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The Limits of Microcredit
Transnational Feminism and USA!ID Activities
in the United States and Morocco

Winifred Poster and Zakia Salime

AS ONE OF THE MOST ACTIVE AND DOMINANT NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS
(NGOs) for womer's causes, the United States Agency for Internadonal Develop-
ment (USAID) has been instrumental in establishing transnational alliances among
women in the last decade, It has done this by sponsoring global conferences, by
linking internarional organizations like the United Nations to grassroots organiza-
tions, andtby funding local associations that provide services to women. However,
such activities are also highly contested, with questions raised abour whose interests
are actually represented. Many ferninist scholars have begun ro reassess USAID,
critically examining its efforts in various regions of the world.

In order to observe more directly the transnational influences on these dynamics,
however, we compare USAID-sponsored organizations in #weo contexts—the
United States and Morocco. Activists in these locations organize around the
common theme of microcredit, yet the type of women involved and the strategies
they propose vary considerably. We start in the United States with the USAID head
office in Washington, D.C., where its global microcredir policy is formulated, and
Chicago, where USATD hosted its annual International Women's Business Confer-
ence in 1999, convening entrepreneurs and polirical leaders from around the world
for discussions of microcredir. Subsequently, we turn to Fez, Morocco, and the Mo-
roccan Association for Solidarity without Borders, 2 USAID-funded grassroots
women's organization administering microcredit to poor womnen. Although slighdly
different in their organizational forms, both of these settings represent locations
where microeredit discourse is constructed and implemented, We contrast them to
reveal how-—within the larger context of USAID—activism surrounding micro-
credit transforms across the North and South.

Through participant observation, document analysis, and in-depth interviews
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of these organizational contexts, we address two issues. First, we concrast the First
World discoerses of microcredicasa g!obal strategy for women's empowerment, with
the Third World applicasion and agoejrimce of these policies, In particular, we chart
the contradictions in policies thac ;um to put women at the center of development
programs, bur have unintended consequences in shifting the responsibility of
household income suppor: from men to women, and household labor from women
to their daughrers. Similacly, policies aimed ar invoking “solidarity” among women
(by disbursing loans to groups rarheﬁ than individuals) have counterproductive ef-
fects in creating tensions as well as coppcmtion among women. Second, we discuss
the international political relations tljat obstrucr the process of organizing among
women's microcredit groups locally and transnationally. We reveal a complicated
ransnational web of funding, whichf involves not only the internatonal agencies
and the state, but varying forms of big and small local women'’s otganizations. The
resulting hierarchy among the NGOS hampers the possibility of linkages of
women'’s microctedit associations—cither within the same region or across national
borders. Thus, rather than being the s:avior of poor womnen around the world, these
microcredit programs and the highly tense relations they create among NGOs, the
state, and international donors can be anitherical to women's empowerment and.
transnational feminist movements,

Glahalization and the Context of Wonen and Microcredit

At the heart of the microcredit trend)is the process of globalization. In particular,
dynamics of economic restructuring, development discourse, and NGOs have been
crucial in shaping the discourses of microcredit for women—especially in the
South. To seart with, rescructuring of the global economy has severely restricted
labor marker opporrunities for Third World women. This has been especially accel-
erared by the “structural adjustment programs” of international financial institu-
tions such as the World Bank and thé International Monertary Fund (IMF). Their
programs for allocating loans to pocu.é countries and the arrached debt repayment
policies have devastared local econom;ies. particularly by requiring governments to
devalue their currencies and suspend b:jasic social services [ike health care and educa-
tion. Women are hit the hardest by such measures: They face an intensified burden
from taking on second jobs, a reduction in food and clothing as the limited house-
hold resources typically go to men, anfl an increase in violence (Aulc and Sandberg
1997). Furthermore, these programs hurt women in terms of access to formal-
sector jobs. In Morocco, for instance, women were deliberately blocked from many
occupations during the 1980s when strucrural adjustment was at 2 peak: “Public
administrations favored male candidacy and rejected the female ones under the pre-
text that during economic crises it is more appropriate to offer jobs to men and not

i

Tha Uimite of Microaredit 19t

to women” (Daoud 1993). This unequal access to jobs by gender was sustained

during the 1990s as well; the rate of women's employment 'decrcased from 1; ta ;t;
percent between 1995 and 1998, while the rate fo; men increased from 52 to
of State 1999). ‘
Pcr;e;ilfzirzzgonse to this phenomenon, there has bf:en another m::i:nr r:rcnci-
within global economic restructuring affecting women in the South— ; 1:195;00)
the informal economy. Informal work is defined as unprotected labor (?Var N
which means that it is neither “on the books” of emplo‘ycr.s nor rccogr'uz_c.d or ::hgu-
lated by the state (Collins and Gimenez 1990). Tt usually includes act!:‘o'lncsfs; dis
domestic services, commerce and trading, small-scale home p‘rc_:ductmn of handi-
crafis or food to sell on the market, or subcontracting of illicit pro‘ducts within
homes or sermicovert enterprises. Although once thoughe w© be a passing phenot:;
enon, the informal economy has been thriving, particularly since t[.m 1980s (Ben'c‘
2000; Portes, Castells, and Benton 1989). Moreover, with shru‘akmg' nppormml:fx-es
i formal-sector markets, informal work has become especially 1:;1por1:;lnt dc.;:r
women as they look for sources of income. Because in.formal vjrork .Stré’l,db es the
formal economy and houschold, it ofren “provides the mterme.chatc link” berween
public and private spheres and the most accessible form 'cnf paid :Work for women
(Wasd 1990). Thus, in many regions of the world—especially A.ﬁ:lc:l:—WO{n;n re;;l
resent the large majority of informal workers, as well as the majority of in :Or;; )
economy‘contributors to natonal gross domestic producfts (C%DP?) (Pcne;iaal k
Not surprisingly, there is a great deal of gender snrauﬁcauor} in mfor‘ wor
Women typically participate in the informal economy to subsidize their ea:mr;igs
and maintain the class position of their families, whereas men dosoasa proh ;—
seeking endeavor and often as a means of occupational n'mbxhty. In turn, Wl ::
mer’s informal work is characterized by high pay; opportunity, and power, wom;lns
work is more often poorly paid, isolating, and routine. Ma.ny also argue at
wome’s work in the informal economy is central in mainmining the global F::z;—
talist system: Ir provides services that sustain households, augments Wages foll‘; .mu—
lies on the brink of poverty, and allows capiealists to bypass expenstve and polidcally
threatening labor relations that exist in the formal economy. -
While economic restructuring has reshaped the pacterns of womer's abor
marker activities, dynamics of “development” have reshaped the orlent?unn.;‘ tl;;t
inrernational agencies have taken regarding aid to poor women. Ifromonon of self-
employment has increasingly become the dominant model of ass:stancc w0 :vo;nt;n
in thel Third World. This has come largely in response o the successes” 0 e
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. Started in 1976, this bank began by giving smacg
loans to men and shifted to women in 1983 (Kabeer 1999). If c.:xpc'rlcnccd s:h
high rates of rerurn {90 percent) on such large volumes ($509 rmlhorf in 1995) ‘at
it no longer requires sponsorship from governments or international agencies
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MeMichac . _—
i, cMichacl {ZOOO). This 'model is being replicated around the world now, and
o:;;n are being targeted in larger and larger propoi'tions. '
. e bma‘c:i;r source [.)f this shift hes in paradigms of foreign 2id in the North.
Cmme a.rguc ;.t s:]ratcglcs for alleviating poverty have transformed over the last
tury from “development,” which favored nation.
century from nen,” W 3 -states as the agents, to “plobal-
;_zatmn, which favors internarional x:{aarkcts. financial institutizis andocogloom
E :;sd Zspagcms {McMichael 20003, This has accompanied a change in focmrirnm
ment as charity” to “development as business,” in whi i
vel \ ! . in which private lending as-
soclations are favored over public service agencies to assist the pmi‘ Mic - cligl:::5
an important role in this context: ‘ e

[T] hf: c.icvelo;zmcnr community is ndlng the microcredit band-wagon given
L}lat it is consistent with the dominant paradigm of self-help decentmgli

don, and stimulating “social capitajl" at the Jocal level to pro;zlotc com.mza-
nity-based entrepreneurship, and given thar structural adjustment s
have forced the poor into self—cmpl{:ymeun (McMichael 2000, 295%‘;3“5

