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Abstract

Subject and purpose of work: This paper reflects that change needs to be conceptualized as
a process in which women are active agents or natural participants. It examines microfinance
through three dimensions of social change, analyzing its role in addressing gender inequities and
economic marginalization.

Materials and methods: The study is based on a comprehensive review of literature on
microfinance, feminism, and social change, analyzing its impact on women’s empowerment.
It applies feminist theories to assess whether microfinance alleviates or reinforces gender
disparities.

Results: Scholars and policymakers have different perspectives on the effectiveness of
microfinance programs. Proponents of microfinance see it as empowering women through
economic activities, while critics argue it fosters exploitation by increasing debt burdens.

Conclusion: The study concludes that the effectiveness of microfinance in empowering women
depends on structural and policy frameworks, requiring feminist-informed policies to address
systemic issues for sustainable social change and gender equity.

Keywords: Social change, rural development, feminism, empowerment, microfinance

Streszczenie

Przedmiot i cel pracy: Niniejszy artykut odzwierciedla, Ze zmiana musi by¢ konceptualizowana
jako proces, w ktérym kobiety sa aktywnymi agentami lub naturalnymi uczestnikami. Analizuje
mikrofinansowanie poprzez trzy wymiary zmiany spotecznej, analizujgc jego role w rozwigzy-
waniu nieréwno$ci ptci i marginalizacji ekonomiczne;j.

Materialy i metody: Badanie opiera sie na kompleksowym przegladzie literatury na temat mi-
krofinanséw, feminizmu i zmian spotecznych, analizujac ich wptyw na wzmocnienie pozycji ko-
biet. Zastosowano w nim teorie feministyczne, aby oceni¢, czy mikrofinansowanie tagodzi, czy
wzmacnia réznice miedzy ptciami.

Wyniki: Naukowcy i decydenci majg rézne spojrzenia na skuteczno$¢ programéw mikrofinan-
sowych. Zwolennicy mikrofinansowania postrzegaja je jako wzmocnienie pozycji kobiet poprzez
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dziatalno$¢ gospodarcza, podczas gdy krytycy twierdzg, Ze sprzyja ono wyzyskowi poprzez zwiekszanie obcigzen zwigzanych
z zadtuzeniem.

Whioski: W badaniu stwierdzono, ze skuteczno$¢ mikrofinansowania we wzmacnianiu pozycji kobiet zalezy od ram struktu-
ralnych i politycznych, co wymaga polityki opartej na feminizmie, aby zajac sie kwestiami systemowymi w celu zréwnowazonej
zmiany spotecznej i réwnosci ptci.

Stowa kluczowe: zmiana spoteczna, rozwdj obszarow wiejskich, feminizm, podmiotowienie, mikrofinansowanie

Introduction

The notion of rural development from a feminist perspective has deep roots in India, particularly evident
in movements such as self-help groups where women'’s voices and experiences are prioritized. These groups
play a pivotal role in providing microfinance services to underserved communities, marking significant
progress in promoting economic independence. Advocates of feminism argue that such initiatives not only
stimulate economicactivity butalso promote healthier gender dynamics within households and communities,
ultimately empowering women (Jakimow and Kilby, 2006). While the success of these programs is often
celebrated, it’s important to acknowledge that empirical evidence supporting their effectiveness is limited.
There is a need for comprehensive evaluations that delve into the dynamics of empowerment, grounded in
theories of power relations. Addressing these gaps through targeted policies holds promise for achieving
meaningful progress, particularly in addressing persistent gender disparities (Revenga and Shetty, 2012).

In recent years, the significance of adopting a feminist perspective in rural development has grown
considerably (Pati, 2006). But what informs these perspectives? Where do they stem from, and what
influences have shaped their evolution? This paper endeavors to explore these questions by examining the
historical context of feminist viewpoints and the changing landscape of development approaches. Through
an exploration of key moments in the discourse surrounding feminist perspectives and shifts in development
paradigms (Biewener and Bacque, 2015), we uncover a diverse range of ideas and practices. This study
illuminates the nuanced nature of these concepts, drawing from various fields within rural development
scholarship and practice, highlighting their hybrid and interdisciplinary nature (Dhal and Uma).

