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Introduction n 

Chapterr 1 Introduction 

Duringg the last decade, microfinance has commanded a great dealt of attention 
inn Cameroon. It is adopted in the country as crucial tool for the reduction of poverty, 
women'ss empowerment and for promoting economic development. After a quarter 
centuryy of sustained economic growth, Cameroon entered a period of long economic 
recession,, starting in mid-1980s, which led to a growing impoverishment of the 
population.. In 2001, poverty affected 40.2 percent of the population (GOC, 2003: xi). 
Ass part of its poverty reduction strategy, the government launched in November 2000, 
thee National Microfinance Program Support Project (PPMF) "aimed at promoting the 
microfinancee sector, helping to develop microfinance institutions (MFI) in order to 
insuree that informal businesses as well as the poor have access to quality outreach 
financing,, services thereby meeting their needs and ensuring sustainability" (GOC, 
2003:59).. It is within that framework that the interest in microfinance gained 
prominencee in Cameroon during the last few years. 

Microcreditt received widespread international attention since the Microcredit 
Summitt held in Washington in 1997, which defined it as "programmes that extend 
smalll  loans to very poor people for self-employment projects that generate income, 
allowingg them to care for themselves and their families (Microcredit Summit, 1997) . 
Thee concept of microfinance is also used to refer to the provision of financial services 
includingg loans, savings, insurances and transfers to low income households. The 
termss microcredit and microfinance are used interchangeably in this research. 
Microcreditt evolved in the late 1970s as "an economic development approach 
intendedd to benefit low-income women and men" (Ledgerwood, 1998:1). In the early 
1980s,, microcredit received increasing attention as a result of the experiences of 
programmess such as the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh, the Self-Employment 
Women'ss Association (SEWA) of India that were successfully targeting women with 
creditt helping them to invest in small business ventures, raise their household income 
andd welfare. These successes resulted in growing calls for the expansion of credit to 
poorr women on the assumption that strengthening their financial position not only 
helpss to improve their family well-being but, more importantly, helps change their 
statuss within their household and the community at large (Hashemi et al, 1996, Sen & 
Guptaa 1996; Wahib, 1993; Hossain, 1986). Consequently, microcredit has been 
increasinglyy heralded as the tool for the promotion of women's empowerment and 
callss are made to further expand its outreach. Some authors have questioned the 
almostt general view that finds an automatic positive correlation between access to 
microo credit and women's empowerment (Mayoux, 1999). In fact there is a tendency 
too over-exaggerate the empowerment impacts of microcredit despite growing 
evidencee suggesting that the improvements experienced by women are marginal and 
posee no fundamental threat to the entrenched system of gender inequalities 
confrontingg them. The issue here is not whether microfinance has positive impacts on 
thee borrowers, but the extent and nature of those impacts. Existing research has not 
providedd sufficient insights into the relative contribution of behavioural changes 
stimulatedd by access to microfinance. What tend to be overlooked are for instance the 

11 Microcredit has now been coined to describe NGO-style lending schemes in general and the activities 
off  these new institutions in particular. Microfinance would be a more accurate description of the 
servicess these schemes and institutions provide; they encourage savings and provide credit. Some even 
offerr various form of insurance. In this research, microcredit and microfinance will be used to refer to 
thee same thing. 
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reasonss for the rapid expansion of microfmance programmes and the sustained 
participationn of the borrowers in market production. Evidence from countries 
implementingg microfmance programmes suggests that it has helped to achieve what 
eludedd development practitioners for decades. Microfmance has been able to turn 
largee masses of poor people in developing countries, those who were marginalised by 
developmentt policies into efficient economic actors, producing for the market and 
ablee to take control of some of the problems affecting them such as poverty and 
genderr inequality as well as contributing to the development of their countries. 

Thiss research builds on previous studies and seeks to take an integrated 
approachh that examines not only the impact of microfmance, but also the nature and 
extentt of the changes brought about through participation in microfmance 
programmes.. Microfmance does not evolve in a vacuum. In fact, contemporary 
microfmancee comes from formal and semi-formal financial institutions operating 
accordingg to clear commercial principles: interest rates, creditworthiness, repayment 
schedules,, collateral requirements, drive for financial sustainability etc. These 
commerciall  principles promote good credit discipline and ensure that the loans will be 
investedd in productive activities. In fact the popularity of micro credit stems partly 
fromfrom its assumed potentials to help poor people start small businesses, increase their 
income,, lif t themselves out of poverty as well as empower women. As a result, 
governments,, donors and development practitioners use micro credit to legitimise 
theirr often-narrow theories and strategies for promoting poverty eradication and the 
empowermentt of Third World women. The issues of whether microfmance eradicates 
povertyy and empowers women is subject to debate has not hinder calls for it to be 
implementedd or expanded in countries such as Cameroon. In fact, its link to the 
conceptt of empowerment has strengthened efforts to expand it worldwide. Despite its 
popularity,, empowerment as a concept is difficult to define. What is empowerment for 
onee person is not to another and empowerment in one part of society may not be 
consideredd as such in another society? Applied to Third World women, the concept of 
empowermentt refers to many things: from increased participation in household 
decision-making,, in the institutions and systems which govern people's lives and in 
thee market economy to increased capacity for self-reliance. It has been equated with 
women'ss increased ability to take over the responsibilities for social welfare services 
andd other basic necessities needed for the survival of their families. Governments and 
mostt international financial institutions, such as the World Bank, tend to see women's 
activee participation in the market economy as a sign of empowerment. They believe it 
cann potentially improve women's employment opportunities, production and assets, as 
welll  as alleviate poverty and achieve sustainable economic growth. Most NGOs, 
women'ss advocates and members of the donor community believe an increase in 
women'ss income enables them to provide for their families, reduces dependence on 
theirr husbands and, in turn, fosters self-esteem and greater participation in household 
decision-making.. Similarly, the growth in the number of women's organisations has 
alsoo been seen as empowerment, for organising is assumed to improve participation 
byy enabling women's voices to be heard. Although these various conceptualisations 
emphasisee different aspect(s) of empowerment, they nevertheless share one common 
feature,, the belief that empowerment is above all a slow and dynamic process of 
women'ss struggle to gain power. 

