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ABOUT THE BOOK

CONFLUENCES AND CHALLENGES IN BUILDING THE ASIAN COMMUNITY IN THE EARLY
21ST CENTURY, is a collection of papers by the 2008/2009 Asian Public Intellectuals (API) Fellows. The
twenty-four papers that comprise this volume cover key areas such as heritage, identity, change and conflict;
engaging modernity; religion, gender, and art; changing lifestyles and health; the state, development and
globalization; empowering the poor and the vulnerable; and social justice, human rights, and civil society. API
publications can be downloaded at http://www.api-fellowships.org.

The API Fellowships Program

As Asia enters the 21st century, it faces political, economic, and social challenges that transcend national
boundaries. To meet these challenges, the region needs a pool of intellectuals willing to be active in the public
sphere who can articulate common concerns and propose creative solutions. Recognizing that opportunities for
intellectual exchange are currently limited by institutional, linguistic, and cultural parameters, The Nippon
Foundation (TNF) launched the Asian Public Intellectuals (API) Fellowships Program in July 2000. The
Program’s primary aim is to promote mutual learning among Asian public intellectuals and contribute to the
growth of wider public spaces in which effective responses to regional needs can be generated.

The API Fellowships Program is open to academics, researchers, media professionals, artists, creative writers, non-
governmental organization (NGO) activists, social workers, public servants and others with moral authority who
are committed to working for the betterment of society by applying their professional knowledge, wisdom and
experience. The Program is designed to stimulate the creation of a pool of such intellectuals in the region.

The API Fellowships Program set three main themes as follows:

• Changing identities and their social, historical , and cultural contexts;
• Reflections on the human condition and the quest for social justice; and
• The current structure of globalization and possible alternatives.

Within these themes, the Fellows are required to:

• Propose and carry out research and/or professional activities in a participating country or countries
other than their native country or country of residence;

• Conduct research and/or professional activities in compliance with a schedule accepted by the Selection
Committee;

• Attend the API Workshop to exchange results of their research and/or professional activities with other
fellows;

• Disseminate their findings and results to a wider audience; and
• Pursue a deeper knowledge of each other, and hence of the region.

Post-Fellowship Program/Activities

Having entered its second phase of the Program, the API Fellowships Program has, for some time, intensified its
focus on community building efforts. A number of post-fellowship activities have been launched allowing Fellows
to continue to be engaged and further collaborate among themselves and beyond. Through furthering
collaboration among Fellows and beyond, the Program hopes to build and promote the API Community and its
undertakings, in order to achieve greater social impact. The following initiatives are now being carried out
through the post-fellowship programs:
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vii
1) Regional Committee and Regional Project

The API Community has selected ten Fellows as representatives to the Regional Committee (RC) to promote
activities which are critical for the region, cross-disciplinary in nature, trans-border in scope, and multi-level in
approach, recognizing the inter-linkages of locality, nation, and region. The RC aims to foster a greater regional
consciousness by promoting relationships among cultures, societies, traditions and so forth by initiating or
endorsing collaborative activities, and by confronting public issues with discernment, integrity and commitment.
The RC initially focused on the launch of the Regional Project. 

The Regional Project, entitled “Community-Based Initiatives toward Human-Ecological Balance”, was launched
in November 2008 as a joint effort that mobilized the entire API Community. The project will last three years,
involving five sites in the region: Biwako (Japan), Batanes (Philippines), Khiriwong (Thailand), Tasik Chini
(Malaysia) and Kalicode (Indonesia). In conducting the Regional Project, the API Community is guided by the
values of social relevance, public-policy advocacy, network building, creativity, transparency and accountability.
(For further information, please visit http://www.api-rp.com/) 

2) API-Salzburg Global Seminar Collaboration

The Salzburg Global Seminar was founded in 1947 by three graduate students at Harvard University as a means
to bringing together young Europeans and Americans from countries recently at war to engage in intellectual
dialogue. 

In the 60 years since its establishment, the Salzburg Global Seminar has evolved and expanded both the breadth of
countries from which its participants come as well as the issues that serve as the focus of its programs. To date,
more than 25,000 individuals from more than 150 countries have attended Seminar sessions. 

In an effort to flow with the tide of globalization, the Salzburg Global Seminar decided to reach out beyond
Europe and the US, to Asia, the Middle East and Africa. In so doing, the Seminar found the API Fellowships
Program to be a good quality pool of intellectuals in Asia and began planning a new partnership. As a result, a new
scheme whereby selected API Fellows (up to ten Fellows per year) attend the Seminar was created. This
collaborative scheme provides opportunities for API Fellows to expand their intellectual capacity by exposing
themselves to world intellectual leaders and to convey to a wider audience the messages and voices of Asia. 

The Nippon Foundation

The Nippon Foundation (TNF) is an independent, non-profit, grant making organization that was founded in
1962. It supports projects both in Japan and overseas. It funds activities in three areas: domestic social welfare and
volunteer support; maritime research and development; and overseas cooperative assistance. It works with other
non-profit organizations, governments, non-governmental organizations and international organizations.
The Work of the 2008/2009 API Fellows

http://www.api-rp.com/


viii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The API Coordinating Institution (CI) at the Institute of Asian Studies (IAS), Chulalongkorn University, which
oversaw the publication of this book, wishes to express its sincere appreciation to the following people:

The API Fellows, for their invaluable contribution in writing the papers that comprise the volume; 

Patricio N. Abinales, the 8th API Regional Workshop Director, who guided the Fellows in their
preparation of the papers/presentation materials, providing substantive inputs and editorial suggestions;

The members of the ad hoc committee for the 8th API Regional Workshop, namely, Tatsuya Tanami and
Michiko Taki of The Nippon Foundation, Koji Tanaka, and Naoko Maeno of Kyoto University, for their
crucial advice and collaboration in various aspects of the Workshop;

The API Program Directors, Program Coordinators and Program Assistants for their valuable inputs and
cooperation;

Mary An Gonzalez, who handled the technical editing with great patience and dedication; and

Acclaro Co., Ltd., for the layout work and technical assistance in proofreading.

API Coordinating Institution (CI)
Surichai Wun’Gaeo
Michiko Yoshida 
Akiko Kuwajima
The Work of the 2008/2009 API Fellows



ix
THE CONTRIBUTORS
(in alphabetical order according to names as they are spelt, information as of 2010)

A snapshot of the contribution in their own words in provided here.

ANDI FAISAL BAKTI is a professor of international communication at the Syarif Hidayatullah State Islamic
University Jakarta. Also the Director of the International Office, he deals with international researchers/
professors and students. He is currently dean of the Faculty of Communication, University of Pancasila in
Jakarta. He is a fellow of the University of Oxford and of the International Institute for Asian Studies Leiden/
Amsterdam. He is interested in dakwah, civil society, good governance, media analysis, and intercultural
communication in Southeast Asia. Actively involved in his community, he is also the director of the Center for
Cross Cultural Communication and Human Relations in Action (CCC Huria), Jakarta and of a micro finance
cooperative network in Indonesia.

CRISTINA P. LIM is currently the Director of the Ateneo Social Science Research Center of the Ateneo de Naga
University, Naga City, Philippines. She is also a faculty member of the Department of Social Sciences, teaching
Economics subjects; and of the Department of Math and Sciences, teaching environment-related subjects. She has
done extensive work on gender, natural resource management, urban poor issues, migration, small-scale fisheries,
socio-economics, and governance (corruption, election polls, local government performance ratings, etc). She
conducts capability trainings for local government units, non-government organizations, and people’s
organizations on the areas of strategic development planning, gender sensitivity, anti-corruption, research, and
others.

