[bookmark: _GoBack]Who is the Infidel? 
Religious boundaries and social change in the Shadhiliyya Darqawiyya Alawiyya
Francesco Piraino, KU Leuven

In this chapter I will analyse the relation with the ‘Other’ in the one of the most important global Sufi order of the twentieth and twemty-first centuries, the Shadhiliyya Darqawiyya Alawiyya. This Sufi order has been transcultural and transnational since its origins in the Algerian city of Mostaganem, when the charismatic Shaykh Ahmad Ibn Mustafa Al-Alawi attracted European, Arabic, and Amazigh disciples. Nowadays this Sufi order is present worldwide, in Europe (France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, and the United Kingdom), in the Maghreb (Algeria, Morocco), in Africa (Senegal), in the Middle East (Palestine, Saudi Arabia) and in Asia (Japan). Its theological approach to the ‘Other’ is both highly unusual and grounded in the Sufi tradition. The Alawi theological approach to Alterity arises from the tension between the universal and the particular dimensions that could be summarized through the following questions: How is a Muslim defined? Who is the infidel? Is this the one who has submitted to the will of God, or the one who follows the indications of the Sunna? The answer oscillates between these two poles.
There is no common definition of kāfir–unbeliever–in Islamic communities. The relation with the Other strongly changes according to the political and social context. In some contexts, Christians, Jewish, and even Hindus are considered believers[footnoteRef:1], in others, every religion and even the majority of Muslims are not considered true believers [footnoteRef:2]. Sufi theological and social boundaries have always been at the centre of the debates about orthodoxy and deviance. Sufism has been both at the centre of Islamic religious powers and authorities, and at its margins [footnoteRef:3]. Therefore, there cannot be a monolithic definition of the infidel in the Sufi frame, nevertheless, the concept of infidel has been used as a pedagogic instrument by many Sufis in order to challenge ego’s presumption and arrogance. For example, Shaykh Ahmad Al-Tijani used to say ‘God loves the infidel’ [footnoteRef:4]. [1:  Muhammad Hamidullah, ‘Relations of Muslims with Non‐Muslims’, Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs. Journal 7, no. 1 (1986): 7–12.]  [2:  Anabel Inge, The Making of a Salafi Muslim Woman: Paths to Conversion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017); Henri Lauzière, The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015).]  [3:  Gilles Veinstein and Alexandre Popovic, Les voies d’Allah: les ordres mystiques dans l’islam des origines à aujourd’hui (Paris: Fayard, 1996); Ahmet T Karamustafa, Sufism, the Formative Period (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007).]  [4:  Éric Geoffroy, Le soufisme voie intérieure de l’Islam (Paris: Points, 2009), 283.] 

Furthermore, the fluidity and porosity of Sufi practices, theologies and organisational structures, which favoured the expansion of Islamic civilisation in different geographical contexts, blur the theological boundaries about the definition of the infidel. Sufi orders often encountered and mixed with local religious and cultural trends, which implied reciprocal influences: on the one hand the Islamization of new cultures, on the other the acculturalisation of Islam. This continuous and dialectic negotiation of boundaries is central to understanding our global and multicultural societies. The Shadhiliyya Darqawiyya Alawiyya represents a transcultural religious movement rooted in the Islamic tradition, but also a reaction to the challenges of contemporary societies. 

A Brief History
One of the characteristics of the Shadhiliyya Darqawiyya Alawiyya is its non-conformist and sometimes even provocative spirit which can be found in the work of Shaykh Buzidi, master of Ahmad Ibn Mustafa Al-Alawi, the founder of the Alawiyya in 1911 in Mostaganem (Algeria). Buzidi shocked the Algerians at the end of the nineteenth century by entering brothels to educate prostitutes. He even encouraged unmarried disciples to marry them: ‘there is more merit in bringing creatures out of hell, than in preaching to good men’ [footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Khaled Bentounes, La fraternité en héritage: histoire d’une confrérie soufie (Paris: Albin Michel, 2009), 31.] 


The charismatic aura of Shaykh Al-Alawi attracted thousands of disciples from all over the Maghreb and Europe. Probst-Biraben described 100,000 disciples in 1949 [footnoteRef:6] and Éric Geoffroy 200,000 [footnoteRef:7]. Martin Lings described an ‘overflowing’ faith [footnoteRef:8], the scholar Augustin Berque reports the preoccupation and interest of French colonial authorities who witnessed the conversion of thousands of people, and subsequently accused the Shaykh of hypnotism[footnoteRef:9].  [6:  Jean-Henry Probst-Birabenm, ‘La Tariqa Alawiyya’, in Cheikh Al Alawi Document et Témoignages, by Jihan Cartigny (Paris-Drancy: Éditions Les Amis de l’Islam, 1984), 79.]  [7:  Éric Geoffroy, Un éblouissement sans fin La poésie dans le soufisme (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 2014).]  [8:  Martin Lings, A Moslem Saint of the Twentieth Century: Shaikh Aḣmad Al-ʻAlawī : His Spiritual Heritage and Legacy (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1961).]  [9:  Augustin Berque, ‘Un Mystique Moderniste: Le Cheikh Benalioua’, Revue Africaine, 368 (1936): 688–776.] 

