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GLOBALIZATION,
WOMEN AND
DEVELOPMENT:
MICROFINANCE AND FACTORY

WORK IN PERSPECTIVE

During the 1980s and 1990s interna-
tional development efforts increas-
ingly concentrated on providing

women who have few resources access to small
amounts of credit, a self-help marketable solu-
tion known as microfinance.1 Despite its appeal,
problems with the utilization of microfinance as
a means of pulling women and their families
out of poverty are many. The microfinance
strategy is based on a creative grassroots alter-
native to reliance on informal lenders—loan
sharks—as the source for credit in situations
where people cannot get loans through banks.
Initiated in Bangladesh in the late 1970s as a
local community program, this model has been
copied and expanded with little analysis of
potential issues related to scale, culture, geogra-
phy, political context, or the like. Although
some women and their families have benefited,
widespread success of microfinance as a tool for
poverty alleviation has not been demonstrated.
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Yet, it has been heavily marketed and relied upon
as a global development strategy for poor women.

During this same period, with the widespread
implementation of neo-liberal policies and related
globalized systems of production and trade,
women, particularly poor women in the Southern
Hemisphere’s less-stable economies (the South),
have turned to factory work. This has happened in
countries where microfinance has been heavily sup-
ported, including in Bangladesh.2 “Radical changes
in labor market relations, involving erosion of pro-
tective and pro-collective labor regulations, decen-
tralization of wage determination, erosion of
employment security and a trend (away from)
statutory regulation of the labor market”3 have ac-
companied the increase of women into factory
work. According to Guy Standing, an economist at
the International Labour Organization (ILO), pro-
duction systems have become “feminized,” relying
on forms of labor that minimize fixed non-wage
costs, resulting in greater insecurity and inequality
for workers and presenting a significant labor and
social policy challenge.4

However, policymakers and advocates con-
cerned with women’s economic security have fo-
cused very little on critical issues related to factory
work, instead utilizing the limited bandwidth of the
discursive space related to women and develop-
ment on microfinance. The concept of bandwidth
relates to the most elementary of economic prin-
ciples: that all resources are limited. Nobel Prize
winner Herbert Simon used this basic principle to
construct a theory of bounded rationality in eco-
nomics, which teaches that information and infor-
mation processing power are specifically also
limited. More recently, Peter Albin analyzed infor-
mation processing in terms of economic systems,
concluding that costs limit rationality and thus what
gets into the pipe, and in what order, becomes criti-
cal.5 His contribution relates to a body of work that
examines rhetoric and rhetorical devices in eco-
nomic argument.6 As economic discourse becomes
the basis for neo-liberal policies that encourage glo-
balization, examining the implications of confined
discursive space deserves attention, and thus pro-
vides the framework for this analysis.

The provision of credit for people with few re-
sources has taken a prominent role in the fore-
ground of policy discussions and decisions related
to gender and economic development, leaving ills
associated with women’s rapid migration into fac-
tory work buried in the background. The political
attention allotted a certain subject or policy area,
such as development efforts aimed at women or

economic stability in the South, is usually limited,
particularly when focused on marginalized groups.
It is this domination of discursive bandwidth that
threatens the visibility of the very real problems that
characterize women factory workers’ widespread
participation in the global workforce, and in turn
precludes policymakers from addressing the diffi-
cult policy issues associated with factory work, in-
cluding long hours, tedious and unstable
employment, low wages, restricted freedoms, and
dangerous health conditions.

Given the growing emphasis placed on
microfinance by policymakers and donors, who are
those entities and individuals that fund develop-
ment projects, multilateral institutions, regional
banks, states, philanthropists, and corporations, the
following questions require consideration:

• Are microlending programs effective as a
strategy to achieve poverty reduction and
economic empowerment for women, given
women’s situation in the current global set-
ting?

• Do these programs merit the amount of en-
ergy, resources, and positive press they re-
ceive from multilateral international
organizations, corporations, and develop-
ment practitioners?

• Might microfinance serve as a sanitized neo-
classical solution to poverty issues that risks
crowding out the need to establish real
policy alternatives that protect women
workers internationally?

• Is microfinance a red herring, distracting
feminists, Non-Governmental Organiza-
tions (NGOs), and governments from strug-
gling to change the systems that continue to
discriminate against women?

This discussion addresses these important ques-
tions by first examining the intense support for,
and criticisms of, microlending, followed by a syn-
opsis of globalization as it relates to women and
factory work.

