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Religion and Political Structure:
The Berber-Ibadi Perspective in North Africa
between Diversity and Pluralism

Anna Maria Di Tolla

For many years and for many theorists, secularization
theory has served to understand the religious paradigm.
Today, the contemporary age is characterized by a new
paradigm, the phenomenon of pluralism.

The American sociologist Peter Berger (defined by
Jerry Bowyer in Forbes as ‘the world’s most popular soci-
ologist’)' claims that pluralism is the key theoretical para-
digm for academic investigation and study which aim to
understand the place of religion in the contemporary pe-
riod.* According to Berger, this new paradigm deals with
the “coexistence of different religions and the coexistence
of religious and secular discourses”’ By diversity, Berger
means “a social situation in which people of different eth-
nicity, worldview and ethical value systems coexist peace-
fully and interact with each other in a friendly way”.+

Berger notes that “pluralism is the far greater chal-
lenge for all traditions and religious communities of our
time”J A challenge that is decidedly modern, or in other
words, one that fits into the categories of choice rather
than in those of necessity, of destiny or social obligation:
“Modernity does not necessarily lead to secularization,
but rather to pluralism”¢ And this pluralism is twofold:
it means that the various religions live together and that
every believer lives with a part of him- or herself that is
centuries old. In polite controversy with the philosopher
Charles Taylor, Berger argues that “It is better to define
our age pluralistic rather than secular”’

Not that pluralism is a novelty of the modern era, writes
Berger, in ancient Greece (see the story of St. Paul in Ath-
ens), in Alexandria, in Egypt and Rome, as well as along
the Silk Road, in Muslim Spain or in Moghul India, there
were events of de facto pluralism.® What modernity has
brought about is the fact that pluralism has become glo-
balized (thanks to modern means of communication) and
that based on multiple memberships every believer con-
tains in him- or herself a part of ‘pluralism’. In addition,
the essential datum of the contemporary age is the fact

that pluralism is not considered in a negative way but is
instead often sustained and supported at a political level.

Diversity and Pluralism in Islam

Over the course of centuries, Muslims have been regularly
and erroneously portrayed as being internally homogene-
ous and dogmatic. However, within Islam broadly under-
stood, there is a remarkable diversity of Islamic traditions,
and a plurality of understandings about the very nature
of Islam. Mohammad Hashim Kamali has analysed the
meaning and concept of pluralism, and discussed a set of
general premises which exist in Islam, such as divine one-
ness (tawhid), juristic disagreement (ikhtilaf), and disunity
(tafarrug), that have a bearing on pluralism. Human dig-
nity (karama) and the moral autonomy of the individual
(kbtiyar) also substantiate the essence of pluralism in Is-
lam.?

Today, as Asma Afsaruddin writes, there are two ten-
dencies in the Muslim world: ‘absolutists’ (deniers of plu-
ralism) versus ‘modernists’ (advocates of pluralism). This
contrast “yields important insights into the construc-
tion of two prominent and competing world views in the
Muslim world today”.® However, there have been many
examples of pluralism in Islam in the past: in Islamic
Spain, for example, a powerful historiographic myth has
been furnished by the image of an open society where
Christians, Jews, and Muslims lived in harmony. Ibadism
offers another example of religious pluralism.

Ibadi pluralism
The Berbers, the indigenous people of North Africa,

have a strong tendency towards pluralism, autonomy, and
harboring a spirit of independence. These are impor-
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tant values in Berber Ibadi cultural identity. In a context
where Berbers can be both Sunni Muslims and Ibadis,
they often represented indigenous values and political
and social norms as bases to develop a locally specific
Berber concept of identity."

This study focuses on the reconstruction of some
aspects of political and social identity in which Ber-
ber Ibadism has been engaged. The Ibadi Berbers have
lived in a context in which neighbouring tribes and sur-
rounding actors represented different religions (Sunnism,
Christianity, Judaism) with different customs, traditions
and lifestyles. This process of identity is linked to the
acceptance of pluralism as an important feature of the
socio-cultural reality of this context. The acceptance of
a pluralist world brought Ibadi Berbers to a tolerance of
diversity.

This article starts with an outline survey of some as-
pects of the Berber Ibadis as a people and culture, of
their desire for autonomy and their spirit of independ-
ence. This will be followed by a brief overview concern-
ing the importance of language and traditional customs
as vehicles for the diffusion of Islam. Then, some of the
key features of the first Imamate of North Africa will be
examined (that of Aba 1-Khattab, 740—744 AD), and of
the social institutions which were established in Tahart,
an urban settlement located in todays’s southern Algeria,
between the 8" and ™ century AD.