Shaykh Al-Alawi was interested in the philosophy of Henry Bergson and in the physics of Albert Einstein[footnoteRef:10]. He was fascinated by modern technologies from Western countries, he was the first Algerian in Mostaganem to have a telephone and a car [footnoteRef:11]. At the same time, he peacefully defended the Arabic and Algerian culture against French colonialism. In addition, he redefined the role of women, a theme that will remain a constant of this order. He gave women the esoteric initiation through a blessing and a glass of water, and taught his adopted daughter, Khayra, to swim and ride on horseback, activities which were previously considered as reserved for men. Following Shaykh Al-Alawi’s death in 1934, Shaykh Adda led the main branch and developed the social dimension of the ṭarīqa: he created a football team for young Mostaganemers, reintegration programs for juvenile offenders, and schools to learn to write Arabic. Shaykh Mahdi lead the Sufi order through some troubled years, most notably the liberation struggle against the French and its aftermath.  [10:  Berque.]  [11:  Bentounes, La fraternité en héritage.] 


Since 1975, this Sufi order has been led by Shaykh Bentounes. In terms of appearance, Shaykh Khaled Bentounes can be described as unconventional: he does not have a beard or wear a jalāba, the traditional clothing of a Sufi shaykh. Furthermore, he married a Catholic French woman. Shaykh Bentounes is a public figure in the Francophone public sphere. He has written many books and has participated in many conferences and television broadcasts
Shaykh Bentounes and his disciples are committed to interfaith and intercultural dialogue, women’s rights promotion, transmission of Islamic and Sufi heritage, and to raise ecological awareness [footnoteRef:12]. One achievement of Shaykh Bentounes, through the Association International Soufie Alawiya (AISA, Alawi International Sufi Association), is the acceptance of the 16th of May as the ‘International Day of Living Together in Peace’ by the United Nation General Assembly [footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Francesco Piraino, ‘Pilgrimages in Western European Sufism’, in Muslim Pilgrimage in Europe, by Ingvild Flaskerud and Richard Natvig (London; New York: Routledge, 2017), 157–69.]  [13:  United Nation General Assembly, ‘International Day of Living Together in Peace’ (A72 L26, 5 December 2017).] 


Theological narratives and boundaries 
From a theological point of view this Sufi order represented what it understands as the traditional Sunni-Sufi orthodoxy [footnoteRef:14], as opposed both to Wahhabi and Salafi ‘formalism’ and to heterodox Sufi practices like enchanting snakes and mortification rituals. From Shaykh Al-Alawi to Shaykh Bentounes, this Sufi order focused both on the mystical experiences and on intellectual and ethical dimensions, with important consequences on the social and political spheres, which were matters of discussion belonging to the orthodox frame [footnoteRef:15].  [14:  Aḥmad Ibn Muṣṭafā Al-ʿAlawī, Lettre Ouverte à Ceux Qui Critiquent Le Soufisme (Paris: Entrelacs, 2011).]  [15:  Patrick Haenni, ‘Le Centenaire de La Confrérie Allaouia: Un Réformisme Postmoderne de l’islam Est-Il Possible?’, Religioscope Etudes et Analyses 23 (2009): 1–13.] 


Truth(s) and religion(s)
A key theme of the Alawi theological discourse is a specific conception of religious truth, which is both considered absolute and relative. During an interview in 2014, Shaykh Bentounes explained that the concept of al-maʿrūf[footnoteRef:16],  commonly translated as ‘what is right’, should be translated as ‘what is recognized by everyone as good’ (Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014). According to this interpretation, absolute truth consists in what is recognized by everyone as good. That said, truth is also relative: ‘No one holds the truth, it could be religious, mystical, theological or scientific truth... We are only fragments of truth and the path of Sufism is only a permanent quest to revive it’ [footnoteRef:17]. ‘[The truth] is absolute, but at the level of the divine. At the human level it is always relative. The man who says he is in absolute truth, he divinizes himself, he is no longer man, he is God’. (Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014). I have found these same narratives of perpetual quest and of an elusive truth also among Alawi disciples. Lucien a 25-year-old French disciple[footnoteRef:18], described to me the ‘mystery of Allah... You know, we do not know everything, the same concept of God, nobody owns it. God is a great question mark’[footnoteRef:19]. Karim, a 50-year-old Franco-Algerian disciple, adds: ‘Nothing belongs to us, not even faith’[footnoteRef:20].  [16:  Quran, 3:110]  [17:  Bentounes, La fraternité en héritage, 178.]  [18:  All disciples’ names here quoted are pseudonyms.]  [19:  Fieldwork Notes 2013.]  [20:   Fieldwork notes 2013.] 

According to Éric Geoffroy, a scholar of Islamic studies and a disciple of this Sufi order, we could describe this theological approach as an Islamic ‘negative theology’[footnoteRef:21], in which religious knowledge is not built by discursive arguments on the attributes of God, but is based on a direct religious experience and it proceeds by subtraction. Following this perspective, Islamic values ​​must be experienced to be understood, in fact, as Shaykh Bentounes often repeats: ‘The saint and the murderer find what they seek in the Quran’[footnoteRef:22]. [21:  Éric Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus (Paris: Seuil, 2009); Geoffroy, Un éblouissement sans fin La poésie dans le soufisme.]  [22:  Fieldwork notes 2014.] 


