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Theoreticall  framework 

Chapterr 2. Theoretical framework 

Thiss chapter presents the framework that is used to examine the main research 
question,, namely: does micro credit empower borrowers to end poverty and achieve 
genderr equality and, if so, what is the nature of change? It is important to state that 
throughoutt this research, women's empowerment receive more attention than poverty 
alleviation.. There are two main reasons for this bias: the first is linked to the fact that 
microflnancee is increasing been targeted at women. The second reason is that most 
impactt studies have tended to highlight its contribution on women, particularly to 
women'ss empowerment and this research builds on previous studies. 

Whereass most studies of micro finance have focused almost exclusively on an 
economicc approach to empowerment, the approach used in this research is broader 
andd takes into consideration the multi-dimensional nature of power (economic, 
political,, and socio-cultural). Our aim is to avoid the common assumption that 
empowermentt in one sphere may lead to empowerment in another as noted by Linda 
Mayouxx (1997) when she pointed out that: 

Literaturee prepared for the Micro-credit Summit Campaign presents an extremely 
attractivee vision of increasing numbers of expanding micro-fmance programmes 
whichh not only give many women access to micro-finance services, but also initiate a 
'virtuouss upward spiral' of empowerment (Linda Mayoux, 1997) 

Nearlyy every micro finance study claims that women are empowered as a result 
off  their access to credit. The issue is not whether women are empowered but if 
microflnancee can eradicate gender inequality. Empowerment can mean many different 
thingss and is consequently associated with many strategies. Empowerment is often 
usedd to capture an individual's possession of decision-making power, self-confidence, 
assertiveness,, increased assets, control, participation etc. Each of these dimensions of 
empowermentt is often presented as being a springboard to women's empowerment -
thatt is, as enabling women to eradicate unequal gender relations. As a result, those 
powerr relations are not examined. This research seeks to use Foucault's notions of 
bio-powerr and resistance to examine microflnance and the extent to which it 
empowerss women. The advantage of using Foucault's approach to power is that it 
offerss a non-dualistic understanding of power and therefore, has the potential to bring 
too the fore a whole network of power relations which is lacking in most contemporary 
researchh on microflnance. 

Thee chapter is divided into four sections: section one lays down Foucault's 
approachh to power; section two looks at feminism and Foucault; section three briefly 
exploress some of the feminist approaches to empowerment and finally section four 
examiness the relevance of Foucault's methodology to the analysis of microflnance. 

2.12.1 Foucault's approach to power 
Mostt of the research conducted during the last decade argues that 

microflnancee can significantly contribute to efforts aimed at eradicating poverty and 
empoweringg women. The problem with such research is that, while recognising the 
empowermentt potentials of microflnance, the issue of power is rarely discussed. This 
researchh seeks to fil l that gap and Foucault's conceptualisation of power can help in 
providingg a broader understanding of the impacts of microflnance on women. 
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2.1.11 Literatur e review 
Thee extensive literature on the topic of women's empowerment as a result of 

theirr access to micro finance will not be reviewed in its entirety here: only a few 
referencess will be made to some of those studies. Almost all impact studies claim 
microo finance empowers women (Hashemi et al, 1996; Goetz and Gupta, 1996, World 
Bank,, 1997; Microcredit Summit, 1997; Khandher, 1999; etc). Although various 
studiess arrive at that conclusion, it is important to note that there are differences in the 
wayss in which the issue of women's empowerment is approached. In fact, dimensions 
off  empowerment are emphasised differently in different studies. 

Multi-dimensionall  approach to empowerment 
Inn a study of four microcredit programmes in Bangladesh, Hashemi et al 

(1994)(1994) developed a multi-dimensional approach to women's empowerment using 
eightt indicators. The eight indicators encompass various aspects of women's roles and 
status: : 

Freedomm of movement: based on women's ability to go outside the village, 
too the market, to a medical facilities etc. 
Economicc security: this indicator measures the ability of the respondent to 
ownn her house, any productive asset, cash savings and whether the savings 
aree used for business or for lending. 
Abilit yy to make small purchases: these are small items used daily in the 
householdd such as cooking oil, kerosene oil, spices, soap, sweets for the 
children;; especially if the decision to make the purchases were made 
withoutt asking the husband's permission and if the purchases were made 
inn part with the money earned by the respondent and if the 
Abilit yy to make larger independent purchases: these include large pots and 
pans,, children's clothing, family's daily food. 
Participationn in important family decisions - measures the ability of the 
respondentt to make decision individually or jointly with the husband on 
issuess such as house repair or renovation, decision to lease or buy land, a 
boatt or a bicycle rickshaw. 
Relativee freedom from domination by the family - measures the ability of a 
womann to have control over assets such as land, jewellery or livestock (if 
someonee in the family has taken these assets from woman against her 
will) .. It also measures whether someone prevent the respondent from 
workingg outside the home or from visiting her natal home. 
Politicall  and legal awareness: this indicator measures the respondent's 
knowledgee of local government officials, member of parliament and the 
namee of the prime minister as well as the knowledge of the significance of 
registeringg a marriage and knowledge of the law governing inheritance. 
Participationn in political campaigning and public protests -measures 
whetherr the respondent had campaigned for a political candidate or 
participatedd together with other to protest for instance a man beating his 
wife,, a man divorcing or abandoning his wife, unfair wages etc. 

Basedd on these empowerment composites, Hashemi et al., (1994) concluded 
thatt participation in credit programmes empowered women economically, even 
thoughh the women's contribution to their household was marginal. Women were also 
consideredd socially empowered as their mobility increase. Additionally, they found 
thatt the credit institutions studied provided women with the space to meet and interact 
regularly,, thereby increasing their self-confidence and social contact. Finally, they 
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foundd that participation in credit programmes empowered women politically by 
increasingg their political awareness and involvement in political campaigning and 
protest.. Although this conceptualisation of women's empowerment is multi-
dimensionall  in approach, it nevertheless fails to analyse the gender relations in the 
households,, the community and society at large. Hashemi et al did not analyse the 
extentt to which, increased income or the ability to make small or large purchases led 
too a reversal of gender subordination in the homes, nor did they question the extent to 
whichh participation in the political process by women meant increased or equal 
influencee on the political process. 

Empowermentt  as Control 
Somee studies have begun to analyse the empowerment of women in terms of 

itss effects on gender relations. Various researchers have pointed out that women in 
creditt programs do not always retain full control over their loans, their enterprises or 
evenn their incomes (Rahman, 1986; White, 1992; Goetz and Gupta, 1996). For 
instance,, Goetz and Gupta define empowerment as 'women's capacity to control loan 
usee effectively'. In comparing three credit programmes in Bangladesh, their interest 
wass to determine whether women retained managerial control over the productive 
activityy from the initial loan proposal, to investment in productive assets, labour 
inputs,, marketing, and use of profits. They used four types of indicators including full 
control,, partial control, very limited control and no involvement. They found that 
somee women borrowers did not control either the loans received or the income 
generatedd from their microentreprises8. They noted that sometimes, loans were 
appropriatedd by men and warned that when men gained control of the women's loans, 
women'ss empowerment could be undermined. In fact, they argued that the 
phenomenonn of transfer of loan control could introduce tensions within the household, 
especiallyy as women still have to repay their loans, irrespective of who has used them. 
Theyy concluded that a large majority of women fail to establish control over their 
loan-fundedd enterprises. In addition, they also noted that, as time passed and the 
enterprisess expanded, far fewer women had control over the enterprises funded 
throughh the loan programs. 

Otherr studies examining the issue of loan control include that of Helen Todd 
(1996)) on the Grameen Bank. On the issue of control, she pointed out that, although 
menn were involved in the running of more profitable businesses, this did not mean 
thatt women lost control. In Todd's samples, some borrowers were able to graduate 
intoo more profitable uses for their loans as a result of "joint activities of husband and 
wife,, or mother and son" (1996:53). She also concluded that women were empowered 
ass a result of their access to credit. 

7Goetzz and Gupta recognise that control represents one aspect of women's empowerment, but select to 
focuss on this aspect because there are few evaluations assessing the impacts of credit on power relation 
off  gender in the household and the community. 

