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ABSTRACT

Micro-credit programs for women have come to be regarded as the ‘magic
bullet” of empowerment by many development agencies. These programs are
generally based on neo- liberal approaches, channeling women’s activities into small-
scale free market self-employment schemes within which women and their families
can achieve social, political and economic empowerment. However, there are many
counter arguments in the development literature that contest how effective these
programs actually are, given the fact that the neo-liberal approach towards the
empowerment of women is being applied to a very gendered world. At the same time,
the concept of empowerment itself has been debated both by mainstream and post-
modern feminist literature. By framing women’s empowerment based on a discourse
in which they are identified as helpless, economically vulnerable and the most
oppressed in society, the mainstream feminist literature is seen to imply that
empowerment can only be achieved through women entering into the economic
sphere, through liberation from a traditional position in society. On the other hand, the
post-modern feminist discourse focuses on the diversity and experiences of women, as
well as the means by which they may seek empowerment in different ways, ways
based on a view of female agency that makes women active rather than passive

agents, as tends to be identified in the mainstream development literature.



By taking a qualitative approach, this study shows that empowerment for a
woman is not a fixed idea that revolves around their emancipation from the domestic
to the public sphere through economic means. In different social and cultural settings,
women may perceive and redefine empowerment in multiple ways. In the Maldives
socio-cultural practices can be seen to place women in a secondary status when
compared to men, and by excluding the structure of political-economic relations from
their diagnosis and prescription, and by assuming that micro-credit alone will lead
towards women’s individual empowerment through the introduction of a micro-credit
enterprise, the Government program became merely a money-lending scheme as
opposed to enhancing women’s empowerment. Yet, despite these social and cultural
constraints, my research has found that through their agentive capability, the women
in this study were able to redefine the limitations of the program and invent new
meanings for it. These multiple forms of empowerment may not have involved large-
scale involvement in the market economy, or their involvement in the wider
development of the country, as the Government envisioned; however, by creating new
roles for themselves and by breaking away from the established cultural practices and
achieving things on their own whilst still within the domestic sphere, something they
would not have otherwise achieved, the women were able to use their agentive

capabilities to perceive and thus achieve empowerment in a variety of ways.
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