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Introduction 

The paper is a descriptive account of travel narratives made by Western and mainly 

European travellers to North Africa from late 18th to early 20
th

 centuries; it is a 

summary survey of some aspects of the religious dimension in the North African 

countries as portrayed by European travel accounts. It addresses the ways and strategies 

adopted by travellers to describe Moroccan spirituality and the way they implemented 

an array of representation modes which range between romantic admiration and cultural 

condemnation and which, generally, fixes the ‘native’ under the sign of the non-

Christian and the non-civilised other. 

For the sake of illustration and comparison, the second part of the paper addresses the 

experience of Benedictine monks among Berber Moslems of the Atlas Mountains in 

Morocco. While the first part describes the generally superficial and negative portrayal 

of North African religiosity by some European travel accounts, this part will attempt to 

show how the approach of a group of Benedictines who established their Monastery in 

the heart Moroccan Atlas Mountains was more understanding and more tolerant of the 

religion and culture of their hosts and how this approach contributed to build a 

relationship of respect, trust and peaceful cohabitation between the inhabitants of the 

Monastery and the Moslems of the surrounding villages. This section endeavours to 

show how, rather than being a mere religious adventure, The Benedictine Monastery in 

the Atlas Mountains was actually a spiritual and cultural Odyssey of the cohabitation of 

two faiths: Islam and Christianity. 

Europe and North Africa:   

The historical evolution of North Africa cannot be considered outside its Mediterranean 

context. In fact, throughout history, the Mediterranean Sea has not been a physical 

frontier but rather a natural space for contact, encounter and all forms of exchange as 

proven by the successive periods of peaceful relations and times of tension and war. 
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The 17th and 18th centuries knew an increasing interest in the Barbary States1 as a 

cultural subject and as a commercial partner and a potential threat to European maritime 

activities. With the development of the European imperial projects, the Barbary States 

became a recommended commercial, diplomatic, touristic and exotic destination for 

many Europeans. The 19th century saw an upsurge of travel texts on the Maghreb as 

this area started to open up, or rather, to be opened up, under the European pressure and 

expansion, to a panoply of visitors for different purposes and with different 

backgrounds. These include travellers, adventurers, traders, diplomats, missionaries, 

captives and writers of all ways of life who happened to visit this area. 

Portrayal of North African Islam by European travellers: 

The European discourse about North Africa started as a cultural and distant discourse of 

difference.  The first texts about the  Barbary States and the Empire of Morocco were 

texts of wonder at otherness in religion, habits, social structure, political system, 

clothing, social institutions, architecture etc…But Islam was a cultural marker which 

moulded many texts. The encounter between European travellers and North Africa was 

multifaceted: it was commercial, diplomatic, and touristic but it was also a religious 

encounter. Christianity met a somehow different Islam from that the West was used to 

seeing in the Holy lands and Arabia. Setting apart the five pillars of Islam and the 

foundational principles of the Malekite rites, here Islam was tainted by the remnants of 

Berber pagan culture, and shrouded by centuries of self-imposed isolation from both 

Eastern and western influences. 

Since the arrival of the Arabs in North Africa about fourteen centuries ago, the political 

system in North African countries has been shaped by Islam and the cultural identity of 

these countries has been fully marked by this faith. However, throughout history, the 

social manifestation and the religious practice of Islam have been subjected to a variety 

of institutional orders and bodies and to the influence of a series of Islamic exegeses, 

each of which claimed to detain the true Islam, resulting in a number of modes of 

practising the faith. Despite all these varieties and except for some insignificant 

minorities, North African Islam was unified under the Sunni rite and the Malekite 

tradition making of the different confraternities, Zawias and Islamic orders mere 

variations of the Sunni tradition.  

Most European travelers to North Africa reported a stereotyped image of the religiosity 

of the inhabitants which reduced North African Islam to mere fanatic barbarism as 

Stutfield put it: ‘Moors, like most semi-civilized people, have that craving after the 

                                                           
1 Barbary or Barbary States is the term given by Europeans to the Berber states of North Africa between the 

XVIth and the XIXth centuries. The term refers to the collective lands covered by Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and 

Libya. Some texts refer to the Empire of Morocco as distinct political entity from the Regencies of Algiers, 

Tunis and Tripoli.  
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supernatural which always seems associated with barbarism on the one hand, and 

vulgarity on the other.’2  

In the same vein, Graham Cunnighame considers that in Morocco ‘‘The inhabitants are 

still renowned for their fanaticism.”3 but admits, however, that: ‘Amongst 

Mohammedans plenty of people lead good lives, as good appears to them—that is, they 

follow out the precepts of their faith, give to the poor, do not lend money upon usury; 

and, to be brief, practise morality’4. Cunningham’s ambivalence between the Moors’ 

fanaticism and their practice of morality, acceptance of the North Africans adherence to 

Islam and full condemnation of their religion is reiterated in most travel texts about this 

area. According to Macnab: ‘The position in Morocco is that of a population on the 

margin of Europe holding fast to laws and customs which are absolutely abhorrent to 

modern humanity, and yet associated with the worship of the one true God, the Creator 

of the world.’5 For this author, the matter is deeper than mere superficial and stereotyped 

clichés about Islam since according to her: ‘the question immediately before us is 

whether the old bottle of Islam is able to receive the new wine of Western ideas and 

commerce.’6 The problem here is not the faith but the way this faith is an obstacle to 

Western ideas or rather to colonial Euro-centrism and imperial trade and colonial 

projects.  

For many travellers, Islam prevented North Africa from attaining the development level 

of the West yet it saved them from what they considered to be the ‘savagery’ of African 

tribes,7 in this sense Macnab writes: 

 ‘It is a blunder to blame Islam for all the faults of the Moors. 

