T was a lairytale replay ol
I a king meeting a desti-

tute peasant woman. The
ornate glittering court
watched in silence as the poor
woman steadily, but nervously,
walked up to the king to shake
his hands and wait for her
team to receive the award. All
of this reads like out of
children's books or sounds
like a bedtime tale. But this
time it is for real. This is a
story with a difference.

The peasant woman was
meeting the king on her own
terms. It was her work, her
struggle, her achievement —
symbolising that of millions of
women like her who work in
the Grameen Bank (GB) — that
was being honoured. In the
King's court, it was the peas-
ant woman who was the centre
of attentionn +  and not the
king, * Ctamii ;

"l had never worn a pair of
shoes before,” sald Manzira
Khatun. used to being bare-
foot, or at best a pair
of sponge slippers, in vil-
lage home. “Here | was walk-
ing in my shoes, for the very
first thme in my life, on this
glittering marble floor on
which | could see my own re-
flection.” As a Board member
of the Grameen Bank (GB)
Manzira Khatun, ied
Prof Mohammed Yunus, foun-
der and 1 Director,
and Nur Jahan De-
puty General Manager and
Principal of the Training
Institute of GB, to Belgium to
receive the King Baudouin
International Development

Prize for 1992, which was

awarded on 22 April, 1993.
Our story begins the day
before, when King Baudouin
received Prof. Yunus, and his
team, including Manzira in an
exclusive audience in his

Perhaps looking for some-
one in a crown, dressed in
gold-embroidered clothes,
Manzira did not, at first, re-
alise that she was already in
King Baudouin's . She
thought he will come soon, as
she sat waiting. But she ob-
served that the man, in a sim-
ple dark suit, who had re-
ceived them, and was now sit-
ting with them, was opening
the presents they carried from
Dhaka for the King and the
Queen, (sent earlier to the
Royal Palace). "Nobody would
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This must be the King then.
She asked Nur Jahan Begum,
and was told so. She_guddenly
became overwhelmed and got
up and shook King Baudouin's
hands once again. Surprised,
but touched by this gesture,
the King of Belgium said.

“1 have read all about your
hardship and valiant struggle.
You do not know what pleasurce
it gives me to welcome you to
my palace, | feel honoured that
you came from so far to be
with us and to ‘receive our
award.” Much of the nuance of
what the King said was per-
haps, lost to Manzira, who al-

ter shaking hands with his

Majesty, said in colloquial
Bangla, “You must be a very
happy man to live in a palacc
like this?" Prof Yunus trans-
lated in English. The King, af-
ter thinking for a while replied
“Please do not think that
those of us who live in a
palace do not have any regrets.
Like you we have our own
pains and sorrows.”

Obviously the sorrows tRat
the King was talking about was
mt-ytnrl removed (rom

t, till the joining of the
Grameen Bank, was an every-
day reality for Manzira. Yct an
empathy was struck, and per-
haps without knowing, and

delinitely
Bangladeshi village woman of
Outakhin Noadeeari village, 14
miles from Chapainawabganj,

without thinking, a

in Rajshahi division, bad
touched deeply the heart of
monarch of a distant land, who
had no idea about the world of
Manzira, nor of the level and
extent of the struggle she was
waging.

In a strange way the mo-
ment was unique for both.
Neither the King, nor Manzira
had ever seen anyone like one
another. Imagine the King of
Belgium in a onc-to-one audi-
ence with a destitute woman,
who was one of 12 children
(10 girls and 2 boys), who got
married at 17, became a
mother of three (her third
child, died several months al-
ter his birth because of sudden
acute diarrhoea), who for cight
years upto 1990, event about
with only one meal or some-
times no meal a day, who lives
in a village which has no elec-
tricity and no direct transport
link with any town (she has to
walk 2 miles to reach Mallick
bazar, the nearest place from
where she can get a bus). It
was only 3 years ago that her

lot began to change when she

joined Grameen Bank.
The Kinkg obviously had
ncver met someone who

carned only USS 50 a month,
and Manzira of course had
never met a King It was fairy-
tale story, but not oceurring in
book of tales for kids but in the
rezal world of the nineties.
Manzira's lather was a

o

jfarmer and a small-time busi-

nessman. He had 12 children
from two marriages., He sent
Manzira to school and would
have perhaps looked after his
big family well, but for the le-
gal disputes over land that ru-
ined him completely.

