspectives of empowerment, i.e. 

perspectives that are culturally intrinsic and meaningful to the women. Because of 

‘internalized oppression’, however, it might be hard for the women to see the 

phenomenon of their empowerment ‘from the outside’, and therefore an extrinsic and etic 

analysis complements the descriptions of the women.  

As stated in the introduction, my understanding of the term empowerment in this paper is 

that it is based on expanded capabilities for women to dominate their own 

circumstances, including increased participation in decision-making, better social 

status in family and community, increased political power and increased self-esteem. 

Furthermore, empowerment denotes a process of change, and central to the concept of 

empowerment is the capacity of people to make strategic life choices in a context where 

this was previously denied to them. Changes in the abilities to exercise choices can be 

found in different dimensions and levels. 

Having met hundreds of women in the area, I have learnt that there are certain elements 

that are easily observable as signals of empowerment, such as steadiness in the glance, 

willingness to meet the eyes, body mimic when speaking etc. Or in the opposite case 

where shyness, constant covering of the face with a shawl, short unelaborated answers 

with quiet voices etc. gives signals about low levels of empowerment. Discussions with 

the staff at SARTHI have confirmed that these are unmistakable signs of 

empowerment/disempowerment. Etic observations of this kind complement the stories of 

the women in the analysis. 
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There is no direct translation for empowerment in Gujarati. After discussions on the 

meaning of the term in English, the staff at SARTHI suggested that an adequate 

translation would be ‘strong’ and ‘happy’. Strong is synonymous with decision-making 

participation, power and status, and happy is a translation for self-esteem. In combination 

they denote the understanding for empowerment in this paper. To ensure that the concept 

would not be misunderstood, I asked the translator to give lengthier explanations of what 

I meant by ‘strong’ and ‘happy’. 

Following the definition of empowerment in this paper, the questions were loosely based 

around the areas of decision-making within the household and in society, social status, 

social influence and self-esteem. The women were also asked what they believe an 

empowered woman to be, how their lives have changed, their greatest achievements and 

their dreams for the future (see appendix 1). 

Focus Groups and Sample of Women 
According to Thomsson, one reason for doing group interviews are that it gives access to 

a different kind of knowledge than individual interviews do. The respondents will discuss 

issues with a clear consensus, or spend time to try and convince the others of their 

standpoint. It is therefore a way to effectively both reach many women, and get an 

overview of the general perspective of the women. It is not however a good method for 

getting the respondents to tell intimate stories, which is preferably done in individual 

interviews.129 Shyness and social hierarchies within the groups might affect the answers 

negatively. The original plan was to combine focus groups with individual interviews for 

the follow up round. I was strongly advised against this by the staff of SARTHI, as the 

women would feel uncomfortable in individual situations. After spending ten minutes 

alone with a woman at the second interview in Lapania village I decided to change 

method and have smaller focus groups at the second interview: the woman suddenly 

seemed very shy, distracted and gave no answers at all. 

Before starting the research I informed the staff at SARTHI that I wanted to speak to 

women that were already highly empowered. The reason for targeting the already 
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empowered women is that a part of the aim of the research is to give a voice to the 

women on how they perceive their way to empowerment. It would make no sense to ask 

women who are not empowered about how to become empowered. For this reason, 

having the microcredit groups at SARTHI as a basis of the research was excellent. 

SARTHI are working with a holistic approach to the empowerment of the women, and 

they have many activities alongside their more strict microcredit activities. The staff at 

the head office asked the staff at the six field centers for advice on which groups would 

be suitable. I was presented with four villages, which I had the possibility to accept or 

decline. Not knowing anything about the groups I decided to accept the villages. It is 

possible that the field centre staff misinterpreted the request as being for groups with 

good and stable finances, which all groups turned out to have in common. Apart from 

that, the groups were quite different from each other, both in terms of empowerment and 

in terms of experience and interests. 

The women I met were the most empowered in their groups. SARTHI had deliberately 

asked the most empowered and talkative women to attend the interviews. The presidents 

and the secretaries were always present in the focus groups, and they are the ones that 

have attended most trainings and exposures. Age did not appear to be of major 

importance to the activeness of the women. During the interviews I got an idea of the 

approximate level of empowerment of the women in each village, judged by a 

combination of their stories and the alertness of the women. I discussed my impressions 

with the SARHTI staff, who had the same notion as me. One of the groups was estimated 

as very highly empowered, two as highly empowered and one as moderately empowered. 

In addition to the group interviews I held two reference interviews with female field staff 

at SARTHI. Since they are educated and working women, and have not received 

microcredit loans, they fell out of the frame for this research. The stories they told 

however gave me an increased background and understanding of the complexities of the 

area. The interviews were individual, and therefore I was told about intimate issues such 

as domestic violence and other areas the women would not go into in the group 

interviews.  
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Following is a short presentation of the villages and the interviews (for pictures of the 

groups, see appendix 3): 

Name of village Women present at 
first interview 

Women present at 
second interview 

Estimated level of 
empowerment 

Lapania 11 (of whom 4 were 
active) 

3 High 

Harigada 5 (of whom 3 were 
active) 

2 Moderate 

Jalapadeli 4 (of whom 3 were 
active) 

2 Very high 

Danor na muvana 10 (of whom 4 were 
active) 

4 High 

 
Figure 4: Presentation of the villages 

Using Interviews as a Method 
The aim of the research is to understand the subjects, to give them a voice on how they 

perceive their way to empowerment. Widerberg (2002) discusses how in the cases where 

the researcher is looking for understanding of how the subjects reason, reflect and 

interpret their own situation, interviews is the best method. When conducting this type of 

qualitative research, the researcher is not looking for factual circumstances, although the 

results might help explain societal patterns and contexts. Finding this type of facts are 

subordinate to understanding the subjects.130 I therefore decided to use interviews as my 

primary method, both for the understanding of the objects, as well as a basis for 

analyzing societal patterns.  

Widerberg (2002) furthermore discusses the importance of asking how something is 

done, which in this case would be how empowerment is gained and experienced. It is 

important to bear in mind when designing the interview situation whether the emphasis of 

the research is on the individual or on societal patterns and contexts. The questions 

should be designed after deciding what level of focus the researcher aims to put on the 

individual. 131 The ambition with the research is to find individual stories that can help to 

explain social pattern and contexts.  
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As a large part of the analysis is already determined beforehand, set by the understanding 

of the phenomenon and reason for interest in the field of the researcher, many gates can 

potentially close. Once the material is collected other possibilities of analysis might be 

hard.132 I decided to design the questions so that the answers would be relatively open, so 

as to not close any gates when analyzing the material, and to get an extensive foundation 

for the analysis. I also decided that I would do a follow-up interview to every interview, 

when the results of the first round had been interpreted and analyzed. In this way, I would 

be able to adjust the questions to particular themes that came up during the first session 

and not miss out on opportunities to enter deeply into interesting themes. The follow-up 

interviews were positive as the women in all of the groups seemed more relaxed and 

talkative on our second encounter. They had also had time to ponder the themes we 

discussed the first time we met, and could elaborate and give more examples.  

In addition to the interviews, I had brought disposable cameras that I handed out to three 

women in each group. I gave the cameras to the most active and talkative women in each 

group. They were asked to take pictures whenever they felt empowered, or ‘strong and 

happy’. I collected the cameras at the second meeting with the women. The reason for 

using this method was to get the women to think about their empowerment, to be able to 

take the second interviews further. At the second interview I asked questions about the 

pictures, and why they had chosen to depict what they did. It turned out to be a very 

positive element of my research, as the women expressed much gratitude of getting the 

trust to use cameras, and they took the assignment seriously. I was told that their cameras 

had become the envy of the whole village. This created a bond of trust between me and 

the respondents (see appendix 2 for examples of pictures taken by the women). 

During the interviews I also used drawings as a way of participatory interaction, inspired 

by Mayoux (2003) recommendations for how to conduct an empowering enquiry where 

the participants get to be creative and look at issues from their own perspectives, rather 

than simply answering questions set up by the investigator.133 I drew eight curvy lines, 

and explained that they were different rivers to cross. After that I drew a sad looking 

woman on one side of the rivers and a happy looking woman on the other, and I asked 
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where the respondents were on the journey to becoming the happy looking woman. When 

they put a cross somewhere between the rivers I asked what was left in between them and 

the happy looking woman, and what was behind them. This method was originally used 

by Mayoux at another NGO in the Panchmahals district, and was estimated by the 

SARTHI staff that to be an appropriate and positive way of finding new angles to the 

interviews. It turned out to be a good way of starting conversations about empowerment, 

and in addition a way to see how empowered the women spontaneously estimate 

themselves to be. 

