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Review of Rachida Chih's "What is a Sufi Order?” Revisiting the Concept through a Case Study of the Khalwatiyya in Contemporary Egypt"
Rachida Chih’s chapter “What is a Sufi Order? Revisiting the Concept through a Case Study of the Khalwatiyya in Contemporary Egypt,” featured in van Bruinessen and Howell’s Sufism and the Modern in Islam, provides a profound reevaluation of the concept of the Sufi order, or tariqa, particularly through an in-depth examination of the Khalwatiyya order in Egypt. Chih’s analysis makes a significant contribution to the understanding of how Sufi orders adapt and persist in modern societies, challenging the long-held view of their incompatibility with modernity.
Revising the Concept of Tariqa
Chih begins by critiquing the traditional academic model of the tariqa as a hierarchical, static organisation with strict control over its adherents. This model, which has been dominant since the 1950s, predicted the inevitable decline of Sufi orders despite modern societal values such as individualism, progress and democracy. Scholars like BArberry, Geerts, Ginsenan, BIrmingham, and Gellner supported the notion that Sufi orders would diminish as educated urban middle classes emerged. However, Chih argued that this view is no longer tenable because empirical studies have shown that turpuq not only persists but also functions meaningfully within modern contexts.
Khalwatiyya in contemporary Egypt
Chih’s case study focuses on the Khalwatiyya order, one of the largest and most influential Sufi orders in Egypt. She traces its historical development from its Turco-Persian origins to its significant expansion in Egypt, particularly through the educational and spiritual influence of Al-Azhar graduates. Khalwatiyya’s ability to attract disciples from diverse social backgrounds, including urban and rural populations, highlights its adaptability and resilience.
Chih emphasises the central role of the sheikh (spiritual master) in the Khalwatiyya order. A sheikh’s personal charisma, spiritual authority, and social networks are pivotal in maintaining and expanding order. Sheikhs serve not only as spiritual guides but also as social leaders who integrate various networks to propagate the tariqa. This approach underscores the importance of personal relationships and spiritual affiliations within the Sufi order, which Chih believes are crucial for understanding Sufi longevity and its relevance in modern times.
Flexibility and Adaptability of Sufi Orders
One of Chih's key arguments is the remarkable flexibility and adaptability of the tariqa. Contrary to the rigid conceptualisation of Sufi orders as static and hierarchical, she illustrates how the Khalwatiyya has adapted to different social settings and cultural contexts. This adaptability is evident in the order’s diverse forms of social organisation, which are tailored to suit both urban and rural environments. Chih’s analysis reveals that the tariqa’s flexible structure allows it to thrive in various modern settings, thereby refuting the notion that Sufi orders are relics of the past.
Critique of Previous Scholarship
Chih offers a critical review of previous scholarship on Sufi orders, particularly studies that have focused on well-organised turpuq with clear archival records. She notes that this focus has neglected less tangible and more informally structured Sufi orders that are equally significant. By shifting the focus to the interpersonal and spiritual dimensions of the tariqa, Chih elucidates Sufi orders and their place in contemporary society.
Conclusion
Rachida Chih’s chapter is a compelling and insightful contribution to the study of Sufism and modernity. Through her detailed case study of the Khalwatiyya order, she challenges the traditional conceptualisation of the tariqa and demonstrates its adaptability and relevance in modern society. Chih’s work underscores the importance of personal relationships and spiritual affiliations within Sufi orders, providing a nuanced understanding of their persistence and evolution. Her critical engagement with previous scholarship and emphasis on the flexibility of Sufi orders make this chapter an essential reading for scholars and students of Sufism, Islamic studies, and religion.
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