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EDITORIAL

Gabriel Facal is an anthropologist and research associate at the
Southeast Asia Centre, CASE, Paris.

Laurent Chircop-Reyes is a researcher and chief editor for China
Perspectives at the French Centre for Research on Contemporary
China in Hong Kong, and is associated with the IrAsia research
unit in Marseille and the CECMC, Research centre on modern and
contemporary China in Paris.
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ABSTRACT

This editorial presents the main questions that drive this themed
issue on the links that exist between martial arts practices and
religion. How can terminological, categorical and definitional
boundaries be delineated to frame the two notions? What are
the contemporary dynamics that redefine their relationships,
from the processes of formalisation and specialisation, to the
phenomena of patrimonialization, crossbreeding, hybridisation
and (re)invention? How might martial arts become a practice
of peace? The various contributions in this collection provide
several elements of an answer to this question, by offering
insights into the violent and conflictual propensities of martial
practices but also into their ethical, ritual, performative,

therapeutic and regulatory dimensions.
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This themed issue of Martial Arts Studies has its origins in a research
group initiated and co-organised by Paul Bowman (Cardiff University),
Laurent Chircop-Reyes, Jean-Marc de Grave, Gabriel Facal (Aix-
Marseille University) and DS Farrer (Palau University). The group
aimed to research the links between martial arts and religion. A first
workshop was held in 2019 in Aix-Marseille Université,' entitled
‘Terminologies and categories of martiality: Etymologies, religious and
secular dimensions, and related practices’. The workshop sought to
frame the ways that categories and terms are constructed in different
socio-cultural contexts, both academic and cultural. Case studies
included India, Indonesia, Brazil, France, mainland China, Taiwan, and

Japan.

Inevitably, questions of an encompassing denominative category also
arose. An idea was formulated to use a conceptual category that could
incorporate different degrees and contexts of what the term ‘martial’
expresses. The term ‘martiality’ was proposed.

This workshop prefigured the 6th annual Martial Arts Studies
International Conference, scheduled for 2020, and entitled ‘Martial
Arts, Religion and Spirituality’.? The conference ultimately took place
online, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This was co-organised online
by Laurent Chircop-Reyes and Gabriel Facal, under the guidance of
Paul Bowman, Jean-Marc de Grave and DS Farrer.’

Martial Arts Studies is an emerging field of research at the crossroads
of several salient research areas of the humanities and social sciences.
This research nexus includes studying questions of the transmission

of knowledge and skills, embodied knowledge, physical culture and
sports, relationships to authority, security, commercial exchange, ritual
and initiatory activities, mystical and spiritual practices, existential
philosophies, and more.

1 10-11 July 2019 at Campus Schuman, Aix-Marseille Université (AMU), Aix-en-
Provence. The event was made possible thanks to generous financial and scientific supports
of the Aix-Marseille University (AMU), the French Asian research unit (IrAsia/CNRS - Institut
de recherches Asiatiques, UMR 7306),and the French Academic Network for Asian Studies
(GIS Asie).

2 6th conference of the Martial Arts Studies Research Network, 15-16 July
2020, IrAsia, Marseille.

3 The project was funded by IrAsia,AMU, and the GIS ASIE.We are thankful to all
the partner institutions, to the scientific committee as well as to the chairpersons. Around
50 participants, including presenters and discussants, were able to discuss in nine panels
focused on 1) Performing arts 2) Cosmologies 3) Classical and popular representations

4) Ethics and moral values 5) Popular religions, health, globalisation 6) Asceticism 7)
Channelling violence in collective rituals and sport 8) Ethno-religious identities, nationalism
and politics 9) Methodological issues. For more details about this series of prefigurative
events see Jean-Marc de Grave [2020].
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Regarding the last themes in this list: martial arts are sometimes
interpreted as paradoxical ‘paths to peace’ [Ueshiba 2002], following
the example of religious ideologies that convey messages of peace

but serve as a support for political and warlike conflicts [Judkins and
Molle forthcoming]. This apparent dissonance may be observable in
the great diversity of traditions and forms of combat. This tension
between martial/peace, and violence, reveals to some extent that the
martial efficiency generally invoked cannot be completely separated
from social, moral, ethical and practical values. Learning is part of a
process — initiatory and ritual to different degrees — aiming as much at
the incorporation of techniques as at the integration of ideas and values
[Svitych 2021].

It is in this general perspective of linking the apprehension of warfare
and peaceful pathways that this special themed issue section seeks

to question the relationship between martial arts and religion. By
approaching martial practices through the notion of ‘martiality’, we
consider a wide scope of dimensions, including codified agonistic
practices, self-defence and combat sports competitions. This range and
scope allows us to better reflect on the heuristic implications of the links
of martial practices to religion.

To approach this second term, we chose to use the notion of ‘religion’
in the singular, the intention being to provide it the capacity to relate to
le fait religieux (lit. ‘the religious fact). In An Introduction to the Work of
Marcel Mauss, Claude Lévi-Strauss described what he had understood
of the ‘religious fact’, through Mauss’s perspective, as follows: we are
dealing with an order of facts, he writes, ‘which should be studied
without delay: those facts in which social nature is very directly linked
to man’s biological nature’ [Lévi-Strauss 2013: 10].

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) defined this sociological object

through a concept that ‘seemed to allow him to bypass the obstacle

of ethnocentrism: the sacred’ [Husser 2020: 8-11]. The author of Les
Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse defined religion as ‘a system of
beliefs and practices relating to sacred, i.e., separate, forbidden things,
beliefs and practices which unite those who adhere to them in a single
moral community called the Church’ [Durkheim 1960: 65, quoted

in Husser 2020: 8-11]. Prior to any mythical or doctrinal discourse,
therefore, religious beliefs, practices and institutions find their
foundation in a collective emotion, the experience of an impersonal
force that is projected into ‘sacred things’ that each culture names and
organises in its own way [Husser 2020: 8-11].

Accordingly, in this themed issue, we conceptually understand religion

as the essence of what is religious in different cultural contexts, beyond
possible formalisation and institutionalisation. As a result, religion
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