Ferminise critce o 5 >
eminist critics point out that these forms of aid rely upon a neoliberal economic

zﬁcuda o.f development through individual women rather than through structural
o ant:ghcs n the eFonom}.' (Kabeer 1999; Prugl 1996). Along these lines, we argue
at the fhscourses of microcredit in USAID also divert attention (intentionall
umntent:)gﬁy) &;m the disastrous e&?cts of IMF and Wetld Bank austerity n)xrczr |
stres, an ect the porential fo j i ‘ i
nom%c advancement ogtsidc of tht: gm?;u;;ve progrmscfvomen cco
. Finally, a third dynamic of globalization that has affected the role of microcredit
cr:d\;tomen is the growth of NGOs. These organizations—which export mi
edic programs from the First World and implement them in Third VP:TorId c o
mes—I’:aVc increased exponentally cwejr the last decade. Indeed, at least half ;‘:E'
women's NGOs in Morocco were founded after 1985 (Ministry (;f Empl and
Sc')czaJ.Aﬂ'a.irs 1995). This trend has been prompted by privatizationp :hymmr a'nd
:r:ﬂd:ldra.twal of many Southern govern'jmcnts from the public scctor: ani{I:hazsi‘:
- ggﬁ Lr::;;s: 11;1 ;;:if: ;ommuni.ty-?based services by the poor. The dynamics of
, however, in te i i i
Intcrn.ational sponsors and local grassr}o:;m\:jﬁtie: ;ij::zetro ;ii;t:;tet: em;m
been lively debate among scholars as to whether NGOs hinder o’r promo{e wcrc o
empowerment and international sofida%ity {Tinker 1999a). Some cha.ractcr?mzs
deb:}te lIl terms of two views (Basn 2000&): one in which transnational wom zf -
ganizations are eclipsing and co—optiné local associations through thei l':llcsaur-
Wl.th the state (Alvarez 1999), and another in which NGOs are helpin In:rrmll .
ations thrive by creating viable global feminist networks (Moghadazn 5000) -
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We would like to contribute to this debute by revealing a case where both trends
seem to be emerging, First, we find consistencies with the “cooprarion” thesis, but
also argue that the picrure is more complicated than previously portrayed. Rather
than simply an issue of NGOs co-opting local movements, the case of USAID in
the United States and Morocco demonstrates che existence of many other medi-
ating factors: namely the state and irs interests in privileging some NGOs over
others, the hierarchical relations among NGOs, and the precarious interests of the
international agencies, which shift frequently. Moreover, dynamics of NGOs are
also related to the class polirics of the NGO leaders themselves, and their con-"
flicting interests in seeking state and international support, in meeting the needs of
cheir clients, and also in enforcing their middle-class development agendas on
working-class women {Alexander and Mohancy 1997; Staudt 1990). Thus, it is the
relarionship of all these factors that creates tensions for leaders of grassroots NGOs.

Second, we also find some evidence of local benefits o transnational net-
working, However, we find that the opportuniries for this are highly constricted by
the relations among the above actors. Local grassroots associations in Moroceo are
permitred to engage in such activities only when powerful NGOs and the state pro-
vide an occasion to do so, In fact, even regional nertworking among microcredit as-
sociations is impeded by hierarchies among the NGOs, Thus, we need to ask how it
is possible tp find opportunities for insernational feminist linkages in the context of

transnational organizational webs.

We did field work in two locations using participant observation, interview, and
document analysis methods. From the Unired States, we examined USAID’s official
policy through repors, policy statements, and congressional addresses produced by
its head office in Washingron, D.C., and we participated in an international micro-
credit conference held in 1999 in Chicago, Illinois: 4T essons without Borders:
Women Mean Business.” From Morocco, we conducred a case study of a USAID-
sponsored NGO, the Moroccan Solidarity without Borders Association. This re-
search was conducted in December 2000, through interviews with organization
leaders, agents who administer the loans, and women who receive the Joans. We
also observed two of seven microcredit cenrers where women come to pay their
loans, visited with clients in their homes, and analyzed NGO and Moroccan gov-
ernment documents,

Our study begins by looking at USAID in the United States context with an
analysis of its head office policy and its Chicago conference. In this section, we
highlight the principal elements of USAID microcredit philosophy and the way it
reflects the interests of the North. We also teveal how this philosophy is adapted
and articulated by world microcredit leaders as they gacher for the conference.
From there, we move to Morocco and explore the dynamics of USAID microcredic
programs in the South. We examine the complicared nerwork of local and interna-
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tional actors shaping the operations of a grassroots microcredic NGO, Then we
trace the series of events thar shifis the relarion between USAID and the NGO, and
creates different tensions for NGO leaders and clients. We conclude by empha-
sizing the disjuncrure between the forr?nation of microcredit policy in the North
and its implementation in the South,% and the obstacles this process poses for

wansnational feminist activism through NGOs,

A View of USAID in the First Warld

USAID is one of many incernational funding organizations from the United Staes
that supports women’s development activities worldwide. Whar makes this one
unique, however, is thar ir is sponsored by the U.S. government. USAID began its
formal commitment to women's issues in 1973, when the Foreign Assistance Act
was amended to include the incorporation of women into national economies as
part of the foreign aid policy (Lycette 1999). Shorcly after, USAID set up an Office
of Women in Development (WID), which was crucial in eliminating many of the
egregious male biases in USAID policy thar had existed to chat poinr, For example,
the agency began collecting data on women as well as men, and including women
in programs that had previously been rcsérved for men. In addition, the WID office
developed specific programs to cnhanci: the role of women in the development
process, such as those on family plannjné and educational enhancement,

The Philosaphy of Microcredit

Microcredit, or a small-business loan, is the primary economic component of the
WID agenda. In this paradigm, access t0 credit for running otte’s own business is
seen as the best strategy for promoting labor market opportunity for women, The
ideological rationale for such an agenda is rooted in a neoliberal framework in
which empowerment is achieved rhrougﬂ individual means. Ir is a botrom-up ap-
proach to development, in which women are responsible for raising their own eco-
nomic status by means of small amounts éf cash. In such a framework, there is little
consideration for structural barriers to r:h}at process or any collective responsibility
by the state, NGOs, sacial service organiz_jatinns, or athers. Moreaver, it is a policy
that focuses narrowly on women, someth;nes withour regard for the larger context
of their families, social networks, or communities,

Thus, the practical aim of the prograj‘m has been to raise the participation of
women in self-employment to that of mc?n. WID stipulates: “Country strategies,
projects and programs should be designed 5o that . . . the percentage of women who
receive benefits would be in approximate i)roportion to their traditional participa-
+ tion in the activity or their proportion oif the population—whichever is greater”
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(Lycette 1999, 2). In other words, gender parity is the officially scat::d prior.ity for.
women's economic empowerment. What is interesting about the mJ.CrC.IC[Cdlt pro-
gram, however, is that WID shifred from a view that “microcrcduf is good for
women” to a view that “women are good for microcredit.” .Not only did WID start
to target women as recipients for the program, bur it decided to make these pro-

grams predominantly female. In a report to the U.S. Congress, WID directors stated,

USAID’s Microenterprise Development programs . . . bri.ng‘a special fcfcus )
on women. Overall, USAID supports loans and business services for a clien-
tele of microentrepreneurs that is mare than 50 percent fcm?lfz. In many
cases, women constitute up to 90 percent of entrepreneurs receiving .serwccs

of loans for business development. In recent years, this has translated into ap-
proximately $150 million a year focused on women business owners. USAID

has maintained this focus on women as entrepreneuss for over a decade and
will continue to do so in future programming. (USATD 1999, 20)

The question becomes, then, If the larger USAID mission is for pm{varﬁc{rzle repre-
semiation of women to that of the larger population or the economic activicy, wh.y
are microcredit programs weighted to faver women? With muc‘h candidness, 1’:hc di-
rector of USAID notes, “In microenterprise, there was no pan:fcular c?mpcﬂxng -
rionale, at least in the 1970s and eatly 1980s, for a focus on improving the lot.of
women cn::‘rcp:cncurs. [Yer] . . . when women were included in m.xcroenterpnsc
projects (initially, inadvertently), we saw very strong performance: hlgh rep;ym;.;t
rates, good project success” (Lycette, 1799, 2-3). Thus, ti‘xc moﬂvazmu or ;
focus on women has less to do with any philesophical commitment to “women an
development” than with practical issues of loan repayment and program success.
Indeed, the relarion of USAID to its own funding source, the U:S. government,
is an important factor in how WID orients its policy. Becal:lsc of its quest for ex-
ternal legitimacy;, USATD seeks to prove its “success”—both in terms of global rep-
resentation of its programs and financial security of the loans. One of the
immediate effects of the WID policy agenda is a passion for nl.u;lbcrs. USAID
Jeaders aim to illustrate thar microcredit has reached the largest n‘uml?er ?f women
possible around the world. Their documents on women’s partitnpanon in micro-
credit read like stock marker reports: “During 1996, USAID microenterprise pro-
grams in 54 countries supported more than 300 institutions. More than 1 million
clients were reached . . . with the average loan size abour $300—fno.re than two-
thirds of the clients were women” (USAID n.d.-c). Indeed, qua.flumuve measures
are used exclusively as indicators of womens empowerment. In its report © q?n—
gress, WID lists its measures of program success as the numbcl: of chcm:s. receiving
small business loans, gross educational enrollments by sex, increases in annual
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achievement test scores by third-graders, the percentage of women voters who vore
in elections, and similar measures (USAID 1999), WID is particularly proud of the
program in Moroceo, where success is measured in terms of “the number of busi-
ness licenses granted 1o women.” Under this framewotk of getting as many women
as possible involved in microcredir, the success of the program is defined in purely
quantitarive terms—rather than in the guality of womer's lives. Neglecr of the larter
issue leads to many unintended consequences for how the programs affect womer's
daily lives. Problems are also evident in the way USAID regulates the terms and
conditions of funding for microcredit programs in NGQOs.

