The One or the Many? Transnational Sufism and Locality in the British Budshishiyya

It is generally taken for granted that when religions turn global, they develop not only
international networks but “universal” identities. According to this view, religious
movements that have settled into a multiplicity of geographic contexts engender
increasingly homogenized forms of religious identity. This gives rise to global
communities in which locals are imbued with a sense of belonging that stretches far
beyond their localities. By doing so, they embrace religious features not necessarily
customary to their “culturally-bounded” milieus. Members of transnational religious
groups, are, thus, assumed to abandon local manifestations of religious praxis by
appropriating and embodying “global forms” of religious expression (Levitt, 2001a)
and adopting “universalist” religious discourses. Furthermore, theyoften bring these
newly formed expressions to the cultural /oci from which it initially originated.'

In the case of the scholarly study of Sufism, the supposedly “universal” character of
transnational Sufi Orders (ar. pl. furug, sing. tariga) is something that academia has
mostly overlooked;the study of transnational furug being still in its infancy, with most
research having dealt either with Orders in their original contexts, or with their
European or American groups (e.g. Raudvere, 2002; Lassen, 2009). Very few, have
incorporated a more embracing transnational dimension (e.g. Nielsen, Draper and
Yemelianova, 2006, Villalon, 2007; Werbner, 2005). The present article wants to
contribute to the scholarly debate on the religious identity of transnational religion by
presenting a case within an international Sufi organisation. The Moroccan tariga
Qadiriyya al-Buidshishiyya originated in the Berber-dominated North-Western
province of Oujda but has, in recent times, become a transnational religious
phenomenon. As a result of this process, it has incorporated members from urban
milieus in Morocco and abroad, and has surpassed its traditional ethnic boundaries,
coming to accept members from a variety of backgrounds. Today this tariga is
present across the globe, from West Africa to Latin America, but has predominantly
settled in North-America and Western Europe.

The present article proposes a comparative perspective in which the British enclaves
of the Order will be analysed vis-a-vis the rest of European groups.” The paper

' The transnational villagers of Levitt (2001b) is an interesting fieldwork-based research about how
identity (including religious features) develops when people relate to a multiplicity of cultural settings.

? There are very few scholarly works on the Buidshishiyya. Although studies of the political dimensions
of the Order in Morocco are not scarce (e.g. Tozy, 1999; Zeghal, 2008; 2005) there is a lack of research
into the Budshishiyya from a religious studies perspective. Primary published sources include Ben
Driss (2002), Ben Rochd (2002) and Qustas’ (2007). The unpublished PhD thesis of Draper’s (2002) is
one of the few works available, together with some articles (Sedgwick, 2004a; Haenni and Voix 2007;
Voix, 2004). The data gathered for this article is mainly the result of fieldwork research carried out as
part of my doctoral thesis for the School of Oriental and African Studies between 2006 and 2009.
During this time, I was in contact with current and former members of the Order —mostly women- from
various European and Moroccan locations. I did visit some of the European groups when they met for
their weekly ritual gatherings and talked to people from Berkane, the town who sits closest to the
central lodge (ar. zawiya) of the Order in Madagh, in the North-Eastern province of Oujda. I did also
attended an international gathering of followers in Paris in February 2008 and go on pilgrimage (ar.
ziyara) with European devotees in March 2008 for the Budshishiyya’s major celebration, the Mawlid,
time in which approximately 70,000 followers congregate in the lodge to visit the current leader of this
tariga, S1di Hamza and celebrate the birth of the Prophet Muhammad. Also a valuable source of
information has been the written and media materials produced by members of the Order up to the
present -videos of Sidi1 Hamza on Youtube, forums of followers, groups on Facebook, official web
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suggests that in order to understand the British groups of the Biidshishiyya, we need
to scrutinise them in a comparative manner, by incorporating an understanding of how
they relate to other European groups. The article argues that some of the religious
features of the British Biidshishiyya make more sense if looked at in relation to the
religious features of other Biidshishiyya groups. It proposes a comparative perspective
among the British and other European enclaves of the Order, dicussings whether or
not transnational Sufi Orders hold a transnational religious character, or develop
distinct religious identities in the new lands in which they set down roots. The paper
discusses the similarities and differences of British and non-British European groups
of the Order and tries to evaluate the relevance these features have to the overall
religious identity of tariga. It aims to clarify the extent to which it is fair to consider
the various groups of the Order in a similar or differentiated way. By doing so, the
article ultimately reflects on how religious identity is being transformed when a Sufi
Order becomes international. Does the character of a tariga remain intact when
transplanted into a multiplicity of cultural regions? Do Sufi Orders re-territorialise
homogenously or diversely? To what extent can different enclaves of a given tariga
be analyzed as participating in a unified religious phenomenon occurring worldwide —
as members of transnational furug often claim — and to what extent do individual
enclaves need to be approached with a greater consideration of their distinctiveness?

I contend that there are some noticeable differences between the British and non-
British groups of the Order in Europe, and that a comparison between them shed light
on suchcontrasting features. Biidshishiyya’s British groups consist mainly of young
people who were generally not connected to Moroccan culture or forms of religiosity
prior to joining this fariga. In contrast, most enclaves of the Order in the rest of
Western Europe and in North America are related to the migrational flows of the
Moroccan diaspora. As a result, most groups outside of Morocco — with the exception
of the British groups — either contain a sizeable proportion of members born in
Morocco, or a large number ofsecond and third-generation Moroccans born and
raised in the West. These second and third generation Moroccans are still largely
connected to Moroccan culture through family relations and regular visits to the land
of their parents and grandparents.

Conversely, in the UK, devotees (ar. pl. fugard’/ faqirat; sing. fagir/a)*> are mainly
white British converts and Muslims of South-Asian background. This article explores
the extent to which the particular circumstances in which the Biidshishiyya evolved in
Britain has determined a religious identity distinct from that of other Western groups.

* * *

The European Budshishiyya in Europe is made up of small groups of followers

pages, booklets, pamphlets and books. Some aspects of this ethnographic experience were discussed in
an article; see Dominguez Diaz (2011).

