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The Budshishiyya’s Tower of Babel:

Cultural Diversity in a Transnational Sufi Order
Marta Dominguez Diaz

A: This article suggests that the messages contained in booklets, books and internet pages of the Order,
largely inform and determine religious conversion. The chapter explores the process of creation of
religious subjectivity and understands it as a relational process between reader and text, linguistically
framed. It argues that for members of this Sufi Order language is a provider of meaning and a vehicle
for expressing religious emotionality and communal religious identity. The case of the Qadiriyya al-
Budshishiyya gives us valuable insights to understand languages as tools for religious proselytization.
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Languages are crucial to the ways religious identities are manifested, and are illustrative of
the dynamics through which religious practice is articulated. Transnational religious
organisations are structures that expand across vast territories, incorporating peoples from
different cultures who speak different languages. Processes of cultural and religious re-
rooting combined with others of cultural hybridity emerge as a result of the re-
territorialisation of religious groups. In this article, I argue that the ways in which languages
are used in transnational religions are explanatory of the mechanisms and limitations that
propitiate and bound the preservation of the cultural character the group possessed before
expanding as well as the emergence of processes of cultural hybridity. The analysis of
language usages in transnational religious groups questions the supposed enhancement of
truly ‘international’ religious cultures by providing a more nuanced picture.

Sufism, the mystical dimension of Islam, is socially articulated through Sufi Orders (sing
tariga). These are religious organisations led by a Sufi shaykh, a walt ‘Allah (or friend of
God), a person who is believed by his followers to have saintly attributes, to possess a sacred
aura (baraka)' that makes him capable of performing miracles. Rather than regional cults,
Sufi orders today tend to be transnational due to the effect migration has on them but also
because they can often be quite successful in attracting new members with cultural
backgrounds different from that of the fariga’s leadership. This is the case of the Sufi Order
on which this article concentrates. The Sufi Order Qadiriyya Blidshishiyya is an organisation
founded in 1942 by a Moroccan Berber, Abti Madyan ibn Munawwar al-Buidshish, and led
since 1972 by Sidi Hamza. The wali of Berber origin lives in the Order’s central lodge
(zawiya) in Madagh, a dormant village in the North-Eastern Moroccan province of Berkane,
in the Rif. The Rif is a mainly mountainous area of northern Morocco inhabited largely by
Berber peoples. The area has been influenced by Spain, since it was part of its Protectorate
between 1912 and 1956, when Moroccan independence was recognised. There was an
interruption of the Spanish presence in the region during the period 1921-1926 when the
Republic of the Rif led by the Berber leader ‘Abd al-Krim was established as a breakaway
state after a Berber victory in the Rif War. For further information see Pennel (1982, 1986).
In the eastern part of the Rif is Madagh, a small village of 2366 habitants where the central
zawiya of the fariga Qadiriyya al-Budshishiyya is situated. Located in the administrative



region of I’Oriental, in North-Eastern Morocco, the town is about fifty-two km north of Oujda
and sixty km of the North African Spanish enclave of Melilla.

By looking at the use that devotees of the transnational Sufi Order Qadiriyya al-Buidshishiyya
make of languages, this paper discusses the relative capacity and the restrictions for cultural
mixing that may occur in transnational religious organisations. More precisely, it suggests
that despite the Budshishiyya’s Universalist (i.e. sometimes trans-ethnic, sometimes
transnational and at yet other times transcultural) appeal, religious identities cannot escape
their cultural locatedness and are always engrained in the cultural context(s) to which they
belong. Such situatedness comes to question the very transnational character of the Order, and
it determines the ways in which it negotiates its local/global character.

The Biidshishiyya — local and transnational

Half a century ago, this Moroccan fariga used to be very different from what it is today.
According to the locals’ account, in the past, after an initiatory ritual (bay‘a), the aspirant
(faqir)* would become a full-time student of the master at his lodge. Most of these disciples
were young Riffian males from the surrounding areas. Despite the fact that the mother tongue
of the majority was Riffian Berber, the language of religious instruction was Arabic (fisha).
Fusha is the formal and standardised written version of Arabic and it substantially differs
from the spoken versions of Arabic that exist throughout the Arab world. The regional oral
varieties are often learnt at home and form Arabs’ native language, while the formal language
is subsequently learned in school.

This is because of the predominant oral usage of Berber dialects, the weak standardisation of
its writing system® and, notably, the fact that Islamic education has traditionally been
conducted in fusha. Not only scholarship but religious matters, more broadly, are generally
dealt with in fusha throughout the Arab world, whereas spoken versions of Arabic and other
Middle Eastern languages are left for communicating about subjects socially considered of
less importance. The sociolinguistic dimensions of this functional diglossia have been
analysed by Albirini (2011).

On occasions the lodge was open for collective celebrations, days in which visitors filled the
zawiya for the performance of a collective Sufi ritual (wazifa)* and visited the saint either to
get impregnated from his saintly aura or to ask him for ‘saintly‘ intercession (e.g. to cure a
man or help a woman to conceive). Although these visitors would hold wazifa sessions in
their own neighbourhoods on a regular basis, and Sufism is definitely intricately embedded in
the local culture to which they belong, in their lifestyles and value systems, and it informs
societal dynamics, they are not strictly speaking members of the Order: they have never been
initiated, and they cannot be considered students of the shaykh, and in most cases they would
not refer to themselves as fugara’. They constitute, nonetheless, the bulk of Sidi Hamza’s
followers, and are the numerically most significant group of devotees. Back in those days,
both ethnicity and language (labels closely intertwined in the Berber means of self-
identification) played a more important role, with not only most fugara’ being of Berber
origin, but also the visitor-devotees — mostly from a Riffian background but from other
Berber areas as well. Accordingly, diverse dialectal variants of Berber could be heard in the
lodge; there appeared to be a diglossic milieu in which fusha was used by the leadership and
in rituals, and variants of vernacular Berber were used for informal communication amongst
devotees.’ (Berber is composed of different variations that some consider as separate



languages, whereas others refer to them as dialects. Speakers of the Riffian variant (Tamazigt)
are estimated to be around 3.4 million according to the 2004 national census. The language is
spoken in the Rif mountainous area and is the less-spoken Berber dialect in Morocco. By
constrast, the Tashelhit variant is the most widely spoken as it covers the whole of the Region
Souss-Massa-Draa, and the Marrakech-Tensift-El Haouz and Tadla-Azilal regions. The 2004
national census estimates that it is spoken by 4.3 million people, but linguists have raised the
estimates to eight to nine million (Stroomer, 2008). Other variants include the Senhaja, the
Ghomara and the Figuig-based version of Shilha.)