EKONINGTYAS MARGU WARDANI is a researcher from the Center for Asia and Pacific Studies, Gadjah
Mada University. She also considers herself an independent researcher and a freelance consultant. Her
professional career began in February 2004. She has a serious concern for indigenous peoples, food security, rural
development, rural poverty, and environmental economics. 

HIROKO AIHARA is a staff writer and journalist of the Fukushima Minyu Shimbun. Her major fields of
interest are medical ethics and medicine, especially organ transplantation, donation, and their illegal trade. 

JONAS BAES, composer and ethnomusicologist, studied at the University of the Philippines (Bachelor of Music,
1982 / Ph.D. in Philippine Studies 2004) and the Staaliche Hochshule fuer Musik in Freiburg, Germany (1992-
1994). His academic papers on the music of the Iraya-Mangyan of Mindoro Island in the Philippines, among
other topics that deal with cultural politics and marginalization of indigenous peoples, have been published in
international academic journals like Ethnomusicology, Perfect Beat, Shima, the Graduate Journal of Asia-Pacific
Studies and the Journal of Inter-Cultural Studies. His compositions, most of which utilize Asian musical
instruments and vocal styles, have been performed in numerous international festivals in Asia, Europe and the
United States.

JOSE “JAE” ESTUAR is a development professional who has had twenty years of work and research experience in
microfinance, social enterprise, community savings, social insurance, and community development. He specializes
in innovative approaches to community financial systems development. He is the founding president of the
Eastern Twinstars Foundation (ETSF), a non-profit foundation dedicated to developing community-based
savings, social insurance, and enterprise development associations in geographically distant areas that have
economically challenged and socially excluded communities. His dedication to development work is premised on
the belief that its challenges provide professional rewards and fulfillment. Jae’s greatest happiness, however, comes
from being husband to Dr. Ma. Regina Esguerra-Estuar, and father to Riona (13) and Justina (9).

KARNT THASSANAPHAK, who was born in 1976, started to join in the Social Movement in May 1992. He
tried studying in the University a few times before stopping altogether. After deciding to discontinue his formal
The Work of the 2008/2009 API Fellows



x

education, he pursued the arts, literature, and music, while simultaneously supporting and participating in the
activities of various social movements. These days, Karnt lives in Khon Kaen and Chiang Mai Province, where he
works as a poet, a writer, an editor, a reporter, a musician, a song composer, a painter, a photographer and a
graphic designer. He uses both his real name and his pen name, Karnt Na Karnt.

MOHD. ZARIAT ABDUL RANI is currently a Senior Lecturer at the Department of Malay Studies, Faculty of
Modern Languages and Communication, Universiti Putra Malaysia. His area of specialization is modern Malay
literature. He obtained his Ph.D. degree from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in 2004, and his research interests
include literary theory and criticism, Islamic literature, and rhetoric in fiction. He publishes extensively in various
academic journals both in Malay and English. Under The Nippon Foundation Fellowships Program for ‘Asian
Public Intellectuals’ (API) 2008-2009, he was attached to the Department of Literature, Faculty of Humanities,
University of Indonesia as Visiting Research Fellow from 1 July 2008 to 31 March 2009. 

NARUMOL THAMMAPRUKSA is a theater director, performer, producer and curator. Her focus has been on
using theater and creative dance as tools for social activism. She was an Asian Cultural Council grantee and one of
international artists for the Asia Pacific Performance Exchange (APPEX) program at the UCLA. Focusing on
intercultural collaboration, Narumol co-founded the International WOW Company and participated in major
Asian Theater collaborations such as Akaoni, Hotel Grand Asia in Tokyo, and Mobile in Singapore. Narumol’s
works Sound of the Ocean and He-Me-She-It with focus on gender equality and ethnic rights were performed in
Taiwan and the Philippines. Narumol has also organized projects that bridged artists from different cultures, such
as the Mekong Project, Kita-Kanay, and Shadow Puppetry Exchange. She also organized the World Festival of
Sacred Music and Arts against Wars in Chiang Mai, Thailand. Currently, Narumol is conducting a research on
Aikido and its contribution to building a culture of peace.

NUR INDRAWATY LIPUTO is a lecturer at the Department of Nutrition, Faculty of Medicine, Andalas
University in Padang, Indonesia; and Director of the Nutrition and Health Centre Study of the same university.
She earned her medical degree from the Andalas University and finished her master’s degree in Nutrition in the
University of Sheffield, the United Kingdom. She obtained her doctorate in philosophy from Monash University
in Australia. She is interested in the study of Southeast Asian traditional foods and how they relate to health and
nutrition.

SEMIARTO AJI PURWANTO is a lecturer of the Anthropology Department, Faculty of Social and Political
Sciences, University of Indonesia, Jakarta. His interest in forestry, the environment, and development issues has
drawn him to collaborate with some NGOs in Indonesia for many years, not just as a university expert but also as
an activist. His fields of research range from ethnicity, to medical and health issues, to ecology and cultural
industries. Currently, he is pursuing his doctoral degree in the University of Indonesia where the focus of his
dissertation is urban agriculture in Jakarta.

SURIBIDARI has been a researcher at the Research Centre for Regional Resources, Indonesian Institute of
Sciences (PSDR – LIPI) since January 2002. From 1996 to 2001, she worked as researcher at the Research Centre
for Social and Cultural Studies, Indonesian Institute of Sciences (PMB – LIPI). Given her background in history,
her main interest is Social History. Currently, she is interested in the informal sector of the economy as it exists
within the context of crisis.

PHUTTIPHONG AROONPHENG was born in Bangkok in 1976. He obtained a B.F.A. from the Silpakorn
University and also studied at The Digital Film Academy of New York. He is particularly interested in avant-
garde and experimental films. His works have been shown in international film festivals and art exhibitions,
including the International Film Festival Rotterdam, Gallery 4A in Sydney, the Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, and
the Irish Museum of Modern Art.

PICHET MAOLANOND is an activist scholar, currently the chairman of Thai Judicialization & Social Health
Institute. Having studied and taught law both in Thailand and Japan, he lists human rights issues among his
central concerns. Pichet’s more recent professional interests focus on judicial processes and functions. After
The Work of the 2008/2009 API Fellows



xi
observing how people have been resorting more on national human rights institutions and the judiciaries to
decide political and social justice issues, he chose to research on “Judicialization in Asia” as an API Fellow.
Between 2002 and 2007, he was a member of the Sub-committee on Human Rights Education, National Human
Rights Commission of Thailand. 

RUFA CAGOCO-GUIAM is an Asian Public Intellectual Senior (API) Fellow of The Nippon Foundation
(2008-2009). An Associate Professor, she used to be the Director of the Center for Peace and Development
Studies at the Mindanao State University in General Santos City, Philippines. Schooled in Silliman University
and the University of Hawaii, Guiam is a cultural anthropologist by training. She has written and been published
widely on the Mindanao peace processes, gender empowerment among the Bangsamoro women, the impact of
conflict on women and children, child soldiers in Central and Western Mindanao, and various other socio-
political issues affecting Mindanao. She is listed in the International Directory of Women Experts on Peace and
Security issues which the Institute of Inclusive Security in Washington, DC, USA organized. 

SHANTHI THAMBIAH is a social anthropologist and is the coordinator of the Gender Studies Programme at
the University of Malaya. Her research interests are on the following: understanding the changing gender
relations in indigenous communities in Malaysia, the transformation of intimacy and the value of children, and
issues related to women, work, and the family.

SHIGEAKI IWAI is a visual artist. He attempts to represent and reconstruct local communities or traditions in a
contemporary way utilizing a range of media including sound, text, video and installation. His works have been
exhibited in Asia, Europe and Australia. He is currently lecturing at Tokyo University of the Arts.

