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Embedded neoliberal
governmentality in Bangladesh’s
microfinance sector

Namia Akhtar

Little is known about the lending practices of Islamic NGOs in
Bangladesh as they are marginalized from the national discourse.
Salehin’s book ‘Islamic NGOs in Bangladesh: Development, piety
and neoliberal governmentality’ provides a comparative analysis
on the micro finance lending practices between Islamic and secular
NGOs in Bangladesh. The author borrows the Foucauldian concept
of ‘neoliberal governmentality,” a situation in which the state relies
on the free forces of capitalism to deliver ‘welfare’ to the
population. In this system, ‘welfare’ of an individual is largely
attributed to that individual’s own achievements or merit. Both
secular and Islamic NGOs take support in this notion of neoliberal
governmentality in order to establish their microfinance lending
practices with the rural population of the country. Salehin argues
that despite differences in ideology, both types of NGOs engage in
practices related to neoliberal governmentality by targeting women
as their beneficiaries. The author argues that while the secular
NGOs engage in neo-liberal governmentality, the Islamic NGOs
mechanize ‘pious governmentality,” which he defines as a type of
hybrid governmentality consisting of both pious (Islamic piety) and
neoliberal elements. The pious characteristics of the Islamic NGOs
help them compete against secular NGOs in the micro-credit
lending sector. Islamic NGOs have lower operational costs than
secular ones, as beneficiaries refrain from defaulting on loans lest

they become accountable to their own gods. As staffs in the Islamic
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NGOs also believe that they are accountable to a higher authority (read: God), they too are more
highly motivated than average. This operational advantage allows the Islamic NGOs to charge a

lower interest rate, (which they term as ‘service-charge’) making it easier to deliver services.

Islamic NGOs furthermore engage in ideological advocacy and religious sermonizing among the
rural populace through compulsory Da’wa sessions for all Muslim beneficiaries. (Da 'wa sessions
teach about Islamic practices). These sessions are specifically targeted towards women (as most
beneficiaries of Islamic NGOs are Muslim women); during them women are taught the proper ways
and the importance of veiling as well as the correct methods of praying. As a consequence, Islamic
NGOs derive strong legitimacy among the highly religious rural populace. However, this popularity
challenges the secular values promoted by the secular NGOs. For instance, the women beneficiaries
of secular NGOs, who parade in the village to commemorate a special event are viewed negatively
by the beneficiaries of Islamic NGOs, as many of these women are unveiled Governing the
beneficiaries according to religious accountability makes it easier for Islamic NGOs to engage in

pious governmentality.

Salehin argues that neither secular nor Islamic NGOs contribute to the financial empowerment of
women; on the contrary, women serve as a channel through which money flows into the hands of
men. While the Islamic NGOs construct gender norms focusing on a patriarchal interpretation of
religious texts, the secular NGOs shape gender identities according to ‘developmental patriarchy,’
wherein domestic patriarchy is replaced by the patriarchy of the secular microfinance lending
institution. Some of the popular chants among beneficiaries such as ‘Shami boro na ‘Sir’ boro, ‘Sir’
boro, ‘Sir’ boro” (Is the husband greater, or is the ‘sir’ greater? ‘Sir’ is greater, ‘Sir’ is greater)
(Salehin 2016) reflect the prevalence of this ‘development patriarchy’ as women submit to the
authority of male managers within the secular NGOs (or ‘sir’). They obey the manager’s authority

instead of submitting to the patriarchal authority of their husband or mother-in-law at home.

On the contrary, Islamic NGOs empower women - as long as their subordinate status in relation to
men at home remains unchallenged. Women’s role are largely defined within Islamic NGOs in
relation to the patriarchal interpretation of religious (read: Islamic) texts. Nonetheless, the author

proclaims that the legitimacy of Islamic NGOs in the rural areas have made them successful in the
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prevention of certain backward rural practices such as child marriages and dowries whereas secular
NGOs have not attained such goals. In addition, the preaching of institutionally-sanctioned religious
practices has contributed to establishing better familial ties whereas participation in secular NGOs

has often lead to rifts within the family.

