
INTRODUCTION 

Morocco and the Problem of Sainthood 
in Islamic Studies 

Naming Muslim Sainthood: Walaya or Wilaya? 

The problematic of Muslim sainthood begins with its very name. 

When one translates (literally, "carries over") a word from a for­

eign language into one's own tongue, the classic translator's 

dilemma arises: a good translation must be both faithful to the 

meaning of the foreign term and also fully expressive of its own 

language. In effect, a double translation must be created. 1 Since 
this is impossible in an absolute sense, every translation is inade­

quate. This limitation is all the more present with regard to reli­

gious concepts, where even a small difference in meaning can 

lead to serious misunderstandings. Such is the case, for example, 
when one uses the English word "sainthood"-a concept associ­

ated with Christianity-for the Islamic terms waliiya or wiliiya. 
Once taken out of its original context, each term runs the risk of 
being rendered contextless, and as such would not be recognized 
by the audience to whom it was first addressed. 2 

But the Islamic case presents its own paradox: although 

waliiya and wiliiya are related in meaning, they are nonetheless 

different. The real issue is therefore one of"double subjectivity" 

rather than of true objectivity. 3 A problematic exists on both 

sides of the equation. Should not one be equally as attentive to 

Muslim interpretations of waliiya and wiliiya as to their English 

translation? 
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Realm of the Saint 

This problem is seldom recognized in the field of Islamic Studies. Wa­

liiya and wiliiya are used interchangeably by most Western scholars oflslam, 

just as they are in informal Arabic. Recently, however, a debate over these 

terms has arisen among specialists in Sufism in Europe and America. 4 Some 
scholars maintain that what we in the West think of as sainthood is most ac­

curately conveyed in Islam by the term waliiya. This conclusion comes from 

a strict etymological analysis of the Arabic root waliya, which means "to 

he near or close." Thus, wali Alliih, the compound word most often trans­
lated as "saint" in English, means an "intimate" or a "friend" ofGod.5 

But the actual use of an expression does not always correspond to ety­

mological ideals. When the word waliis used in the Qur'an, it does not nec­

essarily mean "friend." More often, it carries the power-laden connotations 

of "manager," "guardian," "protector," or "intercessor"- concepts that 

are more in the semantic domain of wiliiya than waliiya. 6 Even waliiya it­

self, which is used twice in the Holy Book, does not always connote friend­

ship. 7 Only when wali Alliih is used in the plural, as in the verse: "Verily for 

the awliyii' Alliih there is no fear, nor shall they grieve" (X [Yunus], 62), is 
the idea of closeness to God foregrounded. Thus, according to Qur'anic 

usage, the term wali Alliih has a social as well as a metaphysical signifi­

cation: the Muslim saint protects or intercedes for others as Allah's deputy 

or vicegerent. 8 

In the Islamic Middle Period, the question of whether waliiya or wiliiya 

was the "correct" verbal noun of wali was widely discussed by grammari­
ans.9 Ibn Kathlr, for example, came down on the side ofwiliiya, which he 

defined as authority, power, or the ability to act. To Ibn Sldah, wiliiya and 
waliiya were more or less identical. For Ibn as-Sikklt, wiliiya meant gov­
ernmental authority (sul(iin), while both wiliiya and waliiya denoted assis­

tance or support (n~ra). According to the strictly formalistic Slhawayh, 

waliiya was a verbal noun whereas wiliiya was an abstract noun. Yet both 

meant essentially the same thing: either command (imiira) or delegated au­

thority ( niqiiba ). 10 

Despite their best efforts, neither alternative, waliiya nor wiliiya, could 

he put forward by medieval grammarians as the "correct" verbal noun of 

wali. ll Given this fact, it should come as no surprise to find that the mean­

ing of these terms was also debated by Sufis. In the early fourteenth century, 

the Indian master Ni~am ad-Din Awliya' (d. 725/1325) discussed the differ­
ence between waliiya and wiliiya in a lecture that found its way into the 

pages of Amir I:Iasan Sijzi's Fawii' id al-Fu' iid (Morals for the heart): 
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The saint possesses both walayat and wilayat at the same time. Walayat 

is that which masters impart to disciples about God, just as they teach 

them about the etiquette of the Way. Everything such as this which takes 

place between the Shaykh and other people is called walayat. But that 

which takes place between the Shaykh and God is called wilayat. That is 

a special kind oflove, and when the Shaykh leaves the world, he takes his 

wilayat with him. His walayat, on the other hand, he can confer on 

someone else, whomever he wishes, and if he does not confer it, then it 

is suitable for God Almighty to confer that walayat on someone. But the 

wilayat is the Shaykh's constant companion; he bears it with him (wher­

ever he goes ). 12 

For Ni~am ad-Din, it is wiliiya that connotes closeness or love, whereas 

waliiya connotes authority. This is not the case, however, for A}:lmad ibn 

Ibrahim al-Magirl (fl. 6g6j1297), an Egyptian contemporary ofNi~am ad­

Din and great-grandson of the Moroccan shaykh Abii Mu}:lammad Sali}:l 

(d. 631/1234). For this writer, the semantic ambiguity of waliiya and wiliiya 

is resolved in favor of authority: 

We say (and with God is the approval): Walaya is a verbal noun and 

wiliiya is a gerund [ism ma.ydar]. The meaning of both is "assistance or 

support" [ nu.yra ], according to Slbawayh. Al-Azharl, however, says that 

waliiya means "most clearly related" [ af'har fi 'n-nasab], while the idea 

of assistance or support comes from the saying, "a patron by virtue of 
authority" [wali bayna wilaya]. Wilaya, therefore, is like a command 

[ imara], as in the saying, "governing by virtue of [delegated] authority" 

[ walin bayna wilaya] _13 

When all is said and done, waliiya and wiliiya are best seen as semantic 

fraternal twins that coexist symbiotically, like yin and yang. Each relies on 

the other for its meaning. This interpretation is confirmed by etymology 

and Qur'anic usage alike. It also corresponds to actual experience. A per­

son can only exercise delegated authority over another by being close to the 

one who bestows authority in the first place. This closeness can be ex­

pressed literally, in terms of physical proximity, or metaphorically, in terms 

of status. When this logic is applied to the Muslim saint, the following ar­

gument pertains: Allah is the source of all power and authority. Since the 

wali Allah is Allah's "friend," he must be close to Allah. Therefore, he is 

seen by others as Allah's protege,just as the friend of a king is seen as a pro-
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tege of that king. Proteges of the powerful benefit from their links to their 
patrons by acting as intermediaries for those who are below them. As an in­
termediary, the protege is also a patron, for others rely on him to intercede 

for them before the ultimate source of authority. Thus, the wali Allah is 

both an intermediary and a patron for his clients. 

How does this relate to the semantic problem discussed above? If trans­

lation means that fidelity to the original can only be found in exact replica­

tion, then distortion and infidelity are the lot of every translation. Does this 

prove the old adage Traduttore traditore ("The translator is a traitor")? 14 

Not necessarily. George Steiner has noted that the academic debate about 

translation is based on two mutually exclusive premises. The "universalist" 
premise argues that all human languages share a common structure. If this 

were the case, then it would be possible for the researcher to delve beneath 
surface differences to find common similarities. The "relativist" or "mo­

nadist" premise, on the other hand, views languages as so different from 

each other that comparison cannot comprehend them. If this were true, 

then the interpretation of waliiya and wiliiya as "Muslim sainthood" would 

be so inaccurate as to be meaningless. 15 

But the mere fact of difference does not mean that one cannot translate. 

