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ABSTRACT
This issue investigates the ways in which the Sufi repertoire of heuristic categories 
of intellectual and spiritual maturation (e.g. batin, spiritual growth, intuitional 
knowledge and inner awareness) may converge, intersect, and also diverge from 
modern epistemologies of the inner self. In doing so, the contributions touch upon 
two questions in particular. On the one hand, they discuss the relation between 
selfhood and the transcendent, describing not only how the self is built but also 
how it is somehow unbuilt in the relationship with the divine: rather than defined 
through its ‘inner’ boundaries, the self is seen as emerging continuously on 
the background of a wider horizon of existence, that is, the transcendental 
dimension of life. On the other hand, the authors highlight the overlaps 
between notions belonging to the Islamic tradition and modern discourses on 
interiority, tracing out the specific social and micro-political issues that lie 
behind this entanglement through key experiential notions such as dhawq, 
love, imagination, dreams and visions. In such a way, the papers tell about the 
strive of translating transcendence into new forms of sociality which may 
subvert, substitute or be alternative to institutionalised, established mundane 
and also religious forms of interaction and inter-subjectivity.
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Sufism has had a constitutive role in seminal debates within both the sociol-
ogy and the anthropology of Islam. Max Weber interpreted it as ‘Sufi mysticism’ 
which he intended alternatively as a pietistic self-exclusionary practice and a 
‘corrupt’ variant of orthodox Islam. As such, if on the one hand it had empow-
ered Islam by conquering the hearts of people who were gradually included 
within Islamic lands (Dar al-Islam) during the Islamic expansion, on the other it 
had introduced ‘magical’ and ‘orgiastic’ elements into mainstream Islam. Such 
change according to Weber compromised the possibility for Islam of developing 
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into a rationalising religion oriented towards in-worldly asceticism, as it instead 
happened for European Protestantism (Turner 1974, 235). While later anthropo-
logical studies on Islam have generally overlooked the question of the ration-
alisation of religion so dear to Weber, they have anyway reproduced some of 
his orientalising oppositions. They have indeed distinguished between Sufism, 
intended as the expression of a ‘low Islam’ made of saints and shrines, close to 
uneducated people living in the peripheries of the Muslim empires or in the 
poor urban centres, and a ‘high Islam’ belonging to the urbanised and cultivated 
Muslims (Gellner 1981; Geertz 1968; Cf. Asad 1986).1 This contrast has influenced 
scholarship for a long time, so that Sufism has often been described as anti-
thetical to modernity, and brotherhoods doomed to disappear in the modern 
world. In line with one of Weber’s main understandings of Sufism, the underlying 
argument was that given the allegedly ‘ecstatic’ nature of Sufi practices and their 
other-worldly ‘transcendental’ goals, they were incompatible with the modern 
need for grounding faith in reason, purity and engagement in society.2

Michael Gilsenan’s (1973) work on Sufism in Modern Egypt signs a landmark 
in questioning this take. After this, more recent studies have ethnographically 
described the persisting presence of Sufi traditions in both Muslim majority 
societies and beyond (Bruinessen and Howell 2007; Geaves, Dressler, and 
Klinkhammer 2009; Raudvere and Leif 2009). It has been argued, in this per-
spective, that Sufism is compatible with modern life, its technological, social and 
transnational dimensions. Works focusing on the transnational character of Sufi 
brotherhoods often suggest that, because of its more or less traditional reliance 
on charismatic leadership, Sufism has the creative and imaginative potential 
to bridge cultural and spatial distances (Rytter 2014 Werbner 2003; Werbner 
and Basu 1998). Other works argue that Sufism is more flexible and less dog-
matic than other forms of Islam both in terms of social organisation (Chih 2007; 
Silverstein 2007) and of pedagogical path (Genn 2007; Sedgwick 2004; Soares 
2007) thus proving more adaptable to different sociocultural settings. In this 
perspective, Sufism has been seen as compatible with the modern emphasis 
on the individual. For instance, some studies argue that the Sufi tradition fore-
grounds individualised ways of establishing contact with the divine (Chih 2007), 
while others show that Sufi notions of inner growth and self-improvement are 
easily reformulated to merge with new age spirituality and/or the demands of 
the neoliberal market – with its modern standards of individual autonomy and 
social success (Howell 2001).