The Terms and Conditions of Microcredit Programs

One of the most significant effects of the WID discourse for NGOs in Third World
countries is the issue of gender within the funding requirements. USAID has re-
cently included the nurhber of women participating in the program as a condition
for support: “The extent to which field Missions are addressing gender issues in
their programming can now be a factof in how much funding they receive for fu-
wure programming” (Lycette, 1999, 4), With such a condition, NGOs are effec-
tively discouraged from including men in their programs, While such a plan sounds
as if it would help women, it can have the opposite effect on their household dy-
namics, as we will illustrace below:

Another consequence of the WID discourse is that ##formal sector programs are
favored over those in the firmal sector, even though the conditions of the informal
work are insecure and cherc are often serious risks to women’s safety (Boris and
Priigl 1996; Collins and Gimenez 1990). However, development programs rend to
favor this type of work for microcredit, since informal-secror jobs are already widely
available to women, and are much easier to promote than formal-secror jobs. A
USAID palicy statement asserts, “Special programs of non-formal education and
vocational training must be provided ro help these women develop skills for em-
ployment in the formal secror and increased income earning opporruniries in the
informal secror” (USAID 1982). Formal-sector jobs are included in the general
plan, but only in terms of “non-formal educarion and vocational training”—in
other words, premarker skill enhancemtj:nt rather than market-based marerial sup-
pore. Thus, it is enly in the informat secrjor thar USAID provides financial resources
in the form of microcredit loans. The problematic aspect of this approach is thar
USAID enhances women's opportunitiejs in highly erratic and unprotected sectors
of the economy, rather than through Job creation in the more secure and unionized
sector of the formal economy.

A third conditien of funding that jcmcrgcs from this agenda is a particular
arrangement for disbursing microcredit loans to women entrepreneurs called the

“solidarity group.” Rather than pr
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oviding loans to individual women, USAID re-

quires that loans be allocared to small groups. A regional report explains the rario-

nale for this:

Microenterprise development is an economic strategy well-suited to focal

urban communities. Lending to groups rather than individuals creates group

solidarity, which, in turn, harnesses peer pressure and peer support. It also
mpowerment of local communities through

represents an opportunity for e
] access to capital, (USAID n.d--2)

education and training, not just

' these programs promise that group lending will
ong poor women; microcredic will |-JE con-
Jucive to and complementary to other development programs, like cducatt;on a;xi
training; and finally, giving microcredit to groups of women will en]:fancc ct zodjs‘
munity as 2 whole. Indeed, there is a raken-for-granted an.d. un:cﬂec;ve tcl;in? o
courses such as thesc that fails to consider the incongruities of su thpc: cu:smiscS
the lived experiences of women receiving the loans.lln fact, few of these pirli: s
are fulfilled in the case of the Moroccan women in our study, as we W o
below; solidarity groups create as much tension as they do r:ol-:u-:smr;; rmr:_r?c::in
creates so much work for women that it overshado.m the p'osmbl.ln:y o 1 pamcxf lowg-
in other development programs; mareover, microcredit ulum-ate y tll:llz
income families in their socioeconomic position rather n.ha.n enabling mobility. )
Finally, ic is important to note that, couched within t‘hesc grand Pj:m:;cd -
ments of support for poor women in Third World countries, there a;;: 05 ;
hints of tension in USAID policy when it comes to the loS:al NGOs thar represen
such women. This is particularly wrue of USAID's orientation toward grasstoots or-
ganizations, which is sometimes articulated in distrustfil terms:

Under the rhetoric of “solidaricy;’

. a3
promote cohesion and “support” am

Typically, organizations selected to undertake income-generating acn:nbes
for women have had litdle technical expertise and yer have l:v.t:t:n‘se:lc::nzth e
cause they are organizations exclusively of women, The D!.:)JCCI:I.VC'SIOF ﬁesc
programs tend to be welfare-oriented and ill-defined; tht:l-r actfwmcs often
fail to provide women with real opportunities‘for generating mcomcfo.\rt:f
the long term. AID should support the upgr:%d.mg and fl.c\'t:lopment ?al1;n;.
plementing insticutions based on their technical capa.bﬂlty or ?o:o;:nu "
pertise, AID will support the funding of women-specific organizations only
to the extent that they meet with this criterion. (USAID 1982, 11)

irse World funding agencies—has a tendency

— i other B as
Indecd, USAID—like many they consider “responsible” versus "irre-

to differentiate NGOs according to what
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sponsible” local associations when it comes to managing money and instituting mi-
crocredic programs. The implicit bias in these categorizaions is that “technical ex-
pertise” is often valued over being “women specific,” Moreover, the former qualities
are more often found in the wealthier, state-supported NGOs than in the poorer,
autonomous ones. Indeed, “responsibility” is determined not se much in terms of
representing the interests of grassroots women but in terms of financial and bureau-
craric viability. Such categorizations are harmful because they conuibute to the hi-
crarchies among local NGOs, which is a cenrral issue in our analysis here.

Organizing for Microcredit in Chicage

In the summer of 1999, USAID hosted the Second Annual Intérnational Women's
Business Conference in Chicago. The conference is connected to a particular initia-
tive of USAID called “Lessons without Borders,” established in 1994 through a col-
laboration of USAID Administrator Brian Atwood and former vice president Al
Gore. The purpose was to promote an exchange berween policy planners and com-
munity activists across national borders, to share development strategies, and find
murual solurtons to a variety of problems, like those of health care and education.
The program’s inrerest in microcredit lcql to the esmblishment of an annual confer-
ence with the theme “Women Mean Business: A Global Exchange.” _

Whar this event shows with respect to our study is how WID discourses were ar-
ticulared and reproduced on a global scale. Indeed, the neoliberal formula for
women's empowerment was appropriated by policymakers and local business-
women alike. In addition, many of the USAID policies were legitimared with new
discourses not necessarily present in the organization’s formal documents, Finally,
even the most economically marginalized women at the conference reproduced this
agendsa as well, illustrating the power of the discourse as it rravels the globe.

The Participants

The participants of the meeting reflected the global elite of microcredit campaigns,
Several hundred politicians, businesspeople, and acrivists {mostly female) from 30
countries attended. The conference also included a number of high-profile
speakers, including Queen Rania of Jordan, USAID Ambassador Harriet C. Bab-
bire, Iilinois Senator Richard Durbin, anjd—via videotaped message—former first
lady Hillary Rodham Clinton, The majotity of the other speakers were microcredit
planners; bank representatives, reprcsent_jativcs of consulting companies, govern-
ment officials, and leaders of nonprofit service organizations or NGOs, In addicion,
there were a few microcredit recipients—the “exemplary” ones—who had received
loans and achieved grear success with them, Conspicuously absent from spealdng
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were the intended beneficiaries of USAID microcredit. Ac-

in these meetin | ,
- . t program, Lessons without Borders

ing to its stated goals for the microcredi s
;c;:cth;ii'l isto “assistg;:he efforts of the poor, especially women (USAIP n.d.;:;
However, few of these people were represented as speakers in the 25 sessions a; s
cvent. Racher, members of USAID-sponsored NGOs, flown in fror.n.arou.n) :
world {and who constituted roughly twao-thirds of the conferer‘xcc ??mmpamis dwcr
meant to observe the “experts” rather than talk with them. Th;lﬁ djs!uncmrc edtoa
number of tensions and contradictions in ardculating womens policy serategies.

Discourses of the Global Elite

Speakers at the large-scale events of the conference———.l:he kcyno're and plenary sesc-l
sions—invoked the individual-based, neoliberal paradigm regarding tht‘ sou;ces a.;l X
solutions of women’s economic disadvantage. Several presentess emphasnzid :;ru
central problem for women is restricted access to capirtal. For e.;cam;; e, o E:Z_.
 Clinton spoke of women being turned away from banks, and Am assa or b
emphasized that women worldwide are left out of economic decision-m ngt )
processes. Maria Otero of Accion International remarked that less r.ha? 10 pr:lllrc: N
of self-employment credic loans are given to women and thar, there ore, wha iy
needed is to “value women’s contributions in business, expand women's economt

and bring an urgency to women's business worldwide,” Thus, the pre-

.t
ot o rrunities ro credir,

iling ide Y inarion involves blocked oppo
vailing ideblogy of women's subordinarion invo :
Ingtum ifgga.rriers to capital are the problem, then small-business loans are the
solution. Even when some speakers expressed the need for a variery of strategies to

i i i icle. Queen
empower women, they still pointed to microcredit as the central vehicle. Q

Rania stated, in her keynote address,

There are many ways to increase women's economic opportunities. . . . I;&
key component is expanding access to credit. Microfinance has proven tothee
an experience worth being shared and further developed throughour

woild, Numerous communities are beginning to bepefit from outf:omes,
and we should look into ways to expand its effects as a rool for socic-eco-

nomic development. (Rania 1999)

Tndeed, the general tone of the conference reflected this unquestioning support for
microcredic and its potendial. o
The discourses by these world leaders also reflected a new lcgmmanon.of 'rhe
der focus of microcredit programs, which involved a particular charactc.nz:'mon
ﬁ?;'omen’s innase abilities in managing business mattess. Many speakers suzjlmil}i
commented on women’s strengths in juggling muldiple demands—and s
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achlcv.mg.amazing feats. Ambassador Babbitr cited women's talent in “multitasking”
as their biggest competitive advantage as entrepreneurs. Likewise, one of the m :
p;pular spcet.:he; came from the representative of Shorebank A’dviscrry Sc:nricct::t
:; Eal;s;ti:l an image Ero.m Bangladesh to capture this theme. She described a postez"
,a gcrddcss with many hands, each rending to 2 different task simultan
ously: one caring for children, one coé)king dinner, one carrying water, one mrine-
-for her husbanc%, and yet another running a streer vending business. :I'his Laxmgi
image was then invoked by speaker after speaker in the subsequent presentati
a model of how capable women are in handling microcredic. ? o
Whaﬁ is especially notable abour this discourse, however, is the way it used i
conjunction with “poor, Third World women” and the context of development. I;n
deed, the valorization of poor women's skills in “single-handedly” solvin: pthe.ir .
!Jroblcms (as well as chose of their families) reinforces the notion that degvelo ot
is best treated from the bottom up, and that woman should be startin. P:::t
(UNIFP:".M 2000). When phrased in these terms, poor women are consmitid ;
supcrbt':mgs who are inherentdy capabltﬁ of avercoming the entire weight of devela .
ment fmgl:—handcdly—r_hat is, pending their microcredit disbursement. In suchp-
scenario, why should anyone ask men, the state, unions, or intemationai bodi .
interfere? Bur as flattering as it may seem to praise women's multiple skills tliisc'sdm
ology has problemaric implicarions in justifying development schemes rjhat ; .
m}u:h of the responsibility on women. Ultimarely, this rhetoric of the sclf-emp -
ering Third World woman provides a rarionale—where before there was lizd poi:v .
the women-cenrered policies of USAID, —