Such a conclusion would be absurd, since human beings translate all the 
time. Every good translator is aware that since translation involves inter­
pretation, no translation can be exact. From this perspective, translation is 
subsumed under the wider category of representation, analogy, and meta­
phor-what Wittgenstein called "family resemblances." 16 If all translation 
is mimetic, then any carefully conceived analogue in any language can serve 
the task of translation equally well. Whether we use sainthood, sainteti, ha­

gaia, santidad, or any other comparable term for waliiya and wiliiya is 

unimportant, so long as we do not claim that it conveys the full meaning of 

the Arabic concepts. 

This point has also been made by Jacques Derrida. For him, "Une 
'bonne' traduction doit toujours abuser." 17 Derrida is saying more in this 

statement than that "a good translation must always abuse." Rather, here­

minds us that in every act of translation, the interpretive process distorts the 

original in new and sometimes imaginative ways. According to Derrida's 

specialized lexicon of deconstruction, translated concepts are said to be 

"ab-used." It is often forgotten that the Arabic terms waliiya and wiliiya are 

themselves interpretations, since together they represent a concept whose 

full meaning goes beyond the semantic range of either word when taken by 
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itself. Put another way, they too are "ab-usive" of a greater reality. Thus, the 
English term "sainthood" need not be any more abusive of the larger real­
ity than the Arabic words it replaces. When we translate waliiya and wiliiya 

as "Muslim sainthood," we are simply trying to "understand other cultures 

as far as possible in their own terms but in our language." 18 Such is the na­
ture of all comparative analysis, whether linguistic or otherwise. Although 

we should not trivialize foreign concepts by disregarding their historical, 
cultural, and lexicographical contexts, we may unpack or deconstruct them 

on different levels. 

Why Study Morocco? 

The aim of this book is to examine the relationship between sainthood and 

authority in Morocco, the Far Maghrib (Ar. al-Maghrib al-Aq~ii) of the 

premodern Islamic world. Although this region was not a "nation" in the 

modern sense, its spatial and cultural contours were more dearly defined 

than in other areas of Islamdom. 19 To the north, it was bounded by the 

Mediterranean, which formed both a natural border and a means of access 

to Muslim Spain. To the west was the Adantic Ocean, an expanse which 
Moroccans never crossed. To the south was the Sahara desert, a "sea" unto 
itself, which also acted as a border. The only undefined border was to the 

east, where the Taza gap opens onto the city ofTlemcen and the Algerian 

Ouarsenis. Here, cultural and political barriers made up for the absence of 

geographical limits. After the thirteenth century, it became increasingly 

difficult to conceive ofTlemcen-a city so near yet so far away from Mo­
rocco proper-as part of the Far Maghrib. After the Ottoman occupation 
of western Algeria in the sixteenth century, the separate identity of this city 
and its region became an accepted fact. 

Premodern Morocco is important to the study of sainthood for several 
reasons. First, this part of the world has been studied extensively by West­

ern social scientists. However, since anthropological and sociological stud­
ies of religion are concerned primarily with behavioral and social-structural 

issues, social-scientific investigations of Moroccan sainthood have focused 

on the social aspect of this phenomenon instead of its doctrinal or meta­

physical aspect. Although such research is useful, it tells only part of the 

story. If the doctrinal aspect of Muslim sainthood is not explored, the im­

portant relationship between Sufism and the Moroccan cult of saints is li­

able to be ignored or misunderstood. 20 

Second, although Morocco has received plenty of attention from social 
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scientists, it has been overlooked in the field oflslamic Studies. This is par­

ticularly true of Moroccan Sufism.21 While a number of Moroccan Sufi 
texts have been edited in Arabic and one or two have appeared in French, 

no detailed study of Moroccan Sufism has yet been written in any language. 

This problem is all the more acute because the Far Maghrib has long been 

one of the most important crucibles of Islamic mysticism. The wide geo­

graphical extent of the Shadhiliyya and Tijaniyya Sufi orders underscores 

the importance of this lacuna. In addition, recent studies of so-called neo­

Sufism have shown that the transregional character of this concept extends 

to, and must include, Moroccan Sufism. 22 

North Africa was never the backwater that many orientalists and social 

scientists have assumed. While Muslim Spain (Ar. al-Andalus), with its 

sophisticated intellectual life and "civilized" ways, is often highlighted in 

surveys oflslamic civilization, the premodern Maghrib is still dismissed as 

either an appendix oflslamic Iberia or a mere subregion of a peripheral and 

marginalized Islamic Africa. But the historian who looks at North African 

primary sources without prejudice finds that such an extreme center­

periphery approach distorts reality. Rather than making a peripheralized 
North Africa dependent on Muslim Spain, it is better to view the entire Is­

lamic West-al-Andalus, the Maghrib, Muslim Sicily, and parts of West 
Africa-as a single, relatively unified cultural entity. In this wider region, 
ideas were freely exchanged and innovations were adopted as readily as 
anywhere in the Muslim world. Most importantly, religious and intellectual 
movements from Morocco and other parts of the Maghrib often created ebb 
tides of intellectual and cultural influence that flowed toward the East. In­
stead of being merely imitative, many of the doctrines and institutions that 

were created in western "subcenters" such as Fez or Marrakesh had pro­

found effects on the rest of the Islamic world. 

Only by embracing a more open-minded approach to the premodern 

Maghrib can we fully understand the relationship between Islam, author­

ity, and mysticism in Morocco. Why, for example, is Muslim sainthood re­

ferred to as waliiya in Sufi texts but as wiliiya in Moroccan Arabic? Can this 

difference be dismissed as the result of dialectical euphony or were there 

different modalities of sainthood in premodern North Africa? 23 Can one 

bridge the gap between Sufism and popular religion without having to rely 
on etymological explanations? How much have North African Sufis assim­

ilated the concept of wiliiya into their own understanding of sainthood? 

Was there, in fact, a Sufi order that stressed wiliiya as part of its doctrines? 
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If so, how was the interrelationship between wilaya and waliiya articulated 
in theory and practice? All of these issues, and more, will be addressed in 

the following chapters. 

Sainthood and Social Science in Morocco 

When social scientists discuss sainthood in Morocco, they seldom use ei­

ther walaya or wilaya. 24 Instead, they talk about charisma, which they 

equate with the Arabic term baraka-a concept whose definition has run 

the gamut from "blessed virtue" and "spiritual potency" to "power" and 

even "luck." 25 Since European saints are said to be charismatic figures, 

charisma is also assumed to be central to the Moroccan conception of reli­

gious authority. For this reason, the Moroccan saint is most often defined as 
a baraka-laden individual. 26 

But how is the holy person characterized in Morocco itself? In actual 

practice, what is doctrinally known as a walf Allah can be designated by 

any one of several terms, either masculine or feminine: ~iili}Jf~iili}Ja (Ar. ), 

shaykh (Ar.), muriibi( (Ar.), siyyidfsiyyida (Dial. Ar.), ar;urramftar;urramt 
(Ber. ), and amghiir (Ber. ). 27 Yet despite this range of alternatives, social sci­

entists most often refer to the Moroccan saint as a marabout, a Francophone 

corruption of the Arabic term muriibi( that was used in Algeria to designate 

rural holy men.28 This "abuse" of an indigenous concept has become so 

prevalent that today even North Africans often use marabout in place of 
walf Allah. 29 

