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Preface

eing poor can be challenging anywhere, particularly in a

developing country. In such a scenario, the support of

empathetic peer groups can be crucial in bolstering the
confidence and in helping to circumvent the binds of social dos
and don’ts with minimal friction and adverse repercussions.

Community-based women centric microfinance institutions
can play a very big role in enabling women realize their own
inner strengths by leveraging the power of aggregation.
However, in the immense ocean of microfinance literature and
the resulting discourse, such grassroots focused institutions are
often overlooked or are clubbed with the ‘rest’.

This book attempts to bring to the forefront the work of two
women centric grassroots organisations that have been working
for empowering women for over a quarter century. They have
transformed the social and cultural landscape in the areas where
they operate, by enabling their members get access to formal
sources of finance and credit, as well by providing them with the
necessary capacity building inputs.

These models have withstood the test of time and have devel-
oped a formidable membership base. Given the fast paced
changes that have been witnessed in the Indian banking sector
over the past couple of months after the demonetisation
announcement, these institutions are placed at an important junc-
ture where they will be required to reinvent certain aspects of
their processes and operations. However, their journey thus far is
fascinating and this book has tried to capture various facets of it
through the eyes of their members. The focus has been to bring

xxill
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the picture of the way things are at ‘ground-zero’, with ample
case studies, data and illustrations.!

The Indian banking landscape is changing at a rapid pace
and the delivery of financial services as well as the product offer-
ings will have to adopt accordingly. The microfinance space will
also see changes which will have a greater component of elec-
tronic usage: in the delivery and management of client portfolios.
Hopefully those changes will have a positive impact in simplify-
ing the lives of poor particularly women and facilitate the process
of financial inclusion — in practice rather than in spirit.

'The names of the respondents have been changed in order to protect
their identity and respect their privacy



Foreword

Microfinance and Female Empowerment

The correlation between a lack of female empowerment and
other indicators of societal and economic underdevelopment is
extremely strong and this has been widely documented in both
the academic literature as well as in policy studies. The theoreti-
cal basis for this correlation is rooted in the inherent inefficiency
of traditional patriarchal societies wherein the suppression of
women’s voices is a symptom of a deeper malaise that blocks
development. It is a reflection of a backward-looking traditional-
ism that inhibits progress on all fronts. Hence, while empowering
women has direct practical effects on poverty reduction, these are
likely to be the tip of the iceberg. The broader effects on societal
values may well be far more significant.

It is now well established that access to credit is a key factor
in empowering women and it typically takes the form of microfi-
nance. It follows that credit for women is one of the most impor-
tant tools of development. However, the vast majority of this
literature has focused on the rural context (Hashemi et al.,
1996). The urban context has received much less attention.
Comparisons of microfinance programs between rural and urban
areas are even more rare. Hence this study that compares microfi-
nance programmes in these two contexts, taking into the account
the nature of the relevant programs (the Self Help Group model
in rural areas and the Joint Liability Group model in urban areas)
is path breaking in scope.

This study finds that nature of the challenges faced in the two
contexts is fundamentally different and therefore need to leverage
different tools and resources. These findings are of seminal
importance and can be linked to slightly more general arguments
with regard to entrepreneurship in poverty-stricken economies
(Hill and Mudambi, 2010). These are that bottom-up develop-
ment requires focusing on linkages (in rural areas) and flexibility
of production (in urban areas).

XXV



xxvi FOREWORD

Women’s empowerment also has effects on men and not all
of these are positive. There is a literature documenting that as
women’s empowerment has become the social priority of devel-
opment policymakers, men have been neglected. This has often
been accompanied by men being disempowered and no longer
able to fulfil “their male roles as head of household and bread-
winner” (Silberschmidt, 2001).

This current study also notes that an unintended and undesir-
able effect of women’s empowerment is an increase in violence
(including sexual violence) against women by such disempowered
men. Hence in addition to analysing a key and understudied
area, this study points out crucial avenues for future research.
I laud Raji Ajwani for placing this valuable new resource in the
hands of academics and policymakers.

Ram Mudambi
Frank M. Speakman Professor of Strategy
Temple University, Philadelphia, USA



Acknowledgements

From idea to execution, it has been a cathartic process:

wherein I stumbled a lot, learnt a great deal and experi-
enced a world that is very different from the one that most of us
live in. The grit and the mental resilience of majority of the
women that I met made me realize and appreciate a lot of things
that T had assumed to be commonplace and had taken for
granted. A good meal, a safe home, a caring family and the free-
dom to speak up and articulate my thoughts are some examples
that come to mind. But no matter how good a story might be for
the author, someone needs to believe and give that first chance —
and I'm very grateful to Dr Ram Mudambi for giving me that
opportunity. Ram is a mentor par excellence who inspires
through his work. Ram is one of the most versatile individuals
that I have come across: a great academic, best-selling fiction
writer, competitive biker, world traveler, devoted AIB office
bearer, caring family man and a great human being. Even if I can
become a fraction of what he is — will be a miracle!