TAN SOOI BENG is professor of ethnomusicology at Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang. She is the author of
Bangsawan: A Sytlistic History of Popular Malay Opera (Oxford University Press, 1993) and a co-author of The
Music of Malaysia: The Classical, Folk and Syncretic Traditions (Ashgate Press, 2004). Tan is a keen exponent of
engaged theater combining music, dance, and drama for the young. As a composer and musician, she re-envisions
the cultural aesthetics and social politics of multiethnic Malaysia by juxtaposing Malay, Chinese, Indian, and
Western musical elements and instruments with topical Malaysian themes.

TOH KIN WOON served for slightly more than two decades as an Associate Professor in Political Economy at
the National University of Malaysia. He became a Senator upon his retirement from the academia and was later
elected a member of the State Legislative Assembly in Penang for three consecutive terms. He was also appointed
member of the State Executive Council (State Cabinet) during those three terms. Toh is currently a Senior Fellow
of the Socio-Economic and Environmental Research Institute (SERI) in Penang, Malaysia.

TOMONARI NISHIKAWA is an artist and film curator. His films and videos have been exhibited in major film
festivals, including the Berlinale, the International Film Festival Rotterdam, the New York Film Festival, and the
Toronto International Film Festival. His curated film programs have been screened at The 8 Fest in Toronto, the
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, and in the Yebisu International Festival for Art & Alternative Visions in
Tokyo, among others. 

TSUKASA IGA is a Ph.D. candidate at the Kobe University, Japan. He is currently researching on media and
politics in Southeast Asia. His major research fields are media politics and democratization in developing
countries.

UKRIST PATHMANAND is an associate director of the Institute of Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University,
Thailand. He co-authored The Thaksinization of Thailand (Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies,
2005) with Duncan McCarco. With Okamoto Massaki, he edited Military, God Father and Violence in Southeast
Asia (Singapore: National University Press and Kyoto University Press, 2010). He contributed many academic
articles on democracy and political conflict in Thailand to various Journals such as the following: Journal of
Contemporary Asia, Critical Asian Studies, Contemporary Southeast Asia and Far Eastern Economic Review. He has
also been a regular contributor of the magazine, Matichon Weekly, for more than two decades. He is now
The Work of the 2008/2009 API Fellows



xii
extending his focus to non-traditional security issues. “Mama-San and the Sex Industry in Japan” is the first
output.

YONARIZA is a lecturer in the Department of Agricultural Socio Economics of Andalas University in Padang,
Indonesia. He is also a research associate at the Center for Irrigation, Land and Water Resources and
Development Study of the University. His research interests include the property right over natural resources,
especially land, water, and the forest, focusing on Southeast Asia. He is also interested in studying forest and
protected area management.

YUWADEE SILAPAKIT is a freelance counselor for Asian women and children in difficult circumstances. She is
also an advisor for the Thai Volunteer Network in Japan. Currently, she helps people along the Myanmar-Thai
border areas based in Maesot, Tak province, Thailand.
The Work of the 2008/2009 API Fellows



xiii
WELCOME SPEECH

Yohei Sasakawa
Chairman, The Nippon Foundation 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome the API
Community members from around Asia, and all the
API fellows, to the 8th API Regional Workshop in
Osaka.

Osaka has been the economic heart of Japan for more
than a thousand years. It has been a major influence on
Japan, not only by virtue of its economic strength, but
also because of its contribution to Japanese culture and
society.

Just a thirty-minute walk from this hall, there used to
be a school called Tekijuku. Tekijuku was a private
school founded in 1838, at the close of the Edo Period,
by a medical doctor and scholar of Western science
called Ogata Kouan. The original objective of the
school was to educate doctors. However, at a time
when Japan was closed to the outside world, there was
no better place than this school for the country’s finest
minds to gather and imbibe Western ideology and
knowledge. Over 600 students graduated from
Tekijku over the course of its thirty-year history.
Among the talented graduates were individuals who
lay the foundation for the modernization of Japan.

One such individual is Yukichi Fukuzawa. At Tekijku,
Fukuzawa studied ideology and technology, which
were not taught in any other school in Japan at the
time. After graduation, Fukuzawa established a school
in Tokyo which would later become the Keio
University. As a member of the Shogunate delegation,
he travelled to Europe, America, and Asia. Upon his
return to Japan, he wrote about the knowledge,
ideologies and thoughts he had encountered in his
travels, and the books he wrote became widely read
throughout Japan. The image of Fukuzawa, an
individual who helped bring Japan into the modern
era, graces the current 10,000-yen note.

At the beginning of the Meiji Era, most intellectuals,
including graduates of Tekijuku, sought a position in
the government. However, Fukuzawa remained to his
dying day an ordinary citizen, having no special rank or
title. His ideas about modernization, while

revolutionary at the time, strike a chord with us today–
ideas like education as a path to independence, gender
equality, and an international perspective. 

Fukuzawa’s most famous work, Gakumon no Susume,
or “The Encouragement of Learning”, contains a
reference to the American Declaration of
Independence – “Heaven does not create one man
above or below another man”. This concept had a
major impact on the values of the Japanese people who,
up to that point, had been enclosed in a society
founded upon class and social status. These words and
the name of Fukuzawa are, to this day, to be found in
school textbooks around the country.

Fukuzawa deftly highlighted the absurdities that were
taken for granted during his lifetime and provided
fresh solutions. He was an enlightened and intelligent
leader, brave enough to state plainly the message
dictated to him by his own conscience, even when this
flew in the face of public opinion or authority. He was,
in short, the epitome of a public intellectual.

Now, one hundred and fifty years on from the time of
Fukuzawa, we are once again greeting a major
revolution: events that demand a reevaluation of the
meaning of capitalism itself; political and economic
problems that transcend national barriers; regional
integration. Many people, confused in the face of these
rapid changes, are now seeking solutions. 

In this modern age, as was the case in Fukuzawa’s time,
we require public intellectuals who can discuss
problems and find solutions from the viewpoint of the
man on the street; public intellectuals who will work
to spread benefit throughout the public sphere. Public
intellectuals are people who are willing to raise their
voices against the tide of the time and change public
opinion. They are people who are not afraid to find
and implement solutions to problems in our irrational
world. 

I often remind myself that three things are important
when seeking a solution to a problem. Firstly, one must
have a powerful passion to take the initiative and meet
a challenge head on. Secondly, one needs the bravery to
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stand up to a lack of understanding and, at times,
resistance to, one’s own activities. Thirdly, one must
have the perseverance to work with dedication and not
lose sight of one’s goal until a solution is found and put
into effect. 

It goes without saying that the specialist knowledge,
analytic ability, and actions of the API Fellows are vital
elements in bringing change to society. Furthermore,
we must remember never to underestimate what can
be set in motion by a single individual. Just as a single
match can give rise to a forest fire, so can the actions of
one person ignite social reform, when backed by a
strong belief.

Fukuzawa Yukichi changed Japanese society in the
Meiji Era, and his efforts are praised to this day. At
times, one must work alone; at other times, with the
assistance of one’ peers. For Fukuzawa, the human
networks and inspiration that he found at the
Tekijuku school were the source and driving force
behind his momentous activities. 

The purpose of the API Fellowship is not merely to
support theoretical study. As you are all very much
aware, the aim of the program is to build a community
of public intellectuals in the Asian region. It is my
heartfelt wish that the API Fellowship, and the API
Community, can become the Tekijuku of the present
time. 

And it is the dream of all of us who set this API
Program in motion that each of you, as members of the
300-strong API Community, will assist and inspire
your counterparts within the community to work
together towards a common goal, always striving to
bring about real and lasting change to society. 