In examining the role of the saint in Moroccan society, social scientists 
often base their discussions on La Religion musulmane en Berberie (1938) 
by the French historian Alfred Bel. According to Bel, North African Islam 
was heavily influenced by pre-Islamic Berber religiosity. This he defines as 

a predilection for sacrifice, a belief in the dualistic opposition of good ver­
sus evil, and faith in the power of charms and amulets. These pre-Islamic 
beliefs, which were driven underground after the Arab conquest, suppos­

edly reemerged from the soil of the Maghrib after the introduction of Sufi 

mysticism in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.30 Into what Bel saw as the 

"Arab" ethos oflslam-dominated by a remote and "terrible God" (dieu 
terrible) who permits no communion, no intermediary, and no contact be­

tween Himself and His creatures-Sufism introduced the concepts of mys­

ticism, divine love, and belief in a beneficent deity who bestows baraka 
upon favored proteges.31 Over time, a syncretistic form of religiosity, nei­

ther specifically Berber nor properly Muslim, metamorphosed out of this 
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admixture of Berber spiritualism, Arab Islam, and Sufism. After gaining 
the approval of a sufficient percentage of the scholarly elite, this new syn­

cretism supposedly evolved into an intolerant form of popular Sufism and 

a self-satisfied fatalism that contributed to the overall decline of Islamic 

civilization. 32 

According to Bel, the key figure in the development of popular Islam in 

North Africa was the marabout. Originally a point man in the Islamization 

of the rural Maghrib, he was seen by the masses as a theophany or "human 

fetish" (homme fetiche). 33 Based in a rural hermitage located far from the 

influence of cities or governments, the marabout performed important so­
cial functions, such as teaching Islam and mediating disputes. By thus mak­

ing himself indispensable, he could compete with urban scholars in influ­

encing the beliefs and practices of his followers. The marabout dominated 

Moroccan Islam from the beginning of the sixteenth century, when a so­

called "epidemic of sharifism" was started by the followers of the Sufi 

shaykh Mul,lammad ibn Sulayman al-Jaziili (d. 86gj1465 ). In the early mod­

ern period, marabouts began to ascribe false prophetic lineages to them­

selves, replacing a paradigm of holiness based on asceticism and heroic 

virtue with one that was based on genealogy alone.34 

Although Bel does make some valid historical points, his paradigm of 

"maraboutism" was heavily influenced by his political agenda. The overall 
purpose of his hook was to explicate North African Islam for colonial 
officials who had little sympathy for the religion of their native subjects. 
These officials were most concerned with countering the influence of Is­

lamic reformists in Algeria, who had begun to add their voices to the call for 
independence. 35 The concept of maraboutism was well-suited for creating 

an artificial dichotomy between the supposedly "natural" religious syn­
cretism of the Berbers and an "Arab" Islamic orthodoxy. Until the end of 

the colonial period, the official French policy toward religion in the Maghrib 

was to distinguish the supposedly sober, authoritarian, and culturally alien 

ethos of classical Islam from the affective, syncretistic, and Mediterranean 

ethos of the Berber "state of nature." 36 

Despite its lack of objectivity, some of the most prominent anthropolo­

gists, social historians, and political scientists working in Morocco still re­

gard Bel's model of North African Islam as definitive. 37 Others have tried to 

improve upon it by examining his paradigm of maraboutism through the 

lens of social anthropology, basing their findings on structural-functional 

studies of holy families and tomb complexes. 
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Ernest Gellner exemplifies this approach. Gellner sees maraboutism as 

one side of a dichotomy between urban and rural types of religious expres­

sion. In Saints of the Atlas ( 1969 ), he postulates an egalitarian, scripturally 

oriented, and urban Islamic orthodoxy, opposing it to a hierarchical, ritu­

ally indulgent, and rural heterodoxy. 38 Grafting Max Weber's ideal-type 

model of Protestant and Catholic religious culture onto an alien context, he 

epitomizes the conflict between these contrasting interpretations of Islam 

by drawing on an oppositional pair from medieval Europe: the "doctor" 

(an urban legist) versus the "saint" (a rural marabout).39 Although Gellner 

tries to indigenize his model by identifying the ascribed and acquired traits 

that Moroccans associate with sainthood, these after-the-fact explanations 

do not extricate him from the mire of reductionistic and tautological defini­

tions. Why is a Moroccan marabout or ag;urram a saint? "A person is a 

[saint] by virtue of being held to be one." 40 

Although Gellner's analysis of Moroccan sainthood provides certain in­

sights into the nature of holy-family politics, it does not solve the problem 

of maraboutism. Claiming that a person is a saint because others treat him 

as such may help one understand why the descendants of a saint are con­

sidered holy, but it tells us little about the original, living saint himself. Also, 

one must ask: how can typologies drawn from localized case studies, such 

as Gellner's AJ:tansal marabouts of the Atlas mountains, represent Muslim 

(or even Moroccan) sainthood in every respect? Finally, Gellner seems to 

contradict himself. Despite his stated aversion to the reification of tradition, 

he affirms the immutability of social structure by applying analytical tools 
developed for the study of small-scale societies to the complex and often lit­
erate world oflslamic Morocco. 41 Part of his problem lies in the anthropo­

logical disposition to favor the present over the past. If the present is not 

systematically compared with the past, it is easy to imagine that premodern 

institutions do not change. But traditions are ideational complexes, and 

ideas change all the time. It is not, therefore, more logical to assume that 

Moroccan ideas about holiness have changed as well? And may not local 

conceptions of sainthood reflect more than just local paradigms? 

Other anthropologists and social historians have tried to overcome such 

difficulties by interpreting Moroccan sainthood in terms that are more uni­

versally Islamic. Emile Dermenghem (1954}, for example, draws a distinc­

tion between "hereditary sanctity" and "initiatic sanctity" and focuses on 

three Islamic ideal types: the wali (the one who is close to God), the ~iili}J 

(the pure), and the ~iddiq (thejust).42 Dale Eickelman (1976), on the other 
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hand, concentrates on the idea of closeness (qaraba), which is both a doc­

trinal and a cultural metaphor.43 These approaches indeed point academic 
inquiry toward categories that are used throughout the Muslim world. But 

before they can be worked into a general theory of sainthood, the extent of 

their applicability must first be established by comparative research. 

The most fundamental problem with the neo-Weberian approach to 

Muslim sainthood, however, lies in Weber's paradigms themselves. This is 

particularly true of his model of charismatic authority. In Moroccan Stud­

ies, this concept is commonly used to explain the phenomenon of heredi­

tary sainthood. In place of the prophet, Weber's ideal-type charismatic 

leader, neo-Weberians substitute the marabout; for charisma, they substi­

tute baraka. As for the ribaf (the marabout's home base}, its institutional de­

velopment is assumed to follow the pattern of Weber's charismatic state.44 

According to Weber's theory of the transformation of charisma, the 

charismatic authority of a religious leader changes after his death into a 

hereditary charisma that is retained by his descendants. To preserve their 

position in a competitive world, these second- and third-generation charis­

matic leaders rely on the artificial proof of miracle working and magic to 

attract a clientele. Since pure charisma can no longer be maintained, hered­

itary authority instead becomes dependent on social-structural and eco­

nomic criteria. This "routinization of charisma" dulls the creative aspects 
of charismatic authority after only a few generations. Now stagnant, reli­
giously legitimated leadership comes to rely on traditional forms of author­
ity that have litde of the original, creative character of charisma itself. 45 

At first glance, this approach seems ideally suited to the study of institu­
tionalized sainthood. Recent historical and anthropological studies have in­
deed demonstrated that a number of North African marabouts presided 

over micropolities or "charismatic states." 46 What remains at issue, how­

ever, is Weber's inability to clarify the premises on which the phenomenon 

of charismatic domination is based. Among recent anthropologists, only 

Michael Gilsenan (1982} has attempted to identify the epistemological foun­

dations of a Muslim holy man's charisma. To do so, however, he is forced 

to go outside the boundaries of classical Weberian sociology.47 

Bryan Turner (1978) has attempted to modify the neo-Weberian dis­
course in Muslim sainthood by rejecting the terms "saint" for waif and 

"charisma" for baraka. Taking the monadist position on translation, he as­

serts that the Christian term "sainthood" is oflitde use in an Islamic context. 

