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Microfinance in Myanmar: A Critical Hermeneutic Inquiry into Ontological
Economic Capacity
The provision of financial services to individuals living in poverty has

challenged development practice for years. From institutional lending to the front
door of poverty, with the assumption that a door is present, microfinance has enlarged
the debate around economic participation with the poor. With the United Nations’
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the World Bank’s $1.08PPP (1993), a
day measure of poverty, it has been argued, “there is a good international consensus
for the alleviation of basic suffering through humanitarian and development
assistance” (Johnston 2010: 235). However, how does microfinance appropriate new
ways to think about who we are and prepare people to live and work in emerging
geographies of time and place?
Banking and money lending in Myanmar (also referred to as Burma) is
coupled with an unprecedented display of ascendency and quietude. This text is an
intentional exploration into the contribution of interpretive theory within Myanmar’s
nascent microfinance schemes and the appropriation of these schemes on the ground.
This text introduces a Micro-narrative model for the appropriation of projects and
suggests Ontological Economic Capacity (OEC) coupled with existing Social
Performance mechanisms as a measurement within livelihood projects.
The research protocol is guided by the critical hermeneutic tradition (Geertz
1973; 1983, Ricoeur 1977; 1992; 2004, Kearney 1998; 2002; 2004) as applied by
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Herda (1999; 2010). The research categories used to guide this intentional exploration
include Paul Ricoeur’s (1992) Narrative Identity, Richard Kearney’s (1998; 2004)
Imagination, and Martin Heidegger’s (1971; 1999) concepts of poetry, language, and
thought in Appropriation.
The narratives from my conversation partners, text analysis, and research
findings show that there is an increasing need for assessment within the rapidly
expanding market of microfinance. This reality is even more pertinent for the projects
in Myanmar with the increasing privatization of industry, extreme poverty, and
broken banking system. Financial inclusion has drawn the attention of corporate
community banking to commercialized microfinance institutions (MFIs) and local
project participants in many geographical locations. This research seeks to provide a
platform for a financial anthropology and the contribution of ontology, the doctrine of
being (Heidegger 1999: 1), to further explore the intersection of people and finance.
“The great ship of economic and social development may have started to change
course, but there is still a long way to go” (Johnston 2010: 234).
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“…every thinking step only serves the effort to help man in his thinking to find the
path of his essential being.”1

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1	
  Heidegger, Martin 1971 On the Way to Language. Peter D. Hertz trans. New York:
HarperCollins Publishers.
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“...’Do not complain, do not rejoice, try to understand.’”2

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2

Kearney, Richard 2003 Strangers, Gods and Monsters: Interpreting Otherness. London and
New York: Routledge.
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  Research Markers are used throughout the text and introduced in Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER ONE
RESEARCH FOCUS
	
  
Utopian projects, for instance, are about unkept promises of the historical past being reprojected, reanimated in terms of a better future which might realise such lost
opportunities or unfulfilled, betrayed possibilities. So here we have to connect past and
future in an exchange between memory and expectation.
Paul Ricoeur 1999: 13
More precisely, the idea that growth automatically provides benefits to all has been
seriously reconsidered, if only because experience on the ground seems to show
otherwise.
Robert Johnston 2010: 229
Introduction: Utopian Economic Projects
	
  
Individuals have written about the paradox of development for years and continue
to envisage the quarry of development practice today (Apter 1987; Melkote 1991;
Escobar 1995; Sen 1999; Stiglitz 2007; Rist 2008). As theorists cogitated about the
wealth of nations, a myth of development was born (deRivero 2001). The myth of
international aid, the fabrication of the gurus of development practice, cajoled
communities and nations into a virtually quantitative rhetoric and vision of a developing
and emerging world. Rist (2008: 1) posits: “The strength of development discourse
comes of its power to seduce, in every sense of the term: to charm, to please, to fascinate,
to set dreaming, but also to abuse, to turn away from the truth, to deceive.” The charm of
utopian projects, created by institutions such as the World Bank4 (International Bank for
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4	
  East Asia and Pacific Regional Snapshot
Total Fiscal 2010
New Commitments
IRBD $5,865 million
IDA $1,652 million
Portfolio of projects under implementation as
of June 30, 2010: $28.4 billion

Total Fiscal 2010
Disbursements
IBRD $4,061 million
IDA $1,613 million

Reference: The World Bank Annual Report 2010: Year In Review. Pg. 23.
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Reconstruction and Development, IBRD; International Development Association, IDA)
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) encountered development as a natural
process with evolutionary certainty, a process that leads individuals to imagine that the
worst symptoms of poverty can be mitigated by a production of science and technology
(deRivero 2001). Escobar (1995: 36) argues, “[t]echnology, it was believed, would not
only amplify material progress, it would also confer it a sense of direction and
significance.” Technology would allow for the dissemination of information and wealth
to the countries deprived of such resources.
In the problematization of poverty (Escobar 1995), theorists, experts, and
politicians have not only “been convinced that economic and social development is an
inborn, one could say inevitable, process for all nation-states,” but in doing so they have
created a third world (deRivero 2001: 118). According to Escobar (1995: 44),
“[d]evelopment was-and continues to be for the most part-a top-down, ethnocentric, and
technocratic approach, which treated people and cultures as abstract concepts, statistical
figures to be moved up and down in the charts of ‘progress.’” The Marshall Plan, one
practice of development, positioned the eradication of poverty central to the world order
as “the market economy broke down community ties and deprived millions of people
from access to land, water, and other resources” (Escobar 1995: 22). The dominant
paradigm within international development continues to meet the varieties of unfreedoms
that many people across the world suffer from because of unilinear ideas and blueprints
of development thinking (Sen 1999).
Blueprints and models, within the economic conception of providing financial
services to the poor, continue to plague the paradox of development practice today.
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Ricoeur (1984: 262-263) explores the arch between ideology and developing countries as
an arduous task of finding their own identity. He moves further to suggest:
•
•

Not only have the advanced industrial societies accumulated and confiscated most
of the means and the tools for development; they have engendered a crisis of
advanced society which is now a public and world phenomenon.
Societies are entering into the process of industrialization at the same time as
nations at the top of this development are raising questions about the process.

The making of microlending, microfinance, and microenterprise schemes is offering a
metamorphosis to the myth of development and the ideology of progress for the poor.
The traditional economic paradigm in a linear modality, a hypothesized triumph of global
capitalism, is navigating from the main financial debacles of international aid to the front
door of the poor. The microfinance movement is seeking to challenge traditional
economic paradigms informed by the technocratic approach and the ways in which
individuals and communities think about the provision of financial services to the poor
within this paradigm. It is now placed into question how to reference these provision of
financial services with the conquest of its practice to alleviate global poverty.
Background of the Issue: Beyond Quantitative and Qualitative
Dichter (2007: 4) argues, microfinance is an “…exciting history of a field
‘coming into its own,’ [but] in some important ways…an immature and unproven field.”
There is still a mystery behind this unproven field of providing financial services to the
poor and the assets possessed by those living in poverty. De Soto (2000: 35) estimates
“the total value of the real estate held but not legally owned by the poor of the Third
World and former communist nations is at least $9.3 trillion…about twice as much as the
total circulating U.S. money supply.” The poor are the solution (De Soto 2000: 37); for
“in the midst of their own poorest neighborhoods and shantytowns, there are-if not acres
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of diamonds-trillions of dollars, all ready to be put to use if only the mystery of how
assets are transformed into live capital can be unraveled.” This mystery of capital points
to the potential for individuals to pull themselves out of poverty with the intention of
breaking the habit of dependency created in the myth of development.
Muhammad Yunus (2005: 7), a founding proponent of the microfinance
movement, argues, “…the only place in the world where poverty may exist will be in
poverty museums, no longer in human society.” Turnell (2009: 319) suggests,
“[a]ccording to these advocates, microfinance creates the means for greater employment
and income-generation, allows the poor to smooth consumption and meet social, religious
and other obligations, offers financial protection from crises and disasters, encourages
schooling and empowers the marginalized – especially women.” The role of
microfinance, as a new development paradigm, is searching for ways to provide financial
literacy and services to communities without access to banking while challenging the
ambitions of megalomaniacs. In this research, I explore the microfinance movement and
the broader socio-cultural metaphors that are implicated in the production of wealth as a
medium for interpretation and transformation. Myanmar, the study area of this research,
is one such context in which microfinance activities are in a nascent stage. Three research
categories, using interpretive participatory research, provide the boundaries for this
inquiry:
1. Narrative Identity: narrative identity is a process of understanding the agent of action,
the idem and ipse of identity. Learning how to narrate our own story and engendering the
narrative of others is to create a plot of concordant and discordant events into a
compelling story with a moral orientation.
2. Imagination: imagination mediates between perspective and language. According to
Huskey (2009: 50), pure imagination is “…a medium which does not exist for itself but
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for the purpose of making other things possible.” Imagination is the arch that carries
Narrative Identity into a medium of Appropriation.
3. Appropriation: appropriation is the pursuit of action in relationship with others.
Appropriation is housed in the attestation of working with and for others in just
institutions.
This research suggests that a medium of interpretive theory within the
microfinance movement may reveal further critique into the provision of financial
services to the poor and provide a reference for microfinance work. The ambition behind
an interpretive approach to microfinance challenges the virtually quantitative visions of
development practice and the utopian imagery of liberating people out of poverty placing
forth the question: who are served by such projects? In the context of microfinance “such
critique would enable us to show, for example, that the utopian imagery is authentic when
it serves to explode ideologies that disguise present injustice” (Kearney 2004: 87). In
Burma, “this is a particularly sensitive issue…where NGO’s often find themselves in a
position of needing to justify their entry into the country” (Turnell 2009: 344). Who are
the progenitors of microfinance development and how is an interpretive approach
different from a deficit or linear modality?
The offering of ontology, which is dealing with the nature of being, to an
interpretive approach in the understanding of microfinance argues that the individual at
the ground level is the progenitor of microfinance development. Consider a Burmese
proverb that provides a vantage point into the life of an individual: “if you look at a heap
of paddy or rice, you can see the heap of silver; if you look at a heap of silver you cannot
see the heap of paddy or rice” (Lat 1939: 37). The aim of this proverb is to enlarge the
debate regarding developed market economies that currently portray “the biological view
of humans…as struggling for existence in a challenging environment, often competitively
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with one and other, and being forced to adapt or perish” (Donaldson 2003: 46). Habermas
(1998: xviii) revisits developed market economies as “…a level of social integration that
occurs through the ‘nonlinguistic steering medium’ of money.” How different are
microfinance schemes from the utopian projects of the past if both still exist in this
nonlinguistic medium of monetary exchange?
This interpretive exploration, focused on the individual, seeks to address how
microfinance schemes currently operate in Myanmar. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz
(1973: 11) argues that a “thick description” allows us to seek a culture that is public in
the hearts and minds of men. To seek a culture, an anthropological orientation to
microfinance, is to challenge the previous development practice that viewed people and
cultures as abstract concepts. Herda (1999: 91) posits, “…in conversation and in the
creation of texts…we can open and examine our histories and decide what about them we
need today and what we would be better without.” An ontological approach towards
microfinance may disclose and critique the social texts within financial services that in
turn may provide new understanding of the place of microfinance in international
development projects.
An understanding of anthropology and the interpretation of cultures predicate the
ontology of microfinance because microfinance starts with the person. Geertz (1973: 5)
describes the person as “an animal suspended in the webs of significance he himself has
spun…not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of
meaning.” This description of culture is important for this exploration into an interpretive
paradigm of microfinance development because it will contribute to the dialogue around
meaning in current lending and saving models. It is also essential for our actions as
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researchers to approach meaning within microfinance systems. When we understand the
meaning that undergirds these systems, we thereby enlarge our capacity for critique.
Herda (1999: 91) asks, “[h]ow do we change our actions as researchers within the
broader professional community so that our findings may take on significance in our own
lives and in the lives of the participants?” An ontological orientation within the branches
of finance and economics can potentially enlarge the contribution of anthropology in the
provision of financial services to the poor. However, prior to this discussion an
introduction to the significance of ontology, the doctrine of being, is necessary.
The Ontology of ‘the economic’
	
  
In 2006, the Cambridge Journal of Economics published a paper by Ricardo F.
Crespo discussing some notions about Aristotle’s oikonomiké (‘the economic’) and the
Aristotelian ontological or metaphysical categories applied to the economy. In Aristotle’s
book of Categories he explains four classes of entities (onta) between a relationship of
substances, accident, universals, and particulars. See Table 1. To understand these
concepts an “ontological square” is created to further the discussion. Take a woman for
example. In the “ontological square” a woman (or man) is a universal substance. Crespo
(2006: 768) suggests, “[s]ubstances are, by definition, ontologically primary items: their
existence can be affirmed without invoking the existence of anything else.” In other
words, a being “means a concrete thing, a substance, what a thing is (an essence), and an
accident such as [a] quality or quantity” (Crespo 2006: 768).
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Table 1: An Ontological Square
Not being in a subject
(substance)

Being in a subject (accident)

Said of a subject
(universal)

Human (universal substance)

Yellow (universal accident)

Not said of a subject
(part.)

This Human (individual
substance)

This Yellow (particular or
individual accident)

The rubric of accidents (symbebekos, accidens – latin: what happens to) above is a
classification of universal and individual. However, Aristotle outlines another
classification of accidents, casual and necessary. Casual accidents are fortuitous, not
necessary and necessary accidents are what “necessarily pertains to the substance or
accident in which it inheres: for man (substance) to be social (accident), for material
bodies (substances) to have an extension (accident), for an economic good (substance or
accident) to have a price (accident)” (Crespo 2006: 769). The term accident should not be
misleading, as in the denotation of a “lower category” but should be considered as a
medium.
For Aristotle “reality is full of accidents without which it would be
inconceivable…for example, in mind and will, thoughts, powers or capacities, society,
goodness and beauty, extension, all that happens, and so on” (Crespo 2006: 769). Crespo
(2006: 769) argues that an accident happens to a substance either immediately or in a
mediated way, (i.e. an economic good is bought (immediately) or through another
accident an economic good suffers depreciation (mediated)). He clarifies this point
because “economics, like most human sciences, deals with accidental matters such as
prices, interest rates, exchange rates, the act of buying or selling, expectations,
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conventions, and so on” (Crespo 2006: 769). For both Aristotle and Crespo, accidents
(also referred to by Aristotle as quality) are in substances. Within ‘the economic’ action,
capacity, habit and knowledge are all accidents, “pertaining to the kind of ‘action’ and
‘quality’ within the substance” (Crespo 2006: 776). Oikonomiké (2006: 774; 777), ‘the
economic’ applies to different realities: economic action (ea), economic capacity (ec),
economic habit (eh) and economic science (es):
•
•
•

•

(ea) “The use of wealth is a kind of human action” and the “economic action is
for Aristotle the action of using the things necessary to live and to live well (in a
moral sense)”
(ec) “A capacity is an ability, potentiality, power or talent possessed, in this case,
by a human person” and “Some people have economic capacity, whereas others
do not”
(eh) “Habits are fundamental to human life. We cannot leave everything open to
decision the whole time without becoming psychologically ill; we need them in
order to structure behavior in daily life” and “…habits facilitate not only
economic actions but also economic coordination”
(es) “Practical science deals with those subjects that originated in human decision
or choice” and “Ethics and oikonomiké are also practical sciences for Aristotle”

The economic condition of humans, the ontological nature of ‘the economic’ is “a
homonymous term, whose focal meaning is economic action, the use of what is needed
for achieving life and the Good Life” (Crespo 2006: 778). In all four of its meanings
Crespo (2006: 779) reminds us “we are speaking of accidents, entities which have an
ontological existence inhering in others – which are substances.” In this paradigm the
economic is a necessary condition of humans all called to use things to live and called on
to live well (2006: 779). These accidents, happening in substances, do not occur in
isolation but influence culture, history, power and place. Crespo (2006: 780)
acknowledges in his detailed inquiry of Aristotle’s oikonomiké that he leaves an analysis
of the relationship between economic and moral and political realms for future research.
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It is in this context that I introduce Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1989) language as horizon of
a hermeneutic ontology.
Language as Horizon of a Hermeneutic Ontology
Gadamer’s (1989) Truth and Method provides an additional vantage point for this
departure of ontology and its application to the economic. His orientation to language as
experience of the world carries an anthropological orientation to microfinance and an
interpretive provision of financial services to the poor. The condition of humans for
Gadamer (1989: 443; 446; 453), be it economic or not, implies a far-reaching
anthropological insight:
•
•
•
•

“Language is not just one of man’s possessions in the world; rather, on it depends
the fact that man has a world at all.”
“To have language involves a mode of being that is quite different from the way
animals are confined to their habitat.”
“…it must be emphasized that language has its true being only in dialogue, in
coming to an understanding.”
“Coming to an understanding is not a mere action, a purposeful activity, a setting
up of signs through which I transmit my will to others. Coming to an
understanding as such, rather, does not need any tools, in the proper sense of the
word. It is a life process in which a community of life is lived out.”

Both Aristotle’s ontology of ‘the economic’ and Gadamer’s ontology of language provide
a departure for the offering of ontology to the significance of this research.
Significance of Issue
The discussion of ontology and the contribution of interpretive theory look at new
data with this interpretive approach. This research into an interpretive exploration of
microfinance in Myanmar brings to the development field an alternative to current
financial education for the poor and identifies a reference for appropriating microfinance
schemes. An ontological inquiry into the place of the individual in his or her own
financial well being provides a new narrative on the nature of possibility and
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responsibility, namely that the foundation of financial progress is centered on the person
rather than on the non-linguistic medium of currency. A reinterpretation into the nature of
resources might unveil useful knowledge not presently manifested in development
practice. The fields of adult learning, financial education, and development leadership
could benefit from curricular changes representative of the research findings.
Summary
Chapter One reviews the myth of development and discusses the importance of
this study and the relevance of exploring international microfinance informed by
ontology and interpretive theory. The individual person involved in microfinance efforts
will serve as the foundation for the contribution of interpretive theory within
microfinance. An exploration into the Background of Myanmar reveals the complexity of
providing banking to the poor and the critique of partners in development projects. The
critique of global partnerships within microfinance anticipates change and enlarges the
capacity for discourse on the human condition. Chapter Two explores the background of
the country and its relevance to this study.
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CHAPTER TWO	
  
BACKGROUND OF MYANMAR
	
  
This is perhaps the supreme test of solicitude, when unequal power finds compensation in
an authentic reciprocity in exchange, which, in the hour of agony, finds refuge in the
shared whisper of voices or the feeble embrace of clasped hands.
Paul Ricoeur 1992: 191
Introduction
	
  
Chapter Two is an introduction to Myanmar’s Geography, Economy, Religion,
and the People of Myanmar. Burma and Myanmar (Republic of the Union of Myanmar)
are used interchangeably throughout the text. In 1989, the military government changed
the name of the country from Burma to Myanmar. Transparency International’s (2009)
Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) scores Myanmar as the third-most corrupt country in
the world (marginally better than Afghanistan and marginally worse than Sudan). The
State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), led by Senior General Than Shwe,
Figure 1: Thanakha
Photo by T. Payne (2010)

continues to
“abridge the rights
of citizens to
change their
government” while
routinely infringing
“on citizens’
privacy and
restricted freedom
of speech, press,

assembly, association, religion, and movement” (US Department of State 2009). A List of
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Acronyms used in this research can be found in the Appendices (Appendix A). Still, the
background to these immense problems is a rich culture, represented visually in dramatic
ways. Lévi-Strauss (1955: 215-216) portrayed his visit to a Kuki village on the Burmese
frontier by describing “the brilliance of their make-up and paint, which in turn seemed to
be intended as a background to set off even more splendid ornaments…as if an entire
civilization were conspiring in a single, passionate affection for the shapes, substances
and colours of life.” From saffron robes to gold pagodas the country is filled with
immense beauty. One example of this beauty is thanakha, produced from the thanakha
tree, which provides a liquid or paste that is applied to the face to protect some Burmese
from harsh sunlight and wind. However, behind the color of the cosmetic thanakha (See
Figure 1) is a narrative of immense struggle and pain. Kearney (2002: 14) concludes,
“that narrative matters…as story of history or a mixture of both (for example testimony),
the power of narrativity makes a crucial difference to our lives.” The narrative of the
Burmese people reflects a land of creation, innovation, and inspiration5.
Geography
	
  
Myanmar (see Figure 2 for map, states and divisions population data) is slightly
smaller then Texas (678,500 sq. km) with a tropical monsoon environment during the
summer and a lower humidity during the winter. The largest country in Southeast Asia,
with an uninterrupted coastline along the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea, shares a
border with Thailand, Laos, India, China, and Bangladesh. The Irrawaddy (Ayeyarwady)
is the country’s largest river and served as a vehicle for trade during colonized Burma as
it does today.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5	
  Reference: Rangoon Cocoon: Stories of Burmese Butterflies. A Photo and Video Documentary
by Anne Murat and Brice Richard. http://www.rangooncocoon.com/. Accessed, December 16,
2010.
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Figure 2: Burma Population Data6

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
	
  
6	
  Reference: The Irrawaddy, Wednesday, August 18, 2010.
http://www.irrawaddy.org/election/population-data/429-burma-population-data.html. Accessed,
December 16, 2010.	
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Economy
	
  
After the world depression hit Burma in 1929, Burmese farmers suffered when
taxes became harder to pay, the price of rice dropped, and many lost their land to Indian
moneylenders (Fink 2009: 15). An already fragile Burma was beginning to revolt against
British colonial rule. The British brought infrastructure and diplomacy to the country but
struggled with the practice of Buddhism and with the diverse groups that occupied the
beautiful country. Burma reached independence on January 4, 1948 at 4:20 a.m. A
devoutly Buddhist statesman, U Nu, was the first elected prime minister of the country.
In 1958, General Ne Win quickly took power to establish a caretaker government to
move Burma closer to a full democracy. Ne Win arrested U Nu in 1962 providing a
platform for a government operating under military rule. A landscape dotted with lush
rice patties and golden pagodas set the stage for a movement of pro-democracy
demonstrations until the National League for Democracy (NLD) won a landslide victory
in 1990. The year before the elections7 were ignored, Nobel peace laureate Aung San Suu
Kyi was placed under house arrest for her popular reform movement. On the evening of
November 13, 2010 Aung San Suu Kyi was released after spending 15 of the past 21
years either under house arrest or in prison.
For most tourists, the images of Aung San Suu Kyi and Myanmar’s monks in
saffron robes are that of individuals who try to awaken the spirit of compassion in the
hearts of military leaders and the community. In 2007, the monks took to the streets as a
result of massive price increases on diesel and compressed natural gas. Journalists and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7	
  Myanmar held its first elections in two decades on November 7, 2010 with the release of Aung
San Suu Kyi shortly after the declared victory of the Union Solidarity Development Association
(USDA) and its political party (USDP). A selection of photos from newspapers in Asia can be
found in Appendix B.
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reporters captured emotional images8 of the slow and steady march of Buddhist monks
into the immediate hands of the military, where alms met arms and compassion met
further control. Today, Myanmar still faces economic sanctions and “structural violence”
reviewed by Farmer’s work in Haiti (2005: 30) as “how various social processes and
events come to be translated into personal distress and disease.” The work of
microfinance, if possible, confronts these various forms of social processes and events on
a daily basis.
A myriad of models and methodologies have been employed by development
organizations that are now operating in Myanmar, including microfinance institutions
(MFIs). Myanmar is a land of geographical financial exclusion. Turnell (2009: 342)
argues, “[t]he country lacks the fundamental institutions of a market economy, policy
making is arbitrary and uninformed, inflation is rampant, the currency is distrusted and
trades via a multiple of exchange rates, unemployment is endemic, taxation is chaotic and
the Government finances its spending by printing money.” Faith in the strength of the
kyat, Burmese currency, is spoiled by the government’s history of demonetizing
banknotes without notice and rendering a large percentage of the country’s currency
worthless. Many Burmese, particularly in the northern states use the Thai Baht as their
everyday currency.
DeBlij (2009: 3) argues, “[f]rom the uneven distribution of natural resources to
the unequal availability of opportunity, place remains a powerful arbitrator.” The
Irrawaddy River that bisects Myanmar from north to south and the geography of the
mountain ranges create a “verticality that makes east-west communication difficult,
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8	
  Reference: “Burma VJ” directed by Anders Østergaard, http://burmavjmovie.com/.
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isolating one region from another and the country as a whole from neighboring states”
(Steinberg 1981: 6). However, a rigid geography should not overshadow the abundant
natural resources including oil and natural gas that blanket one of the least developed
countries in the world (Fink 2009). The absence of a functioning financial system in
Myanmar “is a history of repression and release, and repression again…economic
construction, reconstruction, and decay…a history of plans, and of chaos…of hope, and
hopes dashed” (Turnell 2009: 1). Through the opaque financial system the practice of
Buddhism is unconcealed and pronounced.
	