In closing, I would like to ask for your kind
cooperation as we work to develop the API
Community, and say that, I hope, for both your
activities and for this workshop, the very best of
success. 
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS

Yoneo Ishii
Director-General, Japan Center for Asian Historical Records

Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.

I wish to begin by congratulating the API Fellows
gathered here tonight for the 8th API Workshop. I
take it as a great honor to have the opportunity to give
the keynote address to the distinguished participants
of this meeting.

Let me start my talk by referring to the history of my
academic involvement in Asia 

and, in particular, in Southeast Asia. In those days I
was studying Greek, Latin, and Sanskrit with the hope
of becoming a linguist, specializing in Indo-European
comparative linguistics. After two years, my interest
centered on the comparison of Romance languages
such as Italian, Spanish, and French, all of them
derived from Latin. But when I was about to learn
Portuguese which is another Romance language, my
professor suggested that I choose some Asian language,
which had been little studied in 

Japan at that time. Following his advice, I decided to
study Thai. It was in 1953 that my Thai studies, which
continue up to the present, began.

However, at that time, there were but a few facilities
from which to learn Thai in Tokyo, except from
Japanese teachers who had been to Thailand. With the
hope of going to Thailand for study, I successfully
applied for a scholarship from the Japanese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. It was in April 1957 when I went to
Bangkok where I studied at the Faculty of Letters of
Chulalongkorn University. After staying in Chula for
two years, I worked at the Japanese Embassy in
Bangkok in the subsequent four years. Although my
residence was in Bangkok, I was lucky enough to live
with a Thai family, who kindly accepted me as a family
member.

While in Bangkok, I tried to acclimatize myself to the
cultural environment of Thailand, as much as possible.
The best opportunity for the purpose was around the
dinner table with the Thai family members. I learned a
great deal from our conversations at dinner.

In Thailand, there was and still is a custom of
temporary ordination as Buddhist monk. It is rite of
passage. There is a Thai proverb that goes, “boat rian
mi ruan” or “To be ordained as a Buddhist monk, to
learn and then get married to have a family”. Following
this well-established custom for any Thai man, I
volunteered to be ordained. Knowing my decision, all
of the family members congratulated me and helped
me in every respect. I stayed in monkhood for 80 days,
living at a thammayut temple known as Wat
Bowonniwet. While in monkhood, I practiced
mendicancy every morning. It was an ideal occasion for
me to observe the daily life of ordinary people. This
experiences gave me more than what I might have
gained from reading books. What I wish to stress here,
ladies and gentlemen, is the importance of learning
other cultures, as maintained and practiced by
ordinary people.

In this connection, I wish to touch upon the role of
language as the manifestation of cultural values.
Language is more than just a means of communication.
It influences our culture and even our thought
processes. According to E. Sapir and B. Whorf,
language plays an important role in shaping our
perception of reality. When we perceive color with
our eyes, for example, we are sensing that portion of
electromagnetic radiation that is visible light. In fact,
the spectrum of visible light is a continuum of light
waves with frequencies that increase at a continuous
rate, from one end to the other. In other words, there
are no distinct colors like red and green in nature. 

Our culture, through language, guides us in seeing the
spectrum in terms of the arbitrarily established
categories that we call colors. Different cultures may
divide the spectrum in different ways. For example, in
Japan we usually do not distinguish between green and
blue. Traffic lights change from green to red. We call it
a change from ao to aka. But for the blue sky, we use
the term aoi sora. The reason we speak English here is
merely for convenience’s sake. We should not forget,
therefore, that by doing so, we are in the world of the
English culture, where “green” should be distinguished
from “blue”; these two colors are distinct in the
English culture.
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In the European Union where no common language
policy exists, twenty-three different languages are
accepted as official languages, of which Danish, Dutch,
English, German and Swedish belong to the Germanic
languages, while French, Italian, Portuguese,
Romanian and Spanish are Romance languages. As for
the Slavic languages, there are the Bulgarian, Czech,
Polish, Slovak, and Slovene languages. The Baltic
languages are Latvian and Lithuanian. In addition,
there is Irish, which is one of the Celtic languages.
There is Greek as well. All of them are Indo-European
languages. There are also non-Indo-European
languages such as Estonian, Finnish, and Hungarian
which belong to Finno-Ugric; while Maltanese is the
only Semitic Language. 

The cost of maintaining the institutions’ policy of
multilingualism (i.e., the cost of translation and
interpretation) amounted to 1123 million euros in
2005, which was 1 percent of the annual general
budget of the European Union. This was also
equivalent to 2.28 euros per person per year. Why did
the members of the EU admit to such a huge budget
for the salaries of translators and interpreters? This was
mainly because of their adamant belief in the
importance of language as a carrier of their respective
cultures and values. 

Meanwhile, the API fellows are invited from the
different countries of Asia where a multilinguistic
situation prevails. We should not forget that our use of
English is merely for convenience. In this connection I
remember an instance which I experienced in
Indonesia several years ago. That was during the
Indonesia-Japan cultural forum held in Jokdjakarta.
When we started the forum, we agreed to use English
as the medium of communication. Among the
Indonesian participants, there was a well-known
Indonesian actress who is a good speaker of English.
She started her talk in beautiful English. But at one
point, she suddenly stopped to speak and said, from
now on, I wish to speak in Bahasa Indonesia since what
I really want to say might only be expressed in Bahasa
Indonesia. Fortunately, we had among the Japanese
participants a good Bahasa speaker, who volunteered
to be her interpreter. Then she continued her talk
about Indonesian culture and values.

One of the most important tasks expected of public
intellectuals, I believe, is to promote mutual
understanding among people of different cultures and
values. Insofar as we speak in English, we are forced to
remain within the context of the English culture and

values. Therefore, it might not be an easy task to make
people understand exactly what the speaker really
wishes to say. We should not forget that in English,
“green” should be distinguished from “blue”.

One of the most important missions expected of
public intellectuals, I believe, is to help promote
mutual understanding among people of different
languages and cultures. In the case of the European
Union, respect for linguistic diversity is a fundamental
value, in the same way that respect for the person,
openness towards other cultures, and tolerance and
acceptance of other people are. The European Union
began the Lingua Program in 1990 and has invested
more than 30 million euros a year, promoting language
learning. 

A similar situation prevails in Asia. So many languages
are spoken and so many religions are subscribed to by
the people. As is usually the case when people of
different cultures and values meet, Asians tend to
interpret their partner’s thoughts and behavior in light
of their own values. I wish to repeat, ladies and
gentlemen, that communication using a common
language such as English, is merely a convenience. But
insofar as we speak English, much might remain
untouched. Here is where public intellectuals are
expected to play an important role. It is my sincere
hope that public intellectuals are good enough to be
interpreters of other cultural values so that the rest of
the people shall have a real understanding of the
culture and values of the other people whom they
encounter.

To achieve real understanding among people of
different cultures and languages, we are required to
humbly study other cultures and other ways of thought
namely, other values. It is rather too much to expect
the achievement of such a task from ordinary people.
Here again is where public intellectuals are expected to
play an important role. I sincerely hope that the public
intellectuals will play the important role of cultural
interpreters so that real peace will prevail in Asia for
many years to come. 

Thank you.
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OVERVIEW

Patricio N. Abinales

Workshop Director, the 8th Regional Workshop of the API Fellowships Program

The papers in this collection should not be read simply
as official reports or academic treatises. Instead, they
should be viewed as a series of texts that seek to seduce
you out of the dull routine of everyday life and dare
you to get out and learn more about complex
communities “out there” in the Asian region. What
this introduction will try to do is lay out an overview
and synthesis of the themes that motivated the
authors, and in the process, also give readers some idea
of the interests and depth of the intellectual curiosities
of this particular Osaka cohort group of API fellows. 