Vo.ices from Below: Reproducing'tﬁe Discourses

l:E'Zl:.ven tei;ough th.cre were few o;.)pommipics to hear from the microcredit recipients
ﬂ::tsh ;:s S::n tin:h event, the voices we chd hear from the Third World tended to re-
: emes. The small-business and NGO leaders from industrializin
countries reproduced the uncritical discourses regarding microcredit and its role l.E
development. From Bolivia, a microcredit director said that “loan giving would
l:rm.k the cycle of dependency among the poor,” and that women mcrclygneed o
seize opportunities” and “take risks” to enhance their economic power. A leader of
a0 entrepreneur association in Ghana pointed out tensions of infrastrucrure and in-
Ecrnauonal debt in her country, but u!timatcly advocated strategies of buildin,
networks for partnerships” and “sharing of information on the availability of go df
and tcc.lm.ology" rather than any material or structural changes in poliqr.ty .
The discourses of nonwhite speakers from the United States also reinforced the
self:'-cmpowcring themes of poor women. An African-American entrepreneur de-
scrllbcd the astounding hurdles she overcame to build a successful busli)ncss in the

Tho Limits of Mictocradit ot

food industry—Michele Foods. She began asa divorced, welfare-dependent, single
mother of three girls, who wanted to starc a business. After selling all of her posses-
sions for startup capital, she moved into her mother’s house, where she manufac-
tured products in the basement. After surviving years of hard physical work—and a
brain tumor—she finally achieved a nationally recognized business. She ateributes
this success o the multigenerational contributions of the women in her family,
once again legitimizing the norion that poor women are expected to build their
own support necworks when enduring severe hardships.

The purpose of this discussion is not to place blame on these women micro-
credit leaders, because many of them have devoted cheir lives to increasing opporru-
nities for underprivileged women—some at much personal cost. For example, 2
woman from Latin America described how she was stigmatized by colleagues and
society for just proposing the idea of loans for the poor. Similarly, although many of
the proposed solutions for women's cconomic problems rended to be at the indi-
vidual rather than structural level, they are still important in breaking the isolation
for women entreprencurs. This was articulated well by a South African construction
contractor who said she had never met another female business owner in her
country, much less from other regions of the world.

Instead, the aim of the discussion is to examine how the subtle and not-so-
subtle dynamics of a conference such as this coalesce to reinforce the WID agenda
of microcredit. One key factor is the lack of represenration by microcredir recipi-
ents at the WID conference, Another is the fack of eritical perspectives toward mi-
crocredit, There were few forums in the conference to express alternative views to
this prevailing ideology, nor any events to discuss the philosophy or implementa-
tion of microcredit programs. There were sessions, however, on business strategy,
technology, and human capacities, but no sessions on how to run a microcredit
program or what some of the obstacles might be. Thus, this conference illustrares
how USAID policy is being formed and supported at the First World level, and
how cven Third World microcredit leaders are adopting this dominant discourse

leading to its exportation around the world.

A View of USAID in the Third World

We illustrate some of the difficulties of rransporting these policies overseas and im-
plementing them at the grassroots level through the case of the Moroccan Associa-
tion for Solidarity without Borders (AMSSF), a USAID-funded, grassroots
microcredit organization in Morocco. We argue thar the obstacles faced by AMSSF
are rooted in the ideology of microcredit, and in the rransnational bureaucratic web
in which it must operate. We also argue tha the resulting tensions are experienced
differently by AMSSF leaders and AMSSF clients: Organizational leaders feel strain
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as they attempe to maintain and expand their grassroots service organization within
a hierarchy of NGO, state, and foreign actors; members feel strain as they negotiate
the demands of microenterprise activities, with those of the NGO programs, their
families and households. ‘

AMSSF started its activiry in 1989 as a sociocultural NGO in the city of Fez.
Originally, it provided training progtams in sewing and embroidery, bur this meta-
morphosed into a microcredit program in 1993 when some members wanted to set
up an individual microenterprise, In order to respond to the community, AMSSF
leaders sought USAID funding, Wich this support, AMSSF increased its member-
ship from two clients to abour 600 over the period of 1993 to 1997, and eventually
to about 2,000 berween 1997 and the present {the relevance of these periods will
become clear below),

- The major activity for which AMSSF clients seek microcredit is informal trade,
which is the case in many other regions of the world as well (Blumberg 2001).
Many of the clients are poor immigrants from rural regions around Morocco, who
end up geographically isolated in the suburbs of Fez where job opportunities are
particularly scarce. Therefore, many travel at least once a week to the Spanish
border in northern Morocco (fig. 12.1) to buy European wholesale goods (espe-
cially clothing, home furniture, and auto parts) thar are cheaper than those made in
Merocco because there are no raxes. The rest of the week, ‘microcntrcpreneurs com-
mure £o various regions of Moroceo, primarily to the rural areas near Fez, where
they sell their goods to retailers ar open matkets.

These women receive loans ranging from 200 DH ($20) to 1,500 DH ($150)
to support such activities. There are many conditions and requirements for these
loans, Payments mus be submitted on a weeldy basis, and no matrer the amount of
the loan, the roral reimbursement is due within a period of four maonths, If loans
are paid off in this time period, the client is eligible for another loan of a higher
amount. The maximum loan, however, for any individual at any point in their
membership with the organization is 1,500 DH. (The loan amounts and require-
ments change when AMSSF switches its sponsor organization, so thar its current
policies are slightly different). Another imporeant condition (which does not
change} is thar loans are provided only to groups of five—not to individual micro-
entrepreneurs. Thus, there is one loan per group, and one payment per group. If
onc member of the group is not ready to repay the loan on time, the other members
must pay for hec/him. a

At present, the organizarional structure of AMSSF includes a central adminis-
trative office and seven service centers around the country, at which 22 agents di-
rectly manage the loans. These agents ofteh make individual trips to each member’s
home. Aside from microcredit programs, AMSSF also offers development programs
in lireracy, health, and rights. '

The Limits of Microgradit

The Context: A Transnational Web of Aid

AMSSF grew as an organization through a complex web of tr'ans?auona.l :;n}j k::i
actors. Although it starred as an autonomous grass-roofs ?rgam_za:un prc:;.{rlits iti -
crocredit for poor entrepreneirs, it was able to mainwain n:.selfan 'clean e
ties only through international support. There are scve.rgl mtcmatlo::h an 1n oo
actors in- the story of AMSSF (see fig. 12.2). The ﬁi:st is USAID. In dj: ear] }rwam m;
USAID sought to provide development assistance m.Moroctfu bur did not e
deal directly with the public. Rather, its interest was 1n working 1;hrc:ug%:lmc:E i lgt .
organizations, which it considered more m:pcricnc?d and tr‘l.-IStWDrd'lY. Usj:;]; ;0_
rurned to the second group involved in this scenario—the big NGOs. : P '
vided funds to one big NGO—Cathelic Relief Services (CRS}), a U.S.-}l:ase (;.::h :
wide organization operaﬁng with offices in Morocco among other narions -
created and allocated funds to another NGO—the Mo

dine 1992). CRS, in rurn, .
roc;n Association for Solidarity and Development (AMSED). AMSED is another

big NGO, but one that has more familiaricy with grassroots organizations betrer

its local origins in Morocco. N
e bec;:s:}:uosi AMSED dgol:s not have direct contact with clients, it in turn
another organization. This was AMSSFz a
O web—the small NGOs, AMSSF is consid-
r its grassroots orientation, AMSSF

However,
delegated this responsibility to yet
member of the third group in the NG
ered suc};' partly because of its size, but more fo

3

PFIGURE 12.1: Jnformal Trading Routes of Moroccan Wamen.