One of the greatest obstacles to the interviews was the curiosity my presence evoked. The 

husbands of the women in one of the villages were always lurking around, and there were 

curious children everywhere at all the interviews. This was intimidating to me, as I felt 

that the intimacy was lost between me and the respondents. The staff of SARTHI ensured 

me however that the women did not act as if they were affected by the presence of the 

others. Indeed, they seemed to speak freely about all matters anyway. On instances when 

the husbands in one of the villages became too involved in our conversations, they were 

asked to go further away from the group, which they did temporarily. There seemed to be 

no way of avoiding their presence. 

Since I do not speak Gujarati fluently, I had to use an interpreter. During my previous 

stay at SARTHI, I had engaged in many discussions on women’s rights, empowerment 

and gender related issues with Dhan Singh Rathore, program officer and administrative 

co-ordinator at SARTHI. Having him as an interpreter made me feel secure that the 

questions would be communicated properly, and that the translation would be correct. His 

vast knowledge about gender issues and the situation of the women in the area was a 

great asset to the research, and his level of English is very high. We went over the 

questions together and discussed how to translate them properly before the interviews. I 

also had meaningful discussions with other staff members of SARTHI on issues related 

to the women. Most of the staff are tribal villagers from the area, and they have an 

intimate knowledge and understanding of the particularities of the area. Aull Davies 

states that it is totally unacceptable for ethnographic researchers to not even attempt to 

learn the spoken language. They must at least know how to make basic conversation in 
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the local language of the respondents.134 Having lived in the area before, I did know some 

elementary sentences and expressions in Gujarati, and could follow the general content of 

the conversations in the interviews. The fact that I could speak a little bit with the 

respondents was received positively and functioned as ice breaking in the interviews. 

To record the interviews I decided to use a video camera, so as not to miss out on the non 

verbal part of the analysis in the interviews. Thomsson (2002) states that some of the 

advantages of using a video camera is that the interplay between the respondents become 

observable, along with reactions and other non verbal elements.135 This is particularly 

important for the etic analysis of the interviews. According to Thomsson it is important to 

inform the respondents about the camera, and its usage for the research. There might be 

problems with respondents becoming shy and introvert because of the camera.136 

However, even though I properly informed the respondents about the video camera, I saw 

no reaction at all. I was told by the staff at SARTHI that it was very unlikely that the 

women understood the concept of video cameras, which was positive since it did not 

have any inhibiting effects on the women, but negative in the way the women might not 

understand that they were being captured on film. 

The fact that the respondents are not familiar with academic research posed another 

problem when presenting the project to the women, as it complicated the explanation of 

the intentions of the research. In addition, it was problematic that the women have a built 

up trust for SARTHI, and thereby do not question anything that is presented by SARHTI. 

My presence was justified through SARTHI, which turned out to be an ethical dilemma. I 

was dependent on SARHTI to reach the women, but the women had in reality no 

possibilities to question or object to my research. 

Method of Analysis 
Before analyzing the interviews, they were carefully transcribed sentence by sentence. 

For the first interviews, with larger groups, I made transcriptions of the interviews 

together with the interpreter. Because the groups were quite large, the women were 
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sometimes talking many at a time, which could not be translated directly during the 

interviews. By going over the interviews together, nothing of what the women were 

saying was lost. For the last set of interviews, the groups were smaller, and the 

conversations calmer. These interviews were transcribed directly, and there was no 

immediate need to go over them twice with the interpreter. After the transcriptions, in 

order to explore how the women perceive their own empowerment, I used Naila Kabeer’s 

dimensions and levels of empowerment as an analytical framework, where an analytical 

distinction is made between the dimensions of resources, agency and achievements. I 

categorized the interviews under each dimension according to overall themes I identified 

in the interviews with the women: 

Resources Agency Achievements 
Material (finance, capital, 
equipment, land etc.) 

Awareness (including 
limitations) 

Changes in attitudes 

Human (knowledge, skills, 
health, education etc.) 

Group activities Analysis of situation 

Social (relationships, 
networks, connections etc.) 

Work contribution Well being 

 Control over resources Status 
 Decision-making Public protest 
 Group support Ability to further their case 
 Behavior in public Optimism 
 Confidence and feeling of 

identity 
 

 Freedom of movement  
 
Figure 5. Categorized themes of the interviews 
 
The transcribed interviews were carefully classified in these categories. As the 

dimensions of empowerment were often overlapping, the same piece of conversation was 

sometimes categorized under many of the different themes. For instance, when a woman 

spoke about her increase in confidence due to trainings in legal rights, it was placed under 

both resources (skills) and agency (confidence and awareness). Thereafter the themes 

were clustered together into overall themes in the agency and achievements categories.  

Kabeer’s levels were not given a separate analytical category, but were used as a cross-

cutting analytical element, mainly discussed in the summaries of each section. 
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Analysis  
In this section I will present and analyze the interviews with the women in the 

microcredit groups. When analyzing the statements of the women, I will both search for 

overall themes and trends and additionally look for specific examples. The women 

interviewed are all members of microcredit groups run by SARTHI. A few women in 

each village formed the groups, and thereafter they underwent training in financial 

discipline and book keeping led by SARTHI. The women have meetings with their 

groups twice per month in their own villages. In addition, the interviewed women have 

been exposed to many trainings, exposure visits and meetings. It is important to state that 

SARTHI’s holistic approach to the empowerment of women differs from the mainstream 

microfinance agenda in the dominating development discourse, where side activities 

should be kept to a minimum in order to make the groups financially sustainable. The 

exposures and activities that the interviewed women describe are not normally a part of 

microcredit programmes, although with a gender sensitive microfinance agenda they 

could be.  

The quotations below are translated by the interpreter, and I have left them unedited so as 

not to accidentally change the meaning of what the women are saying. Although it 

sometimes might seem that the English is very poor, it is important to remember that in 

Gujarati the language might be much richer, and that the women are not responsible for 

the translation. 

Resources 
The increase in resources is the most visible part of the empowerment of the women. As 

the concept of empowerment entails a process of change, the category of resources is 

based on a change in the terms on which resources are acquired, as well as an increase in 

the access to the resources. The resources can be material, human or social. 

Material resources 
The material situation of the tribal inhabitants of the Panchmahals is normally poor. They 

have a low social status in India, and hardly any material possessions. The men own 

small pieces of land that are used for agriculture. Because of the dependence on good 
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monsoons for the agriculture, the people are vulnerable. In drought years they are forced 

to sell whatever belongings they have and take loans with exceptionally high interest 

rates for mere survival. Acute famine is still occurring after consecutive years of 

droughts. 

Considering this, it is apparent that the material position of the interviewed women is 

comparatively good, and that it is valued as an important aspect of their empowerment. 

The groups are formed around the promise of financial aid and uplifting from the start, 

and it is therefore the core objective of the groups to make members financially better off. 

The women now own small shops or have made investments to improve the agriculture 

of their families. 

Interviewer: How are your lives different before joining the group and after? 
Woman: Lots of change, we have been able to increase our income through a lot of 
different things: well deepening and small shops. (Village number 2) 

Other material resources that are used to exemplify the positive outcomes of being 

members of the groups are income from animal husbandry such as dairy, as well as land 

and agricultural produce. One group stated that their biggest dream for the future would 

be to open their own dairy. 

The fact that material aspects such as finance, capital and equipment is of significance for 

the women is evident when studying the pictures that the women took with the distributed 

disposable cameras. A majority depicts crops, large harvests, buffaloes, cows, hens, 

ornaments, bicycles etc (see appendix 2 for examples of such pictures). This is 

undoubtedly the easiest dimension of empowerment to translate into pictures, in contrast 

to feelings and other abstract dimensions. It is also consistent with the neo-liberal 

definition of empowerment in the development discourse, with focus on economic 

improvement. However, the fact that empowerment is defined narrowly in the 

development discourse makes the transformation from the harsh reality of extreme 

poverty to economic independence no less valid as a dimension of empowerment. 