Contemporaryy research on microcredit analysing its empowerment impacts on 
womenn tends to focus mainly on the direct effects of microcredit on household 
income,, expenditure and the position of women within the household (their self-
confidence,, autonomy, self-reliance). However, empowerment is not just about 
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economicc improvement; it is a multidimensional process involving the economic, 
politicall  and social spheres. Therefore, the definition of empowerment used in this 
researchh wil l take into account those three dimensions as well as the scope and extent 
off  empowerment process. Experience around the world shows that empowerment is 
nott an automatic beneficial process for women. 

Takingg this into account, empowerment is defined in this research as the 
entrenchedd capacity of people to act individually and/or collectively in the constant 
strugglee to achieve equality and social justice. In order to analyse the empowerment 
potentialss of microfinance, we need not only to look at its effects within households, 
inn the community, the market, at national and international levels. We also need to 
lookk at the economic environment within which microfinance is evolving, more 
specifically,, how this environment affects not only the decision to adopt microfinance 
butt also, affect the nature and extent of the impacts on people (whether in terms of 
povertyy reduction or empowerment process). 

LILI  Country context 

Thiss section sets out the local context for the study by outlining the political, 
economic,, social and cultural environment in which microfinance in Cameroon 
evolves.. It analyses the local economic and socio-demographic profiles and issues, 
includingg the government policy and regulations affecting the rural market sector. It 
alsoo includes other issues such as the long economic crisis in the country, as well as 
otherr political and social influences in which people are operating. The environment 
iss necessary to understand the particular context of this study. 

1.1.11 Historical Background 
Cameroonn was a German protectorate from 1884 to 1919. After the First 

Worldd War, Cameroon was placed under French and English mandate until 1945 by 
thee League of Nations. France had authority over the eastern part of Cameroon while 
Britainn administered the western part. After the Second World War, Cameroon 
becamee a United Nations Trust Territory and continued to be administered by both 
Francee and Britain. The French administered Cameroon gained autonomy in 1957 and 
wonn official independence on 1st January 1960. British Cameroon on the other hand 
wass attached for administrative purposes to neighbouring Nigeria. A United Nations 
supervisedd plebiscite held in February 1961 resulted in Southern Cameroon opting for 
unionn with the Republic of Cameroon, while the predominantly Muslim Northern 
Cameroonn voted to merge with Nigeria. Following a referendum on 1st October 1961, 
thee former British and French parts of the country merged to form the Federal 
Republicc of Cameroon. In 1972, another referendum was held to decide upon the 
replacementt of the Federal Republic with a unitary state - the United Republic of 
Cameroon-- and today the country is known as Republic of Cameroon or simply 
Cameroon. . 

Cameroonn is administratively divided into ten provinces: Adamaoua, Centre, 
East,, Far-North, Littoral, North, North-West, West, South and South-West The 
populationn has grown from around 6.5 million at independence to just under 16 
millionn at the last census in 1999. Population distribution is very unequally with a 

22 The Cameroon Federation constituted on 1 October 1961 by the Republic of Cameroon (430,000 sq. 
kms.. And 5,350,000 inhabitants, previously under French trusteeship) and Northern Cameroon (43,000 
sq.. kms, and 1,100,000 inhabitants, previously under British trusteeship was hereby dissolved. 
Encyclopediee de la Republique du Cameroun vol. 2. 1981:165). 
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nationall  average of 20 inhabitants per square kilometres. Whereas some regions such 
ass the North, Adamaoua, Eastern and Southern regions have less than 20 inhabitants 
perr square kilometre3 others regions, such as the Littoral, the West, Central and South 
Westt have over 100 inhabitants per square kilometre. 

Womenn make up more than half of the population. Moreover, there are over 
2500 ethnic communities in Cameroon each with its own distinct customs and social 
structures,, and at least 200 distinct languages with no inter-comprehension . After 
reunificationn however, the country adopted two official languages: French and 
English55 French is used by approximately 80 percent of the population and as a result, 
iss more dominant relative to English which is used by the remaining 20 percent of the 
population. . 