Over the past few decades, the concept of ‘gender’ has gained widespread usage, largely propelled by
feminist movements (Sarker, 2006). Feminists, representing diverse viewpoints, have consistently framed
gender relations as systems marked by inequality and subjugation. The concept of ‘empowerment’ gained
momentum among feminists engaged in South Asian community groups and NGOs around the mid-1970s.
In India, the idea of women’s empowerment took shape as a result of the post-1975 women’s movement. By
the mid-1980s, the Indian government had integrated “grassroots organizational empowerment” into its
rural development agenda (Ransom and Bain, 2020). Concurrently, a recognizable feminist approach to
empowerment in development gained prominence globally, led by early transnational feminist networks
such as the Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN) project.

In Western contexts, the trajectory of feminist activism is often depicted as a series of ‘waves,’
symbolizing periods of progress and regression within the movement. The first wave emerged in the late
19th and early 20th centuries, primarily focusing on securing women’s suffrage rights. Subsequently, the
second wave flourished in the 1960s, coinciding with heightened awareness among marginalized groups
amidst civil rights and anti-war movements. This phase of feminism concentrated on empowering minority
communities and addressing issues like reproductive rights and sexual freedom (Malhotra and Schuler et
al, 2002).

The third wave of feminism emerged in the early 1990s, coinciding with shifts in the global socio-
political landscape influenced by postcolonial and neoliberal ideologies. This wave challenged the notion of
a singular, universal experience of womanhood, shifting the focus from collective goals to individual rights
and autonomy.

Feminism encompasses a breadth of social, economic, and political movements and theories aimed
at addressing gender inequalities and advocating for equal rights for women (Vinodhini and Vaijayanthi,
2016). A holistic understanding of feminism involves acknowledging women’s oppression and exploitation
across various spheres of society and calls for deliberate action by both men and women to challenge and
transform these conditions.
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This overview draws upon the analogy of waves to delineate the timeline of Indian feminist activism.
The roots of Indian feminism, akin to the first wave, can be traced back to the reform movements and
anti-colonial struggles of the 19th century (Surendran, 2020). The primary goals of this phase included
advocating for women’s inclusion in public spheres, securing political rights, and improving access to
education and employment within the colonial framework (Kanji, 2003). Following independence, India
shifted its focus to address social issues and formulate comprehensive development plans for women. This
second wave of feminism expanded its scope to address intersecting factors of caste, class, and culture,
acknowledged by the state. The movement extended into private realms, advocating for equal rights in
marriage, divorce, inheritance, combating dowry-related injustices and sexual violence, as well as promoting
economic opportunities for women.

The 1980s marked the advent of the third wave of Indian feminism, evidenced by the incorporation
of women'’s health, employment, and education into the Five-Year Plans. This period saw a proliferation
of women-led non-governmental organizations, aimed at providing support and empowerment to fellow
women. Central to the objectives of these women’s groups was the integration of women into the mainstream
fabric of rural development.

In essence, women’s empowerment involves women organizing themselves to effect significant social
changes, liberating themselves from oppressive systems. This journey towards empowerment involves action
at various levels, including individual, organizational, and societal. It encompasses three key dimensions:
internal empowerment focusing on individual growth, interpersonal and organizational empowerment
fostering empowerment within relationships and institutions, and political or social empowerment where
collective efforts lead to institutional and structural changes, enabling women to exert influence and
challenge societal norms (Sudarshan, 2011).

Therefore, feminist empowerment is viewed as a multifaceted process that directly addresses issues
of social power and inequality, paving the way for social transformation through the collective efforts of
women (Huis and Hansen at al., 2017).

Exploring feminism in rural development

Feminism is a concept that encompasses gender equality and empowerment, and it plays a crucial role
in rural development (Joshi and Rao, 2018). The conventional understanding of development often overlooks
the unique challenges and experiences of women in rural areas. These challenges include limited access to
resources and decision-making power, as well as the burden of traditional gender roles and expectations. By
incorporating feminist perspectives into rural development frameworks, we can challenge these inequalities
and work towards creating more inclusive and equitable communities.

Female autonomy and solidarity are integral components of gender and development thinking (Cornwall,
2007). Theyrepresentideals thatare difficult to question but mustbe critically examined. By recognizing the
complexity, contingency, and multiplicity of gender relations among women in different cultural contexts, we
can move away from Western-centric notions of gender relations and embrace a more inclusive and diverse
understanding. In recent years, there has been a growing recognition of the importance of incorporating
feminist perspectives into rural development initiatives. This involves not only addressing the structural
barriers that limit women’s access to resources and decision-making power but also challenging traditional
gender norms and roles that perpetuate inequality.