Using the category of ‘negative theology’ in the Islamic frame, could be misleading, in fact, it might suggest that this theological approach is exogenous to Islam and Sufism. On the other hand, this approach to religious truth is rooted in the concept of tawḥīd ‘God’s unicity’, which cannot be determined positively [footnoteRef:23]. This negative approach to religious truth has also some resonances with Ibn Arabi theology, in particular with the concept of ḥeīra that could be translated as ‘metaphysical perplexity’[footnoteRef:24][footnoteRef:25].  [23:  Daniel Gimaret et al., Etudes de Théologie et de Philosophie Arabo-Islamiques à l’époque Classique (London: Ashgate, 1986).]  [24:  William C Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn Al-Arabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination (New York: Suny Press, 2010); Michel Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau Des Saints, vol. 86 (Paris: Gallimard, 1986); Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key Philosophical Concepts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2016).]  [25:  Gregory Vandamme, PhD student at the University of Louvain-La-Neuve is preparing a PhD dissertation on this notion in the work of Ibn Arabi.] 


Inclusive Universalism
Shaykh Bentounes clearly states that Sufism surpasses the border of a particular religion and is

[A message] that is trying to improve the condition of humanity. It may be very pretentious to say this, but we are trying to do this work: to bring young people together, to bring spokespersons of different religions… We try to give this vision of synergy. No one has the whole; everyone has a part. Let's put these parties together for a better world. To live together. To better live together[footnoteRef:26]. [26:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.] 


This Alawi universalism does not imply the absence of Islamic particularism, that is, the characteristics that marks the Islamic identity, such as Quran, Sunna, and rituals, etc. Bentounes’ books[footnoteRef:27] contain countless Qur’anic quotations, and the Alawi disciples follow Islamic practices. Some scholars labelled these theological and political approaches as post-modern and heterodox [footnoteRef:28]. But, as I will argue in the conclusion, the dialectic between universalism and particularism, and the boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’, have always been fluid and negotiated in Sufi history. [27:  Khaled Bentounes, Le soufisme, cœur de l’Islam (Paris: La Table ronde, 1996); Khaled Bentounes, L’homme intérieur à la lumière du Coran (Paris: Albin Michel, 1998); Khaled Bentounes, Vivre l’islam: le soufisme aujourd’hui (Paris: Albin Michel, 2006); Bentounes, La fraternité en héritage; Khaled Bentounes, Thérapie de l’âme (Paris: A. Michel, 2011).]  [28:  Haenni, ‘Le Centenaire de La Confrérie Allaouia: Un Réformisme Postmoderne de l’islam Est-Il Possible?’] 


This inclusive universalism implies the redefinition of the concept of kāfir, which no longer means the unbeliever, the atheist, the polytheist, or in the most exclusive interpretation all those who are not Muslims. The infidel becomes a state of mind; the infidel is the unthankful one, whoever does not recognise God’s grace, ‘who is not capable of gratitude, who refuses the divine dimension which dwells in all men. Considering oneself superior and better than others is the road to Shayṭān, the one who did not recognize the divine dimension in the human being’[footnoteRef:29].  [29:  Karim, 50, Franco-Algerian disciple.
] 


This openness regards also atheists, who are considered to be capable of right behaviour and pious actions, even in the absence of religious faith. This openness is also known at the beginning of the history of the Sufi order, for example in the famous dialogue between Shaykh Al-Alawi and his French atheist doctor, in which the Shaykh said: ‘you are closer to God more than you think’[footnoteRef:30]. Following this perspective, Islam is a universal message of liberation from idolatry, a message of openness to the Other. Submission to the will of God must not be identified with the social constraints of religion, in fact: ‘the therapeutic approach of Sufism proposes to educate the human being so that it regains its original freedom’[footnoteRef:31]. [30:  Lings, A Moslem Saint of the Twentieth Century, 33.]  [31:  Bentounes, Thérapie de l’âme, 277.] 


This theological approach implies a continuous questioning and research in the Islamic and Sufi framework, which is not limited to Alawi intellectuals, but it takes place within the ṭarīqa: as an educational instrument. In fact, Geoffroy[footnoteRef:32], quoting Henry Corbin, describes a ‘negative theology as an antidote to nihilism’[footnoteRef:33], but it is also an antidote to the ineluctable calcification of the Islamic religion. [32:  Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus.]  [33:  Henry Corbin, Le paradoxe du monotheisme (Paris: L’Herne, 1981), 181.] 


Redefinition of Good and Evil: A Step Aside From Religion
This ‘Islamic negative theology’ implies also the redefinition of the concepts of right and wrong, which are no longer perceived in radical opposition, but rather as phases of life. Evil, and the devil, allow us to improve, to test our qualities. Shayṭān (Satan), with his temptations, encourages us to walk towards God. In Alawi narratives the figure of a dangerous devil, aggressive and dark, is almost absent. Evil and good are the expressions of God’s will.
This theological approach is reflected in the vision of heaven and hell. Lucien tells me that ‘there is no real separation before, during, and after life’ (Fieldwork notes 2013). Karim explains to me that ‘paradise and hell, more than places, are spiritual states that we live in this world. What happens after death, honestly, I do not know’[footnoteRef:34]. Some disciples, like Anthony, go further, giving paradise and hell a totally symbolic meaning: ‘Paradise and hell, it is all within oneself; it is like the positive and the negative’. He affirms that it is impossible to understand life after death because ‘it is like explaining the physical world to a foetus in the belly of its mother.’[footnoteRef:35]. Thus, for Antoine, a 30-years-old French disciple, the conception of paradise as a physical place of rewards ‘is like Santa Claus for children.’[footnoteRef:36].  [34:  Fieldwork notes 2013.]  [35:  Fieldwork notes 2013.]  [36:  Fieldwork notes 2013.] 


