
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The disciplinary power of microfinance : some preliminary evidence from
Cameroon

Lairap, J.

Publication date
2004

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Lairap, J. (2004). The disciplinary power of microfinance : some preliminary evidence from
Cameroon. [, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-disciplinary-power-of-microfinance--some-preliminary-evidence-from-cameroon(c3f6ded9-0cc8-4999-a902-203239fb5d2c).html


Summaryy of the Dissertation 

Microfinancee emerged in the 1970s as a welfare strategy to help the poor in general 

andd women in particular to start small businesses, increase their income, enhance their 

bargainingg position, self-esteem and confidence, lif t themselves out of poverty as well as 

empowerr themselves. Its successes during the folowing decade let to calls for expanding its 

outreachh and sustainability, but also to the general view that finds an automatic positive 

correlationn between access to microfinance poverty reduction and women's empowerment. 

Byy the 1997's Microcredit Summit, microfinance began to be promoted as a crucial tool for 

addressingg both poverty reduction and women's empowerment. The issues of whether 

microfinancee reduces poverty and empowers women have been widely debated in 

developmentt literature with most studies documenting the positive impacts on the borrowers. 

Thee issue here is not whether microfinance has positive impacts on the borrowers, but the 

extentt and nature of those impacts. What has received littl e attention for instance are the 

reasonss for the slow change compared to the rapid expansion of microfinance programmes 

andd the sustained participation of the borrowers in lending programmes and market 

production.. In fact, while benefits from participation in microfinance often appear marginal, it 

hass been extremely successful in helping to achieve what eluded development practitioners 

forr decades. Microfinance has been able to turn large masses of poor people in developing 

countries,, those who were marginalised by development policies, into efficient economic 

actors,, producing for the market and able to take control of some of the problems affecting 

themm such as poverty and gender inequality. 

Thee rationale for adopting microfinance in Cameroon is that it is a tool to reduce 

poverty,, empower women and sustain development. Therefore the main research question is: 

"Doess microfinance eradicate poverty and empower women to change unequal power 

relationss and if so, what type of change comes about?" Although researchers have begun 

analysingg the empowerment impact of microfinance, very few have questioned the nature and 

extentt of such empowerment. This research builds on previous studies and seeks to take an 

integratedd approach that examines not only the impact of microfinance, but also the nature 

andd extent of the changes brought about through participation in microfinance programmes. 

Thee research uses Foucault's theory of power to examine how power relations function in 

microfinance,, focusing on the implications of disciplinary and regulatory power as well as on 
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resistancee for the analysis of microfinance and women's empowerment. The research seeks to 

clarifyy the nature and extent of women's empowerment as a result of their access to 

microfinancee in order to help development practitioners and gender advocates to devise 

appropriatee strategies for helping and empowering the poor. It also seeks to contribute to the 

generall  debate on microfinance and its empowering impacts in Cameroonian women and 

hopess to uncover ways and means to bring about changes in women's access to credit in order 

too increase their effectiveness in realising their empowerment objective. It also seeks to 

contributee to the literature on microfinance in Cameroon and to help fit the local experiences 

off  women in Cameroon within a global discourse of microcredit. 

Chapterr two - Theoretical Framework - provides the framework used to examine the 

mainn research questions. This research uses Foucault's concept of power, particularly his 

notionss of bio-power (regulation and discipline) and resistance to examine microfinance and 

thee extent to which it empowers borrowers, particularly 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 microfinance 

ass power relations which is lacking in much of the recent research on microfinance. This 

approachh offers a non-dualistic understanding of power and therefore has the potential to help 

avoidd exaggerating the empowerment impacts of microfinance. It is also useful in bringing to 

thee fore a whole network of power relations that exists in the implementation of microfinance 

programmess often absent in most contemporary research on microfinance. 

Chapterr three - Genealogical analysis of microfinance - provides the background for 

thee analysis for the rest of this study. This chapter uses Foucault's genealogical method to 

mapp the historical evolution of microfinance, focusing on why and how microfinance has 

beenn promoted at the international level and in Cameroon in particular, but also on the new 

andd shifting forms of power. It helps to highlight how and why credit targeted certain sections 

off  the population at different time, the different forms credit takes and the resulting impacts 

onn the borrowers. In so doing, it helps to understand the many forms of power exercised by 

variouss actors as result of the implementation of microfinance programmes. 

Chapterr four - The Regulatory Power of Microfinance - provides an analysis of the 

largerr context in which microfinance evolves. Government and donors' policies and practices 

shapeshape the opportunities and constraints of borrowers but this power is played down or simply 
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ignoredd in most contemporary research and the result is an incomplete picture of the extent of 

microfinancee impacts on the borrowers. This chapter examines how microfinance acts as a 

regulatoryy power, distributing citizens within countries according to their aptitudes as well as 

too the uses that can be made of them. This regulatory power is inscribed in the policies and 

practicess of donors, governments, and financial institutions. Their biased lending policies 

offerr ample examples of how credit has been used at different moments to both include and 

excludee particular sections of the populations in the development process, when their inputs 

aree deemed politically and/or economically useful. It looks at the political, economic and 

sociall  influences that have led to opening the poor and women's access to microfinance. It 

examiness the discourses of microfinance, how they produce and reproduce power. It also 

lookss at the increasing "feminisation" of microfinance that leads to women been offered small 

creditss that enable them to experience marginal improvements but littl e chance for innovation, 

growthh and least of all, any meaningful hope of eradicating gender power relations in their 

societies. . 

