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Introduction: 
‘Popular’ Islam in Egypt

The first time I visited Tanta, in the heart of the Nile Delta, I was 
twenty years old. It was winter. It was not love at first sight: the town 
was dusty, sad, and dull; the weather was cold and damp. I knew 

nothing then of the saint, Sayyid al-Badawi, who was venerated there, nor 
of the pilgrimage, the famous mulid and the Sufis of the Delta.1 Since that 
time I have dedicated continuous research to all of these, and decades of 
inquiries have still not exhausted my curiosity or passion, or indeed, the very 
subject. The study of Badawi and the mulid of Tanta is not like writing a tidy 
monograph based upon accessible histories. It is more like casting off into 
a storm-tossed sea. There are hardly any sources, just some rare passages 
in old chronicles, some fevered hagiographies, ancient legends transcribed 
in the nineteenth century, stories passed down by oral tradition, and rant-
ing diatribes. I had no real archives to go on, but I could and did visit the 
mulid continually over the years, as well as the surrounding countryside and 
its mausoleums. To have begun this field research at the threshold of my 
adult life contributed greatly to making me who I am. The promise made 
to friends, to whom this book is dedicated, and made to myself has to be 
kept: it is time to tell the tale of what was long the greatest pilgrimage in the 
Muslim world, a tale that belongs to the intimate heart of Egypt’s history.

An article on Tanta in the first edition of the French-language Ency-
clopédie de l’islam in 1934 presents the town as a hotbed of fanatics galvanized 
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by the quasi-pagan cult of a saint of mythic proportions, the famous Sayyid 
al-Badawi (1200–76). The rather obscure life of this saint had, since the 
fifteenth century, led to the creation of the most remarkable legend of all 
Egyptian hagiographies. As for the mulid of Tanta, the majority of West-
ern writers who had devoted a few lines to the subject simply saw it as the 
distant descendant of the ancient pilgrimage of Bubastis dedicated to the 
cat goddess Bastet, which was mentioned by Herodotus, and thus a scene 
of barely concealed paganism, mythology, and freakish phenomena. Over 
several centuries the mulid of Tanta, established in a rather modest little 
town, was recognized by the chroniclers themselves as the biggest in the 
Muslim world, bigger even than the Hajj to Mecca. It was also the most 
rowdy, scandalous funfair and a place of debauchery.

The first Orientalists who studied the mulid of Tanta were obsessed 
by this reputation and neglected to ask about the faith that had drawn and 
continued to draw so many Egyptians to the mausoleum of Badawi. What 
did the saint represent to them? What role did his brotherhood play in the 
cult? What exactly is this popular Egyptian Islam, of which even today the 
mulid of Tanta constitutes the most spectacular manifestation?

This Islam is not that of the Sufis, which is supposed to contrast with 
the scholarly Islam of the ulema, but rather that which constituted a shared 
culture for all up until the end of the nineteenth century and even into 
the interwar period. From the 1880s, the rupture caused by Islamic mod-
ernism and its success as the dominant discourse in the twentieth century 
have led many commentators and the Egyptians themselves to a mistaken 
reading of religious tradition, seen as a tissue of backward superstitions. 
Islamic modernism saw itself as an attempt to adapt Islam to the contem-
porary world, and it implied a rejection of tradition as lived, which was 
presented as sclerotic and burdened with useless dross, including the cult 
of saints. In reality, Egyptian ‘popular’ Islam (the Islam of ordinary people) 
is deeply and intimately shaped by Sufism, the quest for union with God, 
which since the thirteenth century—the very era of Badawi—had gradu-
ally formed itself into mystical brotherhoods, the turuq or paths. We are 
not contrasting here a sublime and pure ‘original’ Sufism with a degraded, 
bastardized version of the Sufi brotherhoods and coarse devotions. In both 
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cases, we must clearly reject a two-tier model that supposes the existence 
of a popular rural illiterate Islam, that of the cult of saints, which is rejected 
and condemned by an Islam of the towns and of educated elites, that of the 
mosque and the jurist or of the mystical sheikh. Peter Brown’s essential 
work on the birth of the cult of saints in Christianity was of use to me as a 
starting point.2 He strongly rejects the ‘two-tier’ model, which sets a reli-
gion of the elites against a religion of the masses, who are supposedly more 
inclined to devotion to saints and more receptive to belief in miracles. This 
model leads nowhere in that it does not incorporate historical changes in 
which the authorities (bishops in the case of Christianity) played a central 
role in the creation and rapid expansion of the religion of the people.

