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Shifting Fieldsites: an Alternative Approach to Fieldwork in Transnational Sufism 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
When I first thought of studying the Qādiriyya al-Būdshīshiyya it was a religious group 
about which I knew absolutely nothing. To begin to understand it I would have to go a 
long way. The path was intricate because my research interest was not only to delineate 
the defining characteristics of this Sufi Order1 (doctrine, rituals, ethics and so forth) but to 
try to see the world though the eyes of its followers, to explore whether it was possible to 
apprehend their reality and to appreciate the mechanisms that drive their logic. It seemed 
to me that a nuanced understanding of the Qādiriyya al-Būdshīshiyya would only be 
possible through unravelling the inner rationale and motives underlying Būdshīshiyya 
devotees’ ways of life. This deep, subtle level of comprehension could only be explored 
through observer participation: I would immerse myself as far as possible in the milieu in 
which the religious group existed, and be simultaneously involved and detached, both 
modes being essential features of the ethnographic method (Sluka and Robben, 2007). 
Becoming involved deepens and widens the scope of that which may be observed, whilst 
detachment helps to foster the emotional and intellectual distance needed to formulate 
hypotheses. Involvement, it is often argued, may lead to excessive attachment and the 
risk of producing knowledge that is superficially descriptive, whereas the aim of the 
fieldworker is to produce ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of the fieldsite, with in-
depth and detailed depictions of everydayness. 
 
The ṭarīqa Qādiriyya al-Būdshīshiyya is a Moroccan religious organization that 
originated in the Berber-dominated north eastern province of Oujda. In recent times it has 
become a transnational group. Today, in addition to the Berber peasantry, the 
Būdshīshiyya numbers among its adherents certain middle-class Arab populations of the 
Moroccan metropolises, whilst it has reached Europe though migratory channels; at 
present there are various groups composed of Moroccan labour migrants who settled in 
France, Belgium and Spain. Membership in Europe evidences the type of cultural 
mélange characteristic of many Sufi Orders today, and in the last two decades groups of 
non-Moroccan followers (Muslims and converts alike) have emerged, creating new types 
of ‘hybrid’ enclaves.  
 
These new groups tend to have an extremely varied membership, including converts 
(non-Muslims who formally join the Būdshīshiyya by undertaking the Islamic rite of 
conversion or shahada),2 ‘reverts’ (those who were born Muslim and after a period of 

                                                 
1 Sufi Orders are generally referred to in Arabic as ṭuruq (sing. ṭarīqa); the meaning of the term may have 
become vague due to it being used to refer to a quite diverse variety of Sufi religious organisations. Chih 
(2007) has developed a useful, workable definition of ṭarīqa, but her epistemology neglects many of the 
religious groups which exist today outside the Muslim world. 
2 This article uses the term ‘convert’ to refer to non-Muslims who embraced Islam to become members of 
the Order. We use the term for the sake of clarity, to make a distinction between them and devotees who 
are born-Muslims. However, it should be noted that ‘converts’ do not refer to themselves as ‘converts’ and 
often disapprove of being labeled in this way. Some are of the belief that every human being is born in a 
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religious disengagement return to Islam) and ‘reaffiliated Muslims’ (people who leave a 
particular denomination or sect to join another, all within Islam).3 The ṭarīqa is also 
present in other parts of the world, unfolding a geography of small enclaves that 
constitute an extended transnational religious network. But the vast majority of its 
devotees outside Morocco live in Western Europe, and this is the reason why I decided to 
delimit the areas of research, focusing on the Moroccan and Western European groups 
only. An analysis of the various North and South American, East Asian and West African 
groups would be an interesting contribution which would enrich our still incipient 
understanding of this largely under-researched ṭarīqa. The Būdshīshiyya with its eclectic 
disciplehood provides a fascinating opportunity to enhance our understanding of the 
dynamics of transnational religious groups and it deserves further scholarly attention.  
 
