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Other institutions also segregate members by sex. For 
example, in very traditional Greek Orthodox Christian 
churches and Orthodox Jewish synagogues, men sit on 
one side of the sanctuary and women on the other. In 
mosques, women are often put in separate and removed 
spaces for prayer.

Empowerment of Women.  Thirty village women 
gather regularly to discuss issues of health, crops, their 
herds, the predicted rains, goals for their children, and 
how to make ends meet. They are from a subsistence farm-
ing village in southern Niger on the edge of the Sahara 
desert. Recently, the women established a microcredit 
organization with a small grant of $1,500 with donations 
from abroad. With training from CARE International, an 
international nongovernmental organization (NGO), the 
women selected a board of directors to oversee the loans. 
Groups of five or six women joined together to explain 
their projects to the board and request small loans. Each 
woman is responsible for paying back a small amount on 
the loan each week once the project is established and 
bringing in money. Typical microcredit participants are 
women with several children, living at or below poverty, 
and sharing shelter with other families. With loans, 
women can make and sell items and build businesses to 
feed, clothe, and educate children (Foundation for Women 
2012). A loan of between $20 and $50 from the microcredit 
organization is a tremendous sum to launch a career in 
some Global South countries. Strong social norms are 
instituted to encourage repayment. Participation in the 
program encourages women and grants them economic 
and social capital (more status in the community and fam-
ily) otherwise unavailable to them.

With the new possibilities for their lives, these women 
have big plans: For instance, one group bought a press to 
make peanut oil, a staple for cooking in the region. 
Currently, people pay a great deal for oil imported from 
Nigeria. Another group bought baby lambs, fattened them, 
and sold them at a great profit for festivals. Yet another 
group set up a small bakery. Women are also discussing the 
possibility of making local craft products to sell to foreign 
fair-trade organizations, such as Ten Thousand Villages (a 
fair-trade organization that markets products made by vil-
lagers and returns the profits back to the villagers).

Some economists and social policymakers claim that 
grassroots organizations, such as microcreditors, may be 
the way out of poverty for millions of poor families and 
that women are motivated to be small-business entrepre-
neurs to help support their families and buy education and 
health care for their children. Muhammad Yunus, the 

founder of Grameen Bank—a microcredit lender for the 
very poor—received the Nobel Prize for Peace in 2006 for 
his work setting up co-ops, primarily for women.

Critics suggest such organizations work on a micro 
level but fail to address macro-level national and interna-
tional problems of inequality (Mayoux 2008). For better or 
worse, microloans also may shift relations between hus-
bands and wives, leaving men in a less powerful position 
within marriages and changing gender dynamics. Whereas 
this has led to more respect for women in some areas, this 
shift of power has also left some women vulnerable to criti-
cism, harassment, violence, and isolation (Business 
Insider 2012). Most economists agree that microlending 
works best alongside macro-level initiatives seeking to 
address national economic problems.

Thinking Sociologically
How might the lack of women in positions of author-
ity in organizations and institutions—the meso level 
of society—influence females’ roles at the micro 
level? How might it influence women’s involvement 
at the macro level?

Sex, Sexuality, and  
Gender: The Macro Level
People around the world go to school, drive cars, and 
work, but in some parts of the world, school, driving, and 
work are forbidden for women. Fourteen-year-old Malala 
Yousafzai, a girl from northwest Pakistan, was shot and 

Catarina lives in Guatemala. She started a weaving business—and 
turned her life around—with the help of a microfinance loan from 
FINCA.
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