Address of Dr. Halit Eren, Director General, Research Centre for Islamic History,

Art and Culture (IRCICA), Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC),

at the Opening Ceremony of the International Symposium on 

Islamic Civilisation in Southern Africa

It is an honour and a pleasure for me to greet you on this auspicious inaugural ceremony of the Symposium. I wish to first of all express my warm and deferential greetings to His Excellency the President, the Government and the people of the Republic of South Africa, with congratulations and best wishes of success for this high-profile meeting Johannesburg hosts today. 

My Centre, the Research Centre for Islamic History, Art and Culture (IRCICA), is an inter-governmental cultural institution representing the fifty-seven member states of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference. We uphold the objective of building cultural bridges between peoples of all cultures and faiths. For this purpose we undertook cultural programs aimed at promoting scholarly research and stimulating fruitful exchanges of knowledge and information across continents. The present symposium has special significance for us towards fulfilling this objective. 

Towards this end, we have organised until now a large number of scholarly and artistic events in various countries in South Asia, Southeast Asia, West Africa, East Africa, Caucasia, the Balkans, Volga-Ural region, the Middle East, and others are forthcoming, to focus on the Gulf region, Central Asia, and North Africa. 

A total of fifty symposiums were organised in this context in cooperation with the governments, universities and cultural institutions of the countries of these regions. 

These meetings addressed a wide variety of subjects under the broad field of Islamic culture and civilisation. They focused on the history of the cultural processes and the interactions of peoples of different faiths and cultures in various regions of the world. They tried to highlight the processes of formation of the social characters and cultural heritage of nations. They looked into the ensuing norms and traditions, the scientific achievements, the architecture, the archaeology, with special reference to the Muslim nations and communities. In this context, the resulting similarities and diversities that characterise the fabric of societies at the micro and the macro, the local and the global levels, came to the fore. 

The present symposium has been planned with the same spirit and understanding, but taking into account the particularities and distinct features of the region. I believe that this symposium is particularly important for several reasons. It is the first to be held in the region, and the first to bring together studies and research on the history and the heritage of Islamic culture and civilisation in Southern Africa. All the more so, as this great region has seen the expansion and evolution of a remarkable Muslim community. 

Since the advent of the first Muslims to Cape Town in 1648 the presence of Islam in South Africa went through a gradual development involving successive stages. This process constituted a centuries-long experience in the formation of the Muslim community, the establishment of its institutions, and its interactions with other communities and societies far and near. Especially noteworthy is the exemplary achievement of this great country in establishing the democratic status of the Muslim community, as of the marking date 1994, thus ensuring its full participation in society. Surely this exemplary balance and due representation of the social groups is one of the factors contributing to the well-being and the dignity of your esteemed country.

Another factor which increases the importance of this event is the academic mission it will perform. I wish to dwell upon a little further. It is certainly indispensable to examine history in the light of the major events which affected the lives of peoples, as is done conventionally. But while doing so consideration must also be given to the cultural encounters and contacts between peoples which at any period of time played a role in shaping the said events, and in a larger perspective, in shaping History. Therefore, studying the interactions between cultures and faiths is of utmost importance. While doing so, it is important also to draw from their constructive aspects that can be carried to our time and that can serve as examples for positive coexistence of peoples in our time.

In brief, I believe this symposium will widen the avenues of existing research by reflecting these broader approaches and highlighting the historical interactive processes embodied in the social heritage, the monuments, intellectual and artistic products of peoples of the region. 

The expected contribution of this event to the development of studies on Islamic civilisation in Southern Africa as a field of research is also noteworthy. It will serve this aim by encouraging communications among researchers and generating an exchange of information on the references and documentary sources that are available to researchers involved in this field. The inter-disciplinary profile of the participants will make it possible to look into the subjects at hand from different viewpoints. It is also remarkable that scholars, researchers, specialists, authors and representatives of institutions in countries in and around Southern Africa are attending the symposium, together with their colleagues and counterparts from around the world. We do appreciate the interest that has been shown to the event. 

In organizing this symposium we were fortunate to cooperate with two leading institutions of South Africa: the National Awqaf Foundation, which represents an exemplary contemporary embodiment of the waqf institution, and the esteemed academic institution the University of Johannesburg. The two bodies joined hands with our Centre in preparing the event and we conferred fruitfully throughout the process. 

We hope that this collaboration will be continual and that this event will be a first momentous occasion marking the beginning of an expanding network of cultural and scholarly cooperation between IRCICA and the cultural authorities and institutions of South Africa. I thank them all on this occasion and look forward to the pleasure of our joint work during the coming days. 

I extend my sincere thanks to the participants and wish them a fruitful meeting. Thank you for your attention.

