‘Islamic Humanism’: Another Form of Universalism in Contemporary Sufism
Contemporary Sufi orders in Western societies have been often described as ‘universal’, implying a conceptualisation of religion that transcends religious and cultural boundaries. This article challenges a univocal understanding of universalism, arguing for a plurality of universalist discourses, which entail different relations with otherness, practices, organisational structures, and politics. This article shows the continuities and discontinuities among different competing universalist discourses present in contemporary Sufism and Islam, such as Guénonian-Traditionalism, the New Age, and neo-liberalism. Furthermore, it describes another universalist discourse which has not been previously discussed in relation to contemporary Sufism, defined as ‘Islamic humanism’, which focuses on 1) the anthropo-cosmic role of the human being, connecting God, nature, and humankind; 2) a universal truth, which goes beyond religious and cultural differences, but is inscribed in Islam; 3) a pluralistic epistemology merging Islamic, natural, and social sciences; and 4) a sense of responsibility towards society, which implies a socio-political engagement.

Introduction: Sufism(s) and the Plurality of Universalism(s)
Sufism, one of the main expressions of Islamic mysticism, is experiencing a period of renewal in contemporary societies, thanks to charismatic Sufi leaders and disciples capable of embodying and reinterpreting religious doctrines, piety, and ethics. This global revitalisation concerns the MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region, Asia, and Africa, but also Europe and the United States, as a renewed academic interest in Sufism attests (Knysh 2017; Green 2012; Malik and Zarrabi-Zadeh 2019; Sharify-Funk, Dickson and Xavier 2018). 

Several scholars highlight a universalist dimension in contemporary Sufism. However, there is no agreement on its meaning and scholars often take this category for granted, using it to describe completely different phenomena[footnoteRef:1], such as the influence of Guénonian-Traditionalism and the Theosophical Society (Sharify-Funk, Dickson, and Xavier 2018; Hammer 2004; Xavier 2018; Hermansen 2000), the emergence of new religious practices that transcend religious differences (Sedgwick 2016), the influence of the New Age (Hammer 2004), the influence of liberalism (Lipton 2011), a focus on mysticism to the detriment of Islamic norms (Dressler 2010), or even the religious eclecticism that characterises contemporary societies (Haenni and Voix 2007). [1:  It should be noted that Marcia Hermansen uses the term perennialism as equivalent to universalism (Hermansen 2000; Bazzano and Hermansen 2020). ] 


In some cases, universalist discourses are exogenous in the sense that they are not based on Sufi and Islamic sources, but are applied to Sufism, in a sort of ‘universalisation of Sufism’[footnoteRef:2]. This is the case with the erudite metaphysical quest of Henry Corbin, a French scholar strongly influenced by Jungian conceptualisations of religions who studied trans-religious and trans-historical symbols (Wasserstrom 2001; Shayegan 2011). A more recent example of exogenous universalisation of Sufism is the popular and de-Islamising exegesis of Rumi’s poetry (cf. Irwin 2019). [2:  See the course organised at the École des hautes études en sciences sociales (EHESS - Paris) in 2020 by Nadège Chabloz and Francesco Piraino https://enseignements.ehess.fr/2020-2021/ue/896.  ] 


In other cases, universalist discourses are endogenous to Islam and Sufism, disseminated by Sufi masters and disciples and grounded in Islamic doctrines and practices. See, for example, Abdel Kader’s letter to the French (2007), or Shaykh Nazim’s discourse on the ‘Rabbani’, i.e., ‘the people of the Lord’ who could transcend religious differences (Piraino 2020b). In fact, we should keep in mind that universalist narratives are present in Islamic history and have been described using different terms, such as ‘cosmopolitan spirit’ by Bruce Lawrence (2021) or ‘Pre-Text’ by Ahmed  (2015).

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between endogenous and exogenous universalist discourses. First of all, there are overlapping ideas and common resonances, such as the concept of fiṭra, the ‘innate nature’ or ‘original disposition’ of each human being before birth. Furthermore, with the passage of time the religious borders change. For example, it is difficult to grasp the porous borders of Neoplatonism, which influenced Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Similarly, and more recently, René Guénon’s work influenced several generations of Sunni Sufi disciples, not only in Europe but also in Muslim majority countries (Sedgwick 2004). One could argue that the Islamic tradition has progressively absorbed Guénon’s ideas. 

The universalism(s) of René Guénon, Idries Shah, Inayat Khan, Shaykh Nazim, and Muzzafer Ozak, to name a few well-known Sufis, may look similar at first glance, but they are completely different if we focus on how they deal with otherness, and how this affects the shaping of religious movements. The heterogeneity and plurality of universalist discourses should not discourage us from discussing this category, which, with some clarifications, could be quite helpful in understanding contemporary Sufism.  

I define a religious universalist discourse as the conceptualisation of otherness in religious terms, which overcomes boundaries and proposes inclusive narratives. Otherness refers to religion, gender, ethnicity, race, class, politics, and sexual orientation. The universalist discourse does not affect only the doctrinal dimension but should be understood in terms of rituals, practices, organisational structures, and politics. The relationship with otherness changes according to each socio-historical context and implies both exclusivist and universalist dimensions. It follows that there is no single and univocal universalism; each religious movement embodies a different universalism. Considering that each universalist discourse excludes certain dimensions of otherness, every universalist discourse is, by definition, incomplete and unachieved. 

This understanding of universalism(s) allows us to avoid what I consider two intertwined shortcomings quite common in religious studies: 1) religionist understanding, which focuses on meta-religious language that downplays empirical difference in the name of one universalism, generally Traditionalist (cf. Laude 2021), and 2) post-modern comprehension which, by focusing only on power relations and discrediting the agency of social actors, maintains the impossibility of every kind of universalism, considered to be forms of concealed ‘particularism’ and ‘imperialism’ (Sakai 1989, 98; Lipton 2018, 4). 

Once we recognise the plurality of universalisms, we can grasp different universalist discourses in contemporary Sufism, such as the Traditionalist, the New Age, and the neo-liberal. Guénonian-Traditionalism described religions as composed of two dimensions, one exoteric, expressed by rituals, dogmas, and cosmologies, and the other esoteric/metaphysical, conveying hidden supranational and universal truths. These universal metaphysical principles are the reflection of a single ‘primordial tradition’, the essence of all religions (Guénon 1921, 32; 1924, 97). The Guénonian universalist discourse recognises the main institutional religions, both monotheist and polytheistic (Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, etc.), but it excludes alternative spiritualities, such as spiritualism or Jungian psychoanalysis, regarded as the action of the Anti-Christ (Guénon 1950, chap. 34). Furthermore, Guénonian-Traditionalism is generally politically and morally conservative and anti-modernist, harshly criticising progressive narratives on gender and politics, considered to be the expression of imminent eschatology (Sedgwick 2004). Hence, Sufi orders influenced by Guénonian-Traditionalism propose a universalist discourse engaging in interfaith dialogue, but only with institutional religions, which calls into question progressive and liberal narratives (Le Pape 2007; Bisson 2007; Piraino 2019a; 2016). 

The universalist discourse present in Sufi orders influenced by the New Age is completely different. In this case, sacred truth is conceptualised as scattered and present in all religious and secular phenomena, including psychology, psychoanalysis, and quantum physics. New Age Sufism often implies a reconfiguration of gender roles and norms, offering new spaces to female disciples. Finally, New Age Sufism has a strong anti-institutional and anti-normative dimension, challenging several aspects of Islamic and Sufi authority, norms, and organisational structures, proposing a customisable Sufism with a loose commitment (Sedgwick 2016; Piraino 2020a; 2020b; Dickson and Xavier 2019). 