Using the Roman Catholic process of canonization as his basis of compari-
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son, he points out that this formal and highly bureaucratic procedure for 

recognizing posthumously the holiness of theologians and clerics has little 
to do with the informal and often ad hoc sanctification of living persons in 

the Islamic world. For Turner, since these Arabic concepts have little or 

nothing in common with Christianity, it is best to leave them untranslated. 48 

Yet the point made earlier about translation is equally valid for sociology. 

Differences in expression do not necessarily imply differences in the phe­
nomena that words describe. While it is correct to say that a European 

"saint" and a Moroccan wali Alliih are not exactly the same, cultural rela­

tivism can be taken too far. 49 Turner's cultural purism is based on the 

premise that difference is fundamental whereas similarity is not. But if this 

were true, how could cross-cultural comparison be at all possible? To put 

it another way: If a wali Alliih looks like a saint, acts like a saint, and speaks 

like a saint, why not call him a saint? 

Turner's relativistic argument is further weakened by misconceptions 

about the nature of sainthood in Islam and Christianity alike. First of all, the 

term "saint" is not inherently Christian. Like the term "religion," it has a 

polytheistic origin that is significantly different from its monotheistic pres­

ent character.50 Second, premodern Muslim sainthood (which Turner calls 

"Islamic maraboutism") can in no way be considered "formally and practi­
cally heretical." 51 Chapters One and Three of this book will show thatju­

rists and similar "clerical" types were just as important to the hagiographi­

cal tradition of Morocco as they were to that of Europe. Furthermore, 

studies of sainthood in medieval Europe have demonstrated that whatever 
the official Church position on sainthood might have been, the vox populi 

was just as clearly heard in Latin Christendom as it was in Moroccan Is­
lam. 52 Finally, Turner takes no account of the fact that even a Roman Cath­
olic saint has to be recognized as holy in life before being canonized after 
death. This means that any serious investigation of sainthood -whether in 
premodern Europe, North Africa, or anywhere else in the Christian or 

Muslim worlds-must be conducted among the living as much as among 

the deceased. 53 

The Sociology of Sainthood 

Unfortunately, the problematic of sainthood has not been resolved for any 

case under scholarly examination. If the relationship between holiness and 

authority in medieval Europe is imperfectly understood, how can one 
compare Islamic and Christian ideal types-even superficially? Must the 
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student of Muslim sainthood forever rely on simplistic models? Can we do 

no better than Dermenghem's facile distinction between "popular saints" 

and "serious saints"? 54 Are we left with Clifford Geertz's (1968) cynical vi­

sion of marabouts as "vivid" manipulators of the masses who gain power by 

"contriving" to make things happen? 55 Although Geertz has provided a 
novel twist to the analysis of maraboutism, is charisma-as-showmanship 

the definitive explanation of this phenomenon? 

One certainly hopes not. Sainthood as a characteristic ofliving men and 
women deserves more than to be dismissed with offhand or reductive ex­

planations. If modern scholarship is to understand what it means to be a 

Muslim saint in both doctrinal and social terms, we cannot assume, as 

Geertz does, that the concept ofholiness is ineffable. Lacking sufficient ana­

lytical tools in one discipline, we must turn to others until we find the right 

one. In other words, we need a multidisciplinary approach that is also 

cross-credal and transregional. 

The most significant advances in the study of sainthood have come not 

from the field oflslamic Studies, but from historians and sociologists work­
ing within the Christian tradition. This research is indebted methodologi­

cally to the Bollandist cleric Hippolyte Delehaye, who sought to rationalize 

the study of sainthood in the Catholic Church by subjecting the vitae of 

saints to critical historical analysis. In his influential work Sanctus (1927), 
Delehaye attempted to come up with a normative paradigm for the Chris­
tian saint by analyzing early Church doctrines and the veneration of holy 
persons in late antiquity. He was most concerned with drawing a distinc­
tion between saints per se, who appear in the hagiographical record as mar­

tyrs and confessors, and the public cult of saints, which he traced to pagan 
antecedents. 56 Only in the last section ofhis work does he discuss the con­

cept of sainthood (saintete) itself. 

For this Catholic priest, saintete is an act of divine grace that manifests 

itself in several dimensions at once. In the most general sense, the saint is a 

friend of God whose virtue makes him the object of divine consideration. 

More narrowly conceived, he is also a member of a spiritual elite whose 

heroic acts elevate him above other human beings. Finally, as an individual 

exemplar, he is something different for different people at different times: in 
late antiquity he was a martyr or an ascetic; in medieval times he was a mys­

tic or a miracle worker; in modern times he is a practitioner of charity. In 

the end, however, Delehaye's definition of sainthood remains suspended 

between Church doctrine on the one hand and the elusiveness of charisma 
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on the other: sainthood is a quality of the individual soul whose effects can 

be seen by men but whose reality is known only to God. 57 

Although Delehaye's overt Catholicism limited the usefulness ofhis con­

clusions for secular historians, his attempt to create a sociohistorical model 
of sainthood aroused the interest of a fellow Belgian, the sociologist Pierre 

Delooz. Combining Delehaye's purely historical approach with the Anna­
lisle concern for the study of mentalities, Delooz produced Sociologie et 
canonisations ( 1969 ), a historical- sociological study that gave birth to a 

new discipline known as the "sociology of sainthood." 58 

Going beyond Pi trim Sorokin's ( 1950) naive vision of sainthood as a 

form of idealized altruism, 59 Delooz examines holiness as part of a wider is­

sue: the sixties-era interest in a sociology ofknowledge. In his view, the cult 

of saints, as expressed in "sacred biography" or hagiographicalliterature, 

is uniquely able to satisfy the requirements of such a discipline. 6° First, it 

provides a precise type of social perception that can be assessed quantita­

tively. Second, because the production ofhagiographies has persisted over 

so many centuries, the researcher can observe variations in the perception 

of sainthood over extended periods of time. 

Delooz's starting point is the premise that a saint's reputation for holi­

ness is socially generated: "to be a saint is to be a saint for others." 61 Al­

though this statement appears on the surface to agree with Gellner's tauto­

logical definition of sainthood, in reality it says more. Like Delehaye but 

unlike Gellner, Delooz draws a fundamental distinction between the per­

ception of living saints and the reputation that is ascribed to saints after 
death. Most saints, he claims, are "real" individuals who reside in the social 
imaginary. The raw data of this collective memory consist of accounts about 

the conduct of a holy person that are recorded during the saint's lifetime. 
Witnesses to the holy person's behavior "selectively perceive" the saint's ac­
tions according to their shared experiences, faith, and religious doctrines. 

