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1. Learning from an Unusual KAMES Conference

Three members of JAMES — myself, Keiko Sakai, and Shintaro Yoshimura —
accepted invitations to attend the 16th Annual Conference of the Korean Association of
Middle East Studies (KAMES) in early December 2007. As most of you know, there have
been many interesting and productive exchanges between these two academic
associations going back for more than five years. I have been fortunate enough to be
involved in several of them over the years.

Usually such events are held on a university campus like Hankuk University of
Foreign Studies or the like. This time, the venue was the Shilla Hotel, the most expensive
and prestigious in Korea. Also, the KAMES annual meeting was to be held in conjunction
with something called The 5th Forum for Korea-Middle East Cooperation.

The reception was held on the evening of December 6th. The Shilla Hotel is very
impressive architecturally, looking like an old Korean palace in the colorful national style.
Waiting in the foyer together with Sakai and Yoshimura, I started to notice that the name
tags of many of the other guests began with the title “Ambassador.” There was the
ambassador of the UAE, and over there the ambassador of Morocco. Coming through the
metal detector was the Saudi ambassador whom I had once met at a different KAMES
event a couple of years ago.

But I really knew things were different when, as I was entering the main hall, I was
greeted at the door (as were all the other guests) by none other than South Korean Foreign
Minister Min-Soon Song.

The reception involved about two hundred guests, and, truth be told, there were
more diplomats, businessmen, and journalists than actual academics in attendance.
Foreign Minister Min-Soon Song gave a nice welcoming speech in English, mentioning
how he had just returned from a four-nation tour in the region, and emphasizing the
importance he placed on Korea’s ties in the Islamic world.

The food was wonderful, but each of the three guests from Japan was seated at
different tables, and the whole event seemed a little too formal for my tastes.

The next morning I and my two Japanese colleagues prepared for the main events.

The first event was a long series of diplomatic speeches. Except for the English-language
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video message from Arab League Secretary-General Amr Moussa (who was scheduled to
have attended in person but couldn’t make it) all of the other speeches were either in
Korean language with Arabic interpretation, or in Arabic with Korean interpretation.
Among the three of us from Japan, only Keiko Sakai is fluent in Arabic. The event was
not terribly useful academically.

Since the second event was also a collection of diplomatic speeches, we reached a
consensus to go to “The Library,” which is the name of the cafe-bar at the Shilla Hotel,
and we fortified ourselves with some double espresso shots. Actually, it was then that we
were able to have a productive discussion together about the Shingetsu Institute, the Cafe
Middle East project, and JAMES matters (including the writing of this report!).

The third section of the day was the academic section at last. The paper
presentations were to take place in two rooms. I was scheduled to be the first academic
presenter in the Topaz Room, and Sakai was simultaneously to give her presentation in
the Ruby Room. The problem was that there was apparently still some kind of event
taking place in the main hall, so the diplomatic types hadn’t yet come over to our area.
Also, the regular Korean Middle East Studies academics seemed to be largely absent from
the Shilla altogether. What had happened to our Korean counterparts?

The clock on the wall indicated that it was time for my presentation. It was the
most beautiful academic presentation room that I’d ever seen, but for my audience I had
about six Korean graduate students who couldn’t really understand English very well. 1
was fortunate, however, to have an engaging Iranian professor on the same panel who
offered me some pertinent questions.

The last few hours of the KAMES conference were much better. By the time that
our colleague Shintaro Yoshimura gave his presentation about an hour or so later, the
main group had arrived, and there was a lively Q&A session. Also, the final dinner was
more informal and we were able to have genuinely interesting conversations with other
guests. I had a brief but interesting talk with a sharp-witted political science professor
from Saudi Arabia, and I discovered that the friendly young Korean sitting next to me

was a nephew of UN Secretary-General Ki-Moon Ban.

2. Comparing Middle East Studies in Japan and Korea

I’d like to complete this report by making a few observations that I think some
people will welcome, and others will not.

At present, the character of KAMES and that of JAMES seem nearly polar
opposites. Under its current leadership, KAMES has quite clearly become entwined with

the Korean foreign policy establishment. It was pretty clear that this was more of a
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diplomatic and elite business conference than an academic gathering. In contrast, JAMES
is notable for its distance from actual Japanese foreign policies. Only a handful of
diplomats are ever seen at a JAMES event, and at any rate most Middle East Studies
academics in Japan concern themselves with pre-modern Islamic history of little interest
to the policy types. From my observations, the Japanese government doesn’t really want
to hear from the specialists, and the specialists themselves want to keep their distance
from the government.

Reflecting on my experience in Seoul, I wonder if KAMES might not have drifted
too far in one direction, and JAMES lodged too far in the other.

I have a suspicion that there is a lot of bitter dissent within KAMES at the moment.
While the leadership of the organization has been using it to gain credibility in the
diplomatic and policy world, many others may be resentful about this. Why were so few
of our Korean academic colleagues in evidence at the conference? My inference is that
they deliberately kept away in silent protest to the direction that KAMES has taken.

JAMES’ problem, in my view, is the opposite: It is simply too far from the “real
world” of policy. I'm a historian, and I certainly highly value history. But in times like
these, it seems to me that any self-respecting “Middle East Studies” organization must
also be engaged proactively with the momentous issues of the contemporary age. Neither
of the two organizations seems to have struck the right balance.

I do not recommend the current KAMES model for Japan. We are an independent
academic organization and must remain so. We do not want the Japanese Foreign
Ministry to take over our events. At the same time, there need to be more serious efforts
to draw young Japanese graduate students into the fields of modern history and current
affairs. Our own annual conferences need to show more engagement with the world we
actually live in today.

I’'m not calling for an abandonment of JAMES strengths in the studies of
pre-modern history. What I am saying is that there is an imbalance that still needs to be
addressed by the organization. There needs to be more effort to have practitioners from
the fields of politics, diplomacy, business, and NGOs involved in our annual conferences.

Most of all, we need a larger proportion of our own academic presentations to deal
with current and even highly controversial topics like terrorism, the Iraq War, the
Arab-Israeli conflict, the MSDF mission in the Indian Ocean, and other similar topics that
we read about in the newspapers every day. The Japanese public needs its most
knowledgeable members to provide their expertise and take the risk of being a little more
outspoken. In my view, this is one of our public, democratic responsibilities that comes

with our relatively comfortable and safe positions in our various universities. It’s not all
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about committee work within our faculties.

At any rate, my trip to the Seoul conference of KAMES was very instructive — not
always in the way that the organizers intended. I do highly recommend those members of
JAMES who have not yet made exchanges with our colleagues in Korea to do so. They
are friendly and hospitable and they want to have interactions with Japan. We can also
learn much from what we have in common with them... as well as what we do differently.

(Michael Penn)
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