  

Religion
	
  
Where fear pervades Burmese life Buddhism is a luminous clearing of hope in the

land of despair. According to Skidmore (2004: 18), “[t]he population of monasteries,
Figure 3: Burmese Monks in Yangon, Myanmar
Photos by T. Payne (2010)

nunneries, and meditation centers skyrocketed after 1988 and even today one finds in
these places the only forms of civil society beyond the reach of the military junta.” The
1974 Constitution, suspended in 1988, guarantees freedom of religion (Donkers 1996:
115). The Sangha, the Burmese order of Buddhist monks (Figure 3), play an active role in
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politics, education, healthcare and community development. When monks were killed in
the peaceful 1990 march the Sangha imposed a religious boycott against the military
regime and their families (Donkers & Nijhuis 1996: 115). In turn, the military raided
more than 350 monasteries throughout the country. Skidmore (2004: 19) argues that “[a]s
in the desperate seeking of psychiatric patients for a source of wellness in the powers that
reside in Buddhist spaces, so refuge is a deeper concept than referring merely to physical
sanctuary.” Today, the military intelligence maintains a close watch on religious
organizations and their activities.
People of Myanmar
	
  
A recent report by the International Human Rights Clinic at Harvard Law School
(IHRC 2009) released a text that tells the story of forced displacement, sexual violence,
the recruitment of child soldiers, forced labor, and extrajudicial killings and torture under
General Than Shwe. The estimated number of villages destroyed in Darfur has been
compared to the destruction and displacement of over 3,000 ethnic nationality villages
that live in Myanmar. The report asks for a Commission of Inquiry from the United
Nations Security Council into the severe, widespread and systematic abuses supported by
a military regime that fails to cooperate with the international community. In the 1960s,
Ne Win’s regime instituted the Four Cuts policy, which aimed to dissipate armed ethnic
nationalities groups, leading to civilian deaths and the destruction of food crops and
villages. The Burmese regime has denounced the Four Cuts policy but evidence suggests
that it is still a practice today (IHRC 2009).
A Human Rights Watch Report (2009) on the Chin people of Myanmar reveals
groups of people or “ethnic communities in Burma [that] have long borne the brunt of
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abusive military rule, which has prevailed in the country since General Ne Win staged a
coup against the democratically elected government in 1962.” A former Chin political
prisoner from Hakha Township, Chin State shares this story in the report (Human Rights
Watch 2009), saying that the military intelligence officers:
tied my hands together and hung me from the ceiling. They used sticks to beat
me. They had a tub of water and they covered my face with a cloth and would
dunk my head under the water until I felt unconscious. When I regained
consciousness, they would do it again. For the entire week, they didn’t give me
any water for drinking. I was so thirsty I told them I wanted to use the toilet.
When I got to the toilet I drank the toilet water.
In Myanmar (Geertz 1973: 286), “the government itself is to a very great extent
the obvious agency of a single, central primordial group, and it is faced, therefore, with a
very serious problem of maintaining legitimacy in the eyes of members of peripheral
groups – more than one-third of the population – who are naturally inclined to see it as
alien, a problem it has attempted to solve largely by a combination of elaborate legal
gestures of reassurance and a good deal of aggressive assimilation.” The Karens, Mons,
Chins, Shans, and Kachins are some of the people groups that have struggled and fought
against the ruling government. The stories of a savage government seem to permeate the
environment of fear that the Burmese people live in. To understand the (Geertz 1973:
345) “cerebral savage” one must ask, “[w]hat, after all, is one to make of savages?” How
does our idea of the savage change in relationship to self and others?
The work of anthropologist Lévi-Strauss (1955) helps to inform our current
debate on “the savage” in Burmese society. Anthropology (Lévi-Strauss 1955: 59)
“carried on first, at a distance, through the medium of books, and later maintained by
personal contact…[gave] rise to serious misunderstandings.” The savage, the other, is not
so different from the anthropologist. However, ethnography in an authoritarian state is
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difficult when “[p]hysical danger threatens participants…[who] gather in groups to speak
about politics” (Skidmore 2004: 34). The method of using ethnology to create a unified
meaning of people, to dissolve differences, risks supporting the politics of fear in
Myanmar. However, displaying the diversity of ways of being in the world seeks an end
to strife in the large amounts of structural violence. For a researcher, whose participatory
research might inquire into another culture (Geertz 1973: 351), “[i]t is not by storming
the citadels of savage life directly, seeking to penetrate their mental life
phenomenologically (a sheer impossibility) that a valid anthropology can be written.”
The interpretive aim of understanding the lives of people in Myanmar “…is the
enlargement of the universe of human discourse” (Geertz 1973: 14). The exchange of
financial services might represent the supreme test of solicitude, found in an enlarged
community of meaning where “unequal power finds compensation in an authentic
reciprocity in exchange” (Ricoeur 1999: 191).
Language
Language is more than a tool for communication. As explained by Herda (1999:
22; 114-115) the difference between language “as a tool representing the world” and
“language as a medium” is the shift toward “a medium through which we interpret and
begin to change our selves and our conditions.” Language helps shape the identity of
individuals and people groups and serves as a medium in social integration and cultural
development. Myanmar is home to many languages and the challenge is extending the
invitation for ethnolinguistic communities to share in the provision of financial services
for the poor. Dostal (2002: 186-187) suggests:
When we truly converse, we understand and interpret at once. Both English words
correctly translate Gadamer’s key term Verstehen. The German word covers not
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just the act of insight but also the act of articulation or Auslegung by which we
talk to ourselves, laying out in language what we actually understand.
‘Interpretations belongs to the essential unity of understanding. Whatever is said
to us must be so received by us that it speaks and finds a response in our own
words and in our own language’.
In this context, reviewed by Dostal, language is a medium for an understanding that
always involved interpretation. Not seen as a mere tool to codify knowledge or assess
behavior, the invitation for ethnolinguistic communities to share in the provision of
financial services for the poor is an invitation to participate in a medium of plurality and
ontology.
Summary
This background of Myanmar brings attention to the diverse landscape and people
groups that live in the country. It is possible that an exploration into the practice of
development in Myanmar will allow interpretation and a re-imagination in an already
contradictory distribution of wealth within the narrative of bringing financial services to
the poor. The geography of Myanmar coupled with religious fervor and elaborate
gestures of unequal power and place has challenged the lack of fundamental institutions
of a market economy in Myanmar and continues to plague Myanmar’s development
today. Chapter Three positions Myanmar’s time and place into the context of
microfinance today.
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CHAPTER THREE
LITERATURE REVIEW ESSAY
Introduction
The intention of this Chapter is to explore a brief history of microfinance schemes
and enlarge the debate of its practice. Increased access to financial services for the poor
through the extension of credit and banking services such as savings and insurance has
the potential to reduce global poverty and promote economic development. However, the
gurus of development have been contemplating the quarry of development practice for
years. What is the appeal of microfinance as a utopian project to mitigate poverty? This
Chapter invites literature that expounds on a history of microfinance; projects and
implied implementation; microfinance in Myanmar, the changing lens of microfinance
today and social performance.
A History of Microfinance: From Microcredit to Microfinance
More than two billion people in the world lack access to formal credit markets
(Hudon 2009). Mark Malloch Brown, an administrator of the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) suggests, “microfinance is much more than simply an
income generation tool. By directly empowering poor people, particularly women, it has
become one of the key driving mechanisms towards meeting the Millennium
Development Goals, specifically the overarching target of halving extreme poverty and
hunger by 2010” (Year of Microcredit 2005). The United Nations Capital Development
Fund (UNCDF) also shares in the vision of “inclusive finance” with “large-scale access
to a variety of financial services for poor and low-income people and micro and small
enterprises.”
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Muhammad Yunus, founder of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh and 2006 Nobel
Peace Prize recipient helped introduce the concept of microcredit in the 1970’s. Engler
(2009: 81) describes Yunus as “a popular public speaker…a relatively short man with a
silver mane, a beaming round face, and a perpetually optimistic demeanor…humble even
when making grandiose claims, and, with his warm-heartedness makes whatever he has
on offer seem delightfully agreeable.” The New Yorker (Bruck 2006: 1) describes him as
a “mesmerizing salesman.” Yunus (2007: 20) argues that “[t]he poor are the victims of
the very institutions that we have built and feel so proud of, and their continuous plight
stems from our inability to think beyond the dominant theoretical frameworks of
macroeconomics.” Berman (2000: 2) reminds us that an unprecedented redistribution of
incomes continues to move toward the rich “drifting into an increasingly dysfunctional
situation.” In the context of microcredit schemes it is hard to understand how in 1973
“the typical CEO of a large company earned about forty times what a typical worker did;
today, he earns from 190 to 419 times as much” (Berman 2000: 21). The human face of
global poverty poetically explained by the co-founder of Trees for Life, Balbir Mathur, is
a “Party in the Penthouse – Fire in the Basement” (Daley-Harris 2009: 4). How different
is this dysfunctional situation from the organization and leadership within microfinance
schemes? Whom do microfinance programs serve?
Berman (2000: 24) suggests that “the whole fabric of oppression” includes the
involvement of the World Bank and corporations from the United States where power is
concentrated and controlled by an elite. In July of 2005 the G8, a forum for eight
governments in the world, made a decision to forgive 100 percent of all debts to eighteen
low-income countries worth forty billion dollars in aid (Easterly 2006: 232). Prior to this
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forgiveness, the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPCs) relied on the credit of the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank to fight poverty (Easterly 2006:
230). The former president of Peru, Alejandro Toledo, made these remarks at the closing
ceremony of the Asia-Pacific Regional Microcredit Summit in Bali (Daley-Harris 2009:
5-6), Indonesia in July of 2008:
if we are not able to construct a world economy of inclusive growth, if we are not
able to reduce the inequalities of the world, you could deliver all the
macroeconomic numbers that Wall Street and the IMF and the World Bank would
applaud, but the applause that you will hear will very soon be silenced by the
noises of the main streets of the poor countries and by the noises of the stomachs
of the poor.
Johnston and Morduch (2008: 517) summarize, “[m]icrofinance is built on a
compelling logic: hundreds of millions of poor and very poor households seek capital to
build businesses, but their lack of collateral restricts access to loans.” A particular
“modus vivendi” appears to be embodied in the business approach to poverty (Brigg
2006: 77). Be it loans to beggars, prostitutes, thieves, and the most vulnerable, Ingrid
Munro (Daley-Harris 2009: 6) argues that “repeating the word inclusive does not make it
a reality…[what is] required is a transformation in how development and financial
services are delivered.” Solicitude and care presuppose the production of wealth.
A corporate business model today might approach a market with different
segmentation criteria. Ahmed (2007: 24) describes poverty as “not uniform” and reviews
the segments of caste, age, education, income, and marital status that continue to plague
women living in poverty. His argument is that an understanding of segmentation is also
required when private enterprises seek to serve women vis-à-vis business models focused
on the consumer. Ahmed (2007: 24) suggests, “[r]espect for whether poor women think
this market-based mechanism creates value along with sensitivity to cultural, social, and
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religious contexts are essential to an effective microcredit program.” Is microfinance then
a more intimate business model concerned with maximizing profits in the interest of the
poor? Chu (2007: 315) argues, “[w]ere microfinance just a business capable of earning
superior returns, its interest would be limited.” Chu (2007: 315) moves forward with
suggesting:
No matter what hurdles the poor face, one fact stands out: if the people who
survive on $365 a year were suddenly to have available the average annual U.S.
disposable income of $28,000, the rest of the world would mobilize rapidly to
offer them all those missing essentials-regardless of race, caste, religion, or
national origin. Money, as the proverbial saying goes, cannot buy happiness, but it
remains the essential foundation on which lives are built.
There is a possibility for microfinance to contribute to a clearing that is often solicited by
the opaqueness of human oppression and suffering.
In Portfolios of the Poor (Collins 2009), financial diaries unveil the importance of
financial tools for people living in poverty and the active engagement of the poor in
managing their finances. From the vantage point of this text, “of all the commonalities,
the most fundamental is that the households are coping with incomes that are not just
low, but also irregular and unpredictable, and that too few financial instruments are
available to manage effectively these uneven flows…a ‘tripe whammy’: low incomes,
irregularity and unpredictability; and a lack of financial tools.” Between cash flow
management, dealing with emergencies, and paying for large expenses the financial
diaries of more than 250 poor and very poor households forced the authors to confront
the prejudgments held when seeking to understand financial lives of the poor (Collins
2009: 21). The poorest 1.1 billion live on an average of less than one dollar a day and
seek to “manage” their money by saving whenever they can and borrow only when they
need to (Collins 2009: 1-3).
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Part of the microfinance and micro-lending portfolio is a savings-led approach to
financial literacy (Awimbo and Daley-Harris 2006). Voluntary savings is a movement
away from debt and into a community effort for building cash reserves. “Research has
shown that even people making two dollars a day can put some money aside, and in
many poor neighborhoods people don’t save as much as they might simply because
there’s no trustworthy place to put their savings” (Bennet 2009: 3). Collins (2009: 3)
learned that in the process of saving “a host of different methods are pressed into use:
storing savings at home, with others, and with banking institutions; joining savings clubs,
savings-and-loan clubs, and insurance clubs; and borrowing from neighbors, relatives,
employers, moneylenders, or financial institutions…a fistful of financial relationships on
the go.” There lives a creation of diversified financial services within the community.
Yunus didn’t start off with a savings-led approach or even the goal of bringing
credit to the poor. Easterly (2006: 58-59) revisits the story of Yunus as the “main
inventor of microcredit schemes” in lending his own money to assist farmers in their
efforts for irrigation. The farmers in Bangladesh reaped a harvest with the help of
financing tube wells but did not fully repay back the money to Yunus. His tenacity with
financing the project brought him closer to Sufiya Begum, a woman who was being
exploited by the high interest rates of moneylenders to make a single bamboo stool in the
poorest households of Jobra. Huq (2004: 50) argues, “[i]t is crucial that sociologists,
anthropologists, development practitioners, and policy makers recognize that these
individuals struggle to carve out a niche for themselves and have the ability to shape their
futures, armed with their own knowledge and capabilities.” It is the responsibility of
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existing microfinance organizations to create a capacity for the poor to mobilize their
knowledge and assets.
As the seeds of microcredit continued to take root the Grammen Bank
organization began to bear fruit where formal banks could not. However, the lack of
formal banks’ openness to individuals who live in poverty does not imply a lack of access
because (Johnston and Morduch 2008: 518), “the ‘unbanked’ may be excluded despite
having worthy uses for capital…may simply not be creditworthy…[or] maybe
creditworthy but not interested in taking on a debt.” Grameencredit (Elahi and
Danopoulos 2004a: 645):
is promoted as a human right, whose mission is to help the poor families to
overcome poverty;
was conceived as a challenge to conventional banks, which do not serve the poor,
because they are unable to supply collaterals as loan security. In other words,
Grameencredit has rejected the basic methodology of the conventional banking
and developed its own methodology;
and pursues the principle that the people should not go to banks; bank employees
come to them. On this principle, it provides banking services at the door-step of
the poor.
Today, Yunus9 places attention on the entrepreneurs who are worthy of capital and need
access to credit in order to create self-employment and income-generating activities.
Hospes and Lont (2004: 3) argue that “[i]n spite of the much heard confession that
microfinance is more than microcredit, international finance and development agencies
remain basically directed at the provision of credit, not taking the significance of different
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9	
  On Saturday, January 15, 2011 the Washington Post addressed another “hit to the global
microcredit industry” with an investigation into Muhammad Yunus’s Grameen Bank. The
Grameen Bank was alleged to questionable transferring of aid money from the bank to one of 30
companies in which Yunus founded. A Norwegian investigation absolved the Bangladeshi
economist of any wrongdoing after tracing the money. Reference,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/01/14/AR2011011406698.html,
Accessed February 2, 2011.	
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forms of savings seriously, let alone as a starting point for their policy making, and often
ignoring the other side of the coin, that is: debt.” Sen (1999: 39) suggests that access to
credit holds a unique possibility, that
the availability and access to finance can be a crucial influence on the economic
entitlements that economic agents are practically able to secure. This applies all
the way from large enterprises (in which hundreds of thousands of poor people
may work) to tiny establishments that are funded on micro credit. A credit crunch,
for example, can severely affect the economic entitlements that rely on such
credit.
Money and currency are significant symbols that inform our economic entitlements and
actions.
Geertz (1973: 45) suggests that these symbols impose meaning on experience and
are already found in the community where we are born. “Man is so in need of such
symbolic sources of illumination to find his bearings in the world because the
nonsymbolic sort that are constitutionally ingrained in his body cast so diffused a light”
(Geertz 1973: 45). Early anthropologist Ruth Benedict explores the patterns of culture
and finds that (Benedict 1934: 17), “the most illuminating material for a discussion of
cultural forms and processes is that of societies historically as little related as possible to
our own and to one another.” In the context of monetary capital, a cow in a remote
community can serve more value than cash. The cow can be used for grazing, producing
more cattle, milking, and the meat can be sold in a local market. Dichter (2007: 11)
argues, “[g]iven how much symbols and meanings cling to money like thousands of iron
fillings drawn to a magnet, it should not be surprising that debt is also fraught with
complex meanings in different times and places, and even that people might play mind
games with the subject, telling themselves that what is really a debt is not.”
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Phillips (2008: 183) imagines finance as “the next great elevator ascending into
the luminous temple of global progress. His metaphor highlights reckless finance and the
global crisis of United States capitalism in relationship to (Phillips 2008: 184), “societal
tendency to luxuriate” and “debt as a principal predictor of leading world economic
powers’ debilitation.” Theoretically, Schön (1993) explains that we arrive at seeing
things differently through “generativity.” A cow is very different from an elite luminous
temple. This linguistic process constructs a metaphor that “generates the problem-setting
story” and “becomes an interpretive tool for the critical analysis of social policy.” Schön
(1993: 150) suggests, “[w]hen we interpret our problem-setting stories so as to bring their
generative metaphors to awareness and reflection then our diagnoses and prescriptions
cease to appear obvious and we find ourselves involved, instead, in critical inquiry.”
Metaphors imply “a way of thinking” and “a way of seeing” for how we understand the
world around us (Morgan 2006: 4).
Today, 70 percent of microcredit borrowers are in Asia and the institution of
financial services for the poor has spread around the world; just the beginning of this
“micromagic of microcredit” (Boudreaux and Cowen 2008). Bennet (2009) writes that
part of the appeal to development practitioners and investors is a suggestion that a thirtydollar loan can boost eager entrepreneurs to start a small business and pull them out of
poverty. Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank has disbursed over eight billion in unsecured loans
and other institutions have started worldwide with an estimated 150 million people taking
out a microloan (Bennet 2009). Another appeal to microlending is avoiding the
extortionate interest rates charged by moneylenders (Boudreaux and Cowen 2008).
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However, the lack of governance continues to plague microfinance (Awimbo and
Daley-Harris 2006). Microfinance organizations must pursue an opening to allow more
monitoring and investigating into existing schemes (Huq 2004). The 2009 Microcredit
Summit Campaign report reveals, “more capital has been committed to microfinance in
recent years than in all the years since the great leaders of microfinance initiated the
microcredit movement in the 1970’s. Yet, as this is written, the world lies in the throes of
the worst economic disruption in decades.” An issue of transparency is now moving the
commercialization debate into the projects and implementation of microfinance schemes.
Chuck Waterfield, the developer of Microfin, has created Microfinance Transparency
(MFTransparency) in (Daley-Harris 2009: 16), “a powerful call for transparency in
interest rate pricing, one key component of consumer protection.” Over the last decade
microfinance has witnessed women and men willing to borrow and re-pay loans, an
environment that is slowly shifting from microcredit to microfinance, microfinance
integrating into larger financial institutions, and the growing awareness of private
investors joining the industry daily.
Projects and Implied Implementation
The 2009 State of the Microcredit Summit Campaign Report unveils some
interesting developments from the first Microcredit Summit in Washington, DC in 1997.
The Microcredit Summit Campaign, a project of RESULTS Educational Fund, reports
that in 2007 more than 100 million of the world’s poorest families received a microloan.
A narrative from Jorimon Khan reveals the success from an initial ten-dollar loan.
At first I was afraid to take the loan. People told me that if I didn’t repay it, the
bank people would kill me for the money. So yes, I was very scared. But when I
finally paid back that first $10, I felt brave. So I asked for more money. After that
I asked for $33 (Daley-Harris 2009: 2).
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An executive summary of the same report details (Daley-Harris 2009: 3), “as of
December 31, 2007, 3,552 microcredit institutions reported reaching 154,825,825 clients,
106,584,679 of whom were among the poorest when they took their first loan…83.4
percent, or 88,726,893, are women.” It is the women who hold up half the sky (Kristof
2009).
Microcredit is not a panacea for global poverty reduction (Bennett 2009; Hulme
2007; Easterly 2006; Lucarelli 2005). Elahi and Danopoulos (2004a: 649) argue,
“[m]icrocredit can perhaps help some poor people avoid starvation, but it is difficult to
see how it could get them out of the poverty environment, let alone stop the level of
‘Poverty Ocean’ that is rapidly rising in the TW (Third World).” Paul Farmer, a medical
anthropologist, physician and human rights activist explains,
I would sound one note of caution however and that is every time we look for a
panacea we never really find it. Microfinance, microcredit, micro-insurance are
not panaceas for global poverty, they’re part of the solution. I was talking to a
student earlier today and I was thinking about at the hospital at Harvard when I
was a medical student I asked ‘well, why do we do that procedure’ and the answer
this doctor gave me was ‘ask a pizza man what’s for dinner and he’ll tell you
pizza’ so ask a microfinance person what’s for development dinner, he or she will
tell you microfinance. We need a broader vision of complementarity where
microfinance institutions understand a need for investments outside of that arena
as well, just as healthcare providers need to understand the importance of
microfinance. (Thursday October 8, 2009 at the 20th Annual Social Issues
Conference at the University of San Diego).
This is not to say that microfinance has no role to play in the alleviation of
poverty but rather that the contribution of microfinance must find itself open to a wider
set of social development policies and programs (Midgley 2008). Yunus (2003: 42)
states, “[i]n the world of development, if one mixes the poor and the nonpoor in a
program, the nonpoor will always drive out the poor, and the less poor will drive out the
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more poor…the nonpoor reap the benefits of all that is done in the name of the poor.”
Crewe and Harrison (1998) suggest that a stronger partnership, absent of empty rhetoric,
recognizes that power imbalances and structural inequalities exist and should be
addressed. Hospes and Lont (2004: 5) posit, “[s]ocial scientists are now increasingly
addressing the problem of complexity in a world of change and have [to] overcome
simple, reductionistic and linear notions of development.” How has this changed today?
Hundreds of millions of dollars are flowing into microfinance (Boudreaux and
Cowen 2008). However, it is important to critique our conquest to deliver monetary
capital to the world’s poorest population. The critique is blanketed by the fact that “the
aid industry continues to rest on an assumption of inadequacy on the part of the
institutional recipients in ‘poorer’ countries” (Crewe and Harrison 1998: 76). An
investment in microfinance, millions of tiny loans, reflects an often complex and
contradictory symbolism in the context of debt, obligation, and power (Dichter 2007).
Wright (2003: 115) suggests, “[i]ncreasing interest in impact assessment of
microfinance and other development interventions highlights the need to understand links
between activities and outcomes in order that programs and services can be improved.”
Wright’s (2003: 117) work in Peru creates a space for data collection and the “generative
narrative questions” asked by the researcher. Attention to open-ended kinds of questions
are “designed to stimulate the informants to explain their life stories” and in telling one’s
own story “effective interviewing also involves interviewees being able to pose questions
to the researcher” (Wright 2003: 117-120). However, increasing amounts of pressure to
“demonstrate impact” and minimize “the biases that affect responses” continue to
challenge semi structured interviews and qualitative data collection in microfinance
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schemes (Wright 2003: 116). Wright is approaching microfinance from a non-traditional
positivistic sense; however, when one wants to minimize biases, one is still in the general
positivist camp.
Black (2009: 269) reviews the “long and rich history of sentimental discourse that
has sought to create robust feelings of community across social borders.” She explores a
“structure of feeling” in the microloans and micronarratives of San Francisco housed
Kiva. Kiva Microfunds, founded in 2005 by a couple from the United States, is an
ambitious organization that implemented the first person-to-person lending website (Kiva
2009). The website has also implemented community lending teams that raise monetary
funds and lend as groups. Black (2009) suggests that the organization invests in the
relationship between sentimentality and smallness, which elicits readers’ sympathy and
enables a sense of responsibility to others. Matt Flannery and Jessica Jackley, the
founders, want to connect people through lending to alleviate poverty and empower
individuals to lend to unique entrepreneurs around the globe (Kiva Microfunds 2009).
How do they do this? Black (2009: 276) suggests that the importance of sharing stories10
is crucial to Kiva’s business model and growing market of lenders.
Kiva is not alone. In the leading medical journal The Lancet (Westerhaus 2008),
an article exposes the role of narratives that have informed the work of Partners In Health
in Haiti. The term “illness narrative” implies “a story the patient tells, and significant
others retell, to give coherence to the distinctive events and long-term course of
suffering” (Westerhaus 2008: 699). In settings of violence, insecurity, geographical
restrictions, and the demise of health-care illness narratives have improved patients’
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Reference Jessica Jackley: Poverty, money – and love. TEDGlobal 2010, Filmed Jul 2010;
Posted Oct 2010. http://www.ted.com/talks/jessica_jackley_poverty_money_and_love.html.
Accessed, January 10, 2011.
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lives. Westerhaus (2008: 700) states, “[i]n response to the voices of patients, home and
school construction, provision of food, microfinance programmes, and paid community
health workers have been key components of this work…[and] have taught us that
listening to illness narratives can revolutionize the provision of medical care in conflict
and postconflict settings.” Is it possible that listening to narratives can dramatically reimagine the provision of financial services to the poor?
Humphreys and Brown (2008: 403) analyze a narrative approach to organizations;
“for us, organizations literally are the narratives that people concoct, share, embellish,
dispute and re-tell in ways which maintain and objectify ‘reality.’” Narratives allow
organizations to understand a linguistic domain where we (Maturana and Varela 1992:
235), “work out our lives in a mutual linguistic coupling, not because language permits us
to reveal ourselves but because we are constituted in language in a continuous becoming
that we bring forth with others.” This unique “narrative knowing” opens a space in
organizations where humans “use the socially given linguistic domain to understand
themselves, others, and the world as meaningful” (Polkinghorne 1988: 135). A narrative
approach creates a capacity for meaningful work.
Black (2009: 276-277) reviews “the production of sentimental discourse” across
socioeconomic borders that “seeks to mitigate a sense of alterity” between the lives of the
poor and the lives of those who want to lend their money to the poor. Kiva shares in a
unique implementation that is not simply about microfinance but about “consuming and
creating micronarratives” (Black 2009: 280). This challenges our existing thought about
microfinance projects and the poor by exploring the concept of narrative and finance in
development work. A story is shared in the process of moving monetary capital.
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However, Black (2009: 273-286) questions, “[d]oes intense feeling for others reflect an
admirable generosity of moral concern, or does it simply allow us to feel good as we
sympathize with the pain that we need not endure?” At what length do borrowers go to
pay back loans? Black (2009: 286) argues, “[i]f borrowers must pay such a price to
maintain the hopeful narrative of upward mobility that inspires so many lenders to invest
through Kiva, the sentimental discourse of connection can, at worst, become a mask for a
new form of bondage that the poor must endure.” The critique of projects and the
investment of participants signal a sign of caution when approaching development and
the tools used for implementation.
The tools of the Grameen Foundation seek to (Grameen Foundation 2008),
“combine the power of microfinance and technology to defeat global poverty.” In 2008,
the organization launched its Bankers Without Borders® program to connect
professionals and retirees with volunteer opportunities around the globe. The Progress out
of Poverty Index™ (PPI) is one tool created from the program that measures the poverty
levels of groups and organizations and measures the likelihood of client poverty
(Grameen Foundation 2008). A list of ten indicators add to a total score that allows for
MFIs to (Grameen Foundation 2008): “better define and adhere to their missions,
increase their competitive edge, profitability, and ability to retain clients by responding
more quickly and effectively to changes in their communities by showing documented
results, and provide timely and accurate information to socially responsible investors who
may want to provide financial resources to their programs.” Johnston and Morduch
(2008: 535) conclude, “[d]ifferentiating between households facing credit rationing and
households not creditworthy or averse to debt is a critical first step in locating the
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frontiers of financial access.” The needs of a rural village might be different than the
needs of a hill tribe.
Rist (2008: 229-230) argues, “[t]here is thus something absurd when the
international agencies bewail poverty and claim to be engaged in a struggle against it,
while at the same time they stress the need to make markets work better for the poor.”
The Grameen Foundation suggests that the PPI has allowed more MFIs to understand
better the needs of their clients and measure their progress out of poverty (Grameen
Foundation 2008). However, Rist (2008: 230) seeks to address another vantage point not
included in the description of tools as measurements of poverty:
The question is actually whether one can talk about poverty without talking about
wealth-and, more specifically, whether one can struggle against poverty without
also struggling against wealth. Naturally this issue is never raised. When the
World Bank platitudinizes that ‘poverty amid plenty is the world’s greatest
challenge’, it falls over its own feet in two ways. First, it positively obscures the
reality that, on a world scale, plenty is an island in a sea of poverty. Second, when
poverty is cast as a ‘challenge’ (issued by whom, exactly?), it becomes a thing in
itself, existing outside of any particular context.
While microfinance is emerging in development practice, the question becomes
whether it is part of a larger project that disseminates capitalism and a “profit maximizing
motive” (Elahi and Danopoulos 2004b). How is the progressive creation of private wealth
unfolding in development projects? Elahi and Danopoulos (2004b: 72) argue, “[s]ince
capitalism’s prime mover is human selfishness, it stands to reason that social
consciousness or sympathy, although a fundamental virtue of human nature, cannot be a
motivating factor for undertaking private business activities in capitalist economies.” The
micro-lending idea was conceived as an idea to help eradicate global poverty but the lack
of microcredit is not the cause of pervasive poverty throughout the world (Elahi and
Danopoulos 2004b). Elahi and Danopoulos (2004b: 73-74) critique, “[i]n other words, the
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potential consequence of the establishment of microfinance industry in the TW (Third
World) is the creation of private groups that might have vested interests in the
perpetuation of poverty.” Today, Yunus continues his work to make poverty history. He
moves forward with conviction that (Yunus 2005: 7),
a poverty-free world can be created as the basic ingredient for overcoming
poverty is packed inside each poor person. All that needs to be done is to help the
person to unleash this energy and creativity. Once this can be done, poverty will
disappear very fast. So the only place in the world where poverty may exist will
be in the poverty museums, no longer in human society.
Elahi and Danopoulos (2004b: 74) argue, “[i]f poverty gradually disappears from society
so will the need for and use of microfinance.” Turnell (2009: 320) asks, “[a]re such
institutions Burma’s last, best, hope?” In the context of Myanmar hoes does the
individual re-imagine herself in the non-linguistic steering medium of finance?
Microfinance in Myanmar
Understanding the country context is important for exploring how “[g]overnment
economic and social policies, as well as the development level of the financial sector,
influence microfinance organizations in the delivery of financial services to the poor”
(Ledgerwood 1999: 11). The contextual process (Table 2) asks the following questions:
•
•
•
•