After the holy person dies, these understandings help to redefine and trans­

form the recollection of the saint within his or her community, so that only 

certain traits are reinforced and retained, while others are blurred and for­

gotten with the passage of time. In this way, the image of the saint is contin­

ually being remodelled according to the expectations of the saint's audi­

ence. In time, the saint who is the focus of cultic practices becomes what 

Delooz calls a "constructed saint"- one for whom the collective recollec­

tion is defined on the basis of universal paradigms. In the most extreme 

cases, the totalizing character of these paradigms might even lead to the 
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fictional construction of a saint's reputation. This victory of the imaginary 
over the real is illustrated in Delooz's book by the Italian "Saint Priscilla of 

the Via Salaria," a woman whose only objective existence consisted of an 

empty Roman tomb discovered in 1802.62 

Because ofDelooz's affinity with the Annales school of social history, he 

is particularly sensitive to the issue of class. Although the canonization pro­

cess in Roman Catholicism is notorious for its politics and bureaucratic le­

galisms, he found that the initiative in proposing an individual for saint­

hood usually came from the lower classes; it was they who aroused the 

interest of the Church hierarchy in the first place. Seldom did such initia­

tives come from either the nobility or the upper levels of the clergy. 63 Even 
in modern times, the Church has remained aware of the fact that although 

individual saints may have been princes, bishops, kings, or popes, the saint 

cult as an institution is maintained by the common people who visit saints' 

shrines. Significantly, Delooz's investigations could uncover no instance in 

which the canonization of a saint was the result of a purely political or top­

down imposition of a holy reputation. 64 

Delooz's hypothesis of the "construction" of saints significantly ad­

vances our understanding of the relationship between living sainthood and 

tomb cults. Rather than assuming that the occupant of a tomb is venerated 
simply because others treat him as a saint, Delooz reminds us that the cult 
of a holy person is closely linked to the memory of who (or what) the saint 
was during his or her life. Whether this recollection is true or not is oflittle 

importance. What is significant is the fact that the collective memory of a 
saint's past attributes is based on a living model. 

The American historians Donald Weinstein and Rudolph Bell have 

brought this paradigm into clearer focus by subjecting the vitae of Euro­

pean saints to a statistical analysis of traits and behaviors. The key to their 

monograph Saints and Society (1982) is the often-neglected concept of 
piety. For these scholars, who take a Durkheimian rather than a Weberian 

approach to the study of religion, piety is a speculum that the researcher can 

use to investigate social norms: "We study saints in order to understand 

piety; we study piety in order to understand society, for it is one of our ba­

sic premises that the pursuit as well as the perception of holiness [mirrors] 

social values and concerns." 65 

To Weinstein and Bell, sainthood is more than a mere tableau of indi­

vidual and collective perceptions. Rather, it is a dynamic concept, both 

conditioned by and acting upon the society of which it is a part. In contrast 
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to the dominant social-scientific tradition, which dismisses heroic piety as 

a passive-aggressive rejection of the material world,66 they conceive of the 

saint's approach to God as "active, world-denying, God-seeking. Ordinary 

piety was more likely to he passive and favor-seeking, the majority of the 

faithful blurring the goals of purification and reverence with those of peti­

tion and covenant." 67 The dialectic engendered between ordinary and ex­

traordinary forms of piety produces in turn the "paradox of the two spheres 

of sanctity" that is the leitmotif of their book. 68 

The centerpiece of Saints and Society is a computer-based, multivariate 

analysis of the vitae of 864 European saints who lived between the years 

1000 and 1700 C.E. The authors' purpose in subjecting sacred biography 

to quantification is to study modal differences in sainthood for each region 

of Europe. As a result of their efforts, they identified variations specific not 

only to individual regions but to different time periods as well. For ex­

ample, the majority of eleventh-century saints were noble wielders of power, 

twelfth-century saints were monastic reformers, and thirteenth-century 

saints were declasse individuals who practiced humility as members of 

mendicant orders. 

Weinstein and Bell also subjected their data to collective analyses in or­

der to discover patterns not anticipated at the start of their research. By 

comparing data on the childhoods of saints, they were able to establish that 

the concept of the affective fumily was known in medieval society. Also 

significant was their discovery that differences in social demography were 

reflected in the meanings that people gave to the central paradigms of saint­
hood-a controversial point that attempts to resuscitate Delooz's earlier 

link between the study of sainthood and the sociology of knowledge. 69 Al­

though Weinstein and Bell rely too heavily on official hagiographicallists as 

sources of data, 70 their research further highlights the relationship between 

a saint's posthumous cult and his or her prior life-a connection that was 

more logical to the medieval mind than to our own. 

What This Book Will Demonstrate 

The investigations of European sainthood begun by Delehaye and contin­

ued by Delooz, Weinstein and Bell, and others71 suggest useful directions 

for the study of sainthood in Morocco and elsewhere in the Muslim world. 

In particular, these attempts to understand the medieval concept of holi­

ness on its own terms rather than on the basis of theoretical hindsight alone 

open up the possibility of making systematic comparisons for the first time. 
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In both Islamdom and Christendom, a major problem for both religious au­
thorities and modern researchers has been what to make of the two worlds 

of sainthood that existed in premodern society: the way of piety and mysti­
cism as expressed in doctrinal writings and the way of power and miracle 

as expressed in the cult of saints. In Islam and Christianity as well, it was 

so-called popular religiosity that gave rise to the saint cult. Similarly, the 
proofs of sainthood often consisted in both cases of exceptional and mirac­

ulous occurrences. The collective appreciation of holiness was also ex­

pressed in terms of vaguely defined properties such as charisma (Christian) 

or baraka (Muslim). In both Christendom and Islamdom, the recollections 

of a saint's contemporaries were codified in literary form- through biogra­

phies (both collective and individual), memoirs, and accounts of memo­

rable acts. In both doctrinal environments, such works helped to secure the 

acceptance of saint cults by religious officials, who consecrated and legiti­
mized traditions that were instituted from below. 

Such correspondences are sufficient to demonstrate that approaches 

used for the study of Christian sainthood can also he relevant to the study 

of waliiya and wiliiya in Islam. The present research builds upon such 

foundations by applying sociological and sociohistorical research methods 

to the study of sainthood and authority in premodern Morocco. Unlike pre­

vious works on Moroccan sainthood, however, its scope is not limited to 
the social-scientific alone. Instead, it is both revisionist and multidisci­
plinary. It is revisionist in that it approaches Islamic history from the meth­
odological edge-by tracing the development of Moroccan Sufism and 
Moroccan sainthood without focusing on states or dynasties. 72 Its main 
characters are scholars and mystics, not sultans and viziers. Although these 

developments are periodized according to well-known eras and regimes, 

the latter are important only insofar as the politics of the times impinge on 

specific doctrines or modes of thought. In general, dynastic histories tell us 

litde about what went on in premodern Muslim societies beyond the palace 

walls. 73 Those who wish to know more about the political history of the 

Maghrib should consult standard historical surveys of this region, such as 

Abdallah Laroui's The History of the Maghrib, An Interpretive Essay ( 1977) 

or Jamil M. Ahun-Nasr's A History of the Maghrib in the Islamic Period 

(1987)· 
This research is multidisciplinary in that it employs the methodologies 

of narrative history, social history, rhetorical studies, and historical anthro­

pology in a single work. A chronological approach is necessary because the 
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history of Moroccan Sufism, the intellectual tradition in which Moroccan 

sainthood was embedded, has yet to be written. It makes little sense to draw 

conclusions about the nature of sainthood and authority in Muslim Mo­

rocco without first detailing the evolution of these concepts. 