" .
WOMEN'S ACTIVIBN AND BLOBALIZATION

‘:::1 ;3p:un;;12[:t f;(: dscumng' ;1}{: ax}cilsn;nfﬁagng the microcredit progtams, with the fi-
‘ versight o . Put togeth i i
indmg ;v;dn; I:s follows: Microcredir funds were tgra.nscgr:c: EE?;K;;I :faénRgf
en to D, which would make decisions :
money, and finally to AMSSF for hﬁplemen:ation?i'gltts}: ::::i;:fg;n gsti;)us; o
not have direct influence on AMSSF in this scheme, USAID is acti e
of both funds and pelicies. ' , e the soues
Th::rc are additional actors in this scheme that make the chain more ev
complicated. One is another big NGO called “Zakoura,” This NGO hascI::1 nin
Morcho for quite a while, but started its Fez operations in 1996. It is an im, ot
player in this scene, because it is the only other major microcredic assoc:iatiorl: znrt;m
and hasa IfluCh larger membership than AMSSE This is in part because it hase;
h?.rger.ﬁmd.mg base through local private-sector sponsorship alongside international
z.ud. Finally, the last actor in the web—but not by any means the least inﬂuenr.ialn
: utic statlc. The Muroccan.govemmcnt, specifically the arm of the Minisery of In-
ry,'p ays a la.'rse part in casting the relarions among the various NGOs b;
enhancing the Jegitimacy of some over others. o
Complicated as it is, this bureaucratic web benefits many of the gmu;; in-

Internztional Organizations
(USAID)
{CRS)

N\

The State

/

Intermediary Local NGOs
(AMSED)
{(Al-Amana)

Grﬁssrnots Local
' NGO
(AMSSF)

FIGURE 12.2: Links among Actors in the Tranmational Organizational Web.
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volved. First, it benefits rransnational otganizadions like USAID because it is able to
work through organizations that are locally based bur sill highly controllable. (In-
deed, some foreign associations create their own NGOs with Moroccan names in
order to mask their outsider identity). Second, the state benefits because it gains the
artention and funding of international organizations. Third, the big NGOs benefit
by gaining favors from the state {such as training, housing and infrastructure, and
indirect access to government funds) as well as international assistance and visibilicy
from groups like USAID and the United Nations. For the small NGOs, however,
the benefirs are not 50 straighcforward. Although they gain access to funding un-
available otherwise, they also experience strains from the complicated hierarchical
relationship of the other actors. However, this situation impacts AMSSF leaders
and their female clients in different ways.

Tensions for AMSSF Leaders Seeking Ald

AMSSF leaders quiclly learned that mediaring relations in the NGO web was not
easy. They also fearned that this web is dynamic, changing, and requires frequent
adaptations. Thus, the rensions for AMSSF leaders can be characterized by two

stages.
The Ea:Iy Stage: Braving the Lengthy and Hierarchical NGO-1GO Chain

The first stage was based upon the USAID-CRS-AMSED-AMSSF chain, which
the members of AMSSE describe as “painful” and “fruscrating,” They recount the
experience of seeking money through this maze as hierarchical, hegemonic, rigid,
and slow. AMSED, they explain, “had no contacr with the grassroots and their own
needs.” On the whole, AMSED procedures did not take into accounr the concrete
problems faced by the organization or the real needs of microentrepreneuss. This
underlying tension generated many practical strains for AMSSE leaders.

One major problem was maintaining the financial base of rthe organization.
Most troublesome were the procedures for funding subventions from AMSED.
Rather than providing funds on a regular basis (i.e., annually; as other NGOs did),
or even on a soliing basis according to the needs of the clients, AMSED would
renew fanding to AMSSF anly when all of the clients had repaid their loans. The in-
rention was to ensure AMSED's financial security. However, the erratic narure aof
these procedures created many problems for AMSSE directors. They had to nego-
tiate the conditions of artribution of new Joans and urge AMSED 1o provide them
almost daily. Complicating this dynamic was the dependence of AMSED on CRS
subventions, and in turn, the dependence of CRS on USAID funding. This meant
a highly constricted flow of funding,



208 WOMEN'S ACTIVISM AND BLOBALIZATION

A second major problem for AMSSF leaders was a lack of autonomy in man-
aging the loans for their clients. AMSED did not allow the local directors to have
independence in terms of the procedures for the loans or the reimbursements,
Rather, AMSED had o comply with the rules abour repayment as described, The
consequences for clients were grave, with AMSSF unable to maintain continuous
loans to its clients—even the most responsible ones, Directors frequently had to cut
off funds and suspend their activities unril new funds were provided by AMSED.
This policy became, in effecr, 2 sanction for che most successful clienrs of AMSSE
The president of AMSSF stated that her organization was trapped between the de-
mands of the seekers of microcredir, the urgency of their financial needs, and the
constraints imposed by AMSED,

The third major problem was blocked access to microcredit management and
training. Because AMSED focused its supéort in monetary terms only, AMSSF was
left struggling for informational resources. This problem was exacerbated by the
fact that AMSED became an obstacle berween AMSSF and other transnational
women’s organizations. Being the bigger and more legitimate NGO, AMSED had
firsthand access to training programs, networks, and conferences hosted by interna-
tional groups, and it rescrved the spaces for its own staff, Consequently, AMSSF be-
came increasingly marginalized from the internarional networks, and suffered from
lack of exposure to management knowledge and training necessary for its micro-
credit program, |

On the whole, then, AMSSF leaders objected in chis early stage to the under-
lying philosophy of AMSED policies. This philosophy, asserted the president of
AMSSE, “stems from the idea that people cannor be erusted and are not responsible.
The local actors are not considered ready to deal with the questions of money man-
agement, and the grassroots population are not considered mature enough to use
the loans in an effective manner.” Changing the procedures became a source of con-
flice berween AMSSF and AMSED, as the proposals for organizational change by

AMSSF leaders were rejected. As we will show next, such conflices lead to the sever-
ance of the financial relationship berween USAID and AMSSE, but not an end to
their interactions within the microcredit scéue in Morocco.

The Later Stage: Intensified Competition for Clients

In the late 1990s, three crucial events transformed the bureaucratic web: a change
in AMSSF's outlook toward its sponsors, a change in USAID's approach roward
microcredit NGOs in Morocco, and a change in Morocean state laws regarding mi-
crocredit NGOs, Though the culmination of these events had some liberating ef-
fects for AMSSE, it ultimarely meant new forms of subordination as the NGO
‘political constellation shifted into a new hegemonic partern.

The Limits of Microcradit m

The first disruption in the original NGO relationship occurred \.vhcn AMSSF
leaders sought new funding sources, They turned to the United Nations Develop-
ment Program, which they believed had some advantages ov?r.USAII.)-AM_SED
support. The biggest improvement was in the financial securities—with the Ud1:~1
program, subventions are direcsly transferred o AMSSF rfmhcr than th:ou;?r,h medi-
ating NGOs, In addition, funds are transferred on a predictable yca:l)r.basls, rather
than sporadically when client loans are paid. Loan amounts were also increased, so
that AMSSF leaders could raise the range of disbursements to 500 DH ($50) ‘m‘
4,000 DH ($400). On wop of this, AMSSF experienced much more auronomy in
running its programs. Leaders were allowed to participate in framing the.rerms of
the contract with their sponsorship organization and were given greater indepen-
dence in managing their client loans. . o

Another important benefit to the new arrangement was in improving links to
other transnational women's organizations. The UN program reserved money for
training and participation in conferences, which allowed AMSSF direct.ors accs’ss 0
information and networking at the transnational level. Thus, almost IID.I:IJ‘CdlatC.l}'
after the partnership with this funding source, AMSSF was able ro participate in
two international conferences—one in Bolivia and one in Lebanon-—through a mi-

. crocredir training program called Microstart. The knowledge gleaned from these

training segsions was fundamental in equipping AMSSP.sta{ff with; management
skills for running the organization, and also in repositioning its pol-Lm:al relaton-
ship to the Eiggcr NGOs. Members of AMSSF expressed the impact in these terms:
“Before the workshops we did not know what was going on around the world, es-
pecially in terms of procedures, problems, and solutions. Buc as soam 25 we came
back, we decided to impart to AMSED our own conception about D:LICEOL?IEC[.II," and
to fight against the existing assumptions about our capacities an‘cl clients.” By
gaining a comparative view of the different agencies and funding programs,
AMSSF leaders took a crucial step in promoting a new self-image and gained a
clearer picture of the bureaucratic web they were opcrating‘in and oi:' their own
power to negotiate new relationships among the different funding agencies. IndECf:L
a concrete indicator of the success of this new partnership is demonstrated in
AMSSP’s leap in membership—it was able to go from 600 to 2,000 clients. Sall,
the unformunate fact is thar many new tensions arose in this period.

The second event thar happened around this time was a change in USAID's ap-
proach to microcredit programs in Morocco. Specifically, the policy chzfnge?l from
supporting small local NGOs thraugh bigger ones to 2 policy of creating z.nr own
NGO, which would be under USAID's direct control would be provided with di-
rect funds. This resulted in 1997 in the creation of Al Amana. This is a very large
NGO—at 30,000 members——set up in Fez as a first step in broadening its scope o
the entire Moroccan region, Having such an expansive organization meanc that



i
i WOMENR'S ACTIVISM AND ELOBALIZATION

many new women nationwide were incorporated in microcredit programs.