Chapterr five - The Disciplinary Power of Microfinance - analyses the hypothesis that 

itt works as a disciplinary power, exerting on the women borrowers a constant pressure to 

conformm to the same model of market economy. The chapter looks at the mechanisms within 

thee credit system that turn the poor in general and poor women in particular into efficient 

economicc actors to be included in the development process. Women are seen as empowered 

becausee they use the loans to produce for the market, increase their income, repay their loans, 

feedd and educate their children etc. Existing literature documents how group pressure is 

cruciall  in enticing repayment. However, what has not been analysed are the mechanisms of 

powerr inherent in the credit system that ensure that poor borrowers conform to market and 

creditt disciplines. For instance, the requirement that access to credit be given on the condition 

thatt it is used for the production of goods and services for sale in the market is not the only 

disciplinaryy mechanism. In addition to group pressure, the assessment of creditworthiness of 

thee borrower, the requirement to save, make small and regular repayments and the charging of 

interestt rates on microfinance loans effectively work to ensure the maximum conformity to 

markett norm. The disciplinary power of microfinance is most strongly manifested in the 

creditworthiness,, savings and repayment requirements as well as the charging of interest rates. 

Althoughh the experience of microfinance in Cameroon is still in its infancy and there is a 

generall  lack of research on most microfinance institutions, this research can draw some 
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preliminaryy conclusion that the credit guidelines train low-income borrowers to change their 

behaviourr in order to achieve their own conformity with the established rules. 

Chapterr six - Resistance and Counter-resistance - focuses on women's empowerment 

andd the extent to which women struggle to resist unequal gender relations. It specifically 

lookss at the transformations in women that come about with access to credit and the extent to 

whichh such transformations enable women to change gender relations. Resistance is very 

importantt to the process of empowerment. It determines the nature and extent of success in 

powerr struggles. In fact, Foucault argues that resistance (as power) has the potential to 

provokee a counter-reaction. Consequently, the chapter examines the counter-resistance from 

hithertoo powerful actors as they respond to the struggle to change power relations from below. 

Thee use of the disciplinary and regulatory techniques also creates resistance, which in turn is 

cruciall  to the working of power. Some studies have begun showing how women's 

empowermentt is met with some resistance: husbands withdrawing their financial support or 

increasedd violence against women. But the large body of research tout women's 

empowermentt and remains silent on the responses of other actors implicated in power 

relations.. This research adopts a dynamic view of power, one that is not limited only to the 

investigationn of how women resist, but one which also looks at the patterns of transformations 

thatt enable women to experience empowerment on the one hand, how others react to the 

processs of women exercising power on the other hand. Access to credit while allowing 

womenn to fulfil l some of their practical gender needs should also enable them to satisfy their 

strategicc gender needs. One should not always see economic empowerment to be a 

springboardd to overall empowerment. The objective here is also to bring a new awareness of 

thee constraints women face in their struggle for empowerment, particularly those constraints 

stemmingg from the attitudes of their husbands, the community and their governments as 

womenn assert more power. 

Chapterr seven - Poverty Reduction, Empowerment and Economic Development -

reflectss on the impacts of microfinance on these three policy objectives. In order to avoid 

exaggeratingg the 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 to 

discuss:: (1) the potential of microfinance in terms of outreach, sustainability and impact; (2) 

thee contribution of microfinance to poverty eradication and women's empowerment and 

economicc development; (3) the nature of power exercised by the poor and women asking 
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whetherr the type of empowerment brought about by access to microfinance brings about 

fundamentall  change such as gender equality and end of poverty in society or whether it leads 

too improvement within the maintenance of the status quo. The chapter also examines the 

challengess of microfinance to the development of microfinance in Cameroon if it is to achieve 

itss objectives (poverty reduction, women's empowerment, development). 

Chapterr eight - Conclusion - answers the main research question and also addresses 

threee issues: (1) it assesses the usefulness of Foucault's concept of power to advance the 

understandingg of the impacts of microfinance; (2) it also assesses the nature of change 

borrowerss are able to achieve. Key findings suggest that the provision of microfinance to the 

poorr in general, and to women in particular, is often accompanied by marginal and sometimes 

absolutee improvement in the economic gains, living standards of women and their families. 

However,, those improvements are often too small to enable the poor to experience equality; it 

alsoo provides some challenges to the development of microfinance in Cameroon. 

Microfinancee has enhanced the ability of borrowers to create self-employment for themselves, 

increasee their earnings, assets and contribution in their households. As such, it has the ability 

too reduce individual poverty. But its limited outreach has hindered its ability to make 

significantt impact in reducing poverty and empower women. In addition, many issues linked 

too the multidimensional nature of poverty and empowerment are still not addressed. For 

instance,, the government is still unable to promote entrepreneurship development for the poor 

orr promote the laws and other issues that can help women to exercise equal power. 

Women'ss control over many aspects of their lives has improved. An increasing 

numberr of women have greater control over their income, savings etc 

Theree is increased perception of women's confidence, assertiveness, and 

autonomy. . 

Womenn are exercising the power to become part of various community 

associationss and are able to gain access to information, markets and resources. 

Ass women consolidate their economic power, they are able to better resist. 

Theyy have enjoyed increased bargaining power in the home and in the 

community. . 

However,, they still face many gender-based barriers that prevent them from enjoying 

equall  rights with men. Women's economic empowerment has led to increased burden but 

withoutt commensurate gain in status. Men contribute less in the households and remain the 

householdd heads while women continue to assume a subordinate position. 
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