* Fagir/a in Arabic 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
Biudshishiyya use the term simply to refer to a member of the Order, irrespective of his/her degree of
spiritual commitment.
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scattered all over Western Europe.® Some of them are congregated by Moroccan
migrants who tend to maintain a tight relationship with their homeland and who have
little interaction with the groups attended by non-Moroccans.” These are “Moroccan
hubs”. Darija (the Moroccan dialect of spoken Arabic) is the spoken language, the
food eaten is Moroccan, and traditional jilabat are worn for ritual performances.
“Cultural strangers” rarely enter this kind of group and integrate.® As far as I am
aware, such Bidshishiyya groups,exclusively made of migrants, do not exist in the
UK. On the other hand, aside from incorporating the groups made of migrants, the
Biidshishiyya in Europe also contains “hybrid”’ enclaves: groups that tend to
combine a variety of members with diverse backgrounds. Religiously speaking,
“Hybrid” groups of the Biidshishiyya are made up of different peoples who have all
taken the conscious decision to join this fariga. The decision is ritually symbolised by
performing the rite of bay ‘a.’

The variety of religious paths followed by the devotees of hybrid groups can be
broadly divided into the following: Firstly, converts to Islam, by which we mean non-
Muslims (religious and non-religious) who formally join the Budshishiyya by
undertaking the Islamic rite of conversion (ar. shahada). Many will prefer to be called
reverts’ (in French often referred to as reconverties). Similar to that which happens
with other converts, they emphasise a belief that all humans are naturally born with
fitra, an innate “feeling” of God’s existence. As a result, they view their acts of

* In Western Europe we have identified the following groups: five in Paris, the biggest of which,
situated in Argenteuil, is also the home of the central zawiya of the Order on the continent; also there
are groups in Aix-en-Provence, Avignon, Bayonne, Bordeaux, Lyons, Marseilles, Montpellier, Nantes,
Nice, Strasbourg, Toulouse, Vauvert, Brussels, Barcelona, Girona, Manchester, Nottingham, London,
Bradford and Birmingham. The Birmingham group is in the Borough of Small Heath, and is home to
the central British zawiya. Recent groups are being formed in Italy and the Netherlands, although
further research would be needed on these particular enclaves.

> The Moroccan Diaspora is a very significant emigrational phenomenon in European demographics —it
is expected to become the biggest non-European Diaspora group in Europe in the next decade, for
further information see, Bilgili and Weyel (2009).

% The phenomena of keeping a cultural character seems to be common among migrant groups in the
diaspora whether South Asian (e.g. Werbner 2005) Turkish (e.g. Jonker 2006), Persian (e.g. Lewisohn
2006) or North African (e.g. Dominguez Diaz 2010b).

71 am borrowing here Hermansen’s (1996) widely used threefold classification of Sufism in Western
contexts: (a) Hybrid, groups that link themselves with a larger Islamic tradition and are generally
composed of members of Muslim origin and converts; (b) Perennials, which are groups that do not
relate Sufism to Islam and tend to be classified among ‘New Age Movements’; and (c) Transplants,
which are furug whose followers are migrants living in Western contexts, and which tend to reproduce
the structure, organization and rituals of the original tariga.

¥ Bay‘a is the term generally used in Arabic to refer to an ‘oath of allegiance’ pledged to a religious or
political institution or leader. In the Budshishiyya, it signifies a vow of allegiance to Sidi Hamza. Most
of the Budshishiyya‘s European members refer to it as the pact. This rite existed before but in its
present form is distinctive of Modern Sufi Orders and to some other Islamic transnational groups today.
On the opposite, the majority of Muslims around the world are born within a particular denomination
and do not make decisions involving the internalization of a particular belief system or subsystem.
Accordingly, scholars have identified the issue of voluntarism as being characteristic of European and
North-American Islam, a key distinctive feature developed by Islam as a result of its encounter with the
secular systems of the Western world. For further information on European Islam’s voluntarism see
Cesari (2004, 128).

? This phenomenon of reversion is in French generally referred as reconversion religieuse and not as
reversion as an English reader might expect; it however, refers to the same discourse described above
and it follows the same sort of rationale.



conversion as a "return" to this original state of instinctive belief.'"’ For some of these
“convert” fugara, however, the Order turns out to be their “springboard” to Islam:
having converted to Islam to join this fariga, some leave it after a time but remain
practising Muslims.

Secondly, ‘revert’ Muslims: those who were born Muslim and, after a period of
religious disengagement, returned to the practice of Islam.'" In the case of the
Bidshishiyya these often are European born people: the daughters and sons (and
grandchildren) of Moroccans who migrated to Europe over the past thirty years or so.
No reverts are to be found in the British groups, perhaps because the rates of
Moroccan migration to the UK seem to be much lower than to the rest of Western
Europe."”

Finally, the Order contains a large proportion of “re-affiliated” Muslims. Re-
affiliation within the Biidshishiyya is characteristic of the British groups, which, for
this reason, are distinctive in comparison to the rest of the European enclaves. Re-
affiliated Muslims are those who leave one particular denomination or sect, in order
to join another within the same religion. In the case of the Budshishiyya, re-affiliated
members are typically British-born youngsters whose South Asian parents and
grandparents (largely of Pakistani origin) migrated to the United Kingdom around
the last three decades. ‘Re-affiliated Muslims’ were born and brought up as Muslims,
and can be differentiated from ‘reverts’ in that they deem themselves to have believed
continuously in the tenets of the Islamic faith.

How did British devotees come to be attracted to the Budshishiyya? First, there
seemed to be a group of British converts open to exploring North-African Sufism by
adopting an eclectic, post-modern approach referred to by lan Draper (2002) as the
“Glastonbury Experience” " and/or by joining orders such as the Darqawiyya (a

' An account of this kind of rationale within the Bidshishiyya can be for example found in the
narrative of this French follower http://www.saveurs-soufies.com/forum/6-T%C3%A9moignage-et-
coins-des-convertis%28¢%29s/2018-cheminement-et-reconversion#2021, accessed on the 20" July
2012.

'" Observation of reversion throughout the Biidshishiyya indicates that if conversion is to be defined as
an act that involves ‘not just adopting a set of ideas but also converting to and from an embodied
worldview and identity’ (Sachs Norris, 2003: 171), then we should infer that religious reversion as it
occurs in the Bidshishiyya is indeed a form of religious conversion, as some authors have already
argued in relation to religious conversion and reversion in general (Gilliat-Ray, 1999).