During the decade of the 1970s and coinciding with the change in the leadership of the Order,
the tariqa initiated a process of profound transformations: doctrinal changes that would allow
the organisation to surpass its traditional ethnic and linguistic boundaries to embrace
followers from other cultural provenances in Morocco and abroad. The by-then tabarrukiyya
character of this tariga — i.e., in the language of Sufism, being led by a master who has
received ‘Godly authorisation’ to teach a selected group of students how to reach spiritual
enlightenment — was incorporated into a tarbawiyya ethos or educational enterprise. That
meant that the Order adopted a proselytising attitude by which it broadened the scope of
discipleship — a selected group of Riffian fugara’ was transformed into a much more
numerous following from further away. In doctrinal terms this missionary approach was
justified by arguing that the transmission of spiritual knowledge previously occurring face-to-
face was no longer needed, since the new approach considered that spiritual love (mahabba),
a spiritual state that emanates from the shaykh towards his disciples, became the central
means for the acquisition. Such emanation is not physical and therefore the corporeal
presence of the shaykh is seen as unnecessary for the transmission of skills that will make the
spiritual enlightenment of the disciple possible. In terms of language, it also meant that, since
religious learning was no longer acquired though verbal communication, leader and disciple
did not necessarily need to know the same languages. Followers of other cultural provenances
could then be incorporated. Overall, it was thought that this doctrinal shift that the new leader
of the Order, S1d1 Hamza, legitimised in the eyes of his followers enabled the transformation
of a regional cult into the transnational religious organisation that it is today.

As a result of this, the Order soon came to grow exponentially, by attracting members in
Morocco and abroad. Notwithstanding this, today the Budshishiyya still attracts the majority
of its followers from the Berber-speaking regions of the country, despite the burgeoning
number of devotees who are urban Moroccans and whose mother tongue is Darija (the
spoken colloquial Maghrebi variant of Arabic), with some even coming from the more
privileged French-speaking classes. The Order has moved beyond the Alauite country and
now has groups of followers in Western Europe, the Americas (North and South), the Gulf,
South East Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. Despite this global representation, however, the
more sizeable and stable following outside Morocco is located in France, Belgium, Spain, the
United Kingdom and the US and it is largely connected to the economic Moroccan diaspora.
There is, nevertheless, a growing number of followers without a Maghrebi background, both
those of Muslim origin and new converts to Islam. This translates into an impressive
amalgam of languages spoken within the same religious organisation; sometimes at the
Biidshishiyya international gatherings, one can hear all the variants of Berber and dialectal
Arabic, alongside a variety of European languages (e.g. English, French, Spanish, Catalan).
One may wonder, thence, what effect this ‘Tower of Babel’ may have on the internal



dynamics of the Order, whether language plays a role in enhancing or impairing the
development of a truly transnational Budshishiyya character. In other words, how do
languages and religious identities interplay within this tariga?

Loosening Biidshishiyya’s Berber identity?

In looking at the interplay between religious identity and language in the Biidshishiyya, we
first need to consider the role played by Berber in the transnational organisation. Berber is the
original ‘mother tongue’ of the Budshishiyya and it is still the language of most of the
devotees and of the leadership of the rariga alike. Yet, as the Order grows, significant
numbers of followers as well as influential characters close to the shaykh have nothing to do
with this Berber character. Most of the urban devotees of the fariga in Morocco, as well as all
of its international following, have no knowledge of Berber, and neither is it spoken by
influential personalities within the Order such as Faouzi Skali.® Berber does not even figure as
being part of the character of the Order. When European followers describe what they see as
the inclusive, cosmopolitan and multicultural character of the Biidshishiyya, with a mixture of
cultures being mentioned, the Berber identity is rarely an ingredient of this composite in their
narratives.

There are several factors that can be considered to be related to this seemingly intentional
omission of la Berbérité. On the one hand, in Morocco, Berbers have traditionally been
portrayed both in the past by colonial officials and in the present by a significant proportion
of religious scholars and anthropologists as the bearers of folk Islam, of heterodox
religiosities that partly maintain their pre-Islamic character. Many of the rituals associated
with these religious lifestyles are Sufi — for example, the exaltation of saint veneration and
tomb visitation and the performance of sacrifice rituals connected to the agricultural calendar.
The category of ‘folk Islam’ is often contraposed with ‘official’ and a more orthopraxical
versions of Islam. Although it is true that urban religious scholars in Morocco have over the
centuries criticised the exalted nature of such Sufi performances as falling outside Islam, the
clear-cut dichotomy between rural/urban, official/folk, great/little Islamic traditions that was
once made famous by Gellner (1969), and has been reproduced ever since in much
anthropological literature, seems to be less representative of reality than it is often assumed
(Chachoua, 2002; Silverstein, 2012).

