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Abstract

Spiritual diplomacy is increasingly recognized as a vital means of understanding
the intersection between religion, transnational mobility, and cultural influence.
It encompasses the ways in which sacred figures, religious institutions,
pilgrimage practices, and spiritual networks contribute to soft power and cross-
border relations, often functioning outside formal state diplomacy. Within this
context, sacred geography plays a central role, with specific locations acquiring
enduring symbolic authority and becoming nodes of spiritual attraction, identity
formation, and intercultural connection. The tomb of Ahmad al-Tijani in Fez has
gradually evolved into a major pilgrimage site for the Tijaniyya Sufi order (Abun-
Nasr, 1965; Triaud, 2000). As Tijani teachings have spread throughout sub-
Saharan Africa, the city has attracted disciples, particularly from West Africa
(Berriane, 2012; Kane, 2007). Many pilgrims hail from Senegal, where the
practice of ziyara is deeply embedded in religious life and has expanded alongside
increased mobility and trans-Saharan connections (Fall, 2004; Lanza, 2014). This
paper analyzes the role of the transnational Tijani pilgrimage to Fez in fostering
a sense of belonging among West African followers and their connection to
Morocco. Drawing on the concept of "imagined communities" developed by
Benedict Anderson (1996), it argues that this pilgrimage contributes to the
formation of a transnational religious space linking West Africa and Morocco.
Simultaneously, it reinforces the centrality of Fez as a key sacred node within this
network of spiritual mobility (Turner & Turner, 1978; Eade & Sallnow, 1991).

Keywords: Pilgrimage, Fez, Tijaniyya, transnational, imagined community, Sufi
shrine,tourism, diplomacy

1. Introduction

Morocco has increasingly promoted a moderate interpretation of Islam as a
strategic response to jihadist expansion in sub-Saharan Africa, utilizing religious
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training and institutional cooperation as instruments of influence (Sambe, 2010;
Darif, 2010). Through programs targeting imams and religious scholars from
African countries, Morocco extends its religious influence beyond national
borders. A key institutional milestone is the Mohammed VI Foundation for
African Ulema, inaugurated in 2016 in Fez, which aims to promote "the true
image of the pristine Islamic faith," grounded in moderation, tolerance, and
coexistence (Kingdom of Morocco, 2016). The Foundation also seeks to combat
extremism through the dissemination of enlightened religious teachings. This
institutional framework reflects Morocco's broader strategy of religious
diplomacy, mobilizing spiritual authority and transnational networks to promote
stability, counter radical ideologies, and strengthen African partnerships.

Morocco's religious diplomacy is strengthened by the historical presence of the
Maliki school and Sufi traditions that emphasize moderation and ethical
spirituality (Darif, 2010; Sambe, 2010). Sufism remains appealing across West
Africa due to its focus on tolerance, spiritual balance, and adaptability to modern
cultural contexts (Triaud, 2000). Among Sufi orders, the Tijaniyya—founded in
the eighteenth century by Ahmad al-Tijani—has established a strong
transnational presence throughout West Africa and beyond (Abun-Nasr, 1965;
Kane, 2007). Other orders, such as the Qadiriyya and Shadhiliyya, also contribute
to the religious networks connecting West Africa to Morocco's spiritual centers
(Kane, 1994; Berriane, 2012). The Tijaniyya plays a central role in structuring
religious ties between Morocco and West Africa, particularly Senegal (Kane,
1994; Fall, 2004), with teachings based on dhikr, Qur'anic devotion, and spiritual
discipline rooted in the Qur'an and Sunna (Triaud, 2000). Beginning in the
nineteenth century, the order expanded across North and West Africa, reaching
Senegal, Mali, Nigeria, Niger, and beyond, later extending into Europe and global
diasporas (Abun-Nasr, 1965; Berriane, 2012). This expansion created enduring
transnational networks of spiritual affiliation, mobility, and religious learning.

Fez occupies a central position in the sacred geography of the Tijaniyya and is
widely recognized as a major spiritual and intellectual center of Islam (Berriane,
2012). The tomb of Ahmad al-Tijani, located in Fez, serves as the spiritual core
of the order and a significant pilgrimage destination (Eade & Sallnow, 1991).
This site attracts pilgrims from West Africa, the Maghreb, and beyond,
reinforcing Fez as a transnational spiritual hub within broader Islamic mobility
networks (Kane, 2007; Lanza, 2014). These movements of pilgrims contribute to
what can be understood as a form of spiritual diplomacy, through which
Morocco's religious authority is continuously reaffirmed and renegotiated
(Sambe, 2010; Darif, 2010).