THE MICRO-FEMINIZATION OF FINANCE

Microfinance, a once little-known grassroots con-
cept that makes capital accessible to low-income
individuals, has become wildly popular due to sev-
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eral factors that make it not only acceptable, but also
desirable, to a wide spectrum of supporters. For
example, development practitioners have known
for some time that women play a significant role in
the economic well-being of their families; given the
resources, women prove more likely than men to
utilize income for the good of their partners and
children.7 Many heartwarming anecdotes have
shown this to be true with microfinancing, making
the concept easy to sell.8 In addition, enough lend-
ing organizations and donors took initial risks with
demonstrated success. Microlending has caught the
eye of old and new allies in the struggle for poverty
alleviation in a political and economic climate fo-
cused on cost-effectiveness and critical of welfare-
type programs.9

Microfinancing fits within the current neo-lib-
eral framework by promising relief for the
hardworking with diminishing need for ongoing
governmental subsidies. The following excerpt
from the 1997 hearing before the U.S. House of
Representatives Subcommittee on International
Economic Policy and Trade illustrates its support.
The subcommittee chair, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, in
her opening remarks explains:

Simply stated, microcredit involves giving
small, low-interest, startup loans to poor but
aspiring entrepreneurs to develop into thriv-
ing businesses known as microenterprises. It
is firmly embedded in the notions of self-reli-
ance and the concepts of free market capital-
ism. It is credited with having the potential to
help the poorest families in the world emerge
from poverty and, by extension, help create . . .
a world economy that works . . . for all who
are committed and determined to work, to use
their creativity, talents, and skills to create and
control their own destiny. Microcredit is not
a handout; it is an opportunity, an investment,
an exercise in responsibility and accountabil-
ity. It is categorized as an inexpensive pro-
gram that builds businesses.10

Though not all practitioners and supporters of
microfinance make such sweeping claims, many lib-
erals and conservatives alike believe this strategy to
be a good way to work within the existing frame-
work to improve the plight of the poor. However,
even early supporters have grown frustrated with
the lack of substantial analysis or little more than
anecdotal results that support the beneficial claims
of microfinance.11

Descriptions of microfinance organizations and

their roots vary, but the Grameen Bank, established
in 1976 in Bangladesh and used as the model for
numerous programs since, often receives credit for
initiating the modern movement.12 It represents one
type among many lending institutions that use di-
verse methodologies and offer a range of services.13

Women’s World Banking, a global non-profit net-
work with affiliates throughout the world, has de-
fined four main categories of entities that provide
financial services to women. They are:

1. Commercial bank programs, e.g. Bank
Rakyat Indonesia, BRI, KUPEDES
Programme;

2. Poverty-lending banks, e.g. Grameen Bank,
Self Employed Women’s Association-
SEWA, Banco Solidario- BancoSol;

3. Non-governmental organizations, e.g.
Kenya Rural Enterprise Program, KREP;
and

4. Affiliate network institutions, e.g. FINCA
International, ACCION International.14

Their numbers have increased dramatically since
the early programs attained high payback rates,
showing the viability of making small loans to the
poor.15

Over the last two decades, and particularly in
the 1990s, microfinance organizations have re-
ceived enormous attention and support from
policy makers, NGOs, national and international
governing bodies, and foreign aid entities.16 Ac-
cording to the World Bank’s Sustainable Banking
with the Poor (SBP) 1995 survey with a response
rate of over 200 microfinance programs, 14 million
loans were reported to have been made worth $7
billion as of September of that year. The SBP esti-
mated that as of mid-1996 over 1000 microfinance
institutions in more than 100 countries had been
doing business for at least three years with a mini-
mum client base of 1000 each.17 The Grameen Bank
alone had grown to 1046 rural branches covering
34,913 villages by early 1997 and its 1994 records
showed a cumulative investment in rural
Bangladesh of more than one billion dollars dis-
bursed among 2.02 million members, 94 percent of
whom were women.18 Attracted by these numbers,
and impressive anecdotal stories, supporters of
microenterprise development now include high
profile donors, national and international institu-
tions as well as politicians and figureheads.19
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The Microcredit Summit held in February 1997
in Washington DC, attended by more than 2900
people representing 1500 institutions and 137
countries, founded a campaign to seek $20 billion
in order to lend to 100 million of the poorest
households in the next ten years.20 The 1995
Beijing Conference for Women inspired the
Microcredit Summit and the organization that
emerged claims that
microcredit partially
addresses the 12 critical
areas of concern out-
lined at that watershed
event. The Summit’s
most current numbers
show that 1065 estab-
lished microcredit
practitioners reported
reaching 23,555,689 ac-
tive clients, serving
13,779,872 of the poor-
est families, 75 percent
of whom are women.21

