1did not know anything about how to run a bank for the poor,

o I had to learn from scratch. In January 1977, when Grameen
%,started, I studied how others ran their loan operations and I

i learned from their mistakes. Gonventional banks and credit coop-
f cratives usually demand lump sum payments. Parting with a large
E amount of cash at the end of a loan period is often psychologically

trying for borrowers. They try to delay the repayment as long as

- they can and in the process they make the loan grow bigger and
b bigger. In the end, they decide not to pay back the loan at all.

; *Such long-term lump sum payments also prompt both borrowers
E and lenders to ignore difficulties that come up early on; rather,
b than tackle problems as they appear, they hope that the problems

k. will go away by the time the loan is due.

In structuring our credit program, I decided to do exactly the

J oppasite of traditional banks. To overcome the psychological bar-

rier of parting with large sums, I decided to institute a daily pay-

ment program. I made the loan payments so small that borrowers

would barely miss the money. And for ease in accounting, I de-
cided to ask that the loans be paid back fully in one year. Thus, a

365 taka loan could be paid at the rate of 1 taka a day over the

-course of one year.
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To most of those who will read this book, a taka a day may seem §
like a laughable sum, but’it does produce steady mcremental
gains. The power of the daily taka reminds me of the clever prls-
oner who was condemned to death, Brought before the king on]
his execution day, the prisoner was granted one last wish, He
pointed to the chessboard at the right of the king’s throne and]
said, “I wish only for’a single grain of rice gn one square of the
chessboard and that that grain be doubled for each succeedmg
square.” . o -
~ “Granted,” said the kmg, who could not fathom the power of

geomemca] progressron Soon the pnsoner re1gned over the en-]

tire kingdom. o ‘ : ;

+ Slowly my colleagnes and 1 developed-our own dellrery Tecov
ery mechanism and, of of course, we made many mistakes along the
way. We ddapted our- 1deas and changmme ol
L’gTE?v For example, when we dlsc0vered that support groups were '
'crucral to the success of dur operations, we required that eac_P-

plicant join a group of liké-minded people living in similar eco-
nomic and social conditions. Convinced that solidarity' would be J
“stronger if the groups came into being by themselves, we re

frained from managing them, but we d1d create 1ncent1ves that en-j
. couraged the borrowers to help one another succeed in thei 1
businesses. Group membershlp not only creates support and pro-
tection but also smoothes out the erratic behav10r patterns of indi
vidual members, making each borrower more. rel1able in the
process. Subtle and at t.lmes not—so-subtle peer pressure ke eps
oup member - in line with the broader oblectlves of the

credit rogram., A sense of mter roup and intragroup-c et1- g
pProg group ntragroup- .__._P- ‘

tion also encourages each member to be an achiever. Shifting the §

€A,

sk of initial supervision to the group not. only reduces the work §

i v

* of joining the group Theri-the two will ¢ go out and seek auit a thrrd

#*
"

* A Pilot Projéct I+ Born
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of the bank but also increases the self reliance of the 1nd1v1dual_'
porrowers. Because the group approves the. loan reouest of each
member, the group assumes moral responsrbrlrty for the loan. If
;r:;nember of the group gets into trouble, the group usually
comes forward to help. . S N T
_ In Jobra, we dlscovered that it is not always casy for borrowers i
to organize themselves'into gro‘ups A prospecnve borrower ﬁrst
has to take the initiative and explain how the bank works to a sec— :

3

ond person. This can be’ parucularly dlfﬁcult for a vﬂlag; wgm ? an.
She often_has a difficult time: convmcmg her friends—-who are .

likely to be tertified, skeptical, or forbidden by thelr hiisbands to
deal with money——but eventually a second person, ‘impressed. by v
what Grameen has done for anothér household, will take the leap .

—

mie T

2]

member, then a fourth and a ﬁfth Once’ ‘the group of ﬁve s .
formed, we extend loans to two members of' the group: If these
wo repay regular]y for the next six.weeks, two more members nay
request loans. The chalrperson of the group is normally the last
borrower of the' ﬁve But often just when the group is ready, one
of the five members changes her mind; saymg, "No my. husband
won't agree. He doesn’t want me o Jom the bank.” So the' group
falls back to four, or- three, or sometlmes back to one. And that
one has to start: all over agam e e

It can take anywhere from a. few days to several months fora. f
group to be recogmzed or- cernﬁed by, Grameen Bank T_‘__gam ' ﬂ
recogmtron all the members of a group of five. rutgs,pemm-b ’
rowers have to present themselves to the bank; underp;o at least
seven days of training on our. p011c1es, and demonstrate theif un-
derstanding of those policies in.an oral examination administered
by a senior bank official. Each of the members must be individu- §
ally tested. The n _&ht before her test, a borrower often gets 5o ner- ‘!.

vous that she lights a candle in 2 saints shrige and prays to Allah

for help. She knows that if she fails she will let down not only her- |
- ) L - . o L '
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* around to reassure her, saying, “Look, we all have to go through.