Expanding critically on the latter trend, this issue tackles the binary Sufism/
Modernity from yet a different perspective. It diverts the attention from the 
structural, social and economic blending of Sufism and modern life in order 
to explore the convergence of Sufi and modernity’s focus on individuals’ inner 
dimension, intended as the primary heuristic site of self-discovery and knowl-
edge. Aware of the different articulations of ‘modernity’ not only in the world 
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but within the West itself, as well as of the highly contested nature of the term, 
we operatively understand modernity as a discourse/project that ‘aims at insti-
tutionalising a number of (sometimes conflicting, often evolving) principles’ 
(Asad 2003, 13) and that is supported by specific epistemologies. Among these, 
most challenged by the papers is the mainstream Protestant, and more widely 
European let us say, epistemology of subjectivity, conceiving of the ‘self’ as 
marked by an inward depth, and defining a space unconstrained by material 
and social entanglements (Taylor 1989; see also Keane 2002; Pandian 2010; Wilf 
2011). In this tradition, the subject’s ‘inner forum’ becomes an essential feature 
produced by a religious and philosophical emphasis on the phenomenological 
uniqueness of the individual’s experience of the self and of the world (see also 
Vicini and Klinkhammer in this issue). But this is not the only modern episte-
mology discussed. Also other Western ideas of the self, where materiality and 
externality have a say – such as holistic-Gestalt inspired notions of selfhood 
among others - are taken into account by the papers, and explored in their 
intersection with Sufi traditions.

This issue investigates the ways in which these modern epistemologies of 
the self, and their related discourse on interiority, may converge, intersect, but 
also diverge from notions of batin, spiritual growth, intuitional knowledge and 
inner awareness that constitute, among others, the Sufi heuristic repertoire for 
intellectual and spiritual maturation. If indeed the appeal of the Sufi tradition 
in the contemporary world is partially due to a convergence with modern epis-
temologies of the self, on the other hand the specificity of Sufism has histori-
cally rested on its capacity of sedating the tension between the spiritual and 
practical levels of faith allowing for the construction of trust at a local level 
(Salvatore 2016, 78–88). Both in the past and in contemporary settings, this 
has been achieved by means of collective ecstatic practices, by means of which 
individual spirituality is reoriented towards the search for the common good, 
and the individual self is transcended.

Scholars have described how Sufi practitioners have been able to reshape 
their meditative practices, teachings and techniques by appropriating modern 
discourses on physical culture and the healthy self (Green 2007), the entre-
preneurial self (Howell 2001, 2012), modern psychological notions (Abenante 
2013; El Shakry 2014; Pandolfo 2007) or even modern visions of a new econ-
omy (Bubandt 2009). At the same time,however, this scholarship has shown 
that the kind of selves that these movements propose are grounded on a 
more or less explicit discourse on transcendence, which reorients practitioners 
towards goals that are both less contingent and more social with respect to 
modern disciplines of the self. In particular, the aspiration for the transcendent, 
which could be defined as an open-ended strive towards moral perfectibility 
(Khan 2012), is reflected in the concrete endeavour to establish new forms 
of sociality and intersubjective relations in this world in face of established 
social orders.
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The contributions collected in this volume investigate Sufism, conceived in 
its broadest definition , from this double perspective. If on the one hand they 
pay attention to how Sufi notions bearing on the inner dimension intertwine 
with resembling modern epistemologies of the self, on the other they scrutinise 
how these same notions and practices are linked to transcendence. The articles 
does so by engaging with cases ranging from more conventional tarikat-bound 
manifestations to more reformed oriented ‘neo-Sufi’ expressions, covering a 
geographical span that goes from Europe to the Middle East, Asia and the Indian 
continent.

