






we can bring profitable business
to impoverished areas throughout
the world, we can help raise the

standard of living for people who have
long been forgotten, those at the bottom
of the pyramid,” explains Owen student
and Project Pyramid co-creator Rehan
Choudhry, MBA ’07, who wrote about
Project Pyramid in the Fall 2006 issue of
Vanderbilt Business.

Asif Shah Mohammed, a native of
Bangladesh and a second-year Owen stu-
dent, recorded his first return to the region
in his blog, adapted here for publication.
For more on Project Pyramid, go to
http://www.projectpyramid.org/home/.

February 27
Getting Ready
It has been 15 years since I was last in
India and from what I hear, things have
changed a lot. When I was last there dur-
ing my boarding school days, India was
not very different from Bangladesh, my
home country. It had just emerged from
almost 45 years of a mixed economy and
Socialist policies, and the Bharatya
Janata Party (BJP) was just on the brink
of coming to power after years of Con-
gress rule since independence from the
British. India was just about to open up
its economy to the world, under the
guidance of its new Finance minister,
Manmohan Singh, who is currently the
prime minister and a man credited with
transforming India into the global pow-
erhouse it is on the verge of becoming. 

India at that point had still not found
itself. We were on the threshold of the
new Information Age, but almost no
one had yet conceived the power of the

Internet. Back then it was extremely dif-
ficult to find foreign goods or cars due
to the high import tariffs imposed by
the government, in its apparent efforts
at developing the local economy. The
only “foreign” car one saw on the streets
was one developed by Maruti, in a joint
collaboration with Suzuki, and every-
where around you were the old Ambas-
sador vehicles, which no doubt we will
see even now in the form of cabs.

The big cities—Calcutta, Bombay,
Madras (all of which now have different
Indianized names) and Delhi—were
basically overcrowded super-cities with
old British-era infrastructure.
Telephones were still a luxury item and
to make a long distance call one would
have to go to an STD-ISD phone booth,
or make a trunk call using the help of
operators. Air conditioning was another
luxury, and malls that actually had air-
conditioning were called “A/C Markets.”

India did have one thing which set it
apart from the rest of South Asia—its
educational system. The IITs (Indian
Institutes of Technology) were still
churning out world-class engineers and
were just as hard to get in then as now. 

Its medical schools were producing
some of the best doctors, and it was pro-
ducing a large amalgamation of English-
speaking educated middle class that
today forms the vanguard of its econ-
omy (and the techies we speak to when
we call Dell, or those pesky telemarket-
ers that call us in the middle of the day).

The India I saw then was a sleeping
giant still dreaming of making it big, but
about to wake up. 

March 3
The Blending of the Old 
with the New
One of the first impressions everyone has
of India is the juxtaposition of the mod-
ern world with the old, keeping alive its
traditions while trying to steamroll its
way to the forefront of technology and
innovation. India has managed this
dichotomy with astounding success. Peo-
ple here are barraged with western-style
TV stations, yet India has the capability
of ‘Indianizing’ everything, assimilating
the East and the West. India has slowly
but surely mixed its own blend of culture
into the West, as evidenced by the prolif-
eration of fusion music, where one can
hear drums and guitars seamlessly blend-
ing with the sitar and tabla. 

There is the newer side of Hyderabad,
with its cacophony of car horns, auto-rick-
shaws and modern glass and steel struc-
tures, and then the old Hyderabad. The
Hyderabad of the Nizams. With its old
open markets, shopkeepers pedaling tradi-
tional clothes and antique goods, narrow
over-crowded roads, open Dhabbas and
restaurants—this looks like a place that
with the exception of the advent of elec-
tricity would still have looked and felt the
same even 400 years ago when the
Charminar and the Makkah Masjid
(India’s second largest mosque) were built. 

From the outside, before one actually
sees India first hand, you’d think that
India represents the essence of modernity,
with companies like InfoSys, Tata Con-
sulting Services, Cognizant etc. making
breakthroughs on the NYSE and gobbling
up IT companies in the West on a seem-
ingly daily basis. With its vast bastion of
software engineers and IT professionals,
any call to a tech support company in the
U.S. will lead to some Indian calling him-
self ‘George’ or some other more easily
pronounceable name.