According to Linda
Mayoux, a researcher who focuses on
microenterprise development and women, “fund-
ing is set to further increase into the next century
under initiatives by CGAP (Consultative Group
to Assist the Poorest) and member donor agen-
cies.”22 She credits the expansion and the Summit
with a financial sustainability ideology heralded
by many of the high profile supporters like U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID),
World Bank, United Nations Development Pro-
gram (UNDP), and other members of CGAP.23

However, despite immense enthusiasm across
the political spectrum, those familiar with the move-
ment also question the viability of microfinance as
a strategy to reduce poverty and empower benefi-
ciaries. Concerns generally center on the structure
and mechanisms heavily promoted in providing
financial resources and managing programs.In ad-
dition, they focus on the unsubstantiated beneficial
claims or even increased potential harm stimulated
by microfinance programs, and the futility of this
strategy in addressing critical underlying issues.

Jonathan Morduch, a researcher based at
Princeton University, in two recent journal ar-
ticles summarizes the main debates that have
been brewing within the microfinance sector in
recent years.24 Critics question the emphasis
placed on attaining financial sustainability in
the organizations that conduct microlending
despite repercussions on program goals, target

clients (i.e. poorest households), size, or larger
contextual situations (e.g. political or geo-
graphical). Next, analysts express concerns
with the paucity of empirical data, systematic
assessments, or substantive cross-country,
cross-program analyses that exist. Morduch
believes that this has led to replication of sev-
eral basic models with little real innovation

evident in the creation
of  thousands of
microfinance organi-
zations throughout
the world. If they had
access to better infor-
mation, practitioners
could learn more from
each other, while ex-
perimenting with new
ideas that contribute
to greater efficiency
and appropriateness.
This is especially im-
portant given the di-
verse spectrum of

existing conditions and environments. None-
theless, the most prevalent concerns to which
the others are linked seem to be in the wide-
spread promotion of  independent project
sustainability.

Morduch calls this financially-minded ideology,
often promoted by major donors under the rubric
of “best practices,” the “win-win” proposition. It
claims that lenders can alleviate poverty while fol-
lowing principles of good banking, creating sound,
sustainable institutions that will not need to rely on
subsidies and should eventually turn a profit. He
labels the gap between the theory and reality of this
ideal a “schism” that must be looked at honestly by
all who care about the future of microfinance as a
development tool.25 No concrete evidence supports
the rhetoric and few programs claim actual
sustainability. The ones that do have been found to
charge higher interest rates and serve clients who
often represent populations considered less poor
than many. In fact, many fall just above the poverty
line in their respective countries.26

It is from the void of solid evidence necessary to
explain and explore the microlending programs that
the critique of the viability of both positive and nega-
tive relevant claims surfaces. As David Hulme, a re-
searcher concerned about lack of solid data, reports,
“microfinance programs and institutions are increas-
ingly important in development strategies but
knowledge about their impacts is partial and con-

Policymakers and advocates
concerned with women’s economic
security have focused very little
on critical issues related to
factory work, instead utilizing the
limited bandwidth of the
discursive space related to women
and development on microfinance.
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tested.”27 Nonetheless, the case studies, evaluations,
and analyses that exist have stimulated critiques of
the movement’s professed beneficial results and con-
cern for the potential harm that some microfinance
programs might cause. Generally, these critiques
claim that this development technique may prove to
be ineffective, at best falling short of its proclama-
tions. At worst, it can impede the improvement of
people’s lives or contribute to adversity.