This study employs the concept of spiritual diplomacy to analyze the interaction
between religion, mobility, and cultural influence. Spiritual diplomacy
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emphasizes how religious institutions, sacred figures, and pilgrimage networks
function as instruments of soft power beyond formal state diplomacy (Nye, 2004;
Sambe, 2010). Central to this framework is sacred geography, where specific sites
gain symbolic authority and act as hubs for identity formation and intercultural
exchange (Eade & Sallnow, 1991; Rodman, 2003). The Tijani shrine in Fez
exemplifies this dynamic by linking religious memory, transnational mobility,
and spiritual authority.

This article explores the historical development of Tijani pilgrimage practices and
their contemporary religious, social, and economic meanings. While Moroccan
state diplomacy contributes to the institutional framing of the shrine, pilgrimage
practices are also shaped by migration and trade dynamics that support their
continuity (Lanza, 2014; Marfaing, 2007). For many West African migrants in
Europe, the Tijani pilgrimage represents a collective transnational journey that
reconnects individuals with their spiritual and cultural "home" (Powers, 2011). It
also aids in the construction of a transnational imagined Tijani community, where
Moroccan space is symbolically integrated into a shared religious identity
(Anderson, 1996).

2. Sainthood and Devotion in the Ziyara of Ahmad al-Tijani: Interpreting the
Religious Meaning of Tijani Pilgrimage

The Tijaniyya Sufi order was founded between 1781 and 1782 in an Algerian
oasis by Ahmad al-Tijani, who later settled in Fez and established a zawiya that
became the institutional center of the order (Abun-Nasr, 1965; Triaud, 2000).
From this base, Tijani teachings spread across North and West Africa during the
nineteenth century, reaching sub-Saharan regions through networks of disciples
and reformist movements. A significant vector of this expansion was al-Hajj
Umar Tall, whose nineteenth-century reform movement facilitated the diffusion
of the Tijaniyya through Mauritania into Senegal, Guinea, and present-day Mali
(Triaud, 2000). In Senegal, the order gained particular prominence, becoming one
of the most influential Sufi traditions in the country (Triaud, 2000; Villalon,
2000). The Tijaniyya further expanded in Senegal through local religious
leadership that reorganized and rooted the order in regional contexts, notably
through al-Hajj Malick Sy in Tivaouane and Abdoulaye Niasse in Kaolack, which
Ibrahim Niasse later developed into a globally influential branch (Triaud, 2000).
Over time, the Tijaniyya evolved into a decentralized network of affiliated
branches based on shared rituals, doctrines, and devotional practices (Triaud,
2000), with centers like Kaolack becoming major pilgrimage destinations.

Although leadership structures diversified, Fez remains central to Tijani sacred
geography due to the presence of Ahmad al-Tijani's tomb. After his death, he was
buried in the Fez zawiya in 1815, transforming the site into a major spiritual
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center (Abun-Nasr, 1965; Triaud, 2000). This burial site has played a decisive
role in shaping transnational Tijani networks, reinforcing religious and social ties
between Morocco and sub-Saharan Africa (E1 Adnani, 2005). Consequently, the
shrine became a major pilgrimage destination, particularly for Senegalese
followers and diaspora communities in Europe (Berriane, 2012; Lanza, 2014).
Within West African religious life, pilgrimage to Fez is widely integrated into
broader devotional practices (Sambe, 2010), and the ziyara is understood as a
practice of spiritual renewal and emotional attachment to the shaykh. As
expressed by a Senegalese follower, ziyara "is about renewing the follower's love
and fidelity to his shaykh; it is both a physical experience and an emotional
attachment that inspires repeated visits" (personal communication, March 15,
2010).

In Islamic tradition, ziyara refers to the visitation of saints' tombs, distinct from
the /ajj to Mecca, which is one of the five pillars of Islam. Since at least the ninth
century, ziyara has been debated theologically, with reformist and scripturalist
currents criticizing it as bid‘a or shirk; nonetheless, saint visitation has remained
widely practiced and coexists with formal pilgrimage (Mayeur-Jaouen, 2000).
The practice 1s defined by the centrality of place, where physical presence at the
tomb is considered essential to the devotional experience, especially in contexts
where Islam limits figurative representation and relic traditions (Mayeur-Jaouen,
2000).

The Tijani shrine in Fez occupies a dual socio-political position. Internationally,
it strengthens Morocco's religious ties with West Africa through networks of
affiliation and mobility (Sambe, 2010), with Senegalese religious leaders often
acting as informal mediators in Morocco—Senegal relations. Nationally, Morocco
promotes Sufism as part of a broader religious policy aimed at reinforcing
moderate Islam and countering Salafi interpretations (Rachik, 2007), while
valorizing Sufi heritage as both cultural capital and a diplomatic instrument
(Darif, 2010; Sambe, 2010). Within this framework, the zawiya of Ahmad al-
Tijani serves as a convergence point between domestic religious policy and
transnational spiritual circulation.

