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CISMOC: The Research Centre from 2002-2016, into the Future

CISMOC Projects and History

The transformations and future of Islam are very important for contemporary societies, including Belgium, Europe and the rest of the world. The presence of millions of Muslims in Europe has attracted the interest of UCL researchers since the 1970s. In 2002, Professor F. Dassetto created CISMOC as an extension of this interest, with the aim of promoting research and contextual activities about the contemporary realities of Islam as a religious, political and social phenomenon. Despite its modest size, CISMOC is now one of the main centres for the study of contemporary Islam in Europe. It aims to provide research and teaching that reflects the rapid changes in Muslim dynamics. It also provides an important service to a society often surprised and unsettled by a political and religious dynamic that is hard to identify.

Concretely, this centre uses and unites existing resources and skills, spread across several departments and disciplines including socio-anthropology, political science, Islamic studies, Islamic sciences and law. In fact, the study of Islam requires a knowledge of language and history as well as a comparative approach between the multiple areas of Islam. This needs a medium to long term strategy of cumulative investment that CISMOC tries to implement in order to develop both knowledge and know-how. The primary area of research and teaching of most CISMOC academics (with some notable exceptions) is not Islam - they carry out work in, or in connection with this field in addition to their other responsibilities. CISMOC is therefore a network that ‘focuses’ research on Islam. This strategy was chosen as the way to dynamise all existing resources, given the generally limited means available. Meanwhile, CISMOC has become a renowned European institution that functions not only as a resource centre for this subject, but also as a promoter of multiple activities.

In September 2015, a grant from the Baillet-Latour Foundation led to the consolidation of the centre, following the establishment of two Chairs of Contemporary Islam, in partnership with MENARG (the Middle East, North Africa Research Group at the University of Ghent), with the aim of carrying out research, disseminating knowledge and teaching about contemporary Islam, with a particular focus on the increasing plurality, complexity and homogenization of Muslim identities and affiliations; thanks to hiring the equivalent of 3 FTEs at UCL. The whole dynamics of CISMOC were strengthened following the establishment of new synergies both within the centre and in its external relations.
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Research Programmes

Research activities are structured around a pluriannual research programme in which research projects and scientific activities are carried out with a maximum degree of coherence. The centre aims to develop a vision and make the best of research findings in terms of both empirical and theoretical knowledge.

Between 2002 and 2006, research activities focused on the subject of “Local Islams and Processes of Islamic Globalisation”. This resulted in multiple publications, including an entire issue of the journal: Recherches Sociologiques et Anthropologiques.
· We should also note several theses: on the Muslim Brotherhood (B. Maréchal), on the Vatican’s policy on the Muslim world (T. Koutroubas), on the role of Islam in Turkish foreign policy (N. Raptopoulos) and on the role of Islam in Moroccan foreign policy (A. Belhaj).
· [image: page de garde PUF Frères]Several pieces of contextual research were also carried out: on the transformations of Islam in Kazakhstan (A.-M. Vuillemenot), headscarves in Brussels (B. Maréchal), relations between Muslims and non-Muslims (F. Dassetto), Islamic teaching in Europe (F. El Asri) and a report on the issues arising from a Muslim presence in the enlarged Europe (for the EU Forward Studies Unit, by B. Maréchal and F. Dassetto with J. Nielsen, S. Allievi).
                                                                      [image: ]  [image: ] [image: ]  