Muhammad Yunus

self but also the others in her group. Though she has studied, she '§
worries that she will not be able to answer the questions about the f‘
duties and respbnsibilitées of 2 Grameen Bank member. What if §
she forgets? The bank worker will send the group away, telling all ;
the members to study some more, and the others in the group will
chastise her, saying, “For God’s sake, even this you can’t do right
You have ruined not only yourself but us as well.”

Some critics argue that our rural clients. aff too submissive an
that we can intimidate them into joining Grameen. Perhaps this is 3 ‘5‘5
why we make our initiation process so challenging. The pressure
prowded by the group and the exam helps ensure that only those \
who are truly needy and serious about joining Grameen will actu- \
ally become members, Those who are better off usually do noti
find it worthwhile. And even if they do, they will fail our means §
test and be forced.to leave the group anyway. We want only coura-
geous, ambitious piorieers in our micro-credit. program. Those

are the ones who will succeed. ‘ 4
Once all members pass the exam, the day finally comes when -
one of them asks for a first loan, usually about twenty- -five dol—-
lars, in the eighties. How does she feel? Terrified. She cannot g
sleep at night. She struggles with the fear of failure, the fear of i
the unknown. The morning she is to receive her loan, she almost
quits. Twenty-five dollars is simply too much responsibility for.
her. How will she ever be able to repay it? No woman in her e
tended family has ever had so much money.-Her friends come:

it. We will support you. We are here for just that. Don’t be,
scared. We will all be with you.”

When she finally receives the twenty-ﬁve dollars, she is trem-,
bling. The money burns her fingers. Tears roll down her face. Sh
has never seen so much money in her life. She never imagined it §
in her hands. She carries the bills as she would a delicate bird or a;'f
rabbit, until someone advises her to put the money away in a safe §

place lest it be stolen.

A Pilot P;ajbct L+ Born
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I
This is the beginning for almost every Grameen borrower. All

her life she has been told'that she is no good, that she brings only
nmisery to her family, and that they cannot afford to pay her dowry.
Many times she hears her mother or her father tell her she should
have been killed at birth, aborted, or starved. To her family she .
has been nothing but another mouth to feed, another dowry to
pay. But_'today? for the first ime in her [ife, an institution has
rusted her withi a great sum of money. She promises that she will
never let down the institution or herself. She will struggle to make

sure that every penny is paid back. . R ’

Early on, we encour._aged our borrowers to build up savings that
they could fall back on in hard times or use for additional income-
generating opportunities. We required all borrowers to deposit g
percent of each loan in a group fund. They understood this tactic -
as being similar to the Bengali custom of mushti chal (“handful of
rice”), where a housewife puts away small amounts of rice every
day to slowly build up a substantial reserve. Any borrower can take
an interestfree loan from the group fund,* provided that all the -

,other members of the group approve of the amount and it'srusagé
and that theloan does not'exceed half of the fund’s total, In thou-
sands of cases each year, loans made to our members from their
group funds stave off seasonal malnutrition, pay for medical treat-
ments, purchase school supplies, recapitalize businesses affected
" by natural disasters, and finance modest but dignified famlly buri-
als. As of 1998, the total amount in all the group funds exceeded
$100 million—more than the net worth of all but a handful of
Bangladeshi companies.” - l

- Ifanindividual is unable or unwﬂhng to pay back her loan; her '
group may become ineligible for larger loans in subsequent years

until the repayment problem is brought under control. This cre-

*Under Grameen II, group fund has l?een replaced by individual savir;gs. .
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ates a powerful incentive for borrowers to help each other solve 1
problems and-—even more important—to fprevent problems. Groups
can also request help from other groups in their * cenl:er, a _,ffflf.f' ‘
ation of up to eight groups in a village that meets weekly with a4
" bank worker at a predetermmed place and time. A center chief, a

" center’s affairs, helps solve any problems that a group is unable to

'chalrperson and the center chief whether they support the Joan]

* misunderstandings and.it kept the Teaders and the bank workem

group chairperson who is elected by all members to manage the

handlé on its own and works closely wiflh the bank worker as.
signed to the center. The chief also plays an active role in scree
ing loan requests. When a member makes a formal loan reque |
during a meeting, the bank worker will normally ask the group

proposal—both the amount and its purpose.

* From the very. begmmng, we decided that all business con
ducted during center meetings should be done out in the open
This reduced the danger of corruption, mismanagement, and

directly accountable to the borrowers. Often borrowers would i m-
vite their children to join the meetings before school, so that
these young ones could read them, the notations in their p
booXs and make sure that e\!‘rerythmg was being done correctly

I still find it exciting to travel out to Grameen villages and mee
with centers. With each passing year the borrowers assume more
responsibilities for the management of their own affaifs. They
come up with more mnovatwe approaches to preventing and solv—

ing problems and find new ways to ensure that each member rises
above the poverty line as quickly as possible. I always return from
the villages more convinced that providing credit.is a powerful
means to create profound change in people’s lives. It has becrl
that way since [ started visiting centers in 1977 and. contmues 58]
this day. When I visit center meetings, not only in Bangladesh but
all over the world in countries as diverse as Malazsna, the l:h_}lgp'
‘w_es, South Affrica, and the United St,ates, I realize how resilient

e e
and creative human beings can be wherygiven the chance.