The turn of the Budshishiyya towards a more sober understanding of Sufism seemed to
initially be a response to the criticisms exerted from the traditional centres of religious
scholarship. But, not only this, it also coincides with the approximation of the leadership of
this Order with the centres of political power in the country. Thence, the Biidshishiyya is part
nowadays of a political project, one that fundamentally affects the very character of the
Order. The Minister of Religious Affairs, Ahmed Taoufik, is a declared devotee of the
organisation, as other high-placed officials certainly are within the government. This move
towards a less ecstatic understanding of Islam tries to present itself as being in tune with the
traditional bastions of Moroccan religious scholarship — namely, Islamic Scripturalism and a
respect for Maliki sharia law. If the Baraka-driven exalted nature of a ritual-oriented
religiosity is too commonly associated with Berber Islam, this Scripturalist trend is more
often connoted and, although misleadingly, identified with the Arabic character of religious
scholarship in Islam — Berber regions were not entirely alien to centres of religious
scholarship of this more normative kind, and representatives of this more ‘orthodox‘ version
of Islam have also existed in Berber areas past and present (Munson, 1993; Silverstein, 2012).



The makhzen’s’ support for the Biidshishiyya is a mechanism for trying to counteract the
modernising approach to Islam proposed by the Islamists, in particular those of the Justice
and Charity Party, but not by them alone.® In trying to counteract so-called Islamism by
adopting a more sober, normative leaning, the Buidshishiyya ends up detaching itself from the
more folkloristic expressions of Sufism characteristic of the Berber and rural regions of the
country. Non-Berber followers and even the leadership of the Order will, as a result, be
sympathetic to publicly taking part in Sufi ritual practices that had traditionally been seen as
the core of maraboutic, ‘folk’, Berber Islam, yet all these practices have been purportedly
deprived from its more intense, ecstatic character, to a certain extent tuned down and turned,
one may argue, into commoditised expressions of religious emotionality that occur in a rather
contained manner. The diminishing use of Berber dialects in this fariga, particularly by the
authorities and most salient members, coincides with this broader religious de-Berberisation
of Moroccan Sufism strongly affected by the aforementioned political agenda. Neither is the
Berber character of the Order mentioned in most of the Biidshishiyya’s written materials, nor
by members in most of the non-Berber locations. Considering that Berber identity has turned
into a very heated and debated political issue within Moroccan politics’ it is not surprising
that a Sufi Order with such a public political profile within the country would prefer to be
seen neither as supporting nor as rejecting la Berbérité or any form of Berber activism.

The Biidshishiyya’s Tower of Babel

What else can the ways in which languages are used by adepts in this religious organisation
tell us about the internal functioning of the Order? The first that one notices is that, to the
larger extent that the Order is still a mainly Moroccan organisation, the tariga is a vivid
image of the multilingualism that is quotidian in the North African country. Berber- and
Darija-speaking devotees, especially the younger and middle aged, are generally good
connoisseurs of French and Fusha, the languages of education and administration. Besides,
Berbers can often speak Darija, although less often can speakers of Maghrebi Arabic
communicate in Berber. Those followers from the Rif are sometimes fluent in Spanish, due to
the geographical proximity, the broadcasting of Spanish TV and radio stations in Northern
Morocco, the historical influence of the Protectorate, and the fact that some work on the other
side of border, the Spanish enclave of Melilla.'"” Some of the urban, better-off members of the
Order consider French to be their mother tongue, although they can also speak both Fusha
and Darija. Few Moroccan members are good English speakers. By contrast, and despite the
fact that most Europeans are being taught a second language in school, the fluency of
languages is significantly more limited among them than among their Moroccan counterparts.
European devotees without a Moroccan background can in most cases only fluently
communicate in their mother tongue (whether Catalan and/or Spanish, French, or English),
with very few being able to speak another European language, let alone Berber or Arabic.
This monolingualism critically affects communication between members — because devotees
tend only to commingle with others who speak their very same language.

Partly the result of this Tower of Babel, although also influenced by holding different cultural
approaches and ways of living Islam, devotees of Sidi Hamza do not gather all together. Each
of the cities in which the shaykh has followers contains several small congregations, groups
that only occasionally meet with one another. The Order is thus made of a large network of
small groups, each of them holding separate weekly gatherings. In terms of relating to fugara’
from other countries, the monolingual character of many devotees makes communication



between these congregations very difficult. Thus, despite the facilities for communicating
brought about by the Internet and social media, devotees with different mother tongues rarely
communicate with one another. Most of the followers only meet in international gatherings
held by the Order annually, where congregations from different countries have the
opportunity to meet to perform devotional rites together. Not being fluent speakers of a
second language means that when they meet interaction is limited; most of the Berber
members | encountered, for example, know that there are foreign followers of Sidi Hamza,
yet had never spoken to any of them. Similarly, in most instances, members of the various
European locations have only spoken on a very few occasions to devotees from other cultural
provenances. Language plays a significant role in those interactions — Belgian and French
followers tend to meet more frequently with one another than with Spanish or British ones,
for example. The few European devotees that know more than one language establish long-
term relationships with devotees from other countries and maintain these relationships
through occasional visits and by email and social media; the rest of them, who constitute the
majority of followers of the Order, can be part of a transnational religious organisation but
one may conclude that the degree to which they taste that transcultural character is rather
partial.

Migration has definitely played a very significant role in the spread and consolidation of the
Buidshishiyya beyond its original milieu: it has helped in the building of communities in
which people care about each other in circumstances in which the traditional networks of
friendship and family are diluted due to the reality of living away from home. Thence, the
Biidshishiyya is particularly strong among Moroccan students migrating to cities to study at
university, and among economic Moroccan migrants moving to large European cities — those
of poorer backgrounds in search of unqualified jobs, those of richer backgrounds looking to
further develop their careers. These weekly gatherings help people feel less alone in difficult
circumstances, find company and help one another in searching for a place to live, or a job.
For many of these migrants, these weekly gatherings become pivotal loci both of community
life and, especially among the communities that have migrated to Europe, of cultural
preservation. Due to that reason perhaps, Budshishiyya groups of Moroccan migrants in
Europe tend to be less open to strangers than other groups; their almost exclusive use of
Arabic or Berber evidences the importance that the religious organisation acquires for these
members in terms of preservation of cultural identity.