'2 For more data on the features of the Moroccan migration to the UK see Bakewell, de Haas and
Kubal’s (2011) report. the following report, http://www.imi.ox.ac.uk/pdfs/research-projects-
pdfs/themis-pdfs/themis-scoping-study-morroco, accessed the 20t August 2012.

" The reference to Glastonbury refers to a British type of postmodern approach to spirituality, and it
has been specifically explored in his 2004 article 'From Celts to Kaaba: Sufism in Glastonbury.' This
phenomenon responds to the needs of a “pick and mix” religious culture typical of Western societies.
Jeremy Carette and Richard King (2005) have scrutinized processes of appropriation and
commodification experienced by the re-territorialisation of Asian religions in the West. They suggest
that key features of non-Western religions have been “translated into a modern western context, but
there is generally a failure to appreciate that this is not the total picture” (2005: 87), what has come to
be known as a “pick and mix attitude” typical of Modern Western Spirituality. In their view this
evidences an attempt at commodifying others’ cultures, making them available for selective re-
appropriation, re-packing and re-selling. As a result, religious traditions are presented in an
individualist gaze, eliminating the cultural and philosophical intricacies when translated into circles of
western followers. I content that these features are also often to be found among members of the
Biuidshishiyya. Interestingly, whereas Carette and King seem to imply this is a feature of New Age
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Moroccan branch of the Shadhili order whose European sub-branch is better known
by its former name, the Murabitun) and other European branches of the Shadhiliyya
(Geaves, 2000). These groups have gained relative popularity in Britain over the last
thirty years, attracting not only converts but also members from local Muslim
communities —including South Asian communities These first converts’ more eclectic
interest was later turned into an attraction for more “traditional” forms of Moroccan
Sufism and getting into contact with Sidi Hamza’s teachings followed.

* * *

Despite their differences, there are various features shared by the Order right across
Western Europe — for example in what is referred to as the social profile of its
adherents. Both the British and non-British groups of this fariga have tended to
consolidate in poor urban areas. Although a significant proportion of these ‘hybrid’
groups were founded by middle and upper class people with an initial intellectual
drive for Sufism' (in the UK and France, for example), over the years it is the less
well-off members who have kept the Order running."> The Order has acquired a house
in the borough of Argenteuil (Paris). This house is considered by members to be the
center, the zawiya, '° of the Order in Europe. The higher ranks of religious authority
within the Order in Europe are either based in Morocco and regularly visit Argenteuil,
or are permanently based in Argenteuil. More recently, followers from Birmingham
have also established their own zawiya catering for the religious and community life
of its British devotees. '” If we look at the French and the British zawiydt, one soon
becomes aware of the similarities between the two. They are both located in
underprivileged areas. The lodge in Argenteuil athree storied house, is situated in the
second most populous area among the so-called villes de banlieue of Paris. The
neighborhood is also one of the poorest banlieues of the French capital. Similarly, the
Birmingham group and the central British z@wiya is in the Borough of Small Heath,
which is also a socially deprived area. These ghettoised urban areas, commonly
referred to as “ethnic enclaves” — one is predominantly North-African, the other

religiosities, the case of the Buidshishiyya seems to indicate that these are processes that occur at a
much larger scale within Western societies. For example, fugara who were keen to become Muslims
and adopt a way of life respectful with religious law do often evidence a very individualistic approach
to Islam uncommon among members of the Order in rural Morocco. This is a feature shared by both
British and non-British members of this fariga.

'* This is in consonance with other studies of religious conversion, people first feeling attracted by an
intellectual side of religion only turning into a more bodily oriented approach after an initial phase
(Zebiri, 2007).

'> The Order in Belgium and Spain is not big enough as to be able to pay for a building of their own;
meeting there are more informal and are held at a follower’s home. The choosing of the home often
rotates, as there are sometimes problems to find a person willing to offer her house for the gathering. It
is no clear whether the number of British devotees is substantial enough as to explain the availability of
a separate lodge, or whether this is evidence of a certain degree of autonomy and differentiation from
the rest of European enclaves.

'® Term used in the Biidshishiyya and other Moroccan Sufi orders to refer to the central lodge where
the highest authorities of the Order reside. It might also be used in a more generic way to designate any
of the places where a group of followers gather together to perform collective ritual sessions and is
considered as the center of various congregations, for example the one in Argeteuil, the one on
Birmingham. The zawiya of the Budshishiyya is located in the town of Madagh (North Eastern
Morocco).

'" The British lodge is ran by a charity called Amina Trust set up by some of the first members of the
Order in the UK. Their website is indicative of the thriving social life of the center,
http://thezawiya.co.uk/, accessed the 1% August 2012.




South-Asian —'* are often associated with the realities of economic migration: high
concentrations of council housing and high unemployment rates.”” A significant
proportion of members are from the neighboring areas. Similarly, the groups in
smaller cities also congregate in poor urban areas -usually in private homes where the
followers live. ** There are also resemblances between the British and non-British
followers in terms of age. the typical European Biidshishiyya devotee tends to be
quite young (usually under thirty), while a small few are below the age of eighteen.
Perhaps as a result of this youthful disciplehood, commitment to the Order tends to
be strong, constituting the centre of most devotees’ social lives — a fugara’s friends
usually being made up of peer members of the group.*'

' In the Birmingham borough of Small Heath 63.33% of the population are ‘South Asian’ or of ‘South
Asian’ descent. This ethnic group comprises 18.49% of the population of the city of Birmingham and
4.09% of the population of England, According to the 2001 National Census, see:
www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/dissemination/LeadTableView.do;jsessionid=ac1f930d30d6ele0
fec2349f4998bf26bf2dd7124a78?a=7&b=560960&c=Small+Heath&d=14&e=13&g=372561&i=1001
x1003x1004&m=0&1r=1&s=1272463089123&enc=1&dsFamilyld=47 &nsjs=true&nsck=true&nssvg=f
alse&nswid=1003, accessed 2" May 2012. Similarly, Argenteuil has a notable population of North
Africans or people of North African descent. It would be difficult to provide accurate statistical figures
because of the lack of relevant data of this kind in France.