The Intellectual and Her Public

Let me start with the notion of the public intellectual.
The peculiarity of the term has to do with a couple of
inherent contradictions. On the one hand, there is that
strong affiliation with the “public”. One sees oneself as,
on the one hand, belonging to and embedded within the
public and, on the other hand, being able to talk on
behalf of the public. But what is often unquestioned is
the fact that these statements are also based on an
assumption that one knows what the public wants and
thinks and, more importantly, that the public approves
of the way one talks about or on behalf of them. 

Public intellectuals likewise generally imagine
themselves as democrats and populists – two concepts
that connote an ability to be able to do work with the
people. Yet in many instances, public intellectuals
actually prefer to work alone and the regard their
works as reflections of their much-protected
individuality. An intellectual, in short, is also a loner,
despite the fact that she may claim that she works for
and expresses the sentiments and interests of the people.
This is in fact an extremely strenuous position: to be a
spokesperson of the public but also be in a position
where one could potentially be charged of patronizing
and even being detached from the same public. It is a
situation in which academics like myself, ensconced in
the comforts of our ivory towers and writing only to a
limited audience, cannot imagine ourselves. 

But it is also this contradiction that also distinguishes
the public intellectual from her university counterpart.

The question then is not how to avoid these
contradictions, but how to live with them. How does
one strike a balance between the “dark” and “light”
sides of being a public intellectual? More importantly,
how does one not only talk on behalf of the public, but
also to the public? Yet consider this: the desire to create
or strengthen a community can never move forward
without that public behind it, talking to its advocates
and proponents, questioning and nagging them, even
suspecting their intentions, but also welcoming and
loving them. And those in that public intellectual
community can also do much even if they do not
continue to engage the public, talking to them,
questioning them, welcoming and…falling in love with
them. 

It is from this fraught condition that we should
approach the issues that bound the papers in this
collection together.

First, among the specific publics that the papers seek to
address, four stand out: the forgotten bottom, the
marginalized cultural minorities, women and children. 

Of the forgotten bottom and marginalized cultural
communities, the papers of Jay Estuar, Hiroko Aihara,
and Jonas Baes argue that we examine worlds and
realms that are not only poor and oppressed, but also
inaccessible to us in terms of place, language and
signals (note how Baes describes the role of stones in
intra-community interaction). These are societies that
also try to make themselves as unintelligible as possible
to outsiders (public intellectuals included) because of
their long-term suspicion of anyone who represents
authority and power. Those above them are, after all,
the very people and institutions they felt made them
poor and forgotten.

In a sense if you imagine putting the people that
Estuar, Aihara, Baes and Tsukasa Iga write about in the
same room as Kin Woon’s politicos, Pichet
Maolanond’s justices, Ukrist Pathmanand’s generals,
and Yuwadee Silapakit’s pimps, the immediate
response of the former would be to run away from the
latter as far as they could, for they would immediately
spot “power” (again good and bad) that is about to be
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imposed upon them. The most potent theme in the
session on power that kept us riveted during the
workshop was the extent to which communities have
very little regard for those in authority, especially those
in government. Yes, they do receive subsidies and roads
are being built in their towns and villages by those who
rule over them; yet, at the end of the day, they want to
be left alone!

How then does the public intellectual talk about these
hidden publics, while respecting their realm and desire
for privacy? Can one discuss their lives without
exposing them to the very people and institutions
whom they do not trust? The paper of Ekoningtyas
Margu Wardani and Baes’s stones are actually the most
worrisome to pore over because they talk about what
happens when marginalized and dying communities
become exposed to politics, globalization and
ecological degradation. One sees despair painted all
over their subjects as they try to cling to a system that
will soon disappear because of these forces that are
outside their control. If they want to survive, the only
option left for them – as Wardani and Baes seem to
suggest – is to embrace these forces, but in the process
lose their identities. What shall the public intellectual
do? Will she try to reverse this slow death or help them
become, as it were, fully “modern” Filipinos or
Indonesians? Truly Asian? 

Of the diverse women publics that Ukrist, Shanthi
Thambiah, Suribidari, and Cristina Lim write about,
you will notice one singular undercurrent: the
enduring importance of intimacy. You can feel
intimacy all over – from the way these authors treat
children, partnerships and family, to their notions
about peace, to even – in Ukrist’s case – the closeness
among those who work as hostesses in yakuza-
controlled bars. Their papers struggle to make us
understand that intimacy can be found amidst a hail of
statistics, “objective” methodologies, executive
summaries, recommendations, often projected to us
the audience through that dull medium called the
power-point presentation. One of the many unrefined
questions that run through my brain while reading
these papers is this: if male public intellectuals in this
group were to write about these intimacies, how would
they go about doing so? Ukrist suggests a possible path,
but he also admits that it is not an easy one; in fact it
can even be traumatic. For who could imagine a
political scientist like him forced to become an
ethnographer, an academic needing to talk to
prostitutes and then writing about these – yes –
intimate conversations?1

The third public is closely related to the second. And
here, what is engaging about the pieces of Mohammad
Zariat bin Abdul Rani, Tan Sooi Beng, perhaps Karnt
Thassanaphak, is their suggestion not to take the
younger generation for granted. Their papers reveal to
us complex worlds, complete with their own lingua
franca and symbols, in the sastra wani, the songs and
skits of kids exposed to war and sexual exploitation,
and in the works of the young. The question these
papers pose, and which I think we still have not
adequately answered, is this: how much are we capable
of understanding their worlds given that we do not
think like them simply because we are adults? 

What is striking about this cohort group, for example,
is its average age: 41.73. The youngest, oddly, is
Japanese, a citizen of a society that is dominated by old
people, while the oldest come from societies with fast-
growing populations (Malaysia, Philippines and
Thailand). In short, we are old, and, like all other “old
people”, we generally do not know how to talk to the
young, and, especially, the children, because we will
always operate under the assumption that as “older
people” we know more than them. But are we sure
about that? Look at for example how in Iwai’s film the
mother was trying to cut her kid’s hair and make him
listen to Thai music, only to be painfully aware that he
is listening to something else (Thai hip hop?) on his
iPhone!

 Sooi Beng and Zariat suggest that we probably should
start to disabuse ourselves of this misplaced intellectual
arrogance. There is some basis for discussion here and I
think this is a thread that the API community should
continue exploring given that the publics it wishes to
be in conversation with is increasingly becoming
younger (again I watched with slight amusement the
discomfort – and even shock? – of some participants
in the workshop when Zariat showed samples of the
Indonesian chick-lit: kids reading and enjoying stories
about menstruation, petting, having orgasms, and
being gay!!! I also noticed a couple of people shifting
their positions uncomfortably, albeit without making
any vocal comment, when Sooi Beng talked about the
trauma children underwent after seeing blood, dead
bodies, and likewise after they were sexually molested
by – who else? – “adults”). 

Our inability/ignorance to talk to the younger
generation becomes more pronounced when we shift
our attention to new technologies. The internet, cell
phones, videos and digital cameras have become
instruments with which the young enrich the way they
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interpret their world and know more of other worlds.
These new media have likewise allowed them to
explore alternative ways of thinking about and
presenting reality to us. Tomonari Nishikawa’s
documentary attests to that, and the generation gap in
terms of mindsets became apparent when the older
participants could not understand the film, while the
younger ones nodded and smiled. How then would
your group, or the larger Asian public intellectual
community facilitate the conversation between
generations? Can you? Will you?