In France there are French-speaking groups whose interaction with Moroccan fugard’ living
in France is rather limited, and in which a significant proportion of members are second-
generation Moroccans raised in France and with a very different way of understanding their
religious identity (e.g. they tend to be less conservative; for example, they frequently choose
not to wear a headscarf). The fact that these second-generation Moroccans decide to gather
with the French-speaking group can be seen as a symbol of cultural assimilationism or as a
larger degree of cultural adaptation. Overall, the sum of these factors seems to impede a more
fluid construction of a transnational character, a sense of identity shared by all members of
the organisation.

Communication between the different groups only occurs at a (hierarchically speaking)
higher level. Those who have been authorised by the Order’s leadership to ‘lead’ and organise
a local congregation are in regular contact with the central lodge and the leaders of other
congregations. It seems than in these exchanges French, rather than Berber or Arabic, has



come to be the vehicular language. French, a language originally used in this Order as a
proselytising means — that is, to approach new audiences in Europe — has acquired a new
dimension within the Blidshishiyya’s linguistic ecology, turning out to be a marker of identity
and a commonality shared by a significant number of followers and leaders, and the language
in which most of the written materials by its members are produced.

This article contends that since most of the exchanges occurring transnationally among
congregations do so in a top-down manner, such communication is not effective in building a
sense of communion and amity among followers in different locations. At the same time, the
rather limited spontaneously motivated interactions between followers from different
countries are an obstacle to developing similar understandings of religion. On the contrary, a
myriad of very different cultural identities are preserved with their also markedly different
ways of living Islam. To that extent, arguments advanced by scholars predicting that
globalisation would inevitably blur traditionally held signifiers such as ethnicity, language
and nationality at the expense of new forms of social identification, by religious belonging,
for example (e.g. Nederveen Pieterse, 2004; Tomlinson, 1999) are shown to be misleading. In
the case of the Biidshishiyya, those traditional identifiers are still the basis on which members
of the Order define themselves and relate to others. They still are the driving forces that
inform the ways in which relations within the organisation are manifested. Thus, transnational
religious organisations like the Blidshishiyya, despite defying contextualisation with its global
expansion and Universalist, proselytising appeal, are still framed within the social and
cultural forces that determine the milieus in which they operate.

Literary output and identity

The lack of identity cohesiveness among the followers of S1idi Hamza is also evident in the
Order’s written output. When looking at the Biidshishiyya’s official website, although
containing similar materials, those seem to be organised and presented in different ways in
different languages, evidencing differences in the ways devotees from diverse geographical
contexts perceive and experience religion. For example, the fact that there is no Berber
version of the official website may once again point towards the widely oral nature of the
language, its disfranchisement from a more formal side to religious matters, and the
leadership’s effort not to be ‘encapsulated’ into a Berber identity that could pose an
impediment to attracting members from other ethnic backgrounds in Morocco. The front
cover of the website, in Arabic, instead introduces some of the names contained in the
Order’s silsila,"" the central source of religious legitimation of a Sufi shaykh which is based
on genealogy. It also gives a moral-cum-theological justification for the ‘method‘ Sidi Hamza
uses to instruct his fugara’. This sort of explanation can only make sense for people who live
impregnated in the social composition of Sufism, people for whom Sufism is just part of the
society’s religious fabric, and may, as a result, build comparisons between this and other
Orders and their different ‘techniques® for transmitting spiritual knowledge to devotees.

The front page of the Spanish site, by contrast, needs to provide a broader introduction to key
Sufi concepts (e.g. sirr,'” silsila) and even to recognise the mere existence of Sufi Orders:

there are all around the Muslim World, but also in the rest of the world as well, numerous
Sufi brotherhoods that are named after their founders, such as the Shadhiliyya, Tijaniyya,
Nagshbandiyya, Qadiriyya, etcetera.'* Although some of the silsila names appear as well, the
text is of a more introductory nature, confirming that it seeks to address a Spanish-speaking
readership that can visit the site — namely, potential converts to Islam interested in joining this



religious organisation. In French, there is no reference to the silsila, no introductory concepts,
only a quote by a Sufi master and the Qur’anic verse 10:99—-100 translated into French — in
itself, one can argue, indicative of a progressive decreasing sacral character attributed to
Arabic.'* Similarly, the American site'’ presents Qur’anic verses translated into English with
no reference to the original Arabic. Additionally, the British site contains a saying attributed
to ‘Abd al-Qadir al-J1lani, the founder of the Qadiriyya tradition to which the Biidshishiyya
pertains, also translated into English and with no reference to the Arabic original text.

Besides the official websites, other digital materials produced by members of the Order are
also a window into the amalgam of cultures and related variegated understandings of Islam
that exist within this religious organisation. In seeking to attract different types of followers,
these texts address issues in rather different ways. By looking at the websites produced in
different countries one can grasp nuances that are specific of each country’s cultural and
religious milieu and the contextual circumstances in which the Order exists. For example, a
poetic language full of the literary metaphors common in medieval Sufi literature is used on
the American website. This can be interpreted as a reference to a way of understanding
Sufism typical of the West. In the US, for example, a translation of the works of the medieval
Sufi poet Rumi has been the biggest-selling book of poetry in translation, and remained that
way for more than a decade.' Partly due to this editorial success, significant numbers of
Americans associate Sufism with poetry, and although the literary output has been an
important facet of Sufism throughout history, poetry actually represents only a tiny part in the
much complex and multidimensional religious phenomenon that Sufism actually is. The
reference to poetry is thus illustrative of these particular circumstances.

