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Translating Muslim Sainthood to Western Audiences: 
 Constructing Subjectivities in Moroccan Religious Culture 

 

Mohammed Ezroura 
(Mohammed V University -  Morocco) 

 

Many travellers, ethnographers, and anthropologists who have written about Morocco 

have left us colourful portraits of saints and marabouts in different socio-religious contexts. 

These portraits reveal the extent to which these visitors were fascinated and often repelled by 

the phenomenon of sainthood.  In reporting their experience to their home audiences, they have 

translated their impressions through different images, but such translations cannot help being 

skewed and hiding other meanings that we must try to unveil in this study.   The intention here is 

to investigate the representation of Muslim saints as it is effected by some Western writers who 

have written about Morocco. I consider this practice as a form of translating the native culture 

through a foreign medium for an outsider audience; thus carrying a number of ideological-

political implications that are neither neutral nor innocent. This process presents us also with a 

number of questions: How authentic and reliable would such a representation of saints be? 

Would an alternative project of representing sainthood by native writers be more accurate or just 

different? Are saints (male and female) born or made? Is there a history of sainthood grooming 

in the Muslim-Moroccan context? What are the cultural apparatuses that contribute to the 

production of the saint as a subject? What kind of knowledge does a saint acquire in order to 

become revered? What kind of power does a saint wield when he leads a community, and how 

effective is this power on the people? And what alliances have saints arranged with kings and 

centres of political power inside and outside the Country?   These questions and others will be 

kept in mind as we seek to clarify the complexities involved in portraying a native culture through 

anthropological discourse, and how such a discourse loses its innocence when it collides with 

wider projects of ideological representation.  Through the analysis of anthropological discourse 

on sainthood in Moroccan culture, we will also look at the processes of subject construction and 

the modelling of individuals who are made to submit to the structuring mechanisms of a 

traditional mode of education and upbringing, dominated by a structure of sainthood. 

Indeed, sainthood and the life of saints in the Moroccan Islamic context have attracted 

much attention from both international and national scholars, novelists, and film producers.  

Their accounts of the Moroccan Muslim character – being depicted mainly for a Western 

audience (either for the sake of entertainment , knowledge or the joy of discovery) – invite the 

description of their being acts of translation of an alien culture into foreign paradigms, metaphors 

and languages, and produced for a foreign readership.   
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This audience is in turn introduced to the target culture, and whatever judgements are 

offered about it are guided by these representations.  A comparison between a native insider 

view and an outsider’s representation would hopefully yield some interesting results in terms of 

the choice of the elements that constitute the characterisation of the Moroccan Muslim saint as 

an archetypal figure, and how this subject/character is produced both in reality and in fiction. 

What is often missed in a number of these representations/translations is the deeper dimension 

of social leadership, political resistance, and the radical agendas for social change that saints 

have often championed, to the extent that they would sometimes risk their lives and mobilize 

whole armies of followers against an enemy, whether it is a Sultan or a European invader.  

Two major topics of investigation emerge then from this larger framework: First, the issue 

of translating native culture and the complexities that the representation of alien cultures 

involves; second, the local manifestations of sainthood as a mode of subjectivization governing 

processes of identity construction through particular cultural apparatuses, such as the zawyya, 

the madrasasa, the mosque, and various religious rituals.  Here, the act of translation in its 

broader sense is an act of transferring a certain knowledge about an alien culture to a different 

audience in a language that is foreign to the target culture; not particularly translating any well-

defined texts such as novels, poems or essays, but explaining alien modes of behaviour to an 

audience that has no direct access to the native language or the culture portrayed. This is no 

simple process.  The often-cited motto of “translator-traitor” could be evoked here.  Translation is 

thus no longer the mere act of linguistic transference of a content from one language to another.  

Anthropological, ethnographic, historical, fictional and cinematographic works that try to translate 

alien cultures reveal the difficulty in fully representing and grasping the ‘authenticity’ of the native 

culture because they leave out so much. These works become acts of wilful knowledge offered 

as guiding philosophies for the understanding of the alien Other.    That act of translation, which 

is a complex act of producing,  disseminating, and maintaining a particular knowledge of the 

Other becomes an intervention in the shaping of the image of the target culture. It makes it 

speak not only about itself; but beside itself; about another self that is sometimes not itself; a 

distortion.   Other times, when read against the grain, these representations of the target culture 

reveal contradictions and histories that had remained unknown before. Notwithstanding the role 

of the native intermediaries and informants who offer firsthand translations to the ethnographer 

or orientalist because they are native and considered closer to the culture, this act of 

representing the alien Other becomes a project of re-invention, a pre-determined discursive 

operation.  In this context, translation becomes, like any form of representation, a technology of 

producing images that are ideologically structured and often politically exploited, about a target 

culture. Accordingly, this kind of translation becomes also an act of packaging a cultural product 

in order to make it marketable, but with the packaging being -- ipso facto -- different from the 
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core product itself. And during the process of packaging, only certain exotic, strange, and 

entertaining elements are chosen in the construction of the image.  The difficulty of doing justice 

to the native culture when the European traveller encounters it is well captured in a statement by 

Elias Canetti, in his popular Voices of Marrakech: A Record of a Visit (1967).  The author-

narrator says: 

Here I am, trying to give an account of something and as soon as I 

pause I realize that I have not yet said anything at all.  A marvellously 

luminous, viscid substance is left behind in me, defying words.  Is it the 

language I did not understand there, and that must now gradually find its 

translation in me? There were incidents, images, sounds, the meaning of 

which is only now emerging;  that words neither recorded nor edited;  that 

are beyond words, deeper and more equivocal than words….(p.23) 

The difficulty in translating the real that Canetti is pointing out here seems to contradict the 

subtitle of his book as being “A Record”, implying a certain historical accuracy in reporting, 

rather than being a fiction, an imaginary struggle with representation. Furthermore, Canetti goes 

on to doubt the ability of language itself as a medium to convey both the reality of Marrakech 

outside him and the feelings and emotions created inside him by the effects of the alien culture. 

He adds: 

What is there in language? What does it conceal?  What does it rob 

one of?  During the weeks I spent in Morocco I made no attempt to acquire 

either Arabic or any of the Berber languages.  I wanted to lose none of the 

force of those foreign-sounding cries. I wanted sounds to affect me as much 

as lay in their power, unmitigated by deficient and artificial knowledge on my 

part.  I had not read a thing about the country.  Its customs were as unknown 

to me as its people. The little that one picks up in the course of one’s life 

about every country and every people fell away in the first few hours…. (ibid, 

p.23) 

Here Canetti’s scepticism about the medium used to grasp fully the alien culture, and his 

attempt to start with a tabula rasa, only indicate the impossibility of his mission.  Not unlike him, 

a contemporary traveller in Morocco, Pamela Windo, confesses to a similar problem:  

When I began to write about Morocco,  I realized that the more I tried to 

describe it, the more facts and explanations could not capture the country’s 

essence.  Mystery and mysticism lie beyond what the eye can see, in the 

deeper reaches of the heart… And so I simply allowed those moments that 

wanted to be written to jump out at me... (Zohra’s Ladder, p. 2). 
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The cries, images, sounds, and representations sketched  in Canetti’s and Windo’s 

journals cannot avoid being submitted to a whole process of revision, re-edition, selection, 

transformation, and distortion – not unlike the processes governing Freud’s dream-work (Freud, 

Interpretation of Dreams).  These textual mechanics come often in response to a number of 

demands from the reading public, the orientalist tradition, the publishers, and other agents. 