‘The question of fearing of losing the identity. My first identity is what? It is the fiṭra!... [Identity is] the ego par excellence. We made our own God. God becomes in our image after our likeness and not the other way around’.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.] 

‘Getting out of religion means deconstructing a religious identity that creates limits, raises barriers among human beings. A religion which has become an ideology, an instrument of manipulation of populations’[footnoteRef:38]. [38:  Bentounes, Le soufisme, cœur de l’Islam, 31.] 


Strictly connected to the ‘Islamic negative theology’, there is what we could call ‘negative pedagogy’, in which it is asked to the disciple to ‘step aside from religion’ [sortir de la religion]. This does not mean abandoning or reforming Islamic practices and doctrines, but rediscovering Islamic religious values, ​​and discovering their inner meanings. In other words, this negative pedagogy aims at deconstructing disciple’s religious identity, provoking reflections about cultural, ethnic, and familial dimensions of Islam, in order to rediscover its own spiritual and universal dimensions. 
We could find this inclusive universalism narrative in other Muslim intellectuals, such as Abennour Bidar, who preaches also a reformed ‘Self Islam’, in which rituals, doctrines and legal practices are reformed in name of a modern Islam [footnoteRef:39]. Unlike Bidar, Bentounes does not propose a unique way of living Islam, in fact, during different research fieldworks in Algeria, Morocco, France, Belgium, I have met different Alawi disciples with different perspectives on religious, moral and political subjects. It is pivotal to understand that questioning Islamic and Sufi identitarian dimensions does not imply abandoning Islamic practices, but should represent a never-ending question.  [39:  Abdennour Bidar, L’islam face à la mort de dieu: actualité de Mohammed Iqbal (Paris: Bourin, 2010); Abdennour Bidar, Self islam: histoire d’un islam personnel (Paris: Seuil, 2016).] 


The Critique of Power
This ‘negative pedagogy’ which pushes the disciple to question his/her religious identity and practices in order to rediscover them, is applied also to the Shaykh’s image and to the Sufi order’s structure. In fact, Shaykh Bentounes often shocks his disciples by saying: ‘I am not your Shaykh, you have to look for it in yourself’. ‘Finally, I would like to add that at least we must beware of the [spiritual] masters, beginning with myself. The mistrust must subsist until the relationship [between the disciple and the master] is established in honesty, loyalty, friendship, dedication and total love. Before reaching this level, we do not yet have a master. The master is only a mirror through which the disciple contemplates his ugliness and beauty. And get closer to the masters who say: “I know that I do not know”. And God is the most learned, and through Him is the return’[footnoteRef:40]. [40:  Bentounes, Le soufisme, cœur de l’Islam, 222–23.] 

This challenge is aimed also to the Sufi order structure. This reconfiguration has been described as ‘post-confraternity Sufism’ by Éric Geoofroy[footnoteRef:41]. Post-Confraternity Sufism ‘does not lose its origins which are always to transmit this inner teaching and balance between this horizontality of the world and the verticality that is the eternal world’.[footnoteRef:42]  [41:  Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus.]  [42:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.] 

Post-confraternity Sufism means questioning the image of Sufi Shaykh and the structure of Sufism itself. This is, for Shaykh Bentounes, a necessary remedy to cure the ‘disease of confraternity-ism’ [footnoteRef:43], where the Sufi shaykh could became an obstacle to spiritual purification as a form of hidden idolatry. Following this perspective, the disease of confraternity-ism involves that Sufi orders are in competition, and only their own group is the last depositary of religious truth, in other words: ‘outside of my Sufi order there is no salvation’ [footnoteRef:44].  [43:  Geoffroy, Le soufisme voie intérieure de l’Islam; Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus.]  [44:  Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus, 189.] 

 ‘The Shaykh brings us back to the essentials’[footnoteRef:45]. Alawi disciples explained to me that spiritual meetings have been reduced in both frequency and duration. During my fieldwork in France in 2013, ‘spiritual evenings’ were held twice a week and lasted between two and four hours. Shaykh Bentounes wanted to shake the ṭarīqa by reducing the importance of ecstatic dance: the ḥaḍra. Which made it possible to ‘break the idol’ of the Sufi ritual and to direct new energies towards social activities.  [45:  Geoffroy, interview conducted in 2013.] 

The second important change concerns the presence of the Shaykh in the zawāyā. The publication of books, participation in conferences and all the other activities in which he has been involved have considerably reduced his time among his disciples. Some of them say that is ‘retired’: ‘it is always more difficult to see him, and the disciples, they suffer’[footnoteRef:46].  [46:  Quentin, Fieldwork notes 2013.] 