“Who are the suppliers of financial services? What products and services do they
supply? What role do governments and donors play in providing financial
services to the poor?”
“How do existing financial sector policies affect the provision of financial
services, including interest rate policies, government mandates for sectoral credit
allocation, and legal enforcement policies?”
“What forms of financial sector regulation exist, and are MFIs subject to these
regulations?”
“What economic and social policies affect the provision of financial services and
the ability of microentrepreneurs to operate?” (Ledgerwood 1999: 11).

Searching for answers to these questions in the country of Myanmar is difficult when no
formal structure exists to define microfinance activities.
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Table 2: Understanding the Country Context11
	
  
Suppliers of financial
Contextual factors
intermediation
•
•
•

Formal sector
institutions
Semi-formal sector
institutions
Informal sector
institutions

1. Financial sector policies and
legal environment
• Interest rate
restrictions
• Government mandates
• Financial contract
enforcement
2. Financial sector regulation
and supervision

Clients
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Women
Microentrepreneurs
Small farmers
Landless and
smallholders
Resettled persons
Indigenous persons
Low-income persons
in remote or
subsistence areas

3. Economic and social policy
• Economic stability
• Poverty levels
• Government policies

In 2010, the Agency for Technical Cooperation and Development (ACTED) in
partnership with the Banking with the Poor Network (BWTP) published a report on the
microfinance industry in Myanmar. The Microfinance Industry Report: Myanmar is a
review of the six actors (five INGOs and one private company) that are operating
institutional microfinance in the country as of September 2009. For a list of these six
organizations and their activities see Table 3. The gross loan portfolio column shows the
number of Myanmar Kyat (MMK) and United States Dollars (USD) based on the average
exchange rate in November 2009 of 1USD for every 1,000MMK. These programs are
unique to Myanmar since the country does not have a law or policy defining
microfinance. Furthermore, formal financial institutions within Myanmar are not allowed
to provide credit without collateral. The provision of financial services within these
constraints has forced millions of small and micro-entrepreneurs to rely on informal
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11	
  Ledgerwood, Joanna 1999 Sustainable Banking with the Poor Microfinance Handbook: An
Institutional and Financial Perspective. Washington, D.C.: The World Bank.	
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money lending activities with higher interest rates. Table 4, taken from the Microfinance
Industry Report, shows information on population and demographic data for Myanmar.
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Table 3: Institutional microfinance activities mapping as of September 2009
Organizations

Beginning Geographical
of MF
coverage

AMDA

2002

GRET

1995

Mandalay
State: 1 TS, 37
villages

Beneficiaries
of AMDA’s
NGO program

Chin State
(North):
4 TS,
86 villages

Poor people
in rural area

Mandalay,
Sagaing, Shan,
Delta,
Magway: 22
TS, 4568
villages

PACT (UNDP
projects)

1997

PACT (non
UNDP)

2005

Magway: 4
TS, 201 VT,
476 villages

2002

Yangon
Division:
5 TS

Save the
Children (Dawn
Microfinance
Program)

Total (Yadana
Suboo
Microfinance)

World Vision

TOTAL

1997

1998

Targeted
population

Tanintharyl
State: 1 TS, 25
villages

Yangon,
Mandalay,
Ayerwaddy
divisions,
Shan, Kayin,
and Mon State:
9 TS

Active
%
Gross Loan
borrowers women Portfolio (MMK)
1,510

100%

55,109,960
(55,109 US$)

4,332

57%

300,313,000
(300,313 US$)

319,744

93%

24,513,000,000
(24,513,000 US$)

33,713

100%

1,396,493,000
(1,396,493 US$)

16,656

100%

400,000,000
(400,000 US$)

1,197

75%

165,077,000
(165,077 US$)

8,131

71%

1,000,000,000
(1,000,000 US$)

385,263

93%

27,829,992,960
(27,829,922 US$)

Poor people
to facilitate
the growth of
their microenterprises

Poor women
in peri urban
area of
Yangon
Poor and
middle poor
individuals
wishing to
start or
expand microenterprises in
the pipeline
area
Poor
entrepreneurs,
beneficiaries
of other
World Vision
programs
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Table 4: Population and Demographic Data, Myanmar
Total Population

58,510,000 (average age 29)

Estimated Population below poverty line

19,308,300 (33% of the population 2007)

Estimated Households below poverty line

3,329,017

Estimated Population needing access to credit

Around 4,000,000

Rural Population

70%

Number of active microfinance clients

385,283 (September 2009)

Number of cottage industries

Around 60,000

Cost of cultivation for 1 acre of monsoon Between 100 and 150 000 MMK (100 to 150
paddy
US$)
Exchange rate

Official rate: 6.1 MMK / US$
Market rate: 1,000 MMK / US$ (average Nov.
2009)

The Microfinance Industry Report (2010: 21-23) concludes with the key
recommendations for the development of microfinance in Myanmar. A map of
institutional microfinance sites is found in Appendix C. The first set of recommendations
addresses the donor countries:
•
•
•
•

Ensuring that microfinance is included as a key component of donor livelihoods
and reconstruction programs.
Increase the availability of financial services to the poor by expanding the MF
portfolio.
Supporting the integration of best practices in Myanmar among microfinance
practitioners.
Support the establishment of an enabling microfinance regulatory and institutional
framework.

The remaining recommendations are aimed at the authorities within the country of
Myanmar and other microfinance stakeholders:
•
•
•
•
•

Relevant regulatory authorities have a good understanding and knowledge of
microfinance.
An apex microfinance institution is set up and is able to represent the interest of
MF stakeholders in the drafting of the legislation.
There is an increase in the number of institutional MF actors able and willing to
be regulated
Funding facilitation for MFIs to promote sustainable growth of the sector.
To increase or remove the interest rate ceiling.
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•
•
•

To enable adequate product mix.
Promotion of linkages between banks and microfinance.
Introduction of appropriate financial, reporting and audit mechanisms for MFIs.
The microfinance industry is changing daily within the context of expeditious

expansion and prowess to change the lives of the poor. From the inception of
microfinance, the moment it yielded popularity and consensus in the public, academics
and investors have sought to challenge microfinance’s capacity for change. The question
of legitimacy12 has placed the marketing of microfinance into a particular predicament.
Changing Lens
	
  
Milford Bateman (2010) challenged the “brilliantly marketed and politically vital
concept” of microfinance by describing it as an “empty vessel” (Bateman 2010: vi). On
Friday, October 29, 2010 the Microfinance Focus released a report detailing 54
microfinance-related suicides in Andhra Pradesh, a state situated on the southeastern
coast of India. Out of 123 alleged cases of harassment listed in the report 54 are death
cases. Here are a few examples taken from the report:
•

•

•

K. Venkatalkshmi of Devarapalli, Visakha district, took a loan of Rs. 15000. ‘16
years old daughter was harassed and humiliated, asked the girl to do prostitution
for repayment, She was kept in a house under lock, under wrongful confinement,
and the girl committed suicide.’
Bollam Manjula, Dharmarao pet village, Warangal district, received Rs. 16000
loan, which ‘created feud in the family, between wife and husband about the
repayment, with the unbearable harassment. Manjula committed suicide, but the
case was treated as domestic violence.’
Mr. Jangam Kasipathi of Lachapet, Medak district, a client of several large MFIs,
‘due to the harassment of the employees of the Companies for repayment, insults
and intimidation to the women in the family till midnight, could not take pressure
of the MFIs, died with heart attack on the spot.’

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12	
  “According to a Microfinance Banana Skins 2011 survey report of the microfinance industry,
the sector’s ‘good name’ is reportedly under threat.” The survey editor, David Lascelles says,
“These findings reflect a dramatic change in the perceptions of an industry which has long been
seen as an unquestioned good. They suggest that microfinance needs to undergo a radical rethink.” Reference, http://www.microfinancefocus.com/content/microfinance-industry’sreputation-risk-banana-skins-2011. Accessed, February 2, 2011.
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•

Jayaramappa of Madakasira SC colony, Madaka sira mandal, Ananthapoor
district, took Rs 64000 ‘from three MFIs. On 3rd of October 2010 committed
suicide because of MFIs harassing his wife and abusing with filthy
vulgar language.’

Is it possible that this “empty vessel” described by Bateman is the source for financial
practice and malaise in the lives of the poor? On Monday, November 15, 2010 the Straits
Times released a story of a woman in New Delhi, India. See Figure 4. The newspaper
reports:
Struggling to meet her expenses, Ms Bandaru Padma took loans from four
microfinance firms totaling 79,000 rupees (S$2,300). The loan repayments came
to less than 2,000 rupees each week. But the 23-year-old, unable to pay the
installments, started to default on them, and have recovery agents hounding her
for the money. On Oct 4, Ms Padma took her two young children and jumped into
a well, killing all three.
Figure 4: India: Spate of suicides over defaults
Source: By Nirmala Ganapathy, India Correspondent, The Straits Times, Monday, November
15, 2010 A10
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In India, the microfinance industry today is facing a crisis where the accessibility to easy
loans has lured many poor Indians into debt traps. The newspaper article reports,
“Recovery agents have even been reported to encourage borrowers to commit suicide –
after nominating themselves as the insurance beneficiary.” Another story by China
correspondent Sim Chi Yin shares the story of Madam Xiao in Wengding Village
(Yunnan) and the rarity of micro-loans in China:
Just five years ago, Madam Xiao Jinqiu was barely making enough to feed her
two sons by growing corn and rice at their remote village tucked away in the folds
of mountains near China’s border with Myanmar. These days, 36-year-old
member of the Wa ethnic minority feels less strapped as she now earns a living by
weaving traditional fabrics, bags and scarves for sale and rearing pigs – all with
the help of an annual micro-loan given out by a local non-profit group.
Bateman (2010: 2) seeks to address that microfinance, as the destructive rise of
neoliberalism, does not work:
All the while the various ways in which the poor have in recent history been able
to successfully escape grinding poverty and achieve tolerable living standards and
opportunities – by exercising their collective capabilities through pro-poor
political parties, social movements, supportive state structures, trade unions,
associations, single-issue pressure groups, and the like – are now ruled to be
completely off the agenda. The poor are instead increasingly thrown back on to
their old, and largely unsuccessful, historical mission; to attempt vainly to rescue
themselves from their own poverty and suffering solely through their own
individual actions and meager resources.
The “new wave” microfinance agenda includes commercial funding bodies such as
profit-seeking commercial banks, displacement and client microenterprise failure,
abandonment of solidarity circles, and mission drift of the microfinance organization.
Tara S. Nair (2010: 5; 14; 16), author of Commercial Microfinance and Social
Responsibility: A Critique comments on this commercial transformation with respects to
Indian microfinance institutions:
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•

•
•

•

Paradoxically, most such efforts are driven by investor interests to establish that
investments have gone in to poverty focused and sustainable microfinance
ventures rather than ascertaining how the services have impacted the livelihoods
of the households they reached out to. The latter would require costly and
cumbersome studies with elaborate research plans.
The preference, hence, is for quick surveys with a minimum number of easily
traceable indicators that can prove the programme’s outreach to the poor.
Clearly, assessing the social responsibility of microfinance institutions in the
current scenario is a complex process. It definitely goes beyond counting the
number of poor clients on the rolls of an MFI, and includes a closer scrutiny of
business decisions and manifest interests of promoters and shareholders. It also
involves systematic and painstaking evaluation of how the poor borrowers deal
with and gain from their association with microfinance.
While concerted efforts are needed to put the ‘social’ back in the social enterprise
called microfinance, we need to go beyond techniques and tools that can ensure
patronage of investors and fund providers, but do not always signal the real
development outcomes.
The myth of microfinance continues to “create its own reality” and provides a

larger playing field for “traders and hawkers” in the attempt to promote sustainable
economic and social development. Further augmenting the myths is the study of client
failure within microfinance schemes. In this case it is easier to juxtapose “’myth’ with
‘untruth,’ but myths often lead us into deeper truths than facts can” (Mairs 2007: 7).
Bateman (2010: 77) argues, “…we still remain unclear as to precisely what impact
assessments are really demonstrating with regard to microfinance…we actually need
some better way of assessing the longer-run impact that microfinance is having upon the
typical local economy and its functioning.”
Social Performance
Measuring effectiveness and the ability to solicit proof is a challenge for most
microfinance institutions today. In Debates on the Measurement of Global Poverty
Johnston (2010: 225) proposes “we can benefit by studying concepts of poverty on the
one hand and income distribution (including inequality) on the other separately, rather
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than trying to subsume them in a single analysis.” He acknowledges that paradox that
money has been widely accepted as the most conventional method of measurement
leading to “a diversion and ultimately a serious distraction from the overriding issue of
meeting fundamental human needs” (Johnston 2010: 226). Notions of “standard of
living” after the Second World War place into question how performance is measured.
The Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) Microfinance Gateway (2010)
describes Social Performance (SP) as the “social bottom line” and the ability of an
organization to transfer its mission into reality. CGAP reviews:
•

•

•

The effective translation of an institution's social mission into practice in line with
accepted social values that relate to serving larger numbers of poor and excluded
people; improving the quality and appropriateness of financial services; creating
benefits for clients; and improving social responsibility of an MFI.
Traditional evaluation has focused on end results and impact. However, impact is
just one element of social performance. Social performance looks at the entire
process by which impact is created. It therefore includes analysis of the declared
objectives of institutions, the effectiveness of their systems and services in
meeting these objectives, related outputs (for example, reaching larger numbers of
very poor households) and success in effecting positive changes in the lives of
clients.
Social performance management is an institutionalized process that involves
setting clear social objectives, monitoring and assessing progress towards
achieving these, and using this information to improve overall organizational
performance. A social performance assessment enables an institution to measure
its social performance relative to its social mission and objectives.