Theree are two main identifiable religions: Christianity is practiced by about 40 
percentt of the population and Islam by about 20 percent of the population while there 
aree many other indigenous beliefs practiced by the remaining 40 percent of the 
population.. Agriculture is the backbone of the economy employing over 70 percent of 
thee labour force and providing about 43 percent of the GDP (with cash-crops 
accountingg for over 70 percent). The main products are coffee, cocoa, timber, cotton, 
bananas,, rubber etc. In monetary terms, petroleum products represent more than half 
off  all exports. There are fewer than 200 large agricultural companies in Cameroon 
utilizingg a large salaried workforce. For the large majority of farmers, the average size 
off  peasant holdings is 1.6 hectares and the workforce is often made up of family 
memberss and follows the distribution of roles between the sexes: men own most of 
thee land and mainly engage in cash-crop production, whereas women seldom own 
landd but cultivate it in order to provide their families subsistence food. Few women 
aree employed in the formal wage sector. 

EconomicEconomic management of the country 
Untill  the beginning of the 1990s, economic management of the country was 

carriedd out under the twin concepts of 'planned liberalism' and 'self-reliance'. 
PlannedPlanned liberalism, which began immediately after independence, was based on the 
conceptt that the country's rapid economic growth needed the active involvement of 
thee private sector on the one hand, and the direct involvement of the State in the 
economyeconomy (ERC, 19816) on the other. The State was seen as the guarantor of the 
generall  interest and, as such, had the duty to mobilize, coordinate and steer efforts 
towardd progress. Economic management of the country took shape in the form of 
five-yearr development plans that stated concrete programmes of action to be followed 
byy the government. In total, six such plans were developed. Since independence, 
Cameroon'ss economic development has undergone four stages: 

Thee first stage coincided with Cameroon's first decade of independence, from 
19600 until 1970. The immediate post-independence period was characterized by great 
economicc expectations with the new government stating as its main objective to 
doublee the national revenue per capita within 20 years. During the first and second 

33 Low population density is a limiting factor to the effective implementation of MCIs. A high 
populationn density is crucial for the cost-effectiveness of providing financial services to the poor. Low 
populationn density in most rural areas can be a hindrance to achieving economies of scale critical for 
MFIss to reach sustainability. 
44 This high ethnic diversity can be a constraint to group mobilization. 
55 Choosing bilingualism allowed each state in the federation to maintain its original cultural heritage 
andd take advantage of the other culture (Encyclopedie de la République du Cameroon, vol. 1, 1981: 
xviii) . . 
66 ERC stands for Encyclopedie de la République du Cameroun 
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plan,, efforts were made to improve the country's economic infrastructure and promote 
investmentt in manufacturing and in the cash-crops production. Two agricultural banks 
weree created as well as a number of cooperatives with the aim of providing support to 
producerss of cash crops products. Men benefited more from access to credit and 
extensionn services because they were mainly engaged in the production of cash-crops 
whilee women remain marginalise, their involvement in subsistence agriculture been 
seldomm the target of government policies. The implementation of the first two 
developmentt plans resulted in a steady growth in per capita income, savings credit 
andd investment. 

Thee second stage (1970 to mid-1980s) was marked by rapid and sustained 
economicc growth. This favourable economic growth was mainly a result of the 
discoveryy of offshore oil in the early 1970s and its production from 1978. The country 
wass thus spared the two oil shocks of the 1970s and early 1980s due to its status of oil 
exporter.. While other developing countries suffered the oil shock during the late 
1970s,, Cameroon was enjoying steady economic growth with an average annual GDP 
growthh rate of over 5 percent. Oil revenues provided an additional source of capital 
investmentt enabling the government to expand its community development 
programmess by strengthening old cooperatives to create new ones. Specialised 
financiall  institutions, such as the Cameroon Agricultural bank, and other rural 
financiall  programmes were created to provide credit and business opportunities to the 
rurall  poor. By 1981, per capita GNP was US$880, one of the highest in sub-Saharan 
Africa.. Between 1960 and 1980, the GDP of the country increased tenfold, passing 
fromm 101 billion CFA Francs in 1960 to over 1,100 billion in 1979/80, making 
Cameroonn one of Africa's economic success stories. 

Thee third stage (1986 - 1994) was characterized by economic downturn, 
implementationn of economic reform programmes and rapid impoverishment of the 
population.. In 1989, Cameroon signed its first Structural Adjustment loan with the 
Worldd Bank. Among other measures that were taken as a result, the salaries of civil 
servants'' were cut by 40 percent at the end of November 1993. According to the 
Worldd Bank, 'by 1993 an estimated 71 percent of the rural households fell below the 
povertyy line. Per capital GDP had declined by 50 percent, even more so amongst 
lowerr income producers of export crops such as coffee and cocoa (WB, 1998:1). The 
devaluationn of the local currency, the CFA in January 1994 resulted in the collapse of 
publicc sector wages and an increasingly high price of basic commodities. In 1995, the 
perr capita gross National product GNP was estimated at US$650 (World Bank 
Developmentt Report 1998/90:190). After a decade of implementing structural 
adjustmentt policies, economic growth returned in 1994, but failed to deliver benefits 
too the majority of Cameroonian. Despite the economic revival, the country continued 
too register deterioration in the areas of education, health, employment, and incomes. 
Byy 1996, more than half of the population lived in poverty. According to the World 
Bank, , 

Somee 6.5 million people or about 51 percent of the population fell below the poverty 
thresholdd and close to 3 million or about 23 percent of the population could not afford 
evenn the food component of the consumption basket - characterized by the 
governmentt as a situation of extreme poverty. (WB 2000:17). 