The classical religious structures of Sufism, the zāwiya, its local leaders (khalīfa or muqaddem) are present in the Alawiyya, but there are other different organizational forms, connected but independent, such as research groups (focused on Islamic historical heritage, theological studies, women’s rights), and groups focused on interfaith dialogue activities, NGOs, Muslim Scouts, etc. The local zawāyā, both in France and in Algeria, organise weekly classical Sufi rituals attended by many disciples. Hence, it seems that this reconfiguration did not completely deconstruct the Sufi practices.

The main narrative beyond this religious reconfiguration is the critique of pyramidal power. Shaykh Bentounes calls for the accountability of every human being, through the metaphor of the circle, in which decisions should be shared in opposition to the pyramid, in which decisions are imposed. It should be stressed that this utopian approach is both religious and political. Following this reconfiguration of power, Philippe Mottet (a Swiss disciple) funded the META Management Éthique Traditionnel Alternatif[footnoteRef:47], a management approach based on Sufi and Islamic teachings. [47:  http://meta-com.ch] 

Obviously, this deconstruction of religious identity cannot be complete, otherwise it would not be possible to speak of Alawiyya as a Sufi order. Moreover, this negative theology, which aims at deconstructing Sufi pride, can sometimes become an argument for the affirmation of pride itself. Some disciples see in the humility of Shaykh the proof of his holiness and superiority over other Sufi orders. For example, during a speech, Bentounes said ‘I am not the quṭb’ (Fieldwork notes 2014), literally the pole, the perfect man and the highest rank in the hierarchy of saints. One of his disciple among the public, understood this statement as the proof of his sanctity, ‘only the quṭb will say something like this’[footnoteRef:48].  [48:  Fieldwork notes 2014.] 


Body, gender and sexuality
The deconstruction and reconstruction of the Alawi religiosity also passes through ‘the education of the senses’, which are ‘the sources of an irremediably ambivalent knowledge: at the same time the senses are necessary for the development of our being, and they participate in the veil of the Reality’ [footnoteRef:49]. [49:  Bentounes, Thérapie de l’âme, 55–56.] 

In Bentounes’ teachings, the body is not the source of evil or of uncontrollable passions, just as it is not the prison of the soul. Following this perspective, it is not a matter of fighting the body because ‘it is wrong to say that it is a struggle against its nature since its true nature is sound’[footnoteRef:50]. Shaykh Bentounes encourages the quest for balance between the different energies, and he does not encourage its repression. Sex, for example, becomes something positive in the frame of marriage: ‘Sexuality has nothing in itself to blame, it is a meritorious and fully assumed act that is part of the relationships within the couple and society. The only thing that Islam requires is transparency’ [footnoteRef:51]. [50:  Bentounes, Le soufisme, cœur de l’Islam, 71.]  [51:  Bentounes, Thérapie de l’âme, 64.] 

The Other is not only a believer of another religion, but can be found also among Muslims or Sufi disciples: that is the case of women and queer/LGBT people. The quest for spiritual balance is found in the complementarity between male and female energies, which are both divine expressions. Geoffroy reminds us that Shaykh Al-Alawi referred to God as ‘She’[footnoteRef:52]. Balance between female and male energies concerns nature, the human being, and society as such. [52:  Geoffroy, Un éblouissement sans fin La poésie dans le soufisme.] 

 Following this perspective, the patriarchal bias of Muslim majority countries and the commodification of women’s body in Western countries are both caused by the disequilibrium of male and female energies. That is why the Alawiyya insists on the importance of the role of women: ‘the woman is the future of Islam’[footnoteRef:53]. ‘In the Islamic tradition, women are trapped in a social order, but man is also locked up in local and ancestral customs that go against the Qur’an whose sacred message is above all a message of freedom’[footnoteRef:54]. [53:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.]  [54:  Bentounes, La fraternité en héritage, 100.] 


Following this perspective, the question of homosexuality/queernees is intimately linked to the dimensions of masculinity and femininity. There is no common view among the disciples on homosexuality/queerness, and when I raised the topic, many disciples did not know how to answer me and encouraged me to ask the same question of the Shaykh. Karim, an Algerian-French disciple confessed to me, that there may have been a homosexual faqīr in France. When I had the chance to discuss homosexuality with Bentounes an the interview, he explained to me that: ‘things that are in human nature, they must be accepted, not condemned; what is natural is not a sin’. This openness to LGBT people is not common among Alawi disciples, who are often more conservative on this matter.

Responsibility and social justice
‘If you do not find God among human beings, you will not find it anywhere’, Shaykh Al-Alawi often said [footnoteRef:55]. This quotation is central to Alawi theology, which is focused on the love for the Other. This implies a focus on both ethical and social dimensions, in fact, ‘Sufism is entirely righteous behaviour’[footnoteRef:56]. The question of life after death is not only considered secondary, but risks becoming a form of hidden idolatry. [55:  Bentounes, 172.]  [56:  Geoffroy, Un éblouissement sans fin La poésie dans le soufisme, 175.] 