The historical narrative of this book will trace the development ofMo­

roccan Sufism as an institution and Moroccan sainthood as a concept from 

the introduction of Islam through the end of the sixteenth century. As so­

cial history, it is concerned with how the perception of sainthood affects so­

cial action -what historians of the Annales school call the "history of pub­

lic opinion." 74 As a study of the social uses of rhetoric, it also examines the 

role ofhagiography in the development of the Moroccan paradigm of saint­

hood. Finally, as historical anthropology, it investigates the "logic of cul­

ture" in rural and urban society and across ethnic and regional boundaries. 

The conceptual thread that ties the chapters of this book together are the 

themes of sainthood as a metaphysical "closeness" to God (waliiya) and 

sainthood as the exercise of power and authority on earth ( wiliiya ). In Mo­

rocco, as elsewhere in Islam, both aspects of sainthood are thought to be 

personified by Sufi teachers or spiritual masters (Ar. ustiidh, shaykh, mur­
shid). Consequently, it is impossible to disassociate the study of Moroccan 

sainthood from that of Sufism. Certainly, not all Muslim saints are Sufis. 

Martyrs, Companions of the Prophet, Shicite imams, and Kharijite ascetics 

might also be called awliyii, Alliih. But the existence of a few exceptions 

does not alter the general rule. Sufism and sainthood must be studied to­

gether because the Moroccan hagiographical tradition conceives of them as 
related. Whether or not a saint actually followed Sufi teachings or belonged 

to a Sufi order matters less than the fact that he (and occasionally she) is as­

sumed to have done so. 

The symbiotic relationship between Muslim sainthood and Sufism also 

underscores the limits to the sociological investigation of sanctity. Even if 

one accepts the premise that sainthood is a matter of social perception, the 

mystical-philosophical discussions of the subject found in Sufi treatises 

indicate that this perception operates on more than one level at the same 

time. This observation tells us that another version of Weinstein and Bell's 

"two spheres of sainthood" existed in premodern Morocco: the wali Alliih 
as seen by the Muslim masses versus the wali Allah as seen by an inner 

circle of mystics and intellectuals. 

Although different, these two modes of perception are not completely 

separate. Rather, they influence each other reciprocally: the "popular" 
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image of the wali Alliih may also he shared by Sufi specialists, who reinter­

pret it according to their own doctrines. This "eternal point" of conjunc­

ture, as one sixteenth-century Moroccan Sufi called it- the bridge between 

mystical doctrine and sainthood as experienced by the majority of Mus­

lims-is most clearly visible in the saint who is the greatest of his time: the 

so-called Axis of the Age (qutb az-zamiin). The most important axial saint 

in early-modern Morocco was Mu}:tammad ibn Sulayman al-jaziili, the very 

person blamed by Alfred Bel for causing the decline ofMoroccan Islam. Far 

from introducing an unorthodox model of Islamic leadership as Bel sur­

mised, the image of al-Jaziili as a wali Alliih was modeled on the paradigm 

of the Prophet Mu}:tammad. Thus, the collective recollection of his saint­

hood reflected not just local norms hut a more universal "tropics of proph­

ethood" that pertained to Islam as a whole. 75 

Al-Jaziili's appearance, however, culminates a process that requires de­

tailed investigation. Therefore, this study of Moroccan sainthood must he­

gin in the institution's formative period- the eleventh and twelfth centuries 

C.E. This era roughly matches, but is not identical to, the temporal extent 
of the Almoravid and Almohad empires. 

Chapter One introduces the reader to the concept of the ~iilil],, a term 

which epitomizes Moroccan sainthood in early hagiographical texts. In the 

cities, the ~iilil], was often revered as an "anchor of the earth" (watad al­
artj,). In this role, he was a religious leader (imam) whose knowledge ofls­
lamic law and moral uprightness kept the social fabric intact. As an "an­
chor" of his society, he was first and foremost ajuridical scholar (faqih): 

one who exercised interpretive authority over the Shari'a, the divine law. 
When the paradigm of the ~iilil], was incorporated into Sufism, it came to 
symbolize the perspectives of"Sunni internationalism" and ~ul ad-din, a 

hermeneutical method that based normative Islamic practice on the Qur'an 

and the traditions of the Prophet Mu}:tammad. As both Sufi and ~uli, the 

~iilil], advocated a consensus-based interpretation ofSunni Islam against re­

gional forms of sectarianism. 

Chapter Two examines rural sainthood in Morocco from the standpoint 

ofhistorical anthropology, focusing on the rural saint's dependence on ur­

ban intellectual traditions. As Alfred Bel surmised, the rural saint was a 

spokesperson for normative Islam and played a vital role in the Islamization 
of the countryside. But the rural saint was more than just a marabout. Al­

though Bel popularized this particular persona of the rural saint, he ignored 

two others of equal importance: the rural legist and the rural Sufi shaykh. 
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Often, a marabout might double as both legist and shaykh. Yet even when 

these roles were embodied in different persons, each drew on similar epis­
temologies and played similar social roles. In addition, all three figures saw 
themselves as legitimate bearers of religious authority and members of the 
ulama, the scholarly class. 

The relationship between rural sainthood and authority was most 

clearly visible in the context of the ribiif, the institutional center of rural 

Sufism. From this site the rural saint taught Islamic dogma and dispensed 

justice to tribal clients. Since the ribiif also served as a teaching center for 

normative Islam, it complemented rather than opposed urban Islamic in­

stitutions .. In addition, its position astride multiple social and intellectual 

networks allowed it to play an important role in the development of institu­

tionalized Sufism. In Morocco, the earliest Sufi confraternities were ribiif­

based. These brotherhoods fostered the normative homogeneity of Sunni 

Islam by combining mystical doctrines that originated in lands far removed 

from Morocco, such as Egypt and eastern Iran, with criteria of membership 
that were based on ethnic or tribal ties. 76 

Chapter Three examines Moroccan sainthood as visualized in the ha­

giographical monograph made up of "exploit narratives" (Ar. manqaba, 

pl. maniiqib), focusing in particular on the role of the urban jurist in estab­

lishing the limits of saindy authority. By examining a work on the rural holy 

man Abii Yiczza (d. 572/1177), it explores how an urban legist and arbiter of 

tradition can reconceptualize the "meaning" of a rural charismatic. In the 
case of Abii Yiczza, this process of redefinition involved turning the saint's 
reputation for miracle working into an argument for divinely guided lead­
ership. The second half of the chapter examines how the saint himself 

might participate in the interpretation of sainthood. The subject of this sec­
tion is Abii'l-<Abbas as-Sabti (d. 601/1204), the patron saint ofMarrakesh. 
In contrast to the power-wielding Abii Yiczza, as-Sabti is concerned to 
portray himself as an ethical exemplar and defender of the poor, whose 

miracles are designed to raise the social consciousness ofhis audience. 