Whatever is reported and portrayed is filtered through a frame, some coloured glasses, some 

form of censorship. As Windo goes on to say,  “when anyone speaks of Morocco, it immediately 

conjures thoughts of mystery and intrigue, of sunlight and sensuality, of exotic handicrafts to 

decorate our homes, and of a refined and aromatic cuisine.  All these are true in abundance” 

(op. cit., p.3). But these images cannot help being metaphors to convey particular ideological 

projects the authors try to articulate. Such a project is nowhere as striking as in the way the 

culture of sainthood and its heroes have been dealt with. 

Canetti’s and Windo’s statements capture fully the problems common orientalists often 

face: how to capture the alien culture and translate it to a Western reader faithfully, accurately? 

Is the fact of travelling to the land of the Orient, seeing and having direct contact with the culture 

enough to ensure a faithfulness in translating/transferring the culture? For Canetti and Windo, 

since there is bound to be a failure of the means of communication, and since the reality of the 

Moroccan culture seems to be ungraspable, only free impressionistic, often mystical imagery, is 

trusted.  This becomes a substitute for any claim to truthfulness. Edward Said, in this context, 

has attributed much of the failures of classical orientalist scholarship and of mutual 

understanding between the West and the Muslim East to this lack of knowledge of native 

languages (see Covering Islam, p.21). Vincent Crapanzano, an American anthropologist, also 

evokes this difficulty in communication when he speaks of the difficulties in communication he 

has with the hero of his book, Tuhami: “At first Tuhami and I spoke mutually unintelligible 

languages. I was primarily interested in information, Tuhami in evocation. We did listen to each 

other, though, and soon our discourses began to vacillate between the informative and the 

evocative….” (Tuhami, p.14). 

However, the attention that these travellers give to saints/marabouts as being exotic and 

strange figures mark the Moroccan cultural landscape and invites another heuristic concern that 

emerges from this larger framework and intertwines with the question of representing/translating 

alien cultures.  It is the process of cultivating and grooming subjectivities through the cultural-

religious apparatus of sainthood  in a pre and post-colonial  Moroccan context. What invites 

further investigation in this context is the fate that this process of producing saintly subjects as 

concrete individuals (both as self and other) undergoes before it is translated into a second-

order discourse.  Then it should be compared to the representation of these saintly figures as 

they become new figures inhabiting the finished texts and conveying particular ideological 
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orientations and worldviews. And without proper understanding of this process of subject 

construction, any attempt at translating native culture to a Western audience will remain limited.  

Of special interest here is the intersection of the two issues proposed: translating alien 

cultures and representing the subjectivity of sainthood as it defines itself and interacts with its 

surrounding while affecting other subjects as consciousnesses. In the process of subject 

construction, a number of choices are made by the producer of the narrative (be it a text or a 

film) as to the type of character to represent, the kind of social milieu he/she is placed into, and 

the peculiar worldview/consciousness he or she conveys and inhabits. These choices and 

arbitrary selections present us not only with an authorial ideological project but also with a 

window on the native culture and the way it handles the subjectivization process of its own  

citizens. 

The road to sainthood is a striking phenomenon in the Moroccan culture. It is a complex 

process of construction of the Moroccan Muslim character  and identity– both male and female. 

This is a phenomenon that takes different colours, shapes, and political dimensions,  and 

exploits different means/technologies of identity construction.  It is a mode of identity 

construction that is tacitly present not only in traditional schools curricula, but  also in commonly 

praised forms of popular social behaviour. Forms of politeness and greetings such as “Shreef”, 

“Moulay”, “Sidi”, “Lalla”, or “Hajj/Hajja” are also attributes of saints and metaphors of saintliness. 

Religious rituals reinforce the metaphors of sainthood; in the same way, head-saints are called 

Sultans and Kings of the underworld because they would have power over the world of the jinns, 

of devils and ghosts.  Saintliness as an ideal mode of conduct is often propagated by the media 

(TV, radio, and newspapers) when showing e.g. government officials and political leaders paying 

visits to saints or religious figures who seem to be potential saints. Dressed up all in white 

robes/jellabas (signs of saintly purity), these government officials (men and women), sometimes 

headed by the monarch also in snow white dress would visit saints’ shrines and Maraboutic 

centers during annual festivals or religious holidays. The snow-white dress is the Mosque-day 

dress but also the official dress the members of parliament wear for the opening ceremony of the 

season’s parliament session. Upon visiting the saints’ shrines, rich donations are offered to the 

saint and his descendents. This is one of the strongest forms of legitimating the saint; and vice 

versa, the saint and his descendents in return legitimate the donor as entity and symbol.  This 

process of subject construction-legitimization functions as a central ideological practice in the 

Moroccan culture by perpetuating itself as the most authentic cultural element that links the 

citizens to their roots, history, authentic identity and religion. As a subjectivizing process that 

looks after the shaping of individual character and psychology, this phenomenon actually often 

works in the service of different cultural institutions and ideological apparatuses.   Depending on 

the historical and socio-political conditions of the subject, the cultural apparatuses of sainthood 
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sometimes work in defence of the State, and other times as counter-State resistance 

subcultures, as in the case of anti-colonial movements that were led by saints, marabouts or 

zawyya leaders (see Laroui, Origines, pp. 126-54).   Religious culture becomes in this  latter 

context a source of inspiration for revolutionary politics.  The phenomenon of sainthood is thus 

implicated in a myriad of entertwined cultural activities: educational, psychological, economic, 

political, legal, religious, therapeutic, mystical, sexual, mythological, folkloric, and escatological.  

Often in much travel literature about Morocco this dimension seems to be less attractive, as  

emphasis  is put more on the exotic, strange, and entertaining side of the culture.  The culture of 

sainthood as a mode of being and a political practice is cultivated by different institutions 

(literary, educational, religious, and political) as well as in popular, marginal spheres of the 

society. Such a mechanism governs identity construction as well as the fate of subjectivities in 

their trajectory from birth to death. 

Taking the road of sainthood means striving all one’s life to become a perfect subject – a 

saint-like individual. However, the religious dimension is not the only constituent of the 

subjectivity of the saint. A larger dimension of the saint’s life is taken up by wealth, power, 

politics and personal charisma.  To achieve this goal, the subject must strive to emulate other 

models of saints, living or dead, who are venerated by the community. Indeed, sainthood is a 

very tough road to take because it is meant to guide the subject toward a higher state of being, a 

certain metamorphosis that is often apprehended through a spiritual and an ascetic mode of life.  

In this sought metamorphosis, the simple human individual, who is conceived as being part 

material and part soul, is led to merge with the universal soul-spirit, the divine (cf. the lives of Al 

Hallaj, Hay Ibn Yaqdhan, Raabiaa Al Adawyyah, and of saints throughout Morocco and the 

Islamic world). 