Berber Ibadism and the Desire for Anti-
Hegemonic and Egalitarian Principles

In the 8* century AD, two currents of Kharijism still
flourished, namely, Ibadism (which survives today in ar-
eas of the Maghrib such as Mzab in Algeria, Jerba in
Tunisia, and Jabal Naftsa in Libya, as well as in Oman
and in Zanzibar), and Sufrism (which died out several
centuries ago). The history of Kharijism in North Africa
during the 8" to 10® century is fundamental in order
to gain an understanding of the early Islamic centuries
in North Africa. Kharijism shaped the course of Islamic
political and religious history in North Africa, and the
Kharijite movement itself was in turn also transformed.
The great Berber revolt of 740-743 AD was instigated
by a combination of factors, chiefly widespread Berber
discontent with the discriminatory fiscal and social poli-
cies of the Umayyad authorities in North Africa. During
the 8" and g™ centuries, the Kharijite kingdoms in the
Maghrib rose thanks to the important role played by the
Kharijites in that famous uprising. The Kharijites tried
to change the direction of the unjust political authority
of the Umayyads in North Africa. These two factors,
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i.e. the rise of the Kharijite kingdoms and the changes
in political rule in North Africa, were key factors link-
ing the political history of North Africa to the religious
expansion of Kharijism as a distinct religious identity.”
Kharijism itself was not the foremost cause of the revolt,
but the adoption of this religious doctrine by the dis-
senting tribes gave religious expression to the political
and social protests of the Berber tribes. In other words,
Kharijism as a religious doctrine provided the Berber
tribes with an important ideological substrate within
which they could organize their struggle against Umayy-
ad political domination.

Certainly, the Berbers already had a tendency towards
autonomy and rebellion against central governing au-
thorities before the arrival of the Arabs. Throughout the
Roman period, the Berbers asserted their specificity as a
people through the adoption of heterodox doctrines such
as Donatism. There were also a series of revolts against
the Byzantines, and several independent Berber territo-
ries were established in the region following the Vandal
invasions in the §™ and 6" centuries AD which weak-
ened Roman authority in North Africa.” Consequently,
the Berber tribes played an active role in resisting the
Arab conquerors of North Africa in the 7 century. A
combination of factors thus sanctioned the adoption of
Kharijism by the rebelling tribes, and allowed the Ber-
bers of north-western Africa to develop a counterpart of
Umayyad political authority.

The introduction, then disappearance, of Barghawata
Islam is another interesting historical phenomenon worth
looking at while attempting to understand the spirit of
independence among the Berbers and the expansion of
Ibadism in North Africa. The Barghawata were a Ber-
ber confederation of Masmada, which reigned over Ta-
mesna, the coastal plain of modern day Casablanca and
Rabat, from the early 8" until the mid-12" century AD.
They ruled an independent reign for four centuries, gain-
ing freedom from outside political interference and Arab
domination. Taking on Ibadism as their new religion evi-
denced the Barghawata’s determination to remain distinct
from the Arab conquerors, both politically and culurally.

The tribe or the tribal alliance constituted a structur-
ing element in the formation of Berber Ibadi group iden-
tity. The specifics of Berber tribal organization, which
can in all probability be found still in the 20" century,
are anti-hegemonic and egalitarian principles rooted in
a clan structure system.5 It is important to begin our
analysis from the traditional Berber social organization,
in order to identify those relevant aspects which under-
line the evolution of specific ethnic and political notions.

In the countries of the Maghrib the traditional social
structure is characterized by the crucial role of kinship.
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The importance of kin-based solidarities in the region
has been analyzed already by Ibn Khaldan (d. 808/1406),
who has stated that the @sabiyya, i.e. ‘solidarity’ or esprit
de clan, is the cohesive force of the group and origi-
nated from blood relations and extended family units,
namely, the clan or tribe. If it leads individuals to refuse
any affiliation with individuals or groups beyond their
own, ‘asabiyya facilitates the fragmentation of society
into small groups. The traditional rivalry between these
groups is thus a risk that threatens the unity of the com-
munity and the Muslim umma. Ibadism thus attempted
to counter these fragmenting tendencies.'®
Notwithstanding the North African Berbers’ tradi-
tional rootedness in clan-based relations were based on
democratic principles. The Ibadi community found in
these collective values an existential argumentation and
justification centred around maintaining the cohesion of
the group, which gave it strength and power.” In Jabal
Nafisa, for example, Ibadism was based on the ethnic
element (having spread principally among the Hawwiara
and Naftsa tribes). In fact, the Berber tribes were very
probably influenced by 2 demacranic model of community
which was already prevasling s thesr wradition of clan-
based democracy.® This rootedaess i 2 pre-Islamic trib-
al past facilitated the spd of allograsc clements among