'® Data available from 2010 suggests that unemployment rates in Argenteuil peaked at 16% compared
to the national average of 10%. Similarly, the unemployment rate in Small Heath in 2010 was 17.9% -
making it the constituency with the highest rate after Ladywood - whereas the national rate is almost
half that at 8%. For further information, visit L encyclopédie des Villes de France, available at:
www.linternaute.com/ville/ville/accueil/1459/argenteuil.shtml and Residence-based unemployment
rates by parliamentary constituency, United Kingdom, January 2010
www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp2010/rp10-013.pdf (both accessed 3 May 2010). A
dramatic increase in these figures is to be expected due to the ongoing economic crisis.

" In 2010, unemployment rates in Argenteuil peaked at 16% compared to the national average of 10%.
Similarly, the unemployment rate in Small Heath today is 17.9% - making it the constituency with the
highest rate after Ladywood - whereas the national rate is almost half that at 8%. For further

information, visit L’encyclopédie des Villes de France, available at:
www.linternaute.com/ville/ville/accueil/1459/argenteuil.shtml and Residence-based unemployment
rates by parliamentary constituency, United Kingdom, January 2010

www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp2010/rp10-013.pdf (both accessed 3 May 2010). A
dramatic increase in these figures is to be expected due to the ongoing economic crisis, yet accurate
figures are not currently available.

2% Although geographically speaking the area that the Biidshishiyya covers is certainly vast, one needs
to remember that, with the exception of the two lodges, groups in Western Europe can often be very
small, many of them consisting of less than ten people.

! Accordingly, many see the Biidshishiyya at the center of their lives and the most important thing that
has ever happened to them; they often attach a sense of predestination to their joining. In this sense, the
Budshishiyya exhibits some —yet not all- of the features attributed by Wallis to New Religious
Movements of the ‘world-rejecting’ type: they imbue in people a sense of ‘deindividuation’ and a
feeling of being ‘reborn’ which encourages them to break with their past life (1984: 19). Remarkably,
however, other characteristics of Wallis’ ‘world-rejecting movements’ (e.g. communal life,
millennialism and authoritarian leadership) are not to be found in this Sufi order. In fact, it would seem
that the European groups of the Budshishiyya represent the ‘world-accommodating’ pattern rather than
the ‘world-rejecting’ one. Second, the ‘world-accommodating movements’ make a distinction between
the spiritual and the mundane. Religion is not linked with social matters, but instead constitutes a
source of personal solace and nourishes the interior life (1984: 35). However, as Fichter (1975) has
argued, this does not necessarily indicate a lack of social concern, since ‘the conviction is that a better
society can emerge only when people have become better’ (see Fichter in Wallis 1984: 36). It is
particularly striking that when a movement of this type has been inspired by, or has its genesis in,
Islam, religion disappears from the public realm (where it typically manifests itself in the Muslim
world) and situates itself in the private sphere. This is very often the case with the European
Budshishiyya. Adherence to world-accommodating movements does not necessarily have profound
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Similarities between the British and non-British groups cannot only be observed at a
social level but also at a religious one. Transnational furug often consist of culturally
diverse and geographically dispersed groups that ultimately share respect and
religious devotion for a shared Sufi master (wali ‘Allah)* and Sufi ritual performance
(dhikr). ® Budshishiyya fagirat are certainly proud of the diverse amalgam of people
that the Order brings together. The diversity of the discipleship is often viewed as a
proof of the authenticity of the Biudshishiyya’s leader saintly attributes, a
manifestation of his walaya (Godly granted authority). All the fugara pay their utmost
respect and devote “spiritual love” (mahabba) to Sidi Hamza — a sentiment central in
the talk of his devotees and even the main theme of a published biography of the hip
hop singer Abd al Malik, perhaps the Order’s most famous disciple.”

There is consensual respect for religious authority, which follows the? pyramidal
pattern characteristic of North-African Orders.” At the top Sidi Hamza, shaykh al-
tabarruk of the Order — literally the one attaining baraka.*® Accordingly, he is
generally believed to be divinely guided and incapable of sin. After him, members of

consequences for the devotee’s routines and lifestyle, as such movements do not set forth an strict code
containing precise details on how to live - only that their followers should behave in a more or less
religiously inspired way. Devotees, by and large, carry on with their conventional lives as accountants,
shop-keepers, housewives, students and so on. Hence these movements adapt to the world rather than
affirm or reject it. Whilst belief and ritual performance are presented as being of potential benefit to the
individual, religious practice and worship are performed collectively (Wallis, 1984: 36). According to
the majority of their members, movements of this type restore an experiential element to the spiritual
life and replace certainties which are perceived as having been lost; these movements are common in
societies with a perceived sense of religious institutions having become increasingly relativised
(Wallis, 1984: 37).

22 Wali “Allah (pl. awliya’ ‘Allah) is a term that can be translated as manager, guardian, protector, and
also intimate or, most commonly, friend. Walr ‘Allah is generally used as ‘friend of God’, and it is the
term used to designate a Muslim saint, one who intercedes for others as Allah’s deputy or vice-regent
on earth. In some cases but not in all, these saints are leaders of Sufi Orders, like the leader of the
Budshisshiyya

It is generally translated into English as ‘remembrance’. Ritual commonly performed by Sufis that
consists of mentioning a previously memorized formula. Dhikr djali refers to the performed ritual
when the formula is uttered aloud, whereas dhikr khafi refers to the one practiced either in silence or in
a low voice. Both can be performed either individually or collectively. When performed collectively is
referred among members of this Order as a wazifa (pl. wazifat). The ritual consists of reciting and/or
chanting litanies consisting of various formulas in repetitive ways. These rituals are distinctive to every
order, with slight differences that define the distinctiveness of each tariga. For example, the use of
musical instruments is allowed in some orders and forbidden in others, the reaching of ecstasy of some
of the members is frequent in some orders and rarer in some others.

** In his book Qu'dllah Bénisse La France (2004) he describe his religious journey from being
interested in other Islamic religious choices available at the poor suburbs of the main European cities
becoming a Budshishiyya follower.