In reality, and in daily practice among the populace in Morocco, one cannot miss noticing 

how this worldview and the drive towards sainthood is entrenched in the psyche and 

unconscious of the Moroccan character.  It is noticed among popular beliefs as an ideal mode of 

conduct that simple people aspire to as a way of gaining the best material and spiritual rewards 

from God and veneration from the community.  It is also noticed as a practice among the wealthy 

and dominant elite, at least as a façade, a trompe l’oeuil, through religious ceremonies, or 

concrete practice of building mosques and performing religious rituals (wearing traditional 

Muslim dress,  following a strict conduct, visiting Mecca on Hajj, praying as often as possible, 

and evoking Allah and His prophet regularly). Other times, offering important donations to saints’ 

shrines, as noted earlier, and showing devotion to the community, or becoming sometimes a 

leader of a brotherhood or zawyya even in modern times. 

If one looks at the topographical spread of shrines (whitewashed domed abodes) across 

the country, one will be struck by how littered the land is with them. Often there is less than ten 
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miles between one and the next in the countryside, and less than a mile between one and the 

other in urban areas. In fact, the dead are always buried around the dome of a saint or in the 

backyard of a big shrine.  Even in the most remote parts of the Country, nearly every cemetery 

carries the name of a little saint. Where the community is poor, a simple tomb surrounded by a 

few-years-old bush, marks the guardian of those buried close by.  And modern architecture and 

urban settlements have not affected greatly the existence and power of these saints. Mustapha 

Akhmisse has catalogued thirty-one saints, with three women among them, in Casablanca alone 

(see Rites et Secrets). In Sale, it is said that there are hundred saints; hence the locals’ naming 

their hometown a city of saints. Marrakech and Fez are not that different; they cannot beat each 

other when counting their saints.  The topographical distribution of saints across the Country 

demonstrates the extent to which their symbolic power still has a grip on the minds and 

consciousness of the majority of the people.    

When one looks at how the Moroccan culture is portrayed, transferred and translated to 

Western audiences, one wonders about the elements chosen to represent this culture.  One also 

wonders about the reasons motivating the choice of imagery,  of characters, of particular 

historical periods of the country; and especially, one wonders about the conditions determining 

what is left out, unseen, unspoken of, unreported, and un-translated. And the latter acquires 

more importance only because it is sometimes wilfully excluded. 

Generalizations are always problematic, and there are undoubtedly texts that have done 

justice to Moroccan saints;  but I am more concerned with those texts that have not.  A common 

and dominant image one often encounters is that of the saint as a fool, a strange character,  a 

misfit; thus neglecting the powerful role that saints have played in shaping the minds of their 

communities, both politically and  culturally.  Such a privileging of this type of representation 

sends a distorted image of the Oriental culture and contributes to a wider misunderstanding of it.  

Even Emile Dermenghem, the French ethnographer who lived among the natives of North Africa 

around the turn of the 20th. century and wrote profusely about them, is intrigued by the power 

that eccentric characters have on the natives. He says: “the respect that the oriental crowds 

have for madness is an un-deciphered mystery and leads them sometimes to venerate some 

vulgar sick men, simple-minded idiots, and pure  tricksters…. » (Vies des Saints, 290; trans. 

mine).  What is interesting to note, however, is the extent to which the traveller to Morocco 

becomes as much fascinated by these marginal figures, “fools of Allah” claiming sainthood.  But 

the choice of the Western traveller or social scientist to focus on madmen, marginals, perverts, 

and para-psychics as exceptional  representatives of the Moroccan cultural type cannot be taken 

for granted as innocent. 

 A case in point is Crapanzano’s Tuhami, a Portrait of a Moroccan, which takes as its main 

character a Moroccan man living on the margins of society in Meknes in the late sixties, in  a 
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post-independence Morocco that was living through the turmoil era of reconstruction. Tuhami 

was an illiterate tile-maker who lived in a hovel next to a tile factory.  Growing up as an orphan, 

with a poor mother unable to cater for him, he was raised by a French colon, Mme Jolan, for 

whom he worked like an errands boy.  When he left her house, he tried his hand at different odd 

jobs and lived alone with no family. Crapanzano portrays him thus: 

Tuhami was exceptional. He was considered an outsider, an outcast even, 

by the people around him. He lived alone in a dank, windowless hovel near the 

kiln where he worked  and his privacy was entirely respected.  He was often 

humoured, and with his acquaintances – they were many – he had a sort of 

joking relationship.  But he was treated also with awe and a certain deference….  

Tuhami was married to a capricious, vindictive she-demon, a camel-footed 

jinniyya, a spirit, named ‘Aisha Qandisha, who kept a firm control on his amorous 

life.  His arrangement with ‘Aisha was rare but by no means unique… Other 

Moroccan men were said to be Aisha’s husbands;  they were all peculiar in their 

way – loners, sexual inadequates, physical misfits, eccentrics, or men who for 

one social reason or another were unable to marry…(p.5) 

What is interesting about Tuhami is that he behaves like a would-be saint, and spends 

much of his time touring the shrines of the great saints of the region hoping for a cure.  The only 

problem he cannot solve is his psychotic personality and persecution by the she-devil ‘Aysha 

Qendisha.  Through the narrative that Crapanzano offers us about the life of this strange 

outcast, the reader is given a guided tour of different aspects of the Moroccan culture, from 

circumcision to marriage rituals to burial ceremonies;  focussing, especially, on the world of 

demons, of helpless saints, demonic women, and perverted sexuality (Tuhami, passim).  All 

these aspects of his character have fascinating effects on the life of Tuhami and are very exotic 

for the anthropoligist.  But the most striking strangeness of these aspects is when Tuhami 

spends all his time moving from one saint’s shrine to another trying to find a cure for his 

condition, but mostly in response to his dreams in which he meets with representative figures of 

these saints who give him orders to visit particular saints.  His futile search for a cure is always 

aborted by the intrusion of the supposed wife, the camel-footed she-devil ‘Aisha Qendisha. The 

absurdity of Tuhami’s existence becomes a tragi-comedy of some sort.  But nowhere in the 

Portrait does Crapanzano evoke positive roles of saints in Moroccan society.  Towards the end 

of the narrative, Crapanzano becomes a healer – as he admits himself – when he offers Tuhami 

a knife that he would supposedly shove in the ground upon the appearance to him of the she-

devil in order to break all ties with her.  Then he would be released from his symbolic 

imprisonment. Thus the American anthropologist becomes – as it were – a curer, a saint-

substitute; symbolically abolishing the culture of superstition in its various aspects from Tuhami’s 
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world.  Tuhami dies at the end of the book and we are not told whether the American knife has 

liberated him or not.  We know for sure that the countless visits to the different saints who had 

been reputed for their curing powers were helpless; only the American knife would have done 

the job had Tuhami lived longer. The anthropologist becomes the real saint in the end.  Tuhami 

remains a misfit among misfit saints in a strange land inhabited by superstition, strangeness, 

and sub-human social injustice. Tuhami’s “Portrait” only adds to those of the Othellos, the 

Calibans, the Fridays, and the Heathcliffs. Their status of misfts follows them like a curse they 

were born with. 

This fascination by the strange aspects of the culture in Morocco is illustrated also by 

Canetti’s text, Voices of Marrakech (1967), which has become  popular in school syllabui on 

travel literature. The book is a collection of the author’s journal notes about the sights and 

sounds of Marrakech that Canetti chronicled during his visit to Morocco in the late sixties.  Two 

striking images stick to the reader’s mind: the one, which constitutes the opening of the book, is 

of how the Muslims treat camels when they slaughter them for food; the other is of the beggar-

saints in the city.  The cry of the camels is -- accordingly-- heartbreaking and demonstrates the 

cruelty of the Arabs/Muslims in general towards animals.  In this land, Canetti reports, camels 

are killed by “sever[ing] the jugular vein. They have to bleed to death. Otherwise, one is not 

allowed to eat them…” (p. 16). And the camels herder’s voice “had a jaggered quality, like the 

edge of a blunted knife” (p. 12).  