the Ibadis, including gmns—ae kst = poacple—all
men, regardless of their ethasc emems. sgusl chances o

attain the role of lcader, thes Beipene 5o promsote the
institution of an imamare based om the prmople of tnbal
non-discrimination and om the Qs &= sole arhor

ity. It is also worth mﬁ“ﬁ“
several generations played the

ers for the elaboration and ¢
formation and diffusion of
longing to a superior lincass
of affiliation. Many Berbers
chosen people, and thar thesr
by God to hold a predominass
develop the new faith and = &
Tripolitania.*® _-

Language and Power: Berber
as a Vehicle for the Diffusion

Traditional Berber society s hased
arrival of the Arabs in the Maghsit
region were able to read or speak 4
the medium of Islamization in the
which the written language played
Ibadi Berbers developed their swm

constituted essentially by the Berber of the Jabal Nafusa
with the addition of a significant number of Arabic words
drawn predominantly from religious vocabulary.”

Ignorance of the Arabic language imposed the adop-
tion of a plurality, collective methods in the learning of
the Quran and the padith, and regarding other texts:
figh and grammar were often elaborated in verse, in order
to facilitate their memorization. This pluralism was also
the result of collective celebrations of religious ceremo-
nies which often gave rise to (sacred) lyrics. The Berbers,
as a distinctive ethnic identity, used their own language,
and this played a crucial role in shaping their identity and
their intercommunity relations in the Maghrib. Islam is
a fundamental aspect of Berber identity, a sentiment that
was further accentuated by the Ibadi doctrine.

Another peculiarity of the Maghrib is the ease with
which the language of intellectual production of a given
historical moment is widely acquired and adopted. This
is what has enabled the Berber people to distinguish
themselves by producing authors who have marked the
history of humanity. The Berber language was utilized as
a vehicle for the diffusion of Islam in North Africa, and
many manuscripts were written following the beginning
of the diffusion of this new religion. It should be noted
that the use of Berber as a literary language had to be
quite deeply rooted in the Ibadi Berbers, as the majority
of them did not know Arabic. A special impulse was giv-
en to written literature by the Ibadi Berbers who founded
the kingdom of Tahart. Some of the official acts ema-
nated by the chancery of the Tahart Ibadi Imams, and
which were destined to the masha’tkh (‘venerables’), were
written in Berber.* If the Berber translation of those acts
% 2 historically established fact during the Imamates of
A%:5 and Aba Hatim Yasuf, as we know the name of one
@ the ozl translators (named Abu Sahl al-Farisi), it
sesmms logical o think that this would have been the case

ﬁ'l-nm that preceded or followed them. al-Farisi

7 cred 25 2 POST, WrIting Verses on historical sub-
. 'Ik som of Adah, Aba Bakr, also cultivated po-
g Seeswmwre In Islamic culture, and even more so
purman Khirijites, poets did not enjoy great
e mmest thus have been a somewhat embar-
f the culture of the Ibadi city of Taharr,
@oes not speak of the son and successor
= Iba Saghir, “although good, gen-
\af charactes, Aba Bakr did not show his
% sleons marters, with the same zeal of
" "Becmwse he loved literature, poetry and

BB 2l Rabhmin the second Ibadi
i sl Berween the end of the 2™
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alongside Arabic and Persian in his correspondence with
other Ibadis in the Jabal Naftsa. In this period, a promi-
nent Ibadi polemicist, Mahdi 1-Nafusi (lived sometime
around the 10" century AD), who distinguished himself
in the ideological struggle against the Mu‘tazilites, wrote
a text in Berber to refute the doctrines of Naffath b. Nasr,
who was the main exponent of an Ibadi sectarian doc-
trine, the Naffathiyya. al-Warjlani wrote that Aflah had
acquired a high competence in mathematics and astrol-
ogy. The fundamental contributions that Islamic culture
has made to the mathematical sciences are now part of
the cultural heritage of humanity. The Islamic world
transmitted astrology and astronomy to Western culture.
Masqueray** notes that magic and astrology were widely
cultivated by the Berbers in the Middle Ages. He notes
that the Berbers had a predilection for divination and
the occult sciences. Today, the most significant cultural
residues of this Berber predilection for astrology—which
echoes a common cultural trait present throughout Af-
rica—are found among the Tuaregs.