The language of social performance is increasingly important for the transfer of
knowledge among key stakeholders in the microfinance industry, microfinance
practitioners, organizations, donors, social investors, rating agencies and policy makers.
Economic and social performance for MFIs (Table 5) is distinguished by four
major dimensions; outreach to the poor and excluded, adaptation of the services and
products to the target clients, improving social and political capital, and the social
responsibility of the MFI. According to the 2003 Social Performance Indicators (SPI)
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Summary Report, “[s]ocial performances of an MFI rely on these four dimensions.
Poverty outreach…(shaded in Table 5) is one among the different dimensions of social
performances. An MFI can choose to focus on one or several dimensions but for a global
overview, social performance cannot be reduced to poverty outreach.” The report
concludes, “[t]he need for tools assessing the social performances of microfinance
institutions is more and more widely recognised within the micro finance sector, which is
only assessed so far through financial performances” (2003: 14).
The Social Performance Working Group (2006) has created a Social Performance
Glossary, published by The Small Enterprise Education Promotion Network (SEEP),
containing terms and definitions supporting the discussion of social performance within
the microfinance industry (Appendix D).
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Table 5: Economic and social performances and impact for MFIs13
Core social issues
Performance
- Outreach to the poor and
monitoring
excluded: Who are the
(intentions
clients?
and actions
- Adaptation of the services
of the MFI)
and products to the target
clients
- Social and political
Global
capital of the clients /
performances
Empowerment:
of the
participation in MFI
institution
decision making; “voice”
for those being served to
avoid “mission drift”
- Social responsibility of
MFI; relation with client
and community
Impact
- Employment creation for
assessment
the excluded population
(outcome)
- Empowerment: position of
individuals in their family
and communities; social
capital building
- Health improvement
- Child education, etc.

Economic/financial issues
- Portfolio quality
- Efficacy and
productivity
- Financial
management
- Profitability
- Quality and
diversity of the
financial services
offered

-

Change in income
and expenditure
Change in assets
and living
standard
Food security
Employment
creation at
community level

Summary
Chapter Three provides a framework for approaching multiple texts interpreting
the provision of financial services to the poor. The history of microfinance,
implementation of projects, and how microfinance is changing are discussed in a
literature review essay with an orientation to current microfinance projects in Myanmar.
The Chapter concludes with the introduction of social performance methodology as a
way of assessing the effectiveness of microfinance on the ground. The vast debate on
microfinance from Yunus to Bateman enlarges the dialogue for the provision of finance
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
13	
  Reference 2003 Social Performance Indicators Initiative (SPI) Final Report. http://www.cerisemicrofinance.org/publication/pdf/impact/SPI-summary.pdf. Accessed, December 12, 2010.	
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within the context of time and place. Chapter Four is an introduction to the research
process and the critical hermeneutic lens that engenders this interpretive research agenda.
The Chapter also explores the research categories of Narrative Identity (n), Imagination
(i), and Appropriation (a) in more depth.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE RESEARCH PROCESS
We work out our lives in a mutual linguistic coupling, not because language permits us to
reveal ourselves but because we are constituted in language in a continuous becoming
that we bring forth with others.
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela 1992: 234-235
The focus on the linguistic creation of meaning in symbol, metaphor, and narrative opens
language to the question of humanity and selfhood, which allows and calls for
ontological reflection.
Henry Isaac Venema 2000: 40
Introduction
This Chapter introduces a critical hermeneutic orientation as a primary orientation
in the research process. The discussion is presented in two sections. The first is a
participatory inquiry into a theoretical framework establishing the foundation for this
research. The critical hermeneutic tradition provided the theoretical and conceptual
background for this intentional exploration into ontology, microfinance, and Myanmar.
The second section presents the research process as detailed by Herda (1999) in Research
Conversations and Narrative. The research process reviews the entrée into the research
site, the selection of participants, research categories, research questions, pilot study,
language, data collection, and data analysis. The Chapter closes with a section on the
background of the researcher and a summary.
Theoretical and Conceptual Background
	
  

To carry out research in a critical hermeneutic tradition14 embodies an interpretive

research agenda. Herda (1999: 3) reviews, “Hermeneutics means interpretation; thus,
critical hermeneutics, in a general sense, means passing judgment on that interpretation –
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14	
  Rhetoric, Language, and Critique. http://criticalhermeneutics.com/?p=254, Accessed
Wednesday, January 26, 2010.
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speaking out on its legitimacy.” For Martin Heidegger (1971: 29) “…hermeneutics means
not just the interpretation but, even before it, the bearing of a message and tidings.” The
primary authors from the critical hermeneutic tradition for this research include Paul
Ricoeur (1999; 1992; 1984; 1977), Martin Heidegger (1971), Richard Kearney (1998;
2002; 2004), and Ellen Herda (1999; 2010). Herda (1999: 2) posits:
When we work together in a spirit of critique, understanding, and shared
responsibility, we can appropriate a specified future. Such a future seems to call
into consideration two primary points: understanding ourselves in communal life
and changing the social and political relationships among various sectors and
members of our organizations and society, including the relationship between the
researcher and members of the research population. Researchers have the
responsibility to reflect critically upon their philosophy of research.
Thus, critical hermeneutic participatory research seeks “to move social science inquiry
beyond intellectual, technical enterprises to more philosophical and practical projects”
(Herda 1999: 3). Language is the medium through which meaningful projects set in
motion and call for ontological reflection with others (Maturana and Varela 1992;
Venema 2000).
The theoretical categories for this work are Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i),
and Appropriation (a). The research markers throughout this research help to identify the
research categories interwoven within the text and are appropriated further in a model
presented in Chapter Six. These categories emphasized the need to move from money to
identity within the centrality of a study in microfinance. A study of microfinance,
undergirded by the interpretive tradition, might:
•
•
•

work to change organizations and society to embody more responsive and
inclusive communities;
reject the emphasis on scientific predictability based on the assumption that it is
possible to norm human beings;
question and change the legitimization processes that render normal existing
social relations;
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•
•

place the role of ethics and moral imperatives above technical skills and mastery
learning; and
discover through language new ways to live out personal and social change
(Herda 1999: 8).

The following discussion explores Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i), and
Appropriation (a).
Narrative Identity
	
  
Paul Ricoeur’s (1992) theory on narrative identity served as a foundation for
inquiring into the interpretation of microfinance schemes, namely the ontology of
microfinance. This narrative theory performs between a theory of action and morality. A
journey into the dialectic of action ascribes an author to any given action, an agent.
Ricoeur (1992: 142) describes these actions, in the narrative event, as actions configured
through a source of concordance and discordance, “a source of discordance inasmuch as
it springs up, and a source of concordance inasmuch as it allows the story to advance.”
The agent of the story, the individual involved within the work of microfinance, creates a
plot where the narrative of the identity of the character is comprehensible. Ricoeur (1992:
143) suggests, “[i]t is indeed the story recounted, with its qualities of unity, internal
structure, and completeness which are conferred by emplotment, that the character
preserves throughout the story an identity correlative to that of the story itself.” In critical
hermeneutic research, the participant and the researcher, also known as the characters of
a story, recount a narrative worthy of interpretation.
Within the recounting of a narrative there is always the agent and the one who
suffers. Ricoeur (1992: 145) explores “the moral problem…the recognition of this
essential dissymmetry between the one who acts and the one who undergoes, culminating
in the violence of the powerful agent.” It is possible to identify this agent within
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microfinance schemes. The powerful agent can take the position of influence disclosed
through the story of the people. Within the story of the people, who is the beneficiary of
esteem? Ricoeur (1992: 145) argues, “…where the sufferer appears as the beneficiary of
the esteem or as the victim of disesteem, depending on whether the agent proves to be
someone who distributes rewards or punishments.” An exploration into the microfinance
movement and an understanding of agency in Myanmar required the attention of
Ricoeur’s esteem and the primacy of narrative identity. Ricoeur (1992: 148) shares, “[i]t
is the identity of the story that makes the identity of the character.” This is the delicate
connection between the theory of action and ethics witnessed on the plane of narrative.
Narrative identity stands between the two poles of self-constancy and its polar
opposite. Ricoeur (1992) refers to these polar opposites as idem and ipse. As a concept of
relations and a relation of relations, sameness or idem-identity is further understood
through numerical identity, qualitative identity, and uninterrupted continuity. Numerical
identity refers to two of the same thing. In this manner, an object is the same thing twice
or n times. In this concept of plurality, we review not one but two or several things that
are all “one in the same.” Qualitative identity describes extreme resemblance where x and
y can be interchanged with no noticeable difference because they are so similar.
Uninterrupted continuity refers to growth and appeals to the first and last stage of
development. For example, from infant to young adult or from birth to death is a
demonstration of continuity where a series of small changes maintain resemblance to one
another (Ricoeur 1992: 116-117).
The concept of ipse-identity or selfhood is further explained as the part of our
identity that changes over time. To review, selfhood is not sameness. It is the part of our
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identity that discloses our intimate relationship to change with the things that once might
have been associated as foreign or alien. Even further, in the context of care and
solicitude, it is the identity that moves the human person to action through conversation.
Again, this is housed in a relationship with otherness to such an intimate degree that we
see a world in which we bring forth new understandings in the embrace of both a
permanent and temporal aspect of identity. It is the task of narrative identity to oscillate
between these two poles of idem and ipse as a story is built and shared (Ricoeur 1992:
116-117). Individuals living in poverty oscillate between these two poles of identity. The
person in a microfinance scheme was born into a particular context (idem); however, that
same individual continues to change (ipse) in relationship to the microfinance
professionals who seek to provide financial services for the poor. The essential task of
narrative identity provides intention to the study of microfinance, undergirded by the
interpretive tradition.
Imagination
	
  
A story, even the most familiar fictions and epics, embrace what Ricoeur (1992:
148-149) calls “imaginative variations” where “in truth, the narrative does not merely
tolerate these variations, it engenders them, seeks them out.” Imagination and the
temporality of a story share an intimate relationship, so much that imagination cannot be
thought of without an understanding of time. It was Kant’s attention to time that helps us
understand Heidegger’s ontological imagination. Although Kant never made a clear
connection between imagination and time, his intentions are shared in an orientation
similar to Ricoeur’s mimesis. Kant’s rich description of imagination is threefold, a
facultas formandi, a facultas imaginandi, and a facultas praevidendi. The first forms an
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image of the present while the second recalls an image of the past and the later anticipates
the images of the future. Kearney (1998: 50) posits, “[m]oreover, by according priority to
the third of these imaginative faculties-the anticipative pre-formation of the future
horizon of possibilities-over the other two, Kant disclosed the ontological character of
human being as that which temporalizes itself out of the future.” Imagination is a purely
human capacity to project towards a possibility and understand identity in the present
experience of doing so.
An inquiry into imagination guided an understanding of how individuals view
finance and our relationship to others in the development practice. Herda (2007: 5) posits,
“[i]t is from these questions and our own work that we can recognize ourselves in the
other and in an emerging social text of ontological standing that will open new
designations.” Working with individuals and communities who participate in the microlending process is an imaginative and collective research project. Herda (1999: 89)
argues, “[a]lthough the intention of both the researcher and the research participant are
vitally important in the research act, just as important are three other aspects of the
research project: the community developed in our working together, the understandings
that emerge from our collaborative work, and the idea of a future that we can work
toward.” Understanding discourse, fixed by writing, brings the human person to reinterpreting and re-imagining new possibilities in relationship to others.
Appropriation
The work of narrative identity, engendering imaginative variations, is intimately
connected with my third theoretical category, appropriation. The major theoretical issue
for my study is that of identifying the reference for appropriating microfinance schemes.
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The agent of the action, the author, has an incredible decision to make. Our relationship
to others calls for action beyond negligence and simply enduring. Ricoeur (1992: 157)
suggests:
both terms remind us that on the level of interaction, just as that on subjective
understanding, not acting is still acting: neglecting, forgetting to do something, is
also letting things be done by someone else, sometimes to the point of criminality;
as for enduring, it is keeping oneself, willingly or not, under the power of the
other’s action; something is done to someone by someone; enduring becomes
being subjected, and this borders on suffering.
Ricoeur (1992: 163) reminds us that a narrative recounts care in such an important way
that we find projects, expectations, and anticipations oriented towards a moral future. The
agent must decide how to appropriate the act of narration in order to reanimate the
literary narratives and life histories, which confirm “this entanglement of the history of
each person in the histories of numerous others” (Ricoeur 1992: 161). Entire sections of
my life are entangled with the life histories of those around my parents, my friends, my
co-workers, my community, and me. Therefore, my decisions as an agent will reflect my
understanding of self and my narrative identity. Ricoeur (1992: 157) argues:
at this point the theory of action is extended from acting to suffering beings. This
addition is so essential that it governs a large part of the reflections on power as it
is exerted by someone on someone, as well as the reflections on violence as the
destruction by someone else of a subject’s capacity to act; by the same token, it
leads to the threshold of the idea of justice, as the rule aiming at the equality of
the patients and agents of action. In fact, every action has its agents and its
patients.
Kearney (2002: 130) suggests, “[l]ife is pregnant with stories.” Ricoeur (1992:
163) reminds us that “narrative is part of life before being exiled from life in writing; it
returns to life along multiple paths of appropriation.” Appropriation is how we make
sense of the world around us, the communities in which we live and work. Herda (2007:
14) suggests, “[s]earching for the puzzles to piece together an understanding of the
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people and the problems they face come only as one listens and learns how to work out
the grand narrative together with members of the community.” The human person has the
power to speak truth to violence and appropriate new ways of being. The foundation of
narrative identity, witnessed and carried by imagination, animates possibilities for
transformation through action. Appropriation is hope grounded in action for a better
future.
Responsibility requires a conversation to challenge existing paradigms. While
individuals might be persuaded to believe that this responsibility is a voluntary event, it
would be entirely in opposition to language as a horizon of a hermeneutic ontology.
Narratives are housed in language. Gadamer (1989: 439) argues, “[w]herever there is
language, the originary verbal power of the human mind is at work, and every language is
capable of attaining the general goal toward which this natural power of man is directed.”
In this event, language allows individuals and organizations to appropriate new
understandings in a world where paradigms are too often static. Old paradigms, such as
positivism15, would continue to perpetuate objective false-narratives if paradigm shifts
did not exist. In this context, Gadamer (1989: 446) describes human language as a special
and unique life process in linguistic communication. Here, conversations legitimize why
paradigm shifts are necessary for social responsibility. Moreover, paradigm shifts are
necessary for action.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15	
  “Positivism is undoubtedly the most extreme manifestation of traditional theory wrapped in
modern garb. Its adherence to scientism and objectivism ruthlessly excises both morality and
philosophy from the domain of meaningful knowledge. Theoretically (if not practically)
speaking, this exclusion is paradoxical. For positivism itself is a philosophy of science, and, as
distinguished from science, it appears to be meaningless and without truth according to its own
criterion of meaning and truth. Furthermore, when presented as the only philosophical
legitimation of meaning and knowledge, positivism-as meaningless philosophy-fails to justify
science” (Ingram 2010: 41-42).
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Research Protocol
This section discusses the entrée to the research site, the selection of participants,
research categories, research questions, pilot study, language, data collection, and data
analysis. Within the critical hermeneutic participatory research process the researcher and
the participants work towards a collaborative project housed in a conversation (Herda
1999). The conversation offers up, in itself, a rich text where data emerges from a
dialogue. Herda (1999: 88) explains:
We stand as new beings in front of a text that holds the possibility of new worlds
for us to live in. Our social reality redescribed in a text is raised to fiction when it
moves from our conversations to a written document. No written document
replicates social reality exactly and, as such, is a fiction that carries with it the
possibility of new selves and new worlds being proposed and appropriated. In
short, we distance ourselves from our initial research conversations when
transcriptions are made. We appropriate new possible worlds from the text.
This text, applied to the research categories of Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i), and
Appropriation (a), provided a context for “…thinking about and designing a field-based
hermeneutic inquiry project” (Herda 1999: 93). The research protocol held an intentional
exploration into understanding how critical hermeneutic theory creates meaningful
projects in microfinance development.
Entrée to the Research Sites and Invitation to Conversation
	
  
The research for this study started with two conversation participants in a pilot
project during the fall of 2009. The first conversation of the pilot study was with Brooke
Zobrist in San Francisco, California, and took place on October 13, 2009. The second
conversation with Sean Turnell, author of Fiery Dragons: Banks, Moneylenders and
Microfinance in Burma, took place in his office at Macquarie University, New South
Wales, Australia on December 1, 2009.
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Upon the completion of the pilot study, the dissertation research was carried out

primarily in the city of Yangon, Myanmar in May of 2010 and thereafter in Washington,
D.C., Marseille, France and San Francisco, California. Conversation partners within
Yangon were identified prior to the study; however, the nature of correspondence within
the country and the unpredictable supply of electricity to promote electronic
communication created challenges for organization on the ground. Impromptu
conversations within Myanmar provided data when previously identified conversation
partners were unable to meet. Five conversations occurred in Yangon, Myanmar;
including three conversations with the owner of a gem shop, a staff member of World
Vision, and the owners of a Chin textile shop. The conversation partners within
Washington D.C. worked in the capacity of Burmese development projects; Priscilla
Clapp served as the former United States Chief of Mission to Burma from July 1999 to
August 2002; Kimberly McClain serves as Program Officer for Pact Myanmar and I had
a conversation with a consultant working for the World Bank during my visit to
Washington, D.C. A conversation with Ikuko Okamoto, author of Economic Disparity in
Rural Myanmar: Transformation under Market Liberalization was situated between
panels at the 2010 International Burma Studies Conference in Marseille, France. I also
had a conversation with an anonymous participant in the San Francisco Bay area that left
Myanmar in 1992 and is now serving as President of a local Burmese non-governmental
organization.
Conversations were recorded electronically while all other conversations were
recorded in my journal. For examples of excerpts from my journal used in this
dissertation see Appendix E. Communication with conversation participants is referenced

	
   59	
  
	
  

within my application for IRBHS approval; the IRBHS approval form is shown in
Appendix F. The communication included the following:
•
•
•

A letter of invitation, shown in Appendix G, detailing the nature of the
research topic, exploration of themes, and guiding questions.
A letter of confirmation, shown in Appendix H, setting aside a particular time
and date for meeting with the participant.
A follow-up letter, shown in Appendix I, thanking the participant for the
conversation and providing them with a copy of the transcribed conversation.
Identifying Participants

	
  
The identification of participants started with my email correspondence to
development practitioners inquiring about their fieldwork. This exchange evolved into
meeting with professionals across many geographic domains. I had anticipated the
challenge with identifying participants on the ground in Myanmar, prior to my arrival, as
being able to meet with local project participants or individuals who are clients of
microfinance schemes. The spontaneity of data collection within Myanmar provided me
the opportunity to witness firsthand groups of women borrowers at two locations outside
the city of Yangon. Conversations were translated between Burmese and English by local
developers who hosted the visit. Most of the conversation partners were inside Myanmar
while others were in the United States, France, and Australia. Photographs also served as
text during field research.
Table 6 lists those people who participated in research conversations. Selected
participants are profiled in more depth in Chapter Five.
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Research Conversations
Table 6: Research Conversations
Name

Location

Affiliation

Geographical Markers

Anonymous

Albany, CA

Anonymous, President

Mobal16

Anonymous

Yangon, Myanmar

Woman Borrower

Local Project Participant

Anonymous

Yangon, Myanmar

Woman Borrower

Local Project Participant

Dr. Ellen A. Herda

San Francisco, CA

University of San
Francisco

Global

Dr. Sean Turnell17

NSW, Australia

Macquarie University

Global

Dr. Tha Nyan and
Sandra Loo-Nee

Yangon, Myanmar

Yangon Young Men’s
Christian Association

Local Developers

Ikuko Okamoto

Marseille, France

The Australian National
University, Visiting
Research Fellow

Global

Kimberly McClain

Washington, D.C.

Pact Myanmar, Program
Officer

Global

Martha JarosewichHolder

Washington, D.C.

The World Bank Group

Global

Naw Susanna Hla Hla
Soe

Yangon, Myanmar

General Secretary, Karen
Women Action Group
(KWAG)

Local Developer

Ni Ni Khet

Marseille, France

Ph.D. Archaeology and
Archaeometry

Local Developer

Priscilla A. Clapp

Washington, D.C.

United States Chief of
Mission in Burma July
1999 to August 2002

Global

(Pa) U Cin Lamh Mang
and
(Nu) Daw Khun Shwe

Yangon, Myanmar

Yoyomay, Ethnographic
Textile Gallery

Local Developers

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
16	
  Designations of Mobal, Global, and Local Developer are discussed below under Research
Questions.
17	
  Dr.