This theological approach explains why this this Sufi order organises so many social, cultural, and political activities.[footnoteRef:57] The Muslim becomes ‘the citizen par excellence’[footnoteRef:58]. The Shaykh always advises disciples to participate in political life. The values of tolerance, respect, plurality, equality, fraternity, and freedom are not in this perspective exclusive property of Europe, but they are part of humanity and therefore also of the Islamic religion. Nevertheless, this commitment to democratic values ​​and the spirit of democracy does not mean acceptance of all the forms that democracies can take. The Shaykh, for example, is very critical of Europe with regard to the neoliberal economy, the exploitation of human beings, pollution, the commodification of women’s bodies, and so on. According to this perspective, Islam must not be reformed; it must not live the centuries of enlightenment to understand democratic values. Islamo-Sufism revivifies democracy: ‘Islam a un rendezvous avec la France’ says Shaykh Bentounes (Islam has an appointment/encounter with France), and he adds that through this appointment/encounter ‘Islam needs France, as France needs Islam’[footnoteRef:59]. [57:  I classified these activities into six groups: 1) transmission of Islamic and Sufi heritage; 2) ecology; 3) the structuring of an alternative power; 4) citizenship; 5) women’s rights and 6) interreligious and intercultural dialogue. The ṭarīqa also supports charitable projects for those in need, such as the creation of a women’s cooperative in Indonesia during the post-tsunami period.
]  [58:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.]  [59:  Bentounes interview conducted in 2014.] 

Following this interpretation, Islam frees the human being from idolatry and power. This recalls Christian liberation theology in South America–a spiritual and political reform which emerged during the 1970s. Éric Geoffroy[footnoteRef:60], following Zidane Meriboute[footnoteRef:61], wonders if a theology of Islamic liberation is needed and what is the relationship between this theology and Sufism. However, when I directly asked Shaykh Bentounes if his Sufism was comparable to liberation theology, the answer was rather cold. In fact, he prefers to speak of a ‘responsible and free Islam’. The Shaykh probably does not want to use this category because it is too loaded with contestable meanings. On the other hand, he differs from Zidane Meriboute, who considers Sufism a ‘modernizing force’ in opposition to political Islam, reproducing the confrontational binary between Islam and modernity. Shaykh Bentounes considers his theological and political statements as part of Islamic tradition, and not as the sole expression of modernity. Bentounes’ conception of a greater good, which goes beyond the religious boundaries, resonates with the juridical category of maṣlaḥa, commonly translated as ‘common good’ or ‘public interest’[footnoteRef:62]. [60:  Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus.]  [61:  Zidane Mériboute, La fracture islamique: demain, le soufisme? (Paris: Fayard, 2004).]  [62:  Rusli Kamaruddin, ‘Politics in the Works of Al-Ghazzālī’, Intellectual Discourse 12, no. 2 (2004); Felicitas Opwis, ‘Maslaha in Contemporary Islamic Legal Theory’, Islamic Law and Society 12, no. 2 (2005): 182–223; ʻAbd al-ʻAzīz ibn Saṭṭām ibn ʻAbd al-ʻAzīz Āl Saʻūd, Sharīʻa and the Concept of Benefit: The Use and Function of Maṣlaḥa in Islamic Jurisprudence (London: Tauris, 2015).] 


Eschatology: the end of a world
The narratives of a decadent and corrupted world and of increasing eschatological pressure are common themes in contemporary Sufism. For Naqshbandiyya Haqaniyya and Aḥmadiyya-Idrisiyya Shadhiliyya the eschatological moment is imminent. The end is near: this shapes Sufi order structures, politics, and rituals [footnoteRef:63]. In other Sufi orders like the Tijaniyya or Budshishiyya, the eschatological perspective differs from disciple to disciple. It should be noted that the influence of René Guénon on Sufi disciples in different Sufi orders influences the eschatological perspective; in fact, in the whole work of Guénon is based on an anti-modernist spirit[footnoteRef:64]. [63:  Francesco Piraino, ‘Le Développement Du Soufisme En Europe. Au-Delà de l’antinomie Tradition et Modernité’ (Scuola Normale Superiore - EHESS, 2016); Francesco Piraino, ‘René Guénon et Son Héritage Dans Le Soufisme Du XXIème Siècle’, Religiologiques 33 (2016): 155–80; David Bisson, René Guénon: une politique de l’esprit (Paris: Pierre-Guillaume de Roux, 2013); David W Damrel, ‘Aspects of the Naqshbandi-Haqqani Order in North America’, in Sufism in the West, by Jamal Malik and John R Hinnells (London ; New York: Routledge, 2006), 115–26; William Rory Dickson, ‘An American Sufism The Naqshbandi-Haqqani Order as a Public Religion’, Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses 43, no. 3 (2014): 411–24.]  [64:  Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World: Traditionalism and the Secret Intellectual History of the Twentieth Century (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).] 

The Alawiyya and Shaykh Bentounes are not interested in the end of the world. The Shaykh often quotes a verse from the Qur’an, saying that only God knows the time[footnoteRef:65]. When I asked this question of Lyes, the Parisian muqaddam, he answered: ‘The end of the world is when you die, don’t you think? When you die, the world die… Remember that your life is infinitesimal! Your time in the world.’[footnoteRef:66] [65:  Quran, 7: 187.]  [66:  Fieldwork note 2013.] 