There has not been much open discussion concerning the challenges faced by scholars 
who undertake fieldwork among members of Sufi Orders.4 The present article examines 
several issues that appeared whilst trying to negotiate the delicate balance between 
detachment and involvement in the course of ethnographic research among devotees of 
the Būdshīshiyya. It engages with the dynamics of the ethnographic experience with the 
intention of uncovering the mechanisms by which knowledge is produced. It argues that 
the knowledge derived from ethnographic work is subjective and partial by nature, and 
that being able to engage with its resulting ambiguities and contradictions lends it a more 
nuanced, real, and less representational perspective. The article aims to shed light on a 
number of areas of the ethnographical encounter by drawing attention to certain themes: 
first, it examines how gender determined the scope of the research and circumscribed the 
possibilities of data collection. Second, it analyses some of the peculiarities involved in 
conducting multi-sited fieldwork in a transnational religious organisation. Third, it raises 
specific methodological concerns with regard to the often transitory nature of 
membership of the ṭarīqa. Finally, it discusses how the present author coped with 
religious proselytization and its potential effects on the relationship between devotees and 
researcher. Overall, the article seeks to address certain aspects of the ethnographic 
experience that appeared when conducting fieldwork with the Būdshīshiyya. Some of 
these are specific to work with this ṭarīqa, whilst others may also arise in the course of 
research among other Sufi Orders, Islamic groups, and even non-Muslim religious 
organisations that operate within the context of modernity and at a transnational level. 
Although the article reflects on personal ethnographic accounts, it addresses aspects of 
experience-based research that may also be encountered by those engaged in conducting 
research among other contemporary religious groups.  
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
condition of Islam and, therefore, what we refer to as an act of ‘conversion’ they consider a return to their 
original nature. 
3 For an interesting article that explores some of the parallels between conversion and re-affiliation see 
Gilliat-Ray (1999).  
4 The only work I have so far come across that discusses the experiences and dilemmas of conducting 
ethnographical work among Sufis is that of Pratt Ewing (1997).   
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2. Experiencing Religion Separately: the Gender Divide in the Būdshīshiyya  
 
Something that became apparent during the preparatory stages of fieldwork was the 
gender divide among members of this ṭarīqa. The Būdshīshiyya is a gendered 
organisation, which means that men and women carry out their activities separately; 
ritual practices are always performed under these circumstances and in most locations 
men and women only relate to each other in quite exceptional instances. Some of the 
female members I met had entered the ṭarīqa without knowing any male devotees and 
some months later they still didn’t know any. This divide limited the scope of the 
research I was planning to undertake, the result being that the fieldwork data I collected 
was voiced almost exclusively by female followers. Access to male interviewees was 
only occasional, so although their accounts were sometimes considered there was not a 
sufficient number of them to facilitate a comprehensive study of both male and female 
religiosities within the ṭarīqa. So the research is confined to an analysis of the religious 
identities of female followers of the Būdshīshiyya. As a female researcher I had access to 
women’s groups and congregational meetings, but I was not allowed to attend the men’s 
ones. The fact that my subjectivity informs this research is nowhere more evident than in 
this issue of gender. Meeting male members of the Order was more difficult in some 
enclaves than in others, and as a result most of the subjects in the study are women, and 
most of the experiences, beliefs and ideas analysed are irrevocably feminine.5    
 
Written sources produced by the Order, such as books and pamphlets, are usually written 
by men, whereas most of the internet resources are developed more or less equally by 
male and female devotees. The production of written materials is often promoted by the 
religious authorities at the central lodge in Madāgh and its content is closely supervised. 
Internet resources, by contrast, are less subject to monitoring, and despite the authorities’ 
attempts to control what is posted online, only that which appears on official websites of 
the Order is supervised.6  Blogs recounting devotees’ personal experiences, unofficial 
sites and discussion forums escape such control, and so that is where one can find more 
diverse views, and also dissent.7 These are also the channels of communication in which 
there appears to be greater female participation.  
 
