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Abstract

The thesis is concerned with how rural Nepali women engage with microfinance in a multi-
caste locality characterised by a proliferation of lending institutions. In the past four
decades, microlending practices have spread worldwide and so has the debate around
their ability to improve the lives of borrowers. While some have seen ‘lending to the poor’
as a solution to world poverty, an increasing number of scholars have criticised
microfinance providers as being neoliberal, and potentially neo-colonial, institutions that
exploit impoverished and disenfranchised women. Rather than focusing on the narrowly
framed question of whether microfinance ‘works’, the data and analyses offered in this
thesis show how lending organisations allow women to engage in novel strategies—which
| frame as agentive acts. These acts enable women to respond to the constraints and
opportunities that they face in a changing socio-economic context.

| illustrate how rural women’s agency varies in different contexts because of their
disparate domestic and institutional structures experienced within distinct caste groupings.
These observations build upon key contributions in practice theory—a conceptual body of
knowledge that focuses on the mutually influencing realms of structure and agency. Said
differently, | develop an empirical case through the example of women’s savings and loan
taking practices that shows how their actions are influenced by the historical contexts and
contemporary social structures within which they operate. Ultimately, | argue that women’s
agency is socially and structurally situated and that microfinance institutions provide novel
ways for rural Nepali women to potentially improve their material conditions and social

standings.

Drawing on ethnographic data collected in 2014 in rural central Nepal, | explore how
women from different caste and ethnic groupings—Bahun and Chhetri, Janajati and
Dalit—creatively engage with formal lending. | argue that women demonstrate different
forms of agency in relation to microfinance based on their marital relations as well as their
caste and ethnic affiliations. More specifically, 1 show how caste relationships, male
outbound migration and inbound remittances influence to a large degree the potential
success that some women can achieve. Dalit women, for instance, can use microfinance
to counteract the discrimination that they experience because they can diversify their
investment options. Janajati women use microfinance to improve their social standing
through the purchase of socially valuable and symbolic land. Bahun and Chhetri women,
by contrast, use microfinance to transform their household relationships and to enhance

opportunities for their daughters. Through it all, the inner workings of microfinance remain



entrenched in caste divisions and discriminatory practices. These reflect the ongoing
social constraints and challenges that persist even within Nepalese institutions that are
ostensibly meant to work according to socially untethered capitalist and neoliberal logics.
Taking these insights into consideration, the thesis concludes that although women's
financial practices do not always correspond to those foreseen by lending institutions,
women use microfinance to respond to their social and economic conditions, to pursue

their aspirations and to bring about changes in their lives.



Thesis declaration

| certify that this work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any
other degree or diploma in my name in any university or other tertiary institution and, to
the best of my knowledge and belief, contains no material previously published or written
by another person, except where due reference has been made in the text. In addition, |
certify that no part of this work will, in the future, be used in a submission in my name for
any other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution without the prior
approval of the University of Adelaide and where applicable, any partner institution

responsible for the joint award of this degree.

| give consent to this copy of my thesis when deposited in the University Library, being
made available for loan and photocopying, subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act
1968.

| also give permission for the digital version of my thesis to be made available on the web,
via the University's digital research repository, the Library Search and also through web
search engines, unless permission has been granted by the University to restrict access

for a period of time.

Signature of candidate:

Date:
18 December 2017



Acknowledgements

Many people and institutions supported me throughout this study. Their contribution has
been invaluable, and | am immensely grateful to all of them, but | wish to mention some in

particular.

Without the women of Situli, this thesis would have not been possible. My deepest thanks
go to them and their families, who happily welcomed me in their busy lives. They fed me,
cheered me and patiently satisfied my curiosity countless times, taking care of me as a
daughter or younger sister. Some of these women have lost their loved ones during the
violent 2015 earthquake and many have been displaced, losing their homes and
belongings. | treasure the happy moments we shared in 2014 and admire their courage,
resilience and dignity in striving through the post-earthquake period. | heartily hope that

one day they will be able to laugh again, although their lives have changed forever.

| am particularly grateful to my research assistant Jharana Parajuli. | could have never
hoped for a better interpreter, translator, friend, advisor, and companion for our
adventures in Situli, Pokhara, Kathmandu and Dulara. | am indebted to her parents in
Kathmandu, who modified their living arrangements to host me during the very last period
of fieldwork and treated me like a daughter. Thanks to Sunita Paudel and Paru Sharma,
who made my life in Kathmandu enjoyable, taking me along to their family and friends,
driving me around and making the festive seasons of Dashain and Tihar 2013 and 2014

unforgettable experiences.

| also thank Naresh Nepal from the Centre of Microfinance in Kathmandu, who believed in
this research and facilitated my access to Pavi Sansthan and Changastan, the two lending
institutions, which | focussed on in the study. | am grateful to the staff members of the two
organisations—whose names | cannot mention here for ethical reasons—for welcoming
me and Jharana into their work routine, finding the time to answer my questions and

sharing so many parts of their private lives.

The University of Adelaide through the Adelaide Scholarship International and the
Research Abroad Scholarship supported this study. The department of Anthropology and
Development Studies generously provided additional funding. | would like to thank the

University for subsidising my study and stay in Australia.



Within the department of Anthropology and Development Studies, | am especially grateful
to my supervisors John Gray and Georgina Drew, who provided the perfect balance
between critigue and encouragement throughout this journey. Georgina's pragmatism,
precision and strong sense of duty, together with her endless encouragements, were the
strongest motivation to keep going. John's enthusiasm, open mindedness, expertise on
Nepal and attention to details inspired me in so many ways. Most importantly, his and
Jacki's friendship provided me with constant significant support during these challenging
years. | deeply thank you. Thanks to Richard Vokes, who supervised me before and
during fieldwork. Thanks to Alison Dundon, Susan Hemer and Margaret Becker for
bringing to my attention relevant literature and discussing ideas. | am also grateful to my
fellow PhD candidates Maryke Van Diermen, Tess Geraghty, Sarah Homan and
Shoshannah Williams for sharing this journey and mutually supporting each other. Our
drinks, coffees and chats were always a great relief.

Thanks to Val Liddle for helping with the formatting and to John Liddle, for patiently
copyediting this thesis. With your help, the document achieved accuracy, clarity and
consistency. Thanks to Gaél Nitereka for proofreading drafts, resizing the photographs,
and motivating me to complete this thesis with your optimism. | am also extremely grateful
to Henrike Hoogenraad for her sincere friendship and continuous support. Thanks for
proofreading my drafts, engaging in long conversations on love and money and always

being there for me. Your endurance is a true inspiration.

To my family and friends in Italy, thank you for believing in me and respecting my
decisions, which too often brought us to opposite sides of the world. To my parents,
Veronica Erario and Antonio Scarfiello, and to my siblings, Antonella, Canio and Donatello
Scarfiello, thanks for your unconditional love and support. To my friends, Vincenza
Orlando and Carmela Cillo, thanks for always being at the end of the phone when | most
needed it. In Adelaide, thanks to Simone Marino for your invaluable support before and
during fieldwork. Many thanks to Sam and Giovanna Garreffa, Giovanni and Caterina
Esposito, and Diana Buratto, who never complained about my not being able to spend as

much time together as we used to.

10



Transliteration

Nepali is written in Devanagari script. The transliteration of Nepali words and phrases in
this thesis is done in Romanised form and is derived from Turner's A Comparative and
Etymological Dictionary of the Nepali Language, 1931. This dictionary was accessed via
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Education at: http://dsal.uchicago.edu/dictionaries/turner/.
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