When I discussed with Shaykh Bentounes the eschatologies that I heard in other Sufi orders, characterized by a dark vision of a perverted world, he described to me an optimistic and even a luminous eschatological moment. In fact, for Bentounes the coming of Mahdī means hope: ‘It is as if the believer is bathing in divine mercy. It is hope that one day the Mahdī will come back and restore justice. It is a qualitative leap in the state of universal consciousness. So, it’s not at all negative’[footnoteRef:67]. [67:  Bentounes interview conducted in 2014.] 


[The Shaykh] often says do not cling to the negative side. Do not to look at disasters, crises. For him, all that is very positive. It’s like the woman who gives birth, there is pain, but everything must change, all the germs are there. We have to change paradigms, but everything is there. There are many associations, there are plenty of young people of good will. Everything is already ready. The future economy, the future policy, the future society, living it together is already here! (Abdel Sabour, 40, French-Kabyle faqīr).

This vision of the world does not imply despair, on the contrary, Bentounes perceives in the near future the ‘rebirth of a planetary consciousness’[footnoteRef:68]. During an interview in 2014, the Shaykh had just came from a conference with new French imams, during which he was touched by their openness, intelligence, and preparation. In addition, on several occasions, Bentounes claimed that fanatical and fundamentalist Islam is in the process of losing ground in favour of spiritual and free Islam. The role of the Alawiyya in this positive eschatology is to accompany this new world: ‘we have the responsibility to plant the seeds for a better future’[footnoteRef:69]. In what exactly is this new world? No one really knows. Karim points out that it is not the ‘return to tradition, but it is the projection towards the future’. ‘Our contribution through our teaching, to participate in a consciousness Universal. Let us return to the human so that the divine is revealed in us. It's in the tradition’[footnoteRef:70].  [68:  Bentounes, La fraternité en héritage, 168.]  [69:  Karim.]  [70:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.
] 


Conclusion: Between theological discourses and social change
God, in Alawi metaphysics, represents the absolute alterity on whom it is impossible to impose anthropomorphic attributes. This absoluteness relativizes everything: evil and good, paradise and hell, and even existence. That said, the path to purification, the way to God, is an experiential, corporeal and experimental way. The ʿAlawi paradox underpins the possibility of living God–absolute otherness–in the body, through ecstatic rituals. This paradox is reflected in the relationship with the Other in various cultural, ethnic, and religious spheres.
Sufism, in the course of history, has also been a place in which the borders between religious differences have been more fluid. Shaykh Bentounes, today, teaches his disciples that the infidel is a state of the soul. This pedagogy aims at bringing the disciple out of cultural, ethnic or familial Islam, in order to rediscover its own spiritual and universal dimensions.
The Alawi theological approach arises from the tension between the universal and the particular dimensions. This tension could be summarized through the following questions: How is a Muslim defined? Is the one who is submitted to the will of God, or who follows the indications of the Sunna? The answer oscillates between these two poles. We can grasp the specific and particular dimension in Sufi rituals, doctrines, and practices. Alawi disciples challenge some mainstream Sunni narratives (with regards to women’s rights for example), but they do respect the main Islamic rituals and religious obligations. Of course, there are different interpretations of Islamic law among European, Moroccan, and Algerian disciples, partly due to different local legal contexts. Nevertheless, the Islamic-ness of this Sufi order differentiates them from other Western Sufi phenomena, such as the Sufi Order International and others[footnoteRef:71], where Sufism is detached from Islam. In other words, their call for an inner Islam does not involve the abandon of Islamic practices.  [71:  Mark Sedgwick, Western Sufism: From the Abbasids to the New Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).] 

The Sufi order’s inclusive interpretation of Islam cannot be reduced to the secular, neoliberal influences, or to a ‘cosmopolitan utopianism’[footnoteRef:72]. We can trace different forms of inclusive universalism(s) in pre-modern times[footnoteRef:73], and interfaith dialogue is not only a modern phenomenon. Moreover, I would like to stress that the tension between universal and particular dimensions is part of the Islamic theology and history. The boundaries between who was considered a believer and an unbeliever have changed according to historical contexts.  [72:  Jeanette S Jouili, ‘Rapping the Republic: Utopia, Critique, and Muslim Role Models in Secular France’, French Politics, Culture & Society 31, no. 2 (2013): 74.]  [73:  Karamustafa, Sufism, the Formative Period; Geoffroy, L’islam sera spirituel ou ne sera plus.] 

We could ask ourselves to what extent these Alawi theological and social trends are due to the influence of modern society. The answer cannot be definitive, since the history of Sufism is so heterogeneous and complex that it would be impossible to separate what is modern from what is traditional. On the other hand, I would like to try to describe some modern and global influences. First of all, the Alawiyya, like other Sufi orders like Budshishiyya, Naqshbandiyya, Jerrahiyya-Khalwatiyya, is living a period of openness towards new disciples[footnoteRef:74]. This is due both to charismatic Sufi masters and to new challenges and spiritual needs. The challenges are embodied both by Islamists and secularists who strongly criticise Sufism, but who could not satisfy the renewed spiritual quest of many Europeans, Arabs, and Amazigh who are looking for spiritual guidance. This openness towards new disciples, also among European converts, involves a softening of ascetic practices. It is difficult to understand if this opening and growing of (new) Sufi orders is due to some characteristics of modern societies, or if it is part of Sufi history and the ‘waxing and waning’ of different Sufi orders[footnoteRef:75]. [74:  Francesco Piraino, ‘Between Real and Virtual Communities: Sufism in Western Societies and the Naqshbandi Haqqani Case’, Social Compass 63, no. 1 (2016): 93–108.]  [75:  John Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971).] 