Paradigms and Authority 

The next issue comes closely after the question of
publics: paradigms. The papers of Yonariza, Semiarto
Aji Purwanto and Nur Indrawaty Lipeoto are
interesting not only because of the power of their
economic analyses; more importantly, their potency
comes from being profoundly moral discourses. The
issues they talk about are not simply about commercial
reforestation and domestic timber needs, urban
agriculture, or reappraisals of adequate nutrition. They
are actually suggesting a radical shift in the way we look
at spaces and ecosystems and how we can preserve or
recover our humanity amidst the alienation that comes
naturally with globalization, urbanization, and, alas,
modernization. They are nostalgic about the past but
are try to describe how a sustainable future world
would appear.

But shifting the way we think is also mediated by the
way we present them. And here, the papers on cultures
and landscapes tell us how much we still need to learn
from our communities. Iwai’s video montage is quite
intriguing because it somehow suggests how what
Salman Rushdie calls “city eyes” is concretized through
a medium other than the novel. The snippet of a group
of people eating dinner is not simply a film about a
particular family. As you watch them, you also hear the
rest of society passing by, eating, reading, and getting
ready to sleep. The nation is imagined through one
family and one video lens. In the world of the younger
generation, life, the family, and the individual are
better (?) depicted and understood through new
technologies. What will those of us so comfortable
with old technologies do now? How can we – as it
were – catch up and avoid becoming irrelevant in the
conversations of the young?

Aji Purwanto and Narumol Thammapruksa also force
us to re-think our idea of space. Do we go up or down

(high rise buildings)? Do we block and narrow our
sights? Or do we open our houses and spaces? In
December 2009, Cornell professor Benedict Anderson
gave a talk in Kyoto about the Jakarta of his younger
days. He recalled that in the late 1950s and early
1960s, the city was remarkably personal and open.
Families – even those who belonged to the national
elite –welcomed people, even strangers, to their houses
(Anderson recalls being invited by Sukarno’s minister
of intelligence, to chat while the minister was cleaning
his car at his garage!!). But under Suharto, suburbia
and air-conditioning, Jakarta became an ugly city
(Chiang-mai too!!). Can we (re)discover beauty in
such ugliness? Can we restore the intimate interactions
in the urban jungle? Or, as Narumol suggests, do we
need to rethink our view of the city such that even a
boring public facility may turn out to hide some
complexity or beauty in it?

Talking to Each Other and Returning to 
Our Public

Let me close this synthesis by raising an issue that I
know has always been in our minds. How do we talk to
each other? Or perhaps to put it in a slightly different
way: can we – given our linguistic differences,
professional focus and private interests – find a
common language?2 Is there a way to become like the
Asian that the late Prof. Ishii, in his keynote speech,
wanted us to become?

My immediate and somehow expected answer is “No,
we cannot”. Why? Because we have no time, we have
no money, we are old! Yet, we must also bear two
points in mind when we hear these complaints. First, if
we are indeed penniless and mentally tired, then the
best thing to do is focus our remaining energies on
creating the space, the domain for the next generation
to do what we cannot do. After all, children and
teenagers have time, no need of money, and the energy
to talk to each other. 

But how do we go about this? Narumol’s people –
from the artists to the architects – offer us options.
What is revealing about her paper is not only, I think,
how Narumol’s subjects work with NGOs; what
struck me was how they approached their work “with
fun”. Tomonari’s film as well as Mohammad’s
Indonesian chick-lit also offer us another glimpse on
how to reach out to the young who are, after all, the
ones prone and open to experiment.
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Second, is it possible that our intellectual, personal,
psychological and material fatigue have something to
do with our becoming too comfortable with our lives,
our professions and perspectives? What if we move
laterally instead; will we recover that energy to talk to
each other, to recover our city eyes, and capture the
demon of comparison? I think we can. But this will
entail economists turning their tracts into poetry and
poets playing around with statistics. It will demand of
political scientists to become filmmakers, and
composers collaborating with nutritionists and
engineers to produce a musical libretto. And it will ask
of lawyers to draw humane landscapes together with
architects and manga artists. These are experiments
that may boggle our minds, but we can also look at
them as alternative ways of communicating with each
other given the above obstacles.

Forums like the API community are just the right kind
of setting for all these things to happen. In Osaka,
these remarkable authors took some of the first steps
towards this end.

Patricio N. Abinales

Center for Southeast Asian Studies

Kyoto University

NOTE

1 As an aside, I could not help but giggle when, during the
Osaka workshop, John Haba asked Ukrist about his
methodology. I saw it as hinting of the typical academic male
discomfort about intimacy. My sense was that, in so many
words, John was trying to tell Ukrist “to go back to political
science!” None of that immeasurable intimacy, please!

2 At the minimum, one needs a year to be able to be conversant
in a language other than one’s own.
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1ECONOMICS IN FLUX
Explorations in Financial Services Delivery Innovations for Marginalized
Populations and Frontier Areas: Insights from Malaysia

Jose Atanacio L. Estuar, MTM

This work is made possible through the Asian
Public Intellectuals Fellowship (API) of The
Nippon Foundation under the theme “Reflection
on the Human Condition and the Search for
Social Justice”. The full research work will include
Thailand data and will have comparative insights.

Introduction

Project Context

Poverty and marginalization continue to be issues in
our globalized world. Microfinance has gained the
limelight in the global stage as a viable intervention for
poverty. Microfinance has evolved from its myopic
supply-led, credit-focused paradigm, to one that aims
to provide access to various financial products such as
savings, social insurance, loans, transfers and pension

services1 (CGAP). In doing so, microfinance is better
able to cater to the lifecycle needs of poor clients.

This development has expanded the initial impact of
microfinance on livelihood and enterprises to the areas
of empowering women (Larance-Young, 1999), asset
building (Rutherford, 2000) risk mitigation and
management for vulnerable groups (Churchill, 1999).
Still, it has never been claimed that microfinance alone
is “a panacea to the complex and multi-dimensional
issues of poverty and social exclusion” (Karnani, 2007).
Microfinance is viewed as a strategy that is used in the
context of a poverty eradication plan that includes
other interventions such as human capital
development and access to other social services.

Financial services delivery to economically challenged
clients has been done through a variety of service
providers ranging from informal to formal.

Table 1: Illustration of financial services providers to economically-challenged clients ranging from informal to formal

Dynamic debates within the microfinance industry
continue to shape the contours of its dominant
paradigm as well as the issues of the day. Studies have
shown the positive effects of microfinance on “six out
of the seven millennium goals particularly on income and
reductions in vulnerability” (Morduch et al, 2002). On
the other hand, studies have also questioned the
efficacy of microfinance particularly for the ultra poor
and excluded sectors. 

The gains of microfinance over the last three decades
have been monumental but the challenges that face the

industry remain. Gaining access to microfinance has
proven difficult and costly for economically-
challenged sectors. The Asian Development Bank
(2000) cites that “95% of some 180 million households
in the region have little or no access to institutional
financial services”. Poverty and social exclusion
continue to be barriers to access (Peachey and Roe,
2006) compounded by the lack of appropriate
enabling frameworks (World Development Report,
2004). 

Within the industry, the increasing push for

Informal  Formal 

Kin, Friends, traders 
and local money lenders 
( “Along  ” in Malaysia 
and the “5-6 ”  in the 
Philippines) 

 

Revolving Savings and 
Credit Associations 
(ROSCA)  

Other informal groups 
(“Kutu” in Malaysia and 
“Paluwagan” in the 
Philippines) 

  

People’s 
Organizations, 
NGOs, Self-help 
groups, 

 

Banks, 
Cooperatives  

Microfinance 
Institutions 
(MFIs), Duly 
registered NGOs , 
Government  
Agencies   
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profitability and sustainability challenges practitioners
to balance the double bottom line of sustainability and
depth of outreach. In some cases, this phenomenon has
caused ‘mission drifts’ among service providers

resulting in the concentration of services on the
“moderately poor” to the detriment of the “extremely
poor” sectors (Cohen, 2003).