Islam has upheld the Moors betwixt heaven and hell, or at any 

rate maintained them in a singular position between Europe and 

Africa. While it prevented them from rising to the level of the 

advancing west, it has saved them from falling into the black 

savagery of the cannibal and Central African tribes.’8 

This is one of the recurrent arguments in the European texts on North Africa whereby the 

cultural characteristics, the religious life and the local political system are evaluated through the 

grid of a European scale which measures the degree of civilization of other nations 

according to a linear historical classification.  

Saints, Shereefs, Sanctuaries, Zawias, and the Makhzen: 

                                                           
2 Stutfield, Hugh E. M., El-Maghreb: 1200 Miles Ride Through Marocco, London, Sampson Low, Marston, 

Searle, & Rivington, 1886.  p.162 
3 Cunninghame Graham: Mogreb-el-Acksa, 1898 by Heinman ,  & 1988 by Century, London. pp12-13 
4 Cunninghame Graham: Mogreb-el-Acksa, p.12 

5 Macnab, Frances,  A Ride in Morocco among Believers and Traders, London, Edward Arnold, 1902. P.135 
6 Macnab, pp.135-136 

7 Cunninghame, pp12-13 

8 Macnab, Frances, P.135 
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European travellers to North Africa noted the importance of religion in the country’s 

social and economic activities and how the people’s everyday life is organized 

according to the principles of their faith. When visiting Fèz, John Horne noted that the 

Moors’ ‘public activities had in nearly every case the same object –namely, religion.’9   

However, one aspect of this religiosity seems to have caught the attention of the 

European visitors to North Africa, namely the worship of Saints and the veneration of 

sanctuaries; in fact, for centuries, travellers to this area had been struck by the impact of 

the spiritual power of saints and the influence of Shereefs (descendants of the Prophet), 

and other Sheikhs of Zawiyas10 in the social life of the country.  The veneration of the 

inhabitants for saints is so great that their invocation is called upon in all situations of 

life. As noted by Stutfield in his 1882 visit to Morocco: ‘Few things will strike the 

observant traveller in Eastern lands more than the veneration paid to saints by 

Mohammedans. All over Marocco are to be seen the white, rounded roofs of the 

kubbahs or marabouts' tombs’11. 

Nevertheless, a very negative image of the saints’ worship in North Africa is reiterated 

in many travel accounts. Beauclerk who visited Morocco in 1828 noted that ‘A saint in 

Barbary is either a natural idiot, or a hereditary saint, there being saint families in 

abundance.’12 Beauclerk was a military officer who accompanied a diplomatic mission 

to the Moroccan Emperor’s court and his views are as categorical as his military 

principles; so, it is from the pedestal of a high officer of an imperial power that he 

addresses the culture and the religion of a ‘subaltern’ nation:  ‘I know of no greater, or 

more striking proof of the lamentable ignorance of this nation, than their belief in the 

sanctity of these rogues and idiots’13. But other visitors recognized the universality of 

the phenomenon especially among uneducated people in all nations. For Lemperière 

who was in Morocco in 1794, this phenomenon is common to many nations and not a 

specific characteristic of North Africa since according to him, ‘even among the lower 

classes in our own country we frequently have to encounter a similar prejudice. In 

conformity, therefore, with these notions, so natural to uncultivated man, the Moors 

consider these unhappy persons as being under the special protection of Heaven, and 

divinely inspired.’14.  

A zawia is a spiritual confraternity with a central sanctuary where the chief of the sect 

resides or its founder is buried. The central zawia has a number subordinate zawias 

under the guidance of local ‘Sheikhs’ or ‘Mokaddem’ in different regions of the country 

and even other countries depending on the spiritual power of the sect. The regional 

                                                           
9Horne , John, Many Days in Morocco, New York, Robert M. McBride, 1927, p. 28 

10  A Zawiya is a spiritual confraternity. 

11 Stutfield, Hugh E. M.  El-Maghreb: 1200 Miles Ride Through Marocco..  pp.148-149 

12 Beauclerk, Georges, A journey to Morocco, Poole and Edwards, London, 1828, pp. 39-40 

13 Id. 

14 Lemperière, William, A Tour... From Gibraltar to Tangier, Sallee, Mogador, Santa Cruz, and Tarudant-, and 

Thence Over Mountain Atlas to Morocco including a Particular Account of the Royal Harem, &; Philadelphia: 

T. Dobson, The Stone-House, 1794,  p.33 
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zawias receive their spiritual and organization instructions from the central sanctuary. 

As Harris said:  

‘The larger "zaouias" consist usually of a group of buildings containing a 

mosque and quarters for pilgrims, and for the education of the "tholba" or 

scholars, all of whom are kept supplied with food from the funds at the 

disposal of the local officials. It is at these "Zaouias " that the initiation of 

the devotees takes place, and that the followers of each sect gather together 

from time to time for religious intercourse and services.’15 

 

In a comparison between Saints’ reverence in Islam and in Christianity, Stutfield wrote: 

 ‘the worship of the saints, and the pilgrimages to their shrines to secure 

their favour and blessing’ is common to both Islam and Christianity as 

they both exhibit ‘the same blind faith and reverence for their spiritual 

superiors — the Shereef  is environed, in the popular imagination, with 

something very much akin to Papal infallibility’16  

As an explanation to what he considered to be the Moors worship of saints, Stutfield 

attributed the phenomenon to ‘a protest against the barren formalism of their religion, 

and an attempt to satisfy their longings for something nearer and more comprehensible 

than Allah.’17 For him, Allah is ‘hard to love’ because there is, according to him, no 

‘communion between man and his Creator’. Consequently, Stutfield concluded that: 