 The beggars, on the other hand, who are described as “the saints of repetition”, are a 

striking sight: “There were hundreds of them, more than one could count….” (p. 24). In their 

description, they evoke the imagery of the herds of camels described earlier in the book.  They 

spend their time chanting the name of Allah, begging,  with no signs of fatigue. Canetti is 

specially struck by a peculiar sight. A beggar uses his mouth to store coins that passers-by give 

him; chewing on the coins all the time.  In the short story “The Marabout’s Saliva,”  the beggar-

saint chews on the coins for a long time before putting them in his bag, when his mouth is full.   

Undoubtedly, the image invites disgust on the part of the narrator/Canetti. These representative 

characters illustrate the lowest level of the human condition one can imagine.  

  The choice of these images that one also encounters in such films as The Man Who 

Knew too Much or Ishtar where many manifestations of the Moroccan/Islamic culture are 

ridiculed, especially in Ishtar, as lacking minimum standards of civilization, cannot be innocent. 

These images present us with a culture devoid of  all positivities.  In the case of Ishtar, the 

negativities are heightened as the reporting camera shifts to images of violence, war, and 

terrorism. The Moroccan desert becomes the place for holding auctions for smuggled 

sophisticated weapons, from bazookas to shoulder anti-aircraft missile launchers. It is as if these 



 10 
weapons grow in the Moroccan desert like mushrooms.  Terrorism is transplanted into alien 

territories to consolidate the accusation. 

Thus many works of literature, anthropology, and cinema represent the Moroccan native 

in these colours.  There seems to be a strong sense of a driving force on the part of the Western 

traveller-writer to be in search of misfits – of cultural ‘weirdos’ , of strange beings, unti-civilization 

creatures (that would remind him of the primitive stage of human development) roaming these 

alien territories: little monsters that Gulliver, among other famed literary narrators,  excelled in 

viewing from all perspectives and in all colours and shapes.  Whether it is Edith Wharton’s 

Morocco, Canetti’s Marrakech,  Crapanzano’s Meknes, or May’s Ishtar, the inhabitants of the 

land are mobs of misfits, resembling some kind of humanity that lives between  sub-humanity 

and a perpetual striving to reach the status of humanity but without ever fulfilling that dream – 

simply because of an original curse that nobody knows its source nor its ultimate cure. Images of 

camels torturers, of beggars who shove dirty coins in their mouths for storage all day, of zombie 

saints fighting day and night with demons and animal-footed she-devils, of para-psychics in 

trance slashing their heads, of snake charmers and bazaar dwellers roaming open spaces like 

ghosts – all these images get repeated ad nauseum in different texts. They tend to dominate the 

frames of reference projected by these travellers and anthropologists.   They depict a world of 

monsters that live in a world damned by the gods; a world where humans copulate with animals 

or are always depicted in company of donkeys, camels, horses and mules.   This fallen universe 

of the Moroccan culture seems to be forsaken by all positivities, and sometimes, the desert as 

empty and hostile space becomes a dominant topos and an inviting imagery. When this fallen 

universe is described by the anthropologist  (perceived as closer to reality than the  fiction 

writer), this universe becomes a supra-space inhabited by devils, demons, jinns, pseudo-

cannibals, violent peoples, and vicious gods. 

One cannot help wondering about the ideological project behind such a strong bias 

against positive representations of saints in a number of anthropological works about Morocco.  

But if one looks at the real historical lives of saints in Moroccan history one will note that they are 

quite different from the way Canetti, Crapanzano, Wharton, and others have portrayed them. 

These saints are especially marked by conscious dissent, resistance, communalism, jihad 

against colonialists and local injustice, and a severe mode of self-discipline and training: 

Moroccan history is rife with stories of Zawyyas that fought invaders and were centres of 

resistance and learning; of saints that defied sultans and kings or unjust rulers and suffered 

greatly for their courageous acts against them; or became power-hungry charismatic figures who 

created estates and rules kingdoms. 

 Besides, throughout Moroccan history, the road to sainthood has not been reserved 

solely for men. Though their number has been very limited, some Muslim women have 
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participated in the practice of cultivating sainthood. Also saints of other faiths enjoy a wide 

popularity in different regions in the Country. The major sites of pilgrimage for the Jewish 

traveller are the tombs of holy Rabbis scattered around the Country:  Rabbi Yehouda Benattar 

(in Fez), Rabbi Chaim Pinto (in Essaouira), Rabbi Amran Diwane (in Ouezzane), and Rabbi 

Yahia Lakhdar (at Ben Ahmad) (see www.virtualjerusalem.com).  These saints are regularly 

visited by Muslim Moroccan pilgrims. Thus the figure of the saint is more complex than the 

superficial representations the travelogues want us to believe.  In contrast, studying the complex 

character of the saint could lead us to a much better understanding of the Moroccan character 

and the complexities of the type of Islam that has developed in the region and still shapes the 

minds of the inhabitants of this hybrid region. 

Some hagiographic writing and folklore studies portray the sainthood seeker as a lonely 

figure in peace with himself and the world. His reward comes from this state of being cut off from 

everything around him, except the world of the spirit.  Giving up on the concerns of the outside 

world, especially politics is a common concern. Crapanzano’s Tuhami or Canetti’s marabout-

dervishes are strange beings concerned mainly with  basic survival and leave no trace behind 

them, once they leave their daily outpost. But one wonders about the accuracy of this image, 

and the extent to which such saints’ attitude of isolationism is  an a-political practice, especially 

when the followers of the saint become so numerous as to constitute a threat or a resistance 

movement leading sometimes to a radical reversal of the status quo.  In fact, different dynasties 

in Morocco started with one charismatic religious figure turning saint and ultimately mobilizing an 

army behind him.  Actually, different local biographies of saints show how isolation and 

marginalization itself is adopted consciously by different saints as a rebel’s vantage-point from 

where the saint would negotiate with kings and men of power. The mountain – as a space on the 

margins of the centres of power -- has often being the preferred vantage point and abode for the 

rebellious saint: Abu Al Abbas Essabti lived on top of Gueliz mountain outside Marrakech. Sidi 

Said Ahansal took up zawyya residence on a mountain in the Middle Atlas and was a threat to 

Sultan Moulay Ismail. Saint Ben Meshish  and Ben Ajeeba in the Rif are buried on Mountain 

tops. Moulay Brahim near Marrakech is also buried on the top of a Mountain. Mountains seem to 

be  a neutral territory to settle in before descending to the plain and the city, or create his own 

urban centre that becomes a city at a later stage (e.g. Zarhoun, Boujaad, My Bouazza, and 

others are all urban centres that developed around their saints).    By imposing isolation upon 

himself, the saint aims at defying authority and succeeds in rallying rebellious and frustrated 

crowds behind him. Eickleman, Gellner, Berque, Farhat, and Sebti have all documented similar 

cases (see bibliography). 