Between 2007 and 2014, CISMOC explored the contemporary processes of building Muslim identity, focusing on three aspects in particular: the production of Muslim discourses, Muslim leadership and organisations and relationships between Muslims and non-Muslims (notably thanks to support from the King Baudouin Foundation).
· Theses written in this context concern: Building identity and the cultural practices of contemporary Muslim artists in relation to Islamic norms (F. El Asri), Sufi brotherhoods, Salafism and political Islam in Syria (Th. Pierret), Local management of Islam in Brussels (C. Torrekens), The visibility of Islam in public spaces in Beirut (W. Vloeberghs), Salafisms in Brussels (H. Touag, 2011-2016), Transformations of gender relations in a working class neighbourhood of Algiers (G. Djelloul, begun in 2013), The involvement of women in Islamic education in Rouen (Y. Van Praet begun in 2013) and A sociography of Islam in Luxembourg (E. Pirenne begun in 2013).
· Contextual research included: Relations between Muslims and non-Muslims in Belgium (J. De Changy, F. Dassetto, B. Maréchal), Conflicts over mosque building projects in Belgium (F. Dassetto, O. Ralet), Headscarves (CISMOC), Muslim Sufi Brotherhood transformations in Burkina Faso (F. Dassetto, P.-J. Laurent), Perspectives for engaging religious actors in peacebuilding by the European Union (F. Bokern, V. Legrand, B. Maréchal), Brussels Islam (F. Dassetto), Sharia4Belgium (F. Dassetto), The Muslim Brotherhood as a social movement (B. Maréchal), Attitudes and relations between Muslims and non-Muslims in Brussels (C. Bocquet, F. Dassetto, B. Maréchal), Good practice for relations between Muslims and non-Muslims in Belgium (C. Bocquet, B. Maréchal, F. Dassetto, S. Van den Abbeele, F. Iskandar), Radicalism and Jihadism (F. Dassetto) etc.
· We’d also like to highlight the supervision of dissertations on contemporary Islam (cf. Islam and the STIB [public transport company for Brussels], Islam and Interracial couples, Muslim Feminists in Belgium, The Ahmadiyya Movement in Brussels, Muslim Scouts in Brussels and Modesty, Women who Convert to Islam, Shiite Pilgrimage to a Marian Site in Lebanon, etc. see website for more information). 
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In 2015-2018, while continuing its existing activities, CISMOC will focus its activities around three major lines of research:
· Islam and radicalism: including from an in-depth sociography of Belgian Islam to improve understanding of the plurality of Islamic currents, their relative importance and their interconnections, including their means of deployment and their integration into the fabric of society. In addition to the completion of the thesis on Salafisms (H. Touag) and a book on the Brotherhood (B. Maréchal), a sociography of Turkish Islam in Belgium (post-doctoral study by M. Orhan), A sociography of Islam in Wallonia (thesis by F. Fadi Iskandar), we are also researching the Processes of Islamic radicalisation (F. Dassetto, H. Touag, A. Belhaj, B. Maréchal) and on Muslim leaders (A. Belhaj).
· Young identities and belonging: two theses on Youth and tolerance (Ch. Godesar), Youth and neighbourhood (A. Delporte) begun Sept 2015.
· Contemporary Muslim thought: including the challenges of Training Muslim religious leaders in Europe (A. Belhaj, B. Maréchal), An analysis of contemporary Islamic discourse (F. Dassetto, A. Belhaj, B. Maréchal, N. el Makrini).
· There are also several dissertations on the Reasons for founding Islamic schools, Relations between language and young women’s religious beliefs, Rap and Muslim youth, Imams and mosques: new national concerns, etc.

Seminars and conferences

In addition to in-house seminars, monthly seminars and conferences are open to the general public - with the programme published on the website or via our mailing list. Speakers include: G. Kepel, P. Haenni, A. S.- Lamine, M. Purdie, J.-P. Filiu, Th. Pierret, A. Possamaï, etc.

Some of the study days and major symposia organized in recent years (and leading to significant publications) include:
· Facets of Belgian Islam (2003)
· Suicide Attacks in Islam (2005)
· Sciences and Faiths (2007), Scientific theories of the origin of man and faiths (2007)
· Sufism and the Body (2008)
· Islam in Syria (2008)
· Sunni-Shia Relationships (2009)
· Contemporary Muslim Discourse (2010)
· Plural Belgian Islam (2011)
· Mutations in religions and religious identities (2012)
· The Popular Moroccan Hamadcha Brotherhood (2013)
· Contemporary Muslim Representation Online (2015, publication in 2017)
· Processes of Youth Radicalization (2015, publication in 2016)
· Salafisms (2016)
· Islamic Ethics (2016)
· [image: ][image: Maghreb Machrek 198 :: L'islam en Syrie. Les réfugiés irakiens][image: ]                                                                   
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Other major study days that did not lead to publications include: Faith and Sciences (2012), Theories of Creation and Evolution (2012), Issues and Challenges in Contemporary Muslim Thought (2013).


