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Political Space for Women in the Muslim Context of Fnji Township, Linxia,
Gansu Province, China:
The ‘Good Day Centre’ (Hao Rizi Zhongxin

The Story of the ‘Good Day’ Centre Hao Rizi Zhongxin)illustrates trajectories of change through
‘changes from without’ in which uses of a ‘fluid methodology’ enales the transition to ‘changes
from within.” The provision of ‘safe space’ creates conditios under which local women may safely
gain access to new knowledge. All (participatory) Stories of Developmteare multiply constructed,
from these various voices are represented the coordinating leadnt@er (Maria Jaschok) and the
local lead partner (Xu Lili).

PrefaceGiven that the account is of a collaborative project assesseddoreavbat arbitrary time-span
of about 2 %2 years, it is subject to inevitable limitations; thaingblification and of compression of what
are complex processes of transmission and translations. Given thatiotgal nature of this
collaboration, involving the ever-present (if indirectly so) of an nagonal donor, of an internationally
constituted consortium (with interactions taking place at certairvaigr of a European lead researcher
with long-term professional commitment to China, given the constitution dfwdngerm ‘local’
partnerships from a mixture of Muslim and non-Muslim, Han/Chinese and ‘mindritg€e’ identity of
academics/activists themselves interacting with women (and menyiitages and townships with
differing identities, statuses, investments in social continuity crgargent in societal change ---- given
thus the creative cacophony of voices, the Story, to be nuanced, should begafmastievent. It is
therefore not one but several Stories that ought to be told. Here only tves eonerge: one of the local
lead partner, Xu Lili, whose influence over the directions of the projestbrought to bear on the pace of
change at local and intermediary levels of government; the voice @&atiedsearcher, Maria Jaschok,
whose involvement was one of continuous dialog (personal and electronic) over stemdeals,
concepts and methodology, of personal visits to sites and people, consultdtimodsion of ‘space’ ,
with this political space provided by the presence of contractuahdoments, by material resources and
by dialogic continuity over feminist politics and state development. @vi@kin (1995) argues that
whilst our ideas of justice are universalizable, we must yet beatdked note of difference. Not a
‘substitutionalist’ feminist practice is called for but artéractive’ (or ‘dialogic’) feminism, both
response and democratic.

Context

MJ/IGS To think about ‘empowerment’ of women cross-culturally, particularly in sesiéti complex
and uneven phases of development, so Susan Morgen (1989) says, is to confrémtnpiitedions of
criteria we employ when addressing empowerment as directional: FROM2IRE&R whom?
TOWARDS what goal?

Advocates of feminist development approaches argue for alternativaavglsbalization-from-above
development’ and an emphasis on transformative nature of organizing owulofrlpalses. The Chinese
word for “empowering”, that iSuquan,suggests that power, understood as constitutional rights, is being
granted towomen entitled to these rights. Indeed, from this point of view, Muslim women inaste m
disadvantaged and powerless situations in borderland areas of northwestvGhid be considered
‘empowered’ by virtue of their identity as Chinese nationals. AfteCaiina has some of the world’s

most progressive legislation concerning women and families. Yetbigical, social and cultural



participation in societal resources is constrained, qualified, and everre- edmservative Islamist
traditions prevail in the so-called self-governing minorityaaref China — tabooed as unseemlparam
(violating Islamic law).

In discussing the predicament arising where there is ambivalenceranggressing traditional markers of
women’s habitat, the home, whether due to religious justifications @& siastis, Moller Okin (with
reference to Hanna Papanek and to Amartya Sen'’s writings) drawsaitto the way enduring
inequalities have co-opted their victims into acquiescence. Thus Mikiarremarks that where serious
inequalities exists, the outside party must not simply ‘understand’ what wontrdlitionalist contexts
may have come to rationalize, ‘but rather to do so with a view to politicinendeprived so that they can
begin to ask new questions about their cultural norms, with a view to imgrtheir situations’
(1995:293). The nature of such a serious engagement, she says (1995:294), must b @adisupon
all parties to imagine women’s challenges and predicaments from variows @oview in order not to
‘standardize’, or ‘generalize’ and ‘level’, but one which looks closelyaah @nique situation before
plans can be made and strategies developed.