Manzira was 17 when she
got married to Korban Ali, a
supervisor of a local co-opera-
tive. Trouble started when her
husband lost his job. Manzira's
father provided some money to
train Ali as a lawycr's clerk
(Mohorf) and even got him
linked with a lawycr in
Rajshahi. Financial hardships
made Korban Ali uninterested
in supporting a growing family,
and he did what men often do
in our villages — married an-
other woman hoping this
would bring him some wealth.
Korban AH, then moved to the
house of his new wife, where
Manzira was forced to suller
regular abuse and indignities,
in addition lo being made to

carning between Tk 5 and Tk

Manzira with Prof. Yunus and Nur Jahan Begum of Gra
Boudouin of Belgium in Brussels.
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In this page, "Women on the Move”, today we tell the story of omwho_htsmnymoud.mea
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Bank team.

We tell her story, not because she shook hands with a king, but because she has broken hundreds of
and has moved away from oppression, exploitation, dependency
and helplessness. We tell her story because her's is not an event, but part of a process that has produced
literally millions of Manziras. We tell her story because it inspires us, and gives us reasons for hope. We
tell her story because it shows that given the right type of opportunity our people — especially the
women — are capable of achieving the impossible. There is latent courage, creativity and determination

years of taboos that enchain women,

then carry out their own little ‘revolutions’.
Itis in praise of those little revolutions, that we tell Manzira's story today.

All photographs of Manzira Khatun, except the one with Prof. Yunus and King Boudouin in Belgium, used in this page are by

Salahuddin Azizee.
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do all the work. Al onc stage
Ali scnt Manzira back to her fa-
ther, and soon after divoreed
her.

Manzira became the 17th,
member of her [ather's poor
houschold, supported by what-
ever the two brothers could
carn. She lived on the food
that would be given to her for
doing houschold work.
Desperate to do something,
Manzira became a tailor's
help. For one and a half years
she worked for free, in ¢x-
change for being taught the
skills of tailoring.

It was a very harsh period’

for her. She earned nothing.
Whaltever food she got, she
gave to her little boy who was
rather weak and malnourished.
But learning tq be a tailor was
the only way out for Manzira,
and she stugk to her appren-
ticeship. Then disaster fell
Her child suddenly developed
acute diarrhoea and died.
Manzira was shaltered, and
gave up cverything for six
months. Nothing interested
her anymore. Her husband had
divorced her, her two elder
boys were kept back by Korban
Ali, and now her youngest
child was no more.

Litcrally giving up hope for
her future, she was waiting to
die. But reality is a stran
thing. Even lo wail to dic cosls
moncy. She had to cat. So she
gathcred her Jist bit of encrgy
and went back o lcarning how
to be a tailor. At last she be-
camc Lhe tailor's assistant
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7 per day when there was
work, and nothing when there
Wils NoOne. ' S

One day Manzira's father
told her about Grameen Bank
(GB) which had opened a cen-
tre in the village. He asked her
to look into it, saying she could
perhaps get a loan to buy her
own sewing machine. At first
Manzira refused, saying she
did not want to get involved in
banks or loans, which may get
her into trouble. Then a GB
cenire was opened very near
her home. Goaded by her fa-
ther, she went along to see
what goes on. Persuaded by the
GB worker and seecing other
village women take loan and
participate in GB activities,
she decided to get into it her-
scll. She learnt that to qualily
she has to be a part of a group
of five, which she soon formed
and took her first loan of Tk
2000,

“1 never had so much
money al any one time.”
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Borrowing another Tk 300 she
bought a second hand scwing
machine and started to work
by hersell, "My first work was
to sew three lungis. It was
Saturday, after the weekly "hat’
[village ﬂazar] when | got my
first work. | charged Tk 1.50
per piece. Thus began my new
life.” She repaid her first in-
stalment of Tk 40 after the
first week. 1 remember |
spent nothing from the earn-
ing that week, not even to buy
food which |1 desperatcely
necded. | saved all the moncy
lo pay my instalment. By the
Grace of God, 1 have never
missed a single repayment
instalment.” Not only that
Manzira never defaulted in re-
paying her loans, she never
looked back from this day on.
Soon she took her second loan
of Tk 3,000 and bought cloth,
which she would sell to her
customers. Now she would
carn profit from the sale of
cloth she was stitching, and ol
course from her labour as a tai-
lor. Her profit doubled, and so
did her enthusiasm. This loan
again she repaid on time, and
took her thfrd loan of Tk
4,000. This time she bought a
small orchard (6 kathas) and
planted 20 guava trees. From
the sale of fruits she repaid
her loan, and is now into her
fourth general loan of Tk
4.500. "This time | will buy a

larger quantity of cloth.” She
now earns Tk 30 to Tk 40
daily. Her biggest earning was
Tk 70 on one day. Manzira now
has an inventory of Tk B.000.
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She has, in addition taken out
a housing loan of Tk 20,000
and has built a sturdy house
with brick walls and tin rool.
She has also taken on lease, a
small plot of agricultural land,
in which she has planted high
yielding rice. Recently she has
hired an apprentice — daugh-
ter of another GB member — to
help her out with her increas-
ing tailoring business. “1 am no
longer a destitute, but a re-
spected business woman,” she
proudly informed me.