A Pilot Project 1+ Born-

One example of resilience.is ' Mufia Khatoon, a Grameen bor-
rower from Mirsharai District, north of Chittagong, Mufia joined

. Grameen in late 1979. Her life had been filled with sorrow until

that point. In 1963, at the age of.thirteen, she was marned by her

father, a kind- hearted farmer and ﬁsherman, to a man named

Jamiruddin of Dom Khali. wllage in ersharal Dunng her hus-
band’s long dbsences at sea on a ﬁshlng boat, Mufia’s ‘motherin- . - '

law yerbal‘lyﬂabu.sed her and made sure she received little if any'
food even after doing all the cooking. Mufia lived a halfstarved
existence for years. When her husband retirnied home, he often

beat Mirfia.. Occasionally her father, who lived d feéw miié% away, -
tried to protect her, but his efforis madeno lasting i 1mpact on how .

¥
she was treated. P - w,ow "’-‘

b d
i,
FETE

Mufia became pregriaint three timés durmg these 'years hut one*
child died shortly after birth, and she ‘was unable to- carry “the -

W

other two to' term. Suffenng from malnutrition and anemia, she- v

finally gave birth to a son who survwed butit left herin 2 precan—
ous state of health. Somehow she recovered but the beatmgs and
‘the life of semistarvation contmued S i!” ORI B

In 1974; a village leader intervened and arranged for a dlvorce

Mufia was then free from her husband’s beatings, but starvauon fol-‘

lowed her into her new lifé. She began begging. She begged in ‘the
rich neighborhoods of Khaidachara and Mithzachaia villages.. An ef-
tire day’s begglng would yleld a few ounces of rice, hardly enough g

for her and her three chlldren (after her son, she had two daugh-

ters, and she also looked after a nephew who was an orphan) One.
day she was begging from a woman who had a home—based business
making baskets, mats, and other items from ‘bamboo. She asked

Mufia if she would want to borrow, fifteen taka from: her to buyﬁ' :

some bamboo and sell it in the market. Mufia agreed, made a ten
taka profit, and repa,ld the loan. With the ten taka, she.bought some
food for her family. This was repeated a few times ovei the next few
Yyears, but after a while the woman stopped giving Mufia loans and
she was forced to becorne a full-time beggar agam
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Mufia starved through the famine of 1974 and her makeshifi |
house was destroyed in a storm in 1978. But in 1979, she joined the

Grameen Bank and borrowed 500 taka to restart her bamboo busi-;

ness. When she paid back her first 1oan, she felt like a new person.ji

Her second loan, received on December 25, 1980, was for 1,500
taka. Although she sometimes missed installments during the lean
season when demand for bamboo products was low, she always
caught up when the economy improved after the rice harvest. gf

During her first eighteen months as a Grameen Bank member,
Mufia was able to buy 330 taka worth of clothmg for herself and
her children and cookware for 105 taka. These were luxuries that
she had not had since she was divorced from her husband fifteen
years earlier. She and her children were also eating more regularly

and more nutritious food. Meat was never an option, but vegeta

" bles were more common, and occasxonally she bought dned ﬁsh

in the market as a treat.
Mufia is one of thousands of former beggars who are now living

a2 dignified life because they were able to access-loans from

Grameen Bank. To help inexperienced borrowers like Mufia, wgé
have always tried to simplify our lending ‘operations. Today we
have distilled our repayment - mechamsm to the following for.
mula: : . L4

¢ Loans last one year.

¢ Installments are paid weekly.
» Repayment starts one week after the loan. ' ;

¢ The interest rate is 20 percent.

* Repayment amounts to 2 percent of the loan amount per week

for fifty weeks.

" A Pilot Project I+ Born
A .

¢ Interest payments amount to 2 taka per week for every 1,000
taka of the loan amount.

As for the repayment mechanism, I decided that we should keep
it as simple as poésible. I felt that the transacdon should be local,
and so in Jobra village I went to visit the pan (betel leaf) seller in his
tiny stall in the middle of the village. A small man with a toothy grin
and unshaven face, he kept his shop open day and -night, and he

knew just about everyone in the village, Certainly everyone knew _‘
him. When I suggested that he be the collection point for Jobra, he
was enthusiastic. He did not ask for any fee. We told the borrowers

that every day as they cross the réad or go about their ordinary busi-
ness, they should simply give their daily installment to the pan. seller.
This proved to be a short-lived experiment. Borrowers claimed

they had pald their daily mstallment and the pan seller said they

had not. : ,
“Don’t you remember?” a borrower would say. "I came at mid-

ddy. I bought some pan from you. I gave you five taka, and when

you gave me my change'I told you keep my installment of loan re-
pavment. Don’t you remember?”
“No, you didn’t give me five taka.”
“Yes, I did. I remember it very well.” o
“No, you paid me with a bill and I gave you back full chﬁhge.”
Arguments were unending. I knew we had to simplify the pro-
cedure, So 1 Bought a notebook, and on the left I wrote each bor-

rower’s name, In the center 1 made three columns' showing

amounts paid per installment and the date:
‘Name of Borrower  Installment Amount - Date