The British case illustrates other dynamics; one of the UK websites catches the religious
hotchpotch characteristic of contemporary British multiculturalism in terms that would
certainly not be appealing but, rather, impermissible to many Moroccan Muslims:

We welcome readers from all faiths, and none, to explore the pages on this humble website."”
Another website in English is quite indicative of the community orientation of the
Budshishiyya in the UK, featuring subsections on employment, activities organised by the
Order, etc. in the front of the site, and with less attention being paid to the more formal
religious aspects of Sufi legitimation (silsila, etc.).'® One of the websites produced in French
Saveurs Soufies, a magazine on Sufism produced by the fariga, is more centred on
behavioural and ethical aspects of Sufism, featuring several articles on Sufi doctrine,
accompanied with notes on the origins of the Order and with textual comments and reviews
on works of Moroccan Sufi treatises.

Decreasing the ‘Holy’ status of Arabic?

When scrutinising an Islamic religiosity from the perspective of analysing its language
usages, an understanding of the role played by Arabic cannot be dismissed. For being an
expression of Islam, the sacral status of fusha in this organisation plays an undisputed role,
although the transnational expanding of this Order beyond the predominantly Muslim cultural
milieu that is Morocco into places in which the culture of Islam is that of a minority may tend
to imply that such hegemony could be (even if unconsciously) somehow negotiated. There are
some incipient signs that may point in that direction. In the Buidshishiyya, Arabic is the
language of ritual praxis, and it is generally considered by its members as an adequate vehicle
for accessing the divine. Some see it as a unique means of communicating with Allah; others
prefer to think of it as just one among many other existing languages that can be used with



that purpose. Nonetheless, even those of the latter opinion argue in favour of adopting a sense
of ‘religious consistency’ (i.e. if you are a member of a Sufi Order stick to the ‘Muslim
mechanisms’ and do not adopt an eclectic stance of also following some aspects of other
religions). This is a claim particularly addressed to some of the people in Western audiences
who could be defined as having a somehow ‘New Age’ approach to religion and who will
undertake religious practices from many different sources, including the practice of dhikr, and
thus seem to be potentially interested in joining this tariga."’

In general, however, while it is prescribed by the leadership of the Order, the use of Arabic in
ritual praxis is neither questioned nor challenged, dissimilar to what happens in other Sufi
organisations that have uprooted in Western Europe and North America. For example, the
leader of the largely Western-based Sufi Organisation of Pir Vilayat Khan is an example of
the decreasing relevance Arabic can have in transnational groups that have sprung up outside
the Muslim World. The leader of this group can code-switch from French to Dutch to German
to English with fluidity, more fluently than he can use any Islamic language.”

Although Arabic is respected as a liturgical language, the sacrality of Arabic as typically
understood in the Muslim world (i.e. the idea that its knowledge is spiritually enlightening,
and a language in which religious scholarship shall be conducted), seems to be less common
among members of this fariga in the West. Even if the majority of converts who join the
Order adopt Arabic names after being initiated, it is surprising to see how few are the non-
Arab members who have learnt Arabic in the course of the years they have been Sidi Hamza’s
fugara’. In terms of knowledge of Arabic, the Order seems to be divided: those who were
Muslims before joining the Budshishiyya see the knowledge of Arabic as an important
prerequisite of religious correctness and piety. Converts, on the other hand, do not make such
a close association between Arabic and their religious devotion — coinciding with a trend also
observable among other non-Biidshishi converts to Islam in Europe. *'

It is not only that they do not incorporate the sense of ‘Holiness’ that born Muslims tend to
attach to Arabic (in that regard we shall note that even Berber members attach to Arabic a
notion of religious purity), it is also that the fact of being members of a Moroccan Sufi Order
fails to motivate the willing to learn either Berber, Darija or fusha. In fact, and accordingly,
their interest in knowing the culture and society from which their shaykh comes tends to be
very limited. Most of the convert followers with whom I have spoken know little about
Morocco and do not seem to intend to learn any of the languages used in the country. In terms
of the lack of interest in learning fusha, one may see the lodge in Birmingham as an
exception, since they hold weekly courses of Arabic for followers and non-followers alike,
yet a very substantial proportion of the devotees in this location are not converts to Islam. (A
significant proportion of Sidi Hamza’s British devotees are Muslims of South Asian origin,
with some prior knowledge of Sufism, although in its South Asian forms (which in some
aspects can be quite different from North African religious culture). They are ‘revert’
Muslims, people born in Muslim families who decide to join a branch or understanding of
Islam different from that of their upbringing.*> Offering courses of Arabic when lodges are
placed in predominantly Muslim neighbourhoods can also be used as a tool to attract Muslim
members to the Order.” Overall, and more broadly, the scarce interest in fisha held by
converts can be equated to a similar diluting experienced by the status of fusha when Islam
has encountered non-Arab populations. Although the sacral role is mostly preserved in these



cases, the use of other languages is introduced when dealing with religious scholarship and
other aspects of religious life.”*

Not seeing fusha as a central element of their religious apprehension is thus concomitant to
the transnational expansion of the Order and it represents a shift from what used to happen
among fugara’ in the Bidshishiyya prior to the 1970s. Related to that, the decreasing
centrality of fusha among some followers may also be seen as a consequence of moving away
from the tabarrukiyya orientation, a more religiously scholarly-oriented approach, and
adopting a less text-based stance. Although a formal initiatory ritual (bay ‘a) is still required in
order to become a fagir, no compulsory reading and/or writing is involved in the religious
duties of the post-1970s devotee. Fusha, a language not only considered liturgical in Islam,
but central in the development of Islamic scholarship, was mandatory for the students of the
shaykh in the past, but it is no longer a requirement for becoming a Blidshishiyya’s devotee.
In contrast to the dedicated religious learning that characterised membership to the Order
before the 1970s, only weekly attendance at the collective ritual wazifa sessions and ‘morally
adequate’ social behaviour are considered requisites of the Sidi Hamza’s fagir nowadays.** In
this sense, the clear-cut distinction between visitors and devoted fugara’ that used to exist
prior to the 1970s has to a certain extent blurred. Although there are marked differences
between the religious identities of the members from different locations, the degree of
commitment seems to have levelled out. Most of Sid1 Hamza’s followers nowadays have a
similar degree of commitment; they perform weekly ritual sessions and pay an occasional
visit to the shaykh’s lodge on a more or less regular basis, who no longer knows who has and
who has not been formally initiated. The embodiment of religion has come to replace a more
rationalistic approach in this tariga. Accordingly, little relation to the written and to a
discursive dimension is retained. Thence, not only are devotees not particularly dedicated to
the study of religious sciences ( ‘Uliim al-din) and of any scriptural Islamic tradition, but they
mainly concentrate on the adequate performance of rituals. S1di Hamza himself also adopts a
non-discursive, more corporeal approach to religious authority.