The shrine attracts large numbers of pilgrims, particularly from Senegal, making
them one of its most significant visitor groups (Berriane, 2012). For these
pilgrims, ziyara serves as an embodied expression of devotion and emotional
renewal tied to their physical presence at the shrine, reinforcing Fez as a
transnational pilgrimage hub embedded in broader Islamic mobility networks.
Although Tijani spirituality also encompasses visionary experiences beyond
physical space, many followers continue to prioritize pilgrimage to Fez as a
central devotional act, sustaining the enduring authority of Ahmad al-Tijani
within the transnational Tijani community.
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3. Locating the Sacred: The Zawiya of Ahmad al-Tijani as a Multifunctional
Religious Space in Fez

The shrine of Ahmad al-Tijani 1s located in Fas al-Bali, the historic medina of
Fez, a city founded in the late eighth century and renowned for its dense urban
fabric and rich religious heritage. As one of the largest car-free urban zones in the
world, the medina is characterized by a high concentration of mosques, madrasas,
and Sufi shrines, reinforcing its status as a major center of Islamic spirituality and
learning. Within this sacred urban landscape, the Tijani zawiya occupies a central
position, functioning simultaneously as a site of worship, memory, and
pilgrimage.

The Tijani zawiya reflects both religious function and Moroccan-Andalusian
architectural traditions typical of Fez's sacred spaces. Access to the site is
regulated at the entrance by caretakers who ensure that visitors adhere to ritual
norms, including the removal of shoes and appropriate dress code, particularly
for women. The interior space is organized according to established patterns of
gendered circulation: female visitors are directed to the right side of the complex,
while male visitors occupy the left, crossing an ablution courtyard that leads to
designated prayer areas. As the building also functions as a mosque, it includes a
mihrab indicating the qibla, located within the male prayer section. The interior
is richly decorated with zellij mosaics, Arabic calligraphy, and carved wooden
ceilings, while green carpets enhance its devotional atmosphere. Additional
features, such as large prayer-time clocks, emphasize the ritual centrality of the
space.

At the center of the zawiya lies the white marble sarcophagus of Ahmad al-Tijani,
enclosed by a gilded metal railing. Access to the tomb is structurally restricted,
with entry limited to a door facing the male prayer section. Historically, this
access was occasionally open, allowing worshippers—particularly male visitors
and foreign pilgrims—to approach the tomb directly and engage in tactile
devotion. However, since 2010, entry into the inner sanctum has been formally
prohibited. This change has transformed the tomb area into a strictly controlled
sacred zone, reinforcing its symbolic sanctity. Devotional practice is now limited
to indirect forms, such as observing the tomb from a distance or touching the
surrounding railing.

Since its establishment in the late eighteenth century, the zawiya has undergone
several phases of renovation and expansion. A major restoration in the early
2000s significantly altered its internal decoration and spatial organization,
enhancing both its aesthetic prominence and visibility to local visitors and
international pilgrims. These transformations reflect a continuous process of
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sacralization and institutional adaptation, through which the site maintains both
religious authority and public relevance.

The Tijani zawiya serves as a multifunctional religious space, simultaneously
functioning as a mosque, a Sufi lodge, and a saintly shrine. This
multifunctionality attracts diverse categories of visitors with distinct motivations
and interpretations. Visitors include local Tijani adherents engaging in structured
devotional practice, residents of Fez who are not affiliated with the order but visit
for prayer or leisure, and international pilgrims, particularly from Senegal and
other West African countries.

These groups attribute different meanings to the site. While Tijani followers
consider Ahmad al-Tijani a uniquely authoritative spiritual figure within their
doctrinal system, non-Tijani visitors often regard him as one saint among many
within broader Islamic devotional traditions. These differentiated perceptions
highlight the necessity of understanding Tijani doctrinal structures to fully
interpret pilgrimage practices directed toward Fez. The shrine's significance
cannot be reduced to its architectural or spatial dimensions alone but must also
be understood through its theological and spiritual authority within the Tijaniyya
order.

In this sense, the zawiya functions not only as a physical site of worship but also
as a symbolic center within a transnational spiritual economy that connects
Morocco with West African religious communities.

4. Ahmad al-Tijani: The Making of a Saint with a Distinct Religious Status

In Sufi cosmology, the spiritual world is structured as a hierarchical order of
saints (awliya’), whose interactions are believed to influence worldly events
within a divinely governed system sometimes described as a celestial hierarchy
or "divine court" (Mayeur-Jaouen, 2000, p. 144). Within this framework,
sainthood is conceptualized as a graded spiritual structure that organizes
devotional imagination and ritual authority.

Within the Tijani doctrine, Ahmad al-Tijani holds the highest rank in this spiritual
hierarchy. He is recognized as both the "Seal of Saints" (khatm al-awliya’) and
the "Pole of Poles" (qutb al-aqtab), symbolizing the pinnacle of sainthood in
Islamic mysticism (Abun-Nasr, 1965, p. 28). Tijani literature describes him as the
purest of saints, a distinction that sets him apart from other Sufi figures.