Because of desperate need of money people have to migrate to work at farms and in the 

cities. The work is usually very hard, and the wages are poor. 
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The loans from the groups have also brought a freedom from being at local money 

lenders beck and call due to outrageous interest rates: 

I: What is the most important change in your lives? 
W: Best thing is that we can take loan from our savings and this process makes us 
more independent. We don't have to take loans from strangers and give away our 
land and ornaments. We were like slaves, we had to kiss up to them all the time and 
be at their command. (3) 

One more important financial function of the groups is the opportunity to get help in 

particularly desperate times. In a geographical setting where six years out of ten are 

drought years, and where medical help in case of family illness is far away and often too 

expensive for rural villagers to afford, there is a need for insurance to even out the costs 

of the crisis. 

W: Before the groups, when we were in problematic situations, like when the kids 
were ill for example, we had to sell our cattle and ornaments. Now we have the 
group, we can easily get money. We also have 10 000 rupees from a Government 
fund. When we get problems we solve them this way. (1) 

Women in three villages out of four stated that an empowered woman is one who is able 

to take loans and have savings. Women in Jalapadeli, the village which I judged to have 

the highest level of empowerment, seemed to think other aspects more important for 

women's empowerment, which does not mean that the basic material resources were not 

valued properly.  The relative material affluence was proudly conveyed: 

I: Can I come back for a second interview? 
W: Yes, come back in the rainy season, we have so much food, you have to come! 
Come at twelve o'clock and have corn. We have lots of vegetables. You can eat corn, 
and take it with you. (3) 

The fact that the women have savings and have taken loans gives them a very important 

element of 'power to'. They have the power to start businesses, buy equipment and 

animals, develop their agriculture, and grant their families some financial stability even in 

hard times. However, the money from the microcredit loans is not exclusively for 

women. All of the women testify that the loan and how to use it is a result of a decision 

taken together with their husbands, and they are not themselves in control of any 

decisions concerning the material resources. 
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Human resources 
The microcredit groups do not only benefit the women financially, but also gives the 

women trainings and other skills. Normally the microcredit meetings start with financial 

matters and transactions, and thereafter take the form of trainings and discussions. 

Occasionally the meetings have external visitors who teach the women specific things, 

and other times the women discuss gender related topics with the SARTHI staff. 

I: In the meetings, what part do you like? 
Wl: To listen something! 
W2: We also learned something! (4) 

The human resources such as knowledge, skills, education and health are valued high 

among all women, and there is a strong consensus that it is of greater importance to their 

empowerment than the money. 

W: We have learnt a lot! We got empowered and have become more aware about 
lots of things. That's why we feel very happy! (1) 

Some of the women go to other villages and towns for trainings in specific areas and 

exposures. These trips are valued particularly high in all groups. 

W: We want not only money, but these things. For example, for one exposure we 
went to Kalidha. Still I remember on that day I really liked all of the discussions 
about the education of girls, and related to women - how to give education to the 
girls, how to make girls important for their development in society and so on. So that 
1 still remember, and I came here and 1 talked with all the members, this I still 
remember! (4) 

The women are normally not educated, or have only gone to school a few years, and 

many are thirsty for knowledge. All the women agree that the things they have learned 

since joining the groups are empowering in their everyday lives. 

The knowledge and skills the women have developed since joining the groups stretches 

from practical income related activities, such as incense making and weaving of carpets, 

to very advanced comprehension of legal and political rights. 

W: In that meeting about 400 women were there and learned about land rights. In the 
village there is a local political body that takes care of legal things, we learned that 
we should go there, take some details of the way, then go to the municipal place and 
ask for the application, and then fill in the form. We learned that all the women, 
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those who are members, we go together and we do one application for the land rights 
together. (3) 

Some of the skills the women develop benefit the whole society, not only their own 

families. In Jalapadeli village the women are very content with their training in conflict 

solving and management. 

W: If there are conflicts in the villages, then we go and make compromise. Now 
when there are conflicts, they say that SARTHI’s women should go there and make 
peace. 
I: Who goes to mediate? 
W: The whole group go and make compromise; otherwise they will fight to death. 
Now there are no fights. (3) 

The fights can be over various issues, for instance if one family let their cattle graze on 

their neighbors property. The women have learned how to mediate so all parts involved 

feel that they have been adhered to and so that everyone makes some kind of 

compromise. This skill has increased the status of the women and the well-being of the 

whole village. Many of the women also testify that their own and their families health 

have improved as a result of trainings. Health is a very important human resource as it 

directly reflects and controls the well being of the women. 

W: Earlier we did not know how to clean the oven and the house - we did not know 
about hygiene. Now we know this to, and also the body, we take baths regularly. (1) 

What to eat and not is a field full of superstition and blind beliefs, and without knowledge 

and training many people in the villages suffer from malnourishment, particularly the 

children. 

W: What to eat, we didn't know. We didn't eat curd or milk. Now we know we can 
eat everything. After delivery we couldn't eat things but now we do. We thought that 
our children would get skin diseases. Earlier we also gave the children limited foods, 
but now we know better. Our husbands said "don't give this type of foods to the 
children", but we said "no, no, we can give, we have learned these things", so now 
the husbands know too. (3) 

When asked about specific things that has made the women feel empowered, many give 

examples of trainings that have made them specifically skilled in one area. For example, 

one woman stated that because of her trainings in agriculture and seeds, she is now the 
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village expert. These human resources can easily be overlooked when discussing 

microcredits and empowerment. They are not visible to the eye like the material 

resources, and they might not be easily translated into statistics. Education is often only 

considered to be the number of years attending school, which the women might have 

none, rather than trainings in specific practical areas. Although illiterate, the women can 

feel very educated in the area of incense making or irrigation and agriculture. Moreover, 

health might only be measured in statistics from hospitals, rather than the general feeling 

of well being. Since the human resources are connected with 'power from within', it is a 

very subjective element of empowerment. If the women consider themselves to have 

become empowered from trainings and new skills, it must be assumed that it is actually 

the case. 

Social resources 
The regular meetings of the groups also have an important social function. Normally the 

women have few occasions where they meet, other than during the wedding season in the 

late spring. The houses are far apart in the villages and busy getting through the daunting 

work-tasks of the day, the women never get the opportunity to interact. There is no 

platform or forum where they have the opportunity to discuss their situation or just talk 

and share some good times together. Many of the women speak indirectly of the 

importance of the social resources for their empowerment, how the meetings have 

brought an element of social meaning to their lives. 

W: We attend the meetings and learn. So now we can take care of our houses, our 
agriculture and the meetings. We have lots of responsibilities. When there were no 
groups there was nothing, only eating, domestic work and sleeping. (1) 

Many women stress the value of the support from the other women, how they nowadays 

help each other and cooperate. The joy of the social activities during the meetings and 

exposure visits are described. 

I: What did you learn [at the exposure visit]? 
W: We had meetings, we discussed. [...] And we sing songs there! And teach each 
other songs! (3) 
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The staff at SARTHI describes how they usually end exposure visits with singing and 

dancing, and that the women love it so much it is hard to get them to stop. They sing and 

dance all the way back to their villages. The huts in which the women live have no 

televisions or radios, and entertainment is normally concentrated to the marriage season 

in May, and a few Hindu festivals with religious singing and dancing. During the rest of 

the year there are no occasions where the women can express joy and happiness in the 

same way. The social element to the exposure visits is therefore highly valued. 

Due to the organizing of microcredit groups at cluster level, where one or two women 

from each group meet members from other groups, the network of the women has 

expanded dramatically. Women from two villages even state that an empowered woman 

is someone with access to cluster federations. Experiences and good practices from the 

different villages are discussed at the cluster meetings, and there are various trainings and 

social activities taking place. 

W: I am doing lots of activities, role plays and like that, so many women know me! I 
sing, I dance, and I even cry in the role plays! (3) 

The improved relationship between the women does not only have a social purpose, but 

also a practical function. By uniting for a specific cause the women are more likely to 

succeed in promoting their case, than they would be as individuals. 

W: We all help each other, and go to the police station together. (3) 

The social resources are based on the 'power with' type of power, where the women find a 

shared identity and the strength and courage to work together. The fact that the women 

meet other women from villages far away and share experiences together, gives the social 

resources of the microcredit groups a potential to break the internalized oppression, and is 

therefore imperative to the empowerment of the women. 