One can see just what a specialist in the cult of Muslim saints might 
extract from Brown’s analyses, even if within a context of very different 
practices. Of course, Christian saints—qiddisun in Arabic—are not Mus-
lim saints: the Muslim hagiographies call them salihun, the just, or awliya’, 
friends of God; and Sufism sees them as the successors to the prophets.3 
For Muslims, sanctity (expressed by the root q-d-s) belongs in the strictest 
sense only to God. It is only proximity to God (walaya) that defines Islamic 
saintliness: the double meaning of the root w-l-y—which refers to links of 
proximity and intimacy as well as relations of protection and patronage—
also evokes the twin faces of sanctity that look both toward God (walaya) 
and men (wilaya, which designates also the exercise of power). Another 
major difference from Christianity is that Muslim saints are considered as 
the successors of the prophets, and especially of the Prophet Muhammad, 
who in a way completes and concludes all previous prophetic forms. Thus 
sanctity is regarded more or less as accepting the model of Muhammad and 
proceeding within the light of Muhammad. In the hagiology drawn up by 
Muhyi al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240), all the typology and hierarchy of the 
saints grow out of this prophetic inspiration.

Despite the differences in terminology and theology between Chris-
tianity and Islam, the examples of the saintly man recognized during his 
lifetime and then venerated after his death are not irredeemably different. 
Powerful dynasties and ulema within Islam have also constantly favored 
the cult of saints, and the social and political authority of saints cannot be 
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denied. Moreover, the two-tier model in Islam, ever-present in scholarly 
literature since the advent of modernism, cannot be defended historically. 
Religious science (‘ilm) and mystical understanding (ma‘rifa) are not in 
opposition. Many Sufis have been ulema, and not long ago almost all the 
ulema were Sufis. The cult of saints thrived in the town as in the field, 
and among the lettered as among the rustic. Naturally, there are Sufis and 
there are Sufis: some are educated and some are illiterate; some are the 
disciples of great mystics, others have simply followed their forefathers 
by joining a brotherhood as a child. One sheikh performed the dhikr—
the remembrance of the name of God—in a low voice, while another was 
accompanied by pipes and drums. All the diversity of individual aspira-
tions, all the nuances of collective belonging must be depicted in order to 
express both the variety of Egyptian Sufis and the profound similarity of 
their common heritage, of their vision of a world shaped by God and in the 
light of Muhammad. Even the hagiography of Badawi, the most uncouth 
of saints, and the terminology of his illiterate followers bear the stamp of 
the most elevated classical Sufism, the most elaborate theories, and the 
loftiest mystical aspirations. The cult of Badawi, which is steeped in the 
rural, has provoked debates and censure, but also waves of immense piety 
across social borders, such that he has become a national saint, a symbol 
of Egyptian Islam. In reality, Egyptian popular Islam is a fully-fledged, 
coherent culture previously shared by all—despite real criticism and 
strong tensions between the two ends of the spectrum—but today ignored 
and denigrated by the dominant ideology of modernist Islam.