Sean Turnell served as a conversation participant for the pilot study and for the dissertation research.
Email correspondence from Dr. Turnell is found in Appendix J.
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Research Categories
	
  
	
  

Research categories provided an opportunity for “appropriating new ideas and

ways of being from the text” (Herda 1999: 86). The categories Narrative Identity (n),
Imagination (i), and Appropriation (a) discussed in this Chapter suggested a way of
approaching the written text. What unfolded, then, was “one vast poetic sphere that
includes metaphorical utterance and narrative discourse” (Ricoeur 1984: xi). As
discussed by Herda (1999), not only did the written text transcend its own conditions, it
opened itself to unlimited readings. The research categories “even suggested that ‘seeingas,’ which sums up the power of metaphor, could be the revealer of a ‘being-as’ on the
deepest ontological level” (Ricoeur 1984: xi). The narrative text from these research
conversations in and outside of Myanmar may further new possibilities into the everyday
life of microfinance.
Research Questions
Research questions served as a guide for conversations to start an unfolding
process, informed by critical hermeneutic theory and the research categories. The play in
a conversation referenced by Gadamer (1989), the to-and-fro, places attention on the
topic as the focus for the argument. The nature of my proposed research allowed for
multiple conversation participants in various involvements within microfinance schemes.
I have listed four geographical markers to help identify the geographical place of each
participant. The four geographical markers are Globals, Mobals, Local Developers, and
Local Project Participants. In reference to Harm DeBlij (2009: x), I am introducing
geographical markers to expand on “power of place and the fate of people [who] are lined
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by many strands ranging from physical area and natural environment to durable culture
and local tradition.” In the case of this proposed research, the Globals consisted of
professionals who have worked in some international capacity. Often the Global has
published work within her research and continues to play an important role within
international adult learning. The Mobals included individuals who have lived in
Myanmar and no longer reside in the country. This category included refugees and
educated Burmese who have left the country. Local Developers, served as a framework
for individuals currently working in Myanmar. This group of individuals included
Burmese and non-Burmese citizens; however, they are living in Myanmar and working
on long-term projects for sustainable development within the country. Finally, the Local
Project Participants included the individual members of a community, village, or hill tribe
that live in Myanmar. Most likely, these individuals have never left the country of
Myanmar and have remained within their community since birth.
Below are research questions that served as guidelines for the conversations.
These questions are not intended to solicit specific answers but to set parameters for the
conversation. The questions listed below are labeled by a research category marker to
designate one of the three research categories that guided the dialogue18:
Globals
(i) What does imagination mean to you?
(a) How is microfinance possible in Myanmar?
(a) How can we encourage an interpretive understanding of human
capacity over a positivist investment into humans as capital?
• Mobals
(i) What does imagination mean to you?
(a) Is microfinance, especially credit, harmful?
(n) How have you struggled to provide for the people that you love?
• Local Developers
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
18	
  For data analysis, the research questions and transcripts of my text employed the Research
•

Categories of Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i) and Appropriation (a).
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•

(i) What does imagination mean to you?
(a) Who are the progenitors of microfinance schemes?
Local Project Participants
(i) What does imagination mean to you?
(a) How have you struggled to provide for the people that you love?

All of my conversations were used in the creation of this dissertation text.
Pilot Study
Introduction
The aim of the pilot study explored the introduction of my research categories and
research questions applied to the field of microfinance. With participatory inquiry
protocol as my guide and the creation of questions within the critical hermeneutic
tradition, I was able to imagine the contribution of interpretive development literature to
the current field of microfinance schemes. The aim of my conversation with Sean Turnell
(see transcript Appendix K) reviewed the current framework for banking, more
specifically microfinance, in Myanmar and offer a foundation for introducing a reference
for appropriating microfinance schemes at the ground level. I used two participants in my
pilot study; however, I am only using Sean Turnell as a reference to my pilot study
because his work turned out to be highly appropriate to my dissertation.
Conversation Partner
	
  
Dr. Sean Turnell is a former Senior Analyst at the Reserve Bank of Australia.
Most of his work has been concerned with economic reform in a post-democratic
Myanmar, financial sector reform in developing countries, the history of global monetary
institutions, and the history of Australian economic thought. In 2001, he established
Burma Economic Watch, an online resource for further investigating the quam of
Burmese development and economy. He joined the Economics Department at Macquarie
University in 1991 and continues to contribute to colloquiums within Burmese studies.
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Analysis and Implications of Pilot Text
	
  
In the dawn of the twenty-first century, Sean’s Fiery Dragons is one of the first
pieces of text to explore the present poverty in Myanmar and the neglect of the present
financial system. He reviews how Myanmar’s monetary and financial system is one of
malaise, a system of banks, moneylenders and ‘microfinanciers.’ In his final words, Sean
(2010: 350) reviews:
Microfinance in Burma has reached a critical juncture. In the opaque world of
Burma’s political economy few things are ever entirely clear-cut, but it does seem
that certain of the MFIs currently operating there are at a tipping point. From this
place they could transform into sustainable financial institutions. Alternatively,
microfinance could fail to make this leap, and continue in the dismal tradition of
Burma’s financial sector – of just another idea, well-intentioned and sound in
theory, gone wrong in application.
My conversation with Sean encouraged me to explore intentionally this application of
microfinance in Myanmar. With challenges ahead in Myanmar’s macroeconomic
instability and inflation, what reference of microfinance would uphold a crossing of the
threshold from control through reason and science towards an interpretive paradigm
grounded in matters of language and understanding; “properly understood selfhood and
community in terms of story and narrative” (Smith and Venema 2004: 17)? Sean’s text
presented an opening for further exploring the “travails of history” in banking and
Myanmar.
A few themes19 surfaced in my conversation with Sean:
(i) “…banking is nothing but imagination…it’s nothing but a projection into
the future because it is a promise.”
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19	
  As noted in the section on Research Questions, the transcribed texts and data analysis
•

employed the Research Categories of Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i) and Appropriation
(a).
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•
•
•

(a) “…whenever you work on Burma you alternate between despair and
cynicism and maintaining a residual of some sort of hope.”
(n) “…the current situation is that microfinance continues just to struggle
along, survive.”
(a) “So it is a most extraordinary story of how capital and credit and so on can
transform societies.”

These themes of hope and promise within our conversation, guided by the Research
Categories, unveiled a quest for practitioners of microfinance schemes to study further
the tenets within an ontological inquiry. However, it remained for further study to explore
how these tenets coupled with the application of microfinance in Myanmar. The pilot
study did not establish how one would begin to appropriate microfinance schemes in
Myanmar, the application of interpretive theory. As Herda (2010: 129) suggests, “Far
from static, this new place is an emerging plot that enables movement from shame and
hunger to self-sustainability on the part of the local, and movement from the confinement
of Western individualism to an ontological state that allows the westerner to see herself
as the other.” The rise of neoliberalism and Western individualism served as the place of
departure for this exploration into the ontology of microfinance within Myanmar.
Language
	
  
The pilot study and dissertation research conversations were conducted in English
and participants were emailed with an invitation to review transcripts where possible.
Data Collection
	
  
Herda’s approach (1999: 93) for field-based hermeneutic research “is not so much
a matter of doing hermeneutic participatory research as it is a way of being a researcher.”
The process of data collection created a transcribed text from the research conversations.
This text, fixed into writing, provided an opportunity for the participant and the
researcher to review “…not only the conversation experience with the researcher but also
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to a certain extent knowledge about the issue at hand” (Herda 1999: 98). The research
participants were chosen and participated in a conversation with an understanding that the
researcher is sincere and knowledgeable about the project (Herda 1999: 97). Data
collection included any artifacts, videos, audio, photographs, documents, and artwork in
the overall collection of text.
Personal Journal
	
  
In addition to the research conversations, I created a personal journal that
provided additional insight to a “life-source of the data collection process for in it goes
the hopes, fears, questions, ideas, humor, observations, and comments of the researcher”
(Herda 1999: 98). This journal served as a medium where I recorded my personal
“understanding of both process and theory” as I participated in a different way of being
(Herda 1999: 98).
Data Collection Timeline
	
  
The data collection, as a doctoral candidate, began in May of 2010 and continued
through August 2010. As indicated above, data were collected in Yangon, Myanmar,
Washington, D.C., Marseille, France and New South Wales, Australia. The remaining
components of data were collected in the United States.
Data Analysis
Herda (1999: 86) argues, “[i]n field-based hermeneutic research, the object is to
create collaboratively a text that allows us to carry out the integrative act of reading,
interpreting, and critiquing our understandings.” The text, transcribed from a
conversation, “allow us to recognize, challenge, and evaluate our worlds of action as well
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as to envision new, possible worlds” (Herda 1999: 86). Herda (1999: 86-99) proposes the
following stages for the “creative and imaginative act” in data analysis:
•
•
•
•
•
•

to transcribe the conversation into a text (discourse fixed by writing [Ricoeur
1982: 143]);
to review significant statements to help develop themes in the text that reflect
critical hermeneutic theoretical concepts;
to create a space for continued reflection and discussion with the conversation
participants;
to discuss the research problem in a deeper theoretical level;
to appropriate implications from the written text and insights that merit further
exploration;
to anticipate and relate the study to the self (ontology reflection) and the capacity
for adult learning.
Background of Researcher

	
  
I spent five years in corporate community banking and finance prior to starting
my doctoral studies in Organization and Leadership at the University of San Francisco.
As an Assistant Vice President and Manager, I was called to work with local San
Francisco communities, including the provision of financial literacy training for women
in transitional housing. An introduction to critical hermeneutics coupled with a visit to
Southeast Asia humbled my understanding of local banking and the communities that are
involved. I began to place into question the reference for the provision of financial
services and the medium for implementing these services. My first introduction to
microfinance was during my master’s course work at the University of San Francisco and
it was then that I decided to pursue advanced research in the subject as a doctoral
candidate. I wanted to explore, critique, and enlarge the debate around profit and
investment in an anthropological and interpretive paradigm. I was humbled by the
potential to change the way we think about the way we work when it comes to
understanding an inclusive relationship with others.
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It was towards the end of my dissertation data collection that I accepted a
Figure 5: Panel Presentation at 2010 Global Brigades
Student Leadership Conference in San Francisco,
California

temporary position with
Kiva Microfunds, a San
Francisco non-profit based
online lending platform that
seeks to connect people,
through lending, for the
sake of alleviating poverty.
I first witnessed the
creation of a community

bank in Tegucigalpa, Honduras in March of 2010 with Global Microfinance Brigades. On
October 23, 2010 I accepted an invitation to present on a panel (Figure 5) at the Global
Brigades Student Leadership Conference in reference to my current doctoral research and
thoughts on leadership and development.
On November 9, 2010 I presented a paper at the International Conference on
Language, Education and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in Bangkok,
Figure 6: Paper Presentation at the International Conference on Language, Education and the
Millennium Development Goals in Bangkok, Thailand.
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Thailand. See Figure 6. The paper titled Beyond the Implementation of Development
Goals: Adult Learning as Appropriation explored the role of metaphor in language and
sustainable development as a medium for life-long learning in alleviating poverty. Target
audiences for the conference included the following:
•
•
•
•
•

National government officials responsible for developing policies related to
indigenous peoples and sustainable development from Asian countries;
National planning boards throughout Asia involved in strategy development for
achieving Education for All (EFA) and the MDGs in their country context;
Non-governmental organizations, academicians, and inter-governmental and
multilateral agencies involved in research, advocacy or programmes contribution
to fulfillment of the MDGs;
Multilateral and bilateral donor agencies that are mobilizing and allocating
resources for achieving the MDGs;
Community-based organizations and local civil society members representing an
interest in language, education and development issues.
It is my hope that this study will invite others to see Myanmar, the people, and the

appropriation of microfinance schemes in a new light. I also hope that this study
contributes to the current microfinance debate and provides a reference for how we might
approach development work in the communities in which we live and work.
Summary
This study is an intentional exploration of the provision of financial services to
the poor and the reference for doing so. Critical Hermeneutics, as a theoretical
framework, seeks to meet the challenge of this study; providing a vessel for research
categories and research questions that invoke conversations, not interviews. I have
witnessed how my current understanding of a subject has the potential to change in
relationship to those around me in the research act. The narrative that emerges from the
data collection process and analysis has the potential to suggest new ways for living out
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personal and social change. This affords clearing to changes in policy, curriculum,
development practice, adult learning programs, and leadership.

	
   71	
  
	
  

CHAPTER FIVE
DATA PRESENTATION AND PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS
Men want to build a rocket to go to the moon.
Dr. Tha Nyan, Conversation Participant
The stories we tell about each other matter very much. The stories we tell ourselves about
our own lives matter. And most of all, I think the way that we participate in each other’s
stories is of deep importance. For me, the best way to be inspired to try is to stop and to
listen to someone else’s story. And that – forget the tools, forget the moving around of
resources – that stuffs easy. Believing in each other…that is what can make our stories
into love stories and our collective story into one that continually perpetuates hope and
good things for all of us.
Jessica Jackley, Co-founder of Kiva.org
Introduction
	
  
This Chapter presents the data and preliminary analysis of the research findings.
Data include research conversations, journal entries, photographs and observations within
the field. The discussion is guided by the research categories Narrative Identity (n),
Imagination (i) and Appropriation (a). This Chapter discusses three themes that emerged
within the research categories and provides a context for seven out of the 14 research
conversations participants listed in Chapter Four. I narrowed my attention to seven
participants because of the pertinent conversations that displayed a level of agency within
the microfinance act. The discussion within Chapter Five follows the following guide:
•
•
•

Narrative Identity (n)
Metaphor (m)
(Dr. Tha Nyan, Naw Susanna Hla Hla Soe, and Priscilla Clapp)
Imagination (i)
Hope (h)
(Ni Ni Khet, Anonymous)
Appropriation
Solicitude (s)
(Pa U Cin Lamh Mang and Nu Daw Khun Shew)
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Presentation of Data and Preliminary Analysis
There is an essential shift in data collection for the interpretive anthropologist.
Geertz (1983: 19) explains this shift by saying, “many social scientists have turned away
from a laws and instances ideal of explanation toward a cases and interpretations one,
looking less for the sort of thing that connects planets and pendulums and more for the
sort that connects chrysanthemums and swords.” This presentation of data and
preliminary analysis anticipates an understanding of conversations transcribed into a
written text as opposed to a mere explanation of the text.
	
  

Narrative Identity
	
  
The theme identified within Narrative Identity (n) is Metaphor (m). As discussed

by Ricoeur (1977: 283), “…metaphor is to poetic language what the model is to scientific
language.” For this research, conjectures about microfinance schemes revealed the
“dynamism of metaphorical utterance” within the tension between idem and ipse identity.
Ricoeur (1977: 370) posits, “[o]n the one hand, poetry, in itself and by itself, sketches a
‘tensional’ conception of truth for thought. Here are summed up all the forms of
‘tensions’ brought to light by semantics: tension between subject and predicate, between
literal interpretation and metaphorical interpretation, between identity and difference.”
Metaphor was woven into the everyday fabric of data collection within Myanmar.
Metaphor: Burmese Lessons
Dr. Tha Nyan
In 1962, the Ranger IV, a moon rocket from the United States, landed on the far
side of the moon. During the same year, on the ground in Burma, General Ne Win led a
coup that dislodged the civilian government. I was reminded of this as I began a
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conversation with Dr. Tha Nyan on the way to my first microfinance field-site. This was
the first out of two sites I had the opportunity to visit. I am in Myanmar during the month
of May and the heat this time of year is brutal. A combination of intense sun and
humidity adheres clothing to skin. I take my index finger and wipe the sweat from my
brow only to find that the dust from the open bus window has combined with the
precipitation on my forehead. Dr. Tha Nyan reminds me that a majority of the borrowers
across the river are women. “Why women?” I ask. Dr. Tha Nyan replies, “Men want to
build a rocket to go to the moon.” I quickly realized that this was my first Burmese lesson
in metaphor.
The Burmese live “[i]n a society where nothing can be taken for granted, distorted
truths, half stories, and private visions are, by necessity, woven into the popular narrative
of events” (Larkin 2010: 258). Speculative thought and discourse can respond to these
popular narrative events “only because the distanciation, which constitutes the critical
moment, is contemporaneous with the experience of belonging that is opened or
recovered by poetic discourse, and because poetic discourse, as text and as work,
prefigures the distanciation that speculative thought carries to its highest point of
reflection” (Ricoeur 1977: 370). At this highest point of reflection in this research is an
appeal for understanding the metaphors within microfinance schemes and how they
contribute to a reference for microfinance development projects.
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I followed Dr. Tha Nyan up the stairs and into a crowded room. The women

Figure 7: Microfinance Site Visit
Photos by T. Payne (2010)

Pictures from left to right include Dr. Tha Nyan at lunch after our visit to the first microfinance
site. The second pictures shows women gathering in groups to participate in the Yangon’s Young
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) microfinance project. The last picture is Dr. Tha Nyan
handing a small loan in Burmese Myanma Kyat to a local project participant.

	
  
throughout the room provided my first experience with seeing microfinance in Myanmar
(See Figure 7). Local project participants shared how many children they had or that their
dream was to buy a small house. Each individual in the room represented an “aura of the
meaning” or reference that this research is inquiring after. It was after my visit that I had
time to journal my thoughts:
In the search to make meaning of our lives, being drawn towards the highest point
of reflection, we encounter narrative identity. Life is a precarious being filled with
poetic imagination. Moments of our individual and collective narratives are
grounded on founding events. The intimacy within a founding event is sometimes
filled with too much sentiment to re-tell to others. Loss, birth, a certain way the
heart feels when eyes, ears, or touch make contact with an ultimately unique
temporal experience; these events are almost too delicate to reconstruct. However,
it is as if the ability to re-imagine these founding events brings the individual
closer to action.
In the ability to re-imagine that ultimately unique experience in one’s life is the
possibility for movement. The same search for meaning, being thrown towards
understanding, creates a platform for human action. There is almost something
spiritual to be said about life and the intimacy within those founding events. It is
more similar to a mystery, a symbol, a metaphor, than it is to an output or the
effect of a cause in scientific language. It is through this mystery, these symbols
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and metaphors, which the human being continues to construct and ask why. What
is this purpose? Why is this important?
These questions are further complicated in the context of extreme poverty.
Naw Susanna Hla Hla Soe
After landing at Yangon International Airport I boarded a derelict bus coupled
with good company. I wrote:
There exists a strange peace in the air when arriving at night. The driver
maneuvers busy streets with monks walking side by side and friends sharing tea
under luminescent lighting. We are fortunate this evening because the power is on
in places where it is normally erratic. The air is still warm and smoky from the
heat of the day. With my window open we drive past the Schwedagon Pagoda. I
recognize this neighborhood from my previous trip to Myanmar. I look out at a
young man riding his bike on the street. He looks up and smiles with a quick nod
of his head as if to welcome my visit. I have traveled back in time and I am happy
to be back.
I met up with Naw Susanna at my hotel to explore her work with microfinance in the
Karen Women Action Group (KWAG)20 and their programs. Naw Susanna shares what
she believes is the largest challenge to microfinance in the country:
Poverty. The people they would really like to do their good job but the economics
is here is not good, very bad, you can say like this, so the people cannot move in
the circle. And then we know the situation so we are not willing to force them to
pay back and so and so.
A challenge within microfinance schemes is encouraging poetic imagination. This is
difficult in such poverty. Kearney (2004: 41) describes how “an understanding of the
possible worlds uncovered by the poetic imagination also permits a new understanding of
ourselves as beings-in-the-world.” Music therapy is one program in which KWAG is
creating “a brighter future for women and children.” Naw Susanna recounts:

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20	
  The Karen Women Action Group (KWAG) was established on March 8, 2003. Working areas during the
time of the dissertation research included the Yangon Division (Insein, Shwe Pyi Thar), Delta Region
(Hinthada, Laputta), Pago Division (Inn Ta Gaw) and Karen State (Pa An, Hlaing Bwe).
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We use to go to the Delta area, the Nargis effected area in Christmas time, we hire
the band with a big boat and then with the medical doctors and also the gift for the
children and then we stop village by village and then the singers they perform
singing and our staff is doing role play a puppet show and then the people come
for the medical treatment.
She is proud of her work within her country. She was preparing that afternoon to
attend a workshop with other NGO’s who are looking for solidarity in their work. “We do
not want to be alone,” she says. This was my second Burmese lesson in metaphor and
narrative identity. Kearney (2004: 41) suggests, “poetic imagination is one that creates
meaning by responding to the desire of being to be expressed.” Our conversation was
weighted with the challenges of her work but hopeful at the same time.
Priscilla Clapp
	
  
I had no idea that I would enter one of the most luxurious hotels in the British
Empire for high tea. The entrance to the hotel seemed distant from the rough streets in
Yangon. This Victorian-style Strand Hotel was warm and inviting, numerous narratives
of place and time occupied every space.
The anticipation I had for high tea was the same during my visit to Washington,
Figure 8: Photo of Priscilla Clapp
and Aung San Suu Kyi
Photo by T. Payne (2010)

D.C. to meet with Priscilla Clapp. Priscilla Clapp
served as Chief of Mission in Burma from July
1999 to August 2002. She had invited me over to
dinner to speak about my research interests and
her time spent in Myanmar. I took notice of a
framed photo of her and Aung San Suu Kyi in her
kitchen and marveled at the work she had done in
the country. See Figure 8 for the photo. I sat in the
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kitchen as she cooked and pulled fresh herbs from her garden to garnish the Burmese dish
she was preparing. She had such a way of describing her first visit with Suu Kyi:
I was very pleased to have a chance to meet her. It was the two of us and we spent
three or four hours sitting in the upper floor of my house looking out over the
lake. It was sort of a dramatic afternoon because it was monsoon season and big
thunderstorms were coming across the lake and you could see the Schwedagon in
the background. We sat there and talked about history…
Her poise and knowledge of Myanmar unveiled like a text, a literary fiction.
These “literary fictions differ fundamentally from technological fictions in that they
remain imaginative variations on an invariant, our corporeal condition experienced as the
existential mediation between the self and the world” (Ricoeur 1992: 150). She
understood the challenges within Myanmar. She reminds me, “It is very hard to
understand Burmese thinking and why they do things unless you have lived there and
really steeped yourself in the culture.” I could almost taste the tea on my palate at the
Strand Hotel as I re-imagined that afternoon. We sat alone in the hotel restaurant that in a
different place and time would have been filled with guests. I felt for a moment that I was
in within a threefold experience of time; “…by entrusting to memory the fate of things
past, and to expectation that of things to come, we can include memory and expectation
in an extended and dialectical present which itself is none of these terms rejected
previously: neither the past, nor the future, nor the pointlike present, nor even the passing
of the present” (Ricoeur 1984: 11). The high tea had served as an additional metaphor
and lesson for the threefold experience of time within narrative identity.
I was fortunate to meet with local project participants in Myanmar and witness
firsthand the work of microfinance. Myanmar presented itself as a country filled with
metaphors that unveiled the tension between idem and ipse identity. I felt this tension in
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myself when making sense of why I was conducting this research and allowing myself to
reflect on the experiences I had in Yangon. Dr. Tha Nyan provided insight to this
reflection. The project was never to build a rocket to the moon. The project is in the
capacity for poetic discourse to be expressed with others amidst poverty. An
understanding of narrative identity shapes the projects and provides reference for the
circle that Naw Susanna briefly spoke of.
The individual woman who has been trusted with a lump sum of borrowed paper
has a uniquely temporal experience. Her narrative is constructed within her identity.
There is no human condition, which can simply utter a mirror image of her exact lived
experience. No privilege has been granted to the human ability to do so. Therefore, to reimagine her narrative is to appropriate a different way of being. To imagine her uniquely
temporal experience is to appropriate the possibility for my narrative to do the same, to
invite others to understand my founding events. In this hermeneutic circle “[w]e must
understand to believe but we must believe to understand. The circle is not a vicious
circle, still less a mortal one; it is a living and stimulating circle. We must believe to
understand: never, in fact, does the interpreter get near to what his text says unless he
lives in the aura of the meaning he is inquiring after” (Ricoeur 1967: 351). This was
again another lesson of microfinance in Myanmar.
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Imagination
Hope: Anticipating the Good
	