On many occasions, the saint opposed the Sultan or the local ruler because the latter was 

ruling unjustly or following an interpretation of Islam that was unjust and, therefore, unacceptable 
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to the saint (a sheikh, scholar verse in the religion) and his followers.  The latter would often 

shun the Sultan and ignore his summons. For instance, Saint Abu-Al Mahaasin Yusuf of Fez 

refused to go to Sultan Ahmad AL Mansour, the Saadian in the 16th c. when he sent for the 

saint.  The latter even sent  back  a message to the king saying: “if you want to remain Sultan, 

do not meet with me; because if you meet with me, you will lose your throne. I am more useful to 

you from here…” (cit. Sebti, Ville, p.76; trans. mine). Saint Abd al-Qadir Al Fassi (1680-81) 

ignored the summons of the powerful Sultan Moulay Ismail (ibid., p.62). Keeping away from 

power and those who wield power helps the saint keep his purity and his symbolic ranking above 

kings in the eyes of the people at large.  The Sufi  Ibn Ajiba of Tetouan (of late 18 th. century), 

defied Mekhzen authority and refused to return to his prestigious position as a ‘aalim professor 

and Kuranic scholar in Tetouan, which he had forsaken before, to devote himself to a new 

mystic path as an errant mandicant (a faqeer) devoting himself totally to the poor and the 

worship of Allah. He found himself consequently in jail by Sultanic orders (Michon, Le Soufi 

Marocain, p. 73). 

In Morocco, the culture of saints has played a key role in  shaping social consciousness: 

affecting subjectivities, helping religious institutions thrive, and mobilizing large populations for 

social and political causes. Indeed, saints and ‘shareefs’  have mobilised  populations to resist 

Makhzen tax laws, social reform, or acts of injustice. For instance, the Tanners Rebellion in Fez 

(1873-74) started among the clients of the saint Sidi Yaakoub Ad-dabbagh, a patron of the guild, 

but  these rebels also claimed affiliation with Moulay Idris, founder of Fez.  The shoemakers 

claimed affiliation with Sidi Mohamed Ibn ‘Abbad, while invoking their allegiance to the 40 saints.  

The latter were believed to be capable of provoking divine vengeance against those who would 

hurt the shoemakers and the tanners (Sebti, Ville, p. 106).  Popular resistance in Marrakech and 

Sale was also grounded in the communities connected with the local saints who would grant 

symbolic protection and offer legitimacy to the causes fought for. Saint Abu-Al Abbass As-Sebti 

of Marrakech developed his whole doctrine around alms and helping the poor (see Toufiq, At-

tashawwuf, p.453). 

The Sainthood seeker is also a warrior,  a self-proclaimed spiritual leader, a jihadist,  a 

radical thinker, a reformer, and  a charismatic figure with a worldly mission to change the world 

through self-sacrifice, political manoeuvre, and the propagation of a particular worldview. The 

means he uses in his combat are determined by the context that has shaped his reform project. 

The religious preacher or sainthood seeker who advocates violence and the use of lethal 

weapons must, therefore,  be considered as a manifestation of modernity in a highly 

technological and globalized world. In trying to implement a particular ideological project, the 

saint is ready to risk all forms of sacrifice, personal and collective, to fulfil his sacred mission. 

Zawyyas, as headquarters of saints and shareefs, have  kept a check on the religious well-being 
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of the tribe and society at large. Their power still permeates all the strata of the contemporary 

Moroccan society. 

As they often constituted semi-autonomous polities and were in perpetual conflict with the 

central government of the makhzen or the monarchy, these zawyyas were quite powerful even in 

the Sahara (see Martin, “Ma’ al-‘Aynayn al-Qalqami”).  During the 19th century, the tribes which 

inhabited the desert built their communities around saints and their abodes.   The conflicts that 

emerged between different zawyyas were caused by the conflicts between tribes. Some 

zawyyas also became arbitrators and spearheaded reforms. For example, the relationship 

between the Konti zawyya and the Tijani zawyya was not always a peaceful one.  Figures like 

Sidi Iyyaab (of Mauritania), Sheikh Maa Al-Aaynayn (in the Sahara), and the Sheikh of Tazarwalt 

all became leaders of their tribes and led their zawyyas into warfare, using weapons they would 

purchase from the Europeans. Cheikh Maa Al-Aaynayn implemented a whole program of 

education, agricultural reform, and civic reform among the people of his tribe and followers (see 

Joffe, “Zawiya of Wazzan”; Sidki, Ali. « La Zawya de Tasaft »). 

In the case of Saint Ibn Aajeeba of Tétouan, one wonders about the reasons that led to 

his personal sacrifice; he  gave up his privileged position of a faqih, with a decent income, two 

houses,  a family of 4 wives and 31 children (of whom twenty died young), and an important 

ranking in society, to a total faqeer/mendicant status (of the lowest social ranking). According to 

him,  « each of my houses [one at Bani Saad, the other at Bani Anjra] has a  zawyya that does 

not get empty by fuqara’ ; they take their meals in the morning, at lunch time, and in the evening.  

Every zawyya has its faqih and its mouezzin, who receive fixed appointments» (cit. in Michon, 

op. cit. p.72; trans. mine).   One wonders where Ibn Aajeeba had all the resources needed to 

feed all these people. He says that they came from gifs and donations from anonymous people 

in the large communities he interacts with.  Sainthood in this case becomes chosen as a 

personal path for salvation, but also as a political agenda for social reform: feeding all the needy 

poor while becoming one of them is the shortest path to sainthood; but also to their minds and 

hearts if the saint decides to prepare them for a rebellion.  May be this is how the Algerian FIS 

won the ’92 elections whose cancellation triggered a civil war.  It is a similar policy that radical 

groups in Morocco as elsewhere are following. So as long as there are poor people, there will be 

saints to serve them.  

As the saint engages in the Sufi path, he undergoes a powerful metamorphosis and 

becomes a messiah, a man with a mission on earth with a calling to lead his community and all 

the people around him to salvation. Many of these saints preferred non-violent means, but 

others did carry arms and became active mujahidin warriors. Indeed, many examples in the 

history of Morocco, especially when fighting the Portuguese, the Spaniards or the French are 

worth investigating in detail (cf. Laroui, Brignon et al.; Gellner; and Hammoudi).  
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   In Morocco, the concepts of a saint, a marabout, a sheikh, a faqeer, a moulay, a wali-

Allah, a saaliH, a shareef, an Imam and a Qottb (all have their specific denotative religious 

rankings) overlap with each other.  The closeness of the saint to Allah through baraka and other 

karamat (taumatological signs) makes him an intermediary to ensure the flow of grace from God 

to humans and things. As Lings, Gellner, Eickelman and other anthropologists have witnessed, 

the saint’s clients would bring seeds to be sown during the coming tilling season to the saint, his 

descendents, or the shrine/zawyya for blessing. The seeds will be then carriers of a baraka 

potency which will make the harvest the best wished for; a potency that would protect, heal, and 

guarantee the best harvest. The saint’s da’awa (prayer and blessing) becomes an act of great 

symbolism, re-enacting a divine presence and carries healing powers.  This kind of prayer can 

often create miracles. For instance, it is said that Saint Ben Asheer of Sale could cure the blind, 

the crippled, and the demented. His baraka would even calm the waves of the ocean; to the 

extent that the pirates in the 17th century would return to port safe (to Sale) with their booty; 

whereas the French fleet which had bombarded the ports of Tangier and Mogador in 1841 could 

not approach the port of Sale because of defeating rough seas, considered by the locals as 

signs of the protection of the Saint.  