Another universalist discourse present in contemporary Sufism is the ‘neo-liberal’ or ‘moderate’ Islam, described as a form of ‘Americanisation’ of Islam and Sufism, combining the call for religious pluralism with the sacralisation of the free-market economy and democracy. Neo-liberal Islam accepts Western modernity, including the importance of gender equality, downplaying social and racial inequalities (Lipton 2011; Corbett 2016).

In this article, through empirical discussion of the Sufi orders Būdshīshiyya and ʿAlāwiyya, I discuss another universalist discourse which I call ‘Islamic humanism’, elaborating on Eugenio Garin’s category (2008). I consider this label important, because these Sufi orders propose ideas, practices, and politics that challenge some mainstream Islamic-Sufi understandings, but at the same time cannot be described as any of the aforementioned discourses (Guénonian-Traditionalist, New Age, and neo-liberal). 

Methodology: Fieldwork and (Religious) Discourses

This article will not take a top-down approach and examine the relations between these Sufi orders and nation-state powers, which have already been discussed by several researchers (Muedini 2012; 2015; Wainscott 2018; 2017). In this article, I will use a bottom-up approach, studying Sufi orders through their rituals, activities, and doctrines. Between 2013 and 2015, I regularly attended religious meetings (dhikr) and participated in cultural events in France with the Sufi orders Būdshīshiyya and ʿAlāwiyya. In the same period, I followed European Sufi pilgrims in Morocco and Algeria. Between 2016 and 2018, I focused on the Algerian and Moroccan contexts, with fieldwork trips to the cities of Rabat and Fez in Morocco, and Temacine, Oran, and Mostaganem in Algeria. Between 2017 and 2019, I included the Belgian branches of these orders, notably in Brussels, in my research fieldwork. Hence, this research focuses mainly on the European context, but it also considers the North African setting, underlining the transnational dimension of these religious, cultural, and political trends. 

I chose to study the Būdshīshiyya and the ʿAlāwiyya because they are among the most important Sufi orders in Europe and North Africa, both in terms of number of followers, with thousands of disciples and sympathisers (Dominguez-Diaz 2014; Sedgwick 2015), and in terms of presence in the transnational public sphere, with both orders participating in a number of cultural and political activities that I will discuss in this article. 

Based on Marcus Morberg’s classification of discourse analysis, there are three main approaches which share the social constructionist paradigm: 1) meta-theoretical reflections, 2) their contextualisation in religious environments, and 3) research that focuses on concrete examples / discourses (Moberg 2013). According to Morberg’s taxonomy, this article falls into the third category; hence I am following the path of other scholars who worked on religious phenomena by focusing on the underlying discourses (Granholm 2013; Sutcliffe 2003).

Henceforth, we could identify a (religious) discourse as ‘a set of meanings, metaphors, representations, images, stories, statements and so on that in some way together produce a particular version of events’ (Burr 2015, 48) and/or an ‘overarching concept covering utterances (speeches) and textual, visual (imagery), symbolic or physical (gestures, body language) representations and practices embedded to them’ (Erdogan 2016, 5–6). In other words, a discourse is at the same time a worldview and social practices. 

As a sociologist of religion who adopts an ethnographical approach, I am particularly interested in comprehending how a religious discourse shapes a religious movement, in terms of rituals, practices, organisational structures, and politics. For example, in one article I showed how the Guénonian-Traditionalist esoteric discourse, focused on absolute, hidden, and secret knowledge, favoured the emergence of a Sufi order characterised by a sectarian organisation, a strict hierarchical structure, and elitist politics (Piraino 2019a). In another article, I showed how the New Age discourse, focused on scattered knowledge available to everyone, favoured the emergence of a customisable Sufism characterised by small groups and a loose commitment, and dedicated to the disciples’ needs, which implies a lack of interest in political activism (Piraino 2020b). By identifying these different discourses and how they construct reality, I showed the heterogeneity of contemporary Sufism, as I was not satisfied with general categories, such as ‘modern’, ‘neo’, ‘Western’, ‘universal’, and ‘perennial’, which downplay crucial differences.

I want to stress that this bottom-up approach, based on ethnographic material, does not seek to describe conclusively what esotericism, the New Age, and humanism are, but is an attempt to describe what these discourses ‘do’ to specific religious movements, as has been similarly argued by Ingram (2007, 203). Finally, discourses are typologies and should not be confused with historical relations, as has been argued by Granholm (2013, 53). Rather, they should be empirically tested, to prove or disprove their heuristic value. Before diving into the data, a clarification of the term ‘Islamic humanism’ is necessary. 

Humanism(s) and Islamic Humanism(s)
The category of humanism is particularly problematic due to the plurality of its meanings, sometimes overlapping, sometimes in stark contradiction (Reichmuth, Rüsen and Sarhan 2012, 17). For example, humanism is often described as a secular phenomenon (Copson 2015), while what is considered its founding text, Pico della Mirandola’s Oratio de Hominis Dignitate (1486), is imbued with Neo-Platonism, Christian esotericism, and Kabbalah (Hanegraaff 2012, 53–67). To complicate matters further, humanism has a political connotation; in fact, it has been used both to legitimise European colonialism and neo-colonialism and to challenge them (Alessandrini 2000).

All these elements discourage the use of humanism as an analytical category, overcharged with competing and contradictory meanings and uses. Having said that, I consider the category of ‘Islamic humanism’ to be a useful tool in describing the Sufi orders ʿAlāwiyya and Būdshīshiyya, or at least some trends within them. To begin with, several Sufi actors use it; hence it is an emic category.  Secondly, it will allow us to distinguish among different kinds of universalist discourses. 

We could describe the different meanings and uses of humanism in three broad categories. Humanism has been understood: 1) as an educational and institutional approach to learning; 2) as a secular human-centred approach to life and meaning; and 3) as a universalist discourse—Weltanschauung—focused on the cosmogonical role of the human being. As we will see, these abstractions can also be found in the Islamic context.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  There are other conceptualisations of humanism that are less relevant to this research, such as Joel Kramer’s Islamic humanism focused on philosophy, and Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd’s humanistic Qur’anic exegesis (Kraemer 1984; Zayd 2004).] 


The first approach regards humanism as an educational and institutional method of learning related to literary arts that developed in Europe starting in the Italian Renaissance (Kristeller 1979). This humanist institution entailed a corpus of professionals in the field of studia humanitatis, working on grammar, poetry, philology, moral philosophy, and rhetoric. George Makdisi’s analysis within the Islamic frame (1990) reflects Kristeller’s perspective. 

