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1. Introduction

In this paper I am going to present the current research project ‘Negotiating Development: Translocal Gendered Spaces in Muslim Societies’. In this research project we try to capture the negotiation of so called ‘universal’ ‘development concepts’ in Muslim countries by focusing on the networks and interactions of Women’s NGOs with other actors such as the state, other local civil society groups, and regional/international organisations. 

A qualitative and comparative research approach is implemented, as our analysis will be based on three qualitative case studies conducted in three different countries: Sudan, Senegal, and Malaysia. The major aims are to contribute to a better understanding of the visions and concepts development and to the analysis of the diverse identities in a global world. Furthermore the study intends to break up the homogenising constructions of the ‘Muslim world’ by broadening the understanding of the diverse notions of “Muslim societies” in terms of their different histories, Islamic traditions and their relations to global forces and discourses. 

The research project is carried out at the Sociology of Development Research Centre at the University of Bielefeld, Germany. It is funded by the VolkswagenFoundation and has a duration of two years, from November 2003 to November 2006. In this paper, due to the early stage of the research project, I am going to focus on theoretical and methodological approaches, that are implemented in the project..  

2. Development and Globalisation 

‘Development’ is nowadays negotiated between a broad variety of global, trans-local and local organisations and institutions. These actors are part of a constant debate in the public sphere about what should be a desirable way of development, what is meant by a ‘good life’, and through which means it is to be achieved. Through these specific interactions of global and local actors this debate is embedded in the apparently contradictory and multidimensional dynamics of globalisation (Lachenmann/ Dannecker, 2002). 

Globalisation is a multidimensional process consisting of apparently contradictory dynamics. On the one hand processes of homogenisation are taking place as specific western cultural, economic and social patterns are being globally spread and global, ‘universal’ identities emerge. On the other hand one can witness processes of heterogenisation and hybridisation, where western elements are integrated into local culture and completely new cultural phenomena and identities emerge (Appadurai, 1990; Hannerz, 1987) and the rise of cultural particularisms. Development discourses are just one example for this ambivalent dynamic of glocalisation. Especially the notion of ‘Development’, as intimately linked with a ‘western notion of modernity, is globally debated by a diversity of cultural forces who are laying competing claims to providing nations and groups with the framework for identity formation. 

Through trans-local networks of civil society organisations and international development institutions western development concepts are transferred to local levels and claim universal validity. At the local level the universality of such concepts can be questioned and alternative local visions of development and modernity can be developed. Accordingly, the negotiation of these concepts does not only take place on a global scale but also produces new meanings throughout the trans-local and local spheres. Especially in Muslim societies global development concepts are subject to multi-level negotiations to ensure the compatibility of development visions with the local culture and Islamic identity. Gender relations seem to be central within this debate (Lachenmann, 2002). 

2. Theoretical framework: The concept of social space

Within our research project we try to capture the negotiation of ‘development’ and ‘development concepts’ using theoretical approaches that focus on agency, translocality and social space. Let me begin with some theoretical considerations. 

Society has been the classical unit of sociological thought for a long time. The notion of society used was intimately related to the idea of the unity of a territorially bounded nation state, people living within this territory and their cultural identity and expressions. In this inflation of the social space with the geographical space, Nation state and society were conceptualised as a container of a culture and identity. This idea is currently challenged in manifold ways. 

Firstly, it is challenged theoretically. A constructionist perspective questions the giveness and the ‘natural’ character of these concepts of society, culture and identity (Schütz/ Luckmann, 1975). Meaning has to be produced continuously within interaction. Secondly, it is challenged empirically through the dramatic changes that globalisation has caused for the constitution of social formations and for processes of identity constructions. Transnational migration (Basch/ Glick Schiller/ Szanton Blanc, 1993;Dannecker, 2002; Spiegel, 2003) and increasing global connectivity through new means of communication are just two of these new phenomena. 