The fact that there seemed to be a connection between gender and the types of sources 
used to communicate religious identity marked the kind of sources that were to be 
prioritised in the study. I realised I could not indiscriminately use all types of sources but 
needed to prioritise some over others, and take into consideration whether they were 
produced by men or women. Surely, if gender marked the channels of expression used, it 

                                                 
5 A lot has been written about gender issues when conducting ethnographical research. Interesting insights 
have been developed by Warren and Hackney (2000). Other valuable approaches are suggested by the 
essays in the volume edited by Wolf (1995).     
6 See for example the official websites of the Order in French (http://www.tariqa.org), with links to the 
Arabic, Spanish, English and Italian sites. 
7  See for example, http://blogma.wmaker.net/louange/Absence-!_a79.html?voir_commentaire=oui in 
French, http://sufievents.co.uk in English and http://tariqa.lefora.com/2007/01/18/la-via-qadiria-butchichia 
in Spanish. For an example of a forum in which criticisms of the Order are voiced, see 
http://www.yabiladi.com/forum/madagh-4-1273189.html. 
 

http://www.tariqa.org/
http://blogma.wmaker.net/louange/Absence-!_a79.html?voir_commentaire=oui
http://sufievents.co.uk/
http://tariqa.lefora.com/2007/01/18/la-via-qadiria-butchichia
http://www.yabiladi.com/forum/madagh-4-1273189.html
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would also be evident in the kind of content produced. So I decided to focus the research 
mainly on the personal oral narratives of female followers, whilst written sources were 
only to be used to compare and contrast the findings derived from talking to female 
devotees. Written materials would be taken into account only insofar as they were read 
by female members and recommended to me by them. On some occasions they 
recommended I read certain texts in order to gather together later to discuss them. These 
discussions were meaningful spaces for data collection. 
 
It should be noted that the gender divide is not always the rigid rule that one may imagine. 
Members in different locations interpret it differently, and it soon became apparent that 
this was a feature which might be compared among the various enclaves, being 
illustrative of the diversity within the ṭarīqa and of the distinctiveness of each location. 
Every Būdshīshiyya group seems to interpret the notion of gender segregation in 
accordance with its own codes of morality. A testament to this is the fact that more data 
concerning male religiosities could be gathered in some areas than in others. One 
important aspect of my research was the analysis of ritual practices and of the annual 
pilgrimage that devotees undertake to the current Būdshīshiyya shaykh Sīdī Hamza, at the 
central lodge in Madāgh. When addressing issues such as rituals and pilgrimage, I could 
only deal with women’s experiences of these practices, as I had no access to the ways in 
which they are performed by men.   
 
 
3. Multi-Sited Fieldwork and Interconnectedness: Conducting Fieldwork in a 
Transnational Order 
 
Research among members of the Būdshīshiyya is affected by the transnational character 
of the organisation. Small groups are scattered throughout North Africa and Western 
Europe, so the research would not follow a conventional ethnographic mode of single-site 
work with informants tending to share a certain cultural and social background. On the 
contrary, I would be meeting devotees who varied in terms of their culture, social class, 
language, nationality and ethnicity. They might be peasants, labour migrants, artists or 
cosmopolitan professionals. So the study had to look at these multiple sites with a 
comparative gaze and design strategies for data gathering that differed from those 
employed in the traditional, clearly defined and relatively isolated research field that has 
come to characterize anthropological research. The issue of unity/diversity was of central 
importance in the study, since the research would be oriented to grasp how female 
devotees’ diverse backgrounds inform the ways in which they approach and experience 
religion.  
 