The impact on AMSSE, however, was a new source of strain in the form of com-
petition for clients. Although some degree of competition existed previously between
AMSSF and Zakoura, the inception of Al Amana now meant the introduction of a
third—and very powerful—organizarion with the same goals, Therefore, in order
to sustain their organizations, all three began to vie for areracting the same popula-
tien of microcredit women—even if it meant overlapping memberships among the
clientele. This competicion has costs for the larger organizarional goals as well. As
one agent of AMSSF pur ir, “The competition among the three NGOs to have
clients for their respective programs is considered more important than the objec-
tives of development and reduction of poverty.” Indeed, NGOs have to give pri-
ority 1o the quantty of clients over the quality and philosophy of their
development projects. ,

The third event that exacerbared tensions was a new otientation toward NGOs
by the state. In 1999, the Ministry of Industry established a law that imposed a series
of bureaucratic requirements on microcredit associations. Previously, the Moroccan
government had “officially” forbidden the allocation of foreign funds to local yni-
crocredic NGOs (although it often occurred informally). Therefore, the aim of the

“microcredit law” was to increase the starte’s ability to moniror and regulate their -

funding. Thus, while the law finally legalized the financial sponsotship from inter-
national sponsors, it also demanded an extensive amount of paperwork from the
local NGOs. AMSSF leaders now have to submit for governmental approval a pro-
posal and plan of operation, which are highly scrutinized and subject to alteration
and rejecrion. In addicion, the stare évcrsees the transfer of funds from interna-
tional agencies. Ironically, though AMSSF was able to shed several mediating
NGOs when it shifted its snfernational funding source, it gained a new national in-
termediary—the stare. Furthermore, this law forbids microcredit NGOs from im-
plementing any programs that are not “directly relared” to microcredit. The states
motivation here was to preclude antigovernment political organizing by Islamic
fundamentalists, Though this certzinly wasn't an issue for AMSSE, its leaders had to
restructure the organization because of the broadness of the law’s language. One re-
sult was that AMSSF had to creare a sister organization to handle its noneconomic
programs like health and literacy.

Finally, the law also creates new requirements for receiving government funds,
Many NGOs seek these loans to supplement those from internarional sponsors, but
eligibility requires proof of new and continuing clients to new regions of the
country, Tensions for AMSSF leaders arise because the criteria for state funding are
not adjusted to the individual capabilities of each NGO, bur rather are based on
the comparative successes of the NGO; as a group. This means that AMSSF has to
show that it is as “efficicnt” as Al Amana and Zakoura in order to acquire such
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funds. Indeed, further evidence of an uneven playing field is in the many tangible
and informal favors the state provides to Al Amana. For instance, Al Am;uf@l srart?d
its mission with a large, well-equipped office building and extensive tecl‘m.xcal assis-
tance—all gifts from the state; AMSSF starred out in a one-room ufﬁf:c in the base-
meat of church. Thus, the government’s role in legitimizing the big NGOs.and
supporting them with material benefits magnifies the hierarchies among the micro-
credit associations. This, in turn, magnifies the compedtion berween I?IGOs, which
then spills over onto the working women in AMSSF because thef f:hrector.s must
focus their efforts on augmenting the number of clients and the ability of clients to

repay their loans.
Tensions for AMSSF Clients

AMSSF members are especially aware of the highly problematic nacure of both
transnational microcredir policies and local organizational implemcutanc‘m_ f.m‘ poor
women like them, They cxplain thar women-in-development programs uuuat.ed in
the United Stares have many unintended consequences when put into practice in
the Morocco. Moreover, they show the rensions thar develop not only Emm.mtrfrna—
tional policy, state interests, and powerful NGOs, bur from the argzznmtzc{ml
leadlers thengselves. Thus, member women are subjected to pressures from. mulriple
levels, which somertimes intersect to create cyclical effects. Below we discuss the
main policy initiatives and organizational dynamics that have strained the member

worneil.

* Women as the Targeted Group

The first policy conflict for member women is with the focus on havi.ng a ‘prcdomf-
nandy female clientele, The end toward favoring women over men in m.u:'rocrcdlt
programs has taken off rapidly in the last decade. Al Amarta has 30,‘000 Cht?llts, o
which 53 percent are women (PlaNer 2001; Volunteers in Technical Assistance
2001), AMSSF has 2,000 members, of which 80 percent are won}cn, and ‘Zakoura
has 13,000 members, of which #// are women (Microcredit Summit Council 2001).
"The soucces of this mend are interconnectedly transnational, national, and local.
On the international scale, pushing women as the primary recipients has bcf:on?e
increasingly popular among transnational funding agencies. As we saw f:arllcr in
this chapter, USAID developed this focus during the 1980s a.nd‘sohdxﬁcd itasare-
quircment in the 1990s. Thus, this also became policy for its local NGO, Al
Amana, Similarly, AMSSE which was not originally geared roward women and had
no such regulation during its tenure of USAID funding, faced a requirement to
Eavor women for the first time when it sought funding from the UN Development
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Program in 1998. In the process, this has meant an entirely new set of characteris-
tics areribured to women and men: women are said to be responsible, serious, and
trustworthy (particularly with regard to handling business matters in microcredit
programs), whereas men are said to be careless and unreljzble. Moreover, women—
and in particular those from poor families—are identified as the main providers of
their family’s survival and well-being,

The Moroccan state is also implicared in this policy shift. It too has demon-
strated a remarkable change in its actitude toward women and microcredit. Histori-
cally, the state has defined women as peripheral to development and subordinare,
politically and financially, to men in the family. These notions are legalized in the
Moraccan “Codes of the Mudawwanah,” which are religious-based laws dating
back to 1957 (right after the country’s independence in 1956): Code 1 states that
the husband is the head of the family and for this reason (Code 36), the wife has to
show respect and obedience. Code 115 stipulates thar the hushand is responsible
for the financial security of his wife, regardless of her assers (Moulay R'chid 1991).
Whar is remarkable is how these legal proscriptions have endured despite their con-
tradicrions with women'’s roles in the larger sociery. For instance, women’s acrual
participation in the economy s considerably large at 35 percent {especially com-
pared with other Arab countries), Moreover, the Moroccan constitution {which is 2
separate from the Codes of Mudawwanah) presents a much more egalitarian notion
of male-fermnale relations within the family. Nonetheless, the conception of women
that has dominated state discourse is that of homemakers who are dependent on
men for their marerial needs and who are unimportant for socieral progress.

In the last decade, though, there has been a profound transformation in the
gender discourse of the state. Faced wich an increasing need for international
funding, the state has realigned its discourse to reflect that of international agencies,
The culmination of this discourse is that Ppaor women are now conceived of as the
agenss of development. The ideology is also reflected in the disconrse and policies at
the local level, with leaders of AMSSF reporting that women clients are more reli-
able than men ar paying back loans. The point, then, is thar there is a transnarional
dynamic tha reinforces the “women as most suitable microentreprencur” philos-
ophy among all these acrors. ‘

At face value, the policy of favoring women sounds like a reasonable one, How-
ever, the women of AMSSF report thar this agenda has a multitude of negarive con-
sequences. The most important of these is a shift in the burden of household
maintenance to women, and away from men. Microeredic may have increased
women’s ability to earn an income, but it has also increased their financial responsi-
bilities with regard to their families. Many are taking on the burden of being the
sole carner in the household. Beeause of this burden, as well as the intensity of the
payment schedule for the loans, women have to work even harder in their eco-
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nomic activities. This can be seen in the grueling schedule some (.:nf these ?’vo?nt}:ln
keep. In a typical trading day, a microcredit woman has the ﬁ?llomng roum::].:l she
carches a bus between 1 and 3 A.M.; sleeps on the bus; arrives at the no ::‘n
trading towns between G and 7 A.M.; purchases goods all day long; and rakes ael us
back home at 10 EM. The ocher days of the week, she leaves at 5 AM. ro travel o
local rural markets, sells goods during the day, and rerurns Ia.te in the evening, |
In contrast, men’s participation in this process is. limltet.:l--’sonj.c'tnmes tcl; ¥
dropping women off at the bus stop. Moreover, during S:fhmcs visits m‘l lcsc -
women’s homes, men were observed to be mostly slccp:ng. ofr.en unt; :::
morning. Although this may not be representative of all men’s behavm'r, hu:l a;hl
contributions to the households observed in this study appear to be'muum . This
is because working-class men have limited employment options, forcing them ulnli 1:[;
sort to marginal work (such as seasonal or part-time jctb‘s) or unemp.luymcnt SN
is 14.4 percent for men in Morocca). AMSSF’s policies conccmmgm:;i o no:
help to alleviate this situation: Nor only is r_[‘fere a v‘voman-focuscd a rtanr;:l-
policy, but also 2 “one member per family” policy. This means that won?';ci; mcf
bers cannot enlist their husbands in the program, preventing t.he possi ity o Ia
family business endeavor. Indeed, rather than allowing the participadon of multiple
household members, the program mandates that it is women alone who must run
i it business for the family.
mcgllzrz;ﬁt;u:h?s gender imbalai}lrce ate evident in natiolnal level. The prop;r-
rion of women as heads of household has increased deamarically over the last ev;.
decades—52 percent of poor households are now headed by women (Sccrcsary t;:
Stare 1999), compared to 20 percent in the early 1990s arfd 10 percent in the
1970s (Ministry of Employment and Social Affairs 1995). This trend is f:lso associ-
ared with increased social problems as evidenced by tht;-. fact that the Hliteracy rate
among those who head houscholds is almost twice a5 high among women {92 p;;.
cent) than men (53 percent) {Ministry of Employment and'Socml Affairs :[?9 d.
Nonetheless, women who head households are slightly more likely to ensure the ed-
ucation of their children: the percentage of children from female-headed hm.:is:
holds whe are in high school is 79 petcent, versus 71 percent from male-heade
households (Ministry of Economic Provision and Planning 1998?. ' - .
This points to a second consequence of women-focused policies: an increase
burden on daughters. Microenerepreneur womcn'a.re:_o&en: 50 c.o-nccrne.d.a?aom re-
1:;:;.)!-'ir1gt their loans that they involve the entire fzumly in thz.:n: trading acrivities, zvcn
though this practice is officially proscribed. Girls in part{cu..lar bear a EI'C-ZICEI Fc:}llls
responsibility in this situarion, taking pare in labor both inside and outside o :1
household. In many cases, daughters are often in charge of aff thc? housework an
must substicute for their mothers in trading when they become snc!r. or are absent
from work. During all three research visits to women’s homes for this study, young
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girls were observed to be busy doing housework or else involved in their mothers’
businesses. Many women testified that withour their daughters' help, they would
not be able to make ir. And though most of the women interviewed in this study
insisted thar their daughters go to school, one of them expressed how difficult it is
for daughrers to manage school duties with other chores, “My daughter cannot do
any homework during the day: She has to take care of everything because I am not
here, and when I come back I am very tired. She will do her homework during the
night when everybody is almost ready to go to bed.” Thus, young gitls in these sit-
uarions could be said to suffer from a ‘triple burden” of work, houschold, and
school duties in comparison to their mothers’ “double burden.”