Thee fourth stage (1997-present day) has been characterized by Cameroon's 
adoptionn of poverty eradication as its overarching development strategy under the 
aegiss of the World Bank and the IMF. In 1997, the government started the 
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implementationn of a series of economic reforms under the IMF's Poverty Reduction 
andd Growth Facility. The combined result of the IMF and World Bank reform 
programss resulted in the improvement of macroeconomic performance. Real GDP 
greww by an average 4.7 percent a year between 1997/98 and 1998/99. However, that 
economicc growth took place within a context of growing indebtedness, resulting in 
Cameroonn qualifying for the Highly Indebted Poor Country (HEPC) Initiative in 2000. 
Thee adoption of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) placed great emphasis 
onn health, education, social services, rural development and infrastructure as core 
elementss in the fight against poverty. It is within that framework that the adoption and 
proliferationn of micro finance programmes in Cameroon should be placed. 

Beforee proceeding to the next section, it is important at this point to briefly 
lookk at the gender profile of Cameroon not only because it provides a background on 
thee position of women in the power structures, but also because of the tendency in 
microfinancee literature to assume that microfinance is automatically empowering and 
too export the empowerment indicators developed by Hashemi et al (1994) in 
Bangladeshh in other countries. A gender profile can help to avoid the tendency of 
assumingg that women everywhere are powerless, and that microfmance automatically 
empowerss them. The point is that the impacts of microfmance might be different if 
womenn were already empowered before joining the programme. Based on Hashemi et 
all  empowerment indicators (mobility, ability to make small and large purchase, 
politicall  awareness etc) most Cameroonian women were 'already empowered' before 
accessingg microfinance. 

Accordingg to Peterson and Runyan (1993:5), "gender refers to socially learned 
behaviourr and expectations that distinguish between masculinity and femininity". 
Theyy add that gender affects, 

Howw we care about, perceive, understand, analyse, and critique the world we live in is 
profoundlyy shape by gender. Gender thus influences not only who we are, how we 
live,, and what we have but also "how" we think, order reality, claim to know what is 
true,, and, therefore, how we understand and explain the social world (Peterson and 
Runyan,, 1993:10). 

Genderr relations affect the ability of individuals to access resources, to make 
decisionss related to their lives, to take actions to protect and improve their health, 
education,, nutrition as well as that of those who depend upon them. Gender barriers 
limi tt women's participation and reinforce power gaps. 

WomenWomen and the economy 
Inn most parts of Cameroon, women have always played important roles in the 

country'ss development. In addition to being in charge of the provision of their 
householdd consumption, they are important economic actors, although that role has 
beenn invisible in the past. Women play a crucial role in the local economy through 
theirr involvement in the informal sector as market traders. They are mainly involved 
inn petty trade, selling consumption food such as: fruits, vegetables, tomatoes, grains 
etc.. However, they tend to occupy the lower level of the economic ladder. In rural 
areas,, they are important agricultural labourers, providing most of the free labour in 
thee cash crop sector. Since the onset of the economic crisis in the mid-1980s, the 
economicc role of women has grown in importance. The fall in commodity prices, the 
cutss in formal wages in 1993, the devaluation in 1994, and more importantly the rise 
inn unemployment following cuts in government employment have contributed to 
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makingg women important providers in their households. While the role of women as 
producerss has always been recognised, development policies and programmes in the 
countryy have traditionally tended not to take gender into account. Until recently, very 
feww programmes targeted women as economic actors. 

WomenWomen and society 
Customss and traditions play an important role in gender subordination as well 

ass in the high incidence of female poverty. Like many sub-Saharan African societies, 
Cameroonn is a very stratified society where age, class and gender determine social 
power.. In general, younger people are subordinated to older family members; rich 
individualss have more power and status than their poorer counterparts and women are 
inn general subordinated to men as a whole. At the household level, women can and do 
exercisee considerable power in managing activities falling under them. However, 
prevailingg customs and social attitudes often hold women accountable to men in 
majorr decision-making processes such as how to use productive resources, the 
educationn of children and even, in decisions affecting their bodies (size of the family). 
Inn the agricultural sector, women often lack sufficient legal rights over the land they 
cultivatee which in turn hinders their ability to access credit. There are no laws 
preventingg women from owning land. However, due to the high importance attached 
too customs and traditions, the laws protecting women's rights to own, and especially 
too inherit land are not often respected. Subsistence agriculture where women 
predominatee has seldom been targeted with agricultural extension services or credit 
facilities,, thereby limiting the ability of women to increase their productivity and 
earningg power. 

Despitee the glorification of traditional female roles such as housewives, 
mothers,, resourceful, autonomous and supportive of their husbands, male-headed 
familiess are no longer the norm. A growing number of women are the main economic 
providerss in their households. In addition, the number of female-headed households is 
increasing.. Women in Cameroon head one out of every 25 households. 