What needs to be emphasized here is the will of a community, or a tribe, to create its own 

saint in order to maintain its symbolic survival and identity. In its struggles for survival, the 

Moroccan community would resort to the veneration and cultivation of saints as an practice to 

secure its existence in the face of threatening powers from inside and outside. The power of a 

saint permeates everything that he touches. Often, even a rock or a hovel where he happened to 

have rested during his wanderings become sacred (a horm) and are turned into a source of 

blessing and baraka worth fighting for.  The tribe of Bni Anjra in the Rif area requested that the 

body of their saint Ben Ajeeba to be buried in their midst, and therefore removed his shroud from 

the land of another tribe to their own. They had to carry the body by night to avoid clashing with 

the other tribes (Michon, op. Cit).  

The phenomenon of sainthood, in this context, becomes a socio-cultural-religious and 

ideological apparatus that undergoes different stages of construction before it finally gives birth 

to the saint – a power-head who distributes blessings and whose sayings become law of the 

land. This could be understood through the study of the different stages that a saint goes 

through: from before birth through childhood, apprentice-hood, to adulthood, and then his 

institutionalisation and legitimisation as a head-saint of a community that has decided to 

venerate him and maintain his religious (and often political) authority after death.  Here, the 

Foucauldian theoretical framework as it has been adopted by Teresa de Lauretis in her study of 

gender construction (cf. Technologies of Gender) fits in well with this phenomenon of sainthood 

construction.  Borrowing from Michel Foucault’s idea of the working of sexuality as a 
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construction process motivated by power and ideology, De Lauretis proposes the idea of a 

“technology of gender construction” that the subject of the female is put through to become ‘a 

woman’.  Along similar lines, the culture of sainthood seems to function through a mechanism 

that resembles ideological constructions in the domain of gender.   The discourse of sainthood 

has developed a system of ideas and modes of behaviour by which different social strata (not 

necessarily homogenous classes) wield power in society, and manage to maintain domination 

through the cultivation of allegiance (bay’aa) and submission, as a way of  ensuring political and 

economic privileges (see Gellner, Geertz, and  Hammoudi passim). At the same time, and in 

order to maintain its (re)production as a ruling ideology,  the discourse of sainthood operates not 

only through traditional educational systems of madrasas, zawyyas, and mosques,  but also 

through the dominant political structures of the society, such as the council of elders (the 

‘Jmaaa’), the makhzen’s administration structures, the working of zawyyas and shrines,  the 

relations with the monarchy, even the modern local NGOs (see Hammoudi, Master and Disciple, 

p.135; passim). Formal and informal education play a key role in this context.   

In traditional culture, which is still dominant in various sectors in the society, aspiring to 

become a shareef rather than a space engineer – or higher -- since the highest title of esteem 

one can address you through is Shereef or Moulay or Hajj,  becomes a driving force in the 

process of subject construction that also governs all sorts of relationships in the Moroccan 

society.  Even when you become an engineer, a successful writer, or a minister, your title will 

remain incomplete without your rapprochement to the culture of sainthood, by seeking some 

baraka blessing from the fountain-head of sainthood at the Hajj. It is often difficult to escape this 

constitutional obligation, considered also as one of the five requirements of Muslim identity. The 

widespread of Sufi brotherhoods among higher middle classes is a cultivation of this principle, 

but also is an attempt in seeking less orthodox variations on identity among the less orthodox 

liberal classes. 

Indeed, the ideology of sainthood constitutes individuals as subjects -- as concrete 

individuals marked by the consciousness of saintly characteristics.  These characteristics are 

validated and legitimized by a complex network of power relations that are hatched first in 

shrines or zawyyas (as brotherhood lodges) and then disseminated throughout society via 

representatives of these shrines, who are sent around on religious missions to build other 

zawyyas in remote parts of the country; or building mosques;  or simply consolidating power 

allegiances to the head saint’s doctrine and his followers by recruiting more followers from 

among the lay populace.  These followers or clients who desperately seek baraka/blessing are 

ready to perform any act the saint or his descendants request.  Visions of the saint in dreams 

are usually taken for real encounters and signs of being among the chosen to receive the 

awaited blessing and sings of saintliness. Even in the 21st. century, the leader of one of the most 
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radical Islamist party-like organizations in Morocco who pretends to some kind of sainthood is 

claimed to have met with the Prophet, who has spoken with him and promised political victory for 

his party (cf. Abdessalam Yassine) 

Subject grooming into saintly identity is, indeed, important to investigate here. Belonging 

to a saintly and shareef family line has been so vital to social climbing and survival that various 

families in Fez in the middle ages and after sought specially skilled hagiographers to produce 

falsified  manuscripts for them to certify their shareef genealogy and their direct dissent from the 

prophet’s family tree or that of other tribes of Mecca and close associates of the prophet in the 

early times of Islam (see Sebti, Ville, p.36).  Many benefits could be reaped by proving such a 

saintly affiliation: such as exemption from taxes, social ranking in the eyes of the community, 

claiming closeness to the governing dynasty or the Sultan himself whose legitimacy is based on 

the direct descent from the Prophet, considered as one of the primary sources of sainthood in 

Islam.  

Seeking proof of belonging to a shareef  lineage became so crucial to social status that 

during moments of disorder the Aaduls, Aalims, and naqibs, who were corrupt, falsified 

documents granting shareef status to common people, to the extent that Sultan Moulay Ismail  

had to intervene when he noted that all subjects were going to become shareefs.  A whole 

campaign to check the validity of the claims made to shareefism was launched, supervising the 

operation in person by creating two registers, one for him and one for the naqeeb of Jabal 3alam 

(Sebti, op.cit., p. 40).  Later on, Sultan Mohamed Ben Abdallah relied on the Ismaili register for 

the same function of checking claims to shareefism and sainthood. False titles were burned by 

the Sultan (Ibid.). 

Abdalahad Sebti notes also that the city of Fez, which became a beehive for producing an 

elite of saints since the Middle Ages became also after independence the home town of a large 

number of ministers, government officials, and political leaders. It is still in the lead in the domain 

of power politics and national economy.   One of the leading political parties in the government, 

the Istiqlal Party, which used to provide the country with most of its ministers and top 

government officials, even palace councellors,  is rooted in Fez and families from that city. (ibid. 

p. 90) 

However, the significance of the political power that the saint possesses cannot be 

understood without looking at the education of would be saints, their intellectual construction, 

their training at the hand of famous shaykh-saints (masters), and the kind of consciousness they 

carry around. In addition to community, tribe, and class belongings and claimed shareef 

lineages,  the intellectual abilities and social skills which emerge through his karamaat or 

taumaturgical actions and miracles play a key role in legitimating the saint as such. As 

Westermark notes, “the key to understanding the ideology implicit in maraboutism is in the 
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cultural conception of baraka as a form of causality and the means by which it can be 

appropriated to sustain one’s own activities.  Baraka… is considered a mysterious wonder–

working force which is looked upon as a blessing from God…” (Rituals 1926: I, p.35).  Eickelman 

elaborates on the crucial significance of Baraka as a  legitimizing force in the life of a saint thus:  