A third consequence of women-focused policies is a diversion of working
women away from other development activities. The intense pressure of the loan
requirements leads women to focus all their energy and time on micracredir activi-
ties, to the exclusion of other programs and workshops. For instance, although
most women are illiterate, they have no time to benefit from the literacy programs
organized by AMSSF's sister organization. Ironically, AMSSF’s literacy program is
composed mostly of housewives and young girls, and has tremendous difficulties inx
attracting its own microentrepreneurs. Moreover, working women have no time for
additional programs, such as health workshops, job training sessions, and policical
rights seminars. In this way, the broader goals of women's empowerment are
eclipsed by the demands of microcredit.

One mighr say, then, that these policies have gone too far in favoring women.
Though rhey provide extensive oppormunities for women in the economy, it has
come at the expense of discouraging men’s participation, destabilizing intrahouse-
hold relations, and obstructing women's development in areas such as lireracy and
health care, (In Bangladesh, there are even more serious consequences; Grameen
Bank microcredit programs are said to be associated wich increased male violence

against women [UNIFEM 2000; S. C, White 2000]). In our case of AMSSE, these
programs play a major role in shifring family income responsibility from men to
women, and household labor responsibility from women to their educated daugh-
ters. In wurn, rather than enhancing women’s independence from the family struc-
ture, the microcredit programs reinforce the dependency of the family on women
and on the informal economy.

“Solidarity Groups™ as the Basis for Loans

Aside from these gender-based requirements, a second feature of the microcredit
programs causes tensions for women. These are the “solidarity” requirements, Quite
contrary to their name, these groups result in more tension among parricipants

than they do cohesion. Despite any philosophical morivation that NGOs have re-
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garding collective strategies for development, the practical n.uuiv':ltiun for t‘lu.s
policy is to use the women themselves as policing agents. The idea is thar partici-
pants monitor one another and thereby independently guarantee loan rcpayfmenl:
withour the organization gerting involved. Although there are many sources c::1 con-
flice within the groups, the most salient is derived from the nonpayment or delay in
e or more members of the group. ‘

Pay;[::incte]c)l}: :zr'mg Salime observarions at an AMSSF microc.redit. center, many
leaders of the solidarity groups reported tremendous difﬁcu}ues with one ot wo
members of their groups. They said that managing the conflicts rook 2 lot of ui
and energy, involving long negodations with the member who refused to ;:y.
one woman put it, “Violence does not give any result. You s'hould talk an ;;fi-
vince.” Indeed, some women stated that they had lost close friends bec:%use of this
money issue. The AMSSF's attirude toward this issue do-es not help the siruation, :
it has a policy of not getting involved in intragroup tensions, and ﬁ.lrthcrmorc; Pr-m
vides no training in conflict resolution. It is completely up to the group to solve

own problems.
Exclusion of Men from Women's Solidarity Groups

Yet another spurce of strain for women is the policy ccnccm'u}g t[:lc gender comiz;-
sition of the solidarity groups. Because 20 percent of AM?SF s clients are men, ‘ e
issue arises as to the placement of men and women in various groups. Teusu;ns e-
velop when the solutions of organizers conflict wich those of tht‘t mcmbersc.1i or tc;:;
_ample, although the international sponsors make no reg111=mofzs rega; ng
gender specificity of the solidarity groups, AMSSFE dlrcctorst &.icmded 10 segrcgat;
the groups by gender. Among the main reasons for such a decision were st;r;;)type
assumptions about people of rural and poor backgrounds. Managcr.s 0 .:l pciio-
gram assumed that female clients practice seclusion and d?crefore dt?suc.sncl 5-
cance from nonfamilial men. Accordingly, having men in the sohdanty‘glrotps
would be problematic because of the need for frequent contact and home visits be-
mbers to organize payments. _ '
mcgoi;frimy woxri?l stalie:d. that they would prcf:er to ha.ve men in their
groups. One reason is that they receive visits from male microcredit ageins. 4]:,5 part
of the routine of lodn oversight, AMISSF agents make pe.rson‘al calls to client ;)Ecs
Even though these agents are rypically male, they visit all chf:nts regardless of their
gender. Thus, fernale clients wished for male members in r.hctf gr'oups so thefe n?eu
could interact with the male agents. Anocher reason is to assist in communicating
with outsiders. The leader of one group explained, “Men are helpful o woF;;.
They can take care of your needs, especially the questions relared to outside, d-
other woman added, “Men are more setious and maore comprchensive ?.nd are ready
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to help. You won'’t have problems with men. They respect your commitment.”
Moreover, many microentrepreneurs asserted thar their husbands would not con-
test the presence of a man in the group, since husbands were more interested in
women's contribution to the family budget than in their wives' relationships with
men in their microcredir activities. In certain ways, then, women perceive favorable
aspects to men’s involvement in their groups.
A critical perspecrive is needed regarding discourses of the clients, though, just
as with those of the leaders. For instance, positive accounts of male members by
women clients are counterbalanced by more problematic accounts by AMSSF
leaders. In an earlier phase, the leaders did make an attempt to inregrate the soli-
darity groups by gender and found that a power relationship developed between
male and female members. Men were domineering and ordered the women around,
or else refused to reimburse the oans and consequently left women with the burden
of the debr. This suggests there is another side to the behavior of male members, A
second problematic aspect to the discourses of female clients is how they perperuate
certain notions of gender segregation. Just as the women seek to disprove assump-
tions abouc female modesty by the AMSSF leaders, they simultaneously support a
dichoromy of public/private spheres. This is apparent in their rarionales for men’s
participation in the solidarity groups: Men are supposedly needed for “external®
contacts and management of microcredir activiries, while women are needed for
“internal” family management and support. While this is an obvious contradiction
to women's actual practices (e.g., they spend most of their time in the public sphere
doing trading), they seek to present an image in which the public sphere is mascu-
line and the private sphere is feminine. ‘Why they perpetuate this ideology is un-
clear. What is clear, though, is discourses of gender segregation come from both
leaders and members. Furthermore, their notions are very different and sometimes
conflicting.

Many of these tensions reflect a class division between leaders and members.
Like most NGOs around the world, AMSSF is headed primarily by educared,
middle-class organizers (Alvarez 1999). Thar this generates tensions berween leaders
and members has been shown in studies of women’s NGOs around the world
{Ford-Smich 1997; Kannabiran and Kannabiran 1997; Wekker 1997). Such ten-
sions manifest themselves in many forms—not only in terms of income level and
residence (urban versus rural), bur also in terms of education, language (Western
versus local), and strategies (research and data collection versus service and activism).
In the case of AMSSE, some of these factors become integral to relations berween
leaders and clients. In fact, they may be present as well in the interview process for
this study. Salime’s impression is that part of the mativation for female clients to
represent male colleagues favorably was to enhance their own status as liberated
women in the eyes of the researcher herself who is a middle-class Morocean woman,
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fa ains, nonetheless, that AMSSE leaders are enforcing a ?rogmm that

Tt;c ¥ rc:! unh! Ipful in cheir daily lives. Even if the leaders had m.thc rpast a
- Chcm" ﬁx::li Z:ccms by instituring mixed sex groups, this sensitiv-xcy d.l(f‘. nnr,:
Sms“:mq':l::h o :c however benign leaders’ motives may be in respecting f:hents
i "-;1“:3 i’nte ersonal relationships, these motives .rcﬂ‘e::t their own
o mgaih fhan [;.E clients’ actual needs (or at least their own mte::pretauons
St“eorypefr’: erult is that leaders end up implementinga single-sex .];mh‘q for soci;
?f th}cm). - refl:hi:n.u: exploring alternarive strategies which may smt. cher‘lt nee
;)dmty i?itizwclme such strategy may be to empower women within mixed-sex
g:c:r;s,.so they, could berter handle misbehavior by men.