Figure 1: The challenge of Microfinance Outreach ( Adapted from Cohen) 

Social innovators within the industry refuse to rest on
their laurels and continue to find new ways to improve
financial service delivery and to reach poorer clients.
Grameen Bank, a pioneer in microfinance already
claims 7,670,203 members, 97% of which are women
(Grameen Bank Annual Report , 2008). However,
Grameen Bank continues to set the bar when the bank
introduced its “struggling members” program,
popularly known as the beggars program in 2002. This
program follows a more flexible scheme than
Grameen’s regular services and by December 2008
reports 108,741 members. (www.grameen-info.org)

The Focus of the study: Frontier Areas and
innovations 

1.) Frontier Areas2

In this study, the term frontier areas is used to refer to
providing access to financial services for clients that
exhibit any one or all of the following characteristics3:

a.) Socially excluded groups 
b.) Populations in geographically distant and hard

to reach areas 
c.) Populations with poverty characteristics that

are difficult to eliminate.
d.) Limited and often expensive access to formal

financial services

2.) Innovations

In this study, innovations are referred to as “new ways
of thinking and doing microfinance”. (Llanto and Fukui
2003). 

For the purposes of this study, the author conceptually
classifies innovations into the following:

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vulnerable 
non-poor 

  Non-poor ---------- wealthy Destitute 

Poverty Line  Microfinance  
Clients 

Extreme Poor to 
Moderate poor  

TYPE OF 
INNOVATION

DEFINITIONS and 
ILLUSTRATIONS

Technological 
Innovations

Definition: Refers to the use of 
technology such as cell phones, 
“Branchless Banking” and related money 
transfer technology. “Alternative 
Channels”5 such as cash kiosk, roaming 
vans and Automatic Teller Machines 
(ATMs) 

Illustration: The Microenterprise Access 
to Banking Services (MABS) program 
works with Philippine rural banks to 
expand access to financial services of 
small farmers and low-income 
households. In hard to reach areas, 
MABS supports the use of mobile phone 
banking to lower costs and improve 
operations efficiency. (RBAP-MABS 
presentation at the Ateneo de Manila 
University, March 2010)

Process 
Innovations

Definition: New method of service 
delivery 

Illustration: The group methodology 
utilized by Grameen Bank has been 
touted as one of microfinance’s earliest 
innovations. A group of women self 
selects members and enforces “social 
collateral” through peer pressure. This 
allowed for the inclusion of clients that 
do not possess the traditional physical 
collateral.
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Table 2: Classification of Innovations adapted from Llanto and
Fukui4

Significance of the study

The researcher subscribes to the views of sociologists
and anthropologist that while the “vehicle” (i.e.
microfinance) must be kept running, “what we are doing
is ultimately about the passengers (i.e people)” (Hospes
and Lontz, 2004). 

The significance of the study is the exploration of the
two terms: Frontier areas and Innovations.
Microfinance has a development orientation which
“translates into expanding and deepening the reach of the
financial system” (Otero, 1999). The author’s
perspective is similar to those in the industry,

academics and practitioners alike, who subscribe to the
conviction that “financial inclusion” or “access for all,
elusive as it may be”, is the larger vision of the
microfinance industry rather than just simply
providing credit (Helms, 2006). 

The study aims to contribute to pushing the frontiers
of industry discourse by focusing on new ways and
emerging efforts to serve difficult to reach sectors and
not simply to report on the laudable achievements of
microfinance. 

Methodology 

The main research tools utilized in the project were
the following:

1.) Informal Interviews and Sustained conversations

An interview guide was prepared that focused on three
parts which were a.) the institutions’ history and data
in term of outreach, social performance, operating
efficiency and institutional sustainability; b.) the
profile of the clients; and c.) new ways or strategies
(planned or in process of implementation). Interviews
were conducted in an informal conversational manner
with officers and staff of the institutions as well as
members during meetings or activities. 

Sustained conversations in this study means a longer
exposure with the institutions operations which
allowed for repeated visits, actual observation of their
methodology on field and interviews with clients.

2.) Secondary data gathering

Simultaneous to interviews, most institutions
provided publicly available data about their
institutions. Financial data was not always available
and some data treated as confidential.

3.) Library research and participation in conference
and seminars were maximized to gain an
understanding of the context.

The Cases 

2 cases will be presented which include: 

1.) Amanah Ihktiar Malaysia ( AIM, Kuala Lumpur )

2.) “The NGO” and “Partner Orang Asli Cooperative”
(* The NGO has requested to remain anonymous)

Product 
Innovations

Definition: New Financial Products

Illustration: The introduction or 
addition of a savings product to 
supplement an existing credit product. In 
some cases this is the development of an 
entirely new financial service product 
such as the Development of the “Index- 
Based Insurance Products”6 which allows 
for risk management of uncontrolled 
weather effects on crops which 
traditional insurance does not cover. 

Institutional 
Arrangement 
Innovations

Definition: The nature or legal identity 
of the service provider evolves into a 
different organization or the creation of 
new entities that are better able to serve 
excluded clients.

Illustration: Microfinance NGOs and 
cooperatives evolving into a Bank.

Strategic 
innovations

Definition: Catering to clients with 
different characteristics from clients it is 
used to serving. This is distinguished 
from process or product innovations in 
the sense that there is a conscious effort 
to develop products or processes that 
cater to clients which the institution does 
not previously serve.

Illustration: A financial service 
institution catering primarily to urban 
based small and medium scale enterprises 
moving into markets that serve primarily 
rural workers with irregular incomes. In 
some cases, this is also true for 
institutions serving different ethnic 
groups with different notions of business 
and money. 
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4 Panel 1
Case 1: Institutional Arrangement Innovation at
Amanah Ihktiar Malaysia (AIM)

Conroy (2002) refers to Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia
(AIM) as Malaysia’s “dominant Microfinance
institution” and is “widely recognized as the first
successful grameen replication outside of Bangladesh”
(Wong Chaa lee, 2003). AIM was initially organized as
project IHKTIAR by two notable microfinance
personalities namely Sukor Kasim and David Gibbons
as a pilot project to test the Grameen approach in
northwest region of Selangor. AIM pioneered in
reaching poorer sectors and adjusted operations to
cater to the sensitivities of islamic clients7 particularly
in levying service charges instead of interests. (Conroy
2002). 

In Malaysia, “the directed credit paradigm is still
dominant with on going efforts to shift from government
regulated and subsidized microfinance to liberalized but
government enabled microfinance, thus moving the
industry out of its infancy stage” (Hamp, 2005).

AIM, by its own definition, is a “Government enabled
microfinance institution”. The state actively
participates in governance through representation in
the board. Utilizing the Grameen methodology, AIM,
at the time of interview, claims 183,901 members with
a repayment rate of 96%. AIM provides services such as
“Simpanan” (savings), “Takaful” (insurance) and loans
as well as entrepreneurial support.

Interviews with women members in Kelantan,
specifically Pasir Putih revealed that the women
members of this 15- year center are aware of the
importance and their responsibility to repay and make
deposits. This perhaps reflect that AIM is a
professional world class institution than the numerical
indicators that reflect the excellent performance of its
branch.

AIM faces the same issues as many large institutions
such as “aging” members, questions on drop outs and
financial sustainability in a none subsidized context.
The government enabled model itself is a subject of
discourse among Malaysians and is not without its
share of critics.

