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SUFI MOVEMENT IN TUNISIAAND ITS
RELATIONSHIP WITH POWER FROM
THE 15THTO THE 16TH CENTURIES

ABSTRACT

This research deals with the issue of the Tunisi-
an Sufi movement and its political stance towards
Power in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The
Sufi movement in Tunisia was not traditionally iso-
lated from the social and political arena, but rather
an active and dynamic current. It had a broad hori-
zon and visions completely different from the Sufi
styles that appeared in the Arab East. However, it
is widely known that this Sufi movement in Tunisia
has known a split into two main groups since the
second half of the sixteenth century: The first is the
Sufi social current, which relied on a policy of ap-
peasement with the political authority, and had the
ability to read the political situation, and to unders-
tand the map of balances realistically and compre-
hensively. The second section is represented by the
radical political mystical current, which did not have
the mechanisms of analysis and the ability to corre-
ctly read the course of events, whether in Tunisia
or in the North African region, and thus it conflic-
ted with the political authority in various front lines,
and intended to establish a political entity, indepen-
dent of the center of the state. Representing the first
movement of Sufism, the Giryani sect succeeded in
gaining and maintaining its continuity through alli-
ance with the Ottomans. The Shabbiyye sect, which
represents the second Sufi movement, had a policy
of conflict with the central authority and the active
powers in the region, especially with the Ottomans.

Keywords: Sufism, Tunisia, The Ottomans, The
Gharianite Order, The Shabiya Order, The Hafsids.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Talking about Sufism and Sufi groups in Tunisia requires more researches in depth and analyses, espe-
cially from a historical point of view. Most of the historical studies that dealt with this topic have focused
on the intellectual and religious dimensions that characterized these Sufi groups. These studies also focu-
sed intensely on the study of Sufi groups in the medieval period and the dissemination of Sufism to North
Africa in general, and in Tunisia in particular, after its emergence in the Arab East. However, the study of
Sufi groups in the modern era and their stance towards power have not been comprehensively analyzed yet.

Sufi movement has acquired great importance in the Maghreb. It also played a prominent role in the
religious and spiritual education of the people of the region, refining their souls, and spreading the love of
God among them. These Sufi groups also contributed to providing social assistance to the poor and needy,
and the Sufi zawiyas acquired an ethical status that became a haven for the poor and needy when the harsh
conditions of life intensified. Moreover, these Sufi groups were a unifying and stabilizing factor for all the
peoples of the region.

Most of the Sufi groups spread in the North African region, and were extensions of each other. These
Sufi groups also interacted with each other, uniting in various crises such as wars, disasters, diseases and
epidemics. Therefore, the authorities realized the role of these Sufi groups in achieving political stability
and social peace, and encouraged, allowed them to operate and establish zawiyas on Tunisian soil.

In thel5th century, during the Hafsid era, Tunisia witnessed vitality, economic recovery, and an impor-
tant intellectual movement encouraged by the Hafsid rulers, such as Sultan Abi Fares Abdel Aziz, who ruled
until 1534. During that period, such eminent scholars and greats as Sheikh Al-Dabbagh, Sheikh Ibn Naji
and Abdul Rahman bin Khaldun, founder of Alam The meeting, where these scholars and righteous people
played a major role in spreading Sufi thought.

The Shadhili group was one of the most important Sufi groups encouraged by the Hafsid rulers and

allowed to practice their religious activities to spread Sufism and improve society spiritually and morally.
During the reign of the Hafsid ruler Abu Amr Othman, the country of Tunisia also experienced a state of
political stability and prosperity that extended until 1488 AD.

During this stage, the activities of the Sufi orders increased and expanded in vast areas within Tunisia.
Some of these Sufi groups turned to owning real estate and property, and the Sufi zawiya spread in many
areas, where it played an important role in achieving social and political stability, and contributed to the
dissemination of science in society.

In general, the phenomenon of Sufism in Tunisia was a complexed and intertwined phenomenon in the
course of its historical formation, especially from the beginning of the 15th century to the end of the 16th
century. The phenomenon of Sufism moved from its individual dimension within the framework of Sufi
groups active in society, and then developed in the sixteenth century into political Sufi movements that
played a political role according to the political, social and economic conditions.

The relationship between the Sufi groups and the authority in Tunisia ranged between calm at times and
confrontation at other times, due to the political conditions that occurred in Tunisia. This relationship gre-
atly affected the freedom of movement of these Sufi groups in activity within society, in light of the geopo-
litical transformations that began in Tunisia and the Maghreb since the beginning of the sixteenth century.

These transformations were represented in the weakness of the Hafsid state and the entry of Tunisia into
a phase of political and social instability, as well as the emergence of new shifts in the map of balances in
the North African region due to the Ottoman-Spanish conflict. These internal and external circumstances
have directly affected the Sufi movement in Tunisia. As a result, these Sufi groups were divided into two
main parts: the first was the moderate Sufi social current, which was characterized by pacification with the
political authority and not entering into a clash with it.

As for the second trend, it was represented by the radical political mystical movement, which entered
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into a major conflict with the Hafsid state and with the Ottomans later. From this point of view, we try in
this research to study the phenomenon of Sufism in Tunisia during the Hafsid and Ottoman eras, from the
beginning of the second half of the 15th century to the end of the 16th century. We will present a historical
reading of the Sufi orders in Tunisia in order to underst and the nature of their relationship with the political
authority and to know the extent of the impact of these methods socially, politically and economically in
that historical period.

We will, furthermore, seek to understand the causes of the radical transformations which has been wit-
nessed by the Sufi movement in Tunisia, and to know their most important components and divisions. We
will also try to understand its positions on the geopolitical changes that theTunisian country witnessed
internally and externally, and their impact on the Tunisian Sufi movement in general in the 16th century.