WomenWomen and politics 
Cameroonn often prides herself on being an egalitarian country: the equality of 

womenn is safeguarded in the country's Constitution. Cameroon is a signatory of many 
internationall  laws and conventions for the protection of women's rights such as the 
Unitedd Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Womenn (CEDAW). Cameroon has also enacted a series of labour laws that secure the 
rightsrights of women to work as well as their rights to equal pay for equal work. There are 
laws,, such as the 1981 law, that secure women's right to dispose of their income. 
Otherr laws secure women's rights maternity leave (14 weeks) during which they 
cannott be sacked. All those laws suggest that there is no gender discrimination in 
Cameroonn and that women have the same rights as men. While there are no overt 
discriminatoryy laws against women, some subtle articles in the legislation effectively 
workk against the equality of the sexes in Cameroon and reinforce the subordination of 
womenn in the country. For instance, while ordinance No.3 of 29 June 1981 gives 
womenn the right to dispose of their income, it also stipulates that women should 
contributee to the household expenses. Article 361 of the penal code defines female 
adulteryy as any sexual relation with another man, while male adultery occurs only if 
thee sexual relations took place in the marital home. Such dispositions clearly make it 
difficul tt to find men guilty of adultery. Article 1421 of the civil code gives men all 
rightsrights to manage, dispose and freely sell, without their wife's consent, the communal 
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properties.. Article 1428 makes the man responsible for his wife's personal properties. 
Whilee women are guaranteed the right to work, their rights to exercise commercial 
activityy are limited in article 7 of the commercial code, which stipulates that the 
husbandd has the right to end a commercial activity of his wife by simple opposition at 
thee commercial court. 

Inn politics, women won voting rights under the colonial law of 1946 and by 
19566 the first woman was represented in the first national assembly. Women have 
alwayss been active in political parties. Since independence, there has always been a 
women'ss political wing of the ruling party which played a very subordinate role to 
menn within the party. In politics, women took care of the ceremonies, cooked and 
servedd food, danced and sang during political manifestations and were highly praised 
forr their supportive role. While Cameroonian women often vote in high numbers, few 
womenn are represented in decision-making bodies. For instance, there were 2 women 
inn the cabinet in 1978. More than a decade later, only 3 women ministers were part of 
thee government during the year 2001. Women's movement began in the 1990s 
followingg the political liberalisation in the country. Since then, women have 
campaignedd for greater representation of women in positions of power. 

1.21.2 Microfinance not a panacea for poverty alleviation and women's 
empowerment empowerment 

Inn Cameroon, there is an increasing tendency similar to one at the global level 
too perceive microfinance as the solution to all problems affecting the poor in general 
andd women in particular. Cameroon is signatory of the Beijing Platform for Action 
whichh advocates and promotes microfinance as one of the tools to achieve gender 
equality.. The World Bank and other bilateral financial institutions operating at the 
globall  level also see microfinance as 'the best tool for the eradication of poverty'. 
Thesee institutions have recommended microfinance as a tool for the reduction of 
povertyy in Cameroon and have actively assisted by financially supporting such 
projectss or by advising on the development of microfinance regulatory framework in 
thee country. The UN and its affiliated institutions use microcredit as the 'best tool' for 
thee eradication of power and the promotion of women's empowerment. The United 
Nationss Development Programme (UNDP) argues that 'empowering women results in 
greaterr and faster progress in poverty reduction'. Donors such as the Canadian 
Internationall  Development Agency (CIDA) also advocate and use microfinance in 
Cameroonn for similar reasons. Microfinance is even promoted on the basis that it can 
promotee democratic change in poor countries. 

Recently,, criticism has been mounting against the use of microcredit as a 
panaceaa for poverty reduction and women's empowerment. While microcredit can 
improvee some factors affecting poverty or women's powerlessness, it cannot alone 
solvee all issues that cause poverty and powerlessness. As Ledgerwood (1999) writes, 

Microfinancee has recently become the favourite intervention for development 
institutions,, due to its unique potential for poverty reduction and financial 
sustainability.. However, contrary to what some may claim, microfinance is not a 
panaceaa for poverty alleviation. In fact, a poorly designed microfinance activity can 
makee thinks worse by disrupting informal markets that have reliable provided 
financiall  services to the poor households over the past couple of centuries, albeit at a 
highh cost (Ledgerwood, 1999:7) 

8 8 



Introduction n 

Nann Dawkins Scully also warns that microcredit is no panacea for poor 
womenn and points out that 

Donorss and advocates consistently over-exaggerate the power of Microenterprise 
creditt and related assistance, while ignoring key structural issues that are far more 
pertinentt to the long-term problem of women and poverty - i.e., agrarian reform, 
programss favouring export production (typically male-dominated) over subsistence 
cropss (typically female-dominated), and trade agreements structured in the interests 
off  transnational corporations (Nan Dawkins Scully). 

Suchh concerns have not abated efforts by the government and donors working 
inn Cameroon to increase the outreach of microfinance in order to help the poor solve 
thee problems confronting them. Empowerment or the eradication of poverty are 
multidimensionall  issues and therefore require multidimensional solutions. 