Yet all this hides the reality that more
than 400 million people in this country
live in abject poverty, unable to get their
basic needs fulfilled, never having seen a
computer or having made a phone call. It
is for this segment of the population that
Project Pyramid was envisioned. 
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More than 4 billion people around the world are considered poor, earning an

average of $2 a day. Project Pyramid is one of the first classes in the country to

bring together MBA students with divinity students and give them the tools to

create sustainable businesses and programs that combat poverty. The program

uses the teachings of Nobel Peace Prize winner and Vanderbilt graduate

Muhammad Yunus, PhD ’71. This spring a total of 25 Project Pyramid students

and faculty took part in trips to Dubai and Hyderabad, India, studying slave

labor in Dubai and poverty in India.

Fifteen Years Have Brought Warp-Speed Change
to India. Yet 400 Million People Have Yet to See a
Computer or Make a Phone Call.

The GiantAwakens
By A S I F  S H A H  M O H A M M E D ,  M B A  ’ 0 8
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Tomorrow when we go out to SKS
Microfinance, it is my hope that our
group will learn about one approach
towards dealing with poverty alleviation.
It is also my hope that we come back with
the knowledge that there is not just one
single approach, but myriad solutions.
Yet each solution must ensure that it
engages the target population in a way
that we do not make the error of trying to
impose our views on the people whose
lives we strive to improve, rather that one
must custom-ize solutions that fit the
needs of these people. One of the ques-
tions I have been asking myself: is it bet-
ter to take a macro-economic approach to
developmental issues, where a country
develops its infrastructure and finds a
niche segment that eventually acts as a
cash-cow much like India has, with the
belief in the old aphorism that a rising
tide lifts all boats? Or does one look at
this through a micro lens and work
towards developing one community at a
time giving people in that particular com-
munity the access and skills they need to
help themselves and in the process
increase the size of the proverbial pie?

March 6 
Every Solution Only Creates a
New Set of Questions
Yesterday included a trip arranged by SKS
Microfinance to one of the villages they
serve. SKS Microfinance, founded in 1998
by Vikram Akula, an ex-McKinsey consul-
tant, is one of India’s leading Microfinance
Institutes (MFIs) with branches in 11
states in India and serving over half a mil-
lion “clients.” Borrowers take loans for a
range of income-generating activities,
including livestock, agriculture, trade
(such as vegetable vending), and produc-
tion (from basket weaving to pottery).
SKS also offers interest-free loans for emer-
gencies as well as life insurance to borrow-
ers. A large part of our goal in Project
Pyramid involves studying microlending
and looking at sustainable ways that peo-

ple at the “bottom of the pyramid” are
using these loans from MFIs to generate
income and in the process get out of the
cycle of poverty. One of my goals for being
on this trip to India had been to look at
the Indian approach to microfinance. 

Bangladesh, with Grameen Bank,
BRAC and other MFIs, has a long and
successful history of using microfinance as
a tool towards poverty alleviation and
empowerment of people at the bottom of
the pyramid. As far as I could tell, the
model started by Dr. Yunus at Grameen
Bank is the framework used by SKS
towards loan disbursement and the repay-
ment model is also the same. 

We sat in on a meeting involving the
loan officer and women in the village who
are part of the program. SKS focuses
exclusively on women and rarely gives
loans to men, the rationale being that
women have a much higher repayment
rate than men in these kinds of programs.
The women are divided into teams of five.
For a new person to become part of the
program, she has to be accepted into a
group, or form a new group of cohorts.

Every meeting starts and ends with a
pledge recited publicly in unison by every-
one. It includes a promise that no one will
abuse the money given to them and that
they will do everything possible to repay
the borrowed money. Before money is
given to anyone, she must have
unanimous support from all the women in

the circle, not just from her own team. 
Once the loan officer approves a loan

amount (which is capped at Rs. 12,000—
approximately $300) and everyone has
voted on disbursing the amount, the bor-
rower walks up to the loan officer who
then hands over the money to her in pub-
lic. Everyone is a witness to the fact that
this person has borrowed the money,
thereby creating a feeling of obligation to
use the money properly and stressing the
importance of repaying the loan. A person
knows that if she is to borrow money and
is unable to pay it back, she will never
again be able to borrow from SKS or any
other MFI. One can immediately see the
effect of having such a large sum of money
in one’s possession. There is at once a look
of immense sincerity and gratitude on her
face, but one can also see how empowered
this person feels. As a neutral onlooker, I
found it humbling to think that an
amount which is seemingly so small for us
can have such a transforming effect on a
person’s life. 