It is to his saint that he turns in times of sore need and distress, and to 

whom he ascribes any good fortune that may befall him. If the devout 

Moslem enters a mosque with awe and reverence, and performs his 

orisons there from a sense of duty, his feelings at the shrine of his 

patron saint are rather those of affection and gratitude.’18 

While this hasty conclusion betrays a superficial knowledge, if not a total ignorance, of 

the faith, the author is describing, it tells more about the traveller than about the Moors 

and their faith. In fact, like many other travellers, Stutfield expands on his analysis of 

Moroccans’ worship of saints and their sanctuaries explaining the cathartic function of 

these holy tombs: 

 ‘When a Moor is oppressed by any mental or bodily affliction, he 

applies to the nearest sanctuary, and afterwards returns home with his 

mind calm and comforted, expecting to derive some considerable 

benefit from the prayers which he has offered there: and in all desperate 

cases the sanctuary is the last resort.’19    

                                                           
15 Harris, Walter, Morocco That Was, Elan Books , London, 1921,pp. 270-71 

16 Stutfield, pp.163-164 

17 Id.  p.150 

18 Id. 

19 Stutfield,  p..33 
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Like Stutfield, Lemperière and many other travellers saw that the shrine, the sanctuary 

or any saint’s tomb may become ‘more sacred than even the mosques themselves.’20  

However, Lemperière (1794) adopted a more understanding attitude to the phenomenon 

by admitting that ‘veneration for persons of eminent sanctity has pervaded all nations 

and all religions of the world.’21 And while reckoning that ‘some degree of idolatry ... 

will prevail in every rude nation’ as is the case in Morocco, he goes even further to clear 

Islam from being unjustly accused of idolatry stating that the Koran admits no institutions 

or intermediaries between the believer and his Creator, since: 

The Mahometan religion appears as little favourable to this species of 

superstition as most with which we are acquainted, as it so tenaciously 

insists on the unity of God, and so strictly inhibits all creatures whatever 

from participating in the honours which are due only to the Deity.’22  

In the same vein and despite his virulent condemnation of the Moors’ culture and 

religious practices, Stutfield reckoned that ‘There is no warrant for this saint-worship in 

the Koran, which inculcates that of the one true God making Mohammed the sole 

Prophet and Mediator with Him ’23  

Functions of Sanctuaries and Zawiyas: 

As reported by many travellers, the functions of Moorish Zawiyas and sanctuaries are 

multiple since beside furnishing ‘their members with precepts for guidance in life and 

formula of prayers’24 the saints’ tombs and the holy sanctuaries had a very strong 

impact in people’s everyday life. 

Harris provides a record of the principal sanctuaries and holy tombs scattered all over 

the country, listed in the order of their relative importance. On top of his list and that of 

many other travellers, the Sanctuary of Moulay Driss in Fèz holds a prominent place 

among the holy shrines in Morocco. Trotter who visited Fèz in 1881 wrote that the 

name of Moulay Driss, the patron saint and founder of Fèz ‘is on the lips of every 

beggar in the street, and without invoking whom no bargain is made or business 

concluded.”25 Watson was also impressed by the Moors’ belief in the power of this 

saint: ‘The veneration of the inhabitants for Moulay Driss is so great, that in all the 

situations of life, and in all their spontaneous motions, they invoke Moulay Driss 

                                                           
20 Id 

21 Lemperière, p.32 

22 Id. 

23 Stutfield, pp.148-149 

24 Aubin, Eugène,  Morocco of Today,  London, J.M Dent, 1906.   p.254 

25 Trotter, Philip Durham,  Our Mission to The Court of Morocco in 1880, Edinbrugh: David Douglas, 1881,  

p.109 
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instead of the Almighty.’26. The prominence of this saint is further explained by 

Osborne who visited Fèz in 1937: 

‘To the Fasi the shrine or zaouia of Mouley Idris is the centre of life. 
From birth to death the Saint is connected with every event in his 
existence. Nothing is undertaken without the benediction of Mouley 
Idris. People swear by him. Beggars demand alms in his name.’27 

Besides offering a social and spiritual unifying focus to the inhabitants, the Zawiyas 

served as a provisional shield from the government injustice and as a refuge for the 

victims of the Makhzen’s despotism as well as a place of escape from the laws of the 

Emperor and his governors. Most travel accounts noted the social and political power of 

these spaces; Eugène Aubin for instance, refers to the function of the holy tombs as the 

last refuge to both the guilty and the innocent individuals:  

When a criminal has committed some outrage, when a debtor is 

insolvent, when an official has squandered the funds of the Makhzen, or 

when a Kai'd finds himself on the eve of some terrible disgrace, they 

hasten towards this place of refuge.’28  

In the same vein, Lemperière explains that:  

‘If the most atrocious criminal takes refuge in one of these chapels, or 

sanctuaries, his person is secure. The emperor himself, who rarely 

scruples to employ any means whatever that may serve to accomplish 

his purpose, seldom violates the privilege of these places.’29   

As a testimony of the power of the Shrine of Moulay Driss, Stutfield noted that the 

coronation of the Sultan is never complete without a pilgrimage to the Tomb of Moulay 

Driss: 

‘...every Sultan must make a pilgrimage on his accession to the throne, 

and when he has performed his orisons at the great tomb within the 

mosque, wherein are laid the bones of the saint, he emerges the 

crowned Emperor of Morocco.’30  

And even after being crowned, the Sultan must pay a visit to the sanctuary of Moulay 

Driss whenever he comes to Fèz and so do all visitors to this city. 