Nonetheless, simply demonstrating the vitality of Sufism in all its 
manifestations and the profound unity of popular Islam does not answer 
all the questions. Popular religion within Islam has a real autonomy, as it 
does within Christianity. It is probably better these days to talk of ‘popular 
religiosity’ in order to indicate that one is referring to a form of piety, not 
to another religion, and to practices, not to beliefs. Such caution is advis-
able, but the term ‘popular religion,’ imperfect as it may be, evokes more 
bluntly the difficulties of the subject and has the advantage of being better 
understood by nonspecialists. Within the tales of miracles and practices 
at the tomb one can see the undoubted face of a popular Islam, which is 
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certainly not a different religion for the lowly folk, but neither is it “simply 
differentiated use of common materials.”4 The study of specific examples 
within Islam, as in Christianity, shows that in the matter of religious prac-
tices concerned with saints, there are real differences between town and 
country, but also between the districts of the same town, between the 
many brotherhoods, and between social categories (for example, the guilds 
in earlier times). In certain Ottoman hagiographies, as in oral traditions in 
general, the body of the saint, like the body of the devotees, is spotlighted 
in a rather bawdy, exhibitionist fashion designed to offend. The tone is 
obviously very different in the emasculated hagiographies that flourished 
in the twentieth century. This does not mean, however, that one is opposed 
to the other, or that the wild should be excluded by the more manageable. 
On the contrary, the conscious division of roles appears to me to be the 
rule, between saints who are masters of themselves and frenzied ecstatics, 
between sober brotherhoods and drunken brotherhoods, between mau-
soleums in the center of town and small domed tombs in remote rural 
regions. None of these apparent clefts have managed to break the fragile 
balance, even if there is always a tension between the extremes of expres-
sion within a shared Sufi culture.

In order to understand the issues of Egyptian popular Islam, one most 
look more generally at those of popular culture. The cult of saints is embed-
ded within the wider world of Egyptian popular culture. Songs of marriage 
and mourning, rituals of birth and burial, folk tales and ballads and music, 
visits to shrines and mulids all form part of the same vision of the world. 
This folk culture is well known from the work of anthropologists, but the 
Orientalists have left it to the ethnologists and dialect specialists to scruti-
nize vernacular customs and tales. The majority of researchers studying this 
part of the world have accepted Islamic modernist discourse because they 
have been, consciously or otherwise, shaped by the post-Tridentine notion 
of the ‘excesses’ of popular piety and of superstitions. (The two influences 
are, in any case, not incompatible.) In both cases, popular religion is seen as 
an exuberant and irrational form of religion that it is best to supervise, cen-
sor, and perhaps suppress. The tendency to study Sufi Islam through the 
brotherhoods, and preferably the reformed brotherhoods, has given too 
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many researchers a clerical and sanctimonious vision of Egyptian Sufism, 
whereas it is adamantly unruly. The words ‘excess,’ ‘abuse,’ ‘superstition,’ 
‘magic,’ ‘deviance’ continually flow from the pens of excellent authors who 
are blocked by a normative vision of what Islam should be, and are more 
generally paralyzed by what they believe to be respect for religion. Many 
of them share, more or less, the condemnation of inappropriate innovation 
(bid‘a) and the quest for exemplary Sunni behavior. The absence of a firm 
vision of what is truly a society is added to these ideological assumptions: 
why could these pilgrims not eat, play, or sleep? Why do they have to be 
ascetic? Does piety imply seriousness?

In this striking disinterest in the religion of the humble, Boaz Shoshan’s 
book on popular culture in medieval Cairo is an exception.5 He covers 
several themes with great panache, echoing Barbara Langner’s wonderful 
analysis of Egyptian popular culture in the Mamluk period,6 but once again, 
the field is limited to Cairo and the countryside is ignored. As for Egyp-
tian scholars, research into the cult of saints has been even more firmly 
smothered by the polemics arising from modernist Islam. The documents 
available for the historian of the contemporary period are pamphlets and 
apologies, indignant defenses and passionate attacks, but nary an academic 
study per se. Doctrinal Sufism or urban history would appear to be the only 
possible subjects for an Egyptian scholar of religious history.

Under the term ‘popular religion,’ and drawing inspiration from a 
framework proposed by André Vauchez for medieval Christianity,7 the 
Islamic specialist can address three categories of religious phenomena: the 
manifestations of a folk culture specific to rural societies with its rites of 
passage and its relationships between the living and the dead; the more or 
less spontaneous popular religious movements, such as the appearance of 
mahdis and those who rebel in the name of religion; and lastly the piety 
of Sufi brotherhoods and the pilgrimages that they organize. These cate-
gories, however, should not be seen as entirely discrete and they illustrate 
that no single theory can be applied to popular religion. Let us bear two 
things in mind: there is a folk culture distinct from, but still closely linked 
to, the Sufism of the brotherhoods, and Egyptian popular Islam is not a 
jumble of superstitions.