This cultural characteristic of the Berbers lay the
ground for the widespread Arab stereotype depicting
Berbers as magicians and sorcerers, enshrined in the
One Thousand and One Nights, in which sorcerers are of
North African origin. This matter is far from trivial, as
it is related to the issue of Islam being sometimes un-
willing to accept pre-Islamic rites and customs. In the
Maghrib, Islam instead has incorporated such practices
and rites, giving them new meanings compatible with
the Islamic faith.

Some important Berber manuscripts were written by
the many scholars who contributed to developing the
Ibadi literary tradition and who translated and com-
mented on some Ibadi ‘agidas, a kind of Ibadi ‘catechism’,
a synthesis of faith and basic education.” In addition to
the ‘catechism’, several ancient poems in Berber language
which explain in simple terms the principles of religious
doctrine were found in Jerba and the Jabal Nafusa. They
probably belonged to a vast poetic corpus, a kind of ‘oral
catechism’ for a largely illiterate population. These poems
could be understood by the majority of the Ibadi popula-
tion, and they were written in a kind of Ibadi common
language used for religious education. The dialect of the
Jabal Nafusa region, as studied by Adolphe de Calassanti
Motylinski, according to Henri Basset, seems to be very
close to the language used in medieval Ibadi chronicles
and religious treatises.*®

By the end of the 8% century AD, the Ibadi doctrine
crossed the Sahara. Ibadi Berbers travelling as warri-
ors, missionaries, and merchants spread their doctrine
to sub-Saharan countries, influencing sacred Islamic ar-
chitecture and leading to the development of the only
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version of Islam that would be known in those areas for
centuries and which also accompanied the expansion of
some reigns, like that of the Soninke, and later of the
Wangara kingdoms.”

After the foundation of their kingdoms in North Af-
rica, the Ibadis even succeeded in establishing relations
with Sunni Islam, in particular with the Spanish Umayy-
ads (756—1031 AD), with whom they maintained an alli-
ance throughout the duration of the Ibadi Imamate of
Tahart and who even later*® remained allied with the
other Ibadis of North Africa, spurring the development
of the Ibadis’ scientific and technical knowledge.” Ac-
cording to Pierre Rey, it was during the period of these
intense interchanges of ideas and wealth between sub-
Saharan countries, the Ibadis of the kingdoms in North

Africa and Umayyad Spain, that Andalusian culture
flourished

The Imamate of Aba I-Khattab (757-761 AD)

The Ibadi movement had the goal of realizing equality
and uniformity in beliefs and human values. A religious-
spiritual unity of Ibadism was attempted during the
Imamate of Aba I-Khattab (d. 761 AD) in Tripolitania,
and eventually became affirmed during the Imamate of
the Rustamids in Tahart (776—908 AD)."

One of the main ambitions of the Ibadis was to realize
a manifest Ibadi Imamate in North Africa. As a protest-
ing political current, the Ibadi movement continued to
fight battles, which were sometimes victorious, against
the central power of the Aghlabid Arabs. It succeeded
in reconstructing its own state entity even if, stuck in
its senseless divergences, it failed in the historical op-
portunity to constitute a model of popularly legitimat-
ed power. Some features that seem to characterize the
Imamate of Aba l-Khattab centre around the fact that
his power embodied the will of a large part of the indig-
enous Berber population who aspired to self-government.
The popular strength of the Ibadi movement in North
Africa was furnished mainly by the great Nafusa tribe.
It was around this tribe that the pro-Ibadi alliance was
formed. Its involvement in the movement, throughout
its history in the Maghrib, was to be total and decisive.
Hence, perhaps, the reserved or sceptical and sometimes
even outright hostile attitude of the other tribes and
clans, traditionally adverse to the Nafusa.

At least initially, the dominion of the Nafasa tribe
would not have provoked reactions of decisive opposition
from the other tribes which did not fit into this politi-
cal current and which seemed to be confined to a wait-
and-see attitude in order to judge where their allegiances
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would lie. Naftsa power borrowed its ideological argu-
mentation from the principle of Qur’anic universality.