Despite their differences, both categories of NGOs reduce beneficiaries to economic objects who
are largely made responsible for their own economic success. Failure to escape poverty is
transformed into a traumatizing situation by the secular NGOs - beneficiaries are brutally harassed
for not being able to repay loans and often end up committing suicide. On the other hand, the
Islamic NGOs carefully select well-off beneficiaries so as to reduce loan defaults. Even though
secular and Islamic NGOs have different ideological orientations and strategies, both these two
categories of NGOs target women as their primary beneficiaries. They do this because lending
money to women guarantees repayment. The notion of a ‘good woman’ in Bangladesh revolves
around virtue and purity, and secular NGOs often exploit this conception to derive their economic
profits. Women’s virtuous status is tied to public shame, and this shame is exploited by the secular
NGOs through a coercive apparatus for the collection of repayments. Women are sometimes forced
to sell their nakpul (nose pin) to repay loans. Nakpul is a symbol of women’s honour and dignity, so

the sale of nakpul puts the entire family to shame.

Contrary to coercive measures such as forcing women to sell their nose pins, selling their houses,
cows or even kidneys to repay loans, Islamic NGOs make use of ‘spiritual accountability’ to collect
repayments. Thus, Islamic NGOs ensure that beneficiaries are religious. Prevalent within the
Islamic NGOs is a bias towards providing loans for supporters of political parties such as Jamaat-e-
Islam, as well as towards wealthier households. Islamic NGOs are indeed rather selective in their
approach in providing loans to beneficiaries. The conditions of their loan provision stipulate that
beneficiaries perform their obligatory religious duties such as daily prayer, the observation of
‘proper veiling’ by the women of the house, and so on. The religious identity of Islamic NGOs
among the grassroots make them more effective in control over women as this group is more

accepting of the hegemony imposed by the Islamic NGOs.
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Salehin crafts the image of secular NGOs as being ill received among the rural populace,
downplaying the contribution secular NGOs played and still continue to play in some regards in
shaping rural culture. For instance, many microfinance organisations promote women
entrepreneurship. In his autobiography Banker to the Poor, Yunus sketches in detail his earlier
struggle to establish the Grameen Bank in the rural areas. (Yunus & Jolis 1998). The Grameen Bank
is the first bank in the world that started providing loans without collateral to the poor. The bank

uses _ten indicators to access the credit worthiness of the applicant. Prior to the institutionalization

of micro finance by the Grameen Bank, poor people were unable to access credit. Besides, since its
inception, the Grameen Bank targeted women as primary beneficiaries, mostly because when
money are in the hands of women the family benefits tremendously as it is spent for the well-being
of the family in terms of education, health etc. Secular NGOs like the Grameen Bank did not target
women as their primary beneficiaries in view of repayment rates, but with the purpose of
empowering women. Women’s greater tendency to repay loans was rather an unintended

consequence.

In his autobiography, Yunus recalls that when the Grameen Bank first penetrated into the villages it
was met with severe opposition from the rural people as they were not able to accommodate the
idea of women being ‘financially empowered’. The concept of women coming into contact with
money was considered a heresy since it was deeply injurious to the patriarchal ego. The Grameen
Bank’s micro-credit practices normalized the process of women coming into contact with money.
(Yunus & Jolis 1998). Acceptance and cultural change evolves eventually after it comes into contact
with new values. Micro-finance institutions such as the Grameen Bank played a key role in
breaking patriarchal norms wherein women were denied access to finance and facilitated the

process of providing certain forms of financial autonomy to women.

Micro-credit was not, as the author claims, designed for the exploitation of the poor but rather to
improve the condition of the poor. However, as organizations expand, it often becomes more
difficult to operate, and hence deviation from the original idea occurs. The author clearly

misrepresented the concept of microfinance. The pioneer of micro-credit, Dr. Yunus said in the

Clinton Global initiative meeting that ‘Microcredit is not about exciting people to make money off
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the poor. That's what you're doing. That's the wrong message completely’. The author fails to

distinguish the gap between the original idea of micro-finance as a form of combatting poverty and
its contemporary crisis of implementation. Internal organizational crisis and lack of government
control has gradually created deterioration within micro-finance organizations which drifted many

micro-finance organisations away from their original intent.

Salehin further ignores that secular NGOs offering micro-credit differ largely in their practices.
Bachte-Sekha for instance, an NGO headquartered in Jessore, does not engage in coercive practices
but rather provides loans that facilitate the empowerment of women. (Hunt & Kasynathan 2001). To
a large extent, the author generalizes the image of people exploitation by all secular NGOs. In
addition, the role of the state in regulating micro-finance is largely absent from the book. While the
author makes mention of the NGO Bureau Affairs of Bangladesh, he pronouncedly excludes
discussing the Microfinance Regulatory Authority (MRAB) of Bangladesh. Discussion about the
MRAB would have provided insightful policy approaches for the government of Bangladesh.
Furthermore, some policy recommendations as well as additional recommendations on how micro-
finance institutes can implement accountability and eliminate coercive practices would have been

beneficial.
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