Increasing Debt and Dependence on NGOs

I y i W X cl‘if:nce iS j.n"
hc last but b Nno means leﬂst impﬂmnt, ty‘pc OE tension omern P
b Ll

creased debt and dependence upon the microcrec!.it organ.imzo;:;l 'i};:s 1;; :Jc:g}:ncf
hroader organizarional context of state and internation y g ulations
thil . ially the inter-NGO competition. In particular, tht:: eman
o ?SPECI yl;ers of clients influences NGOs to keep women 10 d}tfu' pr}c:grams
::t:zlrni:nua?leviadng their poverty or assisting them in upward mobility. There are
i i i is influence happens. .
mogfnposﬁtinc::::zysfol?;l:;i kttisplsnvf&['omen degzndent upon the lenf:ling organiza-
i 1}:Ils:::’thir.a the leaders of AMSSF should encouragea cycle of clientele t;novmg
o ovgari ation because of the limired range of the loans that they can
e e starting our at low range loans, some advancing to grc;:atc_r loan
s hor oo off the previous ones, and others leaving the organization as
R i um loan amount. (Indeed, the other organizations like Al
- madflf:l ;Itr::zuhtzghcr loans, in the range of 1,500 o 10,000 DH [$;gg]tt;
?I;lgg]a:omparcd o AMSSF’s current range of 500 o 4,000 ]?Htiiizof::dimt.s,
I—iowever, because of the intense competition berween the t; rg:hmz:t fons Bor Clene
leaders do not encourage their own members to leave, As the dire

i i : otherwise we are
i id, “Our aim is to keep the clients in our prosfram, —
ot cemem other programs of to the bank.” Thus, rather than re

just preparing them to go to e i o

flecring the larger goal of integrating women into deveh;[z;netii cresing e
. : <hio,
enhancing their capacity of encrepreneur tran :
rcvenu:csan(gowcver ul:fntcntionaﬂy) a system that keeps women for prolonged pe
general

iods in the same range of loan. )
" Second, the drive for clients also increases womcn‘s mdebfc Pultipe
NGOs As,described earlier, the competition among mn:rocrcch.t progI::ln:d o

s e i more than one NGO at a nime. Indeed,
e e were o l-‘Erm.ﬂstv«:ml programs at ofice, which increased the

dness to multiple

solidarity groups were in debt to
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strains within the groups. Thus, quite opposite to the ideal of helping women
smoothly manage their investments and expenses, the NGO are perperuating a dy-
nemic of financial insecurity for chese women. Furthermore, coordination among
the different NGOs to make sure clients are not multiplying their loans is not on
the agenda. Indeed, their main concern is that women stay in their programs and
pay back cheir loans, regardless of cheir other activities.

Women are not without agency in these situations, however. Some show a par-
ticular finesse in taking advantage of the inter-NGO competition, and playing one
organization off another. In one of Salime’s observation sessions at an AMSSF
credit center, 2 woman described how she had just left Al Amana. She had aban-
doned her solidarity group there because one of the group members failed o pay
her share of the loan. Rather than remaining trapped by the rules of Al Amana
however, the woman sought out 2 new loan from AMSSF to continue her microen-
terprise activiries. Thus, women are not victims of this system, but take action to
navigate within and even resist ir.

Conclusion _ X

The undeniable fact is that over the last decade in particular, microcredit NGOs
have provided new economic opportunities for many women that may not have
been possible otherwise (UNIFEM 2000). They have incorporated millions of
people into the workforce worldwide, especially in economies where there are few
other job opportunities for either men or women. In the case of Marocco, they
have also motivated (knowingly or unknowingly) a long-term continuation of in-
come generation for women, through the household transmission of microcredir
skills from mothers to daughters. Indeed, these microcredit programs have prepared
many daughtess for entering the world of microenterprise in general, if not for the
specific jobs initiated by their mother?. Furthermore, recent findings from other re-
gions of the world confirm many advantages to these programs: women's solidarity
groulps have fewer conflicts than men’s, women microentrepreneurs tend to pay
back loans more frequently than men (Blumberg 1995), and women entrepreneurs
contribute more of their income to the household than male entreprencurs (Espinal
and Grasmuck 1997). Thus, despite ali the tensions described above, thete are
many benefits of microcredit to be highlighred.

Indeed, this analysis is not aimed at denying the positive outcomes of micro-
credit programs, or even rejecting the idea of microcredit for women. Rather, our
critique is aimed at questioning the assumptions that lie behind the use of micro-
credit as 2 means of incorporating women in development, and the ways in which
microcredit programs are currently administered at the international, state, local,

and organizational levels, We argue thar there are crucial limitations in the ideolog-

ical frameworks of microcredit that originare in First World sertings |
which are then transported and reartic

reinforced through state governments an :
problem is in defining, on one hand, microcredit as the primary stwategy for em-

powering woren economically,
exclusive members for microcredit pro
assumption that development is large ¢ ,
many costs to this approach in AMSSE, including magnifying womens burden as

providers for the family, discouraging male res
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ike USAID,
ulated globally through NGOs, and finally

d lacal associations. In particular, the

and on the other hand, women as the primary ot
grams. Underlying both these themes is the
ly the responsibility of women, There were

ponsibility in household mainte--

nance, and increasing the houschold workload for other family members, especially
daughters. For this reason, we argue that there is a pressing need to expand the
framework of economic empowerment campaigns to focus on gender rather than
just women or men. In the words of development scholar Sara White (2000),

[T)reating gender as solely women's issue seciously undercs:imafes t'hc scale
of the battle to achicve 2 more just sociery. This has major imphc:m'ons for
the GAD [gender and development] approach, in relation to the issue of
.. Tt is very clear that if womer’s empowerment 1s to be

“ernpowerment.”,
be complemented by a-change for men. (210)

sustained, it must

This mca:?s chat rather than excluding men from microcredit, thc?c programs
should atrempt to enlist more equirable participarion of men in both income-pro-

i family household activities.
ducgﬁ::tidy als}; has implications for discussions about NGOs and tkfcir relation
to transnational feminist politics. We argue, 1© begin with, thar there isa need to
expand our theorecical understanding of NGOs and the context in which they op-
erate. In the case of Morocco, there is 2 complicated transnational wr:b o.f funding
chat involves a diverse set of actors, each of which is also interr-laﬂy dxvc.rs:ﬁcd: Tl}e
category “international agencies,” for instance, is not monolichic bur quite varied in

rerms of its policies and orientations roward NGOs (Alvarez 1999). On :ﬁeg]::;ai

USAID funding (through AMSED) was crucial to AMSSF's organizatio
but also created tensions for members with its loan regulations; while the UN De-
hand, had advantages in terms of irs disburse-

ment processes and training support, but generated new strains In Terms of
requirements on numbers and types of clients. Another point is thar there are

ing kinds of NGOs: some that are more powerful through the legitimacy of the

. .
state or private industries, and others that are more independent and suongly ded

to local populations but also more politically fragile. Indeed, it is the relationship

thr manipulations by the state and international agencies)
i - . in the form of compe-

" thar creates some of the grearest tensions for AMSSF leaders,

* yelopment Program, on the other
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tition for clients. In turn, these inter-NGQ dynamics enhance the dependence of
women on the organizations, and direct women away from other develo pment pro-
grams that might free them from the severe problems of illiteracy and the informa
economy.

Furthermore, there are imporrant intraorganizational dynamics as well. The dis-
juncrure between the class and regional backgrounds of the member and the leaders
generates unique rypes of strains, Although much of the policy that leaders enforce
in the organization originates from the international funding sources, some of it is
also negotiated by the leaders themselves, and often reflects their own privileged bi-
ases. In this sense, the case of AMSSF cerrainly speaks to the need fora greater voice
and more participation by the women clients in the policymaking process of the
programs that guide their lives.

Finally, transnational web of funding works in many ways to impede the process
of grassroots activism and the polizical articulation of the interests of the entrepre-
neur women. One way this is evident is in obstructing collective organizing among
the NGOs themselves. Recently, there has actually been a proposition among the
microcredic NGOs in Morocco to form a “federarion” to represent client base,
However, rather than having a democratic partnership among the organizations, Al
Amana insisted on leading this federation. This caused both AMSSF and Zakoura
to reject the plan, because they saw it as mainraining the hierarchy between the big
and small associations. Thus, the hierarchy among NGOs hinders the potential for
alliances that might create a basis of strength from which to contest che state or in-
ternational agencies. In addition, the transnarional web of funding also impedes in-
ternarional alliances among NGOs. As was shown in the case of AMSSE the state
and even some big NGOs are very powerful in restricting the access of Brassroots
groups to transnational feminist organizing,

However, it is also important to point our the glimmer of light in this STOTY.
Although many scholars argue that the process of “NGQization” has the effect of
demobilizing feminist activism (Lang 1997), our case does not necessarily provide
such a discouraging account. It is true that AMSSF became subject to pressures of
both international organizarions and the state, and was forced to make concessions
in jts agenda and its organizational structure in order to accommodate those
demands. However, at the same time, it was also able to negotiate within the bu-
reaucratic web to a cerrain degree, It was able to realign itself and take advantage of
the various funding options (just as the women clients did), making use of the pro-
grams that would allow them the greatest flexibility in asserring their own interests
and best represent (as far as their social position permitted) the “rue” needs of their
clients. In addition, it was able to use the international ocrganizations to gain access
to wransnational feminist organizing, which would have been difficult otherwise.

Fortunately, there are growing examples of this kind of creative strategizing by

. . erment techniqu

1
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n in Brazil maintained their au-
by relying on their own funds as

mbers on interpersonal empow-
inviting these

local womer’s groups. A group of n.n:al wome
ronomy within the transnational ﬁmd.mg network

i iding training sessions to me
D Esrc;wu.ring meetifgs with international donors,
view of the women's activities, and ap-
nal discourses of gender to their focal-
ial for grassroots

donors to their organization for a ﬁrs'thanc.i

riating and refashioning the transnatio .
ipzrcc:fneedsg(Thayer 2001). These cases suggest thar there ‘ls‘potetl[
organizations to use NGO linkages to create 2 global feminist alliance. )
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