Because of the eclectic nature of the disciplehood in this ṭarīqa, I expected a diverse 
range of approaches to Sufism. At the same time, it seemed important to discover what 
had led such a variety of people to become part of the same religious organisation; allied 
to this was the central question of what it really meant to be a devotee of this Order, and 
to unfold what lay at the core of Būdshīshiyya’s religious identity. Thus, the ethnographic 
experience was to be marked by this twofold attempt to address both diversity and unity 
and to explore the various mechanisms developed by devotees to balance the two - that is 
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to say, to explore how they, without feeling that they are renouncing their own 
backgrounds, can feel part of a shared enterprise with other women with whom they may 
have little else in common. The intricate nature of this relatedness could be explored by 
examining how, through developing particular modes of speech and integrated religious 
discourse, transnational Sufi Orders like the Būdshīshiyya develop a sense of 
cohesiveness. It was helpful to look at the connections that exist between enclaves at a 
structural level, to apprehend how they relate to each other and to see how each group’s 
relationship to the central lodge in Madāgh frames the nature of religious authority and 
determines the particular relationships which the enclaves have with each other. Although 
this approach relates to the ways in which recent multi-sited ethnographical scholarship 
operates,8 it is a perspective unusual in the study of Sufi Orders, which is still largely 
centred in the analysis of individual religious communities.9   
 
Undertaking “multi-sited fieldwork” meant much more than simply conducting research 
at a variety of locations though: it meant paying particular attention to many various 
manifestations of interconnectedness. Thus in order to elucidate the relationships between 
groups, but also the relationships which people in those groups have with the world - a 
world which is in turn increasingly connected to realities beyond the immediate locality - 
one needed to apprehend these research sites not as discrete study areas but rather as 
fields which were dynamically interrelated with each other. The central lodge in Madāgh, 
for example, is close to the border with Spain and is one of the main gateways for 
migrants to Europe - so devotees living around the lodge often have a foot in each 
continent, by turns working temporarily in Europe and living for a period in Morocco.  In 
sum, the multi-sited field I was going to research largely resonated with Eric Wolf’s 
(1982) depiction of the late 20th century research location. He was one of the first to 
deconstruct the idea that fieldsites can be considered as isolated universes, but argued 
instead that media, commerce, travel and communication have turned every corner of the 
world into a place which is interrelated with others. For that reason, researchers should 
analyse not only particular localities, but also how ideas travel from one milieu to the 
other, making of the supposedly fixed boundaries of fieldsites something fluid and 
blurred. This implies having to approach the research field(s) in an original way. As 
Marcus has beautifully expressed it: “Multi-sited research is designed around chains, 
paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations in which the ethnographer 
establishes some form of literal, physical presence, with an explicit, posited logic of 
association or connection among sites (1995: 105).”   

In the study of Sufi Orders in particular, focusing on interconnectedness - or juxtaposition 
of site(s) as Marcus (1995) puts it - furnishes new modes of exploration. Whereas the 
way the study of Sufi Orders was traditionally approached understood that there was an 
original ‘pristine’ religiosity to be found in the original enclave of each ṭarīqa and a 
series of mimetic expressions reproduced beyond this central focus, an emerging 
perspective (e.g. Draper, Nielsen, and Yemelianova, 2006; Klinkhammer, 2009), shared 

                                                 
8  See for example the volume edited by Falzon (2009) which includes insightful hermeneutical 
considerations about how to conduct multi-sited fieldwork. 
9 One of the very few exceptions that have considered disciples in various geographical places is Werbner 
(2005), who worked with members of an Order in both Pakistan and the UK. 
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by the study presently under discussion, emphasises the model of a “multi-centre 
scenario” (Beyer, 2009: 13). This means that all the branches of an Order exercise a 
certain influence over all the others, so that enclaves become ‘glocal.’ ‘Glocalisation’ 
implies worldwide exchange of social and cultural ideas that contribute to the 
transformation of local realities and cultural behaviour as Dressler, Geaves and 
Klinkhammer (2009: 4) have stated. By conducting multi-sited fieldwork, my study 
identifies a ṭarīqa constituted of the characteristic eclectic religiosities typical of a 
glocalized religious hybridity. Likewise, it has found that devotees not only develop 
particular ways of construing their religious identities in accordance with their personal 
life trajectories and cultural frames, but also that each group redefines, in accordance 
with its members’ religious stances, the ways in which it relates to the other groups in the 
Order and to social and political events that are well known to all members (e.g. the 9/11 
attacks, issues related to Islamophobia, mass migration, and so on). 
 