Xu Lili, workshop discussion (December 2006However, there are two forms of empowerment, a kind
of spontaneous power from ‘inside out’ and the powers conferred by an outsidegpastgle’ in.” Power,
as it is given to women to enable them to develop, and then the power which comesifnenis self-
awareness which gives them the strength to find the external respeeck=s] to attain their objective — it
is in this tension that we locate what | call ‘empowered’. Empoweatrimenever one-sided but always
dynamic. It is driven by one thing or the other, depending on a particular loediai. Looking at our
first findings from a preliminary study of the [Hui] Muslim communitiesibrthwest China, our ideas on
[approaches to] empowerment are shaped by a very traditional context ehiwdires. We must look
deeply at the [WEMC] Research Framework (RF), rethinking it to soreatead adding to it; for
example, we must pay utmost attention to how empowerment is facilitai@d-fditionalist cultural
context].

Background

Xu Lili
Our research component, led by IGS, developed a communication strategy whissfon:
1. The use of ‘fluid methodologyto affect social change (from fluid negotiations to long-term impact on
policies and policy-implementation)
2. ldentification of existing indigenous women'’s networks and “good traditifresd chuantongdn which
to build;
3. Creation of ‘'safe space’ from which to kick off new initiativehéne no indigenous strategies are
identified; creation of networks with WEMC support to mobilize traradlatliances for gender change);

1 MJ/IGS “fluid methodology’ refers to an understanding of empowerment presesxemplified by Xu Lili (and
other Chinese colleagues), as involving two prolaliéenseemingly antithetical elements: agency awedifation of
empowerment, with the latter particularly relevamtvomen’s muted agency in traditionalist conte>@sit in a
dialectical process of change, empowerment ‘froenitiside out’, as proposed in the WEMC main temdt| that
‘from the outside in’ are inter-dependent, and oray transmute into the other (as the Narrative afijHshows.
Given space and time, conditions of empowermenbinecresource and tools of further transformations.

Xu Lili Methodology of Empowerment in Safe Spaces for Huuslim women in Gansu;

1) ‘From outside to inside(1) outside intervention to facilitate ‘muted’ ag@y (2) communication with members
in the Alliance (3) capacity building) ‘From inside to outside(1) Voicing ideals, expressing well-being (2)
making decisions/having choices.



In 2008, we shifted the target of our communication strategy from the Ganksgdeeenment administration,
public service providers and religious leaders to ordinary Muslim wolMere than 60 Muslim women have
decided to work together with us for long-term projects. The communicataiagtrsets out to make individual
bonds become collective bonds. Through meetings, through speeches and througingafamients at the
‘Good Day’ Women'’s Centre, we are laying a good foundation for our community workrdpesed 2009
Workshop in Hanji which is to provide a space for health- relatedrodsaetivities and plans will form the
substance of our communication strategy.

We felt from our many previous investigations [related to fieldwork coedury anthropologists from
Lanzhou University] that the Linxia Hui Autonomous Prefecture [in Gansurite] requires most
urgent action. The poverty of this remote area means resourcesraes Basic necessities are missing,
there are no ideas [for changing the situation], too many diseasgsif@fIMuslim women go untreated
and this goes together with the fact of spiritual disappointment [anthhexhaustion]. But here the use
of ‘empowerment’ where Muslim women of this [traditionalist] backgroumedcancerned needs long-
term commitment. [Confucian norms and Islamist prescriptions sustainheityf a local arrangement
that sees ‘men in public, women in the home’ and ‘men as the bread winners and aahradtel the
family.” This is weakening the determination of many Muslim women to aslesources [to which they
would be entitled]. Social resources are scarce.

So [given all these conversations] we wanted to find out how best to arbdre=s of empowering
Muslim women in Linxia. We are thinking all the time about how to makemurent policies and
practices [at the national level] relevant to the empowerment of mamepen some doors at the local
level. Therefore, we [researchers in Gansu team] believe that enmpgWerslim women must happen
through the growing [provision] of local resources, to transform the hesliithbod of Muslim women
with a wake-up call [from the outside]. At the same time, we will be fiogténeir capacity for self-
development, from the ‘outside to the inside.’ This is how we want to wgekher with international
partners and foreign projects.

MJ/IGS Itis only respect for cultural specificities of local contexts, akchawledgement of the vital
significance of indigenous knowledges, so Priya Kurian asserts, ttedopeent can be effective and
meaningful (in Bhavnani et al, 2003:14). We have to remember that whilst wons¢henplaced at the
centre of research/action, only a gender analysis can dismantle thedggtibred values, environments
and institutions which shape women'’s life cycles, aspirations, amguniee and resistance.

The Initiative: Inspiration and Mobilization

MJ/IGS During 2007, during a time when our colleagues conducted studies of meso levehgoeer
and of women’s invisibility in Muslim communities increasingly dominatedragitionalist cultural
interpretations of Islam - discussions among all researchers emusithe problem of ‘unlocking’ of a
deep-seated, ‘naturalized’ subordination of women.