Summary 
The material, human and social resources are the conditions that are empowering, and 

they lay the foundation for empowerment. With access to capital, skills and support from 

other women, the position of the microcredit group members is greatly advanced. 

Practical gender needs, such as the ability to survive, are met particularly through the 
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increase in the material resources, whereas the human and social resources meet long 

term strategic gender needs. The material resources also have a potential to meet the 

strategic gender needs of the women, through their increased influence in decision-

making. Yet the fact that the women have the access to the material resources and the 

capabilities to make choices concerning them, by no means actually grants that they do. 

Traditions and norms are so deeply rooted, that women's rights to make their own 

decisions are not considered. 

The 'power to' take loans and increase their household income is important to the women 

for survival. It is also highly valued and considered important by most of the women, 

which corresponds to the microfinance agenda of the dominating development discourse. 

However, for the personal empowerment of the women, as opposed to household 

empowerment, the 'power from within' to have specialist skills, to be able to mediate in 

conflicts and keep the books of the group, as well as 'power with' the other women to 

create an identity outside the overwhelming tasks of the household, is very important. 

Agency 
The empowerment dimension of agency refers to the ability for people to define their 

own goals and act upon them. It also concerns factors of meaning, motivation and 

purpose of the action to reach the set goals, as well as an understanding of the limitations 

of the ability to act upon the goals. Agency furthermore encompasses collective reflection 

and action, and therefore group activities and support are valuable to the empowerment of 

the women. 1 have categorized the dimension of agency into four sub-themes that came 

out in the interviews: gender awareness, domestic influence, group benefits and 

confidence. 

Gender awareness 
Awareness as agency for the women - as opposed to awareness as a human resource – has 

to do with the ability to make a gender analysis. Rather than the practical skills and 

knowledge needed for everyday survival, gender awareness is the strategic knowledge 

needed to see the discriminating rules and norms in society and within the family. To be 
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able to bring to an end the internalized oppression, the women need to have awareness of 

its existence. 

The groups showed different levels of gender awareness. The less empowered groups 

were aware of certain societal limitations: 

W: We are not 100% happy, we still have problems. We are so small because we 
have many kids and our houses are small. (1) 

The conclusion that poverty and lack of birth control affects the happiness of the women 

gives evidence to a certain degree of gender awareness. Another group stressed the 

unfairness of the male only property inheritance; although women nowadays have the 

same rights to inherit land by law, it very rarely happens in practice. Norms and traditions 

in this field are strong, and knowledge of women's property rights is scarce. 

Wl: Because boys inherit the land, obviously they have more power. [...] 
W2: We discussed it in the meetings. Girls are innocent, so why should they suffer? 
She is not guilty; she is the same as the boys. She should also get property. 
[Interpreter translates] 
W2: [angrily interrupting] Why do girls have to suffer? Sisters should be able to get 
their fathers property! (2) 

Without awareness about legal rights and gender based injustice, the ability to make the 

conclusion that the system is unfair is severely weakened. Some of the women in other 

villages refuse to acknowledge that the women have harder work than the men. They 

admit getting up before the men, going far away to fetch water and fodder for the cattle 

every morning, preparing food for the family and taking care of the cattle, working more 

hours in the field than the men and doing all the domestic work in the evening. 

W: Our husbands are not working much, they do only very superior work. Only 
when we go outside, generally they do not stay at house, but whenever we are 
outside they might. Then they just take care of bullocks, they plough. The rest of the 
things we do, including irrigating the land. (4) 

However, they still do not consider their harder work to be unfair or inequitable. 

I: Do you think it would be good to give the men training in how to do the domestic 
work? 
W: Our husbands are fathers and have children also, they always work, and they are 
not sitting in the house. We don't think they can do our work. Women are fetching 
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water and such things, and they are going to job and machinery work in towns. We 
don't want that type of system in our village. Otherwise all the women will sit and 
they will work. This is our social system. (4) 

Just like the women say, this is their social system - the men have privileges the women 

can not even dream of. Ironically, seeing men sitting on beds in the shade outside the 

houses, smoking and talking to each other, is a common sight in the area. Meanwhile, in 

the fields and inside the houses the women are working. But a social system where the 

women can sit down and the men work is a social system that is considered undesirable 

by the women. The fact that the women have harder physical labor in addition to their 

domestic work is not questioned, and evidently a part of the internalized oppression. 

Although admitting they have harder work, it is typical that the structures are defended 

by referring to the norms which is justified in simply being a part of an unchangeable 

social system. However, the fact that the women have an awareness of gender 

inequalities in the division of work etc. is a first step towards gender awareness. 

Wl: Men in society, sometimes it is equal, but not like everywhere. The husband is 
more important, because he is handling everything. He takes decision, whatever we 
do, we have to consult with him, talk with him, and then we decide. He is superior, 
because he is handling the entire house, all things and house and everything.  
I: But now you have so much education in handling things? [Wl and W2 nods] 
Wl: A little bit we get up from before [illustrates by raising her hand, palm turned 
towards the ceiling]. We will climb up the things slowly little by little. (1) 

Awareness of the importance of education for reaching gender equality seemed to exist in 

most villages. Some of the women stressed that they put a lot of attention to their 

children's education. 

I: Do you have any changes in the family, in the house? 
W: Earlier we were not much aware about our children's education. But now we 
encourage each other to send our children to school. We also talk to the teachers, and 
we get involved in their education. (4) 

Traditionally parents have been reluctant to educate their daughters, since they have to 

pay a high price in dowry to get them married. It is considered to be a waste of money to 

keep girls in school, when they can be working at home instead. The education of the 

boys is an entirely different matter, as the sons stay with their parents after marriage, and 

they get to reap the harvest of their education. However, girls that have gone to school are 



 59 

well respected and many women state that they wish that they had had that opportunity. 

When looking at the map with the rivers and a happy woman on one side and a unhappy 

woman on the other, most women pointed out that the happy woman was educated. One 

woman stated that one of the rivers to cross to become the happy woman was the 

education of young girls. 

Domestic influence 
Some important areas for women's agency are the control over resources, decision-

making abilities and work contribution within and outside the household. These three 

areas can be categorized as domestic influence, since they all contain elements of 

negotiation power in relation to the male members of the household. 

A few of the women testified that they had an increased control over the resources since 

joining the groups, particularly referring to the freedom from having to go to private 

moneylenders. Although a positive change from before, it is empowering only at the 

household level and not meeting the women's strategic gender needs per se. No women 

mentioned that their relative control over household resources within the family had 

increased, but rather confirmed that the men are equally involved in taking the loan and 

thus are in control over how the money is spent. However, the fact that the women are the 

ones able to arrange the loan in the first place has other empowering benefits, like an 

increase in status and confidence. 

I: What do you feel has changed by being a member of the group? What about your 
husbands? 
Wl: [Jokingly] Oh, they will never change! [everyone laughs] They always say 
"what will you bring us from the meetings?". We get more status. 
W2: They say "they went for their jobs" when we go for our meetings. It makes us 
feel proud. (4) 

Some women also claim that the fact that their loans are taken jointly with the husbands, 

and not only by the women, makes the men more eager to repay the loans and therefore 

co-operate fully with the conditions set up by the group. All of the women state that 

every decision concerning the loans is taken together with their husbands. 

I: Who decides when to take a loan and what to use the money for? 
Wl: The decision is taken jointly. 
W2: We discuss it, and they say “bring us the money!”. (3) 
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Nor in other areas not related to the loans did the women give any examples of being able 

to take decisions without consulting their husbands. This is one area where traditions and 

norms are very strong, and the people are not used to questioning the man as the head of 

the household in all decisions. Regardless of the matter, the women ask their husbands 

for permission. 

I: Do you always ask permission? 
W: [...] We are still uneducated and do not have any jobs so we have to ask our 
husbands. 
I: Do your husbands have more education? 
[Long discussion with the men outside interfering.] 
W: Our husbands are not educated either, only a little bit, but still - we are not 
independent. We are not dependent on ourselves, because we don't have job and 
property. That's why we have to listen to husbands. (1) 

With the privilege of being the head of the household follows the freedom from domestic 

responsibilities. In addition, the men work much less than the women in the field, and get 

to leave the village frequently to visit relatives etc. Some women testify that whenever 

they leave the village they must come back in the evenings to finish the work tasks of the 

day. 