On the other hand, Ali Bey who visited Morocco in 1803 noted how, the sanctuary of 

Sidi Bel’abbess, the saint patron of Marrakech, played the same function and served ‘as 

an asylum for those who are prosecuted by despotism’ and from which they can 

                                                           
26 Quoted by Robert Spence Watson, A Visit to Wazan, the Sacred City of Morocco, London, Macmillan, 1880, 

p.18  

27 Osborne, John, Many Days in Morocco, Robert M. McBride &C°, New York, 1927, p.25 

28 Aubin, Eugène, Morocco of Today, London, J.M Dent, 1906.   232-233 

29 Lemperière, p.33 

30 Stutfield, pp.148-149 
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negotiate their pardon ...certain that this asylum will never be violated’31. As Ali Bey 

explains, there is no positive law to warrant this immunity but it is founded on a general 

public belief which cannot be violated even by the Sultan who risks a revolution if he 

ever dared to. Besides being a refuge for the prosecuted, the sanctuary of Sidi 

Bel’abbess is also known for being ‘a sort of almshouses’, where’ food and money are 

distributed there to the poor’32 and where ‘Eighteen hundred wretches of both sexes are 

actually provided for in this establishment by means of the alms and funds of the 

mosque. ...’33 

Thus the power of Moulay Driss is not only spiritual and psychological but also social 

and political. In fact, by universal consent, this sacred tomb has never been violated 

since the burial of the saint in the 9
th

 century.  

 

Political power of Shereefs: 

According to Walter Harris,34 the Shereefian families, descendants of the Prophet, 

claimed and were permitted great privileges. On account of their religious nobility and 

their moral and spiritual power, the Shereefs enjoy -as living saints- a universal respect. 

This birth-right put the Shereefs above secular laws. Their words were sacred and their 

decisions are final and subject to no appeal. This state of things is portrayed by the 

American Stephen Bonsal who visited Morocco in the last decade of the 19
th

 century in 

one of his ironic descriptions of Shereefs:  

‘After a very short residence in Morocco, you become aware of the fact 

that a Shereef is absolutely infallible, that he can do no wrong, that his 

actions cannot be measured by the every-day standards that are applied 

to ordinary mortals.’35 

The Shereefs’ influence was usually used to arbitrate not only in individual quarrels and 

inter-tribal disputes but also to mediate in conflicts between the tribes and the central 

government. Since they were immune against civil and criminal laws, the Sherrefs 

sometimes took advantage of this exceptional birthright to practise exactions and cruel 

oppression, acts which were ‘accepted’ by the people, according to Walter Harris, as 

‘frailties’  imagined to be as manifestations of the hand of God through the holy 

Shereefs.36 

                                                           
31 Ali Bey, [Domingo Leblich], Travels of Ali Bey in Morocco, Tripoli, Cyprus,  Egypt, Arabia, Syria and 

Turkey, Between the years 1803 and 1807 written by Himself, London: Longman, 1816. p.151 

32 Harris, Walter,. The Narrative of a Journey of Exploration in the Atlas Mountains and the Oases of the North-

West Sahara,  William Blackwood and Sons, Edinbrugh and London, 1895, p. p.42  

33 Ali Bey, p.151 

34 Walter Harris(1866-1933), The Times correspondent, lived in Tangier from the age of 19, wrote a lot about 

Morocco and despite his colonial views sometimes showed a full understanding the mechanisms of the decadent 

Moorish government at the end of the 19th c. and early 20th c. 

35 Bonsal, Stephen, Morocco as it is, London, W. H. Allen & C° , 1893, p.166 

36 Harris, Walter, Morocco That Was, Elan Books , London, 1921, p.266 
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The political power of the Zawiya was so great that their territory constituted a constant 

exception to the laws of the country and the central government. As an illustration of the 

political power of two of the most dominant Zawiyas in Morocco Harris reports that, in 

the sacred city of Wazzan and the surrounding tribal region, there was no power of any 

kind and all attempts of the central government to enforce the Sultan’s jurisdiction had 

failed. The followers of the Shereefs Zawiya and the tribes under the Shereef’s 

protection paid no taxes causing occasional frictions between the Shereef and the Sultan 

‘but the Wazzanis' religious influence was so strong, and in such fear was their name 

held, that on the whole the Shereefs were able to set the Sultan's word at nought.’37 

However, both potentates managed to remain on cautious yet good terms in an exchange 

of spiritual and political power which served their respective interests. This exchange of 

services is interlocked by the fact that in order to obtain: 

 ‘the succession to the throne of a new Sultan, the aid and influence of 

both the Shereefs of Mulai Idris and Wazzan have to be brought to bear 

upon the question, as should either party refuse to acknowledge the 

candidate, so powerful are their followings [followers?] that it is quite 

possible, more than probable, that a civil war would be the result.’38 

The power of the Shereef of Wazzan was so great that the Emperor receives him as his 

equal and relies on him for support in case of difficulty. In the event of a grave rebellion 

the Sultan appeals to the Shereef of Wazzan who can accomplish ‘what an army could 

not, the mere fact of his presence sufficing to put the insurgents to rout; … He is the 

object of pilgrimage from all parts of North Africa’39 

Conversion issues:  

Almost all accounts of evangelizing missions in North Africa reckoned the difficulty 

of convincing North Africans to convert to Christianity. In fact, the issue of Christian 

missionary actions in North Africa is one of the recurrent themes in European travel 

accounts about this area. Historically, pre-Islamic North Africa embraced a number of 

faiths including Christianity but contacts with Christian Europe were always 

maintained through trade and diplomatic exchanges as well as through missionary 

attempts to convert ‘Moors’ to Christianity. These conversion endeavours were 

especially intense in the 19
th

 century and the first half of the 20
th

 century under French 

colonialism (Algeria was colonised in 1830, Tunisia in 1881 and Morocco and Libya 

in 1912). 