88 They found out that 'on average, women retained full or significant control over loan use in 37% of 
thee cases. While nearly 22% of respondents were either unable to give details of loan use or were aware 
off  how their husbands or other male household members had used loans, but were not themselves 
involvedd in the productive process. About 63% of the cases fall into partial, very limited or no control: 
indicatingg a fairly significant pattern of loss of direct control over credit"p.49. They also found out that 
womenn borrowers were more likely to retain full control over loan use when they were widowed, 
separated,, or divorced. (P50) Goetz & Gupta in their study of 4 microcredit programmes in Bangladesh 
foundd out that 10% of women members of the Grameen Bank had littl e or no control over the use of 
theirr loans. In the BRAC, 45 % had littl e or no control, in the TMSS, 38 % and in the RD-12 which is a 
governmentt credit programme, 63 % had littl e or no control. 
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Empowermentt  as Participation 
Mostt donors, international agencies such as the UN agencies, multilateral 

financiall  agencies such as the World Bank have often equated the high participation 
off  women in microcredit programmes as a sign of their empowerment. For many 
donors,, participation is an important step towards the promotion of gender equality by 
providingg women with the opportunity to engage in and influence decision-making 
affectingg their lives (in project- planning, management, implementation and 
evaluation).. Most research from the World Bank implies, and even asserts, that the 
empowermentt of women comes about (at least in part), as a result of their 
participationn in credit programmes that provide them with opportunities to engage in 
incomee generating activities. Through such activities, women are able to earn some 
formm of financial independence, which in turn increases their rights to make choices 
andd influence change around them (World Bank 1995; 1998, etc). In fact, the World 
Bankk defines empowerment as: 

Empowermentt is the expansion of assets and capabilities of poor people to participate 
in,, negotiate with, influence, control, and hold accountable institutions that affect 
theirr lives. (World Bank, 2002:2). 

Ass women engage in microenterprises, they are able to help their families 
emergee from poverty. Participation is also advocated on the grounds that it has the 
potentiall  to help create a more inclusive economy. Numerous studies show that, in 
additionn to increasing the participation of poor people and women in the economy 
(andd in political systems), microcredits are also critical to poverty reduction and 
economicc development. Another area in which participation is seen as being crucial is 
thatt of the process of including the poor and women into the financial system. This 
allowss them to access productive resources, accumulate small savings in financial 
assetss and reduce their household poverty. The entrance of these marginalized groups 
(poorr and women) in the market enhances their contributions to the economy, the 
fightt against poverty and the development of the overall financial system in 
developingg countries. 

Whilee women's participation is important, an examination should be made 
regardingg the nature of such participation. Participation in credit schemes might 
enablee women to become more visible in the market where they are assumed to earn 
theirr economic autonomy. However, it is crucial to know which position in the market 
womenn occupy as that affects the level of economic autonomy they gain from market 
participation.. Similarly, it is important to understand the relationships, roles, 
responsibilities,, and patterns of interaction among household members as the 
empowermentt of women has the potential to positively or negatively affect other 
memberss of the household. Above all, participation is based on power relations and 
theree are gender-based differences in the access to resources that affect how 
individuall  members of households, groups, and societies wil l participate in, and be 
affectedd by, that participation. For participation to be meaningful, individuals need to 
havee enough power to confront other structural power that might work to maintain 
andd legitimise the status quo. 

Empowermentt  viewed as high rates of loan repayment 
Highh loan repayment rates have often been seen as proxies for women's 

empowerment.. In that context, women have been considered as being empowered 
becausee they have demonstrated high repayment rates of (high) interest bearing loans. 
Ass a result, they are no longer considered as poor women for whom grants and/or 
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otherr forms of subsidized loans should be provided, but rather economic agents on 
whomm profits can be made. Women are therefore presented as good credit risks. 
Genderr lobby groups have used this high repayment rate as a rationale for requesting 
thee expansion of women's access to microfinance. For example, the Self Employed 
Women'ss Association (SEWA) argues, "When poor borrow from informal financial 
sources,, they pay much higher interest rates than the prevailing market rate in the 
country.. They do and are ready to pay the market rate of interest". 

Empowermentt  as poverty alleviation 

Manyy studies take poverty alleviation as proxy for empowerment (Khander, 
1998,, etc). Most impact studies show that microfinance has a significant positive 
impactt on the depth of poverty among the poor. For instance, Khander (1998) found 
outt that about 21 percent of the Grameen Bank borrowers and 11 percent of the 
borrowerss of the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) were able to 
lif tt their families out of poverty within about four years of participation in the credit 
programmes.. Microfinance is also found to have a significant impact on extreme 
poverty,, which declined from 43 percent to 10 percent among Grameen Bank 
borrowerss and from 34 percent to 14 percent among the BRAC participants (Riley et 
al,, 1996). Even Bank Rakyat Indonesia (BRI), which does not exclusively target the 
poorr is claimed to have "assisted hundreds of thousands of households in lifting 
themselvess out of poverty over the past decades" (Sugianto, 1998:112). Such studies 
alsoo show that microfinance has a positive impact on the families' standards of living; 
improvingg children's health and schooling, household nutrition status, etc. 

Empowermentt  as an increase in income and assets (as access to resources) 
Povertyy alleviation microfinance programmes, such as those conceived by 

Grameenn bank and most non-governmental organisations involved in microfinance 
lending,, conceptualise the empowerment impacts of microfinance using indicators 
suchh as increase in income and assets. Their studies claim that access to credit enables 
womenn to increase their income and at the same time, helps them to accumulate assets 
(Yunus,, 1999). Most donors see access to resources such as credit as a sign of 
empowerment.. For non-governmental organisations and women's advocates in 
particular,, an increase in income and assets enables women to provide for themselves 
andd their families, as well as to reduce their dependency on their husbands. For 
instance,, Sugianto (1998:112) argues that microfinance, "empowers women through 
thee creation of additional sources of income and reduces their dependency (Sugianto, 
1988:112).. Increased income gives women the opportunity to make important 
decisionss in the household, as their contributions become crucial to the survival of the 
family.. However their male partners often take or have the last work on all 
meaningfull  decisions. Having decision-making power on what to eat (although 
important)) is not the same as deciding on one's own sexuality or the education of the 
children. . 

Empowermentt  as organising, self-reliance and awareness-raising 
Otherr studies see microfinance programmes as empowering for women in 

particular,, because microfinance programmes encourage poor women to unite in 
groupss before gaining access to credit. Organising women is seen as empowering 
sincee some issues and goals are more likely to be achieved through collective action 
ratherr than solitary effort. The group formation among the women helps in generating 
peerr group support and solidarity. As credit programmes help women to raise their 
positionn and status within the home, their self-confidence increases. Some non-
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governmentall  organisations believe that "the poor must have their own organisation to 
becomee empowered, achieving their own goals through self-help" (Khandker & 
Khalily,, 1996). For instance, the BRAC sees in the growth of women's village 
organisationss from 55.8 percent in 1989 to 85.9 percent in 1994 a sign of women's 
empowerment.. Group formation is also advocated because it is assumed to help the 
poorr to create support systems for women thereby enabling them to build confidence, 
empoweringg them to be more active in the community, to improve their family 
situationn and to gain access to other resources such as education, credit, land, etc. 
Researchh from gender groups also tends to emphasise such dimension of 
empowerment.. By bringing women together, microfinance programmes helps to 
fosterr long-lasting relationships that contribute to their ability to become self-reliant 
andd solve some of the local problems. Some credit schemes run by NGOs even 
promotee consciousness among women about gender inequality so that women may 
understandd the causes of their oppression and take actions to improve their conditions. 
Thus,, organizing women is crucial for the transformation of unequal relationships. It 
iss argued that SEW A, for instance, empowers women by organising them to bargain 
forr better prizes, demand higher wages resist police harassment and extortion. This 
transformativee role of microfinance has been summed up by Noeleen Heyzer, 
executivee director of UNIFEM as followed: 

Microfinancee is about much more than access to credit. It is about women gaining 
controll  over their lives. It is about women achieving economic and political 
empowermentt within their homes and within their villages, towns, cities, and 
countries.. It is about changing power relationships in favour of those who previously 
exercisedd little power over their lives (Noeleen Heyzer). 

Thee subordination of poor women is not only the result of their lack of access 
too microfinance, their lack of organisation, their low self-esteem or lack of control, 
butt is also, to a great extent, influenced by the cultural norms and practices that assign 
womenn subordinate positions in society relative to men. These cultures and norms 
requiree attention. While microfinance might help women to come together and gain 
accesss to credit, or even help to increase their income, self-esteem, assets, etc, there is 
littl ee questioning of power relations or whether microfinance can enable women to 
alsoo gain control over crucial resources such as land and education. There are 
questionss as to whether microfinance groups can enable fundamental change in 
society.. For power relations to be addressed as Noeleen Heyzer argues, a new 
approachh that could help change policies and practices is needed. 

Needd for  a new Approach 
Ass may be seen from this brief literature review, much of the current research 

concludess that women are empowered as a result of their access to credit. Although 
differentt dimensions are emphasised, empowerment does not occur in a vacuum, but 
withinn relations of power. The new roles and abilities of women - the ability to 
accumulatee assets, to feed their families, to educate their children, to participate in the 
economy,, to have self-esteem and feel confident should have a ripple effect on others 
(i.e.,, husband, community, politics etc). However, very often nothing is said about 
howw the empowerment of women affects others. For instance, it wil l be important to 
knoww how men react as women gain more self-confidence, more economic autonomy 
andd take over a provider role in the household. 

Itt would appear that existing research takes for granted that empowerment is 
happeningg in poor countries because women are organising themselves, gaining 
accesss to credit, producing more for the market or feeding and raising their children. 