Transcending the self in the anthropology of Islam

In the anthropology of Islam several ethnographies focusing on self-forma-
tion have drawn attention to the specific architecture of selfhood assumed 
by Reformist movements in Egypt. Triggered by the asadian oriented works of 
Mahmood (2005) and Hirschkind (2006), they have abundantly discussed the 
understanding of interiority and its relation to exteriority within these move-
ments. By reference to al-Ghazali and Averroes, Islamic reformism picks up a 
notion of ethics that scholars have traced as far back as to Aristotle, for whom 
ethics was intended as the personal cultivation of sensibilities and habits, and 
virtue (arēté) as individual excellence (Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005; Turner 
2012). By relying on practices of self-pedagogy and discipline, reformist-oriented 
contemporary Islamic movements in Egypt understand interiority to be an archi-
tecture of feelings and emotions that, far from being authentic, untouchable 
and set in unreachable depths, as Web Keane (2002) argues for the Protestant 
self, may be disciplined and moulded through conscious effort.

Since the publication of these seminal studies, ethnographies highlighting 
the importance that discipline and self-fashioning have in the life of Muslims 
have proliferated. In parallel, other works have preferred to look at the conver-
gence between modern discourses and such Islamic disciplines and selfhoods 
(Abenante 2013; El Shakry 2014; Howell 2001, 2012; Pandolfo 2007). A common 
trait in all these ethnographies, however, is that while they deal with Islamic 
disciplines and their power over the subject, they rarely talk about God and the 
relation believers establish with Him.3 In more general terms, they all overlook 
the ways in which the transcendent is present, orients and is dealt with in con-
tingent life as people attempt at understanding, and eventually transforming, 
oneself.

A recent thread of studies has paved the path in retrieving the role of 
the transcendent in the formulation of Muslim horizons and life-trajectories 
(Elliot 2016; Gaibazzi 2015; Mittermaier 2011; Schielke 2009). In her work on 
dreaming in Islam, Amira Mittermaier (2011) has explored the limits between 
human and divine agency, drawing attention to the import of transcendental 
powers in religious disciplines of the self. In particular, she has illustrated how 
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self-disciplining practices of a visionary dreamer find a limit in the opening 
towards the response of the divine. The Muslim may discipline him/herself to 
piety but this, Mittermaier notes, is only the condition to become receptive of 
God’s will and his unfathomable gifts, in the form of dream visions, and not a 
self-fulfilling enclosed process. In this way, the work of Mittermaier poses the 
question of how nonhuman agency should be included in our explorations of 
Islamic practice and selfhood and invites to ponder the potentialities and limits 
of self-discipline from a new perspective.

Other recent approaches (e.g. Elliot 2016; Gaibazzi 2015) have importantly 
recognised the role of the transcendent in everyday life. In line with the argu-
ment that there is at times too much Islam in the anthropology of Islam (Schielke 
2010), they have called for an ethnography of Muslim people’s life-worlds that 
drops the focus on Islamic disciplines and the building of the Muslim subjec-
tivities (Asad 1993; Mahmood 2005) in favour of a major attention for people’s 
multiple, ambivalent and often conflicting commitments (Schielke 2009, 2010; 
Schielke and Debevec 2012). In this perspective, transcendence is mainly 
approached through the question of destiny, and the role people ascribe to it 
while coping with urgencies and ordinary life. Destiny appears as a horizon of 
signification through which single individuals address their existential concerns, 
but also orient their actions accordingly and by reckoning with their future, 
intended as their hope for self-realisation and their share in life. Destiny is itself 
discussed in relation to individual freedom and choice to explore questions such 
as: what agency people give to fate in the work of life? Is the reckoning with fate 
itself restrictive or productive of individual agency? How does destiny relate to 
different notions of freedom? (Elliot and Menin, forthcoming; Schielke 2009). 
Elliot (2016) for example describes the role that young Moroccan women in the 
coming age of marriage ascribe to destiny in their search for an appropriate 
husband; while Gaibazzi (2015) discusses invocations of ‘luck’, the Islamic rizq, 
as grounds for hope and self-realisation. These approaches are importantly new 
in recognising the role of the transcendent in everyday life. However, they have 
generally dropped Mittermaier’s attention for the forms of encounter between 
human and divine in specifically religious disciplines and practices, and the place 
of the transcendent in the shaping of religious selfhoods. It is this attention to 
the relation between the religious self and the transcendent that the contribu-
tions to this volume specifically address.