I made the sheet simple so that the paﬁ seller needed only to
make a check mark each time a borrower paid him. But after a few

days even this system broke down. The borrowers claimed that the |
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/r—epayment of loans must be part of Bangladeshi “culture.” Bur,

pan seller had forgotten to check them off. Something had to b
. done about my accounting system, But what? As an experiment,
abandoned the daily repayment system and moved to the hex
best thing, a weekly repayment system. Today, some twenty year

later, our loans are still paid in the same way, week by week,
P e iy
though now they are made to our frontine bank workers who
-_-____-_-r——__i - - n g
et weekly with borrowers in their villages.
ur repayment rate has remained high ail'along. Generally, i
W getting high repayment while serving very poord

people in disaster-prone areas that surprises people the mos mOSt

about Grameen’s success. People sometimes ‘assume that falthfu!

nothing could be further from the truth. In Bangladesh, the
wealthiest borrowers make it a habit not to pay back their loans. I
am amazed by the mockery that goes on in the name of bankmg.
Public deposits go through the banking system, through the go
ernment banks, through private banks, to people who will never

pay back the money.

If Grameen was to work, we knew we had to trust our chents
From day one, we knew that there would be no room for pohcmg
in our system. We never used courts to settle our repayments We
did not involve lawyers or any outsiders. Today, commercial ban

assume that every borrower is going to run away with their money,
so they tie their clients up in legal knots. Lawyers pore over the':'
precious documents, ‘making certain that no borrower will escape
the reach of the bank. In contrast, Grameen assumes that every
borrower is honest. There are no legal instruments between the
lenders and the borrowers. We were convinced that the baﬁ
should be built{g
tracts. Grameen would succeed or [ail depending on the strength

pot on meaningless paper con—

of our personal relationships. We may- be accused of being nawe,

but our experience with bad debt is less than 1 percent. And even
~ when borrowers do default on a loan, we do not assume that they

are malevolent. Instegd, we assume that personal circumstances
have prevented them from repaying the money. Bad loans present
a constant reminder of the need to do more to help our clients
succeed. ..

While we struggled to develop an effective and reliable credit
delivery and recovery mechanisin during our 'pilet phase, we also
worked on making sure that women benefited from the program.
We set a goal of having half of our borrowers be women. This took
us more than six years to achieve. In trying to attract woman bor-
rowers, we fought against the normal practices of Bangladeshi
F@ich effectively exclude women. To say that our financial
institutions are gender-biased is an understaternent. When I peint.
out the gender bias of banks, my banker friends grow irritated
with me. “Don’t you see our ladies’ branches all over town?” they
argue. “They are designed io serve women only.”

“Yes,” I answer, “I see them, and I also see the idea behind
them. You want to get women’s deposits.. That is why you make

ladies’ branches, But what happens when one of the ladies wants
- to borrow money from you?”

I Bangladesh, if a woman, evén a rich woman, wants to borrow
money from a bank, the manager will ask her, ‘Did you discuss this
with your lilusband?’ And if she answers, ‘Yes,' the'm‘anagei‘ w111
say, ‘Is he supportive of your proposﬁl?’ If the answer is still, ‘Yes,’
he will say, “‘Would you please bring your husband along so that we
can discuss it with him?’ But no manager would ever ask a -
prospective male borrower whether he has discussed the idea of a i
loan with his wife or whether he would bring his wife along to dis- ;

cuss the proposal. It is not ] gmen constituted less -

than 1 percent ‘of all the borrowers in Bangladesh prior to '
memmgs’yﬁem was created for men. '
R s il :
It was my anger about this situation that initially prompted me
0 commit to having at least 50 percent of our experimental proj-
ect loans granted to women. But we soon discovered new socio-
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|an unwritten law that it will be the mother. The mother will also

| these adversities, it is evident that destitute women adapt qulcken

| homes alone, poor women see further and are willing to work

_titute mother starts éarning an income, her dreams of success i

Muhamma-d.Yunus

economic reasons to focu; on women. The more money we lent to
cor women, the more I realized that credit given to a woman
Erings about change faster than when given to a man. A
In Bangladesh, hunger and poverty are more women’s issues @
than men’s. Women, experience hunger and poverty more in- E

tensely than men. If one of the family members has to starye, it is

suffer the traumatic experience of not being able to breast-feed.
her infant during the times of famine and scarcity. Poor women in §
e ek 0y
Bangladesh have the most insecure social standing. A husband §
N — 3
_g_g_l_}__tllrow his wife otit any time he’ wishes. He can divorce her
'merely by repeating, “I divorce thee,”. three times. And if he does,
she will be disgraced and unwanted-in her parenss’ house. Desp1te ’

and better to the self-help process than men. Though they cannotf
fead or write and have rarely been allowed to step out of their

harder to lift themselves and their families out of poirerty. They
' pay more attention, prepare their children to live better lives, and

are more consistent in their performance than men. When a des;
——

variably center around her children. A woman’s second priority

‘ geneml standard of living, reducing_poverty, ¢reating dlgmﬁed

"the household. She wants to buy utensils, build a stfonger roof, or,
find a bed for herself and her family. A man has an entirely differ;
ent set of priorities. When a destitute father earns extra incom
he focuses more attention on himself. Thus money entering aj
household through 2 woman brmgs more benefits to the family as ‘

