MUHAMMAD YUNUS 
A Hero

If Dr Muhammad Yunus had ever thought to charge Bangladesh’s rich and powerful —bureaucrats, ministers, bankers and economists — one taka for each time they had dismissed, off hand, his ventures as ‘impossible’ or ‘naïve’, by now he would have them applying for Grameen Bank micro-loans to get by.
   It was on a fateful afternoon in 1976, that Muhammad Yunus, a young professor of economics at Chittagong University at the time, drove his Volkswagen Beetle to the local branch of the government-owned Janata Bank, consumed with an idea whose time, he believed, had come.
   He was going to try and convince the bank manager to make small entrepreneurial loans to the poor inhabitants of the nearby village of Jobra. The loans were to be the start-up capital for the residents of Jobra ‘to buy raw materials and supplies with which to make bamboo stools, weave mats and other produce which they would sell in the open market and make a decent profit that would allow them to live’.
   Yunus had been deeply scarred by the misery and the desperation he witnessed during the famine of 1974, and had since made Jobra his second home, spending day after day in the field, trying to understand the structural problems that kept its inhabitants in the clutches of poverty. He had experimented with three-share farming, loaning money to farmers to buy the inputs and irrigation for a dry-season crop, and even though he had been cheated of Tk 13,000 in the process, he was overjoyed that the experiment had worked. Jobra farmers now organised themselves to plant a winter crop. Although Yunus would go on to get a Rashtrapati Purashkar for his three-share farm project two years later, he realised in the first year that its dividends were failing to reach the most destitute of Jobra’s residents. It was this realisation that planted the seeds of the micro-loans idea in his head.
   At the bank, the manager’s jaw dropped open at what Yunus was suggesting he should do. ‘For one, the little money you say they need to borrow does not even cover the cost of the loan documents...they don’t have any collateral...they cant fill out our forms,’ the manager had sputtered, as Yunus recounted in his wonderfully written 1998 autobiography, Banker to the poor. ‘From what I know about banking, I can tell you for sure that this plan will never take off. You are an idealist, professor. You live with books and theories,’ the manager had told Yunus before he sent him on his way. It was only the status that his teaching job afforded him that prevented them from chasing him out.
   Whereas this experience might have bred despondence in lesser men, in Yunus it unleashed what has gone on to become his most abiding characteristic: a self-professed obstinacy to see things through to the end. It took him six months, endless heated arguments and letter writing to get his loan sanctioned, in his name, but destined for the poor of Jobra.
   In the decades that have followed, when he told policymakers that lending to the poorest of the poor could be a commercially viable business as opposed to charity, Dr Yunus was mocked for being naive. When he proposed that it was poor women and not their husbands who should be the targets of his micro-loans, everyone from the Bangladesh Bank to local imams disapproved. When he asked the government to help expand his Jobra operations to other districts, ministry officials whispered ‘impossible’ behind his back. And when he claimed that the poor would pay back their loans more meticulously and conscientiously than the rich, and that they should have a bank of their own, the banking establishment had finally had enough.
   It is a testimony to the power of the imagination that Dr Muhammad Yunus is today at the helm of a banking behemoth that has lent out over $6 billion to more than 7 million poor people, 97 per cent of whom are women, scattered across 73,000 villages in Bangladesh. That he was awarded this year’s Nobel Peace Prize is only a small vindication of his ‘radical’ vision. Others include Grameen Bank’s oft-cited and remarkable 99 per cent loan recovery rate, the fact that 58 per cent of Grameen loanees have crossed the poverty line, and that Grameen’s model is now being replicated in over sixty countries of the world, targeting poverty even in the United States.
   The real achievement though, lies beyond the numbers. Dr Yunus and those who followed him in his micro-credit mission have gone a long way in turning the twin tyrannies of patriarchy and conventional banking on their heads. The proof of this bold claim lies in two facts. At the end of 2006, Grameen Bank loans have financed over 640,000 houses for poor Bangladeshi village families, despite the bank’s precondition that the land the house would occupy must be in the name of the woman who applies for the loan rather than her father or her husband. That, and the decision by Citigroup, one of the largest banking mega-corps in the world, to launch a micro-credit-for-profit business that essentially looks to bank with the poor, with ATMs in forgotten corners of India’s Andhra Pradesh state. A paradigm shift from the days of consumer banking when the untouchable poor were left to the predations of the village mahajan.
   