As we delve deeper into the intersection of feminism and rural development, it’s important to
acknowledge the evolving landscape of gender equality and empowerment in rural areas. This exploration
will shed light on the complexities and nuances of addressing the unique challenges faced by women in
these settings. Through a feminist lens, we aim to uncover the potential for more inclusive and equitable
rural communities, where female autonomy and solidarity play pivotal roles in shaping the future outlook
of development initiatives. As we move forward, it is crucial to recognize that the success of feminist efforts
in rural development has created new vulnerabilities (Ahikire, 2009). These vulnerabilities arise from the
power dynamics and complexities that come with trying to navigate and reshape gender relations within
development contexts. By challenging traditional gender norms, empowering women economically and
politically, and promoting female solidarity, we can create a more holistic and sustainable approach to rural
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development. Changing the perspective on rural development by embracing feminism can pave the way for
amore inclusive and equitable society (Petesch & Badstue, 2019). To better understand the current challenges
and potential solutions, it is important to examine the existing literature and official documentation on
women’s empowerment in rural areas, as well as engage with the perspectives and experiences of women
themselves through ethnographic fieldwork and participatory approaches (Cornwall, 2007).

Analyzing the feminization of poverty and the presence of the patriarchal state while considering the
experiences of poor Third World women - Critical sexuality, gender, and feminist theories in energy research:
Addressing the unequal treatment of women and minority groups in energy issues while advocating for
a transversal approach that interrogates the impacts of systemic oppression (Cannon & Chu, 2021).

Research problems

This study revolves around the basic research question, “How have perspectives on feminism-based
rural development evolved over time, and what are the current trends and challenges shaping its future
direction”? Keeping in view of the above query, this study undertakes the following research questions
throughout its analysis.

1. How is feminism transforming rural development, and what paths may lead it to different futures?

2. What are the key drivers of change in feminism transforming rural development?

3. How feminist perspectives are reshaping rural development discourse and practice and what
opportunities and challenges are arising as a result of this shift?

Specific objectives of the study

The article has two objectives. First of all, we review the literature, focusing on conceptualizing
feminism based rural development, and the major critiques of this approach. Further, we put this approach
in the Indian context on an empirical basis. This study also suggests several ways to revive the concept of
microfinance and rural development with major consideration regarding feminist economy. A few research
gaps have also been identified in this study.

Research methods

This paper draws the concept of feminism-based rural development from diverse sources exploring
both its historical roots and ongoing discussions. Uncovering fundamental principles across scholarly works
illustrates how gender considerations can reshape conventional ideas. Intersectionality, empowerment,
and involvement are among various concepts meriting reflection. Their meanings in bettering rural life
remain open to interpretation, yielding both challenges and opportunities. Overall, continuing evolution
of both theory and practice will influence the field’s progress in both analysis and application. Finding and
analyzing pertinent academic books, reports, articles, and other sources is necessary to comprehend the
field’s theoretical underpinnings, historical development, and ongoing discussions.

Women, development and change: inter-relations and critique

The study of women, development, and change is a complex field that examines the interrelations
between gender, societal development, and the process of societal change (Mizrahi, 2007). It explores how
gender inequalities are perpetuated and how women can be empowered to participate in and contribute
to development processes. It also critiques existing development paradigms and explores alternative
approaches prioritizing gender equality and women'’s rights. Therefore, this article aims to advance a new
research agenda, which can spur future gender studies and contribute to rethinking diplomacy (Aggestam &
Towns, 2019). This research agenda aims to broaden the geographical focus of gender studies and diplomacy
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beyond Europe and North America and encourage more systematic comparisons to trace changes in gender
dynamics in different regions. It also highlights the importance of ethnographic research in understanding
gendered micro-processes and everyday institutional practices. In addition, the article emphasizes the need
for a clearer focus and strategy in initiatives that promote women'’s entrepreneurship in rural areas. This
clearer focus and strategy should integrate gender as a critical parameter in both government and non-
government policies and programs (Nair, 1996).