1.31.3 Research Questions 

Thee rationale for adopting microfinance in Cameroon is that it is a tool to 
reducee poverty, empower women and sustain development. Therefore the main 
researchh question is: "Does microfinance eradicate poverty and empower women to 
changee unequal power relations and if so, what type of change comes about?" 
Althoughh researchers have began analysing the empowerment impact of 
microfinance,, very few have questioned the nature and extent of such empowerment. 
Thee research is based on a set of hypotheses. 

Thee first hypothesis is that microfinance works as a regulatory power, 
distributingg citizens within countries according to their aptitudes as well as to the uses 
thatt can be made of them. That regulatory power is inscribed in the policies and 
practicess of donors, governments, and financial institutions. Their biased lending 
policiess offer ample examples of how credit has been used at different moments to 
includee and exclude particular sections of the population in the development 
processes,, when their inputs are deemed politically and/or economically useful. 
Consequently,, various sections of the population are selected and targeted with credit 
whenn their inputs are deemed necessary to the development process 

Thee second hypothesis is that microfinance works as a disciplinary power, 
exertingg on borrowers a constant pressure to conform to the norm of market economy. 
Borrowerss and women in particular are seen as empowered because they enter the 
market,, invest in small businesses that generate income to ensure repayments of loans 
andd build assets, feed and educate their children etc. The requirement access to credit 
bee given on the condition that it is use for the production of goods and services to be 
soldd in the market is not the only disciplinary mechanism. The most potent 
disciplinaryy mechanisms of microfinance are embodied in the credit guidelines that 
actt as subtle tools, effectively exerting on the women borrowers a constant pressure to 
conformm to the requirements of the market economy. Contemporary microfinance has 
aa market approach to providing small loans to the poor. They charge commercial 
interestt rates, insist on creditworthiness of the borrower, small but regular repayments 
whichh together subtly work to ensure maximum conformity to the norm. 

Thee third hypothesis is that microfinance is promoted in Cameroon as a tool of 
resistance.. Benefits from access to credit enable the borrower to challenge the unequal 
powerr relationships and take control over their lives. However, success of the struggle 
dependss on the counter-resistance from other actors involved in these power relations. 
Thiss counter-resistance partly determines the nature and outcome of the 
empowermentt process: whether there is fundamental change or transformation of the 
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structuress of inequality to equality; or whether there is discipline (individual 
experiencingg enhanced bargaining power within the status quo). Thus, microfmance 
promotess an empowerment that tends to be mostly individual with improvement in 
powerr relations, but no fundamental change in the system. 

1.41.4 Objectives and contributions 

1.4.11 Research objectives 
Thiss research has three main objectives: 
Thee first is to adopt a different approach to power in order to gain greater 

insightt into the relationship between microfmance and the empowerment of women. 
Thee research uses Foucault's theory of power to examine how power relations 
functionn in microfmance, focusing on the implications of disciplinary and regulatory 
powerpower as well as on resistance for the analysis of micro finance and women's 
empowerment.. The research seeks to clarify the nature and extent of women's 
empowermentt as a result of their access to micro finance in order to help development 
practitionerss and gender advocates to devise appropriate strategies for the promotion 
off  women's empowerment. 

Thee second objective is to contribute to the general debate on microfmance 
andd its empowering impact on women. While the focus is mainly on the experiences 
off  Cameroonian women, the result of this research is potentially of wider relevance to 
thee issue of women's empowerment in other Third World countries. By investigating 
whetherr and how micro credit empowers women, this research seeks to uncover ways 
andd means to bring about changes in women's access to credit in order to increase 
theirr effectiveness in realising their empowerment objective. 

Thee third objective of this research is to contribute to the literature on 
microfmancee in Cameroon and to help fit the local experiences of women in 
Cameroonn within a global discourse of micro credit. Microfmance is relatively new in 
Cameroonn and there is a dearth of literature on the subject, especially on its impact on 
women.. The research wil l assess how much its evolution is different from the patterns 
off  micro finance in other developing countries. 

1.4.22 Research Contributions 
Thiss research differs from the prevailing views in current literature in a 

numberr of ways: 
First,, it seeks to go beyond the traditionally narrow economic focus on 

microfmancee studies. Marginal and often short-term economic improvements in the 
livess of the poor and women are often taken as synonymous to exit from poverty or 
entryy to empowerment (Hashemi et al 1996; Hossain 1986, World Bank 1997 etc,). 
Focusingg on the issue of women's empowerment, this research examines the extent to 
whichh economic improvements brought about by the access of women to 
microfmancee enables them to affect structural changes in their lives. It goes beyond 
thee analysis of power relations in the household and the community, questioning 
whetherr what has often been hailed as empowerment, is really a positive strategy that 
cann enable women to eradicate gender inequalities. 

Second,, it uses a framework that links the macro and micro levels of power, 
showingg how the structures of hierarchy (class, gender) are reproduced, how women 
strugglee to resist them and the extent to which they are successful in that struggle. 

Third,, this research argues that, a portrayal of micro credit as a tool for 
empowermentt hides the fact that microfmance is in fact embedded in global power 
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relations.. Indeed, it hardly leads to the eradication of unequal power relations. 
Althoughh some gains are often made, the end result is often the maintenance of 
existingg power structures whether at the household, community or national levels. 