% The same pattern of religious authority is characteristic of North-African Sufism as Clifford Geertz
(1971) once observed. See also an example of an Order with the same authority structure in Karrar’s
(1992) study of a Sudanese branch of the Qadiriyya. The Qadiriyya in general and thus the
Budshishiyya — as a branch of the wider Qadiriyya - follows the classical al-Mirghani category of Sufi
religious authority (Karrar, 1992: 126).

% Term generally translated as ‘blessing’. It refers to the spiritual potency or power that holy
individuals, places and/or objects are believed to have. Since its existence is believed 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.



his closest family, including his son Sidi Hmida, governor (up until the spring of
2012), of the Berkane province where the central zawiya sits; his grandson Sidi
Mounir; the son of Sidi Hamza’s eldest son, Sidi Jamal, and the person in charge of
the European branches (also believed moreover to be the future inheritor of Sidi
Hamza’s baraka.

S1di Mounir represents the highest authority of the Order in Europe. He is a young,
western-educated man, >’ perceived by many as a “cultural broker” between the more
traditional generation of his father and the newer more “modern” disciplehood of both
the European groups and the younger followers of the Moroccan cities. British
followers alongside the rest of the European devotees, consider him a source of
spiritual inspiration. Contrary to the figure of his father, however, from whom very
little 1s heard (Sidi Hamza very rarely leaves the central zawiya andseldom speaks to
his followers). * Sidi Mounir represents a new form of authority that involves not
only bodily saintly power, but dialectical persuasion as well.

Thus, he is the author of various articles translated into European languages that
circulate widely among European members of the Order. There is yet another type of
newly emerging religious authority within the Order, represented by people like
Faouzi Skali. Skali, not a member of the Biidshishiyya family but certainly someone
with influence within the Order, graduated in Anthropology at the Sorbonne with a
thesis on Moroccan Sufism. His Wikipedia site is indicative of what he represents for
many Bidshishiyya devotees: “ ...ecrivain francophone, il se situe entre I’Orient et
[’Occident et ceuvre pour le dialogue des hommes et des cultures... » 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 andmentioned 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.

Both Skali and Mounir epitomise the most visible side of the Order’s leadership and,
one might argue, a new type of “more informal” charisma. Their message seems to be
proving its effectiveness in helping the fariga to garner new adherents, younger and

7 About his education a website of the Order reads: “Sidi Mounir Qadiri Boutchich was born in
Morocco. He grew up in the family of the Qadiri Boutchich and his earliest education was obtained
from this Pure source. He graduated from Oujda University in Literary Science in 1994, and
completed his Degree in Law at the Dar al Hassania Institute, Rabat, in 1996. His search for
knowledge brought him to France where he has studied for a wide range of Degrees, followed by a
Masters in Social Anthropology at the Europe-Maghrib Institute in Paris 2001. He recently completed
his Doctorate in Islamic Law at the Sorbonne-Paris, where he researches Communication and Sufism.
He is also known for his many publications on Sufism, the latest being ‘The Sufi presence in an age of
Globalisation(2004).”” http://www.sufiway.net/ar_Sufism_SidiMounir ISEG.html (accessed on the
18™ August 2012).

% There is only a series of Sidi Hamza “sayings”, quotes written following a classical style of Sufi
literature with recurrent reference to Sufi symbolism and metaphors which contrasts with the more
direct style of his descendants’ writings, made in prose with a clear, less symbolic way of expressing
ideas. Both Sidi Hamza’s sayings and Sidi Mounir’s articles are available online in various European
languages including English, http://www.tariga.org/qadiriya/texts/sayings.html,
http://www.sufiway.net/ar_Sufism_SidiMounir ISEG.html (both accessed on the 18" August 2012).
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literate, particularly in urban areas of Morocco and Europe. Overall, the success of the
Order beyond its original enclave seems to be partly related to these new ways of
conceptualising religious authority. Both British and other European followers
manifest a similar devotion not only for the leading shaykh, but also for others like
Mounir or Skali.

Although the hierarchy of the Order is entirely based on a masculine line of descent,
female members of the Buidshishiyya family do hold a remarkable status. Sidi
Hamza’s daughters are often evoked for their benevolence and hospitality, for
embodying the attributes of an adequate female Sufi, particularly among European
followers (British and non-British). Immediately below them the hierarchy of the
Order has a series of mugaddimat, or secondary authorities, who are the emissaries of
the central authority of this fariga in the diverse locations. Each enclave therefore,
consists of a local mugaddim/a and a group of devotees. The mugaddim/a’s role
mainly consists of leading the weekly ritual gatherings. This is the reason why there
has to be two muqgaddimun for each enclave - as ritual performance of the weekly
wazifa is gender segregated. * Although the respect for this hierarchy certainly holds
true among all the members of this tariga, the ways in which this respect is embodied
and actually understood varies substantially among devotees with different cultural
backgrounds.

For example, an impression one gets by conducting fieldwork is that young Moroccan
devotees seem, somtimes, to look for consent from the Order in relation to decisions
they make in life (e.g. regarding choosing careers or partners), an attitude that does
not seem common among European followers. Whereas in Morocco a dimension of
religious authority is related to the act of commanding shari‘a observance, the
responsibility of following religious law in Europe seems to be left up to the devotee..
This can be linked to a shift in approach to religious authority and religious norms
towards the more individualized form of religiosity which is increasingly common in
European Islam (Cesari, 2004; Peter, 2006). The Bidshishiyya is a tariga in which
adherence to shari‘a, as developed by the Maliki madhab, is formally encouraged.
While Moroccan followers adhere to a behavioral code that is compliant with the
cultural etiquette of where they live, individual ways of interpreting religious law
translates into a kaleidoscope of attitudes towards law among European followers. *

2 As these gatherings are gender-divided, people in the Budshishiyya mostly meet members of the
same sex only. In smaller groups, where interaction often goes beyond ritual performances, male and
female members meet outside and come to know each other. However, these encounters occur almost
always in the presence of the whole or most of the group and, consequently, very few members have
ever met with a member of the other sex in a private setting. This gender divide is found everywhere,
in Europe and in Morocco, and was also determining the type of fieldwork I could conduct. As a result
most of the followers of the Order I met were female devotees.