Those who support microcredit provision as a
development tool assert that it alleviates the effects
of austerity measures and economic crises. They
claim that it targets the world’s poor, in the process
empowering the disenfranchised, particularly
women. Though initially embraced by advocates for
women and even feminist organizations from the
South, skepticism as to the potential of microfinance
as an effective strategy seems to be rising as the
large donors and development researchers begin to
take a closer look at the movement and its specific
programs.28 Admittedly, access to seed money has
proved beneficial for many; however, this mecha-
nism seems to fall short of claims made by officials
from USAID and the UNDP that it serves as “the
key instrument for poverty alleviation.”29

In essence, critics charge that microfinance often
does not reach the poorest; that significant positive
effects beyond short-term benefits have not been
demonstrated or studied sufficiently; and that
claims of empowerment also remain unsubstanti-
ated.30 They also submit that intense pressure, in-
flicted through repayment mechanisms and
strategies, frequently increases debt-liability, i.e.
through loan recycling, as well as tension and frus-
tration among the household members of borrow-
ers, which can lead to new forms of dominance over
women and increased violence.31 Furthermore, ad-
vocates for women and the poor fear that the finan-
cial support and involvement of high-profile
institutions like the World Bank’s CGAP exacerbate
these problems.32 They question CGAP’s strategies
that pressure lenders to become commercially vi-
able and governments to promote policies suppos-
edly beneficial for microfinance practitioners, e.g.
the removal of ceilings on interest rates, removal of
subsidies, and stronger debt collection laws.33 They
raise specific concerns about impacts on women.

Additional misgivings specifically related to
women, development, and microfinance involve
more theoretical concerns. For example, researchers
question the quality of work women actually pro-
duce when they are given small loans to develop
“enterprises,” as well as the additional burden these
activities add to the unpaid labor most must con-

tinue to perform.34 Preliminary studies seem to in-
dicate that women use loans within the boundaries
of traditionally defined occupations.35 In addition,
given the years labor advocates and feminists have
struggled to obtain a quality space for women in the
formal sector, critics wonder whether it makes sense
to promote a mechanism that builds on already high
numbers of women confined to the informal sector.

Discussions regarding women’s labor role in the
informal sector are complex. While some believe the
blurring of lines between home and work give cre-
dence to women’s historically unrecognized power,
others fear conditions at home cannot be regulated
and can therefore be exploitative, while success in
microenterprise remains vulnerable to the fluctua-
tions of macroeconomic systems.36

Without data that show comprehensive and sig-
nificant beneficial impacts realized as a result of the
microfinance movement, it seems wise to heed the
warnings and apprehensions presented thus far.
Whatever its merits, microfinance alone has not
proven a convincing aid in women’s struggle to
achieve financial stability given the realities they
face in the globalized economy. As Nan Dawkins
Scully and Daphne Wysham warn,

Microcredit is not a silver bullet for poverty
eradication and it cannot replace the need for
resource allocation toward health, education,
and ‘social capital.’ Further, CGAP (Consulta-
tive Group to Assist the Poorest) represents
less than one-tenth of one percent of overall
Bank lending. Meanwhile, devastating struc-
tural adjustment lending continues unabated
to the tune of billions of dollars.37

At the very least, support for this initiative that
claims to improve the plight of women throughout
the world must be seriously questioned, particu-
larly if it serves to distract from bigger systemic
problems, such as labor issues.

WOMEN AND GLOBALIZED FACTORY WORK

The undeniable result of globalization for many
women worldwide has been a mass migration into
factory work, particularly in manufacturing sectors.38

In the industrial sector in general, women are concen-
trated in labor-intensive operations both in the
Northern Hemisphere’s more industrialized econo-
mies (the North) and the South.39 Specifically in the
South, women’s movement into manufacturing has
undoubtedly been influenced by regional shifts from
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agricultural to industrial economies.The effects of
structural adjustment policies (SAPs)40 and related
changes in production and service distribution sys-
tems have pushed women into formal low-skilled
employment.41 Women’s entry into manufacturing
jobs contributes to what some economists have
termed the “feminization” of the labor force, a phe-
nomenon recognized in the late 1980s and dating
from the 1970s.42 It includes the conversion of jobs
previously considered secure, offering regular
wages, benefits, and opportunity to progress, to static
jobs which offer little security, benefits or regular
wages and rely on contract labor and outsourcing.43

Thus, while women’s growing involvement in labor
force activities can be positive, the way it has oc-
curred has had negative repercussions.