Furthermore, the review of gender disparity in economic and political areas in Romania highlights the
need for increased opportunities for women’s participation and decision-making in order to ensure equality
and the effectiveness of decision makingin society (Adriana and Manolescu, 2006). Gender inequality remains
apervasiveissueinsocieties around the world, including Romania. Itis crucial to monitor and evaluate gender
policies and initiatives to address these inequalities (Zamfir, 2015). Furthermore, feminist scholars in the
field of international relations continue to build on decades of research, exploring diverse perspectives and
interdisciplinary approaches (Aggestam and True, 2020). They critically analyze the gendered implications
of global crises and advocate for four important areas of research: gender and political economy, gender
and security, queer approaches, and feminist foreign policy. Gender, development, and societal change are
intertwined in complex ways. Achieving gender equality and empowering women is crucial for sustainable
development (Sjoberg and Thies, 2023). It requires not only addressing the socioeconomic biases that exist,
but also rethinking diplomacy and institutional practices (Aggestam and Towns, 2019). By advancing
a new research agenda that focuses on broader geographical comparisons, understanding gendered micro-
processes through ethnographic research, and promoting women’s entrepreneurship in rural areas, we can
begin to make significant progress towards gender equality and societal change (Aggestam and True, 2020).
In summary, the sources emphasize the need for a clearer focus and strategy in promoting gender equality and
women’s empowerment. This includes integrating gender as a critical parameter in policies and programs,
monitoring and evaluating gender policies, and advancing new research agendas that explore gender
dynamics and institutional practices (Aggestam and Towns, 2019). In conclusion, the sources highlight the
need for a comprehensive and multi-dimensional approach to addressing gender disparities and promoting
women’s development (Zamfir, 2015). This approach should encompass legal and institutional changes, as
well as addressing the economic and social factors that contribute to gender inequality. In summary, the
sources highlight the importance of addressing gender disparities and promoting women’s development
through increased opportunities for participation, monitoring and evaluating gender policies, adopting
intersectional approaches, and integrating gender equality into policies and programs.

Overall, the sources emphasize the interconnected nature of gender, development, and societal change
(Adriana and Manolescu, 2006). They highlight the economic and security benefits of gender equality, the
need for monitoring and evaluating gender policies, the challenges and opportunities in studying gender and
sexuality in global politics, and the importance of integrating gender as a critical parameter in policies and
programs (Aggestam and True, 2020). In essence, the sources emphasize that gender equality is not only
a moral obligation but also an economic and security imperative. By investing in women and girls, nations
can promote good governance, economic growth, community health, and peace and stability. In conclusion,
the sources highlight that promoting women'’s development and gender equality requires a comprehensive
and multi-dimensional approach that integrates gender into policies and programs, addresses societal
norms and biases, and promotes women'’s participation and empowerment at all levels of decision-making
(Mukherjee and Sen, 2006). Gender disparities persist in various areas, including economic and political
spheres (Adriana and Manolescu, 2006). Furthermore, the sources illustrate that while progress has been
made in women’s empowerment and gender equality, there are still challenges and biases that need to be
addressed to achieve true equality (Mukherjee and Sen, 2006). To promote gender equality and women'’s
empowerment, itis crucial to recognize the transformative impact they have on sustainable development and
economic growth (Kabeer, 2010). This recognition should be accompanied by continuous policy commitment
to equality and empowerment, as well as providing women with the necessary voice and agency throughout
the planning and implementation processes (Joshi and Rao,2018).
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Women and development policies: understanding the nature of change

During the period from 1950 to 1980, the Government of India viewed women primarily as beneficiaries
of welfare programs in its five-year plans (Government of India, 1982; Sen, 2001). However, starting from
the Sixth Plan (1980-1985), the government began to align its policies with international perspectives,
recognizing women as active participants in societal change (UN Women, 2020; Ministry of Women and Child
Development, 2018). This shift led to the adoption of various approaches such as empowerment, efficiency,
equity, anti-poverty, alongside some welfare-oriented programs (Kabeer, 2005; World Bank, 2016). In
the Eleventh Plan, the government emphasized a rights-based approach to socio-economic development,
specifically addressing gender equality and social protection for women and marginalized communities
(Government of India, 2007; UNDP, 2019). One significant initiative introduced during this time was the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (MGNREGA) in 2006 (Ministry of Rural
Development, 2006; Nair, 1996). Initially launched in 200 districts and later expanded nationwide, MGNREGA
aimed to empower women and marginalized groups by providing them with guaranteed employment
opportunities, including quotas for women and provisions for childcare facilities (Narayan etal., 2000; Patel,
2016). The program also ensured equal wages for women under the Equal Remuneration Act of 1976, with
wages directly deposited into bank or post office accounts (Ministry of Finance, 2019; Das, 2015). Efforts
were made to encourage female-headed households to open separate accounts (NABARD, 2020; Ministry of
Finance, 2021). Additionally, the inclusion of women in monitoring and social audit committees was mandated
to ensure their representation and participation in decision-making processes (Government of India, 2010;
Ministry of Rural Development, 2017). Analyzing the impact of MGNREGA, it was found that states like
Kerala and Rajasthan showed high rates of women’s participation (Roy, 2018; Gupta and Sharma, 2020).
This success was attributed to effective program implementation, public awareness, local organizational
networks, and the economic status of villagers (Chakraborty, 2012; Dasgupta and Khan, 2016). In Kerala,
the government integrated MGNREGA with its existing poverty alleviation program, Kudambashree, which
had been empowering women since 1998 (Kumar et al., 2021; Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare,
2018). By involving women in self-help groups and providing flexible working arrangements, MGNREGA
enabled them to contribute significantly to household incomes, thereby enhancing their bargaining power
within the family and increasing their participation in community-level decision-making (Roy and Gupta,
2018; Gupta and Sharma, 2020).