Scientific Circulation

CISMOC edits two scientific collections
· Islams contemporains [Contemporary islam], published by Presses Universitaires de Louvain since 2010 (4 titles: The Iris and the Crescent; Plural Belgian Islam; Hamadcha in Morocco; Beats and Islamic voices)
· Islams en changement, published by Academia-Bruylant (7 titles: The Complex Meeting; Corporate Islam; Contemporary Muslim Discourse; Love, Islam and Diversity; Muslim Feminists in Belgium; Neutrality and Religious Events: how should public services interact? Perspectives on the Conditions of Arab-Muslim modernity).
CISMOC also publishes “Papers On-line” on its website. Readers can freely access articles including those by by Professor F. Dassetto on: “Conflicts over Mosque Building in Belgium,” “Radicalism and Jihadism,” “Paradigms at work in Social Sciences when Studying Trance and Possession”, “Sharia4… All. Elements for analysing and reflecting on an extremist group”, etc.
It is also a member of the editorial committee for the Yearbook of Muslims in Europe (2009-2012), and the Journal of Muslims in Europe (2011-) published by Brill, and acts as a critic for scientific reviews including Social Compass, Ethnic and Racial Issue, Archives des sciences sociales de religions, etc.

Scientific Logistics

CISMOC created CISMODOC with support from the Bernheim Foundation, to bring together the numerous scientific logistics activities and make them accessible to the general public. This centre has three objectives:
· It identifies, selects and organises reliable and relevant information about contemporary Islam, paying particular attention to European and Belgian Islam
· It is an archive for storing documents about Muslim organisations and their activities
· It aims to become a centre for preserving the memory of the Muslim presence in Belgium and to carry out documentary information activities, meaning that it will re-work, summarise and make content resulting from document gathering available to the public: bibliographic compilations, summary reports, etc.

	
CISMODOC has been open to the public since February 2015, and is a dedicated space inside the UCL Political and Social Science library.

	[image: ]



It makes a large number of scientific resources (studies and articles) available to allow people to explore issues related to Islam in more depth. It also has a physical and virtual database of scientific papers and press cuttings about issues in contemporary Islam in Belgium, Europe and the world. Readers can also access documents informing them about specific aspects of the state of Islam in Belgium (press articles from 1980 onwards, organisations, players, thematic reports, statistics about Muslims in Belgium, contemporary Muslim thought and intra-Muslim literature by contemporary Muslim thinkers and leaders).

Multiple teaching activities

Alongside the considerable teaching given as part of conventional university courses (Masters in Sociology and Anthropology, Masters in Political Science, Masters in Religious Sciences), since 2007, CISMOC has invested in the creation of Religious Sciences: Islam life-long learning courses in collaboration with the Saint-Louis University Faculties in Brussels. Led by muslim and non-muslim teachers, this course targets muslim and non-muslim students. The aim was to provide a university course to consider Islam in the light of muslim experiences, in dialogue with the humanities, to answer the concerns of European Muslims and support the production of autonomous and original thinking. The course leads to an inter-university certificate.
From 2007 until December 2015, seven teaching cycles were implemented by the CISMOC team, thanks to support from local stakeholders, and people external to UCL. In total, 250 people were trained in this context, bearing in mind that this pilot programme was constantly updated in response to internal reflections to the scientific committee, in order to better meet needs.

	[bookmark: _GoBack]
In October 2015, the programme  was named “Religious and social sciences: Islam in the contemporary world”. The course is jointly organized by the Catholic University of Louvain and Saint-Louis University, Brussels in partnership with the Emrid Network, a Muslim association led by Dr Farid El Asri, in the context of the IUFC (Institut de Formation Continue or Life-long Learning Institute at the UCL).
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Serving society
In addition to writing articles for the media and the CISMOC website (see Papers On-line etc.), and giving radio and TV interviews, the Centre organises conferences for the general public and its members attend numerous conferences in Belgium and abroad. It also invests in training (cf. supra, and a summer school) and provides dozens of consultancy services for associations and a variety of organisations (think tanks and political parties, youth centres, schools, regional integration centres, etc.) every year. The website and mailing list also allow the centre to communicate fairly easily with anyone interested in its activities.
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