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Village of Keur Ndiaye Lo. Disciples of the Baye Fall Dahira of Cheikh Seye Baye perform a religious ceremony, drumming, dancing and singing prayers. While in
other countries fundamentalists may prohibit music, it is an integral part of the religious practice in Sufism.



Sufism is a form of Islam practiced by the majority of the population of Senegal, where 95% of the
country’s inhabitants are Muslim



Based on the teachings of religious leader Amadou Bamba, who lived from the mid 19th century to
the early 20th, Sufism preaches pacifism and the goal of attaining unity with God



According to analysts of international politics, Sufism’s pacifist tradition is a factor that has helped
Senegal avoid becoming a theatre of Islamist terror attacks



Sufism also teaches tolerance. The role of women is valued, so much so that within a confraternity it
is possible for a woman to become a spiritual leader, with the title of Muqaddam



Sufism is not without its critics, who in the past have accused the Marabouts of taking advantage of
their followers and of mafia-like practices, in addition to being responsible for the backwardness of
the Senegalese economy

In the courtyard of Cheikh Abdou Karim Mbacké’s palace, many expensive cars are parked. They are said to be gifts of his followers, among whom there are many rich
Senegalese businessmen who live abroad. The Marabouts rank among the most influential men in Senegal: their followers see the wealth of thei religious leaders as a
proof of their power and of their proximity to God.

Women gather to sing chants with repetitive sermons at the house of the Kaliph General of the Layene Sufi Brotherhood in Yoff, Dakar. Chanting is an important
element of the religious practices of the Layenes, the smallest of the four major Sufi brotherhoods in Senegal. Weekly they hold a ceremony called the “chants
religieux”, they begin on Saturday night and continue until the dawn prayer on Sundays.

Cheikh Abdou Karim Mbacké (52) and some of his disciples at the entrance of the Cheiks palace in Touba. He is one of the most powerful Marabouts in Senegal.
Worshipped as a saint, Abdou Karim is a grandson of Amadou Bamba Mbacké, the founder of the Mourid order, the richest and most influential of the major four
Sufi orders in the country. Most Senegalese believe that the Marabouts have supernatural powers.

Dakar. Textile workers pass by a picture of the Saint Cheikh Amadou Bamba Mbacké at the Touba Commercial Center. Serigne Touba, as Bamba is also called,
and his teachings still have a strong influence on everyday life. There is hardly a musician or rapper who doesn’t have a song about Bamba in his repertoire. His
doctrine of “Ora et Labora”, pacifism and submission to the spiritual leaders have made Senegal one of the most stable countries in Africa.

A very peculiar face of Islam in Senegal
“The Greater Jihad is not war by force of arms, but the fight against one’s inner demons. Whoever
conquers his inner enemies will also succeed against his worldly enemies”. This is what the
Senegalese Sufi saint (Walī) Sheikh Amadou Bamba Mbacké (1853 - 1927) taught his followers,
when tribal leaders called for armed revolt against the French. Even today, many Senegalese are
fervent supporters of Bamba’s pacifist teachings. Never has the West African country experienced
an attack, in the age of international terror, in contrast to the country’s neighbours. In Senegal,
95 percent of the population adheres to Islam and the overwhelming majority are committed
followers of Sufism.
The Sufis are mystics that are less concerned about the dogmas of their religion and more interested
in striving to achieve unity with God. They are obliged to submit to the spiritual guidance of a
religious leader and teacher, in Senegal called a Marabout, to whom followers pay a portion of
their income. Although Senegal has had secular governments since its independence in 1960, the
more highly revered Marabouts rank among the most powerful and richest men in the country.
They preach tolerance, pass part of their wealth on to the needy and build many mosques in
order to prevent other Muslim countries from gaining influence by building mosques and sending
their preachers to Senegal.
The Senegalese are grateful for their religious independence. Women are not considered the
property of their husbands; the choice to wear headscarves is up to them. In one brotherhood,
a woman can become a spiritual leader with the title of Muqaddam and and have male and
female followers. Critics argue that Senegal is one of the least developed countries in the world
because of the strong political influence of the Marabouts. There is also talk of the
exploitation of the faithful and of mafia-like business practices. Nevertheless, the Senegalese
are very proud of their religious culture. Some believe that Islam will be reformed from Senegal
to return to its original meaning.

On the first morning of the Grand Magal in Touba, a group of women retreat into the house of the Ndiaye family while men gather to pray in the courtyard. The
Grand Magal is the largest pilgrimage in Senegal and also the most important reunion of the Dahiras and the families of the Mourid Brotherhood. Even though
the majority of Senegalese society conforms to patriarchal principles, women have more freedom than in many other Muslim countries.

Dakar. Young Senegalese men train on the stairs which lead to the famous Mosque of the Divinity at the beach of Quakam. While in some other Muslim countries
there are debates about the permissibility of sports, most Senegalese don’t even mind if people are training in short trousers on the stairs of a mosque. Of course
within the Mosques clothing rules of Islam are followed strictly.