As | talked with her, she
exuded self-confidence and
was very much at ease in the
large seminar room of the GB
headquarters, in Mirpur,
Dhaka, answering each of my
questions with precision and
clarity. Her leadership quality
is evidenced by the fact that
being a relatively new comer in
the GB — entered in 1980 —
she was chosen, through a
ticr-based clectoral process, to
become a member of the Board

of Directors of the Grameen
Bank. She represents the
Rajshahi zone, that covers
more than 100,000 borrowers.

The way she behaved with
the Queen of m demon-
strates well the reasons be-
hind Manzira's success. On the
day of the award giving cere-
mony the Queen embraced
her and kissed her on her
cheek, as is the western cus-
tom of welcome.

“When she finished, |
kissed her back.” For some-
body, not the custom,
this was a bold move. Did any-
body tell you do so, | asked?
“No, no. | thought since she
was kissing me, 1 should do
the same, otherwise she will
think bad of me.” Have you
cver kissed a grown-up woman
— ltke your sister, or auntie,
anybody? "No. It is not done in
our society.” Her common
sense and presence of mind
werce remarkable. As told by
Prof Yunus, Manzira, was most
nalural in her behaviour. She
metl people and shook hands
with cverybody without the
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slightest bit of hesitation. "We
did not have to tell her any-

thing. She observed things and
lcarnt quickly,” Prof Yunus
said.

Manzira was amazed by the

difference between her world

and the one she was visiting.
Multi-lane h s, skyscrap-
ers, mile long jams, ele-
vators, escalators, eic, she saw
them all, pcrhaps as in picturc
or in a movie. The thing that
touched her, and onc she
could relate to, were prices of
things. “This place is so ex-
pensive, how can pcople live
here?” she asked. As re-
counted by her companion Nur

Jahan Begum, Manzira was
shocked to hear that the en-
trance fee to the world famous
Tulip Garden cost Tk 1,500,

«"That is what | earn now in a

whole month.” Flying the plane

is something she is likely to
remember most from her trip
in addition to meeting the
King and the Queen. "l did not
eal the day I flew.” Why not?
"So many peoplc told me so
many things. | prayed, and did
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Manzira with the sewing machine. she bought with the loan from the Grameen Bank.

not cat anything. But alter one
time (D to Singapore sec-|
lor), | was not afraid anymeorc.
it was like a house (lying in the

Talking to Manzira was a
very reassuring experience. As
a Dhaka journalist, the
only women leaders we talk
about are the ones in politics.
Manzira Khatun, to me, ap-
peared to be another kind of a
leader. She was a part of a new
breed”of our women folk who
are beginning to realise their
true potential and are coming
out of their age-old shell and
are showing the gountry — and
the world (I think | should add
men too)] — what they can do.
"l had the same eyes and cars,
the same hands and feet, and
the same mind that Allah gave
me. Yet | understood nothing,
| could do nathing. | believed
that my fate* was only to do
household work. Today, | sec
things differently, and | know |
can do many things. Many
women in my village are realis-
!ng their abilities, just like |
did.” It is amazing how these
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ople whom we deridingly
brush aside because they are,
in our view, flliterate and so.
"know-nothings”, produce
such bold and innovative work.
She pointed out and that they
were doing so well after join-
ing the Grameen Bank, but the
husbands of GB members were
working as labourers. "This
is creating a difference be-
tween wives husbands. We
scem to live in two worlds. So
we p to GB to give sea-
sonal s to men also.” So
now the GB is giving special
loans during harvest time, to
buy seeds, pumps, ete. to
men

| have often been told that
not only in raising a family, but
also in economic activities,
women's focus is much morel
on the family, than of men.

Meciing Manzira Khatum was o
real-lile proel ol thal lor anc,
These GB women were now
devising ways to help their
husbands, so that their hus-
bands do not feel inferior, or
left behind by their wives.
Frankly, 1 have never heard of
men trying to persuade their
banks — or for that matter, any
institution — to do something
special for women, so that
their wives would net feel infe-
rior.