.awhole. ‘
the goals. of economic development include improving the

employment opportunities, and reducing inequality, then it is

ural to work through women. Not only do women consttute the
maJorlty of the poor, the underemployed and the economlcally

A Pilot Project I+ Born *'

and socially disadvantaged, but they more readily and successfully
improve the welfare of both children and men, com
ing how male borrowers use their loans versus female borrowers, -
"consistently show this to be the case.
Itwas not easy to focus our efforts almost exclusively.on Iendmg ‘
to women. The first and most formidable opposition came from

thehusbandsfwho generally wanted the loans for themselves. The E'
[religious leaderit were very suspicious of us. And the moneylend— o

ers saw us'as a direct threat to their authority in the village. These :
objections I had expected, but what surprised me was to hear edu- j
cated civil servants and professionals arguing against us. They con- - b
tended that it made no sense to lend money to women while so .
many men were jobless and without income. Or. they argued that %
women would only pass the loans on to their husbands-and would ?
wind up eyen more exploited than-they were before. One official d
of our central bank even wrote me a menacmg letter demanding
that I explam fully and 1mmed1ately why a high percentage of

your borrowers are women.’ Cunously, my reply asking whether

the central bank had ever asked the other banks in the country i

why they have such a high percentage of male borrowers went
unanswered. s .
e

In the beginning, we were unsure how to attract women bor-
rowers. Bengali women rarely, if ever, borrow money from banks.
I could have put up a biliboard saying:

ATTENTION ALL WOMEN!
WELCOME TO OUR BANK
FOR A SPECIAL LOAN PROCRAM
T FOR WOMEN '
. This billboard might have received media coverage or free pub-
licity but would never have attracted women borrowers. First, (8
~Rercent of poor women in _rural Bah_zl&&annot read, and sec-
ond, they are rarely free to come out of their houses without their
husbands. We had to devise a whole series of tricks and techniques
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ranic injunction to guard women’s. modesty and purity. In its most

“ base their teachings on the Quran.
- tion, and decorum combine to keep, relations between women

' go to meet with wllage women, I niever asked for a chair or an A

- wearing expenswe dress or fancy saris.

to recruit women borrowers. At first, because of the rules of p'mdah,

those of us who were men never dared enter a woman's hoyse i m

the village. Purdah refers to a range of practices that uphold the Ko—
oot —

conservative interpretation, purdah forbids women to leave thelr

homes or to be seen by any men except their closest male relative

In rural villages like Jobra, purdah 1s\color-éa'by beliefs in sp _'ts
that predate Islam, Such beliefs are usually perpetuated by the v11-
lage pseudo—mu]lahs who teach religious primary schools, or mak-

tabs, and interpret Istam for the wllagers Though these men are

looked on as religious authorities by the illiterate- villagers, many
of them have a low degree of Islamic educauon and do not alwa

Even where purdah is not strictly observed, custom family, tra dig

and men in rural Bangladesh extremely formal. So when I would

the bowing and scraping that usually accompanies figures of au’
thority. Instead, I would try to chat as informally as possib bl
wotild say funny things to break the ice or compliment a mother

on her children. I also warned my students and coworkers agamst

Instead of -asking to enter a woman's house, 1 would stand in a
clearing between several houses, so everyone could see me and
observe my behavior. Then T would wait while one of my female
students entered the appointed house and mtroduced me. Th1s
go-between would then bring me any questmns the women mlght
have. I would answer their questions, and back into the house th
student would go. Sometimes she would shuttle back and forth, for
over an hour and still I was not able to convince these hldden
‘women to seek a loan from Grameen. e k.

But I would come back the next day. And again the go—between
would shuttle back and forth between the village women and me!

A Pilot Project 1+ Born

We wasted a lot of timne with the student having to repeat every-
thing I said and all the questions of the village women. Often our
go-between could not catch all my ideas or the women’s questions

.would get jumbled. Sometimes the husbands would get irritated

with me. I suppose the fact that I was a respected head of a univer-
sity department reassured them somewhat, but always they de-
manded that our loans be given to them, not to their wives, ¥
One day, as I sat in a clearing between the houses of a village, it
clouded over and started to rain. As this was during the monsoon
season, the rain turned into a heavy downpour. The women in the
house sent an umbrelia out so I could cover myself. T was relatively
dry, but the poor go-between got rained on every time she shut-
tled back and forth between me and the house. As the rain 'in-
creased one of the elder women in the house, said, “Let the
professor take shelter next door There is no one there That way
the girl won't get wet.” o : |
The house was a typical rural Bengali hut—a tiny room w1th a
dirt floor and no electricity, chair, or table. I sat alone on.the bed
in the dark and waited. Wonderful smells of simmering atap rice
seeped into the hut from next door. A bamboo wall and cabinets

divided this house from the neighboring one, and every time my .

go-between talked to the women in the adjoining house, I.could

~ hear some of the things they said, but their voices were imuiffled.
-And every time the go-between would return to tell me what they

had said, the women next door would crowd against the bamboo

. divide to hear my answers. It was far from an ideal way of commu-

nicating, but it was certainly better than standing outside in the
rain, r ¢ .

After twenty minutes of this—hearing each other’s voices, but
talking indirecly through a go-between—the women on the other
side of the wall started bypassing my assistant and shouhng ques-
tions or comments directly at me in their Chittagonian dialect. As

my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, I could make out hu—
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- and, talking directly to me. Some hid their faces behind a veil}

' # “I wouldn't know what to do with money,” said a woman who sat
" closest to me but gverted her eyes. e

man shapes starmg at me through the cracks in the partltlon
Many of their questions were similar to the ones the men asked us

“Why must we form a group?" “Why riot an individual loan to me §
¢ .-

right now?” .

There were about twenty-five women peeking at me through
the cracks in the bamboo when suddenly the pressure on the P
tition grew too great and part of it collapsed. Before they kne
what had happened, the women were sitting in the room hstenmg

Others giggled and were 100 shy to look at me directly. But we had
no more need of someoné to repeat our words. That was the first
time | spoke with a group of]obra women indoors.

" “Your words frighten us, sir,” one woman said hiding her face

with the end of hersari. =~ AR WEE A .
“Money is something that only my: husband handles, said an
other, turning her back to me so I could not look at her directly.§
“Give the loan to my husband. He handles the money. I
never touched any and I don’t want to, tsald a'third.

*No, nio, not me. We have no use for money,” said an. elderly
woman. “We have all had enough trouble with dowry payrnents
and we don’t want another fight with olir husbands Professor,
justdon’t want to get into more trouble.”

It was easy to see the erushmg effects of poverty and abu
these faces. As they had no power over anyorie else, thequhus-
bands would vent their frustrations on these womien by beatmg
them. In many ways, the women were treated like animals. I kne}~r

that marital violénce was a terrible problem and understood why,
pone of these women wanted to get involved 11 apn area reserved

traditionally for men—the control of
Still, 1 tried my best to encourage them not to be afraid
not borrow? It would help you to start earning money.” -

* paragus which aeqmres a dehcate ﬂavor and texture when b01led T,
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“No, no, no, we cannot take your money ‘
“Why not? I you invest it, you cap earn money and use, the prof— R
its to feed your children and send them to school.” - ‘,,, o ‘
“No, when my mother died, the fast advice she gave me was
never to borrow from anybody SoI¢an’t borrow e
“Yes, your mother was a-wise woman, she gave you the r1ght ad-
vice. But if she were alive today she would advise you to ‘join
Grameen. When she was alive, there was 1o Gmmeen prOJect She
didn’t know anything about this expenment Back then, there" was'
only one source she eould borrow from, the moneylender, and X
she was adwsmg you righty not to go to-him because he charges -
10 percent interest _per month or, more. But if 3 your mother had g
known about us, she would deﬁmtely have recommended that you ¥
join us and make a decent living foryourself T o SRR
I had heard their argument_s so many times that I had ready an- e
swers, but it was difficult to persuade these frlghtened creatures. ’
They had never. 1nteracted wu:h any lnsutuuon in thetr llves Every—, . _‘
thing that I offered them was strange and threatenlng Progress$

was slow that day Very slow. As it was s]ow on many. that fol]owed
My students and I* tramped around the wllage all’ through the -
monsoon and through the month of Ashar, when people#eat lush

leafy greens such as kalmz, puzshak, or kachu shak a sort of long as- v

e "

My favorite smell came from the deltc1ous kachu shak as it sim- - . ; "
mered with bay leaves ground cumin, and turmenc in‘the wllage :
- Very early on in the process of ttylng to convince womﬁr_l_gg_b,e-

Egl}_lE_G_raLneen Bank borrowers, we realized that having female -
bank workers made the job a great deal easier. The process of 7
breaklng down fear was always my greatest challenge and it was
made easier by the careful work and gentle voices of my female