Secondly, the Alawiyya has been a transnational, global Sufi order since its origins in Mostaganem. There were already European converts at the beginning of the twentieth century, but this transnational dimension has been growing in the last few years: Shaykh Bentounes lives in France and many of his disciples are European.  This global frame has two main influences. The first regards the new needs of Bentounes’ disciples, who are looking for an Islamic spiritual guide who is capable of providing an answer to the challenges of a multicultural society. For example, I met many European disciples involved in mixed marriages, who were not looking for ecstatic experiences, but for an Islamic frame in which to practice and live a more open Islam. 
The second influence concerns younger generations, both in the Arab and European world, and has been described as ‘religious modernity’[footnoteRef:76]. This could be briefly described as the transformation of traditional structures (religious, communitarian, familiar), accompanied by a reconfiguration of religious practices and authorities. This, in turn, involves an individualization of belief, understood as the freedom of choice, negotiation of religious meanings, and the challenging of traditional religious authorities. This is particularly true in Europe[footnoteRef:77], but to some extent also in the Maghreb[footnoteRef:78]. Nevertheless, religious modernity does not always imply privatisation of religion, syncretism, and de-islamisation of practices; and cannot be reduced to ‘New Age’ spirituality. Following this perspective, the new Sufi disciple does not simply grow up in a Sufi milieu thanks to his/her family, because at the centre of his/her spiritual quest there is an individual will. The perfect example of this process is the same Shaykh Bentounes, who described his pathway towards becoming the Shaykh as a personal struggle between his new life in Paris and his earlier Sufi life in Algeria.  [76:  Danièle Hervieu-Léger, Le Pélerin et le converti: la religion en mouvement. (Paris: Flammarion, 1999); Danièle Hervieu-Léger, ‘Pour Une Sociologie Des “Modernités Religieuses Multiples”: Une Autre Approche de La “Religion Invisible” Des Sociétés Européennes’, Social Compass 50, no. 3 (2003): 287–95; Chantal Saint-Blancat, ‘La Transmission de l’islam Auprès Des Nouvelles Générations de La Diaspora’, Social Compass 51, no. 2 (2004): 235–47.]  [77:  Saint-Blancat, ‘La Transmission de l’islam Auprès Des Nouvelles Générations de La Diaspora’; Franck Frégosi, L’ islam dans la laïcité (Paris: Pluriel, 2011).]  [78:  Khalid Bekkaoui and Ricardo René Larémont, ‘Moroccan Youth Go Sufi’, The Journal of the Middle East and Africa 2, no. 1 (2011): 31–46.] 

The Alawiyya is a modern phenomenon in the sense that it pushes its disciples to question doctrines and identities in order to re-discover an inner Sufism and Islam. The Alawiyya and the reconfigurations it faced (regarding the role of the Shaykh and the organisational structure) is a perfect example of a global Islamic phenomenon aiming at a globalised public, employing the instruments of globalisation[footnoteRef:79]; nevertheless, at the same time these theological and structural reconfigurations are also inscribed in the history of Sufism. [79:  Piraino, ‘Between Real and Virtual Communities’.] 

Another key characteristic of modernity is a high level of reflexivity [footnoteRef:80]. The Alawiyya is particularly focused on human sciences. There are several discussion groups on religious topics (Quran, Hadith, Sunna, Women’s roles, etc.) which take into account the work of social scientists and other scholars. This interdisciplinary approach is encouraged by Shaykh Bentounes; moreover, the majority of disciples appreciate Éric Geoffrey’s academic books. If we connect this openness towards human sciences and the negative theology and pedagogy described before, we understand that many disciples accept the idea that religious phenomena, in their external forms, are socially constructed. Therefore, what distinguishes the non-believer from the believer is not an apodictic discursive truth, but the presence of faith and the quest for religious experiences.  [80:  Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Scott Lash, Reflexive Modernization: Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2007).] 


Is this perspective the product of modernity or is it the product of Sufism? A clear yes or no would reduce the complexity of broader theological and anthropological debates. In fact, the pre-eminence of religious experience over the discursive dimension is not an invention of the modern age, but is part of the very history of mysticism, and therefore of the history of religion [footnoteRef:81]. Nevertheless, religious modernity has given religious experience a predominant importance to the detriment of theology, and has led to the relativisation of religious discourses, which are no longer considered the only source of meaning[footnoteRef:82]. [81:  Ernst Troeltsch, Die Absolutheit des Christentums und die Religionsgeschichte: Vortrag gehalten auf der Versammlung der Freunde der christlichen Welt zu Mühlacker am 3. Oktober 1901, erw. und mit einem Vorwort versehen (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1912); Michel de Certeau, La fable mystique: XVIe-XVIIe siècle (Paris: Gallimard, 1982); Danièle Hervieu-Léger, ‘Le Partage Du Croire Religieux Dans Des Sociétés d’individus’, L’Année Sociologique 60, no. 1 (2010): 41–62.]  [82:  Danièle Hervieu-Léger, La religion pour mémoire (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1993).] 
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