As the "Seal of Saints," Ahmad al-Tijani is viewed as the final and most complete
embodiment of sanctity, akin to the Prophet Muhammad as the Seal of Prophets.
In this theological framework, earlier saints are seen as directing their spiritual
illumination toward him, while later saints derive legitimacy from his spiritual
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legacy (Abun-Nasr, 1965, p. 28). This positions him as a supreme intermediary
between prophetic authority and ordinary sainthood.

The Tijaniyya was founded in 1781-1782 in an Algerian oasis before establishing
its institutional base in Fez, where Ahmad al-Tijani created his zawiya and was
later buried (Abun-Nasr, 1965; Triaud, 2000). From this center, the order
expanded across North and West Africa through networks of discipleship and
reformist movements.

A significant phase of expansion occurred in the nineteenth century through al-
Hajj Umar Tall, whose movement aided the spread of the Tijaniyya throughout
Mauritania, Senegal, Guinea, and Mali (Triaud, 2000). By the twentieth century,
the order had become particularly influential in Senegal, where it remains one of
the largest Sufi brotherhoods (Triaud, 2000; Villalon, 2000).

In Senegal, the Tijaniyya was further institutionalized by local religious leaders
who integrated the order into regional social structures. Al-Hajj Malick Sy
established Tivaouane as a major Tijani center, while Abdoulaye Niasse founded
Kaolack, which was later developed by Ibrahim Niasse into a globally influential
branch (Triaud, 2000). Over time, the Tijaniyya evolved into a decentralized
network of branches unified by shared doctrines, rituals, and spiritual authority
rather than a centralized hierarchy (Triaud, 2000). Today, these branches serve as
pilgrimage nodes, reinforcing both local and transnational Tijani identity.

The burial of Ahmad al-Tijani in Fez in 1815 transformed the city into the
spiritual center of the order (Abun-Nasr, 1965; Triaud, 2000). The zawiya became
a key site of devotion, attracting pilgrims from across the Islamic world,
particularly from West Africa. Fez's sacred status is further reinforced by its role
in maintaining transregional Tijani networks. Leading Tijani figures from West
Africa have historically traveled to Fez to sustain genealogical and spiritual ties
with the founder's descendants, who continue to oversee the shrine (Kane, 1994,
p. 2). Despite colonial restrictions, these networks persisted and intensified in the
postcolonial period (Kane, 1994, p. 6).

Initially limited to elites, pilgrimage to Fez later diversified after independence to
include merchants and artisans (El Adnani, 2005, p. 28), reflecting broader social
transformations in West African religious mobility. The pilgrimage to Fez is
particularly significant among Senegalese and Mauritanian Tijani followers
(Marfaing, 2007, p. 238). These journeys are often intertwined with commercial
activity, illustrating the interdependence of religious devotion and economic
exchange.

Historically, pilgrimage routes served as legal and logistical pathways for
mobility. For instance, until 1981, Senegalese citizens needed authorization to
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travel abroad, and pilgrimage provided a legitimate means of movement. Women
traders, in particular, utilized these networks to expand cross-border commerce
between Morocco and Senegal (Marfaing, 2007). Today, pilgrimage continues to
shape transnational commercial circuits linking Morocco, Senegal, and diaspora
communities in Europe, where goods acquired in Morocco are redistributed
through migrant networks.

Pilgrimage to Fez also plays a crucial role in reinforcing social cohesion within
Tijani communities. It fosters interaction among followers of the same branch or
region, thereby strengthening translocal religious identity (Kane, 2007, p. 188).
Kane highlights the Gounassianke community, which uses Fez as a convergence
space to maintain connections between Senegalese and diaspora members of the
Madina Gounass branch. These interactions generate cross-cultural affiliations,
including instances where Moroccan followers join West African Tijani branches
(Kane, 2007).

Within Fez, the Tijani zawiya holds multiple overlapping meanings. It serves as
a historical monument, a symbol of Moroccan religious heritage, a West African
pilgrimage site, and a regulated sacred space associated with baraka and saintly
authority. Following Eade and Sallnow (1991, p. 10), it can be viewed as "an
arena for the interplay of a variety of imported perceptions and understandings."
Local interpretations have evolved through sustained interactions with West
African pilgrims, contributing to a dynamic and plural sacred meaning.

Although the zawiya is embedded in the urban fabric of Fez, it was not historically
central to local religious practice. Its contemporary prominence is largely a result
of transnational pilgrimage flows, which have influenced its integration into local
heritage narratives. This has led to a partial symbolic "Africanization," as its
identity increasingly aligns with West African devotional presence.

The institutionalization of pilgrimage to Fez was facilitated by historical transport
and pilgrimage infrastructures. In the early twentieth century, colonial maritime
routes linking West Africa, North Africa, and the Middle East enabled religious
circulation through ports such as Casablanca and Oran (Berriane, 2014, pp. 83—
89). By the mid-twentieth century, organized pilgrimage circuits increasingly
included optional stops in Fez, particularly for Tijani adherents. From the 1960s
onward, diplomatic relations between Morocco and Senegal further expanded
pilgrimage flows (El Adnani, 2005, p. 21). Although maritime routes declined
after the 1970s, Tijani pilgrimage to Fez persisted and later regained significance
through renewed transnational mobility.

Today, Tijani pilgrimage is sustained through overlapping networks of migration,
education, and commerce. Morocco hosts approximately 10,000 sub-Saharan
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African students through bilateral agreements and scholarship programs
(Berriane, 2012, p. 158). Additionally, Moroccan migration dynamics have
facilitated pilgrimage. West African migrant communities—particularly
Senegalese students—act as intermediaries by organizing logistics, hosting
pilgrims, and guiding visitors to the shrine in Fez. These networks ensure the
continuity of pilgrimage circulation across Morocco, West Africa, and Europe.

The elevation of Ahmad al-Tijani as a supreme saint has created a powerful
devotional geography centered in Fez but extending throughout West Africa and
the diaspora. His shrine serves as a theological center, a pilgrimage hub, and a
node of transnational mobility, linking spiritual authority with economic and
social networks across multiple continents.

5. Spiritual Tourism, Zawiya Governance, and Identity Politics: The
Commodification of Sufi Culture and the Moroccan Identity of the
Tijaniyya in Fez

The zawiya of Ahmad al-Tijani in Fez occupies a strategic position within
Morocco's religious diplomacy, particularly in its relations with West African
states. Following Morocco's withdrawal from the Organization of African Unity
(OAU) in 1984, the kingdom intensified bilateral relations with African partners
as part of a broader geopolitical reorientation (Bouhout, 1996). In this context,
Tijani networks—especially Senegalese religious elites—have acted as informal
intermediaries, reinforcing Morocco—West Africa ties (Sambe, 2010).

This religious diplomacy is particularly evident in Morocco's use of Sufi authority
to consolidate its transnational influence, positioning Fez as the symbolic center
of the Tijaniyya order (Wippel, 2004). Since the mid-2000s, international Tijani
conferences regularly held in Fez have further institutionalized this role.
Additionally, Morocco has increasingly promoted Sufism since the early 2000s
as a cornerstone of national religious identity, partly in response to the rise of
Salafi and radical interpretations of Islam (Darif, 2010). This policy also supports
Morocco's external strategy of presenting itself as a model of "moderate Islam"
and a culturally attractive partner in Africa.

Classified as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, Fez plays a central role in this
strategy. Through the Regional Council of Tourism (CRT), the city is promoted
as a "millennial living museum and an authentic destination for cultural and
spiritual encounters" (PDRT, 2005, p. 39). This framing integrates Sufi heritage
into both cultural diplomacy and tourism development. The Tijaniyya order is
one of the most influential Sufi networks in West Africa, particularly in Senegal,
where it expanded through figures such as al-Hajj Malick Sy and Ibrahim Niasse
(Triaud, 2000; Villalén, 2000). While rooted in North Africa, the order has
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developed a strong sub-Saharan presence through transregional religious
mobility. The zawiya of Ahmad al-Tijani in Fez serves as the spiritual and
institutional center of this network, facilitating continuous circulation between
Morocco and West Africa through pilgrimage, religious authority, and scholarly
exchange (Kane, 1994; Berriane, 2012). These dynamics reinforce Fez as a key
point in the global geography of Tijani devotion.

The Tijani shrine has gradually been integrated into Morocco's cultural and
tourism policy. The CRT has initiated programs such as "Ziyarat Fas," promoting
Fez as both a spiritual and cultural destination. The medina is thus rebranded as
a space for "authentic spiritual encounters," combining heritage preservation with
tourism development. Annual festivals of sacred music and Sufi culture further
reinforce this positioning. The use of the term spiritual tourism—rather than
religious tourism—reflects a deliberate discourse emphasizing openness, cultural
diversity, and Morocco's image as a tolerant Muslim society engaged in
international dialogue.

The zawiya of Ahmad al-Tijani serves as a mosque, shrine, and Sufi lodge,
attracting a diverse range of visitors, including local residents, Moroccan Tijani
followers, and West African pilgrims, particularly from Senegal (Berriane, 2012).
This diversity leads to multiple interpretations of the site, encompassing its roles
as a devotional space, cultural heritage site, and tourist attraction. The
transformation of the shrine into a regulated and partially commercialized space
reflects broader trends in governance, heritage production, and religious tourism.