Dr Susan Mudambi for her encouragement. Susan’s calm
voice and bright smile can make a dull day seem fantastic.
Charlotte Maiorana and Fiona Mattison at Emerald Insight for
believing in my research and enabling the publication of my
maiden book. Dr Mark Casson for his time and advice given his
stature and seniority. Dr Sonali Bhattacharya and Dr Andrew
Bradly for their feedback which helped me to improve the manu-
script. Dr Shrikant Kalamkar and Dr Manju Singh for weather-
ing many a storm with me. Dr Shrikant is a great PhD supervisor
who has always given me the requisite support whenever I
needed it. He is an extremely down to earth and an optimistic
individual, who readily offers unconditional help.

Dr Manju Singh’s pragmatic approach helped me during
some trying moments. Mr S. Sivakumar for his rock solid sup-
port and encouragement. Sivakumar Sir is the voice of reason
that I turn to when in doubt. He is analytical, very creative and

! I Vhis book is the culmination of over seven years of effort.

XXVii



xxviii ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

has a great ability to visualise the road ahead. Above all he is an
extremely compassionate person who is committed to improving
the lives of poor in India — by adopting a sustainable approach
and integrating it into the business strategy. His E-Choupal
model has helped to improve the lives of millions of farmers in
India by eliminating the brokers.

Mr Girish Sohani of BAIF, I learnt the art of going well pre-
pared for meetings after learning the hard way when I had first
met him nearly seven years ago! Sohani Sir’s foresight and hum-
ble approach has helped to make BAIF one of the most respected
development organizations in India today.

Dr Sudha Kothari, Founder of the NGO, Chaitanya which is
located in Rajgurunagar (Khed block of Pune district). It was a
candid conversation with Dr Sudha nearly a decade ago, which
got me interested in the topic of community based microfinance
and women empowerment. Dr Sudha has truly transformed the
lives of hundreds of rural women in Maharashtra over the past
quarter of a century. She is one of the most humble individuals
that T have been fortunate to meet. Dr Medha Samant’s (of
Annapurna Pariwar) dynamism and passion was so evident when
I first met her, that we spoke for over an hour. Actually she spoke
and I listened: because I could identify with her story in many
ways and also because she is a powerful orator. She left a lucra-
tive bank career to help poor women earn a living without being
exploited by money lenders and pawn brokers.

The seeds of interest were probably sown nearly 25 years
ago, when I began my career as a management trainee with what
was then known as the ANZ Grindlays Bank, in Kolkata. I real-
ized very quickly that targets and profits were what mattered to
the senior management and there was really no scope to think
about the poor, their banking patterns and needs: we wanted the
money that came from them as long we did not have to deal with
them directly As the Relationship Manager for Mother Theresa’s
Missionaries of Charity, I used to visit the ‘Mother-House’ prac-
tically thrice a week. Those visits gave me a chance to interact
with Mother Theresa and witness the power of small donations-
to make a huge difference. Every day, we would receive cheques
in the bank from various corners of the world: written in various
currencies and for all kinds of amounts (mostly small denomina-
tion cheques) the funds had helped to transform the lives of hun-
dreds of orphaned children, women and the elderly. That idea of
the pooling in of small funds to make a positive difference-even-
tually led me to this study. I wanted to see how the poor,



Acknowledgements  xxix

particularly women managed and whether aggregation of small
funds could really empower them and if so how?

Samarth Dargan for working tirelessly to help me in format-
ting the manuscript. Samarth gave up some of his weekends and
on some days worked on the way back home while travelling in
the busy Delhi metro. Considering that I have never met him in
real life, he has been amazing ‘virtual’ support member.

Madhu and Mohan Ajwani for their support in helping me
reach a point where I could sustain myself and my aspirations.

Last but not the least Harish, Amit and Tarini, for being a
part of this roller coaster ride for seven years. We need to make
up for many holidays and fun moments that had to be placed
aside while I worked on this project. Your support means a lot to
me: thanks for your well-meaning but brutally honest remarks.
I hope that I have been able to take care of them — I have tried
my best.

Raji Ajwani-Ramchandani
Pune, India
February 14, 2017



	Half Title Page
	Endorsements
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Content Page

	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	List of Boxes
	List of Maps
	List of Abbreviations
	Dedication
	Preface
	Foreword
	Acknowledgements