Rethinking transcendence in Sufi practice and beyond

Differently from the works cited above, in this issue the relation with transcend-
ence supersedes individual concerns and aspirations, and neither destiny nor 
self-realisation are at issue. And this is for different reasons. First, the papers 
in this volume position themselves more conventionally than the works of 
Schielke (2009), Schielke and Debevec (2012), Gaibazzi (2015), Elliot and Menin, 
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forthcoming and Elliot (2016) in the ethnographic field of religious disciplines 
and practices. By looking at religious practitioners who are consciously commit-
ted to a religious path, they explore the different possible articulations of the 
self with regard to transcendence within Sufi settings. Second, the contributors 
only indirectly address the question of individual freedom and the boundaries 
between human and divine agency. They are more directly concerned with the 
specific modalities in which the self, the human being, the insan, emerges from 
its encounter with the transcendent and vice versa; namely with the specific 
forms divine presence takes when it is embodied in a human life.

In tracing the connection between notions of the self back to Islamic tradi-
tion, the authors focus the attention on the barzakh: the porous boundary that 
separates and connects the two main dimensions of human existence, namely 
the contingent and the transcendent, man and God, the batin and the zahir. Only 
at a second reading, one can derive a questioning of the limit between human 
and divine agency, an issue that is tied more directly to modern epistemologies 
of selfhood and to the vocabulary of subjectivity. Indeed, if destiny too is one 
manifestation of the divine in human life, it is a manifestation specifically bound 
to questions of freedom, choice and the subject’s agency in everyday life.

The articles in this collection, instead, describe a variety of other manifesta-
tions of transcendence, that bring forth other questions and issues which are 
less linked to the limits of the subject and to individual action and more so to 
the ethos of existence. What does it mean to believe that one’s own life is but a 
situated manifestation of a wider and unfathomable reality, Fabio Vicini asks in 
his ethnography on a Nur community in Turkey. On the same line, by exploring 
the notion of dhawq, taste, among Egyptian brothers and European converts to 
Shadhili brotherhood, Paola Abenante’s papers asks what it takes to recognize 
one’s individual sensations and affects as being but a finite experience of the 
infinity of divine creation. How is it to live a love-relationship with a human 
being knowing that this relationship is, actually, a relationship with God? Pnina 
Webner explores this question by describing the diverse shades of love between 
Zindapir, a Sufi master, and his disciples

Yet, the ethnographies in this volume describe not only how the self is built 
but also how it is somehow unbuilt in the relationship with the divine: the 
human being, the insan, rather than defined through its boundaries, is seen as 
emerging continuously on the background of a wider horizon of existence: 
the transcendental dimension of life. Following Wittgenstein, Veena Das 
(2007) has suggested a way of looking at subjectivity as emerging at the 
moment of expe-rience, wherefore the subject is also the condition of 
experience. This insight has been very fitting and useful for our specific field 
of inquiry. However here, as a result of this collective work with our 
contributors, we wish to go slightly forward with respect to our starting point 
and undress it from the vocabulary of subjectivity. If in line with our initial call 
the contributors to this volume refer to subjectivity, on the grounds of the 
further insights we gather from their research, 
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we now suggest to talk about the human being, the insan. This is a term proper 
to the Islamic tradition which may more easily verge on the scholarly ‘selfhood’ 
than on the vocabulary of ‘subjectivity’.

The self as insan-human being can be thought as a limit, the boundary of the 
transcendental dimension: the always specific and changing location in and 
through which the divine universe takes its contingent and contextual form as 
a specific experience of it. Going back to Wittgenstein, this configuration of the 
self can be imagined as the eye that looks at the world and reads it through 
shared codes of meaning (Hagberg 2002). In our specific case, the self becomes 
the human gaze on the world which folds the transcendent in the specificity 
of social relations, with their orientations, hierarchies, power dynamics and 
constraints. Kasmani’s ethnography on fakirs in Sehwan Sherif, Pakistan, makes 
this point in particular when describing Jamal, one of the fakirs in the paper. 
Jamal’s body-self is the space of a trance-like encounter with those lost fairies 
and spirits that do not have a place in the institutionalised shrines of Sehwan’s 
patron saints. The fakir’s self, as a barzakh between this and the other world, folds 
the transcendent into the power relations of everyday life in Sehwan Sherif, and 
makes the transcendent play a role in the local dynamics of recognition of 
different forms of worship.