20 0 



Theoreticall  framework 

Justt as most research in the 1970s tended to exaggerate the subordination of women in 
thee developing world, the tendency since the late 1980s has been to over-stress their 
empowerment.. Placed in a gloomy context of growing poverty and powerlessness, it 
mightt seem justified that great efforts are made to find empowerment in almost every 
survivall  strategy used by women in developing countries. However, the danger of 
implicitl yy equating various survival strategies with empowerment is that littl e 
attentionn is paid to gaining a better understanding of the nature, aim and direction of 
suchh women's struggles. And yet, such an understanding may well shed fresh light on 
thee new mechanisms of power. 

Too arrive at such an understanding therefore requires a broader power 
frameworkk which links both the macro and micro levels and which also questions 
seriouslyy the nature, scope and extent of the process of women's empowerment. 
Empowermentt should mean more than marginal economic, social and political gains. 
Thee extent to which women's micro enterprises grow and become profitable as well as 
thee question of whether women can graduate from microfinance loans should also be 
analysed.. It is not enough to state that the increased income of women enables them to 
feedd their families, accumulate assets or educate their children. Those gains should be 
placedd within the context of the power relations in the household, the community as 
welll  as within the local, national and even international economy, all of which impact 
thee extent of women's empowerment. These are especially important when it has 
becomee clear that women rarely graduate from microfinance loans or seldom move to 
moree profitable businesses. It should also mean more than marginal participation in 
thee household, in the market or in politics, especially if such participation benefits 
menn more than women. Therefore an analysis of the empowerment impacts of 
microfinancee that does not see it as a complex multi-dimensional process, or fails to 
locatee it within the context of power relations or avoids placing it in the wider social, 
economicc and political context wil l only result in a misrepresentation of its impacts. A 
neww understanding is needed of the ways micro credit is used to include or exclude 
womenn in the fight against poverty as well as in the development process. Such an 
understandingg requires a new framework that locates microfinance in the wider 
contextt of socio-cultural settings, the economic conditions (economic crisis, structural 
adjustment)) and the fight against poverty. In short, we need a framework which 
problematisess power. 

Thee framework adopted in this research takes as its starting point the 
Foucauldiann approach to power. Although Michel Foucault never provided an 
analysiss of credit (or finance) or its relationship to power, his framework can be 
usefullyy adopted in this research. In fact, when applied to the study of microfinance, 
hiss framework can offer good insights into the linkages between the macro and micro 
dimensionss of power as well as into a better understanding of the processes of 
compartmentalisationn of women from the top-down, and their normalisation from the 
bottomm up. Foucault's approach to power can also be useful for analysing 
microfinancee for a number of reasons. 

First,, he sees power as exercised in the context of power relations. That 
conceptionn of power can enable women's empowerment to be analysed as part of 
otherr social relations. As D.H.Wrong puts it, "to treat power as a power relation is to 
avoidd seeing it exclusively as hierarchical and unilateral. In a social relation, the role 
off  power holder and power subject alternate in the course of the actor interaction. The 
controll  of one group over the other with reference to a particular scope is balanced by 
thee control of the other in a different scope. This will allow women's experiences of 
powerr to be highlighted. The present research seeks to accommodate this aspect. 
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Second,, Foucault's conceptualisation of power as consisting of two poles (bio-
politicss of the population and anatomo-politics of the human body) can be particularly 
usefull  in analysing the empowerment impacts of microfmance. The first pole (the 
regulatoryy controls or bio-politics of the populations) can be useful in situating 
women'ss experiences within the overall socio-economic and political context. It can 
helpp to examine how governments and development practitioners view women's 
disempowerment,, poverty and subordination and what role microfmance plays in the 
managementt of women's concerns. One of the hypotheses in this research is that 
microfmancee is used as a regulatory tool for the integration of previously 
marginalisedd groups of people into the market and development process. The second 
polee (the disciplines or the anatomo-politics of the human body) can be taken as a 
collectionn of techniques used to produce docile market producers. This can be used to 
examinee how the poor in general and women in particular are drawn into the market. 

Third,, his notion of resistance as an opposite of power can be useful in the 
analysiss of microfmance and women's empowerment. The implication is that 
resistancee as power has the potential to provoke a counter-reaction. Foucault's notion 
off  resistance will be used to examine the nature and extent of women's empowerment 
ass well as the extent to which women resist the disciplinary power of microcredit. It 
wil ll  also help to analyse the response of other actors to women's attempts to change 
powerr relations. In short, Foucault's conception of power can help us to understand 
systemicc oppression of disciplinary power and the ways individuals can actively resist 
suchh oppression. In the next section we outline Foucault perspective on power. 

2.1.22 Foucault's conceptualisation of power 
Inn this research, two books wil l be used from Foucault's work in order to 

broadenn our understanding of micro finance and its empowerment impact on women: 
''Discipline''Discipline and Punish ' (1977) and 
'Thee History of Sexuality' (1979). 

'Discipline'Discipline and Punish' is relevant for its focus on disciplinary power while 
'The'The History of sexuality' is also relevant because of its focus on power and for the 
methodologyy Foucault uses for analysing power. 

Thee link between those two books is the examination of punishment and 
sexualityy as techniques for the exercise of power. Foucault conceives power as having 
twoo poles centred on the body. The first pole of power works at the micro level 
throughh the "anatomo-politics of the human body" or disciplines, the aim of which, he 
argues,, is to increase the docility and utility of the elements of the system, thereby 
enablingg more to be extracted from them (Foucault 1977). The second pole of power 
workss at the macro level through the "bio-politics of the populations" which aims to 
regulatee the populations and link them to the requirement of capitalist development 
(Foucaultt 1978: 140-141). For Foucault, the disciplines and the regulations of the 
populationss emerged in the seventeenth century to replace traditional forms of control 
inn society. 

Thee Disciplines or  anatomo-politics of the population 

Accordingg to Foucault, the first pole of power to be formed was that of the 
discipliness or the 'anatomo-politics of the human body. He argues that during the 
seventeenthh century, 
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Thee human body was entering a machinery of power that explores it, breaks it down 
andd rearranges it. A 'political anatomy', wrhich was also a 'mechanics of power', was 
beingg born; it defines how one may have a hold over others' bodies, not only so that 
theyy do what one wishes, but also so that they may operate as one wish, with the 
techniques,, the speed and the efficiency that one determines (Foucault 1977:138). 

Thuss the aim of the disciplines was to produce docile bodies. In The Histoiy of 
Sexuality',Sexuality', the goal of the "anatomo-politics of the human body" was to discipline 
thee human body and its sexuality. In 'Discipline and Punish ' Foucault writes: 

Disciplinee increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) and 
diminishess these same forces (in political terms of obedience). In short, it dissociates 
powerr from the body; on the one hand, it turns it into an 'aptitude', a 'capacity', 
whichh it seeks to increase; on the other hand, it reverses the course of the energy, the 
powerr that might result from it, and turns it into a relation of strict subjection 
(Foucault,, 1977:138). 

Disciplinee works by setting up a new 'economy' of the power to punish, to 
ensuree its better distribution (so that it should be neither too concentrated at certain 
privilegedd points, nor too divided between opposing authorities) in order that it be 
distributedd in a homogeneous circuit capable of operating everywhere, in a continuous 
way,, down to the finest grain of the social body (Foucault 1977:80). Thus, discipline 
cann be characterised as a constant, more homogenous9 exercise of power. Discipline 
allowss power to be exercised without division; individuals are constantly located, 
examinedd and distributed. In fact, Foucault argues that 'the disciplines became 
generall  formulas of domination'. The disciplines proved to be very effective at 
controllingg individual's behaviour by rendering 'power more regular, more effective, 
moree constant and more detailed in its effects' (ibid 1977:80). However, that 
dominationn is not always visible. Foucault points out that the disciplinary power: 

Iss not a triumphant power, which because of its own excess can pride itself on its 
omnipotence;; it is a modest, suspicious power, which functions as a calculated, but 
permanentt economy (Foucault: 1977:170) 

Disciplinaryy power is achieved through the use of simple but subtle 
instrumentss of correct training such as hierarchical observation10, normalising 
judgment,, and examination that train individual to conform to the norm. 

First,, the hierarchical surveillance is a mechanism that allows disciplinary 
powerr to coerce by means of observation. It makes it possible to induce effects of 
powerr and at the same time, renders those on whom it is applied visible. Hierarchical 
observationn is used in disciplinary institutions such as prisons, hospitals, the army, 
schools,, etc. It creates and sustains power relations independent of the person who 
exercisess it. With a 'single gaze' everything is constantly under surveillance. As 
peoplee think they are continuously under surveillance, they begin to police 
themselves.. Hierarchical observation is crucial to disciplinary power because 
individualss end up interiorising the norm to the point that they become self-
disciplining.. As a result, each individual exercises surveillance over and against him-

99 Disciplines homogenises its application. Reduce its economic and political cost by increasing its 
effectivenesss and by multiplying its circuits (Foucault, 1977:89) 
100 Hierarchical surveillance or surveillance (as a short hand) wil l be used interchangeably in the 
research h 

23 3 



Theoreticall  framework 

orr herself as each seeks to achieve conformity to the established rules. Consequently, 
surveillancee is done at every level. It is multiple, diverse and anonymous because it is 
noww more likely to be exercised locally than imposed from above. According to 
Foucaultt another additional benefit of this surveillance is the fact that it binds the 
entiree system of power together. As Foucault explains, 

Byy means of such surveillance, disciplinary power became an 'integrated' system, 
linkedd from the inside to the economy and to the aims of the mechanism in which it 
wass practiced. It was also organised as a multiple, automatic, and anonymous power; 
forr although surveillance rests on individuals, its functioning is that of a network of 
relationn from top to bottom, but also to a certain extent from bottom to top and 
laterally;; this network 'holds' the whole together and traverses it in its entirety with 
effectss of power that derive from one another: supervisors, perpetual supervise 
(Foucault,, 1977:176-7). 

Thee second disciplinary technique is evident in what he terms the 'normalizing 
judgement'' or normalisation for short. The process of normalisation involves the 
establishmentt of limits of accepted behaviour. A norm is defined and becomes a 
standardd to which individuals are expected to conform. In disciplinary power, 
normalisationn works by constantly setting standards to be achieved and against which 
individualss are judged. It "imposes homogeneity, but it individualizes by making it 
possiblee to measure gaps, to determines levels, to fix specialities and to render the 
differencess useful by fitting them one to another" (Foucault, 1977:184). The power of 
normalisationn resides in fact that those who comply will be rewarded whereas non-
conformityy is defined as deviant and punishable. The goal of punishment is to reduce 
gaps,, to correct the mechanism of disciplinary power. Reform rather than penalty is 
cruciall  for discipline to succeed. In fact, discipline makes use of a double system of 
gratification-punishment.. Rewards are used more often to encourage conformity, 
ratherr than punishment to discourage non-conformity. Through rewards, discipline 
makesmakes it possible to attain higher ranks and places. Foucault writes that, 

Punishmentt brings five quite distinct operations into play: it refers individual actions 
too a whole that is at once a field of comparison, a space of differentiation and the 
principlee of a rule to be followed. It differentiates individuals from one another, in 
termss of the following overall rule: that the rule be made to function as a minimal 
threshold,, as an average to be respected or as an optimum towards which one must 
move.. It measures in quantitative terms and hierarchies in terms of values the 
abilities,, the level, and the 'nature' of individuals. It introduces through this 'value-
giving'' measure, the constraint of a conformity that must be achieved. Lastly, it traces 
thee limit that will define difference in relation to all other differences, the external 
frontierr of the abnormal (Foucault, 1977:182-3). 

Thee result is that individuals can be compared with the aim to increase their 
usefulnesss as individuals internalise their own surveillance and place others of similar 
orientationn under a watchful eye. This process increased the efficiency of power as 
individualss become self-discipline and assume the responsibility of controlling 
themselves. . 

Thee last disciplinary technique of disciplinary training is the examination. It 
combiness both hierarchical surveillance with normalizing judgment and transforms 
thee economy of visibility into the exercise of power. The examination individualises 
att the same time that it produces a normalising effect on the individuals. First, the 
examinationn enables the acquisition of knowledge about individuals. It introduces 
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individualityy into the field of documentation, allowing various kind of information to 
bee collected and kept on the individuals. The result is the transformation of the 
economyy of visibility (the way of knowing) into the exercise of power. This visibility 
ensuress that the hold of power is exercised over individuals as their actions are 
minutelyy observed, their actions measured and these measurements averaged and able 
too be compared with the norm and with those of others. The examination ends by 
makingg each individual a 'case'. Second, the examination also normalises the 
individuall  it constructs. Through the knowledge accumulated on individuals, it is 
possiblee to describe, classify, normalise and exercise power on them. Thus knowledge 
recordedd on each individual can become an instrument of power as those in control 
cann use it to formulate categories, policies that are in turn a basis of knowledge. As 
Foucaultt sums up, discipline function as an efficient means for producing useful 
individuals.. Discipline does not function in one direction it links the power of the 
statee at the macro level to the power of individual at the micro level of society. As he 
explains: : 

First,, disciplines tries to obtain the exercise of power at the lowest possible cost 
(economically,, by the low expenditure it involves, politically, by its discretion, its 
loww exteriorization, its relative invisibility, the little resistance it arouses); secondly, 
too bring the effects of that social power to their maximum intensity and to extend 
themm as far as possible, without either failure or interval; thirdly, to link this 
'economic'' growth of power with the output of the apparatus (educational, military, 
industriall  or medical) within which it is exercised; in short, to increase both the 
docilityy and the utility of all the elements of the system (Foucault, 1977: 218). 

Byy turning the economy of visibility into an exercise of power, everybody 
becomess visible and power becomes more anonymous, more efficient and more 
individualizing. . 

Bio-politicss of the populations 

Accordingg to Foucault, the second pole of power appears later and focuses on 
populations.. In order to supervise the population, an entire series of interventions and 
regulatoryy controls called 'bio-politics of the population' evolved. This form of power 
wass necessary because, the population came to be seen as "an economic and political 
problem:: population as wealth, population as manpower or labour capacity, 
populationn balanced between its own growth and the resources it commanded" 
(Foucault,, 1978:25). With the emergence of the modern form of power, governments 
gatheredd information about all forms of human activity: birth rates, death rates, 
unemployment,, public health, epidemic diseases, crime, sexuality in order to control 
anyy serious threat to the community. As a result, population became a field where 
powerr over people could be exercised through techniques such as surveys, statistics 
andd other forms of regulation of public behaviours. The regulation of populations 
requiress a series of mechanisms that qualify, measure, appraise, and hierarchises. Bio-
powerr makes normalizing power acceptable; it effects distribution through the norm. 

Inn the 'Histojy of Sexuality' for example, the goal of the "bio-politics of 
population'' was to control and regulate population, its sexuality, its growth, health 
andd lif e expectancy. Through the regulation of sexuality, governments came to 
exercisee more power not only over the body but also over life itself. Bio-politics of 
thee populations enhances the power of governments to monitor and intervene in the 
lif ee of their populations. In fact, Foucault adds that governments see their populations 
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nott as citizens, but as resources to be efficiently linked to the requirements of 
capitalistt development (Foucault 1978: 140-141). 

Althoughh the techniques of disciplinary and regulatory power seek to 
disciplinee individuals some people often choose not to conform. 

Resistance e 

Itt is easy to view individuals in Foucault's conception of power as lacking any 
sensee of agency, considering his heavy emphasis on the ways disciplinary and 
regulatoryy power produce 'docile bodies'. However, conformity is not an automatic 
outcomee of bio-power. In fact, Foucault asserts that disciplinary power cannot 
accomplishh complete domination. He notes that discipline often fails to reach its 
goals.. By imposing stringent guidelines, disciplinary power ends up encouraging the 
oppositeopposite of what it is trying to achieve. For instance, Foucault notes in 'Discipline and 
Punish'Punish' (1977), that by imposing strict constraints on inmates, prisons have helped to 
producee delinquents. In his conception, there is no power, without resistance. In fact, 
hee conceives both as inextricably linked, pointing out that "Where there is power, 
theree is resistance, and yet, or rather, consequently, this resistance is never in a 
positionn of exteriority in relation to power" (Foucault 1978:95). 

Thee implication is that there is no absolute power. Although struggles may 
leadd sometime to change, the same change immediately contains the elements of 
resistance.. Foucault also argues that power is productive: it produces actions by the 
subordinates.. Disciplinary power brings with it certain development in the persons' 
power.. Disciplines are technologies that produce self-controlled individuals who are 
ablee 'bodies' (Foucault 1977:138). Individuals can use the new abilities to resist or 
reducee the power exercised over them. Foucault challenges the dualistic conception of 
powerr as located in the state or capital requiring the subordinates class to organise 
collectivelyy in order to seize or overthrow it. Everybody is subjected to the 
disciplinaryy technologies of power. In addition, "There are a plurality of resistances, 
alll  constantly being turned around, and each of them a special case" (Foucault 
1978:95).. Thus, just as there are multiple forms of power, so are the multiple forms of 
resistance.. Resistance can be individual or collective and that there is no prioritising 
inn the form it can take. Foucault did not believe in a unified or collective resistance. 
Forr him, the existence of multiple power relations has change the nature of struggles. 
Relationshipss of power depend on a multiplicity of points of resistance which are 
everywheree in the power network. Instead of a unified resistance, Foucault argues for 
aa series of local resistance. This does not means that he is against collective action. 
Thiss is still possible through the building of coalition. Change is a result of an infinite 
numberr of local struggles that are fought throughout the power network. However, 
Foucaultt is sceptic about the possibility of complete liberation. For him, there could 
bee no real liberation as struggles produce other forms of domination. This might 
explainn why Foucault avoided developing any sustained analysis of resistance. In fact, 
hee argues that the nature of struggles has changed given that the sources of oppression 
havee become diverse. Foucault's writings coincided with the proliferation of local 
organisations,, each growing out of a particular concern of experience, each also 
fightingfighting for specific objectives. As a result, he insists that the focus of political 
strugglee has become: 
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Thee rights to live, to one's body, to health, to happiness, the satisfaction of needs an 
beyondd all the oppressions or 'alienations,' the 'right to rediscover what one is and all 
thatt one can be (Foucault, 1978:145). 

