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Introduction
Rural women, like all housewives, often work unpaid for their families. In addition

to that, they also have a great responsibility in the agricultural fields and work as
unpaid laborers for their husbands. This problem has caused rural women to be
among the poorest women. Today, most countries consider "empowerment” as the
most effective way to achieve sustainable development and escape from poverty. In
developing countries, increasing the empowerment of rural women is a catalyst for
development. In addition, women's socio-economic development improves the
quality of life of the entire population and helps reduce poverty.

In the past decades, experts and many governmental and international organizations
have presented plans for the economic empowerment of rural women. Some of these
initiatives have quickly entered other countries of the world and empowered poor
rural women. Among the empowerment mechanisms that have become a common
tool in Iran to achieve this goal, financial and non-financial provision mechanisms
such as rural women's cooperatives or micro credit funds can be mentioned.
Microcredits include the provision of appropriate financial services to the financial
capacity of poor households who do not have access to the services provided by
regular financial institutions. Microcredit funds were operationalized by the Ministry
of Agriculture in many cities of Iran since 1379 with the aim of easy and quick
access of rural and nomadic women to financial resources and promoting the culture
of savings.
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In this research, an attempt has been made to identify and discuss the dimensions
and challenges of empowering these funds, as well as their proposed solutions to
reduce or adjust the challenging aspects of these activities, according to the
experience of women benefiting from these credits.

Literature Review

In a simple sense, empowerment refers to the transition from a passive to an active
position. Basically, empowerment is a process. This process starts from the
individual level (subjective feeling and objective ability to do things) and
encompasses the social, political, economic, and institutional levels. According to
Naila Kabir, empowerment includes three important elements: resources, agency,
and achievements. Resources refer to the capacities that allow for choices and the
manifestation of potential abilities. Agency refers to the concept that women are not
only recipients of services but also the main actors in this field and ultimately
achieve achievements such as participation in social and political life. Kabeer says
that the most important concept that arises from power is the concept of choice.
Amartya Sen also presents his views on women's empowerment by adopting a
capability approach. With this approach, Sen presents a reading of development that
targets humans. In this approach, "freedom" is the center and development is
nothing but the enhancement of basic human freedoms. Freedom is defined as the
ability to achieve and choose among the valued functions of life. Sen uses this
approach to provide solutions to reduce women's poverty. He believes that
addressing oppressive family and other institutional structures, defending women's
economic freedoms, and changing the concept of poverty can free women from
poverty. According to him, gender is a fundamental variable in access to resources.
The role of men as breadwinners enables them to access and exploit resources. As a
result, Amartya Sen emphasizes the empowerment of women through education and
employment to achieve justice.

In general, empowerment is a process that aims to achieve power for powerless and
marginalized groups. Power, as the focal element of this process, is a
multidimensional and contested concept that can have different definitions
depending on different times, places, and local contexts. What is of great importance
in the empowerment process is women's awareness of their subordinate position and
understanding the need to change this position.
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Materials and Methods

The thematic analysis method is used in this article. Thematic analysis is a type of
qualitative analysis that is used to analyze, classify, and present themes (patterns)
related to data.

The participants in this research are a group of women from Roohabad village,
Zarand city, who have become members of rural micro-funds and have used
entrepreneurial micro-loans. After in-depth interviews with ten members who have
been members for three to five years, the themes obtained were analyzed.

Conclusion

The themes obtained in the empowerment dimension refer to the ability to attract
investors, increase bargaining power, increase social capital, expand the
communication network, and eliminate intermediaries. The findings of the
challenges section were also identified in the two subheadings of structural and
individual challenges, and finally, solutions were presented, including creativity-
oriented ability, the need to improve skills, determining the limits of government
intervention, prioritizing production tools and paying attention to comparative
advantage to improve the performance of the microcredit fund rural women.

Keywords: Microcredits, Rural Women, Economic Empowerment, Women's
Poverty
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