Although Tijani pilgrimage generates limited direct economic returns, it holds
significant symbolic value in Morocco's cultural diplomacy. Tourism statistics
indicate relatively low numbers of African visitors compared to European ones;
however, pilgrimage peaks are closely tied to Tijani religious calendars, such as
Mawlid al-Nabawi and Ramadan (Moroccan Ministry of Tourism, 2012). Despite
its modest economic impact, Tijani-related tourism is actively promoted for its
political and symbolic significance, reinforcing Fez as the spiritual capital of the
Tijaniyya and enhancing Morocco's role within transnational religious networks.

This study employs the concept of "spiritual tourism" as an analytical framework
to explore the intersection of religion, mobility, and cultural commodification. It
illustrates how sacred sites function both as spaces of devotion and as instruments
of soft power. The Tijani zawiya exemplifies what Eade and Sallnow (1991, p.
10) describe as "an arena for the interplay of a variety of imported perceptions
and understandings." This theoretical perspective facilitates an analysis of how
pilgrimage practices are shaped by institutional frameworks and by the lived
experiences of pilgrims.
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This article investigates the intersection of pilgrimage, tourism, and religious
governance in Fez, with a focus on West African Tijani pilgrims. It examines how
sacred mobility contributes to the construction of transnational religious identity
and how the zawiya operates as both a devotional space and a site of cultural
production. While state policies and tourism strategies influence the institutional
framing of the shrine, pilgrimage practices remain deeply rooted in transnational
networks of trade, migration, and spiritual affiliation (Lanza, 2014; Marfaing,
2007). This dual dynamic wunderscores the coexistence of top-down
commodification and bottom-up religious agency.

The Tijani zawiya in Fez represents a multifunctional sacred space shaped by
religious authority, state policy, and transnational mobility. Its evolution reflects
the interaction between spiritual devotion and cultural commodification, as well
as between local governance and global religious circulation. By focusing on
West African pilgrims, this study highlights how the Tijani pilgrimage
contributes to the formation of a transnational imagined community in which
Morocco occupies a central symbolic position (Anderson, 1996).

6. Between Fez and Medina Gounass: Connecting with the Spiritual Pole
through Collective Devotion and Living Spiritual Guidance

In Tijani devotional practice, the physical visitation (ziyara) to the shrine of
Ahmad al-Tijani in Fez is viewed as a means of accessing baraka, strengthening
spiritual proximity to the saint, and deepening affiliation with the Tijaniyya order
(Berriane, 2012, 2014, pp. 131-167). Pilgrims often perceive this encounter as
both a devotional act and a process of spiritual refinement within the Sufi path.

The pilgrimage to Fez serves as a crucial rite of passage in Tijani religious life.
Entry into the order is based on a spiritual covenant (‘ahd) with its founder,
expressed through a commitment to specific litanies (wird). Many pilgrims use
the ziyara either to formally join the order or to renew their spiritual allegiance to
its lineage (Moroccan Tijani leader, Fez, 1/9/2010). Beyond initiation, pilgrimage
is also seen as a space for addressing personal hardship and seeking spiritual
intervention, reinforcing its dual role as a devotional practice and an existential
support system.

Visiting the tomb of Ahmad al-Tijani is widely regarded as a liminal moment in
the Turnerian sense, where pilgrims temporarily transcend ordinary social
structures and enter a state of spiritual transition (Turner & Turner, 1978, p. 3).
This transitional experience is believed to foster closeness to the divine and
produce lasting transformations in religious life. In this context, the ziyara
functions not only as a ritual performance but also as an experiential process of
spiritual renewal.
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Like many Sufi traditions, the Tijaniyya has evolved from a centralized
organizational model into a more decentralized spiritual network grounded in
shared ritual practices and doctrinal affiliations (Triaud, 2000, p. 14). Within this
framework, cohesion is maintained primarily through the recognition of Ahmad
al-Tijani's supreme spiritual authority. Consequently, his shrine in Fez operates
as the central symbolic and devotional axis of the order, anchoring dispersed
followers within a unified spiritual hierarchy.

Tijani pilgrimage practices contribute to the construction of a layered Islamic
sacred geography centered on Mecca but extending to regional spiritual poles
such as Fez. In Tijani cosmology, Fez is attributed with a distinctive spiritual
radiance that elevates it as a secondary, yet powerful, axis of pilgrimage and
devotion. This sacred geography raises broader analytical questions regarding the
role of pilgrimage in shaping transnational identity, mobility, and religious
belonging beyond formal institutional boundaries.

The intersection of pilgrimage and transnational mobility has also led to the
emergence of distinct "African" social spaces within Morocco. Zawiyas function
as multifunctional sites where religious practice, social interaction, and
community consolidation converge. Among West African migrants and students,
these spaces serve as hubs for devotion and collective identity formation. During
major religious occasions—particularly Mawlid al-Nabawi—Tijani followers
travel across Moroccan cities to participate in communal gatherings organized at
these sites (Berriane, 2014, pp. 139-153).