The second approach regards humanism as ‘a non-religious, human-centred approach to life and meaning’ (Copson 2015, 4). Andrew Copson describes humanism not only as a secular phenomenon, but also as anti-religious (2015, 3). Other elements are the scientific method (2015, 8) as well as compassion and the pursuit of happiness (2015, 15). In the Islamic frame, there is no anti-religious conceptualisation of humanism, but there are several formulations which emphasise its secular dimension. In fact, as Shabab Ahmed has masterfully argued, there has been a sort of secularisation of humanism in the Islamic context (Ahmed 2015, 197–211). For example, Lenn Goodman argued that the Islamic humanism of the Middle Ages was ‘another Islam, tolerant, pluralistic, cosmopolitan without triumphalism and spiritual without repression’ (Goodman 2003, 23). In short, humanist Islam was a way of accommodating the secular. A similar reasoning pattern may be found also in Ira Lapidus (1996, 13) and Hamid Dabashi (2013, 10). The Algerian scholar Mohammed Arkoun (1928-2010) contributed to polarising this topic further. He portrayed a golden age of Islamic humanism in the 10th century in Iran, Iraq, and Spain. This Islamic humanism was characterised by pluralistic knowledge and aesthetics that were challenged by the ‘Sunni politics of orthodox-isation’ promoted by the Ottoman empire (Arkoun 2014, 26) and later by the emergence of Islamic nationalism and populism in contemporary societies. According to Arkoun, orthodoxy and humanism are the two poles of Islamic thought (2014, 21).

The third conceptualisation of humanism focuses on the relations among God, nature, and the human being (Schöller 2001; Reichmuth 2012, 90; Garin 2008). I consider this approach the most relevant for this research, and in particular, I will employ Eugenio Garin’s definition of humanism (2008). The main elements of the humanism Garin described in the Christian Nonplatonic Renaissance are: 1) the anthropo-cosmic role of the human being; 2) a universalist truth, which goes beyond religious and cultural differences, but is inscribed in a specific religion; 3) a pluralistic epistemology; and 4) a sense of responsibility towards society.

According to Garin, humanism was a reaction to the intellectual calcifications of scholasticism (2008, 15), a way of rediscovering an intellectual and spiritual quest along with creativity (2008, 18). Hence, philology was not only a method concerned with finding the correct meaning of words, but an instrument to reach the deep meaning of reality (2008, 11). This intellectual, spiritual, and moral change was possible only through rethinking the role of the human being. Rather than adopting a human-centric perspective, following Pico’s and Ficino’s works, Garin describes the cosmic dimension of the human being as ‘a knot of everything’ (2008, 74), tying together God and nature, micro- and macrocosm (2008, 212). 

In Pico’s De Homini Dignitate, the nature of the human being is described as a miracle and a marvel (1956, 3). God created the human being for the purpose that someone ‘might comprehend the meaning of so vast an achievement’ and ‘might be moved with love at its beauty and smitten with awe at its grandeur’ (Pico della Mirandola 1956, 5). Furthermore, Pico depicted the indefiniteness and possibility of the human being, who is not determined by his or her nature. The human being can embody all the elements of nature, but also reach for his or her divine nature (1956, 8–9). Following Pico’s conceptualisations, human freedom and potential are not separate from God’s law and nature. Rather, the opposite is true; humanity’s indefiniteness is part of God’s plan (1956, 7). 

One of the most important elements of Pico’s oration is the focus on universal truth rather than Christianity alone. This implies a universal harmony among all ‘sincere thoughts’ (Garin 2008, 123) and a quest for universal peace (Garin 2008, 126). This universal truth took different names in the Renaissance context, such as docta religio, pia philosophia, teologia platonica, prisca philosophia, and philosophia perennis (Garin 2008, 108; Hanegraaff 2012, chap. 1), but they all share the idea of a common truth beyond religious differences, and the common quest of all human beings. The universal truth does not imply for Garin the creation of a new religion; in fact, humanism is inscribed in Christianity, which ‘summarises and accomplishes, for those who can understand, the whole human knowledge’ (Garin 2008, 112). 

According to Garin, the humanist’s porous and never-ending quest has deep epistemological consequences. In fact, not only do philology and history become central in the attempt to understand the role of the human being in the history of mankind, but there is also an opening towards other philosophies and religions (Greek, Jewish, Islamic, Zoroastrian) which can contribute to the understanding of reality (Garin 2008, 110). For Garin, humanist epistemology is characterised by a pluralistic approach towards other cultures, but also towards non-discursive rationality, such as corporeal senses, poetry, dreams, and visions (Garin 2008, 100). Finally, Garin’s humanism also has a political and civic dimension, implying a renewed faith in human beings and in their shared existence (2008, 252). Hence, the pious philosopher’s quest influences also his or her social life (Garin 2008, 33).
 
A conceptualisation similar to Garin’s humanism can be found in the Islamic context in the works of Ahmed (2015) and Abdugafurov (2019), who describe Ibn ‘Arabī’s and ‘Abd al-Karīm al-Jīlī’s al-insān al-kāmil. In fact, the idea of a perfect human being, the knot between God and nature, capable of incorporating divine attributes, resonates with Pico’s notions (Badawi 1956; Abdugafurov 2019). As Ahmed masterfully argued, ‘the concept of al-insān al-kāmil makes the cosmos in terms of man, and makes man in terms of the cosmos’, which shatters the dichotomy of theocentric versus anthropocentric, creating ‘a simultaneously and inter-prismically anthropocosmic/cosmoanthropic imagination and reality’ (Ahmed 2015, 223).

Rahimjon Abdugafurov adds other elements to the concept of Islamic humanism, showing how Jīlī adopted a pluralistic approach to knowledge and truth (2019, 115). Furthermore, he describes how Jīlī promoted ‘human equality, freedom, human potential, and acceptance of non-Muslims’ (Abdugafurov 2019, 115). A pluralistic approach to truth is not the only characteristic common to Garin’s and Abdugafurov’s humanism; another is its inscription in a specific religion. Just as Pico’s humanism is inscribed in Christianity, Jīlī’s humanism ‘is tightly knitted to the Prophet Muḥammad’ and stems from the Qurʾān (Abdugafurov 2019, 119). 

I think this conceptualisation of humanism could be helpful in describing the universalist discourse present in the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya; but before examining this, a short introduction to these Sufi orders is necessary.
The ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya: A Brief Introduction
Aḥmad Ibn Muṣṭafā Al-ʿAlāwī founded the ṭarīqa ʿAlāwiyya in 1911 in Mostaganem, Algeria. His charismatic aura attracted thousands of disciples from all over the Maghreb and also from Europe. Martin Lings wrote about an ‘overflowing’ faith (Lings 1961, 120) and the Orientalist Augustin Berque reported how the French colonial authorities took notice, witnessing the conversion of thousands of people and subsequently accusing the shaykh of hypnotism (Berque 1936, 691). 
 
Following Shaykh Al-ʿAlāwī’s death in 1934, the ṭarīqa disbanded, giving rise to several independent branches. Shaykh ʿAdda Bentounes (1898-1952), who led the main branch, developed the social dimension of this ṭarīqa: he created a football team for young people in Mostaganem, reintegration programs for juvenile offenders, and schools to teach literacy in Arabic. Shaykh Mahdī Bentounes (1928-1975) led the ṭarīqa during a troubled period, namely the war of independence against the French and its aftermath, when the ʿAlāwiyya was subjected to repression (Bentounes 2009a). Since 1975, Shaykh Khaled Bentounes has led this ṭarīqa. Bentounes can be described as ‘unconventional’ in appearance; he does not wear a beard or djellaba, the standard clothing of a religious figure. Furthermore, he married a French Catholic woman. 

ʿAlāwī groups are now established in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, France, Canada, Switzerland, Spain, England, Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands. The centenary celebration of the ṭarīqa in 2009 gives some idea of its size: there were an estimated 6,000 participants. Various organisations have grown out of the ʿAlāwiyya. The main one is the NGO AISA (Association International Soufie Alawiya), which the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations has recognised as an NGO with Special Consultative Status. ʿAlāwi activities concern the transmission of Islamic and Sufi heritage, ecology, promotion of citizenship, women’s rights, and interreligious and intercultural dialogue. 

