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Workshop proposal

COSMOPOLITANISMS WITHIN MUSLIM CONTEXTS:

MODELS FROM THE PAST, QUESTIONS FOR THE FUTURE

Sponsors: Centre for the Comparative Study of Muslim Societies and Cultures (Simon  Fraser University) and Institute for the Study of Muslim Civilizations (Aga Khan University)

Date: Saturday 21 June 2008

Venue:  Wosk Centre for Dialogue (SFU), Vancouver, BC, Canada
Convenors: Abdou Filali-Ansary (ISMC), Derryl MacLean (CCSMSC)

Prospective audience: academics from the social sciences and humanities, informed public, representatives from the media and NGOs.

Description and rationale:

The proposed workshop will focus on cosmopolitanism within Muslim contexts through a comparative and interdisciplinary framework.  Cosmopolitanism more generally has become a key concept in recent times for the reconsideration of a variety of social and political issues. As a political idea, it stands in opposition to the primacy of closed human group ideologies such as tribalism, nationalism, and fundamentalism.   As a socially active practice, it stands in the context of civilizations, where citizenship within a community carries movement across borders and openness to other ideas and cultures.  As a style, it focuses on qualities of texts in universal literary or art movements.  

Much of the recent discussion of the new critical cosmopolitanism has been situated interior to western self-perceptions, with little conceptualization or inclusion of Muslim data.  Where discussed, the focus has been either on classical Islamic cosmopolitanism, with its framework of formative “Islamic” qualities, or else projections of anti-fundamentalist contemporary Muslim examples.  This has had two quite different consequences.  First, while there is a recognition that Muslims possessed certain forms of cosmopolitanism in the past, often integrated with orientalist notions of Islam seen as essentially humanist, there is also a sense that these are not transferable to modernity and have been replaced by modern ideologies such as nationalism and fundamentalism.  Second, much of the discussion consciously frames Muslim cosmopolitanism as the other of fundamentalism, and works in many ways instrumentally to rehabilitate the “good” modern and progressive Muslim.

The AKU-ISMC and SFU-CCSMSC are ideally situated to convene a one-day workshop in order to explore the issues surrounding Muslim cosmopolitanism in comparative and interdisciplinary perspectives. The workshop will provide an opportunity to focus on moments in world history where cosmopolitan ideas and actions were tested and pervaded specific Muslim societies and cultures, without necessarily assuming the existence of some overarching Islamic cosmopolitan ideal constituted in the formative period and then dormant until redeployed in contemporary disputations.    In particular, the workshop is interested in the typologies and contexts of Muslim cosmopolitanisms and possible tensions or conjunctions with regional cultures, enclaves, or modern nation-states. The provision of examples then will provide the workshop with material for reflection on the varieties of forms of Muslim cosmopolitanism.  Is it possible to locate a theoretically sound and non-essentialist Muslim cosmopolitanism that is not simply a defensive form of anti-fundamentalism?

Among the themes that we will discuss are:


*What theories and philosophies of cosmopolitanism resonate in the analysis of Muslim contexts?


*What types of cosmopolitanism have been produced within Muslim contexts?


*What are the differences and similarities among Muslim cosmopolitanisms of various times and places?  To what extent do these relate to issues of culture, economy, status, class, and power?


*What is the relationship between the high pan-Islamic and the vernacular forms of Muslim cosmopolitanism? 

Preliminary Organization of Panels


1. Cosmopolitanism in Muslim Contexts: Theory and Orientation


2. Cosmopolitanisms of the Muslim Past


3. Cosmopolitanisms in the Muslim Present


4. Roundtable Discussion: Toward the Future