The transnational dimension of Tijani pilgrimage is particularly evident in the
Madina Gounass branch in Senegal. Since the 1970s, this community has
organized collective pilgrimages to Fez, bringing together approximately 200
followers from Africa and Europe who meet in Casablanca before traveling
jointly to the shrine (Kane, 2007). This structured mobility reflects the role of the
Tijaniyya as a transregional religious network sustained through both spiritual
authority and organized travel practices.

Among Halpulaar migrants in Europe, collective pilgrimages serve a dual
purpose: they are both acts of devotion and mechanisms for diasporic
reconnection. The journey to Fez is often symbolically viewed as a return to
"home," not in geographical terms, but through a shared spiritual identity and
religious belonging. In this context, Fez functions as a transnational Tijani center,
anchoring dispersed communities across Senegal, Morocco, and Europe within a
unified spiritual geography structured by mobility, memory, and affective ties.

Collective Tijani pilgrimage practices demonstrate how spiritual authority,
mobility, and social belonging intersect to create transnational religious
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infrastructures. Through ziyara to Fez, followers construct layered identities that
connect local devotion to global spiritual networks. This dynamic highlights the
role of Ahmad al-Tijani's shrine not only as a sacred site but also as a node of
transnational continuity, linking Morocco and West African diaspora
communities through shared ritual practices and collective spiritual experiences.

7. Embodied Belonging and Pilgrimage Mobility: Moroccan Dress,
Organized Tours, and the Construction of Islamic Identity and Moroccan
National Memory in the Tijaniyya

Tijani pilgrimage mobility increasingly extends beyond strictly devotional travel
to include itineraries that integrate ziyara practices with cultural and touristic
visits across Morocco. While collective pilgrimages, such as those to Madina
Gounass, emphasize communal religious belonging, contemporary mobility
patterns also engage with Moroccan territorial and cultural spaces. In this context,
ziyara 1s no longer limited to spiritual proximity to Ahmad al-Tijani but also
serves as a broader cultural encounter with Morocco as a historical and religious
landscape.

Since the 1990s, Senegalese travel agencies have responded to the growing
demand for organized pilgrimages that combine Fez with wider Moroccan tours
(travel agent, Dakar, 11/10/2010). This trend expanded further following state
and municipal initiatives promoting Tijani pilgrimage tourism, leading to a
diversification of agencies operating across West Africa (travel agent, Fez,
26/05/2010). These agencies design structured pilgrimage packages that blend
religious visitation with leisure tourism, primarily targeting middle- and upper-
income Tijani pilgrims. Importantly, these itineraries are often coordinated with
Tiyjani religious leaders, ensuring both logistical organization and spiritual
legitimacy.

Standard pilgrimage routes now commonly include Fez, Casablanca, and Rabat,
featuring sites such as the tombs of Moroccan Tijani scholars, the Hassan II
Mosque, and the Mausoleum of Mohammed V. Collectively, these sites create a
broader sacred geography that integrates religious authority, monarchy, and
national history into the Tijani pilgrimage experience. This spatial expansion
reflects a symbolic reconfiguration of Tijani mobility, where Moroccan religious
and political landmarks become embedded within West African devotional
itineraries.

Within this framework, pilgrimage contributes to what may be described as a
gradual "Moroccanization" of Tijani sacred geography. West African pilgrims
increasingly associate Tijani spirituality not only with Ahmad al-Tijani but also
with Moroccan historical and institutional spaces. Pilgrimage thus generates
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layered forms of belonging in which religious devotion intersects with symbolic
attachment to Moroccan territory and state institutions.

A central aspect of this process is the sacralization of Moroccan royal authority.
Visits to the Mausoleum of Mohammed V are often seen by pilgrims as spiritually
significant acts. The perceived maraboutic qualities of Moroccan monarchs,
bolstered by their claimed descent from the Prophet Muhammad, contribute to
the religious valorization of the monarchy. For many West African Tijani
pilgrims, these visits express gratitude for Morocco's religious engagement in
Africa, particularly in Senegal. This perception highlights the symbolic
connection between Senegalese Tijani networks and the Moroccan monarchy,
where royal authority is intertwined with broader Tijani spiritual imaginaries.

The inclusion of royal sites within pilgrimage circuits also mirrors larger
dynamics of Moroccan religious diplomacy, wherein the spiritual authority of the
monarchy extends beyond national borders. West African Tijani actors, whether
intentionally or not, reinforce this symbolic linkage through their pilgrimage
practices. In this context, pilgrimage serves as a mechanism for the transnational
circulation of both Sufi and monarchical forms of religious legitimacy.