  
Ni Ni Khet
I had finished my walk from the hotel to the Université de Provence early in the
morning in a rush to beat the heat. The cooler outside air would expire in an hour or so
Figure 9: 2010 International Burma Studies Conference: Burma in the Era of
Globalization
Photos by T. Payne (2010)

and my search for shade brought me to a courtyard with trees and a place to rest. I
dropped my head forward as I sat down and immediately recognized the face of a woman
sitting next to me. She was still, either resting or patiently waiting for a friend to arrive
before entering a classroom. Her name is Ni Ni Khet. I had noticed her prior to the start
of the conference and wondered if our paths would cross again during the week. For
pictures from the conference see Figure 9. She had traveled from Myanmar to present on
iron artifacts recovered from prehistoric burial sites in her country.
I was interested in her story about studying in France and living in Myanmar. She
currently holds a Ph.D. in Archaeology and Archaeometry (the application of scientific
techniques to the analysis to the archaeological materials) while running a tourist
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operation out of Myanmar. What was it like to live in Myanmar after pursuing a doctorate
in France? Ni Ni Khet replied, “we are not happy to stay in Burma…I like my country
that is why I stay still now…[but] I don’t want to stay here [France] because I am not
happy here.” Her voice represented the “the sphere of the dialectic of the same and the
self” (Ricoeur 1992: 141). I could feel the tension in her pause. I asked, “What’s the most
difficult thing?” She looked down and up again before saying, “Oh, every things for daily
life.”
According to Ricoeur, this dialectic of the character is more similar to the
luminous dialectic of sameness and selfhood (1992: 140-141). She has achieved many
things for a Burmese woman and her covenant to her place of birth lies in conflict with
having a “different view of the people.” Her narration, Ricoeur reminds us, “implies
memory…[as much as] prediction implies expectation. Her expectation, her hope for
change, is wounded by the struggle for daily life. She reminds me, “We cannot work
without electricity…we’ve got to spend a lot of our time for nothing.” I wanted our
conversation to continue. It was getting warmer outside and I wanted to just sit in the
shade and hear more. Her friend arrived. Ni Ni Khet provided me with a warm
introduction to her colleague and with a brief goodbye I stepped out of the shade and into
direct sunlight.
Hope surfaced as a theme within all of my research conversations. The
anticipation of something good was important for the study of microfinance schemes.
However, how does hope contribute to an understanding of metaphors deeply situated
within our narrative identity? Huskey (2009: 5) posits, “However much we may abstract
from and theorize about hope, we must not forget that concrete, actual people exercise
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this ability to hope, or need assistance in exercising this ability.” Maybe hope, in
exercising the ability to imagine what is possible, can heighten microfinance schemes
from a deficit modality of “assistance” to an arena of attestation. Herda (2010: 146)
argues, “To move beyond the safety of sameness requires the invocation of the narrative
imagination – learning how to narrate oneself, and in so doing, learning how to narrate
oneself in other ways – which, when carried out in action with others, is what the
development act is.” The ability to hope, to anticipate the good, is a medium for
invocating narrative imagination. Metaphor, within the tension of idem and ipse identity,
provides meaningful data that can set the direction for action.
Huskey (2009: 11-12; 25-26) provides further support for the contribution of hope
and its ontological significance:
•
•

•
•

On the ontological level, we look for a capacity to hope in human beings in
general.
The value of hope to the level of ontology is that ontological hope provides a
basis for existential hope. If there is a primary goodness of being, then it is
possible for human beings to make choices in favor of this goodness and thus
surmount the anxiety of lived experience.
Hope as a capacity colors how we think, including our thinking about thinking.
Only after asking ‘what can I know?’ and ‘what must I do?’ and finding that my
knowledge and will are limited, can I ask ‘for what may I hope?’.
My anonymous conversation participant in Albany,

Figure 10: Afternoon Tea
Photo by T. Payne (2010)

California invited me over for tea (Figure 10) one

	
  

afternoon. He said, “People [in Burma] can use a
bank but the thing is people are struggling a
lot…struggling hand to mouth so dealing with big
bank is something that not practical in their daily
life.” His story was similar to Ni Ni Khet but shared
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the same hope, the same endeavor to create possibility. Hope is active in understanding
the implications of microfinance and its sustainability. Hope is not a tool in this regard,
rather a medium for inviting local project participants into the arena of attestation.
Huskey (2009: 43-45) suggests, “Scientific language is not readily applied to the soul,
and so the philosopher must begin with experiences as articulated in allegory and
myth…metaphorical language and myth better describe our condition, by giving us
evocative manifestations of it for consideration.” The collection of data within Myanmar
is filled with quietude and hope. Huskey (2009: 40-41) concludes:
•
•
•

When we act upon the promises which engender hope, which we must for hope to
be genuine, then our actions can have personal, communal, and cosmic
implications.
And because we seek out opportunities for hope, we continue to look to the
future, scanning the retreating horizon for new possibilities.
In our deciding, acting, and assenting, we do not always do what we ought.
Nevertheless, there is still the possibility that we will.

Anticipating the good and invocating the poetic requires patience but yields insight into
how we imagine the future, a valuable lesson of microfinance in Myanmar.
Appropriation
	
  
	
  

I witnessed the appropriation of microfinance in the most unexpected place in

Yangon, Myanmar. The following section on Solicitude: Textiles as Livelihood
introduces Pa U Cin Lamh Mang and his wife Nu Daw Khun Shew and their project for
sustaining Chin culture and livelihood through a textile shop.
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Solicitude: Textiles as Livelihood
	
  
Pa U Cin Lamh Mang
Nu Daw Khun Shew
	
  
Navigating through the market in Myanmar has the unique ability to wake the
senses and empty the pocket at the same time. It took a little longer to find the Yoyamay
Ethnographic Textile Gallery that we had been searching for but we finally found the
space filled to the brim with pattern after pattern of woven goods. The owners, Pa Mang
and Nu Shwe (Figure 11) spoke with such care as they narrated the length of time it takes
Figure 11: Pa U Cin Lamh Mang and Nu Daw
Khun Shew
Photo by T. Payne (2010)

to make one blanket. Either woven by
hand on a frame, or without, the
textiles painstakingly shared a
narrative fixed in time. You could hear
Nu Shwe’s gentle voice; “you can see
airplanes in this one from the second
world war.” The significant features of
Chin textiles are the use of pure cotton

and silk with employing natural dyes; “telling a story…saying who did what and how, by
spreading out in time the connection between these various viewpoints” of culture and
craft (Ricoeur 1992: 146).
More than fifty Chin women have been provided with the raw materials from
Yoyamay to create these detailed fabrics. I overhear the question, “Is it difficult to go to
Chin state?” They both reply, “Yes, the road is so narrow, no bus, you must hire a special
jeep.” Nat Ma Taung (Mount Victoria) is the second highest mountain in Myanmar, a
beautiful national park in Chin state. As I fixed my gaze, they quickly interrupted my
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vision of the marvel with a soft reminder that “you need permission from the government
to see it.” With the polite interruption I turned my attention back to the work of the
women.
Chin peoples compromising of over fifty subgroups have dispersed into
Myanmar, India and Bangladesh for centuries. In Myanmar, Hill Chins are in Chin State
(the north-west region) and Plains Chins occupy the Rakhine state and central dry-zone
(Pa Mang 2010). Pa Mang has studied Chin culture and with his master of anthropology
from Yangon University he has drawn his attention to the textiles as a symbol of the Chin
culture and craft. He has seen how the young generations have taken no interest in the
hand-woven goods. His mission with his wife is to establish “income generation for the
Chin women, [in] attempting to conserve the classic textiles, [all while] doing research on
Chin culture and Chin textiles. Pa Mang (2010) continues:
If they don’t weave they have to get money from making alcohol. We have so
many new textiles but we cannot stop otherwise they have no income and they
have to return to their own business cooking alcohol, making alcohol. We have a
lot of stuff (textiles) at home but we cannot stop (purchasing the textiles from the
women) because they are surviving and also I have already mentioned we want to
sustain the know-how. Young generation are very less interested. So many old
ladies are still weaving and the young generations very difficult to organize.
Yoyamay (Figure 12) has been purchasing textiles from Chin women for over ten
years. Today, with the aftermath of cyclone Nargis things have been difficult. “We
conserve culture,” Pa Mang says. Ricoeur (1992: 147) reminds us, “[f]rom this
correlation between action and character in a narrative there results a dialectic internal to
the character which is the exact corollary of the dialectic of concordance and discordance
developed by the emplotment of action.” The identity within the story of care for the
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Chin people makes the identity of the character who emplots through the dialectic of all
that is concordant and discordant.
“Well, you are doing incredible work,” I said. I wondered how microcredit might
work with the income generation. Pa Man replies:
Microcredit is very difficult to be successful in Myanmar. So many NGO’s doing
but giving people money and to get back is in reality very difficult. To give them
raw materials and make something and get back, this is for their life to develop.
Giving them money is dangerous.
I purchased a Chin blanket before saying goodbye, asked permission to take a
photo, and left back into the Bogyoke Aung San Market (formerly Scott’s Market).
Figure 12: Yoyamay Chin Shop

Without any remorse I
realized I had spent what
was left in my wallet. I had
just witnessed an
unexpected appropriation
of microfinance. Local
knowledge, within the
metaphor of a textile,
anticipated the good for

local project participants and provided a rich context for understanding interpretive
anthropology in action. Geertz (1983: 6; 16) provides a significant contribution to
understanding the appropriation of culture and craft:
•

To turn from trying to explain social phenomena by weaving them into grand
textures of cause and effect to trying to explain them by placing them in local
frames of awareness is to exchange a set of well-chartered difficulties for a set of
largely uncharted ones.
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•

To see ourselves as others see us can be eye-opening. To see others as sharing a
nature with ourselves is the merest decency. But it is from the far more difficult
achievement of seeing ourselves amongst others, as a local example of the forms
human life has locally taken, a case among cases, a world among worlds, that the
largeness of mind, without which objectivity is self-congratulation and tolerance a
shame, comes. If interpretive anthropology has any general office in the world it
is to keep reteaching this fugitive truth.

The chin textile served as an important piece of text in my data collection. The text
served as a metaphor, an invocation for hope, and an appropriation of culture and craft
that challenges “the way we think about the way we think” (Geertz 1983: 22). The textile
moves beyond the implied implementation of microfinance projects towards
appropriation.
Summary
	
  
The interpretation of meaning within all levels of Burmese society, the narrative
of events, is found within metaphor. Metaphor surfaced as a medium for my preliminary
analysis of lessons within Myanmar and exploration into microfinance within the
research category of Narrative Identity (n). Within the hermeneutic circle, metaphor
engenders poetic language beyond scientific language, draws us to the highest point of
reflection within the tension between idem and ipse identity, and invites more than it
concludes. Hope, as a theoretical construct and invitation into the arena of attestation,
permeated throughout the research category of Imagination (i). If one is to speak about
microfinance as a possibility, anticipating the good, then hope coupled with metaphor
releases the poetic imagination. In theory and in practice, hope carries the narrative of
events to the level of discourse. At the level of discourse appropriation is possible. The
example of the Chin textile served as a platform for discussing the movement of
metaphor, hope and solicitude through the research categories of Narrative Identity (n),
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Imagination (i), and Appropriation (a). The textile is a local craft that invites multiple
interpretations and provides implications for the understanding of microfinance schemes
in the context of Myanmar through the lens of critical hermeneutics. 	
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CHAPTER SIX
SECONDARY ANALYSIS
If man’s being is dwelling, and if man must look to the way the world fits together to find
the measure by which he can determine his dwelling life, then man must dwell poetically.
But instead of ‘appropriate’ in the sense of one’s own appropriating of something for
oneself…Heidegger wants to speak of an activity or process by which nothing ‘selfish’
occurs, but rather by which the different members of the world are brought into
belonging to and with one another and are helped to realize themselves and each other in
realizing this belonging.
Albert Hofstadter in Introduction of Martin Heidegger’s Poetry, Language, Thought
1971: xii-xix
Introduction
	
  
	
  

Chapter Six presents the Secondary Analysis of data collection guided by the

research categories of Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i), and Appropriation (a) and
introduces the conceptualization of a micro-narrative model to guide the discussion. The
hope is that this model might lead to further insights when addressing a reference for
assessing the social performance of microfinance programs. Hereafter, social
performance will be referred to as Ontological Economic Capacity (OEC). Each figure in
the Chapter corresponds to an event within the micro-narrative model and introduces the
Burmese21 word or concept ascribed to the particular event. This Chapter also presents an
introduction to critical hermeneutic concepts translated into Burmese. For a complete list
of the words translated for this research see Appendix L.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21	
  “The distinctive Burmese alphabet consists almost entirely of circles or portions of circles used
in various combinations. It evolved at a time when writing was generally done on palm leaves,
the letters traced by means of a stylus. Thus straight lines were impossible because they would
cause the leaf to split. There are 42 letters in all - 32 consonants and 10 vowels” (Anthony
Ehrhardt 1998 http://thor.prohosting.com/~linguist/burmese.htm. Accessed Sunday, October 24,
2010).
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Narrative Identity: Micro-Narratives and Metaphor preceding Markets
In Chapter Four, I discussed the agent of any given action in a story. The agent of
the story, also referred to as the character of a story, is always in the process of becoming
where the narrative of the identity of the character is comprehensible. However, how did
we arrive at understanding the agent of the story, toward a hermeneutics of the self, apart
from the agent as a mere thing in this world (i.e. the person aside from the economic)?
Ricoeur (1992: 32) reviews that a “thing” provides initial identifying reference to the
“side of the thing about which we speak” and should not be used “to speak of persons
considered as basic particulars.” Ricoeur (1992: 32) posits:
We may wonder, though, if we can get very far in determining the concept of
person without brining in, at one time or another, the power of self-designation
that makes the person not merely a unique type of thing but a self. We may even
wonder whether persons can be distinguished from bodies if self-designation is
not included in the very determination of the meaning ascribed to the sort of
things to which identifying reference is directed.
Local project participants within microfinance schemes are, “to be sought on the side of
self-designation tied to utterance and not the side of the ‘thing’ that serves as a term in an
identifying reference” (Ricoeur 1992: 34). Figure 13 introduces the agent as the departure
of a micro-narrative model when addressing the ontological economic capacity of
microfinance schemes. Ricoeur (1992: 48) reminds us of two “precious conquests” within
the theory of utterance and identification of an agent:
1. speaking subjects exchange their experiences in a situation of interlocution
2. this situation of interlocution has value when the agents of the utterance are
put on stage with their experience of the world, their irreplaceable perspective
on the world (italics used in original text)
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An orientation to interlocution moves beyond qualitative and quantitative measurements
of microfinance, towards the interpretive, and raises the micro-narrative model to a level
of discourse:
there is no self alone at the start; the ascription to others is just as primitive as the
ascription to oneself. I cannot speak meaningfully of my thoughts unless I am able
at the same time to ascribe them potentially to someone else (Ricoeur 1992: 38).
The task, it must be admitted, is understanding whether projects really serve the
Figure 13: Narrative

	
  
	
  

	
  

communities they were intended to serve.
Who is the agent? In my conversation
with Dr. Ikuko Okamoto she said,

Micronarrative
(mn)

“Microfinance has been quite popular and
people [are] putting money in that but the
reality might be overestimated.” In order
to reference the reality of microfinance

schemes one must engender micro-narratives uttered from the speaking agent. Ricoeur
(1992: 58) argues, “while labor is wholly externalized in the thing produced, and while
the work changes culture through its embodiment in documents, monuments, and
institutions in the space of appearing opened up by politics, action is that aspect of human
doing that calls for narration.” In the pursuit of effectiveness, now understood as
ontological economic capacity, it is important to remember the function of narration is to
determine the “who of action.” This serves as the foundation for our reference in an OEC
paradigm. Gadamer (1989: 448-449) reminds us that “[o]ur verbal experience of the
world has the capacity to embrace the most varied relationships of life…what really
opens up the whole of our world orientation is language, and in this whole of language,
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appearances retain their legitimacy just as much as does science.” The micro-narrative,
housed in language, provides a horizon of hermeneutic ontology to the microfinance act.
Metaphor
The rule of metaphor transcends the provision of microfinance schemes in ethnoFigure 14: Metaphor

linguistic communities because
Metaphor (m)

metaphors deeply sewn within our
narrative identity constitute an

(mn)

expression of being-in-the-world.
Venema (2000: 41) suggests,
“Metaphoric creativity reveals
something fundamentally

constitutive about human imagination, and all subsequent elaboration of various creative
activities displays an analogous similarity by virtue of the repetition of the pattern of
metaphoric creation.” To engender metaphor within the micro-narratives we tell is to
engender a poetic imagination. Gadamer (1989: 449) suggests, “Poetry, too, often
becomes a test of what is true, in that the poem awakens a secret life in words that had
seemed to be used up and worn out, and tells us of ourselves.” Metaphor enlarges our
capacity to critique the problems setting stories we share with each other (Figure 14).
Imagination: Hope preceding Human Capital
	
  
Venema (2000: 40) reminds us, “…the relation between the imagination and the
cultural reservoir of linguistic meaning is the abundance of philosophical inquiries into
symbol, myth, metaphor, and narrative, into the works (italics in original text) of the
imagination, in contrast to the relative absence of a detailed description of the
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imagination as such.” Imagination provides the platform for sharing a common world
with others who look at it from different perspectives (Canovan in Arendt 1998: xiii).
Arendt (1958: 3) argues, “[t]he trouble concerns the fact that the ‘truths’ of the
modern scientific world view,

Figure 15: Hope

though they can be
demonstrated in mathematical
formulas and proved
(m)

(i)

Hope (h)

technologically, will no longer
lend themselves to normal

(mn)

expression in speech and
thought.” Hope (Figure 15)
ignites the imagination when
faced with implicit necessity to
solicit proof in the modern
sense of know-how. Hope is part of the human condition.
Appropriation: Solicitude preceding Scale
	
  
When we imagine another way of being and hope for a better future we are able to
give weight to elevate our micro-narratives and metaphors to a level of discourse. In
dialogue we provide a foundation for further action. Hannah Arendt (1958: 5; 42)
provides a context for the action we engender, a “reconsideration of the human condition
from the vantage point of our newest experiences and our most recent fears”:
•

It is the same conformism, the assumption that men behave and do not act with
respect to each other, that lies at the root of the modern science of economics,
whose birth coincided with the rise of society and which, together with its chief
technical tool, statistics, became the social science par excellence.
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•

Economics – until the modern age a not too important part of ethics and politics
and based on the assumption that men act with respect to their economic activities
as they act in every other respect – could achieve a scientific character only when
men had become social beings and unanimously followed certain patterns of
behavior, so that those who did not keep the rules could be considered to be
asocial or abnormal.

Within this context our actions necessitate solicitude within the reinterpretation of labor,
the economic, the provision of financial services, financial literacy, and international
Figure 16: Appropriation

	
  

Appropriation (a)

(m)

(i)

(h)

(s)

(mn)

development projects. The promise within the height of ontological reflection is the
permanent re-interpretation of our newest experiences and fears, the critique of our
actions within the influence of the economic (Figure 16).
Summary
Chapter Six presents a theoretical analysis of the categories and themes used in
Chapter Five. The research categories used to guide this discussion were that of Narrative
Identity (n), Imagination (i), and Appropriation (a). The research categories and themes
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of Metaphor (m), Hope (h), and Solicitude (s) provided the context for creating a Micronarrative (mn) model to assess the Ontological Economic Capacity (OEC) of
microfinance institutions and the people that they serve. The model, grounded in
participatory critical hermeneutic theory, is designed to serve as a medium for moving
development dialogue from epistemological thought to ontological inquiry.
Chapter Seven finalizes this dissertation with a Summary of Dissertation,
Findings, Implications, Potential Action, and Suggestions for Future Research. Chapter
Seven concludes with a Personal Statement.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
SUMMARY, FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS
	
  
Life stories are so intertwined with one another that the narrative anyone tells or hears of
his own life becomes a segment of those other stories that are the narratives of others’
lives. We may thus consider nations, peoples, classes, communities of every sort as
institutions that recognize themselves as well as others through narrative identity.
Paul Ricoeur 2000: 7
Introduction
This Chapter contains five sections including the Summary of Dissertation,
Findings, Implications for Practice and Suggestions for Future Research. This Chapter
concludes with a Personal Statement.
Summary of Dissertation
	
  
This research explored microfinance as a tool for alleviating global poverty at the
intersection of people and finance. Tools from prior development schemes, such as global
financial aid, have contributed to a myth that the movement of capital can solve grand
problems of health, hunger, and disease. However, the challenges of organizations like
the World Bank and the United Nations continue to plague the practice of development
and the provision of financial services to people who live in poverty. Power and place
continue to play a role and the provision of a loan has fallen short of understanding the
chasm between the person and what is economic. The need to move beyond a linear and
deficit modality is not only pertinent but also challenging. In this challenge, this research
sought to provide an initial framework for understanding the contribution of critical
hermeneutic theory (Herda 1999) to the provision of financial services to the poor. The
review of literature provided an introduction to the increasing number of texts on the
microfinance industry, both praise and critique. Navigating through the praise and
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critique provided a platform for introducing a both participatory and interpretive
paradigm of thought. To support this research protocol the research narrowed on the
country of Myanmar as a background for understanding why the contribution of culture
and anthropology is imperative for exploring Burmese development projects. The
financial system within the country of Myanmar, under the direction of the current
government, is one of ascendency and quietude.
Ontology, the doctrine of being, explores what it means to be human. This
exploration anchored the research into the three research categories of Narrative Identity
(n), Imagination, (i), and Appropriation (a). When the individual is able to narrate a story
then their world and our world has the potential for change. Imagination is a bridge
between the character of the story and implications for appropriation. To appropriate in
this sense is not merely the act of taking something for one’s own use. This would be
unfair to leave appropriation at such a level of exchange or technical deficiency. Rather,
appropriation asks permission for the collective task of seeing the self and the other
always in relationship. We can begin to see with appropriation how language changes the
way we think about research and development. Language is not merely another tool that
contributes to the myth of utopian development projects. Language is not a way of
transmitting my will onto others. Man does not possess language. The research categories
of Narrative Identity (n), Imagination (i), and Appropriation (a) created an opening for
guiding research questions and additional themes emerged from research conversations
with participants; transcribing conversations into a written text.
The themes of Metaphor (m), Hope (h), and Solicitude (s) unveiled layers within
the participatory and interpretive research protocol. The original formula to prescribe
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action, grounded in the solicitation of proof, has exhausted scientific models exhibiting
markets, human capital, and scale. The offering of this research and the creation of a
Micro-narrative model summarize the need for Ontological Economic Capacity (OEC)
and the potential for a Micro-narrative to inform microfinance development projects. This
model pushes the researcher, adult learner, practitioner, anthropologist, investors and
producers to remove the adjective human from capital when searching for what is
currently understood as social performance in assessing microfinance. The aim is to
move beyond a survey of questions, an interview with the poor, and into a dynamic space
where a dialogue holds the potential for understanding how microfinance changes the
lives of the poor and how the poor change the life of those who inquire about a passion
for what is possible. The research categories and themes are housed in a poetic paradigm
that shapes and invites adult learning grounded in a highly engaging experience of
storytelling. The poetic paradigm, engaging the heart and the mind, is critical to sustained
learning and changing codified knowledge and behavior. This shift from behavior
fostered in a scientific and epistemological medium, to identity within an ontological
medium, allows for language to appropriate personal and social change.
Findings
There are three primary findings drawn from this research project:
1. The Nascent Stage of Microfinance in Myanmar is Best Understood through
Cultural Metaphors
My first finding in the data is that metaphors orient the researcher to assessing the
ontological economic capacity of microfinance schemes in Myanmar. The introduction to
Pa Mang and Nu Shwe in the textile store unveiled a microfinance project unsought after.
From this contemplation emerges the idea that metaphor can further challenge our
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understanding of finance, capital, and economic resources. Metaphor challenges the
definition of poverty and invites individuals from all levels in Burmese society to
participate in an ontological understanding of economic development. What sustains
metaphor is the critique of our problem setting stories.
2. The Root of Burmese Economic Development is Grounded in a Poetic Paradigm
A neo-liberalism approach to microfinance is dangerous to current Burmese
development. Burmese identity is deeply rooted in relationship to others. This
relationship is best understood when approached with a poetic paradigm of inquiry
analogous to creation, innovation, and inspiration. A majority of the Burmese population
live in extreme poverty, thus inviting the poetic paradigm provides a context for the
Burmese to raise issues to a level of discourse. The fear of microfinance in a neoliberalism paradigm suggests pushing Burmese further into an environment of deficit and
the products of a deficit modality such as rote learning. The departure of a poetic
paradigm is one grounded in identity, individual and collective.
3. Burmese Community Leaders are Open to Outside Partnerships with
Microfinance providing a Platform for Continued Adult Learning Methods
The current landscape within Myanmar after Cyclone Nargis, the controlled 2010
elections, and release of Aung San Suu Kyi has suggested a shift in opening development
projects to outside partnership. Microfinance is a niche for pushing the static power and
place in Myanmar. This dissertation research unveiled additional projects that attract
international attention to the country. Two projects include a photo essay and video
documentary in Burma by Anne Murat and Brice Richard titled Rangoon Cocoon and an
extraordinary love story of Aung San Suu Kyi titled The Lady. The research revealed that
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current development practitioners are open to expanding livelihood projects with
attention to education and health.
Implications for Practice
	