Thus, he may be seen in presence of the followers, be touched by them, venerated by them,
but very rarely will he speak to the public; he does not give speeches, he does not publish
books, he in general does not address his admirers in verbal ways. There is only a ‘set’ of
sayings, phrases attributed to him, that circulate among devotees in various languages, but
this is a short text of a rather informal nature (i.e. it has never been published, it is not clear
when was it produced or how was it compiled. Not wanting to leave a significant body of
literature to his followers is consonant with the emphasis on a more experiential approach to
religion characteristic of the Order. Sid1 Hamza prompts fugara’ to “experience” Sufism
instead of “reading” about Sufism. The intellectual and the experiential are often portrayed as
antithetical approaches to pursuing the spiritual quest, the intellectual being commonly
portrayed as an obstacle to the attainment of the experiential. Accordingly, his sayings, assert
that:

Understanding is not acquired through books. It would be too easy to lower oneself and
collect all the books written about Sufism in order to acquire such understanding. True
knowledge comes to you from inside, from your heart, only the heart can truly understand
that nothing is outside God.



Besides, a justification of the non-verbal character of the relationship between devotee and
shaykh is provided:

He who understands the value of the shaykh knows that his relationship with him does not
require exchange of words. You see me. I see you and that is ample and bountiful. [...] Verbal
teaching is not necessary. It is only the transformation of hearts which is important. Sidi
Boumadiane [sic.], Sidi Hamza’s [sic.] own master and shaykh, only rarely spoke.”®

The emphasis on the experiential and the turning away from a verbally-transmitted and/or
text-reliant understanding of Islam has in fact given this Order its capacity to surpass cultural
and linguistic barriers more easily. Getting involved in the intricacies characteristic of ‘ulum
al-din would imply a degree of dedication and an extent of cultural estrangement (by
immersing oneself into a religious culture that is completely alien) that imply a degree of
commitment that probably the majority of followers will not wish to undertake. Yet, if this
can be perceived as a mechanism that is able to enhance the success of religious
proselytisation and speed up its pace, it is yet to be seen how the resulting loosening of a
unified character and the mushrooming of a multiplicity of fugara’ identities may play out in
keeping a like-minded understanding of Islam throughout the tariga and ultimately in keeping
a cohesive organisation running.

The Biidshishiyya as a speech community: enhancing a sense of belonging

All the aforementioned instances (e.g. the lack or very minimal existence of a textual
religious culture and the lack of communication between groups who speak different
languages) seem to point towards a tendency in which the territorial expansion could
jeopardise the cohesiveness of this religious organisation. By incorporating a myriad of
religious identities with little connection to one another, namely, the local Berber groups, the
mainly Arab groups from Morocco’s cities, the various North-American and European
strands and the Moroccan diaspora communities in Europe and the Americas, the
Biidshishiyya increases its cultural diversity whilst it may end up weakening the internal
solidity of the fariga. However, there are also indicators of how particular usages of language
in this transnational organisation actually contribute to developing a sense of sharedness
among devotees from different cultural backgrounds, and how a yet-incipient feeling of
camaraderiec among members from seemingly dissimilar backgrounds is enhanced by the
particular usages of words. Despite not being able to communicate with one another, I have
noted, S1d1 Hamza’s followers from different origins use the same Arabic terminology when
referring to religious issues. The ways in which these phrases and terms are used by devotees
of this organisation make of the Biidshishiyya, I would contend, a ‘speech community’.?’
They are a ‘speech community’ in the sense of being a group of people who share a series of
understandings and expectations regarding the use of a particular vocabulary; a glossary
worth noticing is in fusha.

Accordingly, most members, regardless of their cultural provenance, will use the same
terminology to refer to certain things that are considered pivotal in their religious ecology.
For example, weekly ritual sessions are known as wazifa; the chanting and reciting of litanies
that constitutes them are known as dhikr; the stage one enters when in ecstasy while in a
wazifa is known as hal; the formal initiatory ritual for officially joining the Order is known as
bay ‘a; fellow followers are referred to as fagira (fem.), fagir (masc.) and fugara’ (pl.); and
God, of course, is always Allah. This religious terminology is never translated; people will
speak their other languages but will refer to those concepts by using the term in fusha. Also,
the mastering of such a glossary varies from one member to another, thus, those who have



been members for longer tend to use such religious terminology more fluidly and more
often.?®

The usage of this vocabulary is a way of identifying devotees of S1d1 Hamza and it develops a
transnational speech community that provides a sense of a shared identity in an otherwise
extremely variegated group. The employment of this terminology, I argue, is central for
boosting amity among members, as it turns out to be a common source of easily discernible
identification. Despite their not being able to converse fluidly, knowing that these terms
pervade their cultural and linguistic differences definitely strengthens the sense of belonging
of individuals to the Order. Within this, the degree of adequateness and appropriateness in the
use of this lexicon by each devotee is viewed as a mark of the member’s degree of
commitment to the organisation and devotion to Sidi Hamza. Being less accurate and
proficient in the use of such vocabulary means a more recent incorporation to the group, and a
fluid use of such vocabulary implies having a longer trajectory in the Order and a subsequent
higher ‘mastering’ of religious knowledge. The usage of this terminology when referring to
religious matters thus manifests a twofold mechanism of enhancing the fugara’s belonging to
the Budshishiyya: a) it tells outsiders that the person belongs to the religious group; and, also,
b) it informs insiders about the nature and relative duration of the allegiance between the
devotee and the fariga. Thus an assessment of a devotee’s status within the religious system is
made possible by looking at this form of ‘terminological dysphemism’. Overall, this is a
symbol within the Biidshishiyya of how religious identity is dependent upon a use of
language: in the same ways that the lack of a common language can contribute to
disconnection, the sharing of a vocabulary can support processes of reconnection.