I: Would you like it if it was the other way around, that you went outside more often, 
and the men took care of the cattle? Would it be possible? 
[both smiling] 
Wl: We feel very happy, but we don't think they can do like this. They can't take 
responsibility of the cattle, take responsibility of kids... So we feel bad, but we don't 
think they can do. 
W2: They are not responsible enough. (2) 

There is obviously a sense of pride on behalf of the women. After all, the domestic work 

is their domain and by questioning the division of work their identity is being questioned 

at the same time. Nevertheless, the women from the most empowered groups claim some 

advancement in the division of the domestic work. When the women need to leave the 

village to attend meetings they now get permission from their husbands, even if they have 

important work to do at home. 

I: Do you have more work now after joining the groups? 
W: No, workload reduced! 
I: Your daily workload? How? 
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W: Now the men help to fetch water and take care of the kids. Well, if we go out, 
then they have to help! They will also make food if we are not there - they will not 
die by hunger, you know. (3) 

Although the men only help out with the domestic tasks when the women are outside, the 

women are optimistic about the future and believe that the men are well capable of 

cooking and cleaning. They state that in the near future the men will help out equally 

much at home, and the workload of the women will be further reduced. 

Group benefits 
There are a lot of group activities that can be considered more than simply adding to the 

women's human resources, but rather being a part of the process that breaks 

discriminating rules and norms and therefore adding to the agency of the women. 

Although when the women speak of the activities, they mainly talk about the specific 

knowledge and skills that they have added to their resources. Yet the way they talk about 

certain activities suggest that the value of the activities for the women stretches far 

beyond the actual outcomes in skills. 

W: We go in the meetings, sit in the car. That makes us happy. (1) 

To understand the quote above it is important to know that women normally hardly ever 

get to leave the village, much less ride in a car. The only cars in the roads in the 

Santrampur area are jeeps used as buses - sometimes containing more than 30 people 

with people sitting on the roofs, the fronts and hanging on outside the cars. Occasionally 

some cars belonging to an NGO or a state company pass by, but most people travel by 

foot or on bikes or motorcycles. Owning a motorbike is a sign of high status, and only 

one of the women I met had a husband with a motorbike. Therefore, getting to ride in a 

car to a place far away is an adventure highly appreciated. 

The women speak vividly about exposure visits they have been on; about what they have 

seen, done and experienced. 

W: Five days we stayed there and... then we came back. And we saw everything! 
Near the sea we saw the salt, how to prepare the salt and things like that. And I 
brought this picture back with me [points proudly to the wall]. (3) 
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Normally the clay walls of the houses are decorated with religious posters, if at all, and 

seeing framed photographs is very unusual. There is a palpable sense of pride on behalf 

of all women when they speak about the exposure visits and "getting out of the house" as 

they refer to it. It is highly valued because it gives the women a sense of self-dependency. 

I: Why is it important to travel? 
W: It is important, we have to go outside! Because if we are going with a group and 
I forget myself and accidentally stay behind and all of group goes away, then if I 
know I can come back on my own. Otherwise I would sit there. (2) 

In this way, teaching women how to travel and leave the village by exposure visits serves 

a practical need - they get the knowledge they need to do it. It also serves a strategic 

need: the women get courage and a feeling of independency. The helplessness of just 

having to sit when lost, afraid and not knowing what to do, has been overcome. 

Constantly during the interviews, the women return to the importance of getting out of 

the house and to the pride they feel in their newly found independence. 

I: What was the situation before? 
W: At that time, nobody went out of the house, not only from the village, but also 
not even to the next door neighbors. Now we are traveling all over, now we have lots 
of money. (1) 

One group of women suggests that the definition of an empowered woman is one who 

comes out of the house. Some other women state that one of the greatest benefits of 

educating their daughters is that they can leave the house by themselves and read the 

boards in the bus station, and therefore go anywhere they like. Another group of women 

declare that women who are not a part of any microcredit groups are unlikely to ever get 

to leave the house - no one will take them anywhere. They pity the women who have no 

opportunity to leave the house and go on to state that it is an excellent argument for 

marketing the groups and recruit new members. 

W: But we will say "you should be a member or no one will take you out of the 
house - you should be a member!" (1) 

It was evident during the interviews that this is such a highly valued part of their group 

activities; it is not something they are likely to be willing to trade off. When given the 
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question if they would choose to get more financial benefits and loans instead of trainings 

and exposure visits, all women become very upset. 

W: We don't agree. We feel power that we can go up to Dahod, so we don't require 
money. (3) 

None of the women feel that they value the money more than the group activities, and 

they all agree that the meetings, discussions, trainings and exposures are the most 

important part of their empowerment. This is sensational and stands in direct opposition 

to how the development discourse normally defines empowerment in strictly economical 

terms. 

There is yet another side to the group benefits that strengthens the agency of the women; 

namely the support of the other group members. The support can serve a function as 

'power with’; together the women can accomplish more. 

I: What if the husband refuses [to let his wife go to the meetings]? 
W: Then we will go all 21 women and talk to him and try to motivate him. We will 
be a big quantity so he will have to listen. (2) 

But the support of the other group members has an important social function as well. 

From a previous life of isolation, the women now have lots of good friends, both in their 

close by area and further away. All of the groups are strikingly friendly with each other, 

encouraging one another and laughing together. This is particularly remarkable in the 

Danor na Muvada village. They agree that they are very good friends and happy together, 

but state that it is not always like that. The activities have made their group tight, and 

groups which are less active will not become such good friends. 

The fact that the women are doing things together and helping each other seems to be 

important both for their agency and for their general happiness. 

W: Our dream should be our own capacity; we want to help each other, not by 
ourselves but together! (3) 

Confidence  
Just like getting out of the house is of vast importance to the women, being able to talk to 

officials and men of authority is repeatedly referred to as one of the greatest outcomes of 
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their membership in the groups. One group tells a story about a man who came to their 

village to teach the group about dairy production, and the women not only answered his 

questions, but impressed him with their knowledge and analysis. The women look 

immensely proud telling this story. Normally shyness and lack of confidence makes it 

hard for rural women to speak to strangers; they cover their faces with their veils and hide 

in the kitchen. The women explain that they did not use to know how to speak to 

officials, what would be the proper language. They were not even sure how to introduce 

themselves. The family structures do not allow women to take on official affairs, and if 

for some reason the husband is not available, another male relative will speak in his 

place. 

W: Now we are stronger, when officials come we won't hide in the house, instead we 
meet them and talk with them. No shyness. We even go to the roadside to meet 
them. (2) 

This confidence to be able to speak to men of authority has changed the way the women 

behave in public. Although many of the women are still illiterate, they know how to 

complain if the officials are not behaving well to them. 

I: Of all the things you have done, what are you most proud of? 
W: We learned a lot through the meetings and exposure visits, and we can talk with 
anybody! That is the most important achievement. 
I: What if someone, like an official, is not nice to you; will you still talk to him? 
W: Then we can complain about him and it will be of good educational value to us! 
We can go to the office and send an application to complain. We are SARTHI 
women, we learned through SARTHI so we are not weak women. (3) 

Exactly what has given the women such confidence? The quote above hints that the 

trainings and exposures arranged by SARTHI have made the women strong enough to 

stand up for themselves. Many women speak about how having their own money have 

given them confidence, but it is not necessarily the money in itself that have made the 

women confident. 

W: We never used to come out of the house and meet others. This is a benefit. We 
got awareness. Now any weak person can come and we can talk. 
I: What do you mean by weak person? 
W: A money collector for example. Now we can talk to them, but without money we 
felt bad. 
I: Suppose in five years you will have no money, will you not talk to them anymore? 
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Everyone: No, always it will be here now! (4) 

Although the confidence is clearly connected to the loans initially, somehow it becomes 

disconnected from money over the time. The agency and confidence of the women seems 

to be intimately linked to the process of learning, of having information. Unlike material 

resources, such human resources will not go away. Once a woman builds up confidence, 

it is there to stay. 

