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Special Focus

In Tunisia, Sufism is here to stay
Tunis

S
ince the country won its 
independence from France 
60 years ago, Tunisia’s 
modernising elites have 
been tempted to confine 

Sufis and their ubiquitous shrines 
to the margins of society, consid-
ering them obstacles to social and 
economic progress.

Average citizens and many seg-
ments of the political and intel-
lectual elites are now, however, 
eyeing centuries-old Sufism as a 
means of individual and collective 
healing as the country faces a mul-
tifaceted crisis with complex and 
overlapping economic, political 
and spiritual problems.

Old mores have been swept by 
a mostly Westernised lifestyle in 
every corner of the small country.

Despite the freedoms of speech 
and political organisation gained 
in recent years, Tunisians find 
themselves expressing doubt 
about their society’s self-image, 
its identity and spiritual make-up. 
Long accustomed to the notion of 
inevitable progress, many see old 
notions shaken by economic stag-
nation, radical Salafism and jihad-
ist threats.

Attacks at landmark tourist sites 
and another against a bus carry-
ing presidential security guards in 
2015 ruined the country’ tourism 
industry and shattered the self-
confidence of Tunisia — often por-
trayed as a bellwether of liberalism 
and moderate Islam.

A recent survey by the Sigma 
polling agency indicated that 
43.1% of Tunisians asked said 
they visit a shrine at least once in 
a year, with the 11-century-old Sidi 
Mehrez mausoleum in old Tunis, 

the most visited shrine in Tunisia.
With almost every village, town 

or city being built near or around a 
shrine to a saint, zawiyas (shrines) 
outnumber Tunisia’s 2,500 
mosques.

“Tunisia’s society and urban 
structures are linked to the his-
tory of Sufism. Cities, towns and 
villages had been built around 
saint tombs or festivals such as Sid 
Bouzid, Sidi Mansour, Sidi Bouali 
and the likes,” said Sami Brahem, 
a university professor and politi-
cal scientist at the Centre for Eco-
nomic and Social Studies (CERES), 
a government-run think-tank.

After five decades of tight state 
control over religious and cultural 
life, society has yet to find a clear 
approach towards religion. The 
current fluid situation generates 
anxiety about the country’s identi-
ty as Islamist extremists see a void 
they think they can fill.

The potential role of Sufism 
grabbed attention when hardline 
Salafists attacked the symbols 
of re-emerging Sufism in 2012, 
burning or damaging more than 
40 shrines, including that of Sidi 
Bou Said, a saint whose tomb and 
shrine overlook the bay of Tunis.

“This (spate of attacks) is only 
the beginning. They (the Salafists) 
will follow by destroying the ar-
chaeological sites of Carthage, El 
Jem and Dougga. Then, they will 
force the men to grow beards and 
women to wear the niqab. They 
have a whole strategy to change 
the country,” warned Mazen Cher-
if, a Tunisian scholar and leading 
Sufi figure.

The anti-Sufi attacks and the 
wave of anger and anxiety they 
stirred were eye-openers. Sufism 
attracted sympathy as a moderate 
indigenous current threatened by 
Wahhabi-inspired Salafism.

“Salafism has had its heyday in 
crisis and distress. Today, it is time 
for an Islamic renewal with its bril-
liant civilisation and rich culture. 
Sufi Islam is the only kind of Islam 
to carry the banner of peaceful 
and humanistic Islam,” said writer 
Farhat Othman.

“The future is for Sufi Tunisia 

and with it for happiness in Islam.”
After a politically calculated re-

fusal to choose between Sufism 
and Salafism during the first years 
after the revolution, Tunisia’s 
main Islamist political party, En-
nahda, realised that Sufism was 
there to stay. Now, as Ennahda pre-
pares to have a congress that could 
transform it from a fundamentalist 
to an Islamist-leaning party, some 
scholars argue the need for Sufis 
could become more acute.

“The spiritual and religious vac-
uum could widen with Ennahda 
changing and the state lacking a 
comprehensive Islamic policy. 
Only Sufism could fill the gap and 
satisfy the huge spiritual demands 
of the population,” said Brahem.

Other experts are less convinced 
by any contribution of Sufis in a 
modern society  such as Tunisia’s.

“Tunisia is a rational society 
now. Sufis do not fit in that kind of 
society. Their strength is in mys-
teries and illusions,” said CERES 
researcher Mohamed Toumi.

Meanwhile, many Tunisians 
visit Sufi shrines, seeking individ-
ual solace amid widespread anxi-
ety about the future as worrisome 
news swirl at home and in the 
country’s Arab environment.

Scholars say the importance of 
these shrines lies not only in their 
spiritual and religious dimensions 
but also in their social role. A Sufi 
shrine is erected to prove a com-
mitment to the faith by providing 
com fort and peace. In addi tion to 
spirituality, Sufi shrines provide 
food and shelter for people in 
need.

The Sufis have this saying, “If it 
wasn’t for bread, there will be no 
prayer or faith.” Sufi shrines feed 
the poor through worshipper do-
nations.

There is a network of Sufi or-
ganisations in Tunisia numbering 
some 30,000 followers mostly in 
the southern regions of Nefta and 
Redeyef.

“Because Sufis are generally not 
interested in politics and are to-
tally involved in their rituals, they 
can teach people who follow them 

some kind of political passivity,” 
added Toumi. In turbulent times, 
that could contribute to citizens’ 
peace of mind.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis. 
He has covered North Africa for 
decades.