A recurring question from a number of
my B-school cohorts: does this system

have the effect of keeping these peo-
ple in a continuous cycle of borrow-
ing money and create a dependency
on an MFI? Granted that entrance
to the program is a self-selecting
process, does a microlending insti-
tute ever make provisions for help-
ing people graduate out of the
program to move on to expanding
their business? What opportunities
exist to help people who have an
idea that may seem far-fetched to
the lending institute, but which
may have higher returns—probably

involving greater risk?

March 7
India Shining 
The Indian School of Business campus is
magnificent. Sitting in their classrooms it
is hard to imagine that we were actually
in India.
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Since my last trip here 15 years ago, one
of the most astounding changes I have
noticed is the sense of confidence and opti-
mism around me. Gone are the days when
people here would just talk about the nega-
tive aspects of living in India and the chal-
lenges they face. Now India and a vast
number of its people believe wholeheart-
edly that India has become a
global player and is going to
build world-class institutes
that will be second to none. 

“Cyberabad”—what locals
call the area that ISB is
located in—almost feels like a different
world, with its luxury high-rise apartments,
shopping complexes and offices of most of
the major players in Silicon Valley. India is
slowly but surely emerging on the global
playing field and it is trying to do so in a
manner that makes a statement. ISB is just
one example of that—no longer content
with training managers just for the Indian
market and looking at all other institutions
except those at the very top, even in the
West, with almost a touch of haughtiness. 

March 9 
Land of Contradictions
One statement I heard and experienced
many years ago: “India is the land of con-
tradictions. For everything that you know
to be a fact here, the opposite is also true.”

This trip reinforced that oft-repeated
statement. Where else but in this part of
the world will you see a BMW standing
opposite motorbikes, auto-rickshaws, cows
and camels, all in the middle of a crowded
road with pedestrians wearing expensive
western clothing and beggars wearing
almost nothing, a wedding band marching
down the street while a group of mourners
are coming from the opposite direction? 

This contrast was made more poignant
during our trip to the Indian School of
Business and the University of Hyderabad,
both on the same day, where the difference
in amount and type of resources available
to the two institutions could not have been
starker. In spite of these seeming contradic-
tions, India has managed to balance the

two sides and create a sense of harmony
which to an outsider could only look like
organized chaos. 

That is the essence of what we are trying
to achieve with Project Pyramid: create an
awareness of global poverty. We who live
in the First World are in a bubble of sorts.
We read about and see pictures and news
flashes of poor people living in Asia and
Africa. Some of us give to charity or sup-
port various causes when we look at pic-
tures of poor malnourished children in
Africa or when a major natural disaster hits.
But at the end of the day, many of us are
unable to truly empathize with the issues
and have so little context to give us a
proper frame of reference to deal with this.
Without that, it is hard to come up with a
sustainable framework that will ultimately
help alleviate poverty. 

As we witnessed on our trip, the people
here have a sense of innocence and naiveté,
yet given the chance they understand the
need to get out of the cycle of poverty they
have been forced into through
circumstances of birth. They are no less
entrepreneurial than the average person
living in a First-World country and they
are willing to work just as hard. Today, we

visited a garment factory where young
women were tediously making apparel
(which probably retails at $50 to $100
apiece) for under $50 a month. Without
the factory, a lot of these people would be
domestic servants or, worse yet, living
under abusive in-laws. We learned that it is
not necessarily true that the poor do not

care about quality or
brand names; it is just
that they have to make
sure that with the limited
resources available to
them they can get the

best product that will give them the most
bang for the buck. 

Project Pyramid is not about just 
looking at things from a hypothetical per-
spective; it is about taking action. My
interactions with students from Vander-
bilt Divinity School have helped open my
thoughts to the notion that there must be
an element of idealism to all of this. But
altruism for its own sake has no meaning
without taking measures to bring about
change. And business is the perfect vehicle
for achieving this. Institutions such as the
Divinity School help provide the balance
we need so we can keep things in perspec-
tive and do not lose sight of our ultimate
goal, which should be profitability with-
out exploitation. 

With this trip to India, Project Pyramid
has taken its first step towards fulfilling the
goals that we aspire to. In the coming year,
we will hope to incorporate all the
resources available to us at Vanderbilt,
through the juxtaposition of Owen with
Vanderbilt Law School, the School of
Medicine and the Divinity School to
achieve our mission. We now have the
context, and the theories from our class
have given us the framework. VB

One of the first impressions everyone has of India is 
the juxtaposition of the modern world with the old, 

keeping alive its traditions while trying to steamroll its 
way to the forefront of technology and innovation.
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