Though solid data de-aggregated by sex do not
exist for many countries and sectors, women’s mea-
surable participation in the la-
bor force has increased
dramatically with the process
of globalization, especially in
the manufacturing and service
industries.44 Trends show that
women migrate great dis-
tances and tolerate negative
working conditions in order to
earn wages. Due to a variety of
socially determined reasons,
women generally work for
lower wages than men in the
same and similar jobs.45 For-
mal, enforceable labor agree-
ments frequently do not exist
for much of their work, leaving women in very dif-
ficult positions with little bargaining power. Some
governments even advertise the absence of union
and other worker organizations in export process-
ing zones (EPZs) as an incentive to attract produc-
tion facilities and investors.46 Not surprisingly,
women are usually fired first and have little re-
course given the mobile nature of many of the in-
dustries in which they are employed, such as
textiles, apparel, leather, computer chips, etc. 47

Firms can shut down and move production facili-
ties if workers manage to organize and achieve bet-
ter living and working conditions. This temporary
nature of production work characterizes women’s
employment in developing nations where job secu-
rity is rare and where women suffer disproportion-
ately from the financial crises that have wracked the
world in recent times.

In the past two decades, many countries in the
South have been unable to repay the large foreign

bank debts they had amassed, and became subject
to International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World
Bank prescriptions to undergo structural adjust-
ments. As Martin Khor, Director of the Third
World Network, contends, “the mechanism of
making loan disbursement conditional on these
policies has been the main instrument driving the
policy moves in the indebted developing countries
towards liberalization, privatization, deregulation,
and a withdrawal of the State from economic and
social activities.”48 In basic terms, governments in
struggling countries cut back most spending on
social programs in order to make debt payments
so that they might be eligible for additional inter-
national financial support. Given already high
rates of unemployment in many of these countries,
the reduction in health, education, and even pen-
sion benefits has made life extremely difficult for

people. The disproportion-
ate ways women absorb ex-
tra work required by
austerity policies represents
one of the complex effects of
global integration.

Structural adjustment
policies that the World Bank
and IMF require govern-
ments to implement in order
to receive loans often dis-
mantle state-subsidized so-
cial systems, presenting
particular complications for
women.49 Women generally
are displaced disproportion-

ately from public sector jobs related to cuts and they
step in when social services break down, improvis-
ing safety nets in their communities to maintain
families, often doing informal work outside the
home, organizing neighborhood food provisions
such as soup kitchens, and pooling resources.
Meanwhile, the free market systems that now domi-
nate local as well as international economies require
them to secure income-generating work in addition
to the unpaid household work they continue to per-
form.50 In addition, researchers have identified a
connection between structural adjustment condi-
tions and women’s increased entry into the formal,
or measurable, sector.51 Given the opportunity to
earn a consistent wage after exposure to serious
deprivation, most women jump at the chance.

Labor data show that women will migrate to fill
factory jobs, even in the often isolated, specially cre-
ated EPZs spurred by the rapid expansion of
transnational corporation (TNCs).52 However, ac-

Whatever its merits,
microfinance alone has
not proven a convincing
aid in women’s struggle
to achieve financial
stability given the
realities they face in the
globalized economy.
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cording to a recent review of global trade and gen-
der, “women work in factories, not only in EPZs, but
also more broadly in clothing, food-processing and
electronics industries, and, generally, in industries
with a high propensity to export.”53 The same report
contends that existing research examining women
and trade is weak in the informal and service sectors
and “consists primarily of several case studies of
EPZs and of export-oriented manufacturing firms,
some household-level case studies of women with
jobs in such firms and two cross-country studies .”54

Often factory jobs are
women’s first opportu-
nity to earn wages. This
translates into a low-
wage workforce for the
export-oriented sector,
frequently kept flexible
by repressive labor prac-
tices, that promises pro-
ductivity at very low
costs.

The garment indus-
try, in particular, war-
rants mention: women
dominate production
worldwide and it offers
one of the easiest ways for poorer countries to en-
ter manufacturing because TNCs, despite their
overall predominance in manufacturing, have less
relative importance in the world clothing market.55

Some of the most current data available in manufac-
turing come from the garment industry, exempli-
fied by recent case studies in Bangladesh.
Bangladesh’s garment industry has grown rapidly
since the late 1970s, reportedly employing some 1.2
million people in about 2500 factories by 1995.56

Women in the labor force grew concurrently from
6 percent in 1980 to 41 percent in 1994, and they are
reported to constitute anywhere from 65-85 percent
of all factory workers.57 Likewise, Sri Lanka, which
has in effect become an island EPZ, boasts a dou-
bling of its industrial exports from 1981-1990 and a
further 85 percent increase in the next half decade.58

By December 1998, 1358 export-oriented projects
existed employing an estimated 294,000 workers, of
which garments and textiles account for one-third
of total export earnings.59 Women make up about 90
percent of Sri Lanka’s official EPZ workforce and
dominate the garment workforce, both formal and
informal.60 These numbers do not include the esti-
mated thousands of women who work from home
or in unregulated sweatshops (categorized as the
informal sector), a growing phenomenon in the

manufacturing industries where reports of exploi-
tation are common.