Although it rendered the fieldwork experience fascinating and somehow atypical, the 
number of fieldsites imposed certain limitations on the research. The fact that the Order 
comprises a transnational network of many, often very small, groups, meant that it was 
not possible to conduct long-term fieldwork in all the enclaves. This obliged the 
researcher to develop selection criteria. Choosing which groups to explore was never 
easy.  Some groups were considered to be more representative than others, whilst 
difficulties of access did not permit the selection of others. Generally, though, the 
selection procedure was as follows:  groups were divided into various types depending on 
the nationality, average age and urban/rural origin of members. Fieldwork would be 
conducted among people of one group in each of the categories. For example, there are 
many groups consisting of three or four devotees in most of the middle-sized French 
cities, yet only one of these was to be considered for a long period of fieldwork. Similarly, 
groups of middle-aged professionals exist in many Moroccan cities, yet only some were 
approached. Numbers were also a determinant in choosing the groups. So for example, 
the period reserved for research among the Berber communities of the Oujda region was 
far longer than that spent with any other group. The decision was made on the basis that 
the Berbers still constitute the vast majority of followers in the ṭarīqa. I was not fully 
convinced, though, that it was right to leave some of the groups completely out of the 
study.  
 
The Order organises international gatherings attended by people of almost every group. It 
was at these gatherings that I had the chance to talk with members of enclaves that I had 
never visited and to collect testimonies from those in groups which would otherwise have 
been unrepresented. I am aware that the selection criteria were influential in determining 
the type of research that was carried out, and that further research among those groups 
that received less attention might reveal aspects of the Būdshīshiyya religious identity 
that have so far been neglected. Yet conducting extensive research with every group 
would have taken many years, and the questionable viability of such an undertaking was 
what led me (despite an awareness of the limitations that might result) to opt for choosing 
to spend more time with people in some enclaves than in others and to incorporate the 
testimonies of groups with which I had had limited, discretionary contact.  
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The main factor which determined why some enclaves were chosen over others was their 
potential to contribute to a better understanding of the ‘whole picture’ and lead to a more 
nuanced and holistic understanding of the ṭarīqa. The resulting research is not only 
‘multilocal’ but remarkably ‘translocal’ and the sites considered are intertwined in such 
ways that the relationships between them are as central to the study as those within each 
of the enclaves, a feature also noted by other people undertaking fieldwork at 
transnational levels (e.g. Hannerz, 2007).  
 
 
4. Temporary Field(s): Transient Membership in Postmodern Sufism  
 
With many places to visit one can never stay in any one for a long period. Making initial 
contact with the members of an enclave and developing a relationship of trust with them 
in order to be invited to attend their ritual sessions takes a considerable amount of time. 
As a result, the first contact needs to be established well before one visits the group, and 
in the case of this research that meant establishing such contact while I was conducting 
fieldwork with another group and often, therefore, staying in a different country. For 
example, I established the first contacts with Spanish devotees while I was conducting 
research in the UK, and managed to make contact with people of various groups in 
southern France while conducting fieldwork in Spain. The amount of time that is needed 
to establish bonds of trust with the people of each group means that fieldwork cannot be 
conducted in an ordered way. On the contrary, the general pattern was to conduct 
research with devotees from various enclaves at the same time which necessitated 
travelling to different countries often for very short periods. The fact that most of the 
people in each of the groups only meet once or twice a week – and the existence of low-
cost airlines! – facilitated this way of working simultaneously at various places.  
 