W: We got lots of information, this is a big achievement. Before we were dependent 
on other people, now we are independent. (2) 
W: We have learnt a lot of things. The women are so intelligent now! (1) 

The membership in the microcredit groups has become an identity, one of being a strong 

woman. Some women testify that other women are envious of the women in the groups, 

and want to join groups too. There are constantly new groups starting up. The women 

state that they are well known by everyone now, and proud be one of the microcredit 

women. 

I: What is your biggest dream for the future? 
W: After joining the [microcredit] group we think that our identity is important. 
People should know about our work. We also want to climb higher, go further. (3) 

Summary 
The agency dimension of empowerment is the process of the breaking of rules and norms 

that keeps women back in society. The increase in the agency of the women is directly 

related to the strategic gender needs. The women displayed a certain amount of 

awareness of gender injustices in society, such as male inheritance of land and harder 

work by the women. Some women also stated that gender roles within the household had 

changed since joining the groups. However, the defending of traditions and societal 

structures such as male privileges in decision making by some of the women, gives clear 

evidence of 'internalized oppression'. Although having acquired material and human 

resources, they do not have the agency, or the 'power from within' to see the gender 

structures and how they affects their lives. Although they recognize the outcomes of the 

structures - the fact that they have harder work than the men - they do not have the 

awareness of the limitations of the ability to act upon their goals, which impairs their 
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agency. However, the fact that some of the women have a high level of gender awareness 

indicates that the structures are not unchangeable. 

The agency dimension also contains an element of collective reflection and action, and 

the group activities are highly appreciated by the women. Particularly the exposure visits, 

or "getting out of the house", is seen as the most empowering and beneficial element of 

the microcredit groups. The women get a sense of 'power from within' by the confidence 

and feeling of independence of the exposure visits. They have in addition increased their 

agency and 'power to' when encountering strangers, and the fact that they are now able to 

speak with officials is a major leap forward. In addition, the women state that the 

discussion and sense of identity and community are an important part of the microcredit 

groups. Being a member of a microcredit group gives the women the identity of being 

strong and intelligent, a phenomenon which seems to be disconnected from the money 

and financial benefits of the groups, and all women would choose the group activities 

over more money if given the choice. 

Achievements 
The empowerment dimension of achievements refers to the outcome of the strategic life 

choices defined by the resources and agency of the women. It is not primarily the 

individual differences in the outcomes that are relevant to the level of empowerment of 

the women, but their capacities to make choices as a group. 'Power with' other women is 

therefore an important element to the achievements. There is also an important aspect of 

'power from within' in the outcomes, in the form of well being, status and the ability of 

the women to make advanced gender analysis. I have categorized the dimension of 

achievements into four sub-themes that came out in the interviews: well being, status, 

public protest and gender analysis. 

Well being 
One of the most evident outcomes of the women's empowerment is an increase in their 

general well being. Due to enhanced human resources related to health they now have 

knowledge about hygiene, and their increased agency in the domestic sphere slowly 

decreases their workload. Some women state that they can rest and stay in bed if they feel 
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really tired. Although admitting they never do this, it is vastly important for the hard 

working women to have this opportunity. 

I: Do you have any pains? 
W: We used to have pains due to hard work and sterilization. But nowadays we 
don't, as we don't have too much work. Few women have pains. (3) 

Joy and happiness is very important for the well being of people. In a world of isolation 

and hard work, the mental health is in danger. Most people in the area agree that constant 

worrying about droughts and famine leaves little room for happiness. In addition, in India 

domestic abuse is not only common, but also widely accepted. Research shows that 40 

per cent of the women in India believe wife battering to be justified if the women 

neglects the house or children. Studies on men show that 75 per cent believe violence to 

be justified if the wife disobeys the husband.137 Domestic violence is more likely to be 

justified in areas with lower levels of education, like the Panchmahals. Furthermore, 

sexual violence is not uncommon as a form of domestic violence. In the state of Gujarat, 

as many as 20 per cent of the women report to have been exposed to physical violence of 

sexual nature.138 However, with something to look forward to even very hard work and 

domestic abuse can seem bearable. 

W: Whenever there is hard work, we hurry to finish so we can attend the meetings. 
We feel very happy when we think about the meetings; we work better when we 
think about it. We don't even care about food; going to meetings is the most 
important thing. The meetings make us happy. (4) 

The fact that the women are cooperating and helping each other is a positive outcome of 

the groups for the women's well being. The support of others, and the confidence and 

courage the women have from the groups, gives an important 'power with' element to the 

empowerment of the women. Some women state that if they knew about occurring 

domestic violence in the village, they would all go together and speak to the man and try 

to talk sense to him. In addition, when speaking about happiness many women return to 

the exposure visits and getting out of the house. These are the major changes in the lives 

of the women that have affected their well being. 

                                                 
137 Population Council of India, 2004: 112 
138 ibid: 110 
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W: Now we go outside, go to the bank, help each other. All the women go to the 
banks, and the men in the banks ask questions and in that way we learn and go out of 
the house. So in this way, this is very nice for us. (1) 

All of the women show great optimism for both the immediate and the long-term future. 

The ability to show hopefulness and have positive expectations of the future is an 

important outcome of the groups, not least for the well being of the women. 

I: Do you think there can be perfect gender equality in the future? 
All [laughing]: We will go beyond that! We want to go even further! (2) 

The women in one of the groups state that they will reach perfect gender equality in five 

years, and the women of two other groups claim they will be there already in two years. 

Most of the women express confidence that their daughters will have a better life. 

I: Your daughters, when they grow up, will they be in a perfectly equal society? 
W: Yes, they will be there! They are a little bit more educated and they have more 
freedom. (2) 

Status 
The combination of increased resources and agency has given the women more status, 

both in society and within their families. Some women describe how they now get to 

teach the men in the village about agriculture, which makes them feel very proud. All of 

the women feel that they are treated with more respect in society. 

I: What do you think that people in society think about you? 
W: They think that we are doing a very good job, and give us much respect and 
response. (4) 

Most of the women also express that there has been a change of status within the 

household. The women of Lapania village describe how the people now see them as 

business men, which has made their husbands proud and content with their work. Some 

women illustrate their increase in status in the family with how their husbands now allow 

them to travel, and go to shops in nearby cities. 

W: Our husbands used to say "you go, you go forever!", but now they do this 
[putting her hands together in a sign of respect], they are respecting us now. Now 
they will allow us. (3) 
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A result of the status and confidence of the women has been a gradual change in 

attitudes. Most of the women describe how their trainings and discussions on gender 

related topics and women's rights slowly are changing the attitudes of their husbands. 

I: How is it different for you in society and in your families? 
W: Men and women are helping each other, men are helping in our work, and we are 
taking joint decisions. (2) 

Perhaps one of the most visible differences in attitudes to an outside observer between 

women in the groups and those that are not, is the lack of shyness. Most of the women 

speak freely, openly and gaily on most matters, and seldom covers their faces behind 

their veils. There is also a difference in the way they address their husbands. A woman 

being able to tell men off is a rare sight in the area. 

A man interrupts and says: Please say that we men... [stopped by W]  
W: You go away, they will ask you later! (1) 

As the man walks away the woman holds her head high and has a proud look on her face. 

She is right to tell the man to go away – they have all been informed that the interviews 

are exclusively for the women – and she has both the courage and status to be able to do 

it. 

Public protest 
With the awareness needed about legal rights and the confidence to act upon their 

knowledge, the women gave many examples of how they have protested against 

mistreatments by officials. 

W: In the village political body meeting, we were attending with lots of questions to 
the government officers and they said that we cannot make this road. Then we said 
no, we want the road in the village, we don't agree with this! I said that if they do not 
give us the road, then I will go with them! We learn everything, so we know 
everything! (3) 

Another example given by the women of Danor na Muvada village was when they did 

not have any electricity in their village for several days. The women went to the office of 

the electricity board and refused to leave before they switched the electricity back on. In 

the middle of the night the officials gave up and the village had electricity again. The 
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next day the women were in the newspaper. This is obviously a story told with a lot of 

pride, and an excellent example of empowerment that stretches well beyond a few rupees 

extra as a monthly income. Together the women are much stronger than they are as 

individuals, and the 'power with' is a very empowering type of power. 

The women state that they have advantages being one of the microcredit women when 

protesting publicly, as officials are well aware of their skills in legal rights, and know that 

it is useless to try to pressure the women for bribes. They have the advantage of being too 

numerous for anyone to try to fight. Many of the women state that they want to expand 

their cluster level groups, open many new groups and in this way strengthen their public 

voice further. 