Baraka is … invoked as an explanation for uncanny events, extraordinary 

political sagacity, and a range of mundane situations indicating well-being, 

abundance, or merely sufficiency of any quality or material….It is associated with 

a multitude of gestures and acts in daily life, words, places, animals, plants, food, 

writing, descent from the prophet or from Sidi Umar, times of the year, events in 

personal life cycles, and, of course, marabouts. Thus for most Moroccans, baraka 

is as much a part of the everyday world as is witchcraft among the Azende . It is a 

concrete manifestation of God’s will…. (Moroccan Islam, p. 158-9)  

Hagiographic discourse has especially underlined the social, political, and moral power of 

the saint because of this ability to transmit divine powers in the real world.  Such a power took 

different shapes and colours.  In Fez people talked of the impressive smells that emanated from 

the saint Moulay Idriss II after his death (Sebti, op. cit., p. 75), who is also seen in clients’ 

dreams wearing kingly dress or accompanying the Prophet.  The saint’s mere presence in a 

space around him grants protection to the buildings, property, and the people (86-87). And 

whoever comes into the Shrine seeking protection, gets it:  people or government authority must 

respect that. For instance, during the Tanners Rebellion in Fez (1873-74), the rebels invaded the 

house of the Minister of Finance Bennis because he had imposed a tax nobody wanted; so the 

minister fled and hid at the shrine of Moulay Idriss. There, nobody dared approach him (Sebti, 

op.cit., p.95). This power of saints and mystics is common among the merchants and handicraft 

workers.  As Hammoudi notes, “tanners, blacksmiths, weavers, bricklayers, and shoemakers still 

maintain strong bonds with religious orders and patron saints, not only in places like Fez, 

Marrakech, and Meknes, but also in other cities.” (Master and Desciple, p. 137). 

Myths about miracles that saints perform and which serve to further legitimate the saint’s 

powers abound in every part of the country. The water from a spring next to the tomb of saint Ibn 

Ajeeba near Tetouan is reputed to be miraculous (Michon). Sidi M’hammed  Sherqi (of Boujaad) 

is said to have come to Ain Shaykh, and when he struck the ground with his walking stick, water 

gushed forth by the will of god (Eickelmann, op.cit., p.165).   Saint Sidi Abdarrahman in 

Casablanca lived among lions and was served by lions (Akhmisse, op.cit, p.26); just like Sidi 

Rahhal and My AbdelQader Jilali of Baghdad.  These saints’ baraka was compounded with a 

larger popular force, which meant a strong influence on the peoples; to the extent that these 

people became easily enslaved. Saints not only provoke respect, admiration, and awe; but also 

fear.  The idea of baraka that is often attributed to saints tends to mix with what A. Sebti calls 
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hiba (a kind of fear and apprehension) that the saint’s persona triggers in the people around 

him. A cult develops that excludes difference and disagreement.  This charismatic dimension of 

the personality of the saint contributes a great deal to the construction of the image of saintliness 

and becomes a motor for a whole mythology that surrounds the saint: «when a man meets 

Ahmad B. Abdallah, he is shocked by his  “heyba” (charisma).  If he comes to the zawyya,  he is 

taken in by a state of powerlessness and fascination… Heyba and fear seem to participate in a 

striking manner in the production of the saints (Sebti, op.cit, 72; trans. mine). 

In addition to baraka, saints exhibit other signs. A large number of them have developed a 

reputation for specific actions such as the ability to cure ailments (throat ailments, Sidi Shegdal 

of Beni Aamir), skin diseases and syphilis (Sidi Et-Tounsi in Shawya region, Moulay Yaaquub, 

near Fez), Azma, hysteria (Ben Yeffou, near El Jadida), mental sickness (Booya Omar, near Al 

Kalaa), sterility (Moulay Brahim, near Marrakech), and others. In fact, we can distinguish 

between different types of saints depending on their ranking in the minds of the people as based 

on the level of efficaciousness  in curing their clients/patients. In the absence of proper modern 

medical centres and hospitals, such a culture of curing saints thrives throughout the country and 

sometimes tends to combat the nascent modern medical discourse. Such curing powers confirm 

the presence of baraka and saintly powers in the saint. 

On the other hand, the source of the baraka  that gets attributed to the saint determines 

the power wielded by the saint. These sources vary from God, the Prophet, or other saints. 

Other times, it is the ownership of sacred relics that grants symbolic power. The Tahiri-Sikilli 

families of Fez, for example,  claimed to own the sandals of the Prophet. The Sultan Moulay 

Ismail ordered them to hand them over to him, but they gave him only one sandal and kept the 

other one in a hidden place (Sebti, p.45). Likewise,  Mullah Omar of Afghanistan is claimed to 

own a piece of the Prophet’s cover (blanket), which is believed to protect him in battles. Other 

signs  include physical resemblance to the prophet, claiming descent from the Qurayshi Meccan 

tribe, or smelling like him; or sometimes with marks of prophecy on the shoulders, just like the 

Prophet (ibid., p. 44). Sometimes, people would note a light shining from the saint. He would 

impress everybody by his high eloquent voice but also by his practicality; he doesn’t shun 

manual labor, for he does carpentry and mason work around the zawyya.  Ibn Ajeeba built a 

home for his master/Sheikh with his own money and other funds  which he had collected. 

What marks the Saint, especially,  is also his state of Haal  (trance), or of being a 

majdoub, a bit crazy in his ways, which he learns progressively as his mystical grooming 

develops. He would fall to the ground in a seizure of epilepsy or hysteria, often starts tearing his 

clothes; and his words are read as words of wisdom.  Qassim Lakhssassi is said to have been 

used to living a ghayba (literal absence; unconsciousness) that would last for five days each 

month during which he would not distinguish between day and night (Sebti, p.72). He could fast 
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for days, wear tattered clothes (the muraqqaa’) unheeding people’s reactions, and could bear 

or invite extreme suffering.  The body of the saint is ephemeral matter and has little importance 

in comparison with the soul which more of the everlasting world of the spirit and divine. In Saint 

and Sufi philosophy, ridding oneself of the body and its demands is a key step toward achieving 

perfect merger with the great soul (cf. Ibn Tufayl,  Hay Ibn Yaqdhaan). 

  Depending on the power they wield and the size of the community they lead or can 

mobilise in times of strife, saints are served and legitimated by the makhzen and the powerful 

institutions of the society accordingly. As Abdallah Laroui demonstrates, at different moments of 

the history of Morocco, zawyyas (saints and their tribes) were embraced and coaxed by central 

governments as part of strategic political manoeuvering (Origines, pp. 126-90). Influential figure-

heads and religious scholars in zawyyas were often appointed as government official in the 

Palace or around the Country (cf. Joffe, “Zawiya of Wazzan”).   Various cultural practices in the 

Moroccan context help legitimate saints and the culture of sainthood.  From birth to death, a 

plethora of rituals are enacted the year around to maintain the worship of saints. In spite of the 

fact that urban life and Western style education are turning many middle class and higher class 

Moroccans away from these practices, the veneration of saints and zawyya clientelism is still rife 

in the society. Many university professors and government ministers have become fervent 

followers of saints and brotherhood zawyyas  (consider the followers of Boutchishia, the 

Jamaa’a of Al Adl wal Ihsaan, the Sharqawa, and Tyjania in the south of Morocco and sub-

Saharan African countries).  