Innovations 

AIM is considering transforming the nature of its
institution as a “Trust” to one that is similar to a

“Tabung Hadji” organization. As explained by AIM
colleagues, the Tabung Hadji has a clear regulatory
framework for its deposit taking to use for assisting
pilgrims going to Mecca. During the time of the
interview, the Board of AIM was still considering this
option with the strong possibility that this will be
approved. In essence, within the context of Malaysian
laws, AIM will transform itself into an entity with
stronger savings mobilization mandate and regulatory
framework.

AIM has also started operations in urban areas within
the Malaysian Indian community staffed by members
of that community. This move allows AIM to expand
its outreach from a predominantly Malay clients to
one that serves the Malaysian Indian community. 

The innovations are not without their critics who
claim that these are politically motivated. However,
the professionals within AIM are not deterred. The
transformation of institutions is not new globally.
Microfinance institutions have transformed into
banks. In the case of AIM, these innovations are new
and will require time for their impact to be felt. 

Case 2: The “NGO” and Orang Asli Partner
Cooperative: Product Innovation and Institutional
Arrangement Innovation

The Orang Asli are indigenous people of Malaysia
comprised of 18 ethno-linguistic communities and
form part a significant portion of remaining poor.
Aside from income poverty, issues faced by the Orang
Asli include those that revolve around “mainstreaming
versus self determination” and “contested resources”
(Nicolas, 2000). 

This is visually reflected in the areas of Pos Bersih and
Cluny through the physical landscape stripped by
mining activities. Oil palm estates surrounding the
villages also portray a stark contrast to the remaining
resources available for use of the people.

Government social amelioration projects can be seen
through colorfully constructed houses highlighted by a
conspicuous sign. Bersih is a 30 year relocation site
where some houses are still made of old materials and
electrification came only very recently. The headman
claim that most members’ livelihood are connected to
the land and forest. In the area of Cluny, a review of
the forms filled in by new members identify livelihood
as “Penoreh Getah” (Rubber tappers) and “Suri
Rumah” (Housewife). 
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Innovation

An NGO through its Rural and Community
Development program began its partnership with
Orang Asli in 1991. In the early years, cash transfers
were made to support livelihood projects. These were
considered more as “helping a friend” type of transfers
which evolved into an arrangement where the cash
would be returned “interest free” in pre-agreed
installments without any pressure. It must be noted
that, throughout the years of the partnership, this
microfinance initiative is only part of the projects
between the NGO and the Orang Asli communities
which include education, computer literacy and
eventually support for sustainable agriculture through
the development of demo farms.

Partnership with an NGO and others that began with
informal arrangements have evolved to the current
achievement of formation and registration of a
cooperative. While still in the tail-end of its infancy
stage, the initiative has completed the legal registration
of a cooperative with over 450 members spread into 20
groups with internally mobilized cash resources
including “simpanan kanak-Kanak” (children’s
savings).

The savings have grown to over 99,000 by year 2007.
 

In this case, we can see a partnership between an NGO
and the Orang Asli community evolving from friendly
cash transfer assistance programs to one that led to the
organization of a registered cooperative. Second, the
savings product when introduced produced a response
from the community wherein this product was
patronized.

This case highlights that even poor populations can
save given the appropriate and trustworthy mechanism
for mobilizing the savings. In this case, a marginalized

group has utilized a mechanism where it registers with
the state. This issue will need to examined further in
the future. 

 

Photo 1: Orang Asli Village

Synthesis and recommendations for future work

Malaysia “has reduced poverty by as much as 48-54%
since the inception of the New Economic Plan” (Mok,
Gan and Sanyal, 2007). In the face of economic growth
and poverty reduction, the evolving challenges such as
income inequality with racial divides and pockets of
hardcore poverty among the indigenous populations
provide new challenges for microfinance. Even with
large government institutions, smaller NGOs,
cooperatives and self help groups continue to find
niches to serve. 

The innovations documented are on-going processes.
Most are in the beginning stages and will take years
before impact is felt. This lays the ground for future
work returning to these innovations in 3 years time to
determine how it has made an impact on the
institution and the new clients it has reached. While
some financial data were not available for this study, it
would be of interest to the practitioners to determine
how the new ways they have adapted have changed
figures of outreach and sustainability based on the
target indicators in their business plans. 

Alternately, institutions may elect to document these
innovations with process oriented methodology (i.e. as
it happens and the processes involved) that provides
insights based on an organizational development
paradigm. These studies will prove valuable side by side
with studies that focus on the technicist discourse of
financial ratios and economic efficiency. 

 

Year 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
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218 Panel 6
Distribution and Promotion

Our next objective was to be able to distribute and
promote the film to all possible. The distribution and
promotion plans comprised the following:
conventional film screening. 

The project would look for regular venues,
international film festivals, and film exhibitions to
join. We also planned to make the film available to
schools, the Internet and the community. 

NOTE

1. Homi Bhabha. 1994. Of mimicry and man: The ambivalence
of colonial discourse. In The location of culture. London:
Routledge, 86.
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Day 3, Wednesday, 25 November 2009

0830-1120 Panel III: People’s Body and Health

Chair: Yoko Hayami 
Discussant: Tan Pek Leng

1120-1300 Lunch 

1300-1610 Panel IV: Understanding and Reforming Power

Chair: Khoo Boo Teik
Discussant: Dicky Sofjan

1830- Dinner

Day 4, Thursday, 26 November 2009

0830-1140 Panel V: Cultural Shifts

Chair: Tatsuki Kataoka 

Discussant: Sunait Chutintaranond
1140-1300 Lunch

1300-1530 Panel VI: Urban Landscapes

Chair: Taufik Abdullah
Discussant: Danilo Francisco M. Reyes

1530-1730 Concluding Panel: Reflections and Applications

Chair: Tatsuya Tanami
Synthesis of Workshop: Patricio N. Abinales
Closing Remarks: Koji Tanaka

18:30- Farewell Dinner and Cultural Night (Noh performance)

Day 5, Friday, 27 November 2009

All day Field Trip
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Appendix II

Workshop Participants

The Eighth Workshop of API Fellowships Program

23-27 November 2009, Osaka, Japan

(Information at the time of participation)

INDONESIA

ANDI FAISAI BAKTI, Professor and Researcher, Department of Islamic Communication, 
Faculty of Dakwa and Communication, State Islamic University

EKONINGTYAS MARGU WARDANI, Researcher, Center for Asia and Pacific Studies, 
Gadjah Mada University

NUR INDRAWATY LIPOETO, Lecturer, Department of Nutrition, Faculty of Medicine, 
Andalas University

SEMIARTO AJI PURWANTO, Lecturer, Department of Anthropology, Faculty of Social and Political
Sciences, University of Indonesia

SURIBIDARI, Researcher, Research Centre for Regional Resources, Indonesian Institute of Sciences

YONARIZA, Executive Secretary and Research Associate, Center for Irrigation, Land and Water Resources and
Development Studies, Andalas University

JAPAN

HIROKO AIHARA, Journalist, The Fukushima Minyu Shimbun

SHIGEAKI IWAI, Independent Artist

TOMONARI NISHIKAWA, Artists and Film Curator; Visiting Artist, Cinema Department, State University
of New York, Binghamton

TSUKASA IGA, Doctoral Course Student, Graduate School of International Cooperation Studies (G6), Kobe
University

MALAYSIA

MOHD. ZARIAT BIN ABDUL RANI, Lecturer, Department of Malay Studies, Faculty of Modern Languages
and Communication, Universiti Putra Malaysia

SHANTHI THAMBIAH, Lecturer, Gender Studies Programme, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, University
of Malaya

TAN SOOI BENG, Professor, School of Arts, Universiti Sains Malaysia

TOH KIN WOON, State Minister, State Government of Penang, Malaysia

FELLOWS
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