According to almost all travel accounts which addressed this issue, the conversion of 

North Africans to Christianity by European missionaries was more difficult to attain 

than in other colonies because, throughout their long history, the peoples of this area 

                                                           
37 Harris, Walter, Morocco That Was, , Elan Books , London, 1921, p.276 

38 Harris, Walter,. The Narrative of a Journey of Exploration in the Atlas Mountains and the Oases of the North-

West Sahara,  William Blackwood and Sons, Edinbrugh and London, 1895, p. 336 

39 Watson, Robert Spence, A Visit to Wazan, the Sacred City of Morocco, London, Macmillan, 1880,  pp.21-22 
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had undergone different colonial and religious experiences during their respective 

encounters with the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Christians 

and the Moslems. Thus, despite individual and non-significant cases where the change 

of faith was bartered for material goods or medicines, the monotheistic Islamic 

experiences of North Africa made it almost impossible for Christian missionaries to 

achieve any recognizable success in converting North African Moslems to Christianity. 

Some travellers went as far as considering a waste of energy any attempt to evangelize 

North Africans: 

‘when so many savages still exist in Central Africa and in East London—

not to speak of Glasgow and the like—it seems a pity to expend upon a 

people, civilised according to their needs, so much good faith, which might 

be used with good effect upon less stony ground.’40 

 

The effects of evangelisation campaigns were largely discussed in European travel 

accounts. Macnab for example questioned the conversion of Moroccans to Christianity 

as the missionaries’ remedy to the problems of the country in these terms: ‘but taking 

into consideration past history and the attitude of Christianity towards Islam, it is not 

so easy to see how such a change is to be enjoined upon any part of the Moorish 

people41. She also relates the case of a clergyman of the English Church ‘who, having 

done his best to convert the Moors, withdrew from the field, feeling convinced that 

Christian missions to the Moors were a mistake.’42 Macnab adds that when this 

missionary was asked if it was possible to make a Christian of a Moor, he answered 

that to do it ‘you must burn all their books; you must catch them young; you must 

squeeze all the blood out of their bodies and grind their bones— then, if you can make 

them up fresh, you may make them Christians'43 

The Order of the White Fathers 

Following the 1867 Cholera epidemic in Algeria, a large number of Algerian orphans 

were left without education because of poverty and need of tutors; it was in these 

circumstances that Cardinal Charles Lavigerie founded in 1868 at Maison-Carrée (now 

El-Harrach near Algiers) an organization called The Order of the White Fathers whose 

mission was to educate and give Christian instruction to these orphans and to convert 

Moslems to Christianity. Alan Brodbrick who visited Tunisia in 1943 reported how 

Cardinal Lavigerie’s organization failed to convert Tunisians. Brodbrick noted that; 

‘With the exception, however, of a batch of orphans the Cardinal himself adopted and 

baptized... The white Fathers have made no converts from Islam. The activities of the 

                                                           
40 Cunninghame Graham: Mogreb-el-Acksa,  p.24 

41 Macnab,  A Ride in Morocco among Believers and Traders, p.137 

42 Id.  

43 Id. p.138 
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Order are now, very successfully, devoted to conversions in the Great Lakes district of 

Black Africa”44 

The frustration of the missionaries about their failure to convert the population of 

North Africa was so great that various justifications were made to explain this failure: 

 ‘The adherent of Islam consider that the Koran is the final and highest 

revelation God has made to man, and that, their religion is the only one 

efficacious for emancipation and eternal life. The Christian missionary, 

therefore, is treated as an intruder, and has to meet the people in their entrenched 

position of considered superiority.’45 

The same missionary who could not admit his failure ended by losing his religious 

respectability and decency: ‘I had come to the country to offer these people eternal 

life, and my first impression was that they were not worth it! They resemble an 

excrescence ripe for the knife’46. Haldane goes on in his insults to the people he had 

come to save by comparing them to animals:  

“Backward people are like animals in some respects, and the missionary 

who would win and harness them to the chariot of the Lord, must pick his 

steps, lest a false move should antagonise them at the beginning of 

operations”47 

 While these bitter and extreme attitudes are exceptional positions, other European 

accounts saw the presence of missionaries in Morocco from another angle. Macnab, for 

instance, condemned some missionaries’ practice to condition their charity to the poor 

natives by attendance to their gospel teachings and evangelical meetings: ‘The 

sufferings of these poor Moors would be enough to touch the stoniest heart, but when 

they are expected to pay for nursing and medicine and charity with the price of 

apostasy, the enterprise is self-condemned’48. 

Charles de Foucauld 

We cannot talk about missionary actions in travel accounts and colonial writings on 

North Africa without referring to Charles de Foucauld and the impact of his 

experiences and actions in Morocco and Algeria as well as on his own spiritual 

evolution.  

With much indulgence in sensual pleasures and little care for the Christian faith, 

Charles de Foucauld started as an officer in the French army before resigning at the 

age of 23 to begin in 1883 a twelve months long travel across Morocco. Disguised as a 

Jewish rabbi, De Foucauld toured Morocco visiting regions in the heart of the country 

                                                           
44 Brodbrick, Alan Houghton,  North Africa OUP, London, 1943,pp.17-18 

45 Haldane, James, Missionary Romance in Morocco, Pickering & Inglis, London,  1937, p. 16 

46 Id. p. 13 

47 Haldane, p.78 

48 Macnab,  A Ride in Morocco among Believers and Traders, , pp143-44. 
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that no European had reached before and reporting detailed and invaluable 

geographical, ethnographical and historical information about the interior of Morocco 

unknown in Europe before his expedition.  The journal of his travels was published as 

Reconnaissance du Maroc in 1888 and earned De Foucauld the golden medal of the 

Société de Geographie de Paris and honours from the Sorbonne University in Paris.  