Fourth,, this research suggests that microfinance is part of global finance. 
Beforee analysing the impact of microfinance it is therefore useful to differentiate 
betweenn the different forms of credit given that each has a different and specific role 
too play which consequently leads to a different type of accumulation and power. Such 
differentiationn should not take the form of financial dualism, as microfinance is part 
off  the continuum of the financial system. Microfinance is seen here as part of the 
globall  financial system and most schemes in Cameroon as in other developing 
countries,, receive political, financial and institutional support from formal financial 
institutionss that operate on the global scale (i.e. World Bank, international banks, 
multilaterall  development and commercial banks). Other schemes are working to 
strengthenn their ties with formal financial systems and towards the objective of 
financiall  sustainability and formalisation. 

Fifth,, this research makes an explicit link (often overlooked in other studies) 
betweenn the adoption of microfinance programmes and the deteriorating economic 
conditionss of a country, the ensuing adoption of structural adjustment programmes, 
andd more recently the global adoption of microcredit as the 'preferred' tool for 
fightingg poverty. These factors have highlighted the crucial role played by women 
withinn such processes and critically influenced countries to embrace microcredit. 

Sixth,, this study contributes to the knowledge of microfinance in Cameroon 
andd will help raise some urgent issues in the industry that require attention. How and 
too what the extent can microfinance reduce poverty' and empower women? 

Finally,, this research complements studies that have examined the impacts of 
microfinancee and women's empowerment as a whole. However, there is no 
privilegingg of actors in this research as the attention is on the techniques of power 
ratherr than on women. By using Foucault's approach to power, it wil l offer a non-
dualisticc understanding to power that has been absent in recent research on 
microfinance. . 

1.51.5 Research Methodology 
Thee research is based on interviews, standardized surveys and on published 

secondaryy data. Among the data sources that have been examined are: books, archives 
documentss and documents produced by governments, donors, MFIs and NGOs. 
Interviewss were conducted during field trips in Cameroon in June-July 2001, between 
June-Julyy 2003 and between January-February 2004. Interviews took place in the 
localitiess of Yaoundé, Foumban, Foumbot and Baigom. In-depth interviews with 
individuall  women and men, sometimes with group of women took place in order to 
addresss issues related to empowerment. Government officials, NGOs and MFIs staff 
memberss were interviewed as well. A survey was also conducted to gather extra 
informationn about women's empowerment. A total of 162 women members of SOS 
Women,, a Microfinance Institution in Yaoundé took part in the survey. The survey 
questionnairee can be found in appendix 1. 

Inn order analyse the impacts of microfinance in terms of empowerment and 
povertyy alleviation, two different types of microfinance institutions have been 
selected.. The first type consists of important MFIs networks such as the Cameroon 
Cooperativee Credit Union League (CamCCUL) - the largest and most experienced 
networkk with nearly 40 years of existence; the Mutuelle Communautaire de 
Croissancee (MC2) - the faster growing MFI network with a decade of experience; and 
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thee FOCAOB; the second type consists of what is referred to in Cameroon as 
'independent'' MFIs such as the "Femmes Volontaires pour la Promotion de 
I'educationI'education populaire a la Democratie, a la paix et au bien-être Economique 
(VEPDEF)) and SOS Women. A single case study wil l not provide an adequate answer 
too the main research question either because of the inadequacy of data on the 
individuall  schemes (partly due to the fact that they are still at a nascent stage) and 
becausee of the diversity of schemes. This selection provides a representation of the 
differentt types of micro finance institutions and their potential impact. 

Thee methodology used to assess the extent to which microfinance empower 
womenn is informed by Foucault's analysis of power. Foucault's approach is relevant 
heree in that it provides the necessary tools to assess the empowerment impacts of 
microcreditt not only from a micro perspective, but to take the meso and macro issues 
intoo consideration. Using Foucault approach to power will help highlight the effects 
off  power at the macro, meso and the micro levels. 

Att the macro level, Foucault's concept of regulation is used to analyse the 
impactt of national policies as well as the legislation and regulations that govern the 
developmentt of microfinance activities in Cameroon. The focus is on how such 
policiess and practices influence the ways microfinance operates and how different 
categoriess of poor become the target of microfinance. 

Att the meso level, Foucault's concept of discipline helps to examine the ways 
microfinancee institutions operate: the services they provide, the methodologies 
employedd and how they influence the borrowers' attitude towards conformity to the 
norm. . 

Att the micro level, Foucault's notion of resistance is used to focus attention on 
thee nature and extent of women's empowerment as a result of their access to credit. It 
helpss to assess the extent to which women are empowered and help to analyse the 
impactt of counter-resistance to people attempts to assert more power. It is crucial to 
examinee the counter-resistance from others, particularly the extent to which other 
actorss in the power relations with women (such as the husbands, community 
members,, microfinance institutions and the government) respond to women's 
empowerment. . 

Limitationn of the research 
Theree are some limitations to this research: the principal one stems from the 

scarcityy of a solid body of statistical materials upon which to base microfinance 
researchh in Cameroon. Microfinance institutions are just beginning to conduct 
performancee and impact assessments and therefore few official reports exist. 