Chinese state laws — affording rights, entitlements and resourattsvomen — only unevently impinge
upon the convictions of local women and men that ‘respectable and pious’ Muslim wioouba stay at
home, that women, as previous generations women before them, must continue famnsksetyurity to
depend on fathers, husbands and sons. If women themselves felt this to libad fads ordained by
Allah, justified by their religious leaders and enforced by fathers andrmskba representing Muslim
identity in a non-Muslim society, so Xu Lili and others wondered, what intéovewias needed to bring
about and facilitate a ‘wake-up call.” — Into these conversations then veerghbthe experience of



female counterparts in central China’s Muslim communities (aodriiain communities elsewhere in
China), that is, the experience of the difference made to women’s comgsgewsd practices by
occupation of their own space (women'’s mosqueagrazhen nigi Interactions and discussions with
those of us in the group who had studied women’s mosques, and in particular théansghich came
from colleagues in central China proved decisive in shaping strategesange ‘from the outside.’

Xu Lili After research into the situation in Hanji Township, Linxia, our findstyswed clearly the need
for action on many fronts, the impact of unemployment on family income, the imfpaatironmental
degradation on the health of all, the growing divide between Han Chinese, witligiaus belief,
cultural Muslims (with a focus on diet and life-style) and those Mslifmo belong to an ever more
influential austere Islanxin paj). Wanting to work with local women, we found Muslim women in Hanji
confined to their homes, adhering to a traditional division of labour, and siveggadonning religious
clothing inspired by returning pilgrimshéjj) insistence on rectifying ‘inappropriate’ appearance.
Over the year, we had built &tliance of Muslim and non-Muslim professional Women(afterwards
referred to as Alliance).This Alliance now could be put to good use. Many siisesgmong ourselves
concerned the WEMC emphasis on, and methodology of, empowerment ‘from within’; Isoivisva
going to be different from our local strategy?

Such an Alliance is as yet unique. And our ergommunication strategywas dedicated to getting the
all-important permission for setting up our Alliance. After much consgoiitatith Maria Jaschok, we
paid visits to the president and to representatives of various mhepdstof Lanzhou University in order
to get a permit. We also asked the University to support us to estalalistuslim and non-Muslim
women’s Alliance and grant support and resources whenever needed. We ebqlaioentract with
Oxford University and what the WEMC project tried to achieve.

After many informal meetings and calls and after many consultations veepesnitted to register the
Alliance and this permit then freed the way for the Alliance to beeautithe south of Gansu, in Hanji
Township.

MJ/IGS Through the inside knowledge of local colleagues, patient collectivatiatigns on all our part
and the social space created by a contract between Oxford and Lanzhou Ynaseisifportant and
influential academic institution, not only was an Alliance set up to actikelywith andon behalfof
local women in the most sensitive areas of religion and ethnicity in bandeateas of China, but also
through the process of careful communication work, often in the most informal maatlies and
supporters were identified who would be helpful in subsequent developmemisi®ffiom the Religious
and Ethnic Affairs bureaus, academics from Lanzhou University , medafiairetn hospitals in

Lanzhou , the provincial capital and, in Linxia, representatives from the Chinh Federation and
individual members of the local branches of women’s organizafgies), and a number of independent
women entrepreneurs.

The Story of an Initiative

Xu Lili Between January to July 2007, we visited the most disadvantaged areasandistussing
together with local women how best to make use of the professional skills arldhetm@ks of

members of the Alliance (many who are doctors, teachers, engineerQat choice was Hanji
Township because as a transport hub its influence on adjacent villahsstdements is considerable. No
public provisions and facilities for Muslim women existed in Hanji, &ede is little interaction therefore
between Muslim and non-Muslim (Han) women (the Han population forms a sizesjblgynn Hanji).



Following completion of research investigating the health and well-beingid¥tislim women in Haji
township, a report giving an anthropological analysis was written. Wétipieriod of nine months, local
researchers took turns to conduct the relevant investigation in ey gathered a great amount of
materials and gained a much better understanding of Hui's women’s diseaséshantieatment needed
as well as of the socio-cultural prohibitions which obstruct theirgmigon and cure.

Inspired by the concept of ‘safe spaces’ for women to come together, talktandliarn and network,
we acquired a small ‘shop’ for women'’s clothing and household textilesamenercial guise’ to appeal
to women and to ease them into conversation. The strategy was successfah initral trickle of
women a continuous flow of visitors now feel at ease with us — with this graesoeptance of the ‘shop
its commercial function is diminishing somewhat, and educational and cocatianiopportunities are
assuming greater importance.