De Foucauld was very sensible to the pious and simple life of people in Morocco and 

of the way Islam is practised there. His travels in Morocco and his encounter with 

people whose lives were in tune with their faith revealed to him a spiritual dimension 

which marked him for the rest of his life. In 1901, he made this confession to one of 

his friends: ‘Islam produced in me a profound upheaval. The sight of this faith, of 

these souls living in the continuous presence of God, made me perceive something 

greater and more real than worldly occupations’49 [My translation] 

After his return to Paris, he started reading both the Koran and Bossuet’s ‘Elévations à 

Dieu sur tous Les Mystères de la Religion Chrétienne’. After a period of doubt about 

Christianity, he finally retrieved his Catholic faith through a progressive conversion 

that brought him to priesthood and later to a mystic retreat and a hermit life among the 

Tuaregs of the Algerian Sahara desert.  

Regarding the conversion of people of other faiths to Christianity, De Foucauld adopted 

an approach which was based not on classical preaching and inducing people from other 

faiths to convert to Christianity but by Christian exemplary behaviour: ‘Shout the Bible 

from the rooftops not by thy word but by the example of thy life’50 [my translation]. De 

Foucauld wrote to a priest in Algeria: ‘‘I am here not to convert the Touaregs at one go, 

but to try to understand them and to improve them. I am certain that the good Lord will 

receive in Heaven all those who were good and honest without their being Roman 

Catholics’51 [my translation] 

The Benedictines in the Middle Atlas: 

De Foucauld’s better understanding of Muslim societies and his approach to missionary 

actions in North Africa set an example and a source of inspiration for another important 

Christian experience in the Moroccan Middle Atlas.  If throughout North African 

history suspicion characterized the Moors’ relations with Christian missionaries and if 

evangelization missions were confronted by a firm resistance from people in different 

                                                           
49 Foucauld, Lettres à Henry de Castries, Paris, Grasset, 1938, p. 86 sqq. Letter to Henry de Castries dated 8 

July 1901: ‘L'Islam a produit en moi un profond bouleversement. La vue de cette foi, de ces âmes vivant dans 

la continuelle présence de Dieu, m'a fait entrevoir quelque chose de plus grand et de plus vrai que les 

occupations mondaines’ 

50 Alain Vircondelet Charles de Foucauld, comme un agneau parmi des loups, Monaco, Le Rocher 

(éditions), 1997, p.213;   ‘crier l'Évangile sur les toits, non par ta parole, mais par ta vie’  

51 Antier, Jean-Jacques Charles de Foucauld, Paris, Éditions Perrin, Novembre 2005,  p.246. ‘Je suis ici non 

pour convertir d'un seul coup les Touaregs, mais pour essayer de les comprendre et les améliorer. Je suis 

certain que le bon Dieu accueillera au ciel ceux qui furent bons et honnêtes sans qu'ils soient catholiques 

romains’  
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regions of the country, an exceptional experience of cohabitation and exemplary 

cooperation between Muslims and Christians took place in the Middle Atlas Mountains, 

Morocco.  

The story began when twenty Benedictine monks left the Abbey of En-Calcat in south-

western France and sailed to Casablanca, Morocco. Their destination was one of the 

ridges of the Middle Atlas, overlooking Azrou, a country town in the Moroccan Atlas 

Mountains. The monks arrived on October 7th, 1952, with no clear intentions except to 

practise contemplation in peace: it is on a plateau surrounded by oak and centenary 

cedar trees that they built a monastery and called it the Priory of Christ the King which 

later came to be known as Toumliline (the white Stones in Berber), the name of a 

nearby spring.  

At the beginning, the monks solved the problem of communication with the local 

population by starting to learn Berber just after their arrival. One of the risks, the monks 

feared and which they made all endeavours to avoid was being identified with the 

French colonial authorities. The monks refused to be under the protection of the 

military, and, an altercation between Father Denis Martin, the Prior, and the French 

military authorities of Azrou showed the population that the monks were not French 

agents as they had suspected. The population understood that they should not confuse 

the Church with the French authorities. 

With the help of local Berber employees, the monastery was built and peaceful 

cohabitation was gradually established. The monks learned to know the Berbers and 

found out that because of poverty and remoteness from urban centres, many Berber 

children did not go to school. That's why they opened their premises, and built others, to 

accommodate these children and young people who went to Azrou to attend classes. 

The openness of the monks, their sympathy and encouragement of peaceful dialogue 

between the leaders of the liberation movement and the colonial authorities and their 

indirect support for Morocco’s independence made of Toumliline a centre for very 

successful international encounters. In fact, not long after their settlement in 1952 at 

Toumliline, the monks awakened not only the curiosity and interest and the sympathy of 

the surrounding Berber villages but also that of the country notables, first at the regional 

level and later at the national one.  

Today, we know that under Colonized Morocco, most of the nationalist leaders and 

important figures of the country visited the Monastery and had amicable contacts with 

Toumliline monks. These include important members of the liberation movement like 

Sheikh Al Islam Mohamed Belarbi Alaoui52, a most respected theologian and official 

                                                           
52 Father Martin, Toumliline’s Prior and  Sheikh Bel Larbi el Alaoui developed a friendship built on mutual 

respect for their respective faiths; later the Muslim theologian became in a way "spiritual adviser" to Father 

Martin on things Islamic. See: Beach, Peter and William Dunphy, Benedictine and Moor, Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston, New York, 1960, pp.116-117 
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counsellor to Sultan Mohamed Vth, M’Barek Bekkai, first Prime Minister of 

Independent Morocco, Driss M’Hammedi, Interior Minister, Mehdi Ben Barka, first 

President of the Parliament and political opponent to Hassan II, Mohammed El Fassi, 

eminent researcher and Education Minister, Captain Mahjoubi Aherdam, first Governor 

of Rabat and later many times Minister of different departments.  

The monks wanted to instil this spirit of tolerance, mutual respect and understanding 

which was established between the Monastery and its Berber surroundings, among the 

French Christian community in Morocco. To this end, the Monastery organized 

meetings for young Christians on themes like: ‘How to get in touch with our Muslim 

and Jewish brothers’ an encounter which gathered some 200 young Christians in 

1954.53  

In the aftermath of independence, the monks were allowed to continue their activities 

thanks to their policy of respectful and honest dealing with local populations and with 

the Moroccan authorities. Between 1956 and 1968, Toumliline hosted "International 

Encounters" which brought together leading figures from sub-Saharan Africa, the Arab 

World, Asia, Europe and North America, people with different faiths, believers and 

agnostics, representatives of all political opinions54. Great names in politics, theology 

and culture, succeeded each other between 1956 and 1968 to express diverse opinions in 

a framework of respect and peaceful exchange of views. These include King 

Mohammed V, Crown Prince Moulay Hassan later King Hassan II, Princess Lalla Aicha 

and the great Islamologist Professor Louis Massignon, a friend of Charles de Foucauld,  

philosopher Pr. Emmanuel Levinas, Director of the Oriental Jewish Teacher's College in 

Paris, Professors F. S. G Northrop of Yale and James Kritzeck of Princeton. 

 The 1957 encounter, for example, was held under the honorary patronage of Crown 

Prince Moulay Hassan and gathered not less than twenty six nationalities, and two 

hundred participants around the theme of education. As noted by Mayeux, for the first 

time, a Muslim Sovereign and his Government encouraged meetings which were 

blessed and organized by authorized members of the Catholic Church. ‘Can we say’ 

Mayeux added ‘that such harmony seems possible only in Morocco, a country of strict 

Koranic observance, but of wide tolerance.’55 

                                                           
53 ‘Réinventer Toumliline’ Paper by  Mgr Landel in the conference on ‘the Benedictines’ experience in 

Toumliline on 10 October 2015 by the Faculty of Letters in Rabat (Morocco). See : 

http://www.dioceserabat.org/reinventer-toumliline-l-intervention-de-mgr-landel-dans-le-cadre-de-ce-colloque-le-

10-octobre-2015: 

54 Id 

55 Mayeux Marie-Rose. ‘Cours internationaux d'été de Toumliline : 1956-1957-1958-1959’. In: Archives de 

sociologie des religions, n°9, 1960. pp. 81-94; at 

http://www.persee.fr/doc/assr_0003-9659_1960_num_9_1_2677    ‘Pour la première fois un Souverain 

musulman et son Gouvernement encouragent, promeuvent même des rencontres que, parallèlement, bénissent et 

dirigent des membres autorisés de Eglise catholique : évêques, religieux de divers ordres ont apporté leur 

collaboration. Sera-t-il permis d’avancer cette idée que pareille harmonie ne semble possible qu’au Maroc, pays 

de stricte observance coranique, mais de large tolérance.’  

http://www.dioceserabat.org/reinventer-toumliline-l-intervention-de-mgr-landel-dans-le-cadre-de-ce-colloque-le-10-octobre-2015
http://www.dioceserabat.org/reinventer-toumliline-l-intervention-de-mgr-landel-dans-le-cadre-de-ce-colloque-le-10-octobre-2015
http://www.persee.fr/doc/assr_0003-9659_1960_num_9_1_2677
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In summing up the outcome of these inter-faith and inter-cultural encounters, Professor 

Northrop  of Yale University, who attended Toumliline conferences, noted how Father 

Martin and Father Placide succeeded in allowing the Jewish community, the Islamic 

community, and the French-Christian community 

 ‘to sit down in a common room away from the passion of politics in the quiet 

of a monastery to reason together. While this does not mean that all the 

practical, educational, and political problems were solved, it does mean, 

however, that each party is learning to look at the other in the light of the best 

traditions of each . . . clearly the Toumliline conferences constitute one of the 

most constructive developments in the contemporary world.”56 

In conclusion, I would like to illustrate the encounter of Christianity and Islam in Morocco 

by two encounters. The first is between the Toumliline’s Monastery Prior, Father Martin 

with Mehdi Benbarka, the symbol of the Moroccan left and the second between the same 

Prior and Mohamed Belarbi, a great authority in Islamic theology and the most respected 

representative of Moroccan Islam. 

The leader of the Moroccan Left and the Benedictine:  

In Benedictine and Moor, Beach and Dunfy reported how the Moroccan nationalist leader, 

Mehdi Benbarka, asked the Toumliline Prior, Father Martin, to visit him at his home after 

they had met at a dinner organized by common friends. Father Martin accepted the 

invitation and when they met: 

"What can you do for us?" Ben Barka bluntly asked the priest as soon as amenities were 

over.  

"What do you expect me to do?” 

 "We want independence for our country. But we feel we need the help of those who 

know the realities of the situation here and who are at the same time disinterested. Since 

1920 and especially since 1951, Frenchmen and Moroccans have lived in worlds 

separated by passions and prejudices. I believe that among the French here our only 

hope is with certain Catholics. So I would like you to put us in touch with them. 