orkers. Still, results were slow in coming. At the end of every day,
.Would debrief my students. Often women workers would- come
th the names of potential borrowers Jotted down on the back of
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cigarette packs. As a result, 1 hired three’ young women to work in ,
. our'pilot project—Nurjahan Begum and Jannat Quanine, two re-
cent graduates of the university, and Priti Rani Barua, who lived in
'll' the Buddhist section of jobra and had only a mnth-grade educa
i = tion. These female workers f i jer 1o establish a rap
. with women in the villages than_their male counterparts, but the ]
- .. Talso faced many obstacles. Indeed, our fight egainst the ill trea
‘ msegregaUOn of women took place'nat only on behalf
o our horrowers but also on behalf of our own female employees ‘
| "f‘l‘ ] ! The nature-of a bank worker’s job requires that he or she walk
1 alone in rural areas, sometimes for distances as 1ong as ﬁve rmles
Ll in each direction. The parents of many prospective female bank
‘ workers found this demeaning-—even scandalous. Though they
' m1ght have allowed- their. daughter to sit behind an office desk
they did not accept her spending her day working in the wllages
for Grameen. How could the female bank workers get.from place
‘to place? Men can ride bicycles in Bangladesh but it is often con—
_sidered improper for. women to do so. We bought training b1kes
and held classes to make our women workers confident bike nd—
ers. But in some places, the locals woulcl attack them fogdy_rg_b
cycles. Though the villagers would permit: women 10 ridelin
Mwms, rickshaws, or even mw-
—gious conservatives could not accept a woman on 4 bike. Even tog

: day, twenty-five years later, when g4 percent of our bm
,[ . (:mur female employees still face hosality and diseriming,
h . .. tion on a regular basis In the villages where they work. When a fes
‘ male bank worker visits . -a village for the first t1me, it is? ants
uncommon for-crowds to gather and observe her She ‘often faces
criticism from the villagers who were not lised to seemg wo' en

married woman, being employed 1mmedrately removed some of
the famlly préssure to get married. In addition, having a job in-

, creases her marriage prospects dramaUcally She is no longer seen
* asa burden. . -

Retaining female bank workers has proven very difficult. Typx-
cally, if a female Grameen bank worker gets married, her in-laws *
exert pressure on her to quit her job. They do not want a "decent
young woman walking alone around vﬂlages They also worty that '
she might not be able.to defend herself in case of troublé. After ..
her first child, the pressure grows for. the female bank worker to - )
quit her job. And then after the second or third child, the woman -
often wants to spend more time at home with her children. And:
the miles of walking that she did as a young woman-are not as eaSy

for her. When we announced our pension program-in 1994, -
which included an. early retirement: option, we were, saddened
though not too surpnsed ‘that ‘many of our female employc;eg 'C‘
opted to leave' Grameen. Often we are criticized in international -
3 conferences for not employmg enough women."I believe that L
E ' most of those who attack us do rﬁ&nﬁm&wm&
: Bangladesh, but I adin_l_lgh:n their crltlasrns have encouraged us
o redouble our efforts and devise new ways to retam female em-" 4, R
loyees In fact, in 1997 we celebrar.ed the promonon of one -
woman to the position- of zonal manager, the most seriior ﬁeld—
based position in Grameen But the loss of many rank—and file fe—
male employees through reurernent .since - 1994 ;has been )
‘ dlsheartemng R " »

R

The story of Nurjahan 1llustrat;es many of the pressures -on Olll'
young female workers. Nurjahan was a graduate student at- Chit- |
lagong Unlversrty when we started our Grameen experiment: She "
| ::: lt:f-‘l;l;y thfee and studymg to get her master s degree with hon- --

v Shnga i literature.- She had lost her father when’ she was
_ mmher We came from a conservative middle-class family and her
anted her to marty and have children. But after she

— -

i

anywhere but in the home.

We usually tried to recruit our women workers when they had
just finished their studies and were either waiting to be married oL
were marned with an unemployed husband. Generally, for an U
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completed her smdies, Nuljahan rebelled. She -was the ﬁrst
woman in her village to receive a master’s degree, and she was
proud of ajob offer she received from a nongovernmental org# ni
zation (NGO). She begged her mother to allow her to work. Bt
her mother refused, arguing that girls of good families in Bangla-
desh are not supposed to work at all. Nurjahan’s brother was wrll-
ing to let her work for the NGO, but he was concerned about what
others in the village would say. So Nurjahan kept delaying: her
starting date. The NGO postponed the dafe three times, but} fi-
nally could not wait any longer, and she lost the job offer.
When Grameen offered Nurjahan a job, her mother and broth—
ers ﬁnally relented. Nurjahan did not tell them that she would
have no office and no desk and that she would spend her. days
walking thmugh the poorest areas of the poorest villages, talking;
to beggars and destitute women. She knew they would be horn-
. fied and would force her to quit. She began working with us 1r1 Oc~
‘tober 1977. And for as long as. her- family did not know what
Grameen was like, they grudgingly allowed her to work.