At the same time the self also represents the location where the inverse 
process takes place: where the contextual and contingent form of existences, 
human sensibilities and experiences are given meaning within the wider horizon 
of sense of Islam and the universe of its spiritual guides. In this process, the self 
is diluted, un-build, or unbound, as suggested by the title of our issue.

On this line her paper Hatsuki Aishima describes how a prominent Sufi in 
Egypt, Abdel Halim Mahmud, grounds his initiation to Sufism in the abdication 
of individual choice, as the outcome of ‘being chosen’ by a master. This is the 
first step within the process of annihilation of the self in God, the fana’ fi-llah. In 
order to complete this path and to unfold their-selves in God and in his 
higher and unfathomable will, individuals let go the attachment to contingent 
interests and try to translate these interests into a higher order of values, of 
course not always successfully. Paulo Pinto’s detailed phenomenological 
description of the hadra collective ritual in the zawiya al-Badinjkiyya in Aleppo 
identifies some of the fol-lowing steps of this path: individual experiences 
within the ritual are connected, through symbols, to the exemplary lives of 
saints and so encompassed in the wider reality of the Umma. It is around this 
indissoluble link between the human being and transcendence that the forms 
of selfhood described in these papers mark their similarities and differences 
with respect to modern epistemologies.

It is worth highlighting here that the ambivalence due to the encounter 
between modern epistemologies of interiority and Islamic traditions of thought 
bears especially upon the notions of the batin and the zahir, which are, we 
believe, a particularly fruitful location for discourses on the alleged ‘moder-
nity’ of Sufism. Indeed in contemporary Islamic settings, in Egypt for example 
(Abenante 2016) but not only (e.g. Salvatore and Eickelman 2004), modernity 
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is often coupled with liberal notions of religiosity and the binary interiority-ex-
teriority is polarized and narrowed down to a difference between private faith 
and public comportment.4 This distinction has often served champions of liberal 
modernity against Islamist reformism in both everyday life and politics, and 
has been often taken up also by Sufi groups in search of legitimization. When 
confronting accusations of moral laxity and backwardness wedged by Islamic 
conservative movements, Sufi movements have often turned to the batin, to 
the importance of ‘inner’ faith, iman and ihsan. This is, of course, an attitude 
that conforms better to the requirement of a modern society where religion is 
often questioned in its presence in the public sphere. While the Sufi tradition 
distinguishes between batin and zahir existence, it only apparently reflects such 
modern liberal distinction between interiority and exteriority. The boundaries 
of the batin do not coincide with the horizontal boundary between an interior 
dimension of the individual self as opposed to the exteriority of social contin-
gent life. Rather, the issue is better framed as a question of different and progres-
sively deeper levels of experiencing existence and living life. On the one hand, 
the zahir implies a living that is concerned only with ‘lower’ contingent issues, 
with human constraints and the causal relations between events (that is to say, 
with the surface of things). On the other hand, the batin is a deep dimension of 
understanding and experiencing existence that reads phenomenological reality 
against the background of transcendence. The logic of the batin takes a distance 
from short-term rational explanations and from immediate human passions, to 
ground itself in a higher order of reason and emotions, triggered by the faith in 
the pervasive presence of God.

Within this issue the authors highlight this and other overlaps between mod-
ern discourses on interiority and experiential notions belonging to the Islamic 
tradition, such as dhawq, love, imagination, dreams and visions. Moreover the 
contributions trace out the specific social and micro-political issues that lie 
behind this entanglement of traditions. From this attention to the social and 
micro-political import of Sufi interiorities, stems also another distinctive trait, a 
fil rouge, that traverses the contributions in this volume in their way of dealing 
with transcendence. Explicitly and implicitly the papers tell us about the link 
between transcendence and the strive to translate it into new forms of sociality 
which may subvert, substitute and speak as an alternative to institutionalised, 
established mundane or also religious forms of interaction and inter-subjectivity. 
There is always, in the contributions to this volume, a specific and non-negli-
gible attention to the embodiment of the transcendent into a collective truly 
god-fearing form of life.