Besides, a whole culture of rituals feeds into the education of children to prepare them 

psychologically for the acceptance of sainthood as an ideal mode of subject construction and 

conduct. Among many families in Morocco, during the first forty days after its birth, the baby is 

taken to a local saint’s shrine for blessing and shaving its first hairs; after which the baby comes 

back home with a henna-soaked bandage (a sign of baraka) around the head and other amulets 

for protection against all evils.  Visits to the saints at different stages of one’s life are markers 

accompanying various rites of passage.  Whether at moments of health or sickness, the local 

saint and the other saints one has heard of are approached as spiritual guides and saviours, 

since they always assumed to intervene on behalf of God. At moments of crisis, many saints are 

invoked by high ranking men in government, business, and cultural spheres. There are saints 

who could be visited for any mishap; and there are others who specialise in particular problems 

and requests. There are those who could be approached if one seeks success at school, in 

marriage, or in business; and there are others who specialize in jinn possession,  physical 

paralysis and black magic.  Many people escape modern medicine to go to saints and shrines. 

  However, one cannot deny the importance of commercial and entertainment activities that 

develop around the mussems and carnivals that celebrate saints anniversaries, and which 
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benefit the budgets of communities living around the saint’s shrine. Renowned mussems of 

saints like Ben Yeffou near El Jadida, Moulay Driss of Fez, Moulay Driss  of Zarhoun, Sidi 

A’amor Belahcen of El Kalaa, Bouya Omar near Demnate, Sheikh Al Kamel of Meknes, Moulay 

Abdessalam Ben Mshish in the north, Moulay Bouchaib Raddad and Moulay Abdallah Amghar 

of Azemmour,  Sidi Saeed Ahansal in the Atlas montains, and many others attract thousands of 

visitors every year.  People camp around the saints ground for days and weeks. Camping 

around the saint’s shrine is paramount to visiting a sanatorium for a cure from some disease.  

Many people compare these visits to the pilgrimage to Mecca. It is the hajj of the poor, a popular 

saying goes. The healing dimension is strong both in the process of subject construction and in 

the later development and well-being of the individual. These practices grant reasons for 

legitimizing the culture of saints and its reproduction. As noted earlier, curing is central to the 

relationship of the saints with their followers.  Each saint tends to specialize in a particular illness 

or disease. As Mohamed Maarouf explains, the practice of curing the sick, who often have 

witnessed other sick people coming to the same shrine since their early childhood, helps 

perpetuate the type of sickness itself, especially jinn possession, falling in trances, and limbs 

paralyses. What remains a mystery, however, are the cases that could not be cured by modern 

medicine and find their cure among the saints curers. Some of the patients come even from 

outside Morocco!  

However, saints cannot be discussed outside the power of charisma, leadership and 

wealth.  We have seen saints who were mostly poor and were catered for by the community 

because the wealthy members of the tribe adopt their worldview as it serves their economic and 

political interests. While some saints gave up their wealth for a more austere and ascetic life in 

sacrifice for the poor, others were landlords who practiced commerce, owned guilds and olive-oil 

mills. Others became wealthy as they found their way to the throne.  Still, saints had a peculiar 

relationship to wealth.  For example, in 1680, Ahmad B. Abdallah (in Fez) had diverse 

occupations.  He run his zawyya as well as a large fortune; practicing agriculture in different 

harvests, from cereals to fruits to olives and vines. This saint cultivated also silk worms and built 

an oil-mill at which he was present most of the time (Sebti, op.cit., p.64).  Much of the power of 

the saints and their zawyyas would come from serving the peoples. Ahmad b. Abdallah would 

discuss theology with the fuqahaa (muslim scholars) and receive his companions. And every 

Thursday, many fuqahaa would come pay him a visit and benefit from his hospitality. These 

huge meals which helped in the reputation of the zawyya, were never interrupted even at times 

of food shortages (ibid., p.65). In return, the zawyya would have huge stocks of free labour. As 

Martin Lings notes in his biography of Sheikh Alawi of Tlemcen, the saints does not need to pay 

the laborers’ fixed wages; much of the work on the zawyya is done by volunteers: 

 



 21 
 

The news had gone around that work on the zawyah could be started 

once more, and that was all that was needed.  Among the Shaikh’s North 

African disciples there began an exodus in relays: masons some, carpenters 

others, stone-cutters, workers on the roads, or even ordinary manual 

labourers, they knotted a few meagre provisions in a handkerchief and set out 

for the far-off town where the Master lived to put at his disposal the work of 

their hands.  They received no wages.  They were fed, that was all; and they 

camped out in tents.  But every evening, an hour before the prayer, the 

Shaikh brought them together and gave them spiritual instruction.  That was 

their reward. 

They worked this way for two months, sometimes three, and then went 

away once more, glad to have contributed to the work, and satisfied in spirit.. 

Others took their place, and after a certain time went off in their turn… (A 

Moslem Saint, p.18-19) 

Such a power of the saint and his zawyya on the populace affected other venues of life. 

Sometimes, foreigners to the land seeking protection or escort were offered such a service.  

Through their influential network of clients, saints  would ensure travels by offering protection to 

those seeking to cross alien territories belonging to different tribes in the region (Sebti, op. cit.).   

De Foucauld, who travelled across the Country during the latter part of the 19th. century always 

relied on zawyya-leaders to help him cross alien territories. To cross the region of Fez-Taza, de 

Foucauld had to rely on the zawyya of Moulay Idriss whose influence among the neighbouring 

tribes of Hyaynas and Rhyata, even as far north as the tribes of the Mediterranean borders, the 

Rhomara, Beni Iznaten, and others was great. They obeyed to the ruling of the zawyya. The 

slave  who was given to de Foucault to escort him was well respected; some people would even 

show their respect by kissing his hand (ibid.). 

In conclusion, when some Western ethnographers, novelists, film producers, or simple 

travellers into the land of Islam encounter the culture of sainthood and report about it as a 

culture of fools, marginals,  misfits, and weird characters, their reports offer wrong tanslations of 

the native culture and send the wrong message home. Considering the plethora of writings 

about Morocco and the references to saints, one is struck by the kind of images and 

representations of the Moroccan saint one encounters in such works as Voices of Marrakech, In 

Morocco, Tuhami, the film Ishtar, and others. One is struck  also by how fascinated these 

representations are with the image of the saint as a misfit, a ‘weird’ , a sexual pervert,  which is a 

variation on the imagery of monstrosity that one encounters in much of European literature about 
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the non-European cultures. Monsters are perceived as roaming these alien territories of the 

Muslim world,  ready to devour the European traveller. 

Undoubtedly, representations and images that contribute to the proliferation of this bias 

need to be corrected.  The real historical lives of saints in Moroccan history have been marked  

by dissent, “siba” or revolt,  communalism, reform, and resistance  to colonialism and to local 

injustice: Zawyyas that fought invaders also resisted Kings and unjust rulers. In fact, some of 

them ended up even ruling the country. A better understanding of the construction of subjectivity 

in Moroccan popular culture cannot, therefore, happen without a proper analysis of the 

mechanisms governing the functioning of the structure of sainthood in the socio-cultural fabric of 

the Country. 

***===============*** 
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