Justt as power is experienced differently, there needs to be a plethora of 
strategies,, each one dealing with a particular issue. Fundamental change can come 
aboutt with a building of coalition at all levels from the micro to the macro. Included 
inn Foucault concept of power is the possibility for developing coalitions or 
networkingg for dealing with larger issues that require collective action. 

Genealogicall  method 

Thee final important point about Foucault's approach is his use of the 
genealogyy as a technique to analyse the new and shifting form of power. In Discipline 
andand Punish, Foucault uses the genealogical method to map the transition from a top-
downn form of social control (in the form of physical coercion used by the sovereign) 
too a more diffuse and subtle form of social surveillance and process of normalisation. 
Throughh the study of "technologies of power" such as torture, punishment and 
disciplinee Foucault describes changes in legal and social attitudes towards criminals 
andd traces their implications for the constitution of the modem individual. In the 
HistoryHistory of Sexuality Foucault also adopts the genealogical method to "locate the forms 
off  power, the channels it takes, and the discourses it permeates in order to reach the 
mostt tenuous and individual modes of behaviour, the paths that give it access to the 
raree or scarcely everyday pleasure'. In short, Foucault uses genealogy to show 
punishmentt and sexuality not only as constructs of discourse and power, but also as 
thee critique of power-knowledge relations. In order to uncover the shifting nature of 
power,, Foucault proposes to use a four steps approach in any analysis of power. He 
arguess that any enquiry of power should follow the rules of: 

1.. Immanence, 
2.. Continual variations, 
3.. Double conditioning, and 
4.. Tactical polyvalence of discourses (Foucault 1978198)1 ]. 

First,, the 'Rules of immanence' suggests approaching power from the "local 
centres".. The focus on the local centres of power has the effect of highlighting the 
diffusee nature of power in society. This rule helps to analyse the many forms of power 
thatt operate not only at the micro level of society but also at the macro-level. The 
implicationn is that power should be undermined where it reveals itself. 

Second,, the 'Rule of continual variations' suggests that when analysing power, 
wee must not look at who has power and who is deprived of it, as there are constant 
modificationss and continual shifts in power relations. According to Foucault power is 
nott a possession held by some people or group. It is exercised in power relations. 
Therefore,, the analysis of power should look at the distribution of power as well as 
thee modifications and shifts taking place. It should also look at how the mechanisms 
off  power at a given moment in a precise conjuncture and by means of a certain 

1'' This methodology is often overlooked in most studies that have appropriated Foucault. The benefit of 
thiss method is that it helps to avoid giving pre-eminence to any one factor, be it discipline, resistance or 
regulation. . 
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numberr of transformations begin to become economically advantageous and 
politicallyy useful. 

Third,, the 'Rule of double conditioning' warns again a one-sided approach to 
power,, as there are links between the micro level and macro level power. Foucault 
explainss that, 

Noo 'local centre' no 'pattern of transformation' could function if, through a series of 
sequences,, it did not eventually enter into an over-all strategy. And inversely, no 
strategyy could achieve comprehensive effects if it did not gain support from precise 
andd tenuous relations serving, not as its point of application or final outcome, but as 
itss prop and anchor point. (Foucault 1978:99). 

Therefore,, care should be taken to identify how power at the micro level 
makess possible certain macro effects of domination. For instance, the apparatus of 
surveillancee and the micro mechanisms of power often end up representing the 
interestt of those in power. However, power relations are not static, but are 'matrics of 
transformation'' that involve techniques and procedures of inclusion and exclusion that 
changee time. 

Finally,, the "Rule of the tactical polyvalence of discourses' stresses the 
importantt of including discourse in any analysing power because power is both 
discoursee and practice. Discourse plays an important role in normalizing individuals 
andd consequently must be examined to understand why they are produced and why 
theyy are necessary at a given moment. Analysing discourse is important because, it is 
inn "discourse that power and knowledge are joined together" (Foucault 1978:100). 
Discoursee transmits and produces power; it reinforces it but also undermines and 
exposess it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it" (Foucault 1978:101). 
Hee argues that disciplinary power spreads through the production of certain forms of 
knowledge.. Disciplinary techniques such as surveillance, normalisation and 
examinationn facilitate the process of obtaining knowledge about individuals. 
Thereforee the ways of knowing are equated with ways of exercising power over 
individuals.. We must analyse the reciprocal relations between power and knowledge, 
theirr strategic integration, what makes their use necessary at different points in time. 

Inn Foucault's power, individuals are free and unconstrained. Power functions 
byy restraining the possibilities of others which explains why he does not domination 
suchh as violence as a power relation. Power is the ability of an agent to influence the 
actionn of others. A power relation is not an action which determines another action, 
butt it is an action which influences another action by shaping the field of possibility 
forr it. The instability or potential resistance excludes any form of determinism. 

Foucault'ss approach to power has been used to examine various forms of 
subjugation.. For instance, his approach to power has appealed to some feminists who 
havee used it to analyse how power oppresses women and how the latter resist. 

2.22.2 Feminism and Foucault 
Manyy feminists, particularly postmodern feminists have used Foucault's 

conceptss such as 'docile bodies', disciplinary techniques', 'normalization' and 
'resistance'' to document the effects of power on women and/or to highlight various 
resistancee strategies used by women. In fact, while approach to power and feminism 
sharee some common features, some feminists criticise him for inadequately 
addressingg the possibility of liberation. 
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2.2.11 Convergences between Feminism and Foucault 
Inn Foucault and Feminism: Power, Gender and the Self, Lois McNay (1992) 

pointss to the similarity between Foucault and Feminist theories of power which 
includee the focus on the effects of power upon the body. Diamond and Quinby (1988) 
alsoo depict four areas of convergences between feminism and Foucault. 

First,, both 'identify the body as a site of power that is a locus of domination 
throughh which docility is accomplished and subjectivity constituted'. For Foucault, 
thee body is the target of power. The body is both disciplined and regulated through the 
"anatomo-politicss of the human body," and by the "bio-politics of population". The 
bodyy of women, the patient or the prisoner are all targets of power that seeks to 
disciplinee and regulate them. Feminists also see the woman's body as a locus where 
thee microphysics of power is played out. For instance, Sandra Barky (1988) in 
Foucault,Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power uses Foucault's 
approachh to power to describe how certain disciplinary practices such as dieting, 
exercise,, skincare, self-movement are used to produce 'properly embodied 
femininity',, that is 'a body of the right size and shape, in short, a certain 'bodily 
perfection'.. She argues that these disciplinary practices are "part of the process by 
whichh the ideal body of femininity - and hence the feminine body-subject - is 
constructed;; in doing this, they produce a 'practiced and subjected' body, that is a 
bodyy on which an inferior status has been inscribed" (Barky, 1988:71). 

Barkyy also places such disciplinary practices of femininity into a larger 
disciplinee of an "oppressive and inegalitarian system of sexual subordination". 
Followingg Foucault, she also notes that disciplinary technologies can be resisted. She 
pointss out that there are women who resist and that such resistance can take the form 
off  a reluctance to part with the rewards of compliance as this might challenge their 
veryy sense of identity. Susan Bordo (1988) in Anorexia Nervosa: Psychopathology as 
thethe Crystallization of Culture uses concepts such as 'disciplinary techniques' and 
'normalisation'' to explain the forms and effects of feminine cultural practices. She 
alsoo uses Foucault's notion of'docile bodies' to show ways in which women's bodies 
servee as a locus for the construction of femininity. For Bordo, anorexia nervosa and 
bulimiaa are located on a continuum with feminine normalizing phenomena such as the 
usee of makeup, fashion, and dieting, all of which contribute to the construction of 
docile,, feminine body. She notes the active part women play in disciplining their 
bodies.. Teenagers became aware of the social expectations and values and attempt to 
resistt the influence of their family by restricting eating; making anorexia the 'ultimate 
expressionn of the self-disciplining female body. Similarly, Bordo points out that 
anorexiaa can be used as a power to protest against the limitations of the ideal of 
femalee domesticity (Bordo, 1994:104). She argues that women who diet do not see 
themselvess as victims, but they often see their actions in terms of control and power, 
orr even as acts of resistance. Some women find muscles empowering. Muscles enable 
womenn to assert themselves more forcefully at work (Bordo, 1994:192-3). Using the 
examplee of the female bodybuilder, Honi Fern Haber (1996) shows how the muscled 
womann confuses accepted gender categories. The woman is both constituted by the 
discoursee of bodybuilding and by a violation of that discourse because she is a 
woman.. She adds that Foucault's writings on power have given feminists a useful 
theoreticall  framework for understanding the body as a site of political struggle 
(Haber,, 1996:138). The prevailing norms themselves have transformative potentials. 