The integration of Morocco into Tijani sacred geography is further expressed
through material culture, particularly clothing. The flow of Moroccan textiles
through pilgrimage and trade routes has led to their symbolic incorporation into
West African Islamic identity (Demba Fall, 2004). The djellaba and Moroccan
slippers are commonly worn during religious occasions, including Friday sl
prayers, and are often reinterpreted as markers of Tijani identity. Field
observations indicate that these garments are sometimes explicitly labeled as
"Tijani" within Senegalese communities, reinforcing their symbolic association
with religious belonging (Senegalese pilgrim, Fez, 25/02/2010).

Historically, the overlap between pilgrimage and commerce facilitated the
circulation of Moroccan goods into West African societies. Pilgrimage routes to
Mecca via Morocco contributed to the movement of textiles and commodities,
which were later assimilated into local cultural systems. Over time, Moroccan
dress items acquired Islamic symbolic value and became embedded in identity
formation and religious differentiation processes within Tijani communities.

At the institutional and spatial level, the zawiya of Ahmad al-Tijani in Fez serves
as a multifunctional space for worship, governance, and cultural heritage.
Moroccan state institutions increasingly frame it as part of the national religious
heritage, integrating it into cultural tourism and religious diplomacy strategies.
Concurrently, local residents continue to utilize the site for daily prayer and
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devotional practices, underscoring its integral role within the urban religious
landscape of Fez.

Despite state involvement in heritage framing, West African Tijani pilgrims
remain the most significant actors in shaping the social meaning of the zawiya.
Since the early twentieth century, their repeated gatherings in Fez have
contributed to the construction of a transnational sacred geography linking
Morocco and West Africa. This sustained mobility fosters strong affective and
symbolic attachments to both the shrine and the city of Fez, which serves as a
central node within the broader Tijani spiritual world rather than a peripheral
pilgrimage site (Cohen, 1995).

Tijani pilgrimage mobility illustrates how religious travel fosters embodied forms
of belonging that extend beyond ritual practice to encompass material culture,
political symbolism, and spatial imagination. Through organized tours, the
expansion of sacred geography, and the circulation of Moroccan cultural objects,
pilgrimage contributes to the construction of a transnational Tijani identity, where
Morocco becomes integral to the West African religious and cultural experience.

8. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Tijani pilgrimage to the zawiya of Ahmad al-Tijani
in Fez constitutes a multidimensional phenomenon that transcends devotional
practice to include transnational religious authority, social organization, and
cultural production. Far from being a purely spiritual act, the ziyara serves as a
dynamic mechanism through which religious legitimacy, collective identity, and
cross-border networks are continuously constructed and reaffirmed (Abun-Nasr,
1965; Triaud, 2000; Sambe, 2010).

The analysis shows that the Tijaniyya operates as a transregional spiritual
tradition structured around the supreme authority of its founder, whose shrine in
Fez serves as a central node in a broader sacred geography linking Morocco with
West Africa and the diaspora. Through the circulation of pilgrims, teachings, and
ritual practices, the zawiya becomes a space where baraka, memory, and
belonging are both materially and symbolically produced (Berriane, 2012; Lanza,
2014; Eade & Sallnow, 1991). This reinforces Fez's position as a key spiritual
pole within Islamic and African religious landscapes.

Simultaneously, Tijani pilgrimage is deeply embedded in broader historical and
socio-economic processes, particularly the interconnection between mobility,
trade, and migration. These dynamics have facilitated the emergence of
transnational circuits linking Senegal, Morocco, and Europe, transforming
pilgrimage into a practice that sustains religious devotion while enabling
economic and social exchange (Marfaing, 2007; Kane, 2007). In this sense, Tijani
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mobility contributes to the formation of diasporic spaces of belonging that
transcend national boundaries.

Furthermore, the study highlights the role of Moroccan religious diplomacy in
shaping the contemporary configuration of Tijani networks. Through institutional
initiatives promoting Sufism and interreligious cooperation, Morocco has
strategically positioned itself as a center of moderate Islamic authority, utilizing
the Tijaniyya as a key instrument of spiritual influence in Africa (Darif, 2010;
Sambe, 2010). This reflects the broader integration of religious heritage into
foreign policy and cultural diplomacy frameworks.

Finally, the findings underscore the plurality of meanings attached to the zawiya
of Ahmad al-Tijani, which functions simultaneously as a shrine, a heritage site, a
tourism resource, and a transnational meeting space. Its significance is
continually reshaped through the interactions of pilgrims, local actors, and state
institutions, illustrating the fluid and negotiated nature of sacred space (Eade &
Sallnow, 1991; Rodman, 2003). Overall, Tijani pilgrimage reveals how Islamic
sainthood, mobility, and diplomacy intersect to produce evolving transnational
religious geographies anchored in Fez.
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