The anti-Sufi attacks 
and the wave of 
anger and anxiety 
they stirred were 
eye-openers.

43.1%
of Tunisians asked 
said they visit a 
shrine at least once 
a year.

A Tunisian Sufi man walks past framed scripture in the shrine of 
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Hilm: Iraqi youth looking to revive Sufi music
Baghdad

T
hey are young Iraqi fight-
ers but unlike the large 
array of combatants in 
their war-torn country, 
their weapons are drums, 

guitar and oud and their fight is 
aimed at reviving Sufi music, tran-
scending sectarian and ethnic bar-
riers.

The Sufi band — four musicians 
and an administrator, all in their 
20s — came into being in 2013 
taking the name Hilm, Arabic for 
“dream”. It has since garnered 
fame for composing songs from 
poems by famous Sufi writers.

“The love of music and sing-
ing brought us together as friends 
first and then as a music group. 
Our common dream was to hold a 
music event and to play and sing… 
Focusing on Sufi music was not in 
the initial plan,” noted group direc-
tor Fahd Abdel Rahman.

A concert in which they featured 
a song by a Sufi poet that was well-
received by the public was the 
main incentive for choosing this 
pristine form of art, a branch of 
Islamic religious music and a cen-
turies-old legacy passed down in 
Iraq and other parts of the Islamic 
world. Hilm has since performed in 
mosques and churches and partici-

pated in an Arab poetry festival.
The group’s vocalist, Mustafa 

Faleh’s religious upbringing and 
his knowledge of Quranic recitals 
and religious intonation, helped 
the musicians to develop their own 
style of Sufi music, which soon be-
came their main feature.

“Our songs deal with religious 
and humanitarian issues based on 
Sufis’ work that touches closely on 
the sufferings of Iraqis,” Faleh said.

“We were a bit apprehensive in 
the beginning of presenting this 
type of music, since it is linked to 
religion and could be unwelcomed 
by religious groups that have reser-
vations on music and singing,” he 
said. “However, we are keen on re-
viving the civil and cultural life in 
Baghdad, a historical hub for poet-
ry, music and singing, although the 
political and security conditions 
in the country have had a terrible 
impact on culture and civil activi-
ties.”

Although the band has not faced 
harassment, its members are cau-
tious. “We try to be alert and take 
into consideration certain religious 
occasions to avoid possible nega-
tive reaction by Islamic fundamen-
talists,” Faleh said.

Shia cleric Sheikh Ghayth al-
Tamimi, a staunch supporter of 
Hilm, contended that religion “has 
been emptied” of its spiritual and 

humanitarian principles, over-
shadowed by the ideological con-
flict tearing Iraq apart.

“That is why we see that the 
Islamists’ choices are almost ex-
clusively violent. Backwardness 
is taking place not only at the cul-
tural and artistic levels but in all 
fields of creativity,” Tamimi said, 
stressing that “the best counter-
part to terrorism is (singing) love 
and peace”.

“The group Hilm was born in the 
midst of conflict and took off amid 
(gloomy) skies to express them-
selves through Sufi singing with all 
what it has of spiritual and creative 
dimensions. Their force is inherent 
in their music which they invested 
to (highlight) sufferings.” Tamimi 
added.

The cleric lashed out at the gov-
ernment, which he accused of 

“sponsoring violent and backward 
Islamist groups”. “But this should 
not hinder Hilm from growing in-
side Iraq, before even thinking 
about seeking fame abroad. Their 
success at home under the prevail-
ing conditions will pave the way 
for international recognition later 
on,” he said.

Resilience and perseverance are 
an inherent feature of the group.

“Despite our limited means, we 
have achieved significant success 
by individual efforts. The love (of 
music) was the main driving force 
behind our effort to found the 
band Hilm,” boasted guitarist and 
oud player Ali Hussein.

He pointed, however, that the 
group was deeply disappointed 
by the “total absence of any (offi-
cial) financial or moral support” 
that might drive them to leave the 

country in quest for better oppor-
tunities abroad. “Our hope of a bet-
ter (culture-aware) Iraq is almost a 
dream that is hard to realise.”

Member of Parliament Uhud al-
Fadali, who is on the media and 
culture committee, acknowledges 
governmental shortfalls, contend-
ing that “the problems plaguing 
Iraq whether political, security or 
economic have adverse effects on 
all sectors in the country”.

“We need to have a clear and 
all-embracing strategy to support 
young talents and prevent their 
flight outside the country. The 
youth should be given the chance 
to lead not only cultural life but 
also the whole country,” Fadali 
said.

Activist Zakra Sirsom pinned 
down the regression of cultural life 
in Iraq to the policies of religious 
parties in power. “These parties 
have no interest in music or any 
other form of art. It is of utmost dif-
ficulty for musicians and singers 
to gain fame and popularity in a 
country which considers art as (re-
ligiously) unlawful,” said Sirsom, 
deputy president of Burj Babel, a 
cultural association.

Expressing her admiration for 
Hilm, Sirsom said: “They are 
staunch fighters. They are trying 
to create beauty amid rubble.”

Sufism is defined as the inner 
mystical dimension of Islam. Sufis 
are best known for their perfor-
mances involving “whirling der-
vishes”. Their sung poems aim at 
introducing the audience to God. 
Some Muslim opponents of Sufism 
consider them outside the sphere 
of Islam.

Musicians of Iraqi Sufi band Hilm
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