Abu -Khattab, first of all, represented the educated
elite (trained mainly in theology). Secondly, he was as-
sisted not by members of his family or by paid officials,
but by a group of scholars and tribal chiefs who thus
shared in his authority. Abu 1-Khattab’s power and its
distribution were revolutionary in the modern sense of
the word. From this angle, the actions of the first Imam
and the power of his group can be fully appreciated. The
new order settled in a country ready to welcome it. The
revolutionary situation prevailed well before the arrival of
the ‘bearers of knowledge’ (hamalat al-7lm) from Basra.
This new order was established under the leadership of
an elite who had benefited from appropriate ideological
preparation.

The choice of Aba I-Khattab* as Imam shows that
the question of Arab leadership in North Africa was fun-
damental, and Aba 1-Khattab was sent to North Africa
to meet this need.” According to Ahmed Bakelli, it is
probable that from the Berber perspective the fact that
Abu -Khattab was of Arab origin could have a double
advantage:** assuaging populations that did not speak the
Arabic language with regard to possible interpretations
of the basic texts, and establishing a neutral and catalytic
element in a social context where rivalry between tribal
populations remained strong.®

Although Abu l-Khattab directed his activities pri-
marily towards political and military struggles, and he
died before he could settle down to participate in edu-
cational activities, his Imamate was nonetheless in many
ways unique, bearing interesting characteristics in rela-
tion to governance and the acquisition of power.

The Rustamids of Tahart between
Consultation and Consensus

The Ibadi Emirate of Tahart realized political pluralism
in a concrete state based on Islamic values and principles.
Especially, consultation and consensus were the basic
principles governing the relationship between the Imam
and the Muslim community In this model, two points
were very important: the rules governing the election of
an Imam, and those regulating his conduct in ofhice. The
standard principle for choosing a new Imam was election
by the ‘ulama’ acting as representatives of the Muslim
community.

Following the development of the Ibadis of Tahart, it
seems that the political form of consensus that emerged
was expanded. Ibn Rustam, who originated from among
the Persian Kharijites, was elected by the Berber tribes as

their Imam for his ethics and sl EE—————
were rooted in Ibadi values, merwism——————
that he came from outsids B !

cal structure.

While confirmation by the loms ssems mn B

mained over time at least as 2 formal sepET————" =
Rustamids nonetheless ruled 2s 2 Srmass Semmes =%
and 9og AD. They created embryomsc Summs o &
mal administrative apparatus to whach the S Sau
delegate any political authority. In the case of She
communities of the Mzab, this teadency & Sevnwnn
political authority to the Imam’s advisers was S &
veloped to a point where the institution of the Toumas

itself lapsed altogether and was replaced & 2 commernin
of religious notables. The end of the Rustam & compine
came in 9og AD with the occupation of its capirz = oo
Fatimids who viewed the ‘Tbadi heresy’ as a thorn 1= che s
side. The Ibadis found refuge in Sidrata near the cass
of Warqala (Ouargla), an Ibadi enclave which had Seen
making its living from agriculture and trans-Saharas
slave trade since the 8" century AD.

After the death of the last ruler of the Rustamids, the
Ibadis did not elect a new Imam and the sect entered
into the state of kitman, or of the hidden Imam, where
in view of the hostile political environment the election
of an Imam could be postponed until circumstances were
considered more favourable. In the absence of an Imam-
ate government, at least from the 15™ century onwards,
the towns of the Mzab valley were ruled by two corpora-
tive institutions: the palga (circle) of the @zzaba (learned
men) and the jamTyyat al-awamm (council of laymen or
shaykbs) >

The Political Role of the Halga
at the Present Time

The religious communal life of the Ibadis in the Mzab,
and in Jerba too, continues to be oriented around the
balga and its religious and moral authority. The halga
of the ‘@zzaba organisation is very important because it
represented and still represents how religious knowledge
is assimilated and transmitted.”®

Another important element of governance is the ‘coun-
cil of twelve’ which also holds social functions. This polit-
ico-religious structure represents a variant of the ancient
Berber council collectives, the simultaneously theocratic
and democratic governing bodies that incarnated the
Ibadi community, or as Johannes Reissner writes: “The
community as a self-administering community of salva-
tion constituted on the power of its divine consecration,
which did not necessarily require an imamate for this (...)
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This provided a democratic dimension, offering the com-
munity certain codetermination rights”.

Conclusion

The present article includes evidence that Berber Ibadism
and the political structure in North Africa were modelled
on concepts of pluralism and diversity. Although Berber
tribes were divided, due to internal conflicts, they none-
theