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Microcredit and Women’s Empowerment in Bangladesh
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This thesis deals with poor rural women in Bangladesh who
borrow microloans for income-generating activities, especially
those who are the poorest of the poor and try to empower
themselves. The specific objectives of the study are to exam-
ine the renowned Grameen Bank’s microcredit programs as a
solution to poverty, and to suggest alternative measures for the
poorest of the poor.

The majority of women in Bangladesh have yet to be em-
powered to participate actively in the social, cultural, econom-
ic, and political life of the country. Gender discrimination is
widespread in all spheres and at all levels, as indicated by of-
ficial statistics on health, nutrition, education, employment,
and political participation. In family matters such as marriage,
divorce, custody, maintenance, and inheritance, people dis-
criminate against women.

In this situation, governmental and non-governmental orga-
nizations in many countries have recently introduced so-called
microcredit programs targeted to the poor, especially to the
women, with the view that they are more likely than men to
be credit-constrained, have restricted access to the wage labor
market, and have an inequitable share of power in household
decision making.

In Bangladesh Dr. Muhammed Yunus started to offer small
loans to the rural women in 1976. Providing loans for the
poorest of the poor, especially for women, through banking
services for the poor women’s income-generating activities,
Grameen’s microcredit programs have become well known as

a social development strategy. The microcredit programs have

Adity BARUA

made it easier for poor people to get loans for their entrepre-
neurship. Dr. Yunus was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for
his contribution in “poverty alleviation” in 2006.

There are, however, many problems in the microcredit pro-
grams behind worldwide applause. For poor people, poor
women in particular, it is quite difficult to keep up with their
loan repayment schedule because of the bank’s high interest
rate. The joint liability of group members is like a type of col-
lateral, although it is a safe guard for the bank. Despite the
Grameen Bank’s initial objectives, women’s lack of household
control, which is deeply rooted in local cultural environments,
hampers the improvement of the socio-economic conditions
of the households. Microloans are nothing but debts for the
poor household and they do affect the family’s expenses.

Insofar as microcredit is not at all a panacea for poverty al-
leviation and women’s empowerment, any complementary or
alternative means should be explored. In order for these mea-
sures for poverty reduction and gender equality to reach the
poorest of the poor, the role of the state is vital. The govern-
ment is expected to create an enabling framework where de-
velopment interventions including microfinance can enhance
and produce expected outputs.

It might take a long time to achieve poverty alleviation and
women’s empowerment in Bangladesh. Therefore we need
comprehensive strategic and long-term plans, with the in-
volvement of all the members of the society: local communi-
ties, government and non-government organizations, and pri-

vate sectors.
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