Following these two lines of critique on the homogeneity which is suggested by the container concept of society and nation state we suggest in our research project the concept of social space (Bourdieu, 1985;Lachenmann/ Dannecker, 2001; Massey, 1994; Nageeb, 2001), which I will shortly introduce now. 

Theoretically, the concept focuses on the constructed nature of space and locality (Appadurai, 1996) and hence on the practices of social agents which construct these localities. Social spaces are constituted by social agents who attempt to reserve and constitute a specific identity. Empirically, the concept of social space is able to deal with the increasing multiplicity and diversity of contemporary social formations, that is reflected in multiple national, ethnic and political identities. 

On the one hand it is smaller than society or nation state and is able to grasp the overlapping of different social spaces in one physical space, as for instance within the socially, ethnically and economically highly fragmented global cities of our time (Sassen, 2001). It is on the other hand able to capture social formations that transcend borders of the nation state, like the emerging transnational social spaces which are produced through migration or the networks and discourses established by translocal activities of NGOs.

In contrast to structural approaches, which can make visible structural features of a globalising world, the analysis of social spaces, of the practices of specific actors within these spaces can show how globalisation is ‘done’ at the interactional level, that is how global structures are produced and reshaped by social actors. Translocality, transnationalism, and hybridity are all theoretical concepts which try to capture the specific interconnectedness of different regions and the intermingling of formerly separated cultural forms which is so typical for the contemporary world (Appadurai, 1996; Hannerz, 1996; Pieterse, 1998). Space is considered to be a fruitful perspective and a further major theoretical concept for researching the trans-locality of development and the trans-cultural negotiation processes through which development issues and concepts are localised. The concept of social space provides a pragmatic view on society and of how change and restructuration take place. Drawing from Schütz and Luckmann (Schütz/ Luckmann, 1975), the link between space and cultural reproduction lies in grasping the embeddedness of large-scale social processes in different life-worlds.

Doubtless there is a broad variety of theoretical and empirical studies about development and globalisation. What is striking however is that the manifold processes of how development is ‘done’, how the concepts are defined and how they are reshaped by the every day agency and interaction of different non western actors are often neglected. In this study exactly this perspective is taken up in order to analyse global discourses on development concepts.

Let me now add some words about the comparative perspective of our research project. Choosing Malaysia, Senegal, and Sudan for a comparison does not suggest, that the cultural, social and economic background of these three specific countries is identical. But for all of these countries the reference to a muslim identity plays a very important role, in different extent and form though. All these countries are undergoing processes of Islamisation to differing degrees and of different types, and are hence part of a global cultural force, which portraits itself as a counter-model to western modernisation and development. 

In Sudan the Islamisation movement managed to seize power and has proceeded in the implementation of the project of constructing the Umma, a process that lead to restructuration of economic, legal, political and social institutions as well as everyday and social practices or the people. However Sudan is considered a underdeveloped country and receives different forms of international development assistance.   

In Senegal, a country with a long Islamic tradition, the Islamic community and especially the Muslim Brotherhoods are co-operating with the secular state in a context where the international development community has started to introduce Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP). 

Malaysia is a very interesting example since it is searching for another type of modernity, one based on Islamic values and is trying to tread the thin line between promoting Islam and maintaining secularism. In political, economic and socio-cultural landscapes religious overtones are very prominent.

Furthermore, choosing a comparative perspective does not mean that we are comparing whole countries. The comparative aspect does not lie in the comparison of ‘Malaysia’ with ‘Senegal’ or ‘Sudan’ in a holistic, generalising way, but in the comparison of very specific dimensions using concrete empirical examples. One possible dimension of comparison will be the analysis of the different sets of local actors, as in Senegal e.g. the influence of development aid organisations is of a great importance, and how these different sets of actors shape the local discourses on development. A second dimension of analysis will be the perception of women groups in the different countries (e.g. ‘liberal’, ‘immoral’, ‘western oriented’), and also the discourses women groups themselves use to legitimise their work (referring to tradition, referring to a local Islam, referring to human rights).