The Būdshīshiyya branch of the Qādiriyya arose in eastern Morocco in the 18th century (Chih 2014). According to Būdshīshī hagiography, until the late 1980s there were only around one hundred followers. Starting in the 1990s, the charismatic master Shaykh Hamza al-Qādirī Al-Būdshīshī attracted thousands of new disciples from Morocco, and from Europe and Africa (Chih 2012; Dominguez-Diaz 2014). Shaykh Hamza led the Būdshīshiyya from 1972 to 2017, and he was regarded as a ‘living saint’—the quṭb, who ‘revolutionised the teaching of Sufism’ (Ben Driss 2002, 142). His son Jamāl now leads the ṭarīqa.

Shaykh Hamza initiated a ‘pedagogical turn’ or a ‘spiritual reorientation’ (Ben Driss 2002, 17). The ṭarīqa moved from the Jalāl (majesty) path, characterised by asceticism and rigour, to the Jamāl (beauty) path, characterised by love and mercy. This shift has tempered Sufi ascetic practices. There are familiar narratives among Moroccan and French Būdshīshī disciples, who describe this historical change as turn toward a ‘Sufism for all’, enabling the shaykh to find new disciples. Shaykh Hamza’s charisma and the ‘pedagogical turn’ are not the only explanatory factors for the success and expansion of this ṭarīqa. Another possible explanation is the ecstatic dimension of its religious rituals, which Būdshīshī disciples consider fundamental. Shaykh Hamza emphasised the importance of daily individual practices and weekly collective practices. The centrality of dhikr is what makes it possible to unite disciples from different cultures, ethnic groups, and social classes. The second factor explaining the success of this ṭarīqa is its flexible structure, making it possible to combine various forms of Sufism: that of Moroccan peasants, that of the Moroccan bourgeoisie, and that of European converts. 

Another element is the presence of charismatic spokespersons, such as the anthropologist Faouzi Skali, founder of the Festival des musiques sacrées du monde and Festival de la culture soufie, both held in Fez, Morocco (Piraino 2021). Dr. Moulay Mounir (Shaykh Hamza’s nephew) is the mind behind the associations Valeurs et spiritualité musulmane de France and Valeurs et spiritualité musulmane de Belgique which, together with another Būdshīshī organisation based in Paris called Isthme, promote the Būdshīshiyya and interfaith dialogue in Europe. The very names of these associations express the intention to link different cultures and religions: an isthme or isthmus is a strip of land uniting two areas, whereas VSMF and VSMB emphasise the plurality of values ​​shared across different cultures. 

An Islamic Humanist Discourse: Ideas and Practices
As I explained, humanism is also an emic category employed by the Sufi actors described in this research. Skali uses the term “humanism” with different meanings: as a way of highlighting the universality of Sufism, the ‘bearer of humanism and peace’ (Skali 1999, 9), or in the case of ‘spiritual humanism’, as a desired civilisational change of paradigm to bring about a balance between spiritual and material needs.[footnoteRef:4] Similarly, ʿAlāwī disciples use the term ‘spiritual humanism’, underlining the universality of Sufism, which is ‘inscribed in the universal wisdom present since the dawn of humanity’, but also underlining its Islamic-ness, in that Sufism ‘finds its source and its energy in the prophet Muhammad, who defined the Muslim as “one who does not harm others, neither by deed nor by word”’.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  https://lematin.ma/journal/2020/soufisme-patrimoine-lhumanite/336307.html (Accessed 07 July 2021.)
]  [5:  http://www.aisa-suisse.ch/le-soufisme.html (Accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


The French historian and ʿAlāwī intellectual Éric Geoffroy uses ‘spiritual humanism’ (Geoffroy 2009, chap. 7) to differentiate it from secular humanism. Similar to Garin, Geoffroy argues that the centrality of the human being can be understood only within the context of a divine project (2009, 60), and that this gift and responsibility for the whole of humanity cannot be limited to a specific religion or society (2009, 61).

Anthropo-cosmic Role of the Human Being
The anthropo-cosmic role of the human being is the first element of Garin’s definition of humanism, and it can be seen in how Sufis developed the Qurʼānic concept of khilāfa (the vicarious role of the human being for God). Both ʿAlāwī and Būdshīshī disciples agree that every human being is the ‘steward and prolongation’ of God’s creation (Geoffroy 2009, 27), which entails a sense of responsibility towards nature and the environment.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://vsmf.fr/lecologie-en-islam-2/ (Accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


Shaykh Bentounes emphasises the importance of an eco-friendly economy and society. More specifically, the ṭarīqa proposes in Algeria a campaign of awareness and education about the environment. The former lands of the ṭarīqa in Mostaganem have been transformed into an educational garden also serving as a meeting place: the Jannāt al-ʿArīf. This garden is dedicated to organic agriculture with an emphasis on biodiversity. Similarly, the Būdshīshiyya promotes local and international events in Europe and Morocco to raise awareness about climate change and ecology, such as the Assises Musulmanes de l'Ecologie à Madagh organised in 2017 by the Būdshīshī Fondation Al-Moutaqa.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://rmsprogramme.wordpress.com/2017/11/10/les-assises-musulmanes-de-lecologie-a-madagh-presentation/ 
 (Accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


A Universal Truth
As regards the conceptualisation of a universal truth, Bentounes considers religious truth to be both absolute and relative: ‘[The truth] is absolute, but at the level of the divine. At the human level it is always relative. The person who says they hold absolute truth divinises themselves. They are no longer a person; they are God ’.[footnoteRef:8] In the same vein, Bentounes explains that the concept of al-maʿrūf,[footnoteRef:9] commonly translated as ‘what is right’, should be translated as ‘what is recognised by everyone as right’.[footnoteRef:10] According to this interpretation, absolute truth consists in what everyone recognises as right. Truth is also relative: ‘No one holds the truth, be it religious, mystical, theological, or scientific. We are only fragments of the truth, and the path of Sufism is only a permanent quest to revivify it’ (Bentounes 2009a, 178).  [8:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.]  [9:  Qur’an, 3:110.]  [10:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.] 


Another example of a universal truth concerns the redefined concept of kāfir (infidel, or one who denies the truth), which is no longer 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; he or she is the unthankful one, whoever does not recognise God’s grace. Hence, the separation between believers and non-believers is not conceived within the frame of religious identities, but within the frame of the (socially unverifiable) relationship between each human being and God (Piraino 2019c).

The universalism described earlier in Bentounes’ ideas can be also be seen at the Rencontre Mondial du Soufisme, an event organised in Morocco by the Būdshīshiyya where a universal vision of religious truth is fostered. On the Būdshīshiyy’s website we can read:

Since the 20th century, the boundaries that separated civilisations and religions have collapsed. No one can ignore the other ‘suns’ anymore. All believers are summoned to be faithful to their tradition, while recognising as valid the other religious forms; otherwise, they might be led to lose faith in their own religion. . . . There is thus a fundamental unity of all sacred laws, and each holds a share of truth.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  https://www.rencontremondialedusoufisme.com/categorie/le-soufisme-et-valeurs-contemporaines/
  (Accessed 18 September 2020.)] 


Similarly to the ʿAlāwiyya, this universal approach to religious truth does not imply the de-Islamisation of Sufi doctrines and practices that characterises other Sufi orders in Europe and the U.S. (Dickson 2016; Sedgwick 2016). On the contrary, as Skali argues, the universal dimension can be understood only by ‘anchoring’ in a specific tradition.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Fieldwork notes, Fez, October 2017.] 


A pluralistic conceptualisation of religious truth is also expressed in the personal experiences of these Sufi disciples. A good example is the conversion of the French rapper Abd Al Malik. His particularly difficult adolescence is described in his autobiographical book Qu’Allah Bénisse la France (May Allah Bless France) (2007). In 1999, he joined the Būdshīshiyya ṭarīqa: ‘Sidi Hamza’s gaze met mine; for a fraction of a second, I was transported by this vision of an ocean of ​​love’ (Abd al Malik 2007, 171). After this spiritual and existential reconciliation, Abd al Malik began a new artistic phase that brought him success, several prizes, and a large following. The central theme of his works and public statements is reconciliation: the ‘challenge of living together’. Hence, he proposes an inclusive universalism, the fruit of both his personal experiences and his vision of spirituality: ‘Difference is a gift... this is what I learn from Sīdī Hamza every day, to be a universal man, filled with love for humanity, for creation’ (Abd al Malik 2014).

This claim of a universal truth, inscribed in Islam and Sufism, can  also be understood as a specific way of reading Islamic history. For example, according to the Sufis mentioned above, religious pluralism is rooted in the history of Islam. The ‘Convivencia’ (coexistence) of the Andalusian period is one of the best examples, along with the Ottoman empire, the first years of Abbasid rule in Baghdad, and of course the revelation period of the prophet Muḥammad in Arabia in the 7th century.  It is interesting to note that when, during a conference, the historical accuracy of this image of the Convivencia (which for some historians is overrated)[footnoteRef:13] was challenged, Shaykh Bentounes argued that even if this was the case, the Andalusian myth could still be used to imagine a better future.[footnoteRef:14] Finally, there are other historical examples that are often mentioned in support of the historical roots of Islamic humanism, in particular the figure of the Sufi and anti-colonial Algerian hero Emir Abdelkader (1808–1883) (Geoffroy 2009, 65), to whom the ʿAlāwiyya dedicated an exhibition, and who is described as a champion of dialogue despite his military role.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Serafín Fanjul, Al-Andalus contra España: la forja del mito (Siglo XXI de España Editores, 2014).]  [14:  Khaled Bentounes fieldwork notes, June 2018, Switzerland.]  [15:  https://fondation-adlania.ch/exposition-emir-adb-el-kader.html (Accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


This universalist discourse takes the form of interfaith dialogue organised locally and internationally by these Sufi orders. The ʿAlāwiyya is particularly active in this field, and the most symbolic achievement of AISA is the recognition of the 16th of May as the ‘International Day of Living Together in Peace’ by the United Nations General Assembly (United Nations General Assembly 2017). Another tangible example of this universalist discourse in the ʿAlāwiyya is its presence in associations devoted to mixed couples, such as Groupe des Foyers Islamo-Chrétiens.[footnoteRef:16] Bentounes supports mixed couples (he himself married a French Catholic woman), even marriages of Muslim women to Christian men, generally considered a heterodox practice. [16:  https://relations-catholiques-musulmans.cef.fr/mariage-islamo-chretien/288534-gfic-association-couples-islamo-chretiens/ (Accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


A Pluralistic Epistemology
This pluralistic approach to religious truth corresponds to a pluralistic approach to knowledge production. The relationship between scientific knowledge (both hard sciences and humanities) and religion is considered extremely positive by the majority of ʿAlāwī disciples. ‘Everything is God, even science. There is not a scientific discovery that is not the work of God!’ says Camilla, president of the Parisian section of AISA.

Furthermore, the ʿAlāwiyya encourages study groups composed of disciples but potentially open to all, in which the Qurʾān, the hadiths, and Sufism are discussed, through traditional hermeneutics but also the methodology of the social sciences. For example, Omar, one of the disciples and discussants of the research group on the Qurʾān, explained to me how the Qurʾān is both an uncreated sacred text and a created historical text that must be contextualised historically to fully understand it. Geoffroy perfectly explains this approach to a religious text:

Reading the Qur’an in a spiritualistic, multidimensional way ensures comprehensiveness because it offers a view unifying both the letter and the spirit of the letter, both reason and supra-reason. It is “revolutionary” in that it activates a permanent revolution in human beings; nothing is gained once and for all in our relationship with the Text (Geoffroy 2009, 130).

The transmission of Islamic and Sufi culture, religion, and spirituality is the primary concern of Shaykh Bentounes. In 1978, he founded the Alif Institut, with the aim of training young people and introducing information technology in ‘third-world countries’ (Bentounes 2009b, 109). In 1984, the Alif Institut produced the first digital versions of the Qurʾān and the hadiths. The ṭarīqa is currently aiming to build a museum of Sufism, which will also be available online. This pluralistic epistemology is not regarded as an innovation, but as part of ʿAlāwī history; in fact, according to these disciples, the founder, Shaykh Al-ʿAlāwī, was interested in Henry Bergson’s philosophy and Albert Einstein’s science. This interest in European philosophies and languages was part of a renewal that also called for a renaissance in the Arabic language and Islamic hermeneutics (Sedgwick 2015, 228).

Similarly to the ʿAlāwiyya,  Būdshīshī disciples mix Islamic hermeneutics with the human and social sciences. Several cultivated disciples call for a hybrid method, where ‘intelligence lets itself be illuminated from on High’, avoiding the ‘aridity of a modernity that has lost symbolic thought’.[footnoteRef:17] Many Sufi intellectuals and artists are engaged in the humanities and social sciences (Éric Geoffroy, Faouzi Skalli, Mounir al-Qādirī al-Būdshīshī, Abd Al Malik). Hence, it is not surprising that the Jewish French philosopher Edgar Morin is often invited to Sufi cultural events organised by the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya. This pluralism and hybridity also concern political figures. For example, in the ʿAlāwī Swiss cultural foundation Adlania, the two political reference points of the ‘culture of peace’[footnoteRef:18] are the Emir Abdelkader and Nelson Mandela (1918-2013), the South African activist and politician.  [17:  Faouzi Skali fieldwork notes, Fez, October 2018. ]  [18:  http://fondation-adlania.ch/culture-de-paix.html (Accessed 18 September 2020.)] 


A Sense of Responsibility Towards Society  
The last element of Garin’s definition of humanism is a sense of responsibility towards society that implies socio-political engagement. In fact, as seen in the AISA association, the teachings of Sufism now include the instruction ‘to carry out specific actions in service to humanity’.[footnoteRef:19] The main themes of this socio-political engagement, both for the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya, are: 1) promoting spiritual democracy, 2) raising awareness about gender inequalities, 3) fostering interfaith dialogue, and 4) raising awareness about ecology and biodiversity (the last two points were described above). [19:  http://aisa-ong.org/qui-sommes-nous/ (Accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


Bentounes argues that the Muslim is ‘the citizen par excellence’,[footnoteRef:20] advising his disciples to participate in political life. The values of tolerance, respect, plurality, equality, fraternity, and freedom are not specific to Europe; rather, they are part of humanity and thus of the Islamic religion. According to this viewpoint, Islam need not be reformed; it need not live through centuries of enlightenment to understand democratic values. On the contrary, in Bentounes’ framework, Islam and Sufism could revivify contemporary democracies. ‘Islam a un rendezvous avec la France’ says Bentounes, and he adds that ‘Islam needs France, as France needs Islam’.[footnoteRef:21] In 1991, he founded the Muslim Scouts of France. This association offers traditional scout activities (camping, education, play, prayer), but is particularly committed to promoting democracy and citizenship. For example, in 2011 this association organised the Flamme de l’Espoir Citoyen , a tour of French cities that fostered political participation and civic engagement among young French citizens in suburban areas.[footnoteRef:22] Furthermore, each year, the Muslim Scouts organise trips for Muslims with limited mobility as part of the ʿUmra (offseason pilgrimage to Mecca).  [20:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.]  [21:  Bentounes, interview conducted in 2014.]  [22:  http://euroscoutinfo.com/2011/05/12/les-scouts-musulmans-de-france-ont-allume-la-flamme-de-lespoir-citoyen/
   (Accessed 18 September 2020.)] 