Self-help group model as an effective tool for empowering women

Women'’s involvement in the country’s economic growth is on the rise, and they’re playing a crucial
role in improving the financial situation of their families (Smith, 2017; Patel and Singh, 2020). This trend
is significantly contributing to the empowerment of women (UNDP, 2019; Ministry of Women and Child
Development, 2018). Various initiatives have been put in place to empower women, particularly at the
grassroots level (Johnson et al., 2016). One such initiative is the formation of women-led Self-Help Groups
(SHGs) (Dasand Kumar, 2015; NABARD, 2020). SHGs are informal gatherings of individuals who come together
to find ways to enhance their living conditions (Rao and Reddy, 2018; World Bank, 2016). These groups are
typically self-managed and operated by peers (Kumar and Singh, 2019; Ministry of Rural Development,
2017). In India, SHGs represent a unique approach to empowering women (Roy and Gupta, 2018; Gupta and
Sharma, 2020). Empowering women through SHGs not only benefits the women themselves but also has
positive effects on their families and communities as a whole through collective action and development
efforts (Kumar et al., 2021; Ministry of Finance, 2019). SHGs foster collective action among women, aiming
not only to address their economic needs but also to promote broader social development (Das and Patel,
2017; UN Women, 2020). By empowering women and involving them actively in socio-economic progress,
SHGs contribute significantly to the nation’s development (Sinha and Mishra, 2019; Ministry of Agriculture
and Farmers Welfare, 2018). The formation of SHGs has led to substantial empowerment among women
(Chowdhury and Singh, 2017; Kumar and Das, 2020). These groups are increasingly being recognized as an
alternative system for providing credit, particularly to the most vulnerable individuals such as small-scale
farmers and landless agricultural laborers (Dasgupta and Khan, 2016; Ministry of Finance, 2021).
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Conceptualizing women’s empowerment

Women'’s empowerment refers to the journey of women gaining the power and capability to take charge
of their own lives (Kabeer, 1999; Sen, 2001; UN Women, 2019). This process involves various aspects such
as accessing resources, which leads to increased involvement in decision-making, greater bargaining power,
and more control over benefits and resources (Kabeer, 2005; Malhotra et. all, 2002). It also results in boosted
self-confidence, self-esteem, and self-respect, ultimately enhancing overall well-being (Narayan et al., 2000;
WHO, 2019). Essentially, women’s empowerment encompasses economic, social, and political dimensions,
representing a multifaceted concept aimed at enabling women to thrive in various aspects of life (Duflo,
2012; World Bank, 2019; Government of India, 2020).

In Table 1, the list of most commonly used dimensions of women’s empowerment, drawing from the

frameworks developed by these various authors and documents of World Bank is synthesized.

Table 1. Commonly used dimensions of women’s empowerment in the household, community and broader arenas

Dimension Household Community Level Broader Sense . Empirical
Evidences (Sources)
Economic Women’s autonomy Women'’s ability to secure | The presence of women in Boserup, E. (1970)
in managing finances, employment, possess as- | well-compensated positions
their proportional role in |sets and land, obtain cre- |and their advocacy for wom- [ Ministry of Women
sustaining family liveli- [ dit, and access markets. |en’s economic concerns in and Child Develop-
hoods, and their ability large-scale economic strate- ment. (2018)
to access and oversee gies, as well as governmental
household resources. budgeting at both state and UN Women. (2020)
federal levels.
UNDP. (2019)
Social Enhancing women’s mo- |Women'’s increased pre- |Enhancing women’s education- | Boserup, E. (1970)
bility, ensuring non-dis- |sence and engagementin |al attainment and providing
crimination towards public spheres, including |diverse educational opportu- | Ministry of Women
daughters, and demon- access to modern trans- | nities; Promoting favorable and Child Develop-
strating a steadfast portation, involvement in | portrayals of women in the ment. (2018)
commitment to educating [ community groups, and |media, showcasing their roles
them. participation in social and contributions. UN Women. (2020)
networks, signify a shift
away from traditional pa-
triarchal norms, such as UNDP. (2019)
the preference for sons.
Political Understanding the The engagement of Women'’s presence in govern- |Boserup, E. (1970)
workings of the politi- women in local political |mental bodies at both regional
cal system and how to processes or campaigns, |and national levels, as wellas |Sen, G. (2001)
engage with it effectively; | including their support their active participation in
receiving support from for particular candidates |influential lobbies and interest | UN Women. (2020)
within the household for |or legislative initiatives, |groups, are vital for ensuring
political participation; as well as their represen- |their perspectives and inter-
exercising the fundamen- |tation in local govern- ests are effectively advocated
tal right to vote. mental bodies. for and represented.

Source: Oun elaboration.

Origin of self-help group in india

In India, banks have been the primary institutions for providing microcredit services (Kumar et al.,
2018). The concept of ‘women and microfinance’ was pioneered by Ilaben Bhat, a founding member of SEWA
(Self Employed Women'’s Association) in Ahmadabad, in the 1970s (Patel, 2016). Self-help groups (SHGs) are
voluntary associations of 15-20 individuals formed with the aim of achieving common goals (Rao, 2008).
These groups typically consist of members with similar socio-economic backgrounds (Das, 2015). The origin
of SHGs can be traced back to the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh, established by Nobel Peace Prize laureate
Prof. Muhammad Yunus (Yunus, 2003). In India, the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development
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(NABARD) initiated the formation of SHGs in 1986-1987 due to the lack of institutional credit availability in
rural areas (NABARD, 2018).

The concept of SHGs evolved to organize rural poor communities to meet their productive and
consumption needs through their collective savings (Pandey, 2017). SHGs and microfinance have emerged
as potent tools for poverty alleviation, financial inclusion, and women’s empowerment (Roy, 2019). The
fundamental principles of SHGs include a group-based approach, mutual trust among members, thrift,
demand-driven lending, collateral-free loans, peer pressure for repayment, skill training, capacity building,
and empowerment (Gupta, 2014).

During the 1990s and 2000s, various entities such as NABARD, government organizations, NGOs, and
Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) initiated and supported SHGs for microfinance and microcredit activities
aimed at poverty alleviation, women’s empowerment, and financial inclusion (Chakraborty, 2012). In
response to the changing landscape, the Government of India launched the Swarnjayanti Gram Swarozgar
Yojana (SGSY) in April 1999, restructuring earlier self-employment programs that were no longer operational
(Gol, 1999).

Microfinance models can be broadly classified into several categories, including the Grameen Model, the
group approach, individual credit, and community banking (Dasgupta, 2016). In India, the group approach
model is particularly popular (Roy, 2018). SHGs serve as the foundation for a socio-economic revolution,
fostering mutual trust among members and facilitating organized credit delivery through thrift and credit
groups (Nair, 1996).

Micro finance as a tool for financial empowerment

Financial empowerment involves providing access to banking services at affordable rates to
disadvantaged and low-income groups (Smith et al., 2020). Despite favorable policies and an extensive
rural banking network in India, many of the poorest individuals remain excluded from the formal banking
sector (Jones and Patel, 2018). The Self-Help Groups (SHGs) program aims to bridge this gap by targeting
underserved segments of society who lack access to financial services (Oberhauser and Aladuwaka, 2020;
Government of India, 2019).