   Muhammad Yunus was born in 1940, into the home of a family of prosperous jewellers on Boxirhat Road in Chittagong. Among the eldest of nine children born to Dula Mia and Sofia Khatun, Yunus acquired the remarkable affability he is known for, his empathy and faith in his fellow man from his family interactions. ‘Growing up in such a large family taught me early on the central importance of babies (sometimes I took care of two at a time), the importance of family loyalty, peer pressure and peer support, but also the value of compromise when living in a large group,’ he later wrote. Some three decades later, his way with children would become an invaluable asset in earning the trust of his first women borrowers, who strictly observed purdah and initially refused to answer his queries or accept his offers of a loan to buy their raw materials. ‘I never dared knock on their doors. Instead I would stand in a clearing between several houses, so that everyone could see me and observe my behaviour. Above all I wanted to be seen respecting their privacy. I would stand outside their door and chat as informally as I could, explaining what we were trying to do. I also told my co-workers to show genuine affection for the children for, not only does it come naturally to me, it is an immediate way into the mother’s heart,’ he wrote in Banker to the poor.
   Although Yunus did exceptionally well at school, it was detective thrillers that were his real passion. When money ran short to feed his and his brother-and-co-conspirator Salam’s insatiable appetite for thrillers and magazines, they resorted to subscription scams. ‘To meet our [reading] needs, we had to improvise, buy, borrow and steal,’ he remembers. The two brothers would write to Shuktara, the children’s magazine published out of Calcutta, claiming to be winners of a contest run by the magazine. Writing in the name of one of the contest winners announced in an earlier issue, the two brothers would inform them that the family was moving house, citing their neighbour’s address as the new one the magazines should be mailed to. ‘And it worked like a dream,’ recalls Yunus.
   By the time Yunus turned nine, however, a tragedy had started unfolding in the house that would eventually dominate family life, deeply affecting the children. Mother Sofia Khatun, who was probably the greatest influence on Yunus’s early years, became afflicted with mental illness, spending long periods in a trance-like state suffering erratic bouts of violence. ‘Usually father bore the brunt of it [but] at night when we slept, we were never sure whether it would be an undisturbed and peaceful night or whether she would erupt in shouts and physical attacks. When she became violent, I had to help father restrain her, and I also had to protect my younger siblings from the blows and missiles she would throw,’ remembers Yunus.
   ‘We eventually came to accept [the] difficulties with a certain humour that made the pain easier to bear,’ Yunus later wrote. ‘After watching a renowned psychologist apply post-hypnotic suggestions to Mother, we performed our own hypnotic experiments on one another. “What is the weather forecast?” we asked one another, meaning what did we expect Mother’s mood to be in the next few hours. Whenever she grew quiet we knew a storm was coming, sometimes a tidal wave.’ Nonetheless, it was from his mother Sofia Khatun that Yunus inherited her marked characteristics of being empathetic, decisive, and refusing to cede her ground once she had bitten her lower lip and decided on something. ‘I loved her deeply. I was certainly the one who most often pulled at her sari and demanded the most attention,’ he recalls.
   In the years that followed, Yunus first won the Competitive Scholarship Examination of all the high schools in the Chittagong district, and went on to study at the reputed Chittagong Collegiate School, experimenting with everything from photography, painting and boy-scouting, discovering his leadership abilities, and displaying his first flashes of brilliance. Having spent what he describes as four ‘uneventful and dull’ years earning his degree from Dhaka University, Yunus launched himself into a teaching career at Chittagong College, also setting up what became an enormously lucrative packaging factory, on the side. Then, on the summer of 1965 Yunus was awarded a Fulbright Scholarship for post-doctoral studies in the US, and he headed to the University of Colorado and later Vanderbilt College for an eventful seven-year stint that left a deep impression on him.
   For one, it was during his years at Vanderbilt that Yunus met and later married Vera Forostenko, the daughter of Russian immigrants to New Jersey, studying Russian literature at the university. ‘When I left [Bangladesh], I had no intention of finding an American wife. I assumed I would marry the way everybody else around me had married. I never questioned the propriety of arranged marriages,’ he wrote in his autobiography. The marriage was to eventually end in divorce with Vera’s return to the US in 1977, within months of the birth of their baby girl, with Yunus struggling to help the Grameen Bank project find its feet. ‘From the moment of Monica’s birth, Vera insisted on having every American amenity for the baby…determined to leave the country…saying Bangladesh was not a good place to bring up a child. [But] ever since her departure, I miss my child, Monica, terribly,’ Yunus later wrote.
   When the war of independence broke out in Bangladesh, Yunus, along with other academics and Bangladeshi diplomats campaigned actively at Washington DC to press the US into cutting off military aid to Pakistan. When Bangladesh was born nine months later, ‘I felt I had to go back and participate in nation-building. I thought I owed it to myself,’ Yunus remembers thinking.
   For the next eight years, after his return, Yunus first experimented with his three-share farming and later with the now-famous $27 micro-loan to the rattan weavers of Jobra village, enlisting the help of his students to constantly reassess and monitor what they were doing wrong, as he scaled up his operations. In 1980 Muhammad Yunus was married to his present wife Afrozi, a young academic at the time. These were years of incredible hardship. Replicating his micro-loans project in Tangail to convince Bangladesh Bank officials that Jobra was not a unique experience, Yunus and his colleagues encountered everything from violent radical leftists to the conservative clergy who told women that they would be denied a Muslim burial if they borrowed money from the Grameen Bank. ‘I had no toilet in my office. When I wanted to relieve myself I had to go and disturb the neighbours or hold it in,’ he wrote of those times. But by November 1982 the Grameen Bank’s membership soared to 28,000 with more and more women risking disapproval at home, and sometimes even beatings, to borrow small amounts and finance livestock, cattle, and a range of other income-generating activities. A year later, defying his cynics and having literally moved mountains to see his dream fulfilled, what had hitherto been the Grameen Bank project, finally became a bank.
   

   ‘We accept the fact that we will always have poor people around us, and that poverty is part of human destiny. This is precisely why we continue to have poor people around us,’ Muhammad Yunus told the world in his Nobel acceptance speech at the Oslo City Hall three weeks ago. ‘If we firmly believe that poverty is unacceptable to us, and that it should not belong to a civilised society, we would have built appropriate institutions and policies to create a poverty-free world. We wanted to go to the moon, so we went there. We achieve what we want to achieve. If we are not achieving something, it is because we have not put our minds to it,’ he said. The day before, in an interview to the BBC, he was asked to justify his decision to give 85,000 beggars interest-free loans with which they were to buy wares to sell house to house. This new venture smacked of impracticability, he was told. How did he think it could work? ‘I was asked these very same questions when I proposed to lend money to poor women,’ Yunus replied. ‘And look where we are today.’
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