Bariza Khiari, born in Algeria in 1946, is the first Muslim senator in France. She was vice-president of the Senate from 2011 to 2014, judge of the High Court of Justice of the Republic, and recipient of the Chevalier de l’Ordre national du mérite award. Senator Khiari is a prominent Būdshīshī disciple who advocates for compatibility between Islam and the values ​​of the Republic, secularism, and democracy (Khiari 2012; 2015). Furthermore, she is the president of the Institut des Cultures d’Islam (Institute of Islamic Cultures), known by its acronym ‘ICI’, which also means ‘here’, stressing the presence of Islamic cultures in France. ICI organises conferences, workshops, and exhibitions focused on the plurality of Islamic forms. 

Similarly, the Būdshīshī rapper Abd Al Malik supports the concept of ‘spiritual democracy’ proposed by Stéphane Hessel and the Dalai Lama,[footnoteRef:23] and he affirms: ‘Republican values ​​are the vehicles of spirituality’.[footnoteRef:24] This conciliatory spirit does not rule out critiques of French society. For example, Abd Al Malik strongly criticised the caricatures of the prophet Muḥammad published in the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo. According to him, they ‘contributed to the progression of Islamophobia, racism, and mistrust towards all Muslims’.[footnoteRef:25] Abd Al Malik supports Republican values ​​but at the same time calls for a reformulation (Piraino 2019b). [23:  Stéphane Hessel and Dalaï-Lama, Déclarons la paix ! Pour un progrès de l’esprit (Montpellier: Indigène éd., 2012).]  [24:  http://www.telerama.fr/livre/abd-al-malik-l-islam-est-meconnu-par-les-musulmans-eux-memes-et-par-les-autres,123130.php (Accessed 07 July 2021.)]  [25:  http://www.telerama.fr/livre/abd-al-malik-l-islam-est-meconnu-par-les-musulmans-eux-memes-et-par-les-autres,123130.php (accessed 07 July 2021.)] 


This is an unprecedented time we have the opportunity to live in, a time in which it is possible to reinvent ourselves, a time in which we have the opportunity to correct and then rewrite our collective history, to improve a future in an uncertain present, a time in which, literally under the death penalty, we are called upon to start dreaming again (Abd al Malik 2013, 175).

Skali argues that there is a difference between a qualitative democracy based on ethics and shared values and a quantitative democracy based on procedures,[footnoteRef:26] and he calls for a ‘spiritual democracy’, where religious values contribute to the betterment of contemporary society. As regards the issue of laïcité (French secular culture and system), many French and Belgian Būdshīshī disciples told me that the problem is not the principle in itself, but its Islamophobic applications: ‘They [the French government] say one thing and do the opposite’.[footnoteRef:27] These Sufi disciples do not consider the separation of religion and government problematic per se; what is considered problematic is the banning of religious symbols from public space. [26:  Faouzi Skali fieldwork notes, Fez, October 2017.]  [27:  Fieldwork notes, Paris, 2017.] 


The AISA association is committed to raising awareness regarding women’s rights, especially in the Maghreb region. In 2014, I participated in the Congrès International Féminin – Paroles aux femmes (Let Women Speak) organised in the city of Oran in Algeria. More than 3,000 people attended this conference, which brought together researchers, journalists, Islamic religious leaders from around the world, and representatives of the Algerian government. According to the ʿAlāwiyya and AISA, they did not want to impose a specific perspective, but rather to initiate the debate on women and the feminine. They thus invited psychologists, social scientists, journalists, religious leaders, and feminists with various perspectives. 

The Būdshīshī approach to gender is similar. For example, in 2019 the Belgian association VSMB organised a seminar on ‘women in Islamic spirituality’, inviting intellectuals and the public to discuss gender in Islam. Instead of presenting a univocal perspective, they chose to discuss different approaches. Some defended a traditional-conservative vision, calling for the right to wear the Islamic veil and give up a career in paid employment to stay at home with their children. Others promoted a liberal interpretation of gender norms. Despite the differences, they all agreed that Muslim women themselves have the right to choose how to live and practice Islam.

The attention to gender equality was also seen in the presence of several female Sufi spokespersons and public figures. I have already mentioned Camilla, the president of the French AISA association, and Senator Khiari, but there are other examples, such as Yousra Dahry, the Belgian actress and journalist, and the American lawyer and journalist Courtney Erwin, a convert to Islam, who works in Moroccan television. 
Islamic Humanism and the Sufi Orders 
The Islamic humanism of the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya is more a religious discourse, rather than a reformist project or a specific ideology. It is not coherent or uniform and leaves open several questions. For example, the relationship with religious otherness in these Sufi orders is not defined once and for all; although all the Sufis presented in this research would agree on respecting religious otherness, the potential outcomes are very different. 

An illuminating anecdote is a discussion among Būdshīshī disciples that I witnessed at the Festival of Sufi Culture in 2018. A disciple stated that all religions shared an absolute truth, but that Islam was the best way to achieve spiritual purification. The Būdshīshī intellectual Skali rapidly responded, explaining that it made no sense to establish hierarchies among religions. Another disciple agreed with him, because establishing hierarchies would be childish, but at the same time he argued that Islam was the most recent monotheistic revelation. To summarise, in this humanist discourse, there is no common theological strategy on how to unravel the complicated questions of universality and particularity. How to reconcile a universal truth with supersessionism is an open question.

Furthermore, openness towards otherness and the discourse on human beings are not limited to the sphere of religion but, as I have showed, also concern the sphere of gender. That said, there is no consensus among these Sufis on how the question of gender should be addressed. We have seen that at these Sufi events, there were contrasting views on the correct practices of pious Muslim women.

Another complicated subject that unsettles this universalist perspective is homosexuality. A good example is the Belgian-Moroccan LGBTQ activist and Būdshīshī disciple Hassān Jarfi, who became an activist after the torture and murder of his 30-year-old son Ihsane in Liège in 2012, a crime linked to homophobia. Hassān Jarfi created the ‘Ihsane Jarfi Foundation Against Homophobia’, which focuses on intercultural debate and aims to raise awareness of homophobia in Belgium and Morocco.[footnoteRef:28]  Some Būdshīshī disciples deem Jarfi’s socio-political engagement to be consistent with the Islamic humanism professed by the Būdshīshiyya, while others disagree and are reluctant to talk about homosexuality, considering it a sin and ‘against nature’. Similarly, when in 2013 the law approving same sex marriage was passed in France, I witnessed mixed reactions; some Būdshīshī disciples were opposed and demonstrated against it, while others were favourable. Again, the borders of otherness are not clearly defined.  [28:  https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/news/ihsane-jarfi/  (Accessed 18 September 2020.)] 