A follower of the Layene Brotherhood in a sea grotto in Les Almadies. They say
that the light of the prophet lived in the Holy Grotto for a 1000 years. From there, it
continues to travel around the world to reform Islamic religion to its original meaning.

Textile workers bow at the evening prayer on a balcony of the Touba Commercial center located in Sandaga, Dakar’s commercial district. There are many shops
and sewing studios where the traditional Senegalese garments are produced.

Dakar. After the morning prayer at the masolueum of Seydina Issa Rohou, a Layene family takes a selfie at the beach of Yoff before going home to celebrate
Korité, as the festival of last day of Ramadan is called in Senegal.

Cheikh Seye Bay, 69, prays with his disciples at his home in the village of Keur Ndiaye Lo, near the city of Rufisque. He is a Marabout, a spiritual leader, healer and
scribe of the Quran. According to the teachings of Amadou Bamba, every believer must submit to a spiritual guide.

In the village of Keur Ndiaye Lo, disciples of the Baye Fall Brotherhood work in the fields of Serigne Cheikh Seye. Ibrahima Fall, a close disciple of Amadou Bamba
Mbacké, in order to be able to feed the great number of followers of Amadou Bamba, proclaimed that physical labour was a higher level of prayer. Therefore the
Baye Fall emphasize on farm work in the service of their Marabouts. In return they receive spiritual guidance, food and lodging.

A member of the Baye Fall Brotherhood collects donations in Dakar. Traditionally Baye Fall members prove their devotion to God through hard labor in the fields
of their Marabouts. In modern times, some members replace manual work with roaming the streets asking for donations. A big part of the wealth of the highest
Marabouts in the country is due to the physical work or the financial contributions of several generations of Baye Fall disciples.

Serigne Cheikh Seye Baye, 69, at the house of his Dahira in Touba. He is a Marabout of the Baye Fall Brotherhood, a clergyman, a scholar and the spiritual leader
of a Dahira, as smaller religious communities within the Senegalese Sufi Brotherhoods are called. He is also a renowned shaman doctor and healer. He claims
to have inherited his spiritual wisdom and healing power from his father, who was a Marabout, too.

At the mausoleum of Sokhna Mame Diarra Bousso, the mother of the Sufi-Saint Amadou Bamba, thousands of believers gather once a year for a pilgrimage,
called Magal. The status of Mame Diarra can be compared to the role of the holy mother Mary in Christianity. Close to her mausoleum in Porokhane there is a
fountain which springs holy water. As in Lourdes, the faithful are hoping for healing, strength and blessing.

A follower of the Layene Brotherhood enters the washing room at the house in Ngor in Dakar, where holy water springs from the ground. Another follower fills pots with
the water from a copper pipe. On the wall there is a painting of Seydina Issa Rouhou Laye, the son of Seydina Limamou Laye, the founder of the Layene brotherhood.
The personality cult plays an important role amongst all Sufi orders in Senegal.

Serigne Cheikh Abdou Karim Mbacke receives believers at an audience in front of his palace in Touba. He prays and blesses them. At the same time he receives
financial gifts from the faithful, which he says he passes on to the needy or uses to expand the mosque in Touba. The foundation stone of the mosque was laid
by his father Cheikh Serigne Fallou Mbacke, who was the first son of Cheikh Amadou Bamba Macke, the most important saint in Senegal.

Nga La Ndou Sidoine (28), a member of the Layene Brotherhood, at the beach of Yoff after the morning prayer at the masolueum of Seydina Limamou Laye
on Korité, the end of Ramadan in Senegal. The Layene claim that it is written in the Koran that the Prophet Mohammed would rise again in a place where two
oceans come together, and this is the case in Dakar.

For the Baye Fall it is not only important to share food and wealth, but also wisdom and good energy. Mourides call their order the “Way of Imitation of the Prophet”.
About their spiritual leader Amadou Bamba, they say that “he distinguishes himself by purity of heart, by kindness, and by love of good for both friend and foe”.

Touba. A street vendor sells pictures of Amadou Bamba Mbacké and his sons, while a man with fake Gucci sandals passes by. Many fake brand products from
China are offered for sale and most vendors belong to a Sufi Brotherhood, so the Marabouts also receive money from these sales through the contributions of
their followers. The Marabouts invest a part of contributions to build mosques and further enlarge the Grand Mosque of Touba.

The Layene can be recognized by their white clothes, a symbol of purity, which they wear mainly on religious holidays. The men and women of the Brotherhood
place great value on being dressed in style.

Zeyda Moussoukoro Mbaye, 58, prays together with her disciples at the Mosque of Cheikh Islam Baye Niasse in Castor, Dakar. She is a successful entrepreneur
but she also is a Muqaddam, as the spiritual leaders of the Sufi Brotherhood of the Tijianiyya are called. She leads on a religious community of 600 people. The
Tijianiyya Brotherhood has always been popular because it allows the initiation of women as spiritual leaders.
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