3. Methodology of the research

This research project intends to study manifold civil society actors in the three different countries, as e.g. non governmental organisations and how they participate in the processes of negotiation on development. Thus the purpose of this empirical research is to identify women’s organisations and to study their development visions, trans-local networking and their interactions with other actors such as the state, international organisations or other civil groups through participatory observation. For the Malaysian case study, a number of exploratory interviews with representatives of several, mainly urban women’s organisations have been conducted, including Sisters in Islam (SIS), Women’s Aid Organisation (WAO), Persatuan Sahabat Wanita, Women’s Development Collective (WDC), Women’s Centre for Change (WCC), but also with regional or international organisations that work in Malaysia, as Amnesty International, and International Women’s Rights Watch (IWRAW). 

The study has four major levels of analysis. Firstly, the study intends to identify the topics that the different actors subsumed under the label ‘civil society’ discuss and work on, and through which they are connected to a global development discourse. These topics, however, differ from country to country and are clearly embedded into a local context. In Sudan the topic of peace and conflict resolution is crucial for women’s organisation at the moment. In Senegal women’s groups are mainly part of a larger rural peasant movement and deal with poverty alleviation and income generating projects. In Malaysia instead, the link to a global discourse is produced through the campaigns on Violence Against Women (VAW) within a rights based framework. 

Secondly, the focus lies on the activities these organisations develop to achieve their goals. Workshops, lectures, meetings and other events organised by the groups will be observed and analysed. 

Thirdly, formal and informal networks which these organisations establish will be analysed. The focus lies on how knowledge is transferred in these networks and how the discussion about the identified topics is shaped by these networks. The process of networking is treated as a form of inter- and trans-cultural interaction. Through networking, discourses are trans-locally transferred and negotiated. The networking between non governmental organisations and social movements across global and national levels is a two-way process: from the global to the local and the local to the global. Due to networking the divers local contexts are becoming to an ever-increasing extent the concern of global discourses. Yet networking also supports the processes of localising discourses by enhancing the role of local actors associations, movements and the local scientific expert communities. 

And fourthly, beside the organisational and the discourse level, the focus lies on biographies and trajectories of individual staff members and volunteers. Qualitative interviews with women active in these groups as well as with other actors in this field are being conducted. Social background, motivations to engage in social work and typical trajectories of the social agents who are involved in the groups are of special interest. This means shifting the analysis from social structure to agency. 

4. Preliminary impressions 

To conclude I would like to present preliminary findings, in a very impressionist manner. The first impression is concerning the local - global dynamics. The landscape of Malaysian NGOs seems somehow to be untypical for most developing countries. Whereas in Senegal for example NGOs play a crucial role as partner of the state’s development policies, there seems to be no such clear co-operation between NGOs and the state in the classical development field in Malaysia. Within a framework of authoritarian democracy the state has monopolised the classical development area, that is rural development, and has left no or little space for NGO activities. Furthermore “Malaysia’s reluctance to accept assistance from agencies such as International Monetary Fund has limited external pressure to involve NGOs in development projects, which would have legitimated and strengthened these groups” (Weiss, 2003, 18; Weiss/ Saliha Hassan, 2003, 9). This leads to a dual discourse and to a certain incompatibility of development discourses on the national level: Whereas the state’s focus lies on economic development with an Islamic outlook, most NGOs take up the Human Rights discourse with a clear critical perspective towards the Malaysian political system. The interconnections however, between the development and the Human Rights paradigm need further investigation. 

For the Malaysian case (also due to the successful economic growth) discourses of Human Rights and Women’s Rights, especially ‘Violence against women’ (VAW), gain special importance. Using this term, Malaysian Women’s groups are connected to a global discourse on VAW, which at the moment seems to be very prominent among transnational NGOs, as Amnesty International, UNIFEM, and OXFAM are launching global campaigns on Violence against Women. VAW is a framework of argumentation that is closely related to a universal Human Rights discourse. Most women groups take up universal declarations, as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights or the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) to legitimise their work. In the local context however, these universal declarations and concepts undergo, and have to undergo multiple processes of negotiations, as they are rejected by multiple groups as alien to their specific culture, tradition, or religion. 

