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Poverty-Free Life with Endless Debt

—A Study of Grameen Bank and Women Empowerment—

Microcredit (MC) is an extremely small loan with a short re-
payment period, given to people who lack steady employment,
collateral, or any verifiable credit history. It was designed by
Dr. Muhammad Yunus to kickstart poor families, especially
women, to get out of poverty by funding small self-run ven-
tures. Currently over 95% of its customers are women, who
tend to take out smaller loans than men and have higher re-
payment rate, exceeding 95%.

My research consists of a review of literature, 3 months of
qualitative field work in Bangladesh, and a detailed examina-
tion of Grameen’s lending practices. The study findings offer
a mixed picture of how well Grameen’s MC programs have
empowered women. For example, the loan application does
not require women to formally name themselves as the bor-
rower, but their husbands should submit details of the planned
business and sign the document. Consequently, women have
no formal rights to any income from the ventures. The inter-
views have also demonstrated a mixed effectiveness in terms
of empowering women. Most of the interviewees think that
managing money is men’s job. They are imbued with the idea
that women should support their families by steady loan pay-
ments even if the money is under their husbands’ names.
Women borrowers sometimes become desperate to avoid de-
lays in repayment by borrowing money from their relatives or
other financial institutions, as they are afraid that the family
name will be dishonored. Some women view micro-loans as a

trap, as they would never be free of the burden of debt.

SCEPTFERIEEE SUEE R Adity Barua

One clear conclusion of my study is that the hopes for effects
of Grameen’s MC to improve gender relationships or reshape
household decision-making appear fairly minimal. The neces-
sity to repay loans at weekly meetings has meant that women
borrowers may now leave their houses alone and go to the
banking center in their villages. But interviewees generally
discount the idea that they have expanded their domestic and
social authority as a result of MC. It can even be said that
Grameen Bank has established its own system in harmony
with the patriarchal system so that it could manage its affairs
without stress.

On the one hand, it apparently scems that MC has upgraded
the quality of life of poor people. But on the other hand, Gra-
meen Bank’s easily accessible loans make them dependent on
loans, and MC is without doubt an endless debt. Some women
spend a part of their loan money on their children’s education
or sending them to work overseas. The money they earn
sometimes enables them to expand the family business at
home. Even then they never stop borrowing loans, and MC
practices are thus passed on to the next generation.

Overall, looking back on the history of Grameen Bank, it is
expected that MC will fulfill its promise of helping women
earn income and establish their dignity, as was proposed by
Dr. Yunus 40 years ago. If MC truly wants to empower wom-
en, it will need to focus more directly on provisions to over-
come societal conventions, reduce illiteracy, and provide more

training and skills for women to do their jobs.
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