Temporal considerations shaped the type of fieldwork conducted and the kind of data that 
was obtained. It was often the case that only after knowing someone for a certain time 
would the most interesting data emerge in conversation. In this regard the internet was an 
important element in this research. Meeting devotees and staying in contact with them by 
exchanging emails or talking in chatrooms has constituted a meaningful way of 
deepening my knowledge about their worldviews and how they experience religion. Such 
contact has facilitated by the fact that the membership of the Order, particularly in 
Europe, is remarkably young. In most locations there are some members at least who are 
under 18, and most of the rest are no older than 30. New technologies are part of their 
daily routine and they frequently use them to keep in touch with friends. For some of the 
interviewees such methods of communication were a central part of experiencing their 
religiosities, they use them to exchange pictures of Sīdī Hamza and his family, join 
Facebook groups to follow him, and post videos on Youtube that show how they perform 
ritual sessions. In addition, they discuss by chatrooms and in forums their ‘spiritual 
experiences’ and religious trajectories. Those who speak more than one language are 
sometimes in contact with members of the Order in other countries.10  

                                                 
10 New technologies play a crucial role in the Order, yet ‘traditional’ media channels are also used, often 
with proselytizing aims. In the case of the British Būdshīshiyya, for example, the Order made a BBC four-
part reality show in which the participants were invited ‘to discover their spirituality’ and ‘to taste Islam’ in 
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Initially, I was slightly uncomfortable about the limited time I was spending at fieldsites, 
and attempted to overcome this temporal constraint because I perceived it to be an 
obstacle to the gathering of data. However, what soon became apparent was the 
temporary nature of many disciples’ commitment, particularly in Europe. This was 
important in understanding the religious identity of the Būdshīshiyya. In Europe the 
Order needs to be understood as part of an ongoing trend in which fragmented and 
loosely institutionalised types of religion are increasingly successful. As Stark and 
Bainbridge (1985) famously argued, when ‘mainstream’ religion loses its authority, other 
forms of religion evolve to compensate, with smaller religious organisations finding 
suitable ground to flourish. In this post-modern milieu intermittent commitment to 
religious groups is not rare, and can be viewed as an expression of the ‘liquid’ forms of 
relating to the social order that define postmodernity (Bauman, 2000). This is evident in 
the kind of membership of the European Būdshīshiyya: data seem to suggest that at least 
half of the Order’s members leave and are replaced by new people every one or two 
years. 11  Due to the lax nature that seems to characterize many of the followers’ 
commitment to the Order, devotees are often comfortable with people they do not 
actually know attending ritual sessions. In a way the temporary nature of disciplehood 
facilitates the acceptance of the researcher at the fieldsite, whereas in the case of other 
religious communities difficulty may be experienced in gaining acceptance.12 
 
 
5. ‘It is not you who choose the Order, it is the Order which chooses you’: Proselytization 
in the Būdshīshiyya 
 
If one undertakes fieldwork among devotees of the Būdshīshiyya one gains experience of 
dealing with religious proselytization. During the 1980s, the ṭarīqa tried to change the 
membership’s ethnic basis, 13 from a strictly Moroccan Berber Order to the transnational 
organisation it is today. This transformation was accompanied by a process of profound 
reform which augmented the proselytising character of the organisation in an attempt to 
become more inclusive and attract new members from non-Berber backgrounds, 
particularly in Moroccan cities. Before the 1980s, initiation was highly selective, a 
process in which the aspirant’s commitment to the Order was continually tested (Ben 
Driss, 2002: 139-140). If the devotee was successful he entered a small elitist group 
which lived permanently at the central lodge in Madagh and was entirely dedicated to 
religious instruction. The surrounding local population respected this group of religious 

                                                                                                                                                 
a beautiful Andalusian Sufi lodge. The series was broadcast on BBC2 in February 2007. Episodes are no 
longer available online but a forum of people discussing the series is available at: 
http://forum.mpacuk.org/showthread.php?t=23947, accessed 21st January 2011. 
 