The ambiguity and porosity of the borders of otherness are both a strength and a weakness of this Islamic humanism. They are a weakness because they produce the tensions previously described, but at the same time they bring together disciples with different perspectives on morality, politics, and religion. Both conservative and progressive disciples articulate the humanist discourse according to their sensibilities.

The humanist discourse has impacted the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya in different ways. In the ʿAlāwiyya it stemmed from its leader, Shaykh Bentounes, who reconfigured his ṭarīqa in the 1990s and 2000s according to this humanist mission. The ʿAlāwī disciples who did not share this humanist vision of Sufism and Islam probably left at that point. Social activities are not just a side project in the ʿAlāwiyya; they are a fundamental part of purifying disciples’ souls. For example, a Belgian-Moroccan disciple told me that when he asked Bentounes to add more dhikr to his practice, the shaykh suggested he do a few days of volunteer work in Algeria, planting new trees in the Jannāt al-ʿArīf and contributing to the ecological activities of the ʿAlāwiyya. The disciples I met, both in Europe and North Africa, embrace the ideas of Shaykh Bentounes, even if some admit they do not understand the overall project. Several disciples underline that the ʿAlāwiyya’s role is to shake up conformist disciples. Hence, Shaykh Bentounes’ challenging of ideas about religious truth and gender roles is in line with the thought-provoking approaches of Shaykh Al-ʿAlāwī and Shaykh Būzīydī. According to the hagiographies, the former challenged gender roles by teaching his adopted daughter, Kheira, to swim and ride horses, activities that were considered reserved to men; the latter shocked his disciples in the 19th century by going into brothels and preaching to sex workers, and even exhorting some disciples to marry them (Bentounes 2009a, 31). The only complaint by ʿAlāwī disciples, which I heard several times, concerns Bentounes’ absence from collective rituals. They would like to spend more time with their shaykh, who devotes most of his time to socio-political activities. 

The impact of the humanist discourse is completely different in the Būdshīshiyya. First of all, it does not concern the whole ṭarīqa. There are several Būdshīshī disciples engaged in socio-political activities, but, unlike in the ʿAlāwiyya, these activities are not part of the spiritual path. Hence, there are many disciples who take part in the spiritual life of the Būdshīshiyya without participating in the socio-political dimension. Secondly, the humanist discourse has not been developed by the leaders (Shaykh Hamza previously and Shaykh Jamāl today), but mainly by intellectuals, artists, and politicians, even though we have seen how Moulay Mounir (next in line to be shaykh) is promoting it. Finally, the humanist discourse in the Būdshīshiyya is more recent than in the ʿAlāwiyya, and the VSMF and VSMB associations are less structured, so it may be too early to analyse this ongoing religious and political change. 

The Belgian Būdshīshī convert Van den Broeck, one of the first Muslim public figures in Belgium, has perfectly grasped the tension between the humanist discourse and the Sufi order, expressing his doubts about the new public role of Sufism and its possible dangers. During an interview in 2018 he told me that when he converted in the 1980s, everything was focused on rituals and Islamic doctrines; the humanist engagement was absent.

From the moment you put your ego on display, you contradict Sufism. Sīdī Mounir voices a paradox by almost saying the opposite. He says, you’re the ones who think about always fighting your ego, so you’re the victims of your ego [you don’t think about others]. Those who work for the common good in the world [bel agir in the original French version] are those who actually fight their ego. Who’s right? I think we’re in a new phase of Sufism. Personally, I don’t want to take sides.
Islamic Humanism and Islam
Many conservative Algerian and French Muslims consider Bentounes’ ideas on religious norms, gender equality, and religious pluralism as unorthodox. However, this shaykh does not seek to impose his ideas; his approach is once again conciliatory and non-confrontational. One of Bentounes’ favourite mottoes is ‘debattre pour ne pas se battre’ [we must debate to avoid fighting each other].[footnoteRef:29] As regards Salafist and Islamist militants, Bentounes’ critiques of Wahhabism are often tempered by his call for intra-faith dialogue: [29:  Research fieldwork notes, Geneva, 2018.] 


We need to open the doors of debate in our countries. . . . Let the Salafi, the Muslim Brother, the secularist, the agnostic, and the Sufi speak freely and suggest solutions.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  https://www.reuters.com/article/ozatp-algeria-sufi-idAFJOE78908M20110910 (Accessed 18 September 2020.)] 


This conciliatory approach is evident not only in public declarations, but also in dealing with issues of everyday life. For example, in 2014 I witnessed a discussion among some French disciples, who complained that the Muslim Scouts founded by Bentounes had been ‘invaded’ by Salafists. Some of them called for a Salafist ban, but others, including Bentounes, insisted that the cohabitation was necessary and even useful. In fact, they could influence the young Salafists through their adab (proper conduct). That said, this generally quietist approach is sometimes disrupted by anger and discomfort, especially in the aftermath of jihadi terrorist attacks that killed ʿAlāwī disciples, among others, both in France in 2016 and in Egypt in 2017. 

The Būdshīshiyya has a similar conciliatory approach. Nevertheless, among some disciples there is a normative tendency, well represented by the French politician Bariza Khiari, who described Sufism as ‘the bastion against radical Islam’ (Khiari 2015, 42). Sufism is the solution, which resonates with a well-known Islamist slogan. Furthermore, she talked about how the Būdshīshiyya intervened in 2011 in Morocco to support the King and save Morocco from the protesters of the February 20 Movement, which she described as the expression of Islamic radicalism, a position which discredits a heterogeneous protest (Khiari 2015, 20).
 
The reader who is familiar with the history of Islamic reformism, especially in the work of Muḥammad ʿAbduh (1849–1905), Maḥmūd Muḥammad Ṭāhā (1909–1985), and Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd (1943–2010), will have undoubtedly noticed the continuity between the humanist discourse presented here and the Islamic reformism of the aforementioned authors. I am referring to epistemological hybridity, which merges social sciences with Qurʾānic exegesis, the universalist discourse on religious truth, and the focus on gender equality. ʿAbduh, in particular, developed the idea of a ‘Muslim humanism’ (Vatikiotis 1957) characterised by a sense of social responsibility and a rationalist and historical approach to religion (Vatikiotis 1957, 59, 72). According to ʿAbduh, humanism could challenge the rigidity of Islamic traditional forms, contributing to reforming religious teaching (Vatikiotis 1957, 64–65). 

Despite these common elements, there are also some discontinuities, especially as regards the conceptualisation of rationality. We have seen that in the humanist discourse of the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya there is an accent on the equilibrium between rationality and intuition, between rationalist analysis and metaphysics. But the most significant difference concerns the idea of reform. In fact, these Sufis do not propose a reform of Islam, because it would remain within the framework of exterior forms, without touching the kernel of Islam (Geoffroy 2009, 87). According to Geoffroy, Muslims do not need a reformation; they need to focus on the interior and spiritual dimension of Islam (2009, 74), implying a ‘revolution of meaning’ (2009, 85). Hence, these Sufis do not challenge the Islamic ‘tradition’ and the Maliki fiqh in which they are embedded, but they do reformulate some elements, emphasising spiritual comprehension, freedom, and responsibility, without questioning the whole structure of tradition and fiqh.