Confronted with these kind of difficulties NGOs develop different strategies in order to “bring the conventions back home”. One of the strategies to cope with this situation is to avoid the concrete terms ‘Women’s Rights’ in their concrete work and translate them into every day experiences, as it becomes clear in the following citation:  

‘We cannot talk straight a way about domestic violence, about culture, we cannot take the approach of saying ‘we have our rights’ or ‘these are women’s rights’. Because even the women believe that this is our culture. we have to go very slowly asking ’do your children have birth certificate, identity card, is your marriage registered? Does it have to be that way? Is our culture a culture of violence? Do we have to accept it? So we just keep it throwing it back to them.’

This strategy aims at analysing, questioning and changing the content of ‘culture’ and at renegotiating the content of a specific culturally defined identity. Culture is hence seem as dynamic and changeable. In this Grassroots approach the ‘threatening’ term ‘rights’, which might be conceived as alien to the local culture and tradition, is localised through a translation into everyday experiences of women. 

A very different strategy is the translation of women’s rights into religious language itself,  to identify women’s rights as a universal concept in Islam. One of my interview partners, a Muslim woman who formerly worked in a secular NGO and now works in a NGO using this religious Framework, said: 

‘Something that pissed me off was that I could assist my non Muslim clients, because there is the law and everything. but when it comes to Syariah law I couldn’t help. Because the judges would use Syariah verses, which are not in the sections, which are very discriminatory towards women. and lawyers would come back to me and say: yes obviously husbands can beat their wives. That started my interest in Syariah law. Because if you talk to religious authorities and scholars, using Human rights discourse does not work, there is no other way to use religious discourse.’

Because of the institutionalisation of religion into family laws and the increasing politisation of religion in the public sphere, it seems necessary for women activists to develop a strategy that reflects these characteristics of the context and which is able to constitute a successful communication at the interface with the respective authorities. This strategy consists in “adopting the language of the enemy”, as a Malaysian Muslim women stated at the NGO Forum Beijing+10 in Bangkok some weeks ago, in order to deconstruct discriminatory practices and ideas that are legitimised by certain interpretations of religious texts. Another point that seems to be reflected in the above quotation is the mutual construction of ethnicity and religion in Malaysia, especially for Malay Muslims. Whereas Muslim Women in other Muslim societies, where Religion is not that politicised as a marker of ethnic boundaries, can easily argue from a secular perspective and even refuse to argue from a religious perspective (as the women’s movement in North Africa for example), it seems to be extremely difficult for Malay women in Malaysia to adopt a secular perspective, because of the inflation of religious and ethnic identity in Malaysia. 

As Malaysian society in general, the space of women’s NGOs in Malaysia seems to be structured through ethnicity as well. A vast majority of the women active in the NGOs are of Chinese or Indian origin. This structuration however, is not institutionally enforced (only few organisations, such as SIS, allude to a specific ethnic or religious group, most of them are defined as religiously neutral), but is reproduced through informal processes and channels, that are reflected in some of the trajectories so far collected. Some of the Malay women that have been interviewed, started their work in one of the ‘neutral’ NGOs, but after a time, feeling uncomfortable and feeling that the important issues for them were not addressed in these organisations, they changed to NGOs like SIS, that explicitly use a religious framework of argumentation. On the one hand the space created by women NGOs tends to reproduce the ethnically divided structure of Malaysian society (Is the religious framework the only one that Muslim Women in Malaysia can use for claiming their rights?). On the other hand there are also tendencies to transgress ethnic boundaries and to create a multiethnic space (or may be a space where ethnicity does not matter) through informal networks of friendship between NGO activists.
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