11 For example, a Spanish member suggested that in Spain in the last ten years hundreds of members have 
joined the ṭarīqa. By contrast, weekly group gatherings often total less than 15 people (men and women), 
sometimes much less. As in other European enclaves, some of the members have attended these sessions 
for less than two months.  
12 For example see the problems Gilliat-Ray (2005) has faced in accessing members of the Deobandi 
community in the UK.   
13 Adherence to Sufi Orders in Morocco tends to follow ethnic and geographical patterns.  

http://forum.mpacuk.org/showthread.php?t=23947
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students, and the lodge was sometimes opened to them, becoming a place where 
communities could gather for social purposes and also for religious celebrations and 
festivals. This twofold nature of disciplehood characterizes many Orders in North Africa 
today: on the one hand, there are the majority of followers who sporadically visit the 
lodge and only then are they involved in the activities of the ṭarīqa, whilst on the other 
hand there is a group of more committed members who live in the lodge and are 
considered to be at a higher level of spiritual realization.14  
 
With the Būdshīshiyya’s reforms, however, and its new orientation towards a more 
diverse disciplehood the group of devotees living at the lodge was dissolved, yet the 
religious centre kept its doors open for social and religious gatherings of the surrounding 
local communities, as usual. At the same time, the ṭarīqa begun to proselytise in other 
areas of the country by publicising the organization among university students and 
secondary school pupils. Importantly, and in contrast to the previously strict criteria 
which applied to the recruitment of devotees, the new Būdshīshiyya made it possible for 
anyone - regardless of their gender, background and/or previous knowledge or 
commitment to Islam - to become a member. The implications of adopting a proselytising 
approach were profound: numbers steadily rose.15 The Būdshīshiyya then developed a 
network of small enclaves scattered all over Morocco, expanding later into the urban 
landscape of most Western European countries, and beyond.  
 
The missionary character of the Būdshīshiyya means that any person who is at all 
interested in anything related to the Order - no matter whether the approach is academic 
or experiential, made out of idle curiosity or real commitment - is seen as a potential 
member. 16  There is a common saying among members of this Order that perfectly 
illustrates the missionary orientation of the organisation. It was just after my first meeting 
with one of the British groups that I heard it, and I would hear it again on the lips of 
many members all across Western Europe and Morocco: ‘It is not you who choose the 
Order, it is the Order which chooses you’. I once asked a devotee about the meaning of 
this saying, to which she replied: ‘Only people with special characteristics are suitable to 
undertake the Path. Sīdī Hamza chooses these people in the moment they are born but 
this does not turn into conscious realization until the person achieves a certain maturity’.  
It is then that for one reason or another the person receives a signal to join the ṭarīqa. 
This sign, according to her, could be of any kind, including a genuine academic interest 
in Sufism. Hence, the missionary goal makes of any person interested in the Order a 
potential member, and everybody is treated in accordance with this maxim. A direct 
implication of this is that every individual who approaches the Order is seen to be a 

                                                 
14 This is for instance the case with the Egyptian Khalwātiyya (Chih, 2007: 26-27).  
15 However, an approximation based on somewhat incomplete fieldwork data suggests that there were less 
than a hundred members before the reforms, whereas today there are – in rural Morocco alone – upwards of 
100,000 members, and possibly as many as half a million. Urban members in Morocco number only about 
two hundred. The fluid nature of the membership in Europe makes it even more difficult to calculate an 
approximate number of followers. Even for Morocco, where groups are more stable, it is important to keep 
in mind that these are approximate estimates. Further quantitative research is needed to provide more 
accurate figures. 
16 Other cases of proselytism in Islamic organizations and groups in the West have been researched by 
Poston (1992).  
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disciple ‘already’, not as a ‘member-to-be’ but as someone who is ‘one of them.’ This 
makes gaining access to the religious group for the first time quite unproblematic. 
 