This manufacturing data correspond to larger
trends and analyses that recognize the feminization
of the global labor force.61 Unfortunately, this means
that jobs have become more, instead of less, segre-
gated with women’s employment clustered in low-
skill, low-wage, repetitive motion positions.
Mainstream international institutions such as the
United Nations (UN) and the International Labour
Organization (ILO) recognize the negative reper-

cussions that rapid trade,
finance, and income lib-
eralization have had on
women.62 Their reports
show that increasing job
fragmentation, inequal-
ity, and asymmetrical
growth accompany glo-
bal economic integration
and affect women and
men differently. They
caution that while
women’s numbers in the
formal economy have in-
creased with globaliza-
tion, the jobs they occupy

are the least desirable ones. The agency reports gen-
erally suggest that globalization breeds ambiguous
and often contradictory effects on gender and that
important statistical data must be collected to bet-
ter understand the extent of opportunities and risks
for men and women.63

Poor work conditions, long hours and low wages
for many of the world’s women, particularly in the
South, lead to health problems and diminishing
social well-being. Results of SAPs and related poli-
cies leave women with little social protection.64 Fac-
tory work conditions often present occupational
hazards that result in illness and disease and require
workers to endure inhumane labor conditions.65

Risks for women are high, particularly in export-
oriented industrialized production jobs where they
are often exposed to toxic chemicals, fumes, and
poorly maintained automated devices. According to
one report:

They are susceptible to muscle-strain injuries,
intoxications from long periods of exposures
to chemical pollutants, hearing loss from ma-
chinery noise, respiratory problems . . . condi-
tions as a result of target-oriented work, long
working hours, conflicting demands and lack
of control over working pace or conditions.66

The numbers of women who have
flocked to factory work in the
current global economy, despite
access to microfinance, perhaps
provide the most compelling
reason to re-examine the success
attributed to microlending
programs and their potential.
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Reports of abhorrent factory conditions and mis-
treatment of workers from Latin America, Asia, and
Africa all point to unregulated serious hazards, yet
comprehensive hard data remains scarce.67

Reported exploitative methods utilized in the
formal sector in factories in the South include forced
pregnancy tests, strip searches, lock-ins, and vio-
lence against workers and suspected labor rights
organizers.68 Women are frequently paid a pittance
and forced to work extremely long hours. They are
considered expendable and their employment can
be terminated if they are found to be pregnant or
sick.69 Factory bosses and supervisors use intimida-
tion and fear tactics to keep women from organiz-
ing, and workers suspected of leading or
participating in such efforts could be beaten and
killed.70 Additionally, young women who work in
manufacturing factories, such as the maquiladoras
in Mexican border cities, have been raped, mur-
dered, and abandoned.71 Unbalanced power rela-
tions both inside and beyond factory walls make the
investigation and prosecution of such heinous
crimes rare.

TNCs, which dominate the manufacturing in-
dustries in the global economy, are not bound by
overriding labor regulations and many of them dis-
tance themselves from reports of exploitation by
using contractors, a practice often referred to as pro-
duction outsourcing. Globalization seems to have
left a regulatory void that remains wide open. De-
spite efforts by the ILO, Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the
UN to introduce international codes of conduct, no
such codes have been adopted and self-regulatory
agreements are left up to the will of TNCs.72

Similarly, the World Trade Organization (WTO),
the body that emerged from the Uruguay Round
negotiations in 1995 to govern global economic in-
teractions and to decide trade disputes, has not ac-
tively supported women.73 As the only entity of its
type, the WTO has recently drawn heavy criticism
from NGOs for excluding important segments of
the population from decision-making, including
women.74 The director of Women’s EDGE—an eco-
nomic watchdog organization for women—points
out, “of the 159 members of the Dispute Settlement
Body (of the WTO), 93 percent are men. None of the
seven members appointed to the WTO high court
is a woman.”75 In addition, advocates for women
express concerns that the WTO Trade Policy Review
Mechanism (TPRM) focuses only on a country’s
success in trade liberalization without looking at the
fallout of trade policies.76