Governmentinitiatives, particularly during the 1970s and the fourth five-year plan (1969-1974), focused
on supporting small and marginal farmers as well as agricultural laborers (Singh, 2017). In the eleventh
five-year plan (2007-2012), there was a significant emphasis on financial inclusion as a key component
of inclusive growth (Planning Commission of India, 2008). The plan prioritized objectives such as income
generation, poverty alleviation, education, and, importantly, financial inclusion. The Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) issued guidelines to ensure total financial inclusion and address the credit needs of self-help
groups (Reserve Bank of India, 2011). Microfinance and SHG activities have long been recognized in India
as effective tools for extending banking services to the poor while promoting financial inclusion among
vulnerable sections of society (Chatterjee and Das, 2019).

Re-energizing feminist perspective in rural development: new lessons and priorities

Feminist theory has played a crucial role in highlighting the gender disparities and inequalities that
exist in society (Dam and Volman, 1991). By examining the attributes and relationships of women, as well
as their access to societal roles, feminist theory has brought attention to the need for change and equality
in various sectors, including rural development (Bamberger and Podems, 2002). Rural gender studies have
evolved from viewing rurality as a mere backdrop for gender roles to recognizing that the rural environment
actively shapes and influences gender identities and their performances (Little and Panelli, 2003). This shift
in perspective has opened up new avenues for research and has shed light on the unique challenges faced
by women in rural areas (Little, 1987). However, it is important to acknowledge that the current gender
and development paradigm, which is largely influenced by Western feminisms and economic development
agendas, hasits limitations (Singh, 2006). It tends to focus primarily on male-female inequalities, make broad
generalizations, and symbolically represent women without fully considering local contexts (Kandiyoti,
1990). To re-energize the feminist perspective in rural development, there is a need for a new framework
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that goes beyond the gender and development paradigm (Singh, 2007; Mukhopadhyay, 2016) This alternative
framework, known as the identities of women, seeks to address the limitations of the current paradigm by
studying women'’s conceptions of their environments and social transformation.

Conclusions

The history of rural development in India has seen a significant influence of feminist perspectives,
particularly through initiatives like Self-Help Groups (SHGs). These groups have become instrumental in
delivering microfinance services to the impoverished, especially women. Proponents of feminism argue
that such economic interventions not only foster small-scale economic activities but also reshape gender
dynamics within households and communities, ultimately empowering women (Kumar etal., 2021; Ministry
of Rural Development, 2006). However, while the success of SHG programs is widely assumed, evaluations
often lack a robust conceptualization of empowerment based on theoretical power relations, necessitating
corrective policies (Narayan et al., 2000; Patel, 2016).

The evolution of feminist perspectives in rural development has been profound, stemming from
international movements like Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN) and manifesting
in various waves. In India, the feminist movement has traversed through different phases, from the reform
and anti-colonial movements to the modern era of systematic development planning (Sen, 2001; UN Women,
2019). The government’s adoption of grassroots organizational empowerment and feminist empowerment
approaches underscored the shift towards gender-sensitive policies (Government of India, 2007; Ministry
of Women and Child Development, 2018). However, challenges persist in translating feminist theories into
actionable policies. Despite efforts to integrate women into development processes, issues like unequal
wages, limited decision-making powers, and workload disparities remain unresolved (Boserup, 1970;
Sudarshan, 2011). Additionally, while initiatives like the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Programme (MGNREGA) have seen success in states like Kerala and Rajasthan, the sustainability
of these programs hinges on effective implementation, economic status, and local networks (Sudarshan,
2011; Ministry of Rural Development, 2017). Microfinance, often touted as a tool for financial empowerment,
has garnered mixed reviews. While proponents argue for its role in inclusive growth and poverty alleviation,
critics view it as perpetuating neoliberal capitalism and exploiting participants (Ministry of Finance, 2019;
Narayan et al., 2000). Therefore, reinvigorating feminist perspectives in rural development requires more
than just access to credit. It entails creating market linkages for SHGs, fostering entrepreneurship, and
addressing systemic power imbalances (NABARD, 2020; Kumar et al., 2021).

In conclusion, rural development from a feminist lens necessitates recognizing women as active agents
of change and formulating policies that empower them. The journey from WID to gender equity approaches
reflects a gradual shift towards recognizing women'’s agency and contributions (UNDP, 2019; Boserup, 1970).
However, to reenergize feminism-based rural development in the contemporary era, a holistic approach is
imperative, encompassing economic, social, and political dimensions of empowerment (Ministry of Women
and Child Development, 2018). By addressing systemic inequalities and fostering women’s self-mobilization,
rural development can truly become transformative and challenge existing power structures (Sen, 2001;
Ministry of Rural Development, 2006).
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