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“[Yunus’s] ideas have already had a great impact on the Third World
hearing his appeal for a ‘poverty-free world’ from the source itself can

as that all-American myth of bootstrap success.” —7The Washington Post

,and ...

be as stirring:

MICRO-LENDING AND THE BATTLE AGAINST WORLD POVERTY
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INTRODUCTION

In the year 1974 Bangladesh fell into the grip of famine,

The university where 1 tanght and served as head of the Eco-
nomics Department was located in the southeastern extremity of
the country, and at first we did not pay much attention to the
newspaper stories of death and starvation in the remote villages of
the north, But then skeleton-like people began showing up 1n the
railway stations and bus stations of the capital, Dhaka. Soon this
trickle became a flood, Hungry people were everywhere, Often
they sat so still that one could not be sure whether they were alive
or dead. They all looked alike: men, women, children. Old people
looked like children, and children looked like old people.

The government opened gruel kitchens. But every new gruel
kitchen ran out of rice. Newspaper reporters tried to warn the na-
tion of the extent of the famine. Research institutions collected
statistics on the sources and causes of the sudden migration to the
cities. Religious organizations mobilized groups to pick up the
dead bodies from the streets and bury them with the proper rites.
But soon the simple act of collectung the dead became a larger
task then these groups were equipped to handle.

The starving people did not chant any slogans. They did not de-
mand anything from us well-fed city folk. They simply lay down
L very quietly on our doorsteps and waited to die.

There are many ways for people to die, but somehow dying of
starvation is the most unacceptable of all. It happens in slow mo-
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tion. Second by second, the distance between life and death be-
comes smaller and smaller, until the two are in such close proxim-
Ity that one can hardly tell the difference. Like sleep, death by
starvation happens so quuetly, so mnexorably, one does not even
sense it happening. And all for lack of a handful of rice at each
meal. In this world of plenty, a tiny baby, who does not yet under
stand the mystery of the world, is allowed to crv and cry and finally
fall asleep without the milk she needs to survive. The next day she
may not have the strength to continue living.

I used to feel a thrill at teaching my students the elegant eco-
nomic theores that could supposedly cure societal problems of all
types. But in 1974, I started to dread my own lectures, What good
were all my complex theories when people were dying of starva-
tion on the sidewalks and porches across from my lecture hall? My
lessons were like the American movies where the good guys always
win, But when [ emerged from the comfort of the classroom., T was
faced with the reality of the city streets. Here good guys were mer-
cilessly beaten and trampled. Daily life was getting worse, and the
POOT were growing even poorer.

Nothing m the economic theories taught reflected the life
around me. How could I go on telling my students make-believe
stories i the name of economics? I wanted to become a fugitive
from academic life. I needed to run away from these theories and
from my textbooks and discover the reallife economics of a poor
person’s existence,

I was lucky that the village of Jobra happened to be close to the
campus. In 1958, Field Marshall Ayub Khan, then president of
Pakistan, had taken power in a military coup. Because of his fear
of rebellious students, he decreed that all new universities be situ-
ated away from urban centers. His fear of political agitation meant
that the new Chittagong University, where 1 was teaching, was

built in a hilly section of the rural Chittagong District, next to Jo-
bra village.
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The proxmity of Jobra made 1t a perfect choice for my new
course of study. I decided { would become a student all over again,
and the people of Jobra would be my professors. I vowed to learn
as much as possible about the village. Traditional universities had
created an enormous distance between therr students and the re-
ality of everyday life 1n Bangladesh. Instead of traditional book
learming, I wanted to teach my unversity students how to under-
stand the life of one single poor person. When you hold the world
In your palm and inspect 1t only from a bird's €ye view, you tend to
become arrogant—you do not realize that things get blurred
when seen from an enormous distance. [ opted instead for “the
worm's eye view.” I hoped that if I studied poverty at close range, 1
would understand it more keenly.

My repeated trips to the villages around the Chittagong Univer-
sity campus led me to discoveries that were essential to establish-
ing the Grameen Bank, The poor taught me an entirely new
economics. I learned about the problems that they face from their
own perspective. [ tried a great number of things. Some worked.
Others did not. One that worked well was to offer people tiny
loans for self-employment. These loans provided a starting point
for cottage mdustries and other Income-generating activities that
used the skills the borrowers already had.

I never imagined that my micro-lending program would be the
basis for a nationwide “bank for the poor” serving 2.5 million peo-
ple or that 1t would be adapted in more than 6ne hundred coun-
tries spanning five continents. I was only trying to relieve my guilt
and satisfy my desire to be useful to a few starving human beings.
But 1t did not stop with a few people. Those who borrowed and
survived would not let it. And after a while, neither would I.
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