Second,, rather than focusing exclusively on the supreme power of the state, 
bothh feminists and Foucault point to the local and intimate operations of power. Both 
lookk at the micro-practices to gain an understanding of how power works. In doing so, 
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theyy shift the focus from the repressive to the productive features of power. Foucault 
seess power as emanating from the subject. For him, power is exercised rather than 
possessed;; it is not primarily repressive, but productive and useful. Foucault criticizes 
thee traditional negative perceptions of power as repressive and argues that power does 
nott come from above, but rather, from below, that is from the subject where cultural 
knowledgee are internalized and produced in every social interaction. Although 
negativee and repressive forms of power exist, Foucault insists that power is primarily 
productive.. Some feminists have pointed out that women are not passive agents 
uniformlyy dominated, but active agents mediating their experiences. 

Third,, both feminists and Foucault bring to the fore the crucial role of 
discoursee in its capacity to produce, and sustain hegemonic power and both emphasise 
thee challenges contained within marginalized and/or unorganized discourses. Power is 
constructedd through discourse. In his writings, Foucault gives various accounts of 
howw discourse plays an important role in normalizing individuals. Power circulates 
throughh the production of discourses that produce social categories constituted as 
objectss and subjects of knowledge. In Discipline and Punish Foucault shows how the 
dominantt criminological discourse talked about reforming criminals, but created from 
thee outset more and better criminals. In The History of Sexuality, Foucault gives an 
historicall  account of the discourse of sexuality as a way in which power is wielded 
andd how that discourse created new sites of power and resistance (new identities and a 
multiplicityy of sexuality that would not have existed). Feminists like Butler (1996) 
examinee the epidemic of AIDS and show that, within the medico-juridical discourse 
thatt has emerged to manage and reproduce the epidemic of AIDS, the juridical and 
productivee forms of power converge to effect a production of the homosexual subject 
ass a bearer of death (Butler, 1996:61). 

Finally,, both feminists and Foucault criticize the ways in which Western 
humanismm has privileged the experience of Western masculine elite as it proclaims 
universalss about truth, freedom, and human nature. Foucault points to the limitations 
off  metanarratives, particularly their tendencies to generalise their experiences to other 
culturess and the silencing of other voices. During the 1960s and 1980s for instance, 
feminismm was accused of neglecting the majority of women. Feminist analysis tended 
too reflect the viewpoints of white, middle-class women of North America and 
Westernn Europe and silenced the voices of others groups. This has created difficulties 
inn building a unified understanding to women's oppression and liberalisation. Class, 
racee and cultural circumstance divide women, implying multiple sources of 
oppression.. Women are not a homogeneous group but are socially and historically 
constructedd (Scott 1988, Butler, 1990). Joan Scott (1988) calls for the deconstruction 
off  the category of women as most explanations obscure differences among women 
andd similarities between women and men. Ramazanouglou (1993) finds Foucault's 
conceptt of power as particularly useful for accommodating differences in feminism. 
Inn Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of identity', Judith Butler (1990) 
arguess that power is not tied to specific groups or identities. Women are not a group 
withh common characteristics and interests. In fact, individual subjects experience and 
understandd life within a discursive and material context. Therefore, there should be no 
generalisationn of a singular practice of resistance that integrates subjects into uniform 
powerr relations because such prescriptions also normalize resistance practices. 
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2.2.22 Limitation s of Foucault in relation to Feminism 

Somee feminists warn about some limitations inherent in using Foucault's ideas 
forr feminist analysis. For instance, it is argued that Foucault's idea of the body is of 
limitedd use in feminist theory. According to McNay (1992), 

Thee emphasis Foucault places on the effects of power upon the body results in a 
reductionn of social agents to passive bodies and does not explain how individuals may 
actt in an autonomous fashion. This lack of a rounded theory of subjectivity or agency 
conflictss with a fundamental aim of the feminist project: to rediscover and re-evaluate 
thee experiences of women (McNay, 1992:3). 

However,, she argues that in Foucault's later work, 

Individualss are no longer conceived as docile bodies in the grip of an inexorable 
disciplinaryy power, but as self-determining agents who are capable of challenging and 
resistingg the structure of domination in modem society (McNay 1992: 4). 

Bordoo also warns about Foucault's uses of power. She argues that the fact that 
powerr is not held by anyone does not entail that it is equally held by all' (Bordo 
1989:191).. Other authors such as Nancy Fraser (1989) note that there is no clear 
normativee framework in Foucault's work. Nancy Harstock shares this view. She 
arguess that Foucault is of limited usefulness to feminism as it is not 'a theory 
developedd for women'. She notes, arguing as Foucault does, that: 

Powerr is 'everywhere' does not allow for an understanding of systematic gender 
injusticess and at the same time, undermine attempts at social change (Harstock 1990). 

Shee adds, "Without a feminist subject with some shared collective interests, it 
iss difficult to envision social transformation". She also warns against the apparent de-
emphasiss on agents to resist regulatory and disciplinary technology. Sawicki 
(1991:44)) points out that while Foucault can be used to complement feminism, 
womenn still need to develop new ways to resist. 

Itt should be noted that Foucault did not claim power to be equalitarian, 
contraryy to Harstock and Fraser assertion. In fact, he clearly talks of the asymmetrical 
naturee of power. For instance, he asserts that "Power is not something that is acquired, 
seized,, or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is 
exercisedd from innumerable points, in the interplay of nonequalitarian and mobile 
relations""  (Foucault; 1978:94). [Emphasis added]. 

Foucaultt is against any grand theory of power and argues that the oppressed 
subjectss must speak for themselves. While his approach to power gives voice to 
hithertoo marginalized and silenced groups, it fails to deal adequately with feminism's 
aimm of sexual liberation. Some feminist view Foucault assertion that resistance as 
powerr is multiple as undermining the possibility of building a unified resistance. For 
instance,, Nancy Hartsock argues that Foucault's conception makes it difficult to 
locatee domination and does not offer any account of the deep structures of domination 
andd as a result, cannot account for oppression in general. She further adds that 
Foucaultt 'loses track of social structures and instead focus on how individuals 
experiencee and exercise power' (Hartsock 1996:40). 

Moniquee Deveaux (1996) also shares the same view that Foucault's concept of 
powerr and its approach to the subject are inadequate for feminist projects. Deveaux 
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arguess that Foucault's analysis of power is unable to account for the empowerment of 
womenn and that his notion of "bio-power" - that is, his theory that power is inscribed 
onn the bodies of those subjected by it - alters the landscape of feminist politics. In her 
view,, Foucault's analysis of power destabilizes the concept that subjects are 
autonomouss agents and that power emanates from a central source. She further claims 
thatt Foucault's model of power 'cannot provide feminists with the conceptual tools 
neededd to understand empowerment and disempowerment, freedom and non-
freedom'.. Deveaux (1996) cites three reasons for this: 

1)) The insufficient attention to struggles, 
2)) The way the debate is dichotomised on strategies for sexual minority 

politics,, and 
3)) The inherent tendency in Foucault to foreclose discussions of agency 

andd empowerment. 
Women'ss liberation is critical to feminism and yet, it has also been a problem 

forr feminists. There are divergences on what the underlying cause of women's 
disempowermentt is, and about how best to bring about women's liberation. The 
women'ss liberation movement has always been a heterogeneous movement containing 
manyy different political viewpoints and theories about the nature and the origin of 
women'ss oppression. Those differences inevitably led to different forms of feminism, 
eachh giving priority to a particular dimension of women's oppression and inequality. 
Forr example, Liberal (concerned with attaining economic and political equality within 
thee context of capitalism); Radical (focused on men and patriarchy as the main causes 
off  the oppression of women); Socialist (critical of capitalism and Marxism, 
postulatingg various forms of interaction between capitalism and patriarchy); Marxist 
Feminismm (which sought to understand the capitalist sources of the oppression of 
women)) and Post-modern (rejects excessive reliance in 'totalizing categories' that are 
presumedd to be universal, recognises diversity and seeks to build up alliances that 
reflectt differences). As already stated, this diversity within feminism is consistent 
withh Foucault concept of power. The different strands of feminisms show that power 
relationss are interwoven with other relations of production, politics, patriarchy etc. 
Therefore,, as Foucault argues, there is not unilinear relationship between power and 
thee state or patriarchy or capitalism. The diversity within feminism is also consistent 
withh Foucault concept of power which is that procedures of power are more diverse 
andd this is reflected in the lack of agreement among feminists on a unified theory of 
power.. Nevertheless, there have been attempts by feminists to develop a theory of 
powerr as well as of empowerment. 

2323 Feminist approaches to power 
Feministss have also developed their theories of power. This section examines 

thesee theories along with their relationships to the concept of empowerment. 