  
1. Creating workshops that introduce critical hermeneutic concepts to Myanmar’s
local developers
The provision of a Micro-narrative model to adult learning workshops and
conferences will encourage dialogue around its application with local project participants.
Local developers will be encouraged to appropriate challenges in development practice
with orientation to ontological concepts that ground our identity. Unveiling how Burmese
think about critical hermeneutic concepts and their application to development will
provide platforms for continued writing and research.
2. Building classroom syllabi and materials that include ontological economic
capacity into business administration and master of business administration
programs
New leaders in academia will challenge the current use of language in labor,
entrepreneurship, and microfinance social performance methodologies to be inclusive of
ontological reflection. Syllabi and adult learning materials that bridge epistemological
thinking towards an ontological paradigm will prepare transcultural leaders for an
increasingly interdependent world. Lang and Williams (2005: 12) suggest, “[c]ommunity
and identity with the community are vital for individuals because they can only know
themselves and act in the world in relation to others.”
Suggestions for Future Research
	
  
The more information surfaced from the ground in Myanmar provides additional
forms of text that build and sustain adult learning structures within development. Gaps
appear in Myanmar between existing development projects and limited educational
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resources. The following suggestions might provide more insightful ways of
understanding Burmese development in certain works of art or philosophy.
1. Storytelling of New Burmese Leaders in Old Villages
Further study may merit the contribution of new Burmese leaders in old villages.
With the changing political scenery in Myanmar more research is needed to share the
stories of leaders involved in development work and their orientation to outside
partnerships. What is the role of people who were once employed or still employed by the
military? How do development leaders partner with the government22?
2. Difficult Forgiveness and Financial Literacy
	
  
Financial literacy projects are livelihood projects by design and enlarge the
dialogue around how people provide for those they love. What role does forgiveness play
in difficult situations of repayment and financial hardship?
3. Microfinance and Public Space
A study on public space and the political public sphere might unveil methods for
partnering Myanmar’s military government with local project participants in the country
to benefit microfinance projects. Habermas (2008: 12) reviews, “[t]his public is not a
space of viewers or listeners but an arena in which speakers and interlocutors exchange
questions and answers…the intuitive sense of the deeply rooted reciprocal dependence of

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
22	
  “One of the problems of Burma is that it reads as a story when you have forces of evil pitted
against the forces of good, symbolized by Aung San Suu Kyi…I think it’s not enough to
condemn people or regimes but we have to look past that. The world is not divided into good and
evil, with us or against us, black and white, but is much more nuanced. If we stop looking at the
world in this polarized way, we stand a greater chance of trying to prevent these crimes.”
Reference, The New York Times, January 21, 2011.
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/22/world/asia/22myanmar.html?_r=3, Accessed February 3,
2011.
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one person on another finds expression in an image of the human being’s place in the
world.”
Personal Statement
	
  
I started this research with the intention of exploring the arch of imagination in
microfinance development projects. With imagination, grounded in ontological thinking,
I would be able to provide a reference for understanding microfinance in an ontological
paradigm. This difficult task of moving the medium of finance from an epistemological
paradigm to appreciating the role of imagination in finance warranted itself as a
challenge. However, I realized on the ground in Myanmar that it was not only
imagination that could afford our entry into understanding microfinance schemes.
Imagination opened itself, through my conversations, to metaphor, hope, and solicitude
as it arched the research categories of Narrative Identity and Appropriation. I witnessed
ontological economic capacity as a passage from capacity to actualization. This became
more important to my personal reflection throughout my journey and research.
Myanmar is a spiritual place and it has humbled my orientation within this
research. This project has only brought me closer to the beginning of a continued
dialogue at the intersection of people and finance and has strengthened my appreciation
for the personal bond illustrated by friendship and love. The breadth of this research
provided a capacity for seeing myself differently in relationship to the Burmese. “Do we
not first become aware of ourselves in the gaze of another person” (Habermas 2008: 15)?
Having said this, I believe that the mastery of development work is the bridge between
epistemology towards ontology, always becoming and never finalized. This research
found me in moments of solitude, where I had the ability to reflect and think. However,
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this research also witnessed my personal change in conversations. Conversations
informed my practice and provided me with awareness for what is communal and
grounded in solidarity. What am I without the other? The agents of microfinance
(Appendix M) reveal narrative leadership; “…the highest form of human activity,
manifested in speech and deed and rooted in the human condition of plurality” (Bernstein
1983: 44).
A new conversation is emerging in academia that calls interpretation, tradition,
and imagination to the context of our intimate relationships. In the bond between esteem
for oneself and the other a shift in paradigm occurs. Richard Bernstein (1983: 2) writes
about the contours of conversation and praxis away from objectivism and relativism and
to a new and exciting shape. He writes of “a sense that something is happening that is
changing the categorical structure and patterns within which we think and act – a sense
that we have an urgent need to move beyond objectivism and relativism.” Storytelling is
necessary for social responsibility, where Bernstein (1983: 4) reviews “what we are, what
we can know, what norms ought to bind us, [and] what are the grounds for hope.” I have
seen the challenges to microfinance on the ground in Myanmar; however, I have also
witnessed the incredible promise for microfinance to reveal an ontological understanding
of relationships, alterity, plurality, and the interdependence called to the stage of
meaningful development work; a shift in thinking from strategic development to
communicative development.	
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Appendix (A): Acronyms
ACTED
BWTP
CGAP
CPI
EFA
HIPCs
IBRD
IDA
IHRC
IMF
IRBHS
KWAG
MDGs
MF
MFIs
MMK
NGOs
NLD
OEC
PPI
SEEP
SP
SPI
SPDC
TW
UNCDF
UNDP
USDA
USDP
US

Agency for Technical Cooperation and Development
Banking with the Poor Network
Consultative Group to Assist the Poor
Corruption Perceptions Index
Education For All
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries
World Bank International Bank for Reconstruction and Development
World Bank International Development Association
International Human Rights Clinic
International Monetary Fund
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
Karen Women Action Group
Millennium Development Goals
Microfinance
Microfinance Institutions
Myanmar Kyat
Non-governmental Organizations
National League for Democracy
Ontological Economic Capacity
Progress Out of Poverty Index
Small Enterprise Education Promotion Network
Social Performance
Social Performance Indicators Initiative
State Peace and Development Council
Third World
United Nations Capital Development Fund
United Nations Development Programme
Union Solidarity Development Association
Union Solidarity and Development Party
United States	
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Appendix (B): Selected newspaper articles in Asia23
	
  
Source: The Straits Times Monday, November 15, 2010 Page
A6 MICA (P) 094/11/2009

Source: The Straits Times Monday, November 15, 2010 Page
A16 MICA (P) 094/11/2009 – Ms Suu Kyi displaying a
placard that read “I also Love the People”

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
23	
  The newspaper articles were collected in Bangkok, Thailand and Singapore in the month of
November 2010.
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Source: The Nation, Thailand, Monday, November 8, 2010 /
32 Pages, 2 Sections, Volume 35, No. 52775 / Bt30
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Appendix (C): Map of Institutional Microfinance Actors, Myanmar, September
2009
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Bay of Bengal
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Appendix (D): Social Performance Glossary
	
  
Client Assessment - Process of gathering and assessing information about clients using quantitative and
qualitative methodologies. Ideally, it includes assessing clients’ perspectives and experiences.
Client Monitoring - Routine process of tracking changes in clients’ status or of providing important
descriptive information about clients. It may be quantitative or qualitative in nature.
Client Satisfaction - An organizational measure of the extent to which the needs, wants, and expectations
of clients are met.
Code of Conduct - Set of principles indicating how an organization expects its members to act. It is
frequently general, and enforcement is left to the discretion of the organization.
Code of Ethics - General code that articulates an organization’s values or moral standards, focusing on the
duties and responsibilities of organization members.
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) - Principle that corporations have a responsibility to the local
community, broader society, and the environment. It may involve the integration of social value directly
into business operations or it may refer to philanthropic activities indirectly related to business operations.
Depth of Outreach - Degree to which an organization reaches poor people with financial services.
Impact - Organizational outcomes that can be attributed to the activity of the organization above and
beyond what would have happened anyway.
Impact Assessment - Research activity undertaken with the objective of attributing observed outcomes to
organizational activity. Impact is determined by the counterfactual. Determining the counterfactual in turn
requires comparing a treatment group to a valid control group.
Impact Monitoring - Periodic or routine tracking of selected client outcomes. In contrast to impact
assessment, impact monitoring does not attempt to attribute observed impacts to organizational activity.
Impact Monitoring System - Integration of impact monitoring into an organization’s internal processes,
routines, and management information systems.
Qualitative In-Depth Individual Impact Assessment Protocol (QUIP) - An assessment method that uses
in-depth interviews of microfinance clients to help MFI managers better understand them. It is designed to
be conducted simply and inexpensively over a short period of time to produce detailed information about
how particular clients feel about financial services and the impact they have on their lives.
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Social Accountability - The responsibility of an organization to provide evidence to stakeholders that its
operations and performance are in conformance with its social mission and obligations.
Social Accounting - The process by which an organization monitors, evaluates, and accounts for its social
performance in relation to its aims and those of its stakeholders.
Social Audit - An examination of the records, statements, internal processes, and procedures of an
organization related to its social performance. It is undertaken with a view to providing assurance on the
quality and meaningfulness of the organization’s professed social performance.
Social Bottom Line - The social outcome measurement that parallels the financial bottom line. It is equal
to the net social benefit from operations.
Social Impact - The change in net social welfare due to an organization’s activities. It includes the wider
local, national, and global communities.
Social Investment - Investment that aligns an individual’s or an organization’s investment policies with its
social values, that is made principally for the purpose of earning a social return.
Social Investor - Person or organization that engages in social investing.
Social Performance - The effective translation of an organization’s social mission into practice. Social
performance is not just about measuring the outcomes, but also about the actions and corrective measures
that are being taken to bring about those outcomes.
Social Performance Assessment (SPA) - The process by which an organization measures its social
performance relative to its social mission and objectives and to those of key stakeholders.
Social Performance Management (SPM) - An institutionalized process that involves setting clear social
objectives, monitoring and assessing progress towards achieving these, and using this information to
improve overall organizational performance.
Social Rating - An independent assessment of an organization’s social performance using a standardized
rating scale. The social rating process and rating scale may parallel those used for financial rating. A
comprehensive social rating includes client-level information to assess outreach and quality of services, and
collects this information as part of the rating exercise if it is not available with the MFI. A basic social
rating relies on available information which may consist of outputs, for example the number of products or
average loan size.
Social Reporting - Public disclosure by an organization of its social performance.
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Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) - Investment that aligns individual or organizational investment
policies with social values and is made principally for the purpose of earning a social return.
Social Return on Investment (SROI) - Monetary summary of an organization’s social return from a
capital investment. A term originating from return on investment (ROI) used by traditional investors.
Social Screen - Inclusion or exclusion of securities in an investment portfolio using social selection
criteria.
Source: SEEP Network Social Performance Glossary (2006)
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Appendix (E): Excerpts from Journal
	
  
Friday, May 14, 2010
Yangon, Myanmar
“He does not oppress anyone, but returns what he took in pledge for a loan. He
does not commit robbery but gives his food to the hungry and provides for the naked. He
does not lend at usury or take excessive interest.” – Ezekiel 18: 7-8, Bible, New
International Version
___
People in Myanmar are already familiar with an extra-legal way about conducting
everyday life. The tension within this time and space reveals a complex relationship
between the “is” and “ought”; what is currently happening in Myanmar and anticipation
for what is possible. The Burmese Kyat operates on an ambiguous market where a crisp
new one hundred dollar bill trades higher than the marked and weathered twenty-dollar
bills. Signs adorn hotel desks asking for new money per the request of the government.
Within this frailty of currency exchange lives the narratives of struggling to provide for
loved ones and microfinance as a paradigm for creating capacity within extra-legal
affairs. We must believe that beyond the face of currency is a way of understanding and
we must seek understanding to believe in what is possible beyond the exchange of
currency.
Thursday, July 8, 2010
Marseille, France
I have learned in this research that humility is poetic. Similar to poetry, humility
reminds the researcher that a text is an offering, a height above ownership. For if the text
was simply about ownership then it would no longer invite multiple interpretations. The
multiple interpretations would be lost in a contract between the author and the work.
Humility provides a covenant of solicitude between understanding and action.
January 30, 2011
San Francisco, California
“You cannot deal with a perfect, all-loving, all-forgiving, all-understanding God
in heaven, if you cannot deal with a less-than-perfect, less-than-forgiving, and less-than-
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understanding community here on earth. You cannot pretend to be dealing with an
invisible God if you refuse to deal with a visible family…Concrete community is a
nonnegotiable element within the spiritual quest because, precisely, we are Christians not
simply theists. God is not just in heaven, God is also on earth…Part of the very essence
of Christianity is to be together in a concrete community, with all the real human faults
that are there and the tensions that this will bring.” – Ronald Rolheiser, The Holy Longing
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Appendix (F): USF Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human
Subjects
IRBPHS Approval Form
From:
To:
Cc:
Date:
Subject:
Mailed-By:

USF IRBPHS <irbphs@usfca.edu>
timothylpayne@gmail.com
“Ellen Herda” <herdatemp@yahoo.com>
Thu, Apr 1, 2010 at 9:16 AM
IRB Application #10-020-Approved
usfca.edu

April 1, 2010
Dear Mr. Payne:
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS)
at the University of San Francisco (USF) has reviewed your request for human subjects approval
regarding your study.
Your application has been approved by the committee (IRBPHS #10-020). Please note the
following:
1. Approval expires twelve (12) months from the dated noted above. At that time, if you are still
in collecting data from human subjects, you must file a renewal application.
2. Any modifications to the research protocol or changes in instrumentation (including wording of
items) must be communicated to the IRBPHS. Re-submission of an application may be required
at that time.
3. Any adverse reactions or complications on the part of participants must be reported (in writing)
to the IRBPHS within ten (10) working days.
If you have any questions, please contact the IRBPHS at (415) 422-6091.
On behalf of the IRBPHS committee, I wish you much success in your research.
Sincerely,
Terence Patterson, Ed.D., ABPP
Chair, Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
IRBPHS – University of San Francisco
Counseling Psychology Department
Education Building – Room 017
2130 Fulton Street
San Francisco, CA 94117-1080
(415) 422-6091 (Message)
(415) 422-5528 (Fax)
irbphs@usfca.edu
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Appendix (G): Letter of Invitation
University of San Francisco
Letter of Invitation
Date
Participant’s Name
Address
Dear: (Conversation Participant)
I am conducting my doctorate research on the ontology of microfinance and the
individuals and professionals who are working to eradicate global poverty through
imagination. As an individual who is familiar with microfinance and development
projects, he would like to meet with you in order to discuss your feelings around poverty
and debt and the importance of interpretive theory in development work.
In addition to the opportunity to share your ideas, I am seeking your permission to record
and transcribe our conversation(s). By signing the enclosed consent form, our
conversation(s) will act as data for the analysis of the context I have described. Once
transcribed, I will provide you a copy of our conversation(s) so you may look it over.
You may add or delete any section of the conversation(s) at that time. When I have
received your approval, I will use our conversation(s) to support my analysis. Your
name, the data you contribute, and the date of our conversation(s) will not be held
confidential.
While our conversation(s) and transcript(s) in this research are collaborative, the writing
that comes from them is the researcher’s product, and may include some editing by the
respondent. By signing the consent form, you are therefore consenting to forgo
anonymity under these conditions. You also acknowledge that you have been given
complete and clear information about the research, and that you have the option to make
the decision at the outset about whether to participate or not, and can withdraw at any
time without any adverse consequences.
If you are interested in participating in my research and if you have time, please contact
me so I can arrange a time to meet. I can be reached by email at
timothylpayne@gmail.com, by phone at 415-613-8729 and by mail at 2130 Fulton Street,
San Francisco, CA 94117.
Sincerely,
Timothy Payne
Researcher, Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco
Organization and Leadership	
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Appendix (H): Letter of Confirmation
	
  
University of San Francisco
Letter of Confirmation
Date
Participant’s Name
Address
Dear: (Conversation Participant)
Thank you very much for allowing me the opportunity to have a conversation with you
exploring microfinance through ontology and imagination. I am writing to confirm our
meeting on (proposed date). Please let me know if you need to change our arranged date,
time or place.
With your permission, I will tape record our conversation, transcribe the tapes into a
written text, and submit it to you for review. I would like to discuss our conversation
again and include any follow-up thoughts and comments you might have. Please know
that data for this research is not confidential.
The exchange of ideas in conversation is the format of participatory research. This
process encourages you to comment upon, add to, or delete portions of the transcripts. In
addition, this process allows you the opportunity to reflect upon our conversation, and
possibly gain new insights into subjects. Only after you have approved the transcript,
will I proceed to analyze the text for conversation.
Again, I thank you for your generosity in volunteering your time and energy. I look
forward to meeting with you, and to our conversation.
Sincerely,
Timothy Payne
Researcher, Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco
Organization and Leadership
(phone)
(email)
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Appendix (I): Follow-up Letter
University of San Francisco
Follow-up Letter
Date
Participant’s Name
Address
Dear: (Conversation Participant)
Thank you for having taken the time to meet with me on (insert date). I appreciate your
willingness to participate in my research project. I believe our conversation will be a
valuable part of my dissertation.
I have attached a copy of the transcribed conversation. This transcript once reviewed and
approved by you will provide the basis for data analysis, which in turn, will eventually be
incorporated into an exploration of the issues related to the lives and experiences of
individuals in microfinance development. As we have discussed, data from this research
are not confidential.
Please take some time to review the attached transcript and add changes or clarifying
comments you believe are appropriate. I will contact you in two weeks time to discuss
any changes you have made.
Again, I thank you for your generous participation.
Best Regards,
Timothy Payne
Researcher, Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco
Organization and Leadership
(phone)
(email)
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Appendix (J): Email Correspondence from Dr. Sean Turnell
from Timothy Payne <timothylpayne@gmail.com>
to
Sean Turnell <STURNELL@efs.mq.edu.au>
date
Wed, Sep 15, 2010 at 2:10 PM
subject
(subject)
mailed-by
gmail.com
hide details 2:10 PM (23 hours ago)

Hi Sean,
How are you?
I am reaching out to you yet again to ask for your permission to cite you in my dissertation.
Although the work is not published, I would like to specifically reference your text and the work
that you have done. Your text has served as the foundation for my continued research on
microfinance in Myanmar in my doctoral pilot study and dissertation research. I am more than
happy to send you my Chapter Four (rough draft) for you to review.
It is in this chapter that I discuss my research process. I also reflect on my conversation with you
in Australia and how your book is a reference for how we might apply (I use the word
appropriate) microfinance schemes within a country like Myanmar. My dissertation is discussing
a theoretical reference for microfinance in Myanmar.
I have been humbled by your academic work and I truly hope that I can contribute to the current
debate within development work and Burmese studies.
Best Wishes,
Timothy Payne
from Sean Turnell <sean.turnell@mq.edu.au>
to
Timothy Payne <timothylpayne@gmail.com>
date
Wed, Sep 15, 2010 at 2:19 PM
subject
Re: From Foggy San Francisco
hide details 2:19 PM (23 hours ago)

Brilliant Tim!!
Feel free to cite away! And, I would love to read your stuff mate! Cheers Tim - I'm actually in
Washington at the moment on Burma work...
Sean
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Appendix (K): Pilot Study Transcription
	