*® The most contentious aspect of this individualized approach appears when there is display of
attitudes considered as unlawful when they visit the central lodge in Madagh —e.g. young European
followers have been seen smoking outside the main lodge creating some outrage among the locals.
Albeit permitting Europeans to decide by themselves the extent to which they behave “islamically,”
subtle attempts have been made to try to instill a sense of shari‘a respect among European members,
by means of “education” and “information,” and approach that is also manifested in some of the
articles posted in the websites of the Order in French and Spanish.



In this regard, a significant difference between British and non-British groups is the
often laxer approach to shari‘a observance amongst continental European followers;
Cases of non-compliance with shari‘a are seemingly more common in France,
Belgium and Spain. Such non-compliance ranges from cohabitation with a partner
with whom members do not have a formalized,or religiously valid Islamic marriage,
to women married to non-Muslim men, or to cases of devotees who happen to be
regular smokers or dog owners. Although these instances do not make up the rule but
are the exception (and do occur, in unusual cases, within the more “traditional”
membership of Morocco as well!), they are much less frequent in British than in non-
British European groups.

A tentative explanation for this phenomenon may come from the fact that a
significant number of fagirat in Belgium, France and Spain come from families in
which there was no shari‘a endorsement, either because they were not formerly
Muslims, or were “culturally but not observant” Muslims — daughters of Moroccan,
secularized parents uninterested in complying with shari‘a norms. There is also the
case among the continental European followers ofgirls who grew up in more
“traditional” Moroccan households (i.e. coming from the Moroccan countryside) in
which shari‘a rulings were observed, as stated by them, “more fervently than back in
Morocco.” These devotees sometimes see their parents’ attitude towards religious law
as a somewhat backward approach that there is little point in implementing in
Western European societies. In some cases it is not converts, but the abovementioned
category of reverts who refuse to adhere to certain aspects of an Islamic behavioral
code. Although a substantial proportion of British devotees were brought up in
South-Asian households (culturally Muslim and religiously-observant environments),
such criticisms are perhaps less common among British fagirat. The more observant
attitude that seems to prevail among the British groups can be seen in relation to the
wider context in which European Islam has developed, British Islam has been shown
to be generally more shari‘a-observant and conservative than the Islam consolidated
in continental Europe.’’ Furthermore, the non-existence of revert Muslims among the
British groups may also help to explain this phenomenon .

A quite different picture may have emerged, however, from the Order in the UK a few
years ago. The study of the British Biidshishiyya in the UK conducted by Draper back
in 2002, presents a fariga much more influenced by laxer approaches to shari‘a, a
somewhat more eclectic approach to Sufism, influenced by New Age religiosities, and
less inclined to the religious conservatism characteristic of British groups today. This
highlights the importance of introducing a temporal dimension into the study of
transnational furug. The remarkable degree of adaptability to social change distinctive

31 An illustrative example of this has been presented in a comparative study that examines the views of
young European Muslims on sexuality, being the British far more reluctant to tolerate homosexuality
than  their  French or  German  co-religionists. See See  Butt (2009) at:
www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2009/may/07/muslims-britain-france-germany-homosexuality =~ (accessed 7
May 2010). Interesting also is a recent move towards a more liberal approach to religion among Young
British Muslims in general in relation to the previous generation. In particular, British Muslim youth
differ from older Muslims and non-Muslim British peers on that they attribute a greater salience to
Islam for their personal identity, even though they pray and read scripture less, but support plural
interpretations of Islam more than their elders. Besides, it has been shown that, Muslim youth
increasingly show liberalizing social attitudes across generations on gay marriage and legal abortion
(Kashyap and Lewis, 2012).
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of transnational Orders® means that they can undergo enormous transformations in
relatively short periods of time. In more recent times,the New Age approach seems to
have decreased significantly, together with the “traditionalist” (i.e. Guenonian)
approach held by some of the older members.” The more conservative approach of
younger members to Islam has also gained wider representation. Overall, we might
argue that the British Biidshishiyya has moved towards religious conservatism, in
accordance with the changes in Muslim discourses at a wider societal level. Recent
studies have suggested that shari‘a-centered tendencies have gained increasing
popularity in recent years among Muslims all across Europe, and particularly in the
UK.*

However, an overall, more conservative approach among British devotees does not
necessarily mean better acceptance from the rest of devotees.Fagirdt in continental
Europe who have met British followers have described their British peers as somehow
“culturally different”: “some of them are Pakistani Sufis who sometimes do things
according to their own culture.” This perception can be based not merely on more
obvious physical appearances, but also on the use by some British members of the
terminology more common in South-Asian Sufism (e.g. more recurrent use of words
such as murid instead of faqir to refer to other devotees, or pir instead of wali to refer
to a Sufi master).”

Whatever the basis for this perception, there seem to be attempts to erase the South-
Asian character of British groups, as is manifest in the fact that the official website of
the Biidshishiyya in the UK puts far more emphasis on Moroccan identity than its
equivalents in Arabic, French and Spanish.”® For example, the websites of the

2 On the malleable nature of furug to the rapid changes of modernity, see for example, Voll
(1995:116).

3“Universalist” discourses within Sufism tend to either be characterized by 1)New Age approach
characteristic of the “pick and mix” post-modern approach to spirituality in which the connections to a
more “mainstream” Islamic tradition may be compromised (e.g. in some of this groups, not the
Biuidshishiyya though, converting to Islam may not be required) or 2) Guenonian approach, in which
being part of one of the by them considered “Major Traditions” which includes Islam, is viewed as a
source or return to a Primordial source of Spiritual Awareness. For a more detailed explanation of the
religious ideology of Guenonianism see Sedgwick (2004b) and Dominguez Diaz (2010a). A very
useful source for information on Guenonian religious groups including Sufi ones is Mark Sedgwick’s
blog traditionalists http://traditionalistblog.blogspot.ch/, accessed on the 27t July 2012. Both
tendencies are to be found among members of the Budshishiyya, although these trends are seem to be

somehow in decline.
34

See for example the outcomings of the report
http://home.medewerker.uva.nl/m.j.m.maussen/bestanden/ASSR-WP0503%20maussen.pdf, accessed
4™ July 2012.