2.3.11 Feminist theories of power 
Mostt feminist theorizations of power evolved as attempts to offer an 

alternativee to the dominant conceptualization of power as domination or 'power over'. 
Powerr over' according to Townsend is oppressive, decisive, and destructive. In 
additionn it is often perceived as a 'zero-sum' game where the more one person has the 
lesss others have. One of the most influential theorists of power is Hannah Arendt, who 
understandss power differently from domination. She conceives power as "ability", 
"potentiality""  or "empowerment". The exercise of power becomes a potentiality and 
capacity.. Indeed, for Arendt power, "Corresponds to the human ability not just to act 
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butt also to act in concert. Power is never a property of an individual; it belongs to a 
groupp and remains in existence only so long as the group keeps together" (quoted in 
Hartsockk 1983:218). In that conceptualisation, power is a capacity of the community 
ass a whole. It is the capacity to join forces together in order to achieve with others 
whatt one could not achieve alone. This form of power represents 'power with' or the 
capacityy of people to organise in order to achieve common ends. For Arendt, all 
politicall  institutions are "manifestations and materializations of power" They exist 
onlyy so long as the power of the people together exists. 

Dorothyy Emmet like Arendt distinguishes power from domination. Emmet 
opposess those who see power as a thing or property and argues that power is a 
capacityy or relation between people (Hartsock 1983:223). It is a capacity of a person 
too take certain actions or decisions affecting their lives. Many feminists have followed 
Arendtt in emphasizing the benefits arising from conceptualizing power as 
empowermentt or as ability. While a conception of power as domination presents 
womenn in a subordinate position, conceiving power as 'power to' is more inclusive. 
Thiss avoids the dualism between powerless and powerful inherent in the conception 
off  power as ''power over". Following Arendt, Nancy Hartsock (1996) in Community7 / 
sexualitysexuality / gender: rethinking power also challenges the notion of the exercise of 
powerr as 'power over'. Townsend points out that 'power over' is exercised 
particularlyy (but not only) by men and groups of men" (Townsend 199:26). For 
Hartsock,, the conception of power as capacity is important to women's liberalisation. 
Inn Money, Sex and Power (1983), Hartsock criticizes the traditional theories of power, 
arguingg that they are all based on a contract model of power in which individuals are 
self-interestedd and autonomous agents. Following Arendt and Emmet, Hartsock 
arguess for a 'feminine' view of power should be expanded with a historical materialist 
analysiss of relations of domination and subordination between the sexes to provide a 
trulyy feminist perspective on power and gender. She contrasts the masculine notion of 
powerr as domination with accounts of power produced by women stressing power as 
capacityy and potential. She argues that women should reject the zero-sum notion of 
powerr if they want to empower themselves without denying power to others. She 
takess an example of the power of the mother over the child. She states women 
experiencee power in their role as nurturer. This is a transformative power, which 
seekss to transform the child into an adult. But that valorisation of motherhood as 
transformativee power overlooks the possibility of a mother's abuse of power. Nancy 
Hartsockk also argues that resistance is about reasserting positive self-definitions and 
imagess of women by women. Townsend also regards resistance as another form of 
power.. Power as capacity is what feminism emphasises in the concept of 
empowerment.. Four forms of power are identified: power over, power to, power 
withinn and power with (Rowland, 1997; Mayoux 1999). For instance, Linda Mayoux 
inn her framework for empowerment defines these types of power as followed: 

Powerr within - Enabling women to articulate their own aspiration and 
strategiess for change. 
Powerr to - Enabling women to develop the necessary skills and access 
thee necessary resources to achieve their aspirations 
Powerr with - Enabling women to examine and articulate their 
collectivee interests, to organise, to achieve and to link with other 
womenn and men organisations for change. 
Powerr over - Changing the underlying inequalities in power and 
resourcess that constrain women's aspirations and their ability to 
achievee them. 
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Shee adds, 'These power relations operate in different sphere of life (e.g. 
economic,, social, political) and at different level (e.g. individual, household, 
community,, market, institutional). Rowland notes that the various levels of 
empowermentt are interlinked each reinforcing others. In recent years, these various 
levelss of power have been widely used in an effort to widen the theory of 
empowerment. . 

2.3.22 Feminism and empowerment 
Despitee its popularity, empowerment as a concept is both difficult to define 

andd is under-theorised (Moser 1993; Gupta & Goetz 1994, Stein 1993). 
Empowermentt is above all a relative concept that varies within time and space. It is 
dependentt of the economic, political and socio-cultural environment. What it is for 
onee person is not to another and what empowerment is in one part of society may not 
bee considered as such in another. Very often what is heralded as empowerment may 
nott amount to much because it is either unsustainable in the long run or because it 
doess not pose any serious challenge to the established status quo. Brookman and 
Morgann (1988), use the term empowerment 

Too connote a spectrum of political activity ranging from acts of individual resistance 
too mass political mobilizations that challenge the basic power relations in our society 
(Brookmann and Morgan 1988:4). 

ForFor Wallerstein and Bernstein (1998), empowerment is 

AA social action process that promotes participation of people, organisation, and 
communitiess in gaining control over their lives in their community and larger society. 
Withh this perspective, empowerment is not characterised as achieving power to 
dominatee others, but rather power to act with others to effect change (Wallerstein & 
Bersntein,, 1988:380). 

Empowermentt can refer to individual self-assertion, upward mobility, feeling 
powerful,, etc. It also denotes the outcomes of empowering activities such as achieving 
powerr and improved self-esteem (Stein, 1997:7). Empowerment is about the building 
orr acquiring of capacity to accomplish certain tasks and attain specific goals. 
Therefore,, empowerment involves something that the powerless people should do 
themselves.. Empowerment also implies the creation of an enabling environment 
wheree individuals can use their capabilities to take charge of their lives. This enabling 
environmentt is crucial to the sustainability of women's empowerment. Other 
indicatorss of empowerment are women's increased abilities or capacities to enter into 
politicall  leadership and the numbers of women in positions of power and decision-
makingg are all signs of empowerment. Moreover the indicator of true empowerment 
shouldd be equality between women and men. Since Beijing, equality has been high on 
thee national and international agenda of donors. Beijing focuses on legal rights and 
opportunities,, the removals of barriers, the end of discrimination, providing access to 
opportunitiess to women etc. 

Ass stated earlier, during the last two decades, empowerment has been used to 
referr to increasing participation in the market, women's capacity for self-reliance, 
group-actionn etc. Empowerment means increasing people's authority and control over 
thee resources and decisions that affect their lives. In development literature, it refers 
too conscientization and awareness building. Empowerment implies the creation of an 
enablingg environment where individuals can fully use their capabilities to take charge 
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off  their lives. It has also been used as an approach for bringing hitherto marginalized 
groupss into development, giving them access to political structure and economic 
opportunities,, which in turn enables them to participate in the structure that governs 
theirr lives. But very often, what is heralded as empowerment may not amount to much 
becausee it is either unsustainable in the long run or because it does not pose any 
seriouss challenge to the established status quo. For most women studied by Brookman 
&&  Morgan (1988), empowerment was rarely experienced as upward mobility or 
personall  advancement. They note that the process of empowerment is often 
constrainedd by the ways in which women's gender, as well as their race and class 
limi tt their access to economic resources and political power. Some women may enjoy 
aa higher status within their home. They may have greater say in the allocation of the 
familyy resources, but have a lower status in the community. Increased empowerment 
inn the home does not necessarily lead to greater prestige in the community. Not to 
downplayy the achievement, they point out that empowerment begins "when the 
powerlesss recognise the sources of oppression and decide to act to change the conditions of 
theirr lives" (Brookman and Morgan 1988:4). 

Thee diversity of meanings and interpretations illustrates the complexity of 
analysingg empowerment, especially when attempting to take into account all of its 
dimensions.. One attempt at accommodating the various dimensions of power is to 
makee use of Foucault's methodology. 

Accordingg to my reading, Foucault offers a conception of power that is non-
dichotomouss and more inclusive, given that it can accommodate all the various forms 
off  power including: 'power to'; 'power with'; 'power within' and 'power over'. The 
lastt form of power is implicit in most social institutions and is embodied in Foucault's 
notionss of disciplinary power and regulatory methods. However, it is important to 
notee that disciplinary power should not be viewed as 'negative' but rather as 
'positive'.. Although it is directed at the body and its possibilities, rendering them 
usefull  and 'docile', it is not a centralized force. In fact, one of the effects of discipline 
andd regulatory controls is that individuals or groups end up exercising self-control or 
self-regulation. . 

Foucault'ss approach can also accommodate the concept of "power to" or the 
ability/capacityy embodied in his notion of resistance. His concept of discipline can 
accommodatee "power with" implicit in the notion of resistance. In his conception of 
power,, individuals can never be completely powerless and as such can accommodate 
thee form of power as "power within". Foucault's conceptualization would enable the 
incorporationn of the obstacles that hinder such empowerment (power over) and how 
womenn can resist (power with). This method wil l enable a questioning of the 
strategiess of resistance used by women: are they transformative or do they end up 
maintainingg the status quo? 

Mostt works inspired by Foucault's conception of power often follow his 
approachh up to a certain point before departing from Foucault, to either paint women 
ass mainly repressed and having less agency or to over-emphasise the notion of 
resistancee in an attempt to prioritise women's agency. Even when efforts are taken to 
highlightt the multiple strategies of resistance, there is very often an implicit attempt 
(nott intentionally) to build a strategy for women's liberation. As Foucault reminds us, 
resistance,, as power is specific and not universal, it cannot be applied unconditionally 
too everyone. 