As a result, there have been societal changes that would seem impossible only a few 

years ago. In Jalapadeli village, the women have received extensive trainings on legal 

rights. A direct consequence of this has been that women are now inheriting land. To 

inherit the land of the father is now an official legal right in India. The recent Hindu 

Succession (Amendment) Act 2005, deleted the gender discriminatory clause on 

agricultural land. However, this law benefits only Hindu women, leaving intact the 

disabilities facing the tribal women in the Panchmahals. Because of the non-codification 

of their laws, tribal communities are governed by customs which often discriminate 

against women.139 Lobbying by the women in Jalapadeli village is changing this in their 

local area. Although not all women do inherit the property of their fathers, only in 

families where there are no sons, it is a first step in the right direction. Normally the 

property would go to uncles or male cousins otherwise. 

Gender analysis 
To be able to make independent analysis of the various discriminations in society is a rare 

gift that gives evidence to deep levels of empowerment. Living in a world with strong 

traditions and norms restricting the behavior of the women and men makes it very hard 

for anyone to look at the society 'from the outside', and put the pre-understanding of what 

society is and should be aside. The breaking of the internalized oppression can only be 

done with a lot of confidence, awareness and support. Not surprisingly, only one of the 

                                                 
139 Agrawal,  2005: 1f 
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groups gives indications of an ability to conduct an advanced gender analysis. The 

women in Jalapadeli village have come remarkably far in their ability to identify and 

question discriminating structures. 

I: Are pains more common among women? 
Wl: Only women have pains! Women have harder work. 
W2: We have got hard work, that's why. (3) 

The women are not only aware that pains are more common among women, but they 

have also analyzed why this is so. The most impressive sign of advanced analysis is when 

the women speak of using the plough. Normally only the men are allowed to use the 

plough; it is believed that if women use the plough it will anger the gods and there will be 

no rain. The greatest unfairness of this is that using the plough is physically much less 

demanding and if the women could use it they would not only save themselves a lot of 

pains and exhaustion, but also several hours per week in the fields. The women in 

Jalapadeli village have come to the conclusion that this tradition is not based on facts but 

rather a societal blind belief, and is therefore highly discriminating and unjust to women. 

They state that if women use the plough people in surrounding villages will "kill them" 

out of anger. 

I: But you are aware that it is a blind belief? 
W: Yes, I know, but it takes time to convince the society. We know, so our husbands 
slowly slowly also think that this is not right. 
I: Do you discuss these things with your husbands? 
W: Our husbands are a little bit convinced and agree with this, and they would like it 
if women could use the plough. But others... we have big society, with many 
members, and they get angry and complain "why she does like this?" So our 
husbands are a little bit more aware, but they are judged by their society. You know, 
all of the society is not there. (3) 

The women are not only analyzing internalized oppression and discriminating structures, 

in addition they have worked out an action plan to overcome this blind belief. By adding 

this topic to the agenda at the cluster level meetings, they will eventually have 13 villages 

backing them up and can thereafter make demonstrations and lobby the local political 

bodies for support. These women possess an admirable courage and intelligence and have 

indeed become empowered in all dimensions and levels. 
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Summary 
The empowerment dimension of achievements concerns the outcomes of the empowering 

resources and agency of the women. Although individual women can act against the 

discriminating norm, social penalizing is a high prize to pay. Therefore the collective 

empowerment of the women, with public protest and group support, is more important 

for the strategic gender needs of the women. In Jalapadeli village the women are making 

advanced gender analysis, determined to change the structures that hold them back in 

society. They have taken 'power with' others to new levels. The consequence of the 

increased ability to make strategic life choices have given the women a potent element of 

'power from within' as they now have a better health and status, which gives them a new 

positioning society - a position where they are experts, and have the skills and contacts to 

further their own and their families position. 

Discussion 
The material resources of the women are important for their everyday survival. They 

meet the practical gender needs, such as improved income and financial management in 

crisis, and they have the potential to challenge the engendered position of the women in 

the economic sphere by increasing their ‘power to’ become better off. However, 

empowerment is the expansion in people’s abilities to make strategic life choices in a 

context where this ability was previously denied to them. All of the women state that the 

choices concerning the loans and the usage of the money is taken together with their 

husbands, and the empowerment potential of the material resources is therefore limited. 

Being able to participate in economic decisions at all is an improvement from before, but 

the participation is not granted. One of the women explains how the husbands ask “what 

will you bring us from the meetings?”, and another woman states that the husbands say 

“bring us the money!”. Both of these statements shows that the men consider the loans to 

be theirs and thus have the right to decide how to spend it. The fact that the husbands 

allow the women to partake in the decisions can likely be drawn from women’s 

empowerment in other areas. Women in microcredit groups are not always fortunate 

enough to receive trainings in gender issues or exposure visits. Normally, in accordance 

with the microcredit agenda of the dominating development discourse, the groups are 
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centered on the financial transactions and loans exclusively. Thus, an improvement in the 

material resources at the household level in isolation does not meet long term strategic 

gender needs of the women, and the ability to make strategic life choices is not 

necessarily affected by an increase in material resources.  

The human and social resources, on the other hand, have the potential to change the 

position of the women in the family and in society. They lay the foundation for an 

increase in the agency of the women. By learning expert skills and expanding their social 

networks, the women can improve their ‘power from within’ and their ‘power with’.  

However, without an expansion of the agency of the women, the gendered structures 

stand little chance of being challenged. When the women are being taught how to make 

incense to earn extra money, in worst case they only get an even heavier work burden 

added to their already exhausting daily schedule. In the same way, putting a number of 

women in a room to collect their weekly loans does not necessarily add to their social 

networks. To meet the strategic needs of the women, to challenge the social structures 

and relations that prevent them from making strategic life choices, their agency and 

gender awareness needs to be improved. 

The benefits of their increased agency are valued highly by the women. Particularly the 

ability to “get out of the house” is frequently referred to as the best improvement from 

before. Being able to leave the house has not only an element of ‘power to’, to have the 

permission and opportunity to do so, but more importantly there is a 'power from within' 

component. The confidence and feeling of independence gives the women the courage to 

break social norms and travel alone to nearby cities to do their grocery shopping. In the 

same way, the ‘power from within’ has enabled the women to speak to strangers and 

officials, and complain when they are mistreated or abused. 

Perhaps the most important form of power is the ‘power with’ other women. Together 

women have the opportunity to make advanced gender analysis. Although individual 

women can break social rules and norms, the prize is potentially high for such actions in 

social penalizing. Some of the women state that if they use the plough other villagers will 

“kill them”. However, by mobilizing women in a large number of surrounding villages, 

they hope to be able to change the old custom of forbidding women to use the plough, 
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and thereby shorten their work days and decrease their physical burdens. This action will 

improve the empowerment of the women at a ‘deeper’ level, and possibly change 

gendered structures that divide the work tasks within the households.  

The resources, agency and achievements of the women all increase the capabilities to 

make strategic life choices at an immediate level. Together with a gender sensitive legal 

framework and institutions at the intermediate level, the ‘deeper’ levels of structural 

gender relations can be challenged. Programs to increase the empowerment of the women 

can therefore not target only the women, and expect them to increase their capabilities to 

make choice in isolation from the society. Legal and political ‘power over’ the women, in 

the form of discriminating laws and other types of state sponsored gender oppression, 

have to be eliminated at the same time. 

Although increase in the empowerment of the women can be found on different 

dimensions and levels, the ambition must be to add to the empowering achievements of 

the women and change the structures at the ‘deeper’ levels. Without a solid base of 

resources, there is no foundation for increasing the agency of the women. The 

empowering outcomes and achievements, in turn, are dependent on the agency of the 

women. In this way the dimensions are interconnected, and to change structures at 

‘deeper’ levels to ensure a strategic long term empowerment of the women, all 

dimensions need to be improved. 