It has been shown that the proselytising propensity of some religious organizations can 
have a twofold effect on the course of research. Initially it is much easier to access the 
group, and members show a much more welcoming attitude towards the researcher than 
would be the case if they belonged to a non-proselytising concern. In the writer’s first 
encounters with the Būdshīshiyya, devotees were happy to be observed and to be asked 
about their religious feelings, thoughts and practices. After all, they see this as a stage of 
doubt and uncertainty which is typical of the first stages of conversion. After a while, 
though,  they expect the researcher to undertake a personal commitment and become a 
member of the ṭarīqa – a situation potentially fraught with difficulty for the fieldworker. 
Though proselytization is a prominent feature of the Order as a whole, the strength of this 
characteristic varies remarkably within the ṭarīqa, with some enclaves exhibiting a much 
more vigorous proselytising attitude than others.17 Although in the long term it is easier 
to conduct research among those members of the less proselytising enclaves, the first 
contact with a group tends to be more convivial if it is with devotees of a more marked 
missionary orientation. Among such groups, I feared being denied further access if my 
intention to not join the Order became evident, because this might create an atmosphere 
of uneasiness that could interfere with the process of data collection, as this kind of 
research is highly dependant upon the informant’s cooperation and goodwill.18 The fact 
that in this particular case fieldwork was to be conducted in various places and with 
various groups meant that one could not dedicate to a particular group the amount of time 
needed for overt animosity to develop. What I did was try to avoid the subject of my 
potential discipleship when it was raised – and/or by my attitude indicate my ‘interest in 
learning,’ without specifying whether this interest would result in a stronger commitment 
to the group.19  
 
Collecting data at international gatherings proved to be easier than at the weekly 
meetings of enclaves. As part of its missionary endeavour, the Būdshīshiyya organises 
international gatherings at which devotees from different parts of the world meet for a 
day or two to perform ritual sessions together and to get to know each other. These events 
are not restricted to members of the Order, but are open to everybody and have been 
shown to be a good means of attracting new members. Most people attending these 
meetings only know members of their own enclave, which illustrates, on the one hand, 
how weak the interconnectedness between enclaves at the discipleship level can be, and 
on the other, the temporary nature of the membership, with a significant proportion of the 
attendees at these larger encounters being there for the first – and probably the last - time.  

                                                 
17 Berber groups, for example, are not at all proselytizing, which can be explained in terms of the historical 
development and expansion of the Order.  
18 Tense situations of this kind have been found by scholars working with proselytising groups of all kinds; 
see, for example, a study that raises methodological concerns related to conducting research in a context of 
religious proselytization among groups such as the Unification Church, the Hare Krishna or the People's 
Temple (Bromley and Shupe, 1981). 
19  Such vagueness is however not always helpful. One researcher saw his fieldwork being abruptly 
terminated by Scientology members who refused to meet him again because he did not show a strong 
enough interest in committing to the group, see Whitehead (1987). 
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Because it is quite common at international gatherings to find people from different 
enclaves meeting for the first time, no-one really  knows who is or who is not a member 
of the Order. A direct implication of this is that people at these meetings are generally 
very friendly and  welcoming with everybody. I soon learnt to value these occasions as an 
excellent chance to gather data, and some of the information collected for the thesis is the 
result of research carried out by participating in these larger encounters, where the 
adoption of a fairly observational attitude was not questioned.   
 
Upon reflection, I would suggest that trying to take advantage of the proselytising 
component instead of trying to avoid it is better for data collection. For example, when 
members were asked how they came to know about the Order in the first place, they 
would often articulate their narratives in ways that revealed some of the most efficient 
missionary techniques, 20 as they sought to convince me that joining the Order was the 
‘right decision to make.’ Such occasions were valuable learning opportunities. 
 
6. Concluding Remarks  
 
Nowhere is it more evident that the traditional ethnographical approach which assumes 
stability of people and place needs to be reconsidered, than in the field of research among 
devotees of the Qādiriyya al-Būdshīshiyya. Fieldsites like the one(s) explored during my 
research are not bounded, well-defined communities, but mobile networks of peoples and 
localities in constant transformation. This multiplicity of fieldsites form an 
interconnected reality, a fact that defines the pace and span of the fieldwork experience in 
new ways. Knowledge garnered through ethnographical work among members of this 
Order is shaped and circumscribed by the ṭarīqa’s gender codes and by its religious 
agenda. I have attempted to demonstrate that the knowledge derived from the 
ethnographic encounter is embedded in social relations, and that the question of how to 
conciliate the subjectivities of researcher and researched cannot be avoided. 
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