Chapter Four concludes the first part of this book by examining the 

genre of the hagiographical anthology, the rijiilliterature. Mter addressing 
the interpretive nature of this tradition, 316 saints who flourished in the 

Almoravid and Almohad periods are analyzed sociologically, based on the 

methods introduced by Delooz and Weinstein and Bell. The information 

in these notices is examined according to multiple criteria, including eth­

nicity, urban origins, education, and social status. Other criteria, such as 
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spiritual practices, significant signs of holiness, and types of miracles are 
also examined to arrive at a typicality profile of the Moroccan walf Alliih. A 

major goal of this chapter is to demonstrate that although Delehaye may 

have been right when he asserted that the full reality of the saint is known 

only to God, sainthood as a concept is by no means ineffuble, and can be 

traced by sociological investigation. 

The second part of this book details the institutionalization of the Mo­

roccan paradigm of sainthood in a specific corporate body: the Sufi order 

(tiiija) founded by the axial saint (qufb) al-Jaziili. Chapter Five sets the 

stage for this discussion by providing an overview of Moroccan institu­

tional Sufism in the two centuries before al-Jaziili. Here Sufism is examined 

in the context of Marinid-era intellectual life, which was characterized by 
the attempt to institutionalize and standardize most branches of Islamic 

thought. This process of institutionalization affected Moroccan Sufism as 

well and resulted in the creation of the corporately organized Sufi confra­

ternity. Two groups of regional confraternities are discussed in this chap­

ter: those stemming from the way of Abii Madyan (d. 594/ng8), which 
drew from both Andalusian and Moroccan antecedents and was influential 

as far away as Egypt, and those tracing their roots to Abii'l-I:Iasan ash­

Shadhili (d. 656/1258), which helped introduce the sharifian model of au­
thority into Moroccan Sufism. 

The crux of this book lies in the final three chapters, where the interre­

lationship between waliiya and wiliiya in Moroccan Sufism is examined 
through a study of the doctrines and activities of the Jaziiliyya Sufi order. 
These chapters constitute the first in-depth study of this important confra­

ternity in any language. The writings of al-Jaziili and his successors demon­
strate that these mystical leaders conceived of their order as a vehicle for 

new and revolutionary ideologies. Through the concepts of the "sover­

eignty of saintly authority" (siyiidat al-imiima) and the "Mul)ammadan 

Way" (af-farfqa al-Mu!Jammadiyya), the Jaziiliyya fii'ifa was more than 

just a vehicle for religious reform. It also promoted the political ideology of 

sharifism and helped to define Morocco as a country with a unique Islamic 

identity. 

Chapter Six is a literary-biographical study of the founder of the jaziiliyya 

Sufi order in light of the political, social, and intellectual life of fifteenth­

century Morocco. The impact of al-Jaziili's doctrine, which combined 

Shadhili, Qadiri, and even Persian perspectives, was so great that it domi­

nated Moroccan Sufism for two hundred years. In fact, it was practically 
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impossible for one to be a Sufi in sixteenth-century Morocco without call­

ing oneself ajaziilite. Al-Jaziili's personification of power and authority was 

no less important than his doctrine. More than just a spiritual master and 

doctrinal innovator, he was also regarded as the long-awaited 'just lmam"­

a divinely guided leader whose persona reflected the paradigms of both 

Sufism and sharifism. Although he was a sincere Sunni Muslim and dis­

approved of Shi'ite comparisons, his concept of authority was at least 

partly dependent on 'Alid paradigms. 

Chapter Seven is a study of the main pillar ofjaziilite ideology, the doc­

trine of the Mul).ammadan Way. The roots of this model of authority are 

traced to the "imitatio Muhammadi" paradigm of Islamic pietism and 

ldrisid sharifism, which conceived of the Mul).ammadan paradigm in ge­

nealogical terms. The jaziilite concept of Mul).ammadan sainthood is next 

traced doctrinally from al-l:lakim at-Tirmidhi (d. 298/910) to Ibn al- 'Arabi 

(d. 638/1240) and 'Abd al-Karim al-Jili (d. 805/1402-3), and ending with 

thejaziilite shaykhs 'Ali ~alii). al-Andalusi (d. before 914/1508-9) and 'Ab­

dallah al-Ghazwani (d. 935/1528-9 ). The writings of these last two figures 

reveal that in Morocco at least, the Mul).ammadan Way constituted a model 

of authority in which sainthood and religious leadership were predicated 

on the assimilation of the Prophetic archetype. This merging of Prophet 

and saint was most clearly expressed in al-Ghazwani's doctrine of the "sov­

ereignty of saintly authority" (siyiidat al-imiima), in which the paradig­

matic Sufi saint takes on many of the characteristics of the 'Alid Imam. 

Chapter Eight concludes the narrative sequence of this book by taking 

al-Ghazwani's concept of the "sovereignty of saintly authority" into the 

material world and detailing how the shaykhs of the Jaziiliyya aided in the 

creation of sharifian Morocco. This involvement in political activism was 

different from the so-called Maraboutic Crisis described by colonial-era 

scholars. Rather than reflecting the fissiparous tendencies of traditional 

Moroccan society, the doctrines and actions of Jaziilite shaykhs helped to 

unite Morocco against its Portuguese invaders and gave a new sense of le­

gitimacy to the state and its institutions. Contrary to the assumptions of 

Alfred Bel and his followers, the leaders of the jaziiliyya did not see them­

selves as rivals for the throne but as religious guides and moral guardians, 

and they tended to support any claimant for power who agreed with their 

agenda. When al-Ghazwani and his followers finally cast their lot with the 

Sa' dian sharifs of southern Morocco, they attained their immediate objec­

tives but created the conditions for their eventual undoing. In the end, the 
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sharifs prevailed over the shaykhs of the Jaziiliyya as divinely sanctioned 

imams because their ascribed wiliiya, based as it was on genealogical close­
ness to the Prophet, was more easily reckoned than the acquired wiliiya 
of their Sufi mentors, which was based on the elusive criterion of closeness 

to God. 

Texts and Sources 

This study relies extensively on primary sources of information: the trea­

tises, aphorisms, and sayings of Moroccan saints themselves, notices and 

memoirs composed by their followers, and hagiographical materials from 

later generations. In the field oflslamic Studies, the use ofbiographies as 

sources for social history is a relatively new, but by no means unheard-of 

approach. Richard Bulliet's The Patricians of Nishapur (1972) and L. Carl 

Brown's The Tunisia of Ahmad Bey (1974) were ground-breaking attempts 

in the use of such materials. 77 Carl F. Petry's (1981) use of biographical dic­
tionaries to study the ulama of fifteenth-century Cairo provided a wealth of 

information on late Mamluk society. 78 Similar work has yet to be done, 

however, with hagiographies.79 To a large extent, this is due to the fact that 

the canons ofWestern rationalism have led contemporary Islamicists and 

social scientists to doubt whether the saints described in sacred biography 

are actual historical personages. This is also a reason why anthropologists, 
assuming that the "real" individual at the heart of a saint cult lies beyond ob­

jective verification, tend to avoid the doctrinal aspects of Muslim saint­
hood, preferring instead to concentrate on more "objectively" visible con­
cepts such as baraka and the routinization of charisma. 