Foucault'ss methodology is useful not only for examining power relations as 
exercisedd at the micro-level throughout to the macro-level. Although the focus in his 
workk tends to be on the capillary experiences of power, such experiences are always 
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tiedd to institutional changes. The problem is that most research using Foucault method 
focusess on the micro level analysis, showing how power and changes paying less 
attentionn to changes taking place at the macro level. This research opts for an 
integratedd approach which is tripartite in nature as it includes Foucault's important 
conceptss of regulation, discipline and resistance. 

2.42.4 Relevance of Foucault for the analysis of microfinance 
Thiss section looks at the merits of Foucault's approach to power for a research 

onn the empowerment (as linked to poverty reduction and gender inequality) impacts 
off  microfinance. How do the conceptual tools that Foucault offers in his account of 
powerr help to understand the problems of microfinance, poverty alleviation and 
women'ss empowerment? The research combines the four important concepts in 
Foucault'ss notion of power, namely: genealogy, disciplines, regulatory methods and 
resistance.. Four of the remaining chapters of this research have accordingly been 
arrangedd to examine each in detail. 

2.4.11 Genealogical analysis of microfinance 
Thiss research challenges the automatic assumption of the positive impacts of 

microfinance.. It goes on to examine the ways in which microfinance is implicated in 
variouss forms of power, disciplining and regulating borrowers behaviour so that they 
becomee efficient market producers. The method Foucault uses to investigate power is 
genealogy.. As already mentioned, a genealogical method seeks to reveal the 
discontinuitiess and breaks in a discourse. Genealogy describes statements but with an 
emphasiss on power; introduces power through a 'history of the present', concerned 
withh disreputable origins and unpalatable functions', it describes statements as an 
ongoingg process, rather than as a snapshot of the web of discourse (Kendall & 
Wickham,, 1999:30). 

Thee genealogical method calls for a detailed investigation of the concept of 
microfinance.. This means looking at the history of microfinance, not so much with a 
vieww to writing a history of causation, but rather to see how the past was different. 
Genealogyy is a methodology that is used throughout the rest of this research to 
analysee the empowerment impact of microfinance on women. It is also used as a 
chapter:: the genealogy of microfinance. That chapter is useful in bringing to the fore 
thee issue of power in analyzing the origins of microfinance. As a chapter, the 
genealogyy of microfinance should be seen as an introduction to the rest of the study. It 
introducess the concept of microfinance, focusing on the ways in which it has shifted 
overr time, as well as how [micro] credit has been used differently and at different 
timess and places to regulate and control populations. 

2.4.22 Disciplinary power  of microfinance 
Ass we have seen, Michel Foucault (1977, 1978) argues that the rapid 

expansionn of state influence over the lives of people is due to the widespread 
applicationn of disciplinary power techniques. This research argues that microfinance 
iss used as a power to integrate the poor in general and women in particular in the 
market.. A chapter on the disciplinary power of microfinance will look at the extent to 
whichh disciplinary techniques such as hierarchical surveillance, normalizing sanctions 
andd examination are present in microfinance and how they work to exert pressure on 
borrowerss to invest the loans on productive activities. Some of the questions we will 
attemptt to answer include: how does hierarchical surveillance help to link power and 
visibilityy in the policies and practices of microfinance? How does surveillance work 
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too discipline the micro borrowers to enter the market? In Cameroon as in most 
contemporaryy societies, the market economy has become the norm. Increasingly it is 
expectedd that poverty alleviation and women's empowerment would be achieved by 
individualss themselves and via their participation in the market. What mechanisms in 
thee credit system play the function of 'normalising judgment'? How does 
microfinancee help to reinforce adherence to the norm? What are the impacts on, and 
reactionss of, individuals? How does microfinance introduce individuals into the field 
off  documentation? In what way does documentation make women a 'case'? And how 
doess microfinance constitute individuals as effect and object of power/knowledge? 

2.4.33 Regulatory power  of microfinance 
Foucault'ss second pole of power is known as the "bio-politics of population". 

Itss objectives include the control and regulation of population growth, health, life 
expectancyy etc. Power does not exclude people but is centered on the population. A 
chapterr on the regulatory power of microfinance will focus on how microfinance 
regulatess the behaviour of the poor in general and of women in particular. It will 
examinee the policies and practices as well as the discourses that are used legitimize 
microfinancee as a regulatory power. It also looks at the particular segment of the 
populationn targeted and the effect of such targeting. The diverse practices and policies 
off  microfinance are theorised as technologies which transform the "body' of the poor 
intoo a productive force. The expansion of state influence over people's everyday lives 
iss due to the widespread application of regulatory techniques. In Foucault's power the 
statess and the dominant classes do have the exclusive monopoly to exercise the 
regulatoryy power. In fact, the regulatory power is shared within the entire society 
throughh the discourses. Thus, an examination of the discourses on microfinance will 
providee insights on how power has been shifting and what have been its effects? How 
doess microfinance encourage borrowers to voluntarily regulate their behaviour? How 
iss microfinance connected to wider social and political objectives such as financial 
liberalisation?? How does the concept of microfinance work to privilege certain 
activitiess and not others? What are the various power relations at play in microfinance 
andd their historical transformations? How does power acts through practices that 
makee up subjects and how does regulation involves the willingness of the subjects? 
Whatt is donors and governments' approach to microfinance compared to that of 
NGOss and practitioners? 

2.4.44 Microfinanc e as a Resistance 
Thee use of the disciplinary and regulatory techniques also creates resistance, 

whichh in turn (according to Foucault's approach to power) is crucial to the working of 
power.. As stated earlier, Foucault's resistance does not need to be a massive 
revolutionn to have transformative effects. In fact, everyone has the ability to resist any 
givenn deployment of power without waiting for a privileged subject prescribing why 
andd how resist should take place. Literature abounds with examples of local 
experiencess of resistance, especially the ways in which women have been empowered 
ass a result of their access to credit. There is evidence in the literature of how they gain 
economicc empowerment, enjoy increased decision-making power in the home; 
increasedd self-esteem and confidence as they become providers, as well as increased 
respectt in the community that comes from feeling in control of their life etc. However, 
thee literature is often silent on the responses of other actors implicated in power 
relations,, particularly on their reaction to those changes in women's power. Our 
researchh adopts a dynamic view of power, one that is not limited only to the 
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investigationn of how women resist, but which also looks at the patterns of 
transformationss that enable women to experience empowerment on the one hand, and 
howw this affects others in the home, community and society at large on the other. 

Howw do others react to the process of women exercising power? What form 
doess resistance take? From where does resistance come from? How is power 
negotiated?? What has been the backlash of women increasing empowerment? With 
thosee questions in mind, our research seeks to assess the counter-discourse to the 
microo finance as a tool to women's empowerment. 

2.4.55 Poverty Reduction, Empowerment and Economic development 
Onee of the objectives of this research is to use Foucault's approach to power to 

gainn greater insight into the relationships between microfinance poverty reduction, 
women'ss empowerment and sustainable development. In microfinance studies, the 
notionn of power is very visible. In fact, microfinance is presented as providing the 
hithertoo destitute and subordinate groups in society with the power to bring about 
changee in their lives and in their communities and in their societies. In fact, this power 
exercisedd by the poor and women is assumed to lead to changes in power relations in 
theirr favour. In studies of microfinance, the power of the poor and women is touted 
andd littl e attention is spent on scrutinising either the type of power they exercise, the 
typee of change they are able to bring about as a result of their access to microfinance 
orr the type of power exercised by the state and donors. In order to avoid exaggerating 
thee power exercised by the poor and women and the type of poverty alleviation, 
womenn empowerment and development they bring about, a final chapter is required in 
too discuss: (1) the potential of microfinance in terms of outreach, sustainability and 
impact;; (2) the contribution of microfinance to poverty eradication and women's 
empowermentt and economic development; (3) the nature of power exercised by the 
poorr and women asking whether the type of empowerment brought about by access to 
microfinancee brings about fundamental change such as gender equality and end of 
povertyy in society or whether it leads to improvement within the maintenance of the 
statuss quo. The chapter also examines the challenges of microfinance to the 
developmentt of microfinance in Cameroon if it is to achieve its objectives (poverty 
reduction,, women's empowerment, development). 

Ass already mentioned, Foucault's approach to power, while focusing on the 
micro,, is always linked to the macro level policies and practice. This is particularly 
relevantt taking into consideration the fact that the contemporary promotion of 
microfinancee in Cameroon is against the background of economic crisis, growing 
poverty,, the implementation of structural adjustment programmes, liberalization of 
thee economic sectors as well as of the financial sector. It is therefore important to 
assesss the role microfinance plays in poverty eradication and in women's 
empowerment,, as well as the extent to which it can help to promote sustainable 
economicc growth. The chapter brings together the issues of microfinance, poverty 
reduction,, women's empowerment and economic development asking who ultimately 
benefitt from the implementation of microfinance. 
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