The Lanzhou team accomplished the following tasks:

1.) hiring and training of two local Muslim women to oversee running of our Centre (which w
gave the name dfao Rizj Good Day, Centre) and to reach out to local women.

2) with the help of the Alliance, approaching local Muslim women through offarintgedical
check up in Lanzhou.

3.) working towards increasing the number of the Muslim women who come to theddatie.

4) with the help of the Alliance, the first volume of a healthcare manualdeasproduced and
distributed among officials and medial staff in the local hospital; dh@rg months will see
revision and production of further volumes (subject to budget) for teerdisation in the local
population. First reactions, so local women confirm, have been instantanemegitive and
positive.

Results:

Xu Lili After extensive visits of Linxia local government departments d¢\adls, after many exchanges
and conversations, formal and informal, we entered an agreement of cooperistéonh 2008. This led
in April (6™ 2008 to the setting up of the Linxia Hanji township Muslim women'’s ‘Good Dalyitgct
centre. After six months of operation, a growing number of Muslims and also warnendn-Muslim
ethnic groups have come to the Centre. They chat with each other, and ebéediteir handicraft at
the Centre. Medical and health-related books displayed at the cerdreffexed useful suggestions for
women able to read. Importantly, staff at the Centre also helped a number of teosee a doctor in
Lanzhou or to provide recommendations to inform the doctors of conditions intblanghip.

We produced a health manuedry much as a first attempt. In line with our research findings, thdihealt
manual is divided into four sections: the first one is providing comknowledge of gynecological
diseases; the second one informs of commonly occurring stomach ilinessbidtbae informs on
rheumatoid arthritis; the fourth one gives common information on gall étadgctions. In the process

of making the booklet, we came to add relevant knowledge related to other corseesediand sickness
to be found in daily life, such as headache, toothache, sore eyes, commorvealdiderhoea, and the
like.



First Healthcare Pamphletproduced by (Xu Lili's team) WEMC and Alliance of Muslim and Non-
Muslim Women

Basic Knowledge of Women’s Common llinesses
Layout, illustrations, colour design --- all were decided upon by young I@sdnehers which include
Muslim girls
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Xu Lili The health manual was made by three young local women, Muslim and Non-Muslim. Mpreove
one of my friends who is working at the local hospital and very attentiverttew's health problems

within ethnic minority groups, also offered her useful advice and suggestiorieeWlound the booklet

in the printing store of the local school. We also have to admit, becauseresdimited by lack of money
and by lack of time, the first booklet does not show what we want it to do, déggtayful and suitable
images and give anecdotes to illustrate more abstract points we ang.mdkis, according to our

opinion, this is not a very successful outcome. The entire production of tilechealmanual still

requires a lots of effort and much more time. However, we are confidgnté can build on this
experience and continue with our work. We fully plan next year to continue progungrinting the

most useful manuals. Although not of high standard, they were welcomed by local mostemarmly.



So we will go on to provide such important materials for the Muslim women mgf, Halping to improve
their health condition.

Lessons learnt

MJ/IGS Initial reactions to a place for local Muslim (and non-Muslim) womerotregate was greeted
with outright rejection, with polite stone-walling and at times with coralietility. However, the
application of a fluid communication strategy and methodology successfuttynetiéd in the setting up
of a space for women initially under a commercial guise. This space (novedefi@iadiao Rizi
ZhongxinGood Days Centre) has slowly turned into a transformative and, we hope,iiglsealso into

a participatory space for conversation, listening, learning and consegsusaising. — Externally, the
Centre has received both statements of support from the local leaderdlggpressions of interest in
seeing this Centre as a possible prototype for similar initia¢ileesvhere in the County.

Significance of this initiative and Lessons

WEMC researchers created conditions of ‘safe space’ through a ‘flurdbd@bgy’ in an environment
less than supportive to women with sensitive health issues, regarthedocal culture asiuti (shameful,
private parts of female body).

Women'’s access to knowledge and pertinent resolution of what is both personalictudagtobstruction
could thus be facilitated. For example, a young local woman, in a difficatiorethip with both her
husband’s family and suffering derision by local community due to childlessves encouraged to open
up on her suffering to WEMC researchers, bringing her awareness of Henentis to resources and
supporting her with access to professional resources away from heplegahtp; her (first-ever)
successful trip to provincial capital not only changed her own sense ofswiuasible but also affected
others in her community at home

The time taken over building partnerships and alliances is vital. fEike® over learning about women'’s
own knowledge, strategies, capacities and limitations arising fromeindus knowledge is vital. It is
thus that time taken over nurturing collaboration with ‘allies’ lgcalid at macro-levels of the
government administration allowed for insertion of ‘safe spaces’.
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