The ineffability of religious experience is a central premise of Durk­
heimian sociology, which views religion as a closed cultural system that 

reflects the ethos of the host society. This perspective is evident in Clifford 

Geertz's famous definition of religion as a cultural system: religion is "a 

system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long­

lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a gen­

eral order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of 
factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic" (italics 

added).80 

Geertz's definition can be challenged in at least three ways. First, if reli­

gions could not transcend cultural boundaries, then conversion would re­

quire a process of re-enculturation whereby the convert would exchange 
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not only his or her religious identity but also the entire cultural matrix in 

which his or her identity has been formed. 81 If this were the case, the prac­

tical barriers to conversion would be nearly insurmountable, and conver­

sion from one religion to another would not be as easy or as rapid as it 

clearly has been. Second, the vocabulary used by Geertz in his definition 

"poisons the well" against spiritual realities and strips religion of its claim 

to truth: moods are changeable emotional states; clothing implies a sense of 

fashion or even dissimulation; aura of factuality refers to something that is 

not really there, a false consciousness or a psychic delusion; and seem con­

notes appearance rather than reality, a distortion of the facts, and reality 

seen "through a glass darkly." Finally, Geertz's premise of ineffability ren­

ders the academic study of sainthood all but impossible. While it is true that 

the boundaries between the sacred and the profane have become more per­

meable in the social-scientific study of religion, the modernist bias of"per­

spectivist" models such as is displayed here still precludes any dialectic be­

tween the sacred and concrete, lived experiences. Without such a dialectic, 

there can be no place for either saints or miracles. 82 

Postmodern literary criticism and historiography have demonstrated 

that the politics of data selection can provide an image offormer events that 

reflects the consciousness of the present as much or more than that of the 

past. Hayden White and others have additionally pointed out that the pro­

cess of hermeneutics can alter the "facts" that are retained by later gen­

erations.83 It is often forgotten, however, that such caveats are equally ap­

plicable to a Western historian's own reconstruction of non-Western "facts." 

To use but one example, many have assumed, on the basis of present cus­

tom, that descent from the Prophet Mul).ammad is a near-universal prereq­

uisite for Moroccan sainthood. An examination of premodern Moroccan 

hagiographies, however, reveals that prior to the sixteenth century the pos­

session of a Prophetic lineage, although highly valued as a marker of social 

status, was largely irrelevant to the attribution of sainthood. 84 

There are a number of ways to look at the texts that provide information 

about a Muslim saint. One approach is to view all accounts-first-hand, 

second-hand, premodern, or contemporary-as literature. Those who ad­

here to this perspective tend to view both history and biography as rhetor­

ical exercises that say as much about their writers as they do about their 

subjects. On the radical side are post-Nietzschean deconstructivists, whose 

"metaphysics of the nihil" cause them to regard all historical writing as 
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fiction. 85 A more fruitful approach is that of Hans-Georg Gadamer or Alas­
clair Macintyre, who see the history of ideas as the product of ever-chang­

ing contexts and epistemologies that leave tradition dynamically suspended 

between the present and the past. 86 Similarly, Hayden White contends that 

the "fictions of factual representation" are relative rather than absolute, and 

Paul Ricoeur argues that a time-based "narrative understanding" lies at the 

heart of all historical writing. 87 

Although the rhetorical approach to history is both beneficial and 

thought-provoking, having too much faith in the concept of tropes can lead 

to two major pitfalls. One is the idea that premodern peoples could not or 
would not distinguish between fact and fantasy. 88 If this were the case, then 

why did medieval hagiographers in both the Christian and the Islamic 

worlds make such an effort to prove the validity of their claims? In an­

swering this question, the tropological extremist can only fall back on the 

fallacy of the unverifiable assumption and assume that these authors' con­

cern for the truth was no more than a mystification created by the rhetoric 

of instructio. 
Another, more sub de error is to assert that the study of premodern re­

ligiosity should be concerned with perceptions rather than facts. This 
premise, which is a corollary of Durkheimian sociology, assumes, without 

adequate corroboration, that the notices contained in hagiographicalliter­
ature are latter-day expressions of ideal sainthood, not representations of 

real people. 89 This perspective also begs the question of verifiability by im­
plying that divine revelations, extraordinary virtues, or paranormal phe­
nomena do not exist. 90 Although the epistemological problem of differenti­

ating fact from fantasy is undeniably difficult, it is simply not true that all 

sacred biography represents only topoi and not real human beings. The 

Moroccan hagiographies discussed in this book contain too much quotid­
ian information to dismiss their subjects as mere tropological ideals. 

A different approach to hagiography can be found in the so-called tradi­

tionalist perspective, which views the contents of sacred biography as ex­

pressing a "human margin" that obscures an underlying spiritual reality. 91 

FrithjofSchuon, the most notable proponent of this approach, would agree 

with rhetoricians and tropologists that the "exaggerations and platitudes" 

of hagiographies render them "practically unreadable for anyone who is 

looking for a concrete and lifelike picture of the saints." He would further 

agree that the primary purpose of sacred biography is instructio-not to 
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condition the human being to a "cringing punctiliousness that is actually 

insulting to God, but to perfect truthfulness in deeds and thought, which is 

a way of realizing a certain unity for the sake of the One and Only." 92 This 

profoundly anti-relativistic way oflooking at sacred biography has much in 
common with the way in which it is viewed by Moroccan Sufis themselves. 

When informed that I was writing "a book about Imam al-Jaziili," a vener­

able mystic in the city of Sale told his companion, "Yes, but what can he say 
about him?" 

I can only reply that one must say something. Schuon and his followers 

have reminded us that it is necessary to view the Moroccan saint as both the 

recipient and the transmitter of a long-standing mystical tradition. 93 But a 

walz Allah is more than a spiritual trope, just as he or she is more than a 

figment of the narrative imagination. The walz Allah is also a human being 

who acts, like other human beings, in several dimensions at once. At one 

moment the walzis a teacher, at another a philosopher, at other times a pure 

charismatic, at others a politician. There must be a way to express the 

many-sided reality of Moroccan sainthood without reducing the walz Allah 
to any single essence. There must also be a way to make the "inside" view 

of Moroccan sainthood intelligible to those who experience reality outside 

ofboth the Islamic and the Sufi traditions. 

To accomplish these goals, the historian of sainthood must be con­

cerned with what Aviad Kleinberg has called "saving the text." 94 It is not to 

be forgotten that all history, whether oral or written, expresses a variety of 

topoi. However, as historians who assess the stories told by others, we must 
assume that our informants tell us the truth as they see it. This is not to say 

that we cannot interpret this information in our own way and even recon­

ceptualize our informants' appraisal of the truth as a product of social con­

ditioning or rhetoric. But we must maintain the integrity of their beliefs in 

what we write about them. To say that premodern people believed in saindy 

miracles is to acknowledge that such miracles indeed existed- to premod­

ern people. Whether or not we believe that miracles exist today is irrelevant 

to our understanding of what they meant to human beings in the past. Faith 

claims, such as the belief in miracles and paranormal phenomena, are in­

herendy unprovable. On the other hand, they are also undeniable asser­

tions and thus fall under the rubric of what phenomenologists of religion 

call epochi, the suspension of judgment. 95 Historians of religion should 

never forget that the Moroccan Muslim of past ages-both the walz Allah 
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and his audience, whether educated or uneducated, scholar or soldier­

lived in a sacralized cosmos in which the transcendent, not the material, 

represented the greater reality. Whatever our modern or postmodern as­

sumptions may be, remaining true to our subjects' cultural space and time 

requires that we acknowledge the walz Allah as both a transmitter of spiri­

tual wisdom and an agent of the miraculous. 
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