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S ufism has been repeatedly invoked in U.S. foreign policy circles as a possible ideological counterbalance to
extremist ideologies in the Middle East and greater "Islamic world." On a superficial level, for those who view
politics as a "battle of ideas," the imagery of pacifist whirling dervishes provides a compelling contrast to that of
weapons- and black flag-wielding anti-American extremists. On a more profound level, such a strategy seems to
build off centuries-old home-grown institutions with which states like Morocco and Algeria are eager to engage. But

will it work?

Sufi orders have played a critical role in the intersection of politics and religion in North Africa for hundreds of
years. Founded around wise and charismatic preachers seen to have special blessing, Sufi orders have functioned as
groups of religious learning and practice which meet on occasion and pay respects to their patron saints
(marabouts). Their political influence increased in both Morocco and Algeria during the colonial period as the
French sought to politically marginalize more centralized religious infrastructure (Algeria) and extend control over
rural areas (Morocco). More recently, Morocco and Algeria have promoted Sufism in a top-down manner as a
proposed counterweight to political Islam (whose many formal movements have a model, structure, and religious

interpretation based to varying degrees on Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood) and to violent and/or Salafist ideologies...

To read the full paper, download
(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/uploads/Documents/opeds/Sakthivel20161219-FPRI.pdf) the PDF. %
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