Concluding Remarks

Both religion and languages are instrumental in shaping ideologies and are potent vehicles for
the articulation of identities. The interplay between the two is worth exploring, for, as they are
intricately related, each can hold a major role in helping us to understand the other.
Languages, this article has shown, are key contributors to the ways in which religious
communities operate and are pivotal determinants of the internal dynamics of transnational
religious organisations. The plural map of religious lifestyles that is characteristic of this
tariga is a result of its territorial expansion. This transnational spread is manifested in the
myriad of languages used nowadays within the Order. The paper envisages this linguistic
multiplicity as an obstacle for maintaining the communication between members from
different linguistic backgrounds, in what I have metaphorically equated with a ‘Tower of
Babel’ that tends to weaken the former internal solidity of the organisation.

Other challenges experienced as a result of the transnational drive include the preservation of
the sacral status of fusha beyond its mere ritual function. Members outside Morocco show
little interest in learning the language, as many of them (particularly converts to Islam) do not
conceptualise a connection between sacrality and fusha as something exclusive. Making them
approach fusha in this rather more sacral manner may turn out to be arduous, especially
because the Order does not promote a primarily scholarly-based religious identity among
devotees, and Islamic scholarship could actually be a potential way of bringing devotees to
the learning of the Semitic language. In terms of the (lack of) interest in fusha, the analysis of
language in this organisation has elucidated differences in understanding religion between
religious converts and reverts. European devotees who are born Muslims share this
understanding of the sacral nature of Arabic with their Moroccan counterparts, dissimilar to



what occurs among converts, who either see it as one among many other languages that can
be used to access the divine, or do not make this linkage at all.

There are, however, some signs that seem to indicate the preservation of a united sense of
belonging and a shared religious identity among members of the Order worldwide. In
exposing those indicators, scrutinising languages has also proved to be significantly fruitful.
In particular, the usage of a shared terminology when referring to religious issues gives a
sense of uniqueness to this particular body of devotees, that differentiate in every of these
cases Sidi Hamza’s devotees from other Muslims, from other Sufis, and from other ‘New
Age’ seekers. The usage of a common glossary thus entails us to look at the Buidshishiyya as
a ‘speech community’, and the identification of such ‘community’ can accordingly be
conceived of as evidence of the existence of patterns of religious cohesiveness within the
Order. These trends may contribute to gluing together the organisation, albeit coexisting
alongside those other trends with a proclivity to manifest the mushrooming of religious
identities and the growing disenfranchisement between them.

Overall, language seems to play a key role in the signifying of religious identity in this Sufi
Order. The cohabitation between sources for enhancing mutual camaraderie and those for
lessening it leads us to conclude that transnational organisations like the Biidshishiyya can
only partially be understood as instances of religious and cultural cross-pollination. A
globalised fariga like this is actually a meaningful example of how complex the processes of
religious and cultural hybridisation are, and studying it by looking at the ways in which
languages are used in them add new considerations to be contemplated in the analysis of how
identities are regulated in transnational religious groups.
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Notes

! Baraka (ar.): generally translated as ‘blessing’. It refers to the spiritual potency that holy individuals,
places and/or objects are believed to have. Since its existence is thought to be tangible, it is believed
that it can be transmitted to those who come into contact with the person or thing that possesses it. Sufi



leaders are generally believed to have this attribute, which makes them, in the eyes of their followers,
capable of performing miracles

2 Fagiv/a; pl. fugarda’/ fagivat (ar.): in Arabic it means ‘poor’, and in popular parlance it is used for a
homeless person, a pauper or a beggar. Among North African Sufis, the term is used as a synonym for
disciple. The traditional connotations of the term describe someone who entirely accepts the will of
God and has no private property, considered to be indispensable attributes of the fagir. Today reformed
Sufi orders such as the Budshishiyya use the term simply to refer to a member of the Order,
irrespective of his/her degree of spiritual commitment.

3 The original alphabet in which Berber was written is known as the Tifinagh writing system. In 2003 a
modernised version of this alphabet used by Berbers before the switch into Arabic script, first, and
Latin characters later, was made official in Morocco. Nevertheless, and despite attempts to promote it,
its usage is still quite limited, resulting in Berber languages being still largely oral, and, when written,
Latin characters seem still being the overriding trend.

* Wazifa; pl. wazifat (ar.): litany consisting of various formulas chanted and/or recited in repetitive
ways. These rituals are more often known as dhikr (remembrance), since a substantial part of such
sessions are dedicated to invoking ‘A/lah, in a commonly held belief that God’s essence will come to
the scene.

> The use of two distinct languages for different purposes in a given context is also common in other
religions, particularly in religions for which one particular language retains a sacred status. In the case
of the Abrahamic religions this ‘Holiness® is ascribed to particular languages that are believed to be
those of Divine Revelation and of the Sacred Scriptures. In societal milieus in which those religions
operate the use of the ‘Holy’ language is often maintained for liturgical purposes whilst another
vernacular is used by the community for communicative means (Liddicoat, 2012; Fishman, 2002).