Issue overview

In his contribution, Omar Kasmani ethnographically describes the becoming of 
a fakir, or rather of several fakirs, in the context of a graveyard in Sehwan Sharif, 
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Pakistan’s most well-known pilgrimage centre on the Indus River- and most 
importantly linked to the Muslim saint Lal Shahbaz Qalandar. The notion itself 
of becoming immediately tells the reader that being fakir should be understood, 
rather than in terms of a bounded subject, in terms of a process that Kasmani 
sets to describe as intercorporeal. Yet, more than focussing on the becoming as 
a process of perfectibility (Khan 2012), he highlights its ‘emplacement’, that is to 
say, how it relates to and emerges from specific places and spaces.

Rather than the continuity and coherence of the process of becoming, 
moments and practices of emerging as a fakir are highlighted instead. Jamal, 
the first aspiring fakir within the paper, is described through his 
performances and his encounter with the transcendent within the graveyard: 

He would dance, when speaking of Hindu goddesses that became visible to him 
on a nearby hill; he would roar to signal demons emerging out of the river; and he 
would spread wide his arms to describe winged creatures that descended from 
the sky. It was as if the graveyard was but one big stage and its veiled characters 
came to life in Jamal’s theatrical utterances, his lucid descriptions and verbosely 
opulent performances.

From a distance, this performance may resemble an unspecific trance-like 
experience. It is instead the moment in which the fakir emerges as a specific 
articulation of selfhood. Fakir-becoming is tied to a specific gaze that relates the 
transcendent to the contingent. Jamal’s performances speak to the specificities 
of the context of Sehwan Sherif’s graveyard, to its relations of power and author-
ity, through their particular emplacement: their being in and related to certain 
places and not to others. By means of unveiling Jamal discovers the transcend-
ent in old graves and lost tombs, giving the latter new spiritual life and claiming 
for them a position among the established shrines. Fakir becoming, as Kasmani 
states, emerges thus as an emplaced and embodied quest for transcendence 
which puts into dialogue the divine with the mundane, and questions, if not 
exceeds, constraints of the self and the social, the here and the elsewhere. This 
process is very far from the secluded and authentic core of the modern interi-
orised self: since it is never a given, it is subjected to possible failures and must 
continuously be performed if the experience of the transcendent has to emerge.

While Kasmani is very much focused on the emergence of the specific self-
hood and way of being of a fakir, Paulo Pinto explores more attentively the 
inverse direction of the relation between selfhood and transcendence, namely 
the way in which subjective experience unfolds and dilutes into the transcend-
ent. His paper focuses on the role of symbols in the process of constitution of 
moral selves in the context of Sufi rituals of the zawiya al-Badinjkiyya in pre-civil 
war Aleppo, Syria. In this case modern discourses on selfhood have a serious 
import: in line with a very modern vision of citizenship, the brotherhood studied 
by Pinto envisions social and cultural transformation as ‘the cumulative result 
of morally-framed individual actions,’ and the inner self is understood as both 
the location of self-discipline and the trigger of reform.
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At the same time the author pays attention to ‘the role of the ritual sym-
bols of the dhikr as disciplinary devices that shape the religious experiences 
induced by the ritual performance in the hadra of the zawiya (Sufi ritual lodge) 
al-Badinjkiyya’. The ritual attenders are left to describe, by Pinto, how their per-
sonal experiences are emotionally connected to the stories and characters of 
saintly persons of Islamic tradition. These saintly figures are perceived as symbols 
and ideal exemplifications of the moral and emotional characteristics that the 
disciples aim to embody as they progress along the path of annihilation and 
transcendence of the self in God. As vividly sketched by Pinto, this symbolic 
community is a guide model for the rebuilding of social bonds and citizenship 
in the here and now of modern Syria.