1.61.6 Chapter overview 
Thee remainder of this study consists of seven chapters divided as followed: 
Chapterr two - Theoretical Framework provides the framework used to 

examinee the main research questions of whether micro credit empowers women and if 
so,, what sort of empowerment is it. This research makes use of Foucault's approach to 
powerpower and this chapter focuses on Foucault's work and its relevance to the analysis of 
microfinancee and its empowerment impacts on women. It lays down the advantage of 
applyingg Foucault's theory of power to the examination of microfinance. For instance, 
Foucault'ss power framework has the potential to bring to the fore an analysis of 
microfinancee as power relations which is lacking in much of the recent research on 
microfinance.. Foucault also focuses on the individual, but in a manner that takes into 
accountt what is happening at the macro level. 
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Chapterr three - Genealogical analysis of microfmance provides the 
backgroundd for the analysis for the rest of this study. The chapter offers a brief 
historicall  evolution of microfinance, focusing on why and how micro finance has been 
promotedd at the international level and in Cameroon in particular. The genealogical 
methodd calls for a detailed investigation of the concept of microfinance not simply to 
providee an history to microfinance, but to show the crucial role of power in this 
evolution.. It helps to highlight how and why credit targeted certain sections of the 
populationn at different time, the different forms credit took and the resulting impacts 
onn the borrowers. Providing a genealogical view of microfinance, we can begin to 
considerr the role played by various agents such as governments and the international 
financiall  institutions. 

Chapterr four - The Regulatory Power of Microfinance provides an analysis of 
thee larger context in which microfinance evolves. It is mainly concerned with the 
contextt of regulations, and it analyses the background set of social relations that 
groundd the micro level of power relations. It examines how microfinance acts as a 
regulatoryy power, distributing citizens within countries according to their aptitudes as 
welll  as to the uses that can be made of them. This regulatory power is inscribed in the 
policiess and practices of donors, governments, and financial institutions. Their biased 
lendingg policies offer ample examples of how credit has been used at different 
momentss to both include and exclude particular sections of the populations in the 
developmentt process, when their inputs are deemed politically and/or economically 
useful.. It looks at the political, economic and social influences that have led to 
openingg women's access to microfinance. It examines the discourses of microfinance, 
howw they produce and reproduce power. It also looks at the increasing "feminisation" 
off  microfinance that leads to women been offered small credits that enable them to 
experiencee marginal improvements but, littl e chance for innovation, growth and least 
off  all, any meaningful hope of eradicating gender power relations in their societies. 
Thiss chapter helps to place the changes experienced by women within a certain 
context t 

Chapterr five - The Disciplinary Power of Microfinance analyses the first 
hypothesiss that it works as a disciplinary power, exerting on the women borrowers a 
constantt pressure to conform to the same model of market economy. The chapter 
lookss at the mechanisms within the credit system that turn the poor in general and 
poorr women in particular into efficient economic actors to be included in the 
developmentt process. Women are seen as empowered because they enter the market, 
cann repay their loans, feed and educate their children etc. The chapter looks at the 
mechanismss of power inherent in the credit system which ensures that women 
conformm to market and credit discipline. To what extent do these mechanisms 
normalizee women as market actors? The requirement that access to credit be given on 
thee condition that it is used for the production of goods and services for sell in the 
markett is not the only disciplinary mechanism. The creditworthiness of the borrower, 
groupp pressure, regular meetings, small and regular repayments and the application of 
interestt rates effectively work to ensure the maximum conformity to market norm. 

Chapterr six - Resistance and Counter-resistance focuses on women's 
empowermentt and the extent to which women struggle to resist unequal gender 
relations.. It looks at the transformations in women that come about with access to 
creditt and the extent to which such transformations could enable women to change 
genderr relations. Resistance is very important to the process of empowerment. It 
determiness the nature and extent of success in power struggle. In fact, Foucault argues 
thatt resistance (as power) has the potential to provoke a counter-reaction. 
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Consequently,, the chapter examines the counter-resistance from hitherto powerful 
actorss as they respond to the struggle to change power relations from below. 

Chapterr seven - Poverty Reduction, Empowerment and Economic 
Developmentt examines reflects on the impacts of microfmance on these three policy 
objectives.. It analyses the extent to which microfmance contribute to these objectives 
andd questions the assumption that microfmance empowers the poor to change power 
relationss in their favours by exploring whether the power exercised by different 
stakeholderss work to the benefits of the hitherto marginalised or whether it leads to 
improvementt within the status quo. It also asks who ultimately benefits from the 
implementationn of microfmance in Cameroon. 

Chapterr eight - Conclusion, draws the principal conclusions that relate to the 
mainmain research question. It also assesses the usefulness of Foucault's concept of power 
too advance the understanding of the impacts of micro finance. It also assesses whether 
microfmancee the nature of change borrowers are able to achieve. Key findings 
suggestt that the provision of microfmance to the poor in general, and to women in 
particular,, is often accompanied by marginal and sometimes absolute improvement in 
thee economic gains, living standards of women and their families. However, those 
improvementss are often too small to enable the poor to experience equality. 
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