Women’s labor within industrial production

raises concerns in terms of political voice. Clearly,
the high number of women impacted by this global-
ization effect should move the labor issue to the top
of policy and development agendas. Though aca-
demic research continues to grow, few
policymakers have attempted to address the many
issues involved with labor and globalization, in-
cluding quality of work, exploitative conditions,
low wages, long hours, few benefits, serious nega-
tive health repercussions, outsourcing, and the right
of free association. NGOs have made some progress
in terms of labor rights legislation, and international
organizations like the ILO have increasingly joined
the struggle. However, no organized high-profile
movement such as that undertaken in the name of
microfinance has emerged to confront the systems
that allow these discriminatory conditions. The
numbers of women who have flocked to factory
work in the current global economy, despite access
to microfinance, perhaps provide the most compel-
ling reason to re-examine the success attributed to
microlending programs and their potential.

CONCLUSION

The primary issue facing advocates for women
seems to be less a question of the value of
microfinance as a strategy itself and more a prob-
lem of its dominance in a limited discursive space.
Political discourse that focuses on women’s lives
remains limited in policy circles throughout the
North and the South. Microfinance has moved com-
fortably into the small rhetorical space allotted to
strategize solutions related to women and poverty,
despite the fact that women in the global economy
increasingly seek wage labor when faced with eco-
nomic instability. Even the major international in-
stitutions involved with development increasingly
recognize that complex interactions resulting from
economic globalization have affected women ad-
versely. But, they seem to have selected support for
microenterprise development as a primary plank, if
not the only one, in their strategies for addressing
related serious problems. They proudly publicize
their support for microfinance initiatives before
women and their advocates worldwide, expecting
accolades for their efforts. The appeal of this strat-
egy becomes evident when one examines how
neatly microfinance fits with the dominant eco-
nomic models guiding global integration.77

One might say that microfinance fits the neo-lib-
eral framework like a glove on a fist, snugly adher-
ing to its values while threatening none of its power.
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Microfinance entities provide credit, generally
charging higher interest rates than banks, allowing
enterprising individuals to supply goods or services
to the market with the idea that they will earn a
profit after paying off their debt, giving them the
opportunity to buy additional goods and services.
Ideally, the lender earns a profit as well, which will
sustain the whole system. This process fits with neo-
liberal economic values that rely solely on supply
and demand systems to maintain equilibrium. Sup-
port for microfinance does not challenge macroeco-
nomic policies that allow for minimal or no
regulation of labor conditions in globalized manu-
facturing and service industries. Such an approach
to poverty reduction leaves negative labor condi-
tions faced by an increasing number of women and
men untouched. In so doing, it ignores the problems
with global integration policies that place value on
investment and profit at the expense of equality and
workers rights.

This discussion began by posing some questions
related to women’s economic development in the
global context. The examination of the available lit-
erature on labor trends and microfinance efforts in
the context of limited political space provides some
clear answers. First, microlending programs do not
demonstrate an effective solution to poverty allevia-
tion. While microfinance may be useful at the local
level in some places for some individuals, it has not
proven worthy of the enthusiastic support it has
been receiving from donors, policymakers, and
NGOs. In fact, systematic evaluative techniques that
address issues of scale, program design, and context
should be undertaken before this strategy receives
further backing and expansion. The widespread
support for microfinance despite recent criticisms
and the need for credible assessments should give
pause to development practitioners and advocates
for social and gender equity. It does seem to serve
the purpose of larger neo-liberal economic strate-
gies, while easily avoiding exposing and address-
ing problems related to liberalization policies, thus
safely filling the limited political space given to
these issues without threatening the status quo.

Microlending efforts that provide access to small
amounts of credit frequently allow women oppor-
tunities that may lead to limited gains. However, as
a major policy tool meant to improve the economic
situation for women as a group, microfinance seems
a misguided direction at best and can potentially be
harmful at the worst. The rhetoric and discourse
that accompanies the microfinance movement com-
plies with a larger economic and political model
that, in its current workings, systematically dis-

criminates against women, keeping them from ob-
taining positions of power in most spheres of soci-
ety. Advocates for equity and representative policy
processes must not be distracted or persuaded by
token efforts such as microfinance. The economic
and social justice issues are much larger and must
be addressed with the limited resources, including
the limited bandwidth of the discursive space, cur-
rently available. Precious resources must not be
wasted on well-meaning but insufficient develop-
ment efforts.

LBJ
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