Fabio Vicini’s article explores the dynamics of internalisation and exter-
nalisation of the self in relation to transcendence within reading practices of 
key Islamic texts in the Suffa community, a contemporary expression of the 
reformist-oriented Nur movement, in Istanbul, Turkey. His paper describes the 
import of modern discourses on the notions of selfhood within the community, 
wherefore reason is not (at least not totally) overshadowed by revelation. While 
the emphasis that brothers of the community put on inner awareness would 
seem to point to a convergence with a modern focus on the ‘inner self’, their 
views of insan-human being clearly defy the limits of the self-enclosed model 
of the modern, rational and autonomous self. On the one hand, the Risale, the 
founding text of the community, is structured as to answer the questions of a 
modern educated man, and to be responsive to the requirements of scientific 
thought about nature and the universe. On the other, it is profoundly imbued 
with a Sufi cosmological framework of Ibn Arabian genealogy, so that it is also 
the fundament of communitarian meditative practice and cannot be reduced 
to a modernist reading. By pointing to the role that imaginative thought has in 
reading practices at Suffa, Vicini shows how the natural world that is speculated 
upon there is seen as part of the cosmological framework of the transcendent: 
as the place of revelation from which the human being emerges, and through 
which it may exist, both in scientific and spiritual terms. The holistic view of 
the human being as a creature indissolubly belonging to the natural world is 
paired with a view of existence as a refraction of God’s beauty and presence on 
earth of which the brethren are invited to become aware of along the process 
of strengthening their faith.

Paola Abenante’s article also elaborates on the convergence of Sufi and 
modern traditions of thought within ritual practice, in an Egyptian brother-
hood and its Europeans branches. Abenante disentangles the different threads 
behind one of her interlocutor’s words about his experience of dhawq (taste)- a 
spiritual sense reconnecting the disciple to the divine- and argues that such 
notion belongs to a form of religious aesthetics and an architecture of the 
self that draw on the encounter with European psychological traditions. What 
appears distinctive in this encounter between the Sufi tradition and modern 
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psychology is that the self emerges as the location of an experience that is 
always, and already, an experience of transcendence, of an outside, of a zahir, 
to use Abenante’s words, that is constitutive of selfhood. The therapeutic par-
adigm of Gestalt has many resemblances with the Burhani view of the insan/
human being. It indeed conceives of the human being as a whole and works 
on it accordingly, by bridging the split between body, mind, imagination and 
external reality, so reconnecting the self to its context of everyday life. However, 
another outside is reflected in everyday life by the brethren. This is the divine 
cosmos and its manifestations in the immanent world. Such understanding of 
the Muslim self is consciously claimed as ‘modern’ by people at the Burhaniyya, 
in alternative to hegemonic understandings of a ‘modern Islam’ structuring the 
contemporary Egyptian public sphere. Cultivated and shared in collective prac-
tices and forms of sociality, this is an alternative Islamic modernity that intersects 
with modern psychological views and music and at the same time claims for a 
different Islamic society.