6 Skali, not a member of the Budshishiyya family but certainly someone with influence within the
Order, graduated in Anthropology from the Sorbonne with a thesis on Moroccan Sufism. His
Wikipedia site is indicative of what he represents for many Budshishiyya devotees: ‘...ecrivain
francophone, il se situe entre I’Orient et I’Occident et ceuvre pour le dialogue des hommes et des
cultures...’. See, ‘Faouzi Skali — Wikipédia’, https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faouzi_Skali , last accessed
on the 26™ August 2016. Although he has no bearing on the authority structure in a traditional sense
(since he is unrelated by blood to Sidi Hamza), he is respected and followed by members and often
mentioned by them as an inspirational source. Sometimes his name is praised and mentioned with more
recurrence than that of the leading shaykh. Skali embodies a modern approach to Sufism, advocating a
cosmopolitan form of religious life. He is a public figure: the director general of the Spirit of Fes
Foundation and the famous festival of ‘Sacred® music hosted at the city, frequently appearing, also, in
the media and having authored several books on Sufism (e.g. Skali, 2004, 1999, 1996, 1985).

7 Makhzen is a term used in Morocco to refer to the government and its institutions; it centres on the
king and his notables, as well as on a selected body of high ranked officials.

8 An interesting exploration of the relationship between the Islamists and the state can be found in
Daadaoui (2011) and Zeghal (2008). The (until recently) most relevant Islamist leader Morocco has
had so far, ‘Abd al-Salam Yassin, who passed away in 2012, was a former member of the Sufi Order
who pushed to become leader of the organisation at the same time Sidi Hamza did in 1972. He was
expelled from the Order and created his own group, which within years turned out to be the most
prominent Islamist political party in the country. His Berber origin is, equally, almost never mentioned
although a strong bastion of support to this group was initially geographically focused on the Rif
region, the region where they won their first electoral elections and constituencies. This very same
region is the one in which the Biidshishiyya initially held most of its followers and the only place
where it has had political representation; members of the Biidshishiyya family have run as independent
candidates in Berkane, and have been part of the local political life for long time. How Berber activism
has played out within the Sufi/Islamist dyad that has recently developed in the country is a hitherto
under-researched yet very interesting subject.

% For an analysis of the actual state of affairs between the Berber movement and the state, see Maddy-
Weitzman (2013).

10 Melilla’s sougs, markets were smuggled products are sold at cheaper prices are an important
resource for the economy at both sides of the border. Contraband makes a substantial contribution to
the Riffian economy and is also central for the survival of the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla. Every day
at the £l Barrio Chino pedestrianised frontier, hundreds of people, mostly women, transport smuggled
goods. It is estimated that from Monday to Thursday around 8,000 porteadoras enter Melilla.
McMurray (2001) has written an interesting ethnography about the social dimensions of smuggling in
the region.




' Most Sufi Orders claim that their leadership is connected by blood to that of the Prophet
Muhammad; this spiritual lineage, the chain of authority that traces the genealogy of a Sufi Order back
to the Prophet of Islam, is known as the silsila and it constitutes the main source of religious
authentication.

12 The sirr is the secret formula that is believed to be transmitted by God to the shaykh. It gives him
details of how to lead his disciples in the different stages within the spiritual Path they have to pass to
achieve ultimate Godly Realisation.

13 My own translation of the original in Spanish in a website from the Order: ‘Existen por todo el
mundo musulman, pero también alo largo del mundo entero, numerosas cofradias sufies, que llevanel
nombre de sus fundadores como la Shadhiliyya, la Tijaniyya, la Nagshbandiyya, la Qadiriyya, etc.’,
see, ‘Sheij Sidi Hamza - Tariqa.fr’, http://tariga.fr/espanol/index.php, accessed on 21 August 2016.

4 An elucidating study on how translating the Qur’an into other languages can lead to the
loosening/strengthening of the ‘Holy’ status of Arabic in Islam, by the study of a translation into
Hausa, can be found in Brenner (1985).

15 See ‘Sidihamza.us’, www.sidihamza.us/, last accessed on the 10 March 2013.

16 See Jalal al-Din Riimi translated by Barks (1995).

17 Available online at ‘The Sufi Way | It is quite simple, we love each other, we love GOD, and GOD
loves us’, https://thesufiway.co.uk/, accessed on 215 June 2016.

18 Available online at, ‘The Zawiya | Home of the Tariga Qadiriyya Budshishiyya’,
http://thezawiya.co.uk/, accessed on the 3™ July 2016.

19 A preliminary analysis of New Age religiosities among members of the Budshishiyya is that of
Haenni and Voix (2007). I have also discussed this subject in my doctoral work (Dominguez Diaz,
2010).

20 An introductory scrutiny of the use of languages in some transnational Sufi Orders has been provided
in Hermansen’s (2006) analysis of their literary output.

2! For example, Zebiri, in her study of converts to Islam in the UK, found out that only four of her
interviewees had a knowledge of Arabic that was sufficient to allow them to read original sources
(2008, 50).

22 Further analysis on Muslim reversion can be found in Gilliat-Ray (1999).

BPposton’s (1992) study of Islamic proselytisation in the West is still one of the most accurate studies
done on the subject. Arabic language courses are common activities with missionary intent.

24 Examples of the multilingualism in religious contexts in the case of Southern Africa can be found in
Mumisa (2002).

25 A comparative analysis of the devotees’ religious identities in different Biidshishiyya enclaves is the
research I undertook as a doctoral study whose revised version had been published as a monopgraph.
For further information see Dominguez Diaz (2010, 2014).

26 Quotes available online at, ‘Sayings | The Sufi Way’, https://thesufiway.co.uk/the-path/sayings/ ,
accessed on 21% August 2016.

27 A speech community can be defined as a group of people who share a particular set of rules for
language use through interacting together or by sharing certain worldviews and ideologies. Such
groups can be geographically bounded, e.g. villages, countries; ideological or occupationally driven,
e.g. political parties or professional communities; or simply groups with shared interests, hobbies, or
lifestyles. Members of speech communities use similar speech styles and genres, sets of vocabulary and
grammatical conventions. For further analysis see Yule (2014) and Patrick (2008).

28 For example, sometimes the plural of fagir will be made by using the —s, stem that denotes plurals in
French, English and Spanish, and not the correct Arabic form fugara’.