Conclusions  
The feminization of poverty in the third world calls for drastic action. Women are more 

vulnerable to poverty and have fewer options in terms of escape from lives of 

marginalization and dearth. At present, the discourse dominating in the development 

community is based on neo-liberal principles of economic growth, free market and a 

minimized state. A privilege of dominating discourses is getting to dictate the ‘best 

practice’ to achieve goals, and in addition to set which specific goals are desired. In the 

neo-liberal economic model of growth the social dimension has been left out, which has 

had specific consequences for women. To compensate for budget cuts in education, 

health and social welfare, the states rely heavily on the unpaid reproductive and domestic 
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work of the women. The clustering together of households to input and output units 

makes the harder work done by women invisible. In addition, there has traditionally been 

an assumption in development policy that the emancipation of women in the labour 

market will automatically lead to equity and improvements in their lives. This assumption 

is questioned by the gender and development approach, which states that economic 

betterment cannot in itself change discriminating structures. There is a need for a holistic 

perspective where social dimensions are given equal weight to the economic dimensions. 

During the past years ‘empowerment’ of women has become something of a universal 

remedy in the development discourse for the vulnerable position of the women. The aim 

of this paper has been to investigate whether there is a discrepancy in the empowerment 

concept between the macro-level and the dominating development discourse on the one 

hand, and the micro-level and the women in the microcredit groups on the other.  

At the macro-level in the development discourse, one of the most popular programs for 

the empowerment of the women is microcredit programs, where the access to 

microcredits is believed to be in a linear relation to the empowerment of the women. The 

vagueness of the term empowerment leaves it open to ‘discursive thefts’. Since the 

connotations of empowerment are exclusively positive, the usage of the term in policy 

can have an instrumental function: it can serve to justify other goals. Microcredit policy 

corresponds well to the neo-liberal agenda of the dominating development discourse; it 

puts focus on the individual – the female entrepreneur – and legitimates cuts in the social 

sector of the state, as the women will now ‘help themselves’ instead of relying on 

external help. Gender stereotypes are not challenged by the ‘commercialized’ microcredit 

approach, but rather reinforced. However, there is an element of social accountability of 

the microcredit groups, as they have the potential of bringing women together to educate 

them on human rights, gender structures and ways forward in order to meet strategic 

gender needs. Sadly, the sole focus on economic betterment and the practical gender 

needs of the women in the development discourse leaves little room for these types of 

activities. 

To understand the micro-level and what factors and which types of power are of 

importance for the empowerment of women in microcredit groups field interviews were 
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conducted with women in microcredit groups in Gujarat, India. Central to the concept of 

empowerment is a change in the ability to make strategic life choices, and the changes in 

the resources, agency and achievements of the women were studied. From the analysis of 

the interviews it is apparent that although the material resources are important for the 

women as they meet the practical gender needs of everyday survival, it is not the most 

important factor. The increase in the agency of the women, in particular “getting out of 

the house”, is given more weight and seemingly the main ingredient of their 

empowerment. All women state that given the choice, they would choose activities that 

support their agency over more loans and increased finances. Activities and trainings 

that increase the agency and gender awareness of the women, which in turn 

facilitates empowering achievements, are the most important factors for the 

empowerment of the women. 

Empowerment as it is understood in the dominating development discourse contains an 

increase and a change in the ‘power to’ of the women. By taking loans they increase their 

‘power to’ survive and become better off. However, there are more elements of power in 

the word empowerment which are not taken into account when using the term in the 

discourse. When the women assess their own empowerment factors of ‘power from 

within’ and ‘power with’ are given more weight than ‘power to’, and it is these types of 

power that changes social structures and facilitates empowerment at ‘deeper levels’. The 

‘power from within’ (confidence and strength to override discriminating structures) 

and the ‘power with’ (support and communal strength from other women) are the 

most important types of power for the empowerment of the women. It can therefore 

be concluded that there is a concept discrepancy between the macro-level and the micro-

level on the understanding of empowerment, and the concept is more narrowly defined at 

the macro-level.  
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Figure 6. There is a concept discrepancy between the macro-level and the micro-level where 
‘empowerment’ is more narrowly defined in the dominating development discourse than by the 
women in microcredit groups. 
 

Since the women ‘own’ the definitions of their own experiences, the empowerment 

concept must be re-evaluated and expanded in the development and microcredit agenda. 

The contracted empowerment concept of ‘power to’ economic betterment must be 

complemented with ‘power from within’ and ‘power with’, and the microcredit policy 

need to incorporate activities to increase these types of power of the women alongside the 

strict financial strategies. Ultimately, the liberal usage of the term empowerment should 

be restricted and not used synonymously with ‘economic betterment’ in the development 

discourse. The direct consequence of the policy today for a large number of women in 

microcredit groups, is that they are promised “empowerment” but not given any type of 

support to change the gender discriminating structures in their societies.  

One suggestion for future research is to do a thorough study of development policy 

strategy papers and documents and analyze how the term empowerment is used 

dominating development discourse, and how the usage corresponds with the objectives of 

the policies. There is a need to illuminate how the commercialization of the word has 

gradually changed the denotation of empowerment into simply meaning ‘power to’ 

survival, although the connotations include wider types of power and social benefit in 

other areas.  
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire 
 

1. Names, age, village, group 
 

2. What is an empowered woman? 
 

3. What positive changes are occurring in your lives and how? 
 

4. How was the situation before joining the group? 
 

5. Do you decide yourselves when to take a loan, or do you do it together with your 
husbands? 

 
6. Who gets to decide how to use the money? 

 
7. Who is responsible for repaying the loan? 

 
8. How can positive changes be further increased? By whom? 

 
9. What obstacles are there to implementing these changes? 

 
10. What are the key things you think you have achieved?  

 
11. What part of the group work and activities have made you most happy? 

 
12. Name one occasion over which you are particularly proud. 

 
13. What can be done to empower the poorest and most vulnerable women that 

cannot join the groups? 
 

14. What is your biggest dream for the future? 
 
The follow-up interviews contained specific questions based on the first interviews, for 
example: 
 

• Last time we met you spoke a lot about getting out of the house. Why is it 
important for you to get to leave the house? 

 
• You mentioned earlier that you work from four o’clock in the mornings to late at 

night. Are you never tired? When you are tired, what can you do, can you stay at 
home? 
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Appendix 2: Pictures from disposable cameras 
The women were given disposable cameras, with the instructions to take pictures of 
things and occasions that made them feel ‘strong’ and ‘happy’, i.e. empowered. The 
women have given their consent to publish the pictures. 

Examples of pictures depicting material resources: 

 
Woman sits proudly with family behind a large harvest of garlic. 
 

 
The son of a woman on an expensive bicycle with a bundle of corn at the back. 
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Two milk cows in front of a large field of crops. 
 
 

 
The daughter of a woman is proudly showing her expensive jewellery and clothes. 
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Example of pictures depicting human resources: 

 

A woman is working in the crop field. She has probably received  
agricultural trainings, and shows off that she knows how to harvest. 
 
 
Examples of pictures depicting social resources: 

 
The women of a group are lined up outside the house of the meeting.  
The women rarely have opportunities to meet and interact outside  
the meetings, and the social relations are very empowering. 
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The women are gathered at a microcredit meeting. Together with the  
other group members they discuss important issues. 
 
 
 

 
The group of friends in the same microcredit group pose together with  
their families. Note how relaxed and confident the teenage daughters look. 
 



 88 

Examples of pictures depicting the agency of the women: 

 
When the women sat at the office of the electricity board, refusing to leave until  
the electricity was switch back on, the officials finally gave in. The women had  
become village heroes, and were in the newspaper the day after. This picture  
of an electricity pole was taken by a proud woman. 
 

 
The group members have opened an office for women from the whole area,  
where they can get expertise on women’s rights and other important issues.  
The women from Harigada village are standing in the office. 
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Example of pictures depicting the achievements of the women: 

 
These teenage daughters look very strong, happy and educated. They wear  
modern clothes and are not covering their faces behind veils. Their future  
looks bright, much owing to the work of their mothers for women’s rights  
in the area.  
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Appendix 3: Pictures of the groups 
The following pictures were taken by the author at the time of the interviews. The women 
have given their consent to publish the pictures. 

 
Lapania village 
 
 

 
Harigada village 
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Jalapadeli village 
 
 

 
Danor na muvana village 
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The research team: 
 

 
From left to right: Christina (SARTHI), Savitaben ( SARTHI), Ingrid, son of Dhansingh and 
Dhansingh (field officer in-charge and interpreter for this project, SARTHI) 