Aishima’s paper describes a situation in which Sufism directly confronts with 
modern configurations of selfhood and explicitly surpasses its limits. By looking 
at narratives of conversion from mainstream Islam to Sufism, it examines how 
Abd al-Halim Mahmud (1910–1978), a French-educated and renowned Egyptian 
scholar of Sufism, tackles the issue of individualised faith and personal connec-
tion to his masters. Aishima explores the hagiographic accounts of Mahmud’s 
encounters with Sufi masters, to bring up the question of charismatic 
author-ity and mediation, as the tools through which Mahmud both 
complies with and subverts public conceptions of ‘modern Islam’. The 
conscious and public pres-entation of his initiation to Sufism as the outcome 
of ‘being chosen’ by a master reverberates with Sufi narratives of the selfless 
Self longing for a spiritual guide. At the same time, this self-presentation 
foregrounds Mahmud’s ‘modern’ aware-ness, which is marked by his decision 
of consciously embracing Sufism. Rather than highlighting a possible heritage 
of Sufi belonging through his family line, as it happens in many hagiographies, 
Mahmud stresses the narrative of his con-version: he himself decides to take 
this ‘unmodern’ path. This sounds as a rather modern take because the 
narrative of conversion implies the objectification of one’s own Muslim self, 
and thus the conscious choice of embracing Sufism and the ‘unmodern’ 
values it brings along. In this way, Mahmud also secures his place as a prolific 
intellectual in public Islam, who made himself clear in setting his view as an 
alternative to the Reformist take. In this regard, more explicitly than the 
others, Aishima’s paper tells us about modern intellectual devices that 
contribute and allow Mahmud to embrace Sufism and, at the same time, 
carve out for himself and his disciples a public space. The issue of 
transcendence is here more directly brought to bear on the question of the 
limits of human and divine agency, as exercised through God’s mediators, 
and Mahmud’s Sufi becoming is recounted as a straightforward path of 
becoming a coherent self.
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Pnina Werbner aslo tackles the issue of charisma and mediation, however 
in a more conventional Sufi setting, where the issue of being consciously Sufi 
is not evident, and a more traditional heritage of Sufi belonging is instead fol-
lowed. In her account of a hagiography of Zindapir, a Naqshbandi Sufi saint 
who died in 1999 in Ghamkol Sharif, Pakistan, she explores saintly mediation 
as the grounds for transcending the self through the path of love. Love here 
emerges as a notion that combines the extremes of subjective interiority, on 
the one hand, and transcendence, on the other. Werbner importantly reminds 
us that in classical Sufi hagiography: ‘Unlike a modernist trope focused on the 
individual search for personal experience of spirituality, […] love is a mode of 
mystical knowing that disattends to individual feeling and experience’.

However, Werbener also points to the more immediate anthropological fact 
that Sufi love is grounded upon a worldly experience of love and 
connection to a master and to the saints, which ties the transcendental 
feeling of Sufi prac-tice back to earth and to individual selves. She does so by 
showing how in the concrete path of Sufism spirituality is – quite simply – 
love, in all its manifold manifestations which exist between personal and 
abstract love. An inherent tension between sensual ‘worldly’ love and 
transcendental love, that is, between feelings of attachment to a master on 
the one hand, and transcendental love, on the other, permeates the Sufi path. 
It is through their love for the master that Zindapir’s disciples could move from 
personal to abstract love, or otherwise from the earthly comradeship with the 
saint to the transcendental intimacy with God. In this regard, more than other 
contributions to this volume, Werbner makes evident that it is in personal 
bonds of earthly love and comradeship that lie the seeds of transcendence 
and, vice versa, that transcendent intimacy with God is what grounds the 
possibility of moral comradeship

Notes1.  Such a clear distinction has lately been contested by an anthropological
scholarship which, even though did not address Sufism directly, has long debated 
on how to account for the multiplicity of Islam’s local manifestations on the one 
hand, and the univocal identification in something called ‘Islam’ by all those
inhabiting these local manifestations, on the other (Cf. Asad 1986; Eickelman
1982; El-Zein 1977; Marranci 2008; Varisco 2005).

2.  These were instead the main traits of in-worldly activism of Protestant religion
and for how they have been defined by Weber ([1930] 2005).

3.  This insight is also due to conversations with Samuli Schielke.
4.  In western discourses on modernity interiority articulates its boundaries with

the exterior world in different ways and forms: i.e. in some ‘religious’ and more
‘secular’ traditions of knowledge (i.e., respectively, Protestantism and Freudian
psychology) the inner forum is conceived as a unique de-materialized realm
(Keane 2002). Interiority is constructed as abstract from any form of materiality, 
be it cultural expressions of the self or social conditionings and constraints. On
another hand, other epistemologies of modern interiority stress its uniqueness 
in self-expression, namely in the capacity of mobilizing the outer world in
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idiosyncratic and creative ways (romantic self-expression, see Wilf 2011): here 
materiality has its say. This expressionist relation between inner and outer can 
be found in the new age spiritualisms, in which the relation of the self to the 
divine is articulated and experienced through materiality, the body and its 
affects. Otherwise popular ideas of the self, i.e. those linked to neuroscience, 
presuppose further connections between the interior and the exterior. However, 
what literature on Sufism highlights is that often Sufi movements have linked 
to a dominant liberal understanding of self and religiosity, grounded upon a 
conception of knowledge of the self and the world that assumes a polarity 
between the inner self and the outer world.
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