% Further research would be needed to elucidate whether it may also refer in some instances to
observing shari‘a in accordance to Hanafism characteristic of countries such as Pakistan and
Bangladesh and not to the Malikism, adhered to in Morocco. The differences between Hanafism and
the Malikism may range from things like prayer (Hanafis consider some prayers compulsory that are
only recommended by the Maliki) to food practices (seafood being allowed by Malikis and forbidden
by Hanafis, for example) or certain issues of marriage and family law. Additionally, some cultural
traditions that may be common in South Asian households in Europe are strongly discouraged by the
religious authorities in the Biidshishiyya.

® See for example, the French website http://www.saveurs-soufies.com/ and the Spanish one
http://www.tariqa.org/espanol/index.php.
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Birmingham and London groups display activities such as talks accompanied by
“Moroccan mint tea”’ and publicize events such as Qur’dnic recitation,” and Sufi
chanting (sama), always clarifying that such practices are to be be performed in the
Maghribi style. By contrast, reference to the Moroccan character of the Order is
largely absent in the rest of Buidshishiyya websites. Moreover, a similar trend occurs
in a group of fagirat in the South of France, who founded, in 2003, the Sufi music
group Rabi'a, named after the notable medieval mystic. This group has achieved
fame since its founding. Although they chant in the Moroccan style known as Qasida,
no reference is made to the Moroccan character of the group in any of their
interviews, nor in their website. Instead, the cosmopolitan character of the formation
is underlined “/Rabi’a] est composé de femmes issues d’horizons culturels divers
(France, Mali, Maghreb, Andalousie, Portugal), que la voie soufie a réunies et qui
suivent l'enseignement du méme guide spirituel, sidi Hamza al-Qddiri Boudchich.””’
On the whole,, it seems rather logical that it is groups with no Moroccan component
that find a need to re-affirm a Moroccan identity that may surface more naturally in
groups with an existing Moroccan cultural dimension.

* * *

The performative aspect is central to our understanding of the evolution of the
Biidshishiyya from a local zawiya to a transnational organization® Until
approximately three decades ago, the Order was defined as endorsing a tabarrukiyya
character, which meant that initiation was highly selective, a process in which the
commitment of the aspirant to the Order was continually tested (Ben Driss, 2002:
139-140). If the fagir succeeded, he (only males were then permitted) entered an elite
group, entirely dedicated to religious instruction. According to some elderly locals,
this class of religious studentwas highly respected by people, and the local zawiya
was sometimes opened to the public, becoming a place of social gathering for the
communities of the area, where most of the religious celebrations and festivities
would occur.*

During the late 1970s and 1980s, the fariga tried to change the membership’s ethnic
basis.” This new orientation towards a more diverse disciplehood has been
understood by its members as an ‘educational’ (tarbawiyya) endeavour — aiming to
make Sufism accessible to everyone — and it is portrayed as such in scholarly
accounts (Ben Driss, 2002; Draper, 2002; Haenni and Voix, 2007; Sedgwick, 2004a;

7 See for example, the website of the central zawiyya in the UK,

http://www.sufiway.net/zawiya birmingham.html

** This is commonly referred as warch (Arabic transliteration in French) the specific method for
Quranic reading characteristic of North-African Sufism.

% http://www.ensemblerabia.net/ accessed the 17" July 2012.

0 Part of my work has focused on the analysis of ritual practices in relation to the internal dynamics of
the Order, see for example Dominguez Diaz (2010c).

4! This twofold nature of disciplehood is the kind of membership that many Orders follow today (e.g.
the Egyptian Khalwatiyya studied by Chih, 2004). On the one hand, for the bulk of followers
affiliation remains restricted to prayers, congregational dhikr sessions and occasional visits to the
leader. On the other hand, there is a group of more committed members that live in the zawiya and are
considered to be at a higher level of spiritual realization.

2 Adherence to Sufi Orders in Morocco tends to follow ethnic and geographical patterns.
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Tozy, 1990; Voix, 2004).* To reach its target, the discourses and institutional ethos of
this fariga changed considerably, adopting a proselytising style, with which it
actively began, first , actively to publicise the organization among university students
and secondary school pupils in the main Moroccan cities, and, at a later stage, to do
the same abroad. In contrast to the previously strict criteria which applied to the
recruitment of fugara’, the new Biidshishiyya made it possible for anyone - regardless
of their gender, background and/or previous knowledge or commitment to Islam - to
become a fagir/a. From that moment onwards, there was no need to abandon your
family duties or occupation to become a member.

In doctrinal terms, the main results of this change are twofold. Firstly, the importance
hitherto attached to a personalized mode of transmitting knowledge has been replaced
by a new concept in which spiritual love (mahabba) is perceived as the tool for
knowledge acquisition. In this, the Budshishiyya seems to follow a pattern typical of
certain Sufi movements born in the 20™ century (e.g. the Giilen movement), in which
the idea of direct initiation has disappeared along with the teaching role of the shaykh
(Hermansen, 2009: 29). Secondly, ritual has taken on an unprecedented relevance. In
the absence of a setting in which doctrine could be fully explained and apprehended,
it 1s ritual action which has become preponderant. Religious knowledge has been
substituted by religious practice.

As a result of the internationalization of the Order, members can no longer perform
ritual practices all together on a regular basis. This is the reason why the Order
organises regular meetings to gather members from various geograpies to enact
together a bigger, louder wazifa session. These encounters enhance a sense of
camaraderie among the followers otherwise difficult to attain (particularly among the
followers of smaller groups). In contrast to the previous context, in which all
members knew each other, these international meetings are intended to bring people
with no regular relationship with one another, together. After all, such encounters
aim to create some sense of the previous /ocality that has been lost also evidencing the
role of ritual in engendering social solidarity, as Durkheim has famously
demonstrated (1912). These encounters show the power of ritual in reinforcing the
sense of belonging to a religious group, as scholars have long suggested (e.g.
Marshall, 2002).

According to what many devotees have said, attendance to local weekly wazifa
sessions tends to seal the belonging of the person to the local group, whereas being
part of international gatherings activates a feeling that one is part of something bigger,
andmore meaningful. A proof to devotees that this is the case is that Buidshishiyya
international gatherings unite people beyond cultural and social boundaries. Several
of the people who have been attending a local group for a short while, but are still
reluctant to consider themselves members of the Order, are often persuaded by peer
members to attend one of this international encounters.*

* Tozy, Sedwick and Haenni and Voix’s articles only briefly comment on this fact. The most detailed
studies of the Order have been done by Draper and Ben Driss, both members of this fariga at the time
of writing their texts.

