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Microfinance is an everyday feature of life in rural areas of both Timor-Leste and West Timor
(Indonesia). What effect does all this microfinance have, especially on its target beneficiaries, poor
women? The results of my PhD fieldwork on women’s economic empowerment programmes show a
number of unintended negative effects. My paper begins with a brief background on microfinance in
Timor-Leste and Indonesia, while making a case for comparing Timor-Leste, with its high levels of
international microfinance, with West Timor, which features predominantly national and local
microfinance. The high degree of cultural similarity between both areas strengthens the analysis. In
terms of a contribution to the extensive literature on microfinance, my qualitative and ethnographic
findings show neither wholesale empowerment of women, nor the absolute penetration of neoliberal
market values into rural communities, but rather a solidification of village hierarchies in both cases,
many extant during Suharto’s New Order (1965-98). Hierarchies are strengthened in a variety of
ways; most egregiously by usurious credit from village elites to the most vulnerable, including victims
of the war. | argue that currently, microfinance has the effect of further marginalising poor, low-status
women and trapping them in patrimonial and patriarchal systems. In addition, relatively affluent
village leaders across all four rural sites justified and enforced their economic dominance by appeal
to three sources, the State, the Church and adat or traditional practice. | argue that well-intended
microcredit programmes aimed at the grass roots to empower women and reduce poverty have
nevertheless made village social stratification harder to overcome, even when some women village
leaders experience greater empowerment.