  
Partner: Dr. Sean Turnell (S); Researcher: Timothy Payne (T); numbers are for
organization only; 12/1/09, 10:45AM, Macquarie University, NSW Australia
1. Timothy – What have been some new developments since the publishing of your
book?
Pact
2. Sean – On Burma you have to be careful about who you thank, what you say and
so on…so not all of what I know about microfinance on Burma is in that book
because there are some things that I had to really hold back. Even on that front for
instance I think I thanked the Pact people but I had to be careful about not to
identify them as telling these certain things. And some of the things that they told
me about as well I wasn’t able to put in the book. So for instance, for them it’s a
constant struggle that they’ve got to…because you know how I mentioned in the
book that one of the big things that needs to happen is they need to have some sort
of legal status because as you know at the moment technically they are in breach
of all the financial institutions laws even though their not registered as financial
institutions anyway but they are potentially vulnerable to the moneylenders act of
1945, to all sorts of breaches of the law. So it means that they have to sort of
constantly juggle and stay out of sight. And so I think part of the reason why
hardly anyone knows about them is quiet deliberate because they try to keep
below the radar screen a bit but the schemes are enormous…300,000 people are
making means of this but it’s interesting because they are far and away the biggest
scheme and Pact is run on behalf of UNDP and I think in the book…because of
delays with the publishers and all that mate there were things happening even by
the time the book went to press…because the book was coming out and I knew
things had moved on and so I think in the book I got to the stage of saying that the
UNDP had awarded the contract to run all three of the big schemes to PACT and
that this was quiet a shock, which it was…but traditionally the UNDP had them in
three separate locations and run by three different entities but there was lots of
politics going on in there mate…some of which I sort of obliquely referred to in
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the book. PACT use to run the scheme around Mandalay up in the dry zone and
then the French NGO GRET ran the scheme in Shan State and then EDA rural
systems, an NGO from India, ran the one in the Delta which was the busiest of
them in terms of numbers but what was really interesting Tim some of the behind
the scenes stuff in that, was that EDA itself had taken over from Grameen. So the
Grameen operation had actually run the scheme in the Delta for a long time.
Anyway, they handed over to EDA and then the three were you know running the
schemes as separate entities with the UNDP providing the funds and then the
three NGO’s running them. But then they, after they got various consultancy
reports that said they are probably better running as one. It was really interesting.
Basically the GRET operation you know again even though the numbers are huge,
although it was the smallest of the three, from memory still talking 60,000 clients
or something like that but it was essentially run by just one guy and he was
exhausted. I spoke at length with him and a bit on the record and off the record
and off the record he told me that look we’re just running dead. We’re so anxious
about getting caught up by the regime that we’re just trying to keep it turning
over. He said look we are essentially not making any new loans. Things are so
desperately poor here in the Shan state. The economy is just so bad that he
essentially said look our schemes even though they are meant to fund you know
microenterprise and the traditional theme is that really that most of our clients are
not even using it for that…and he was exhausted. He was still positive in the
sense that good things could be done but the process was over as far as he was
concerned. So they dropped out early and PACT because it was a big US NGO
and it’s very proper, that’s one of the things I really liked about them is that my
dealings with them have been absolute straight you know and really honest which
is not something that can be said for many NGO’s but they have always been
really straight, tell the truth as far as they can if you know what I mean…been
very open…sometimes need to keep things a bit quiet but very open certainly
with me and researchers anyway but they are always very honest. But anyways it
was left just to EDA but PACT had decided quite early that look we are not going
to be able to compete with EDA because EDA from India…but above all though
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they thought that EDA…and this is the stuff I couldn’t really put in the book
except obliquely…PACT will reveal that EDA would bend to whoever was
necessary and going really below the lines one step further that EDA would come
up with whatever numbers were necessary on all fronts. So with the regime, with
UNDP, with everyone and it would look wonderful. Everything would be
wonderful, repayment rates they’d have wonderful stories they could tell, there
would be all sorts of things. Plus with a lower price and PACT thought we’re not
going to be able to compete with this because you know we’re going to be
awkward for UNDP because we are going to try and actually do something. So
PACT essentially dropped out as well. The tender then is put out goes right up
until the last few days before the tender closed…they get a call from UNDP
saying why haven’t you put in a bid? Please put in a bid. And PACT thought okay
yeah all right why or what are you trying to tell us…what is the signal from that.
And they thought…I guess enough was conveyed to them that look…I think
that’s right because they said to UNDP…you are just asking us to put in a bid in
order to make it look like a competitive bid and therefore proper process and all
that. So I think it was with some half-heartedness that they put in the bid and
anyway they won which was extraordinary. Now the story behind that I am not
sure of mate…like why the UNDP which in many ways is an institution I
simultaneously have some respect for but also some reservations for like most UN
agencies as far as corruption and all that. So something obviously happened and
what that was I really don’t know so but EDA lost and PACT then won the three
which I do think I say in the book that I was really pleased about because if
anyone could have done it properly and run those schemes properly it is PACT
and EDA as I say I think and I should just to back up like PACT’s comments or
the feeling I was getting from PACT and their attitude toward EDA which was
certainly backed up my own experiences. So for instance once they had lots of
correspondence and good fair dealing with PACT and with GRET…EDA
nothing…they closed up dramatically they were very uncooperative and I found
out all sorts of other things which again goes to the heart of the UNDP program
process itself which was also somewhat problematic.
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3. T – It does appear that there is a growing need to understand how microfinance is
reaching the clients it seeks to serve.
4. S – Yes, again, you would be aware mate that that there’s a growing movement to
have outside verification of microfinance in terms of not only financially
sustainability but outreach and all that sort of stuff. So the UNDP did that but one
of the organizations that they got to review the scheme in the Delta run by EDA
was a group called N-CRIL which is a microfinance…credit rating agency but
conveniently left out of all literature N-CRIL is owned by the same husband and
wife team that owned EDA. It was unbelievable so N-CRIL and EDA both have
the same address in India just outside of New Delhi, which is one of those really
going satellite cities. It is where most of the call centers are based. So very middle
class and very much the sort of place where something like this would be based
and at no time during any of the UNDP literature or anything else was it ever
revealed that these were one in the same and yet N-CRIL’s review of EDA was
wonderful, wonderful outreach.
5. T – What is the struggle with outreach?
6. S – The end result mate is what in some ways I think the best…you know at the
moment the outcome was sort of the best that there is. Having said all of that I
think it still is a real struggle and that for them I think staying alive keeping…you
know about the USDA and so on mate…the big group set up by the Burmese
government. USDA is like a mass mobilization party, which may or may not
morph into a political party for the regime in the elections if they happen next
year. And so being a member of the USDA is in Burma a real way to get ahead.
Like if you want to get ahead in Burma as a student or something like that joining
USDA is a plus move. It almost functions like a communist party and so most
villages have a USDA membership and it stands for Union Solidarity
Development Association. But it’s a big political party with a pretty unsavory
reputation and a branch of it in fact was very much instrumental in that attack on
Suu Kyi’s convoy back in 2003 and so on. So it’s almost like a…it borders on
being a para-military group NGO or GONGO political party you know who
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knows what but it is most often described as a mass mobilization organization but
the thing is with that mate it presents real dangers to microfinance not just PACT
and so on but all of them because of course being an organization and essentially
ever village has a USDA member. You hear also the government likes to
champion that every village has one…but the reality is that most people are being
reluctantly dragged to the meetings where they sit they grumbling and listening to
somebody speak. But where it poses danger is for microfinance and so on because
microfinance you know has the whole methodology of weekly meetings and
collective responsibility…is that USDA wants to muscle in on all of that because
it sees itself as being the vehicle for precisely that sort of thing for group
solidarity and all that. So I know that many of the microfinance operations not
just the big professional one run by PACT but then like one of the charities Save
the Children, UNICEF, World Vision…all that sort of stuff…in a sense they’ve
always got to be in the knowledge that USDA is there there’ve been numerous
attempts of USDA to take over like to in other words be…like they will literally
go to World Vision headquarters and say…okay well we will run the scheme in
this village and this village and this village and so on because of course there is
cash, there’s favors to dispense.	
  
7. T – So they are acting as an extra set of eyes and ears to send that to the military
government, what is really happening?	
  
8. S – Yes, exactly. So that is one of the great effects on the ground that has huge
implications for microfinance quite explicitly because the methodology of
microfinance must intersperse with that sort of with that sort of form. So the
current situation is that microfinance continues just to struggle along, survive,
stay out of the headlights, stay out of the way of the USDA all of which limits its
effectiveness. Having said that though you know there are many virtues of
microfinance which makes it sort of uniquely able to deal with hostile
environments but Burma is about as hostile as it gets…in all sorts of ways.	
  
9. T – And that is another reason why I found it so interesting because you can take
a lending model and it’s very objective and you can place that in the context of
Burma where there is suffering and beyond that human rights violations and
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hopefully there are implications for organizations and leadership and
microfinance institutions on how they learn and approach their current lending
practices. There are a lot of questions that go through my mind because when I
was in banking and thinking about what is happening in the States and nobody
ever thought that there could be such a credit crisis and things could fall apart. My
own parents happened to foreclose on their home and there are patches where it
hits home because that is what really is going on. It was all built on this concept
of debt and that debt is okay and you can pay it over a lifetime however that
might be and it got me thinking about microfinance and microlending because it
seems like it has moved from microcredit to microfinance so that there is more
savings included and so forth but is it safe to practice a deficit model in a country
where there is so much suffering? There are a lot of great stories but I am also
worried too about now in the States it is very easy to go online and send one
hundred dollars to Cambodia to maybe purchase pigs for a farm over there but
you are far removed. Is it this macro-idea of lending that we had in the States that
collapsed being placed in the context of poverty and are the implications good or
bad? What drew you to Burma?	
  
Why Burma?
	
  
10. S – Purely an accident. I actually shared a house with someone from Burma
who’s family had to come out way back in the 1970’s and in fact…her family was
very prominent…her grandfather owned Burma’s airline and was one of the thirty
comrades that went to Japan in the war. They had to come out in 1974. So it was
just for personal factors mate attending sort of you know Burmese community
events and all that sort of stuff and then it just came to me because again I have a
background in banking as you know quite like yourself and I was in the reserve
bank which is like our Fed if you like and I used to be a bank regulator and so on
you know and I spent my whole time looking at how banks functioned and what
was safe and what was good and what was bad. And because of that I was asked
by the national council government of the Union of Burma, the NCUBG to write
something about all the banks that emerged because there were like in the 1990’s
around twenty banks that suddenly emerged which didn’t seem to make any sense
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because the country was still desperately poor yet there are these twenty banks
and they are all reporting massive growth in deposits and lending and all that sort
of stuff and so I did write a big report for them and then presented it a big
conference in Sweden. But pure luck Tim because I read this really big report and
at the end I concluded that banking system was unsustainable and would surely
collapse and as luck would have it about three months later that is exactly what
happened. So it suddenly made me look really good like wow this fortune teller
[laughing] and so in the wake of that because I had met the people from the
Nordic institute and they said look we would be interested in writing a book on
the whole thing and that’s how it came about. But a part of that I said to them
look…if I am going to do that I want to do the full history of it because I think
there are travails of history and so that is how that came about.
A Promise
11. T – How do you think the Burmese imagine their future in the borrowing or
savings of money and what does that look like? I am interested in your thoughts
on imagination.
12. S - Absolutely Tim. Indeed mate because one of the things that pains a stress to
my students and in fact some ways…this may sound terrible but the global
financial crisis has helped me in this regard because one of the things I have said
to them is that banking is nothing but imagination...it’s nothing but a projection
into the future because it is a promise. At the end of the day financial assets are a
promise to pay and if that promise is not redeemed then it’s meaningless. One of
things you know again it pains to say not only in Burma but to my students here
about mainstream finance everywhere is that it is dealing with objects…that are
about faith they are about trust and they are projections of our expectations and
our trust…so hence the uniquely fragile to changes in those expectations, trust,
imagination and so on and so they are really quite interesting in that they tell us
quite more about economics and finance they tell us about the state of a
civilization or a society and people’s confidence. In fact, this is why I think your
work is actually quite valuable because one of the things I run up against in
dealing with other people working on Burma very often is that they concentrate
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on the numbers and they often have a view…that is about remittances or whatever
but also an idea somehow that if you just give this…so if Burma’s income per
capita is three hundred dollars a year and the US is thirty thousand dollars a year
then don’t we just need to transfer this amount of funds to this and then it’s all
solved. I am often at pains to say to all sorts of people working on Burma that
money and so on is a creation of an institutional framework that is deeply
imbedded in that society…I have a favorite party trick…particularly when I was
talking about the book where I would take a US dollar and a kyat note and I say
look why is the US dollar valuable? Why do you work for it? Why do you strive
for it? It’s just a bit of paper. It is absolutely worthless. Why do you do it? And
people sort of…because people don’t ask themselves these things about money
and I said look the reason why it is valuable is because other people value it. So it
is a social construct. It’s nothing but that…the fact that you work for it because
you know other people work for it people who give you things for it. It’s
something that can be redeemed in goods and services but it has no basis in being
effective...obviously there are laws and all that that say it is a legal tender but
even that is because we believe those laws we trust those laws. And I say to them
look…so the issue for Burma is not just transferring money. It’s got plenty of
money. The central bank of Myanmar prints bloody kyat notes like they are going
out of style. It’s when are these redeemable in goods and services? Do
people…do entrepreneur’s emerge in order to get these paper units? Do people
seek education to do it? Do you plant that extra crop to do it? Cause the answer in
Burma is well it is somewhat pointless in doing so because you do that and the
military comes in and steals your crops and it doesn’t allow enterprise to take
place, the avenue for wealth is to join the military it’s not to be an entrepreneur
and own these little bits of paper etc. So I am often at pains to tell them look the
big issue here is trust, government, governance, institutions, [and] imagination. It
is being able to…are you that person who thinks…for people outside of
America…one of the great things that people love about the US even though they
sometimes express hostility is that there is that great promise…the promise of
America the great ideal. It is immensely powerful. But see I would argue that in
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countries like Burma people see that and they love it…they don’t face that in their
own society at all…the American dream is not alive in Burma and that has an
impact in terms monetary assets in something as prosaic as that.
13. T – Can you explain this a little more?
14. S – Yes. I often come across people writing about microfinance and they will say
look at the repayment rate was 97 percent isn’t that great or they will tell a story
about a lady in a village who took out a loan and bought a pig and it had piglets
and she made this profit and then she bought this and it’s all so packed and its
nice you know. I suppose one of the things…whenever you work on Burma you
alternate between despair and cynicism and maintaining a residual of some sort of
hope and all that sort of stuff so I know for me on the whole microfinance story I
take with it a great…I suppose I want to have it prove to me that these things are
working but at the same time…in fact to be honest I found writing on
microfinance quite challenging in that…because there were so many agendas. I
thought okay I want to get across a story that’s true but I don’t want to endanger
people both in a physical like in a real sense but also in terms of I don’t want be
critical of things that are basically good that may not be functioning as good as
they could but you know if that’s all there is then the last thing I want to do is stop
something that…what’s that lovely line about…you shouldn’t make the perfect
the enemy of the good. So if there is good and it is far from perfect you don’t use
that to battle that you know? But at the same time too not letting institutions and
people to get away with things either you know? If the UNDP or whoever is
corrupt and is telling these wonderful stories and the money is just going straight
to the USDA or the regime then that shouldn’t happen either. So multiple
dilemmas but I think that gets to the heart of what you are doing in a sense
because…it is interesting…what do borrowers in these schemes if they are
borrowing genuinely to create enterprise what is that about? Do they actually see
that there is a possibility...and that’s really interesting.
Imagination
	
  
15. S – A couple other things to mention which may or may not relevant is
that…cause I am quite fascinated by this whole thing too is like one of the stories
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from the book is the story of the Chettiars and the moneylenders come and they
provide these funds but they are very much like camp followers or I shouldn’t use
that derogatory expression anyway but they essentially follow the British empire
around and make a lot of money right throughout Southeast Asia and they are a
money lending cast…and do a lot of work and make a lot of money as
moneylenders in Sri Lanka, or Singapore, Malaysia, or right through Southeast
Asia. But above all in Burma you know where they supplied the funds in a sense
that they then aligned with the movement of capital particularly after the second
Burma Anglo-Burmese war like 1852 when British grabbed Rangoon and all of
lower Burma. And then northern Burma is still under the rule of kings…and its
chaotic and despotic and things are just going terribly. So there’s this huge
migration there into lower Burma and of course the British always commercially
minded always and they’ve got India to one side and they always need to feed
India. So you get this extraordinary circumstance where of course the Delta the
Irrawaddy Delta at that point is very sparsely populated, it is perfect rice growing
areas. Suddenly the British arrive with British land law, Chettiars arrive with
money…you’ve got labor pouring down from the north that is very cheap because
people are just fleeing destitution and worse and so in other words the great
triumvirate of economics land, labor, and capital come together…and then a
market…India for the rice. You get this massive explosion so Burma goes from
nothing in 1850 by 1950…the world’s largest exporter. So it is a most
extraordinary story of how capital and credit and so on can transform societies.
Now, but what’s really interesting I think Tim is that then…so this all goes along
and then the great depression comes along…rice prices collapse and then we get
the negative side of the good side of land, title, law and all the rest of it which is
farmers begin not to be able to repay their debts and they walk off the land. So
you get massive land alienation. And the Chettiars who…I give a lot of defense to
the Chettiars in the book…the Chettiars never wanted the land but it comes into
their hands. But then the disaster then after the depression is not only economic
but it’s a credible social one as well because massive animosity then to these
foreigners of course these Indian and identifiably foreign you know…so these
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foreigners then control half the land. You know the politics of that is just
incredible…you will see in there where the regime called Suu Kyi a Chettiar. And
to this day and this is why I think it would be fascinating in your work is that in
terms of imagination what is somebody thinking when they’re getting a loan and
particularly say if they are down in the Delta if they are a farmer or something.
What is the meaning of debt and what do they feel about it because my view is
that in the long stream of history debt…and this is why it is quite fascinating isn’t
it because debt…is one of the things I often tell the students and they look at me
in disbelief at first is that debt is a good thing because it means that you can take
from future income, use it now and if it is done right you can enjoy higher
consumption, higher productivity, society is better off, you are better off, if it all
works out. If things work then it is a great and good thing.
16. T – I believe that these thoughts are valuable to this research.
17. S – Indeed…and so I think what is really interesting for Burma what we see
there…we saw an extraordinary episode which, lasted seventy to eighty years of
an incredible positive story of credit and so but then of course it all collapses and
then an incredible narrative starts going on about these evil moneylenders from
India. Then World War two comes along…the country gets destroyed, the
Chettiars flee, Burma gets independence, and building on that hostility they are
able to run a populous course of land nationalization. The state as we know to this
day is the owner of all land in Burma…keeps the Chettiars out and so on. But a
narrative then begins about debt…about debt is bad…it’s about foreigners, it’s
about loss of control…and the state…the military is your protector against you
know…and so I think that would be fascinating Tim. If the attitudes towards the
Burmese I reckon about debt…as I say is strongly associated with…I think of
foreigners, with loss of land potentially. Now, but what’s interesting is that was a
deliberate narrative created not only by the military government but made much
worse by them…fully virulent by them later on. To what extent is that a lingering
memory or not? Because the poor old Chettiars have been out of the place for
seventy years or whatever and so has that narrative disappeared because now the
situation of course is that no one can get credit from anywhere and credible
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suffering because of that. Even amongst local dissidents…Burmese dissidents
who hate the military but whose first response if I mention Chettiars or
whatever…their first response is oh yeah they destroyed Burma…that deep
memory. Now but having said that too I am not sure…do young Burmese know
that or is that an older Burmese thing, you know?
So I think of all that sort of stuff in terms of your project about imagination. What
do they think debt is? Is it a good thing or a bad thing? But I think adding another
spice…if you like to that or another dimension…the whole situation rural credit in
the moment is dire, it’s completely dire…it’s dried up…and there is incredible
suffering now. You know you can’t get credit except at the most usurious interest
rates. Post Nargis…but it’s not even just Nargis…it’s not even about Nargis…but
moneylender interest rates are effectively doubled now. Like the old standard was
always five to ten percent a month…that was a standard interest rate on Burma on
unsecured loans. Most moneylenders anyway would charge that it just depended
if you knew them, longstanding relationship in relatively prosperous areas you’d
be paying five percent a month…ten percent in the absence of all that. Now it’s
ten to twenty is the stated. But even with that…lots and lots of stories now that
you can’t even get it at all. Like many places there’s just none.
Say if you take credit at ten to twenty percent a month and use that to buy
fertilizer and you then get high yield…but is that high yield enough now to
compensate for the dramatically higher interest rates? So there is that and so
either then if you decide it is not worth it or in situations where you cannot get
credit at all…you don’t use fertilizer and that is what we are seeing across the
board is that now actual yields are falling and so you know you’ve got quite direct
suffering because of credit problems.
Another great debacle…the jatropha plant…the physic nut to produce biofuel and
everyone…every village is made to plant these jatropha things everywhere…and
that sort of madness…that directive from the center which goes to village head
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men and to USDA and so on…to do this and so on. And I think that in itself is so
interesting because what do people think when they approach a microfinance
theme?
Dawson’s Bank Building
18. T – Have you been to Myanmar?
19. S – No. I have a bizarre sort of relationship with things on that front. A few times
I have met with senior Burmese officials who at various times have suggested to
me it’s okay to visit…only then to have…I have never had a visa outright refused
but I have had them just ignored. So in other words which is more or less the
same thing. So what that has meant mate is in terms of going in and out of the
country…I have never been to Rangoon, which is unbelievably frustrating for me
because on so many levels professionally, personally and just in terms of one of
the old buildings…the old bank buildings…there is one particular
building…Dawson’s Bank Building and I am so anxious to see. You know the
famous American travel writer Paul Theroux…he wrote a little in that
book…there is a couple books he wrote about traveling on trains in Southeast
Asia and one of them was in the 1970’s and entry to Burma was really difficult
and so on but he stayed over in Rangoon for a few days and he talks about
walking around the streets and seeing the grand old bank buildings which are sort
of falling down…one of the one’s he mentioned was Dawson’s Bank. Dawson’s
bank which I devoted some time in their [his book] about cause it sort of
disappeared in history is like a big microfinance firm. And it really interesting
because it was taken up by…we sort of forget about the British empire in this
respect in that we often see the British empire as being a military organization and
so on but it was also full of idealists and amongst the idealists was this guy called
Dawson who set up a big agricultural bank. A lot of the principles involved very
similar to microfinance today. As a way of helping cultivators in Burma to get
their land back and to give them loans in order to pay the Chettiars and get them
out of the hands of the Chettiars…and it built this huge headquarters in Rangoon
in which the coupe took place in 1962 and they nationalized all the banks…so it
all disappeared but the buildings are still there so it is so frustrating. I have a very
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strong personal motivation for getting rid of this regime. It’s very difficult Tim, as
you know cause they are very idiosyncratic you never know what will insult [and]
what will have an impact. You know I am on record down the years of saying so
many things against the regime but sometimes the things that upset them
more…like I heard once from somebody…cause the other things is that I have a
huge amount of contacts inside the country…which is a strange sort of thing
because it is another reason for not going because obviously I can’t see them…so
it is a really strange situation for me to go into Rangoon there is not a lot I could
gain from that except in a personal sense.
20. T – So what’s next for you?
21. S – My great love is history and so the big thing that I want to do at the moment is
to write about…someone like you could appreciate and understand…I want to do
something on the big US groups that went in after the Second World War. The
Burmese government for instance employed a big consultancy firm from
Washington to write the big plan for the entire economy and I want to approach it
from the American end. What were they thinking? What was their imagination?
Just that period where there was incredible…what in retrospect was hubris
amongst economists that they could create a world. Everything was
doable…everything was a matter of just getting everything right you know and
that real arrogance that economists still have if we just change this, pull this lever,
crank this institution you know. It’s simultaneously hubris but it’s also
humanist…these are great people. I want to sort of be simultaneously critical that
this was very naive in some ways and all that but at the same time I’ve got to get
the time right because I like these people immensely. They are people of immense
good will and desire to do something good and it could have worked…because it
did work in other places.
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Appendix (L): Critical Hermeneutics in Burmese24
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24	
  Translation provided by Salika Ltd. http://salika.com/burmese/bur_contact.html, accessed
October 25 and November 3, 2010.
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Appendix (M): Agents of Microfinance: Photos from the field in Yangon, Myanmar
	
  
Photos by T. Payne (2010)
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Photos by T. Payne (2010)
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