“ By getting to know each other, it seems, people create stronger bonds and are keener to stay in the
group after the common initial stage of fascination is overcome. This may even so be the case in
religious organizations in which membership is formalized in very casual ways. In the Budshishiyya,
membership is determined by geography in the original enclave —being from the Madagh region is
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However, British devotees are not regularly seen at international encounters, neither
in Morocco nor in Continental Europe. Perhaps, language may play a more crucial
role into the inner dynamic of the Order than is generally acknowledged. The fact that
most British fugara are unable to communicate in French, the most commonly spoken
vehicular language in this fariga, may partly explain their absence. There is probably
an added dimension which relates to the internal dynamics of the leadership of the
Order. In France for example, some of those in the higher ranks are members of Sidi
Hamza’s family. Visiting the central lodge in Madagh and getting to meet Sidi Hamza
and the members of his family is, equally, recommended. The hospitality” shown by
them to any visitor (independent of their interest in becoming a member), together
with the sacred essence that fugara believe the shaykh emanates, are aspects
considered “convincing” of a more committed affiliation. As is the case of
international gatherings, locals report having seen far fewer English-speaking visitors
than French, or even Spanish-speaking ones.

Whatever the causes, one might assume that the largely British absence in those
crucial events and places affects, in some way, the relationship between the British
groups and the rest of European. However, further research would be needed to
formulate a conclusive statement on the precise ways in which intra-fariga relations
are affected by the lack of enduring contact between British and non-British European
groups, as well as to elucidate their relation to the Order as a whole.

In conclusion, studying the case of the British Budshishiyya through a comparative
lens opens up a set of questions for further research which are, more holistically,
relevant to an increasingly nuanced understanding of the Budshishiyya. This study
points toward the relative importance of the emigrational element in defining religious
identities across borders in the Budshishiyya fariga.

Shall we think of the Biidshishiyya worldwide as a primarily diasporic religion? That
is to say, to what extent are the transnational Moroccan households and communities,
around which much of the Biidshishiyya religious life in Europe revolves, responsible
for shaping the overall identity of this fariga? Despite the very sporadic contact
between Moroccan and “Hybrid” groups in Europe, it seems clear that the Order
endows a substantial part of its identity to the Moroccan character and thus has to be

often understood as to be a disciple of Sidi Hamza - but beyond the north-eastern area of Morocco,
membership is sealed by undertaking the rite of bay ‘a. This is however a rather symbolic endeavor, no
one is forced to undertake this commitment, with several attendees being regular at the weekly
meetings without being formal members. It may be suggested that not having a requirement for a very
strong personal commitment generates a flexible organisation, one that can guarantee that a higher
number of followers are to be part of the order at a given time, despite durability may become an issue
in the long-term. This again may be a typical aspect of the malleability of Sufi Orders. In any case, in a
religious organization with a very simple and voluntary affiliation process, attendance can be translated
as belonging. The fluidity typical of this kind of religious membership adds up relevance to the role
that international meetings have in instilling a more homogenous sense of religious identity to the
organization.

* Hospitality is has been a very meaningful, religiously inspired and morally driven act in Moroccan
society for long time as Geertz rightly noticed (1971: 34).
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analysed within the context of the Moroccan Diaspora. As a socio-religious reality,
the Biidshishiyya participates in the migration experience of some young Moroccans
in Europe, yet the extent to which it shapes the identity features of the Order beyond
Morocco and its diaspora component remains to be determined. By analysing those
groups which do not contain Moroccans (British groups, namely) in contrast to those
groups containing Moroccans (the rest of Western European groups) we also gain a
first impression into how relevant the Moroccan element is transnationally. Overall,
this provides an empirical window into one way in which religious globalization
actually evolves and transforms, within a myriad of diverse cultural influences.

Analysing the British groups from a comparative perspective has elucidated trends of
continuity and transformation of UK enclaves in relation to the more similar
development that the Order has experienced in the rest of Western Europe. In
particular, the emergence of the Order in the UK seems largely unconnected to the
roots of the Order in Continental Europe. The very reduced size of the Moroccan
diaspora in the isles is likely to have played a role. Its original connection to the
“Glastonbury experience,” an eminently British New Age phenomena, and the South
Asian background of many British devotees, seems to have contributed to its
distinctiveness, with anappropriated Moroccan identity being more recurrently
emphasised among British circles, instead of the more “universalist” trends in vogue
in France, Belgium or Spain, where the Moroccan element may surface more
naturally. A certain degree of differentiation may also be noticed in the weaker
interaction British devotees have with their continental peers vis-a-vis the central
lodge. This article has also explored ways in which a Sufi Order participates in, and is
being shaped by, the social milieus in which it exists. Thus, the Biidshishiyya in the
UK seems to be, religiously speaking, more conservative and more “sharia-
endorsing” than groups in the rest of Western Europe. This is in accordance with
wider societal trends and the features of Islam in the respective European countries.

However, despite the marked differences, between European and British groups, this
article has also discussed how the British Budshishiyya participates in the wider
transnational phenomena of the Biidshishiyya that constitutes this tariga, evidencing
some features that appear to be very similar in all the European groups. Among those,
we see the social profile of the Order with a vast proportion of young,
underprivileged, migrant descendants’ devotees and a much smaller proportion of
white, more liberal, older converts to Islam. Middle-class devotees took the initial
drive but are, nowadays, a minority within the fariga. Additionally, similar way of
performing ritual practices, along with a respect for a twofold leadership (a
“traditional” leader whose charisma is physically manifested and a mmore “modern”
leadership, whose charisma is intellectually defined) is typical of the whole European
disciplehood, including British groups.

Overall, this article contends that transnational Orders like the Biidshishiyya, far from
developing homogenised forms of religious identity, re-root into new cultural contexts
diversely. In doing so they are influenced by the processes that take them to these new
lands.nd are to be seen, therefore, as more complex religious phenomena, than they
are generally given credit for .
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