: On her first day, I asked Nurjahan to do a case study of /

14 ., jan Amina, a poor woman of Jobra village who had no means ot
H]"-‘_ subsistence. I did. this for three reasons. First, I believe that
' "i,;'i best way to inspire a new worker is to let her see firsthand the real;
fife problems of the poor. I wanted Nurjahan to have her: heart
touched by the reality of poverty. Second, 1 wanted to see how
Nur]ahan would cope. It is nat easy to work with the poor and to
do 50 in a way that will positively affect their lives. Nugahan s
- ter’s degree did not ensure that she possessed the inner rnomra-
| tion, confidence, and strength. to show these people ht w]iod
"overcome obstacles. Would she be wﬁhng to spend time wit}
“destitute? To learn how they live, work, and survive? $he hadto
lwwmwmgwmwd
change She had to n easy and fear-free intéraction with
thing there was to know al

- A Pilot Project I+ Born

rowers’ lives and difficulties. Thus,’on Nurjahén’s first day,‘I

"-—-H_-_"-_.__'___-——._—_—x
pulled her aside and said, “Try to speak with Ammajan Amina

alone. Try to touch her and to understand her mentality. Today,
go there with no pen and no papér in order to gain her confi-
dence.”

Nurjahan went to Jobra with my cofleague Assaduzzaman (“As-
sad” for short), Nodding toward Assad, Ammajan Amina asked
Nurjahan, “Is he your husband?” . 5

“No,” Nurjahan answered, “he is just a colleague.” i

“Why are you coming to see us with a man who is not your hus-
band?” asked Ammajan Amina. This seemed to be in conflict with
the practice of purdah and made her suspicious of Nﬁrjah’an

But little by little, day after day, Nurjahan won over Amina’s
confidence. Amina shared her past with Nurjahan. Of Amina’; s six
children, four had died of hunger or disease. Only two daughters
survived. Her husband, much older than she, was quite ill. For sev:

© eral years, he had spent most of the family assets on medicines. Af-

ter his death, all that Amina had left was the house. She was in her
forties, old by Bangladesh standards where, contrary to the world
norm, women have a lower life-ex __p_ectanlthan men. She was 1111t~

erate and had never earned an income before. She tried selling

homemade cakes and cookies door to door without much success.
Her in-laws tried to expel her and the children from the house

where she had lived for twenty years, but she refused to leave,

One day Amina returned and found her brotherin-law had

sold her tin roof, and the buyer was now busy removing it. Now

the rainy season started, and Amina was cold; hungry, and too

poor to make food to sell. As she had no roof to protect” her
house, the monsoon destroyed her mud walls. She used all she
had 1o feed her own children. Because she was a proud woman,
she only begged in nearby villages. One day when she returned

wil found her house had collapsed, and she started screaming,
ere is my daughter? Where is my bapr"
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" commercial bank, giving her credit. But with Grameen loans she

 the end of her days. Now her daughier i 1s amember of Grameen

* of workers. Then one day Nur]ahan s sistérin-law’s ‘brother ca
.to give Nurjahan some farmly news. When he arnved at our ofﬁce
~ had, of & commeércial bank. The office manager, Assad, told Nur_la-
‘Nurjahan seated on the grass under a tree Lalkmg to some vilk ge

- women. He was astonished. Nurjahan was so embarrassed that she
lied and told him that that day was a specral s:tuauon and beg ed

' observmg the custom of purdah. She could not 1mag1ne Nurjahan

‘coniing to a respectable ‘womarn. But eventually, once 'Nugahan
~ told her mother the truth and exPlamed her deep desire to help

" Grameer. .

She found her older child dead under the rubble of her house :

‘Whén Nurtjahan first met with her in 1976, Ammajan Armn
held her only surviving child in her arms. She was heartbroken and .
desperate There was no question of any moneylender, much less a

bought bamboo to make baskets. Amma remained a borrower to

Through her experience with Amma arfd many such fragi L
cases, it became clear to me that Nuqahan had a, spec1al gift for
dealing with the poot. 1 was very pleased to have her on my te:

he saw that it was onlya tin-roofed shiack with no. telephone to1let
or running water. He was shocked. This was notatall the i image I he

han s in-law that she was out in the field, The than went and fo

him not to tell her mother what he had seen, But he did.
At first, Nurjahan’s mother was furious. Like most conservative
Bengali Muslims, she felt that her daughter should hide mdoors,

working under the open sky or that such work was decent and beg

the poor, her mother relented Today, she is a big supporte‘ of]

One day I asked Nuijahan to make a presentation -about
Grameen at a cultural festival. She was to travel to the town
Comilla with two junior- female bank workers, and because’ the
trip from Chitiagong to Comilla is not dangerous, I did not make
any provision for a male colleague to accompany them. Tlns_‘was

K : ) - A Pilot Project I+ Born:

not insensitive on my part. I felt that my workers ought to fend for
themselves. Also, I knew that Grameen needed to break the myth

_that awoman could not travel alone on a shoft trip.

“Though she did not show it, Nurjahan was furious with me for
not placing her in the care of 2 man who would arrange the travel
plans and take care of all the details of the road. She even tele-
phoned a male colleague and asked him to accompany her, but he

was busy. As she had never traveled alone before, she prayed o Al

lah to give her strength and courage, and away she went. The
show in Comilla was a great success.

Now Nurjahan travels everywhere she p]eases w1thout dlfﬁCulty
She is one ¢ e general managers of the Grameen Bank
arld-‘l_leads our tralmng division, where she helps hundreds of our
future young bank workers to become self-reliant. Co
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