One could argue that this approach is reformist in its essence—another reformist strategy—even if it does not call for reform. That said, the absence of a clear and coherent reformist program suggests something different. This approach seems to be a way to encourage pluralistic discussion instead of monistic understanding, the former being part of Islamic history, since in Islam ‘the ethics of disagreement’ (l’éthique du désaccord) has flourished (Geoffroy 2009, 54). Again, the vagueness, porosity, and ambiguity of the humanist discourse represent both a strength and a weakness. There is no normative program to follow, creating competing views, but at the same time this opens the door to debate.

Conclusions: Differences from and Overlaps with Traditionalism, the New Age, and Moderate and Progressive Sufism(s)
In this article, I have described a religious and socio-political trend I define as Islamic humanist discourse, which expresses the centrality of the human being within the frame of a divine project. It entails a universalism that does not imply relativisation of Islamic doctrines and norms, epistemological hybridity, or socio-political engagement. This humanism brings together people with different political, moral, and religious backgrounds. At the festival of Sufi culture in Fez, organised by Būdshīshī disciples, you could find the ʿālim, the cosmopolitan artist, and the anthropologist, who have different and competing perspectives. Yet they are united in an elusive yet powerful discourse on humanity. 

As I stated in the introduction, every universalist discourse is by definition imperfect, unachieved. In the case of the humanist discourse in the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya, we have seen that LGBTQ issues are still a taboo for many Sufi disciples, despite the engagement of some disciples (cf. Jarfi). Another category excluded from this universalist discourse is that of Islamists and Salafists, who are sometimes demonised (cf. Khiari), while others try to negotiate (cf. Bentounes).

We could describe this Islamic humanism as one universalist discourse among others, since in the recent history of Sufism and Islam, there have been different universalist discourses. In these conclusions, I will indicate some overlapping areas and some differences between Islamic humanism and Traditionalist Sufism, New Age Sufism, neo-liberal Islam, and ‘progressive’ Islam.

Despite a similar conception of universal truth, there are several features of Traditionalism that differ from Islamic humanism, such as a certain mistrust towards social and natural sciences (Guénon 1950, chap. 33) and an anti-modernism and moral conservatism out of keeping with the narratives on gender equality and spiritual democracy. Furthermore, Sufi orders shaped by Traditionalism, such as the Mariamiyya (Frithjof Schuon), the Darqāwiyya (Roger Maridort), and the Aḥmadiyya-Idrīsiyya Shādhiliyya (Abd Al-Wahid Pallavicini), have often taken the form of sectarian movements (Zarcone and Vale 1999; Piraino 2016; 2019a) radically different from the openness professed by the Sufis discussed above.

The Sufi orders influenced or shaped by the New Age discourse are completely different. In some cases, the Islamic dimension of Sufism has been almost erased; see for example Sufi Sam’s Dances of Universal Peace (Sedgwick 2016). In other cases, the influence of the New Age discourse has been more subtle, influencing ‘orthodox’ Sufi orders such as the Naqshbandiyya-Ḥaqqāniyya, implying doctrinal bricolage, spectacularisation of rituals, and customable Sufism, and requiring only a loose commitment from disciples (Piraino 2020a; 2020b). These elements would be regarded as problematic by the ʿAlāwī and the Būdshīshī disciples, who practice a Sunni Islam that puts the accent on the spiritual and ethical dimension of the norms, but does not challenge the idea of religious norms and tradition. Finally, ʿAlāwī and Būdshīshī disciples are often engaged in communal life both for collective religious practices and social activities, which require considerable time and energy, in contrast to the New Age loose commitment.

The Islamic humanist discourse resonates with the ‘moderate’ neo-liberal Islam described by Rosemary Corbett (2016), epitomised by the religious/political movement founded in New York at the beginning of the 2000s by Feisal Abdul Raouf. According to Corbett, Raouf’s moderate Islam focuses on the merits of community service, meritocracy, and the free-market, and it fails to address the structural racism and economic injustice that characterise the U.S. 

The overlap between the ʿAlāwiyya, the Būdshīshiyya, and Raouf’s movement concerns the ‘Abrahamic’ religious pluralism that unites Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and the correspondence between Islamic values and the democratic values of pluralism and tolerance. Furthermore, they share a social approach focused on cultural and interfaith dialogue. However, there are important differences. First of all, there is the religious and cultural context. Raouf calls for adjusting Islam to American culture, which also implies downplaying cultural differences (Corbett 2016, 140). As for the humanist discourse of the ʿAlāwiyya and the Būdshīshiyya, it is not limited to the European context; in fact the opposite is true, with many activities organised in Algeria and Morocco. These Sufi orders challenge some elements of Islamic tradition, but instead of adapting to American modernity, they create their own modernity. Furthermore, the cultural and regional differences in Islam that Raouf would like to reform are cherished by these Sufi orders, which recognise a pluralist understanding of Islam. 

The most important difference concerns the positive value ascribed to capitalism in the moderate Islam professed by Raouf, which to my knowledge is not found in these Sufi orders. Raouf’s religious and political reforms draw from Michael Novak’s work on religious capitalism (1991), in opposition to both secular and religious socialisms. Furthermore, this religious capitalism has a racial dimension, suggesting that the economic difficulties of some ethnic minority groups in the United States are due to a lack of will rather than to systemic racism and discrimination. In my ethnographic fieldwork with these Sufi orders, I have encountered several times the importance of committing to religion, family, and work. Economic success is not frowned upon in these Sufi orders, if it allows one to respect other social and religious obligations. However, the capitalist system is frequently criticised, especially as regards materialism, social injustice, and its impact on climate change. 

Despite some overlap as regards gender, ecology, and human rights, the label ‘progressive’ used by Omid Safi (2003) would only describe a tiny portion of the Sufis presented here. Furthermore, according to Safi, to be labelled ‘progressive’ these Sufis would have to engage in a critique of power that contradicts the strategies of collaboration with and/or co-optation by nation-state powers. This is even more true if we use the framework of progressive Islam developed by Farid Esack, who considers anti-imperialism and liberation theology to be the basis of progressive Islamic engagement (2018, 80). 

One could wonder if the Islamic humanism presented here is the fruit of Western modernity or if it draws mainly on its ‘traditional’ Islamic-Sufi or Neoplatonic sources. I fear that an exhaustive answer is not possible and that this question risks creating a false dichotomy. It would assume that we know what Sufis ‘really’ think (and we cannot) and that values such as pluralism and tolerance should be framed only in Western societies, incidentally reproducing Fukuyama’s belief in Western superiority and the ‘end of history’ (2006). I propose to think rather in terms of a plurality of modernities (Eisenstadt 2000) in which these Sufis promote their own modernity/worldview, merging different traditions and producing their own discourse. 

Finally, universalist discourses offer the opportunity to enter the public arena of Islam and politics, where we can find all different kinds of (Sufi) political engagement: neoliberal (Corbett 2016; Lipton 2011), liberal with a theocon influence (Dickson 2014), conservative elitist (Piraino 2019a), progressive (Safi 2003; Shaikh 2012; Kugle 2011), Islamic humanist, and probably many others. The plurality of universalist discourses and their different political outcomes challenge the false dichotomies, widely disseminated, which set up the ‘bad Muslim’ in opposition to the ‘good Sufi’ (Philippon 2015; Safi 2011)—or, on the other side of the coin, the ‘authentic Muslim’ in opposition to ‘the domesticated Sufi’, who is supposedly ready to sacrifice his Muslim-ness in order to be welcomed by Western modernity. 
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