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< Meeting Place of Multi-dimensional Researching : About some of the
Japanese panels organized for the WOCMES-3 in Barcelona >

After a first World Congress for Middle Eastern Studies (WOCMES-1) held
at Mainz in September 2002 and a second one (WOCMES-2) organized in
Amman in June 2006, the third session (WOCMES-3) took place in Barcelona
in July 2010. Due to the success of the first two sessions, about four hundred
and sixty panels have been scheduled this year, and it is worth noticing that
over thirty activities happened simultaneously. Practically speaking, each
panel lasted two hours including twenty minutes for the presentation of each
paper, followed by ten minutes of discussion.

The Japan Association for Middle East Studies (JAMES) organized five
panels around the following topics: “Meeting Place of Two Oceans
(Majma‘ al-Bahrayn): Multi-dimensional Understanding of Middle East”. I
had the honour to participate in one of them entitled “Sufis and Saints Facing
the Government and the Public” divided into two sessions. The other
Japanese panels were focused on multiple identities of the Arab people based
on the results of the recent poll survey and the reception of Modern Middle
Eastern literature in Japan.

The panel “Sufis and Saints Facing the Government and the Public”
planned by Kei Takahashi (Sophia University) and Takao Kenichiro
(Doshisha University) and advised by Masayuki Akahori (Sophia University)
and Yasushi Tonaga (Kyoto University) developed especially the forms and
implications of Sufism and saint veneration in public sphere within modern
Muslim societies. The objective was to discuss the situation surrounding
Sufism and saint veneration in modern contexts by focusing on their public
expressions, supported by the illustration of different case studies. Each of the
papers had to deal with the question of contemporary Sufism’s public
expression as a significant factor shedding light on the “modernity” of Sufism.

The panel proceeded in one session with two panels time duration. The

diversity of issues raised by the presenters such as tariga reform, political
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influence and official exploitation of Sufism, its revaluation in the context of
Islamic orthodoxy, the role of Media, and the link with other religious
practices, as well as the importance of the area covered — going from the
Middle-East (Egypt, Sudan and Syria), to the Far East (Japan), through
Southeast Asia (Indonesia), and Central Asia (Uzbekistan) - helped to shape a
global vision of Sufism’s modernity and its relationship with public sphere.

The discussants, Yashushi Tonaga (Kyoto University) and Sanaa Makhlouf
(American University of Cairo), contributed to tie the different presentations
together to highlight different trends of “modern” Sufism by replacing the
different cases in the evolution of a three-axis Framework of Sufism —the
three axes consisting in Popular Cult, Mysticism and Ethics [See “Sufism in
the Past and Present. Based on the Three-axis Framework of Sufism”,
TONAGA Yasushi, AJAMES, n°21-2, 2006, pp. 7-21], and bringing some of
them together regarding the post-colonial configurations of the States and the
role Sufism had to play in the agenda of nation-building.

Although their purposes were to show the current situation of Sufism and
Saints studies in Japan, the panels were also created to promote academic
partnership, which is why they were organized in cooperation with Egyptian,
Japanese and French researchers. Since the first WOCMES in Germany,
Japan has always invited French researchers to join its panels. Thus, after the
participation of French academics like Denis Gril (Provence University) in
2002, Alexandre Papas (CNRS) and Thierry Zarcone (CNRS) in 2006, I had
the chance to meet and work with Japanese and Egyptian experts in this third
session. And maybe, in my opinion, there is no better way to illustrate and
also justify the topic of this panel: confronting a “Multi-dimensional” issue
with a plurality of visions (in this particular case, those of Japanese, Egyptian
and French observers) was certainly the most suitable way to produce a
fruitful base for further investigations.

We may hope that such initiative might work as an example to strengthen
the international cooperation among scholars coming from different traditions
of research, especially for this kind of issues that remains trans-national in
essence such as Sufism.

Marc Toutant (CETOBAC/Paris)
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