 "It's possible. But let me think about the best way to go about it.57 

 

Father Martin prepared the event by meeting the two groups separately and asking them 

to avoid provocative comments and any remarks that would disrupt the discussions 

explaining to each side the difficulties of the other party58. Of course this intermediary 

action of the Benedictines between the Moslems and the Catholics did not please a large 

number of French colonists in Morocco. To understand the ethical standing of the 

Benedictine monks in Morocco, we should refer to an incident between Father Martin 

and some French colonists reported by the authors of Benedictine and Moor: 

                                                           
56 Quoted in Beach, Peter and William Dunphy, Benedictine and Moor, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, 

1960, p.182-83 

57 Beach, Peter and William Dunphy, Benedictine and Moor, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, 1960, 

p.120 

58 Id. p.121 
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When, at a luncheon, a group of Meknes businessmen demanded to know why he was 

supporting the Moslems against the Christians, Father Martin told them they didn't 

know what they were talking about. The position of the Church on such cases as the 

Moroccans' demand for independence, he explained, was perfectly clear in principle: 

peoples and nations did have the right to govern themselves. Thus, he said, it wasn't that 

Toumliline was going too far, but that most of the French in Morocco had little regard 

for Christian justice. This angered many of his French listeners, but did force them to 

reconsider their own position59. 

Independently of the outcome of these meetings, the simple fact of bringing to 

discussion top nationalists leaders and French colonists was an achievement in itself. 

The talks between the two parties, paved the way for later political encounters and, to a 

certain extent, prepared the colonists to accept the Paris decision to recognize the 

independence of Morocco in 1956. 

 Sheikh Al-Islam and the Benedictine:  

Mohamed Belarbi Alaoui (1880-1964), top Moroccan theologian also known as Cheikh 

Al Islam, is the founder of an open and tolerant neo-Salafist movement which combated 

archaic religious practices and widespread belief in the worship of shrines and the 

power of zawias. A recognized Islamic authority and a fervent nationalist, Belarbi was 

the Sulan’s High Cadi, the Highest Islamic judge and president of the national Oulemas 

Council. Moha Khettouch, the Sheikh’s biographer described him as a fervent defender 

of Islam but also as being: just, tolerant, judicious, independent and humble.  

This is the man against whom the French colonial authorities warned Father Martin. 

When Toumliline’s Prior began to see Sheikh Belarbi el Alaoui, the military governor 

of the region warned him that the Sheikh was the worst enemy of the Church in 

Morocco; by way of proof, the governor reported to him an incident in which Belarbi 

had seditiously reacted to the sound of a Catholic church bell during one of his lectures 

at the Qaraouine University in Fèz by telling his students: ‘‘There, is your true enemy, 

do not rest until it has been driven from your country’60. Later when the Prior and the 

Sheikh came to know each other and build more amicable relations, the prior asked the 

Sheikh if the story were true. The Sheikh admitted it recognizing that at the time he 

could not make the difference between the Church and French authorities, but ‘now 

seeing what you do at Toumliline has helped me to make that distinction.’61  

To understand the trust that the Toumliline monks have won in the whole country, the 

following incident illustrate the case. Scrupulous about the preservation of their 

children’s faith some parents from Azrou sent a delegation to Fez to ask Sheikh Al-

Islam, Mohamed Belarbi if there was anything wrong with their children visiting the 

                                                           
59 Id. p. 123 

60 Benedictine and Moor, p.124 

61 Id. 
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Christian monks; the theologian set their minds at rest: ‘Not at all, they are men of 

God."62. In the same vein, Prince Moulay Hassan, later King Hassan II, said to the 

orphans of the monastery on one of his visits to Toumliline: ‘You can trust these fathers. 

Like true fathers they love you and will teach you nothing but good.’ And as the authors 

of Benedictine and Moor said: ‘These words spoken by a descendant of the Prophet and 

heir of the spiritual leader of Morocco's nine million Moslems, had brought tears to the 

eyes of the Benedictine monk.’63 Even the Sultan Mohamed Vth who attended the 1957 

conference was full of praise for the actions of the Toumliline monks. He addressed the 

organizers of the seminar in these words: ‘Our country is ... very happy and proud that 

the object of your preoccupations had nothing in common with the materialism so 

evident today. On the contrary, you have searched for the roads which lead to the 

spiritual values which truly permit humanity to advance toward a better world...’64 

In conclusion, I would like to illustrate the encounter of Islam and Christianity in 

Toumliline by the words of Sheikh Belarbi in a discussion about conversion with Father 

Martin: ‘ 

"If a man is convinced of the truth, as you and I are, one measure of that conviction is 

his desire to share it with others. Thus I am sure you are as desirous of converting me 

to Christianity as I am to convert you to Islam. But such a desire must always respect 

the personality and liberty of conscience of the others. The conversion must not be by 

violence or argument but by the splendour of a life lived according to that truth.'65 

Post Scriptum 

Just after I finished this article, there was an uproar in Moroccan social media regarding 

shrines and Zawiyas. The issue was raised on 12 February, 2018 following a question by a 

member of the Moroccan Parliament concerning the lamentable state of a famous sanctuary in 

his constituency. The Minister in charge of the Department of Endowments and Islamic 

Affairs, in an expanded answer, gave, for the first time, statistics about holy sanctuaries and 

Zawiyas. He said that there were 5038 sanctuaries and 1496 Zawiyas in Morocco and that his 

Ministry has spent the equivalent of about 146 000 000 Moroccan Dirhams (about $14 

600000) on these holy places. Reactions about spending public money on sanctuaries were 

very virulent especially among the young who considered the expense as a waste of public 

money which could have been used on nobler causes such as education or the fight against 

unemployment. The opposition was not only for economic reasons but for religious ones too, 

part of the commentaries were from religious spheres who considered that spending money on 

sanctuaries and Zawiyas was a way of encouraging superstitious religiosity at the expense of 

what they considered orthodox Islam. A third section of the virulent commentaries was 

political since they considered the support of the holy places as an encouragement of a 

superstitious  religiosity to distract people from politics and secure the historical support of 

Zawiyas to the central government. 
 

                                                           
62 Id. p.128 

63 Benedictine and Moor p. 142 

64 Id. p.155-56 
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