Her answer to my lasl
question was really the final
prool of the above point. Alter
coming back from Belgium and
seeing so much of the world
and mecting the King of
Belgium what do you plan to
do? | asked her. "1 want to buy
a milch cow,” she gave a clear
answer withoul hesitating a
moment. Here | was all ready
to hear some grand plan, about
something she saw or heard
while on the trip. No. Manzira
Khatun was a person, who had
her feet squarcly on Lhe
ground. She knew where she
wanted to go, and her priori-
ties were clear, king a no king.
Why a milch cow? “Because |
want to feed milk to my father
and children. 1 was never able
to give them milk before.”
When such women get the
keys of development in their
hands, can the nation be left
[ar behind.

NE baby in three is bo-
m underweight in Ba-
ngladesh (World Bank,
1990). The most common
determinants of malnutrition:
Poverty, disease and inade-
quate food intake are most
pervasive during the post-

monsoon perod, f.e. once
floods start receding. Em-
ployment opportunitics are at
their lowest, post-monsoon
diarrhoea at a peak and rates
of severe malnutrition rise
from 6 ta 11 r cent
(UNICEF, 1988). The loss of
even a few poultry and live-
stock can affect an already
precarious income and thus
the nutritional status of par-
ticularly, women and children.

Problems:
Both women and children de-
veloped phobia following their
traumatic experience -during
Cyclone 1991. "Whenever rain
falls or wind blows. | fear
repetition of the deluge. My
heart stop
freeze immediately”, said
Nurjahan Begum, 16 of
Sandwip. "The fear of death
has gripped me and | always
move in company now.” "l can't
stay alone”, said Amena Begum,
14 of Sandwip. "When | fell

| into the tidal water, | was not

s functioning and | ~

By Raana Haider
“Contirued from previous (29 April) issue

afraid, | was sure of dying. But
when | survived and found my-
self among heaps of dead bod-
ies. | was terrified. Since then,
this sense recurs in my
dreams and | wake up with a
shiver”, said Chanda Khanam,
24 of Kutubdia. A similar situa-
tion was reported by Jahanara
Begum, 50 of Kutubdia who
lost all her family members
and was living alone In a cy-
clone-shelter in Kaiyer Beel
Union (Ahmed, 1991].

Social Problems: The ba-
ttle for survival emerges as the
more difficult of the twin im-
pact of a devastating event,
disasters kill people in vast
numbers. The trial of trying to
live against all odds is the
monumental challenge for sur-
vivors. The first priority is to
reach immediate relief in the
form of food, water, clothing,
rudimentary sheltef and
emergency medical care to
survivors.

"Women will never come
out into the open like beggars
to recetve relicl”, said a female
survivors of Cyclone 1991. All
organizations [aced problems
in transporting relief material
to affected areas. Whatever the

form of relief: cooked or un-
cooked food or clothing; most
people who had access to
these were men, Very few
wonren came to queue for re-
lief, victims of social restric-
tions imposed by others and
internalized by themselves.
"We were not allowed to go to
the reliefl centres by the men
in our families." The few
women and children who did
queue were from very poor
families.

talked about their fate;
otherwise, they did not want
to talk about what they
been through. They ware al-
most ashamed to hungry
and queuing for food. And al-
ways, women and children
were at the end of the queue.
The reliefl in the early days
after the cyclone was essen-
tially accessible to the able and
strong. Families with more
male members had greater ac-
cess to the scanty reliefl supply.
Families headed by women had
little chance or camc laat in
getting reliefl. Some reliefl or-
ganizations subsequcently
realizing this, arranged special
guruts for women and chil-

ren.

" Natural Disaster, Environment and
Vulnerability of Women in Bangladesh

(c) Casualties and
Related Causes

A report from Kutubdia fol-
Jowing Cyclone 1991, observed
that 85 percent of all dead
bodies belonged to women and
children. Other sources also
confirm the finding. Investiga-
tions reveal the following
causes for such disproportion-
ate mortality figures.

Decision-Making: Women
depended on men to decide
when or whether they should
leave home for a safer place.

Protective Instinct: How
had they lost the grip that was
the lifeline for the child? More
men lived to relate incidents
about their children being
swept away from them. Few
women survived once they had
to let go of their child.

“Sarf”: In many cases, the
"sarl” itselfl became a death
trap. Clinging to sari may have
made the woman less mobile.

A father repeated that he
held on to his son and daugh-
ter to keep them from being
swept away by the tidal surge.
When it became | le to
hold on to beth of them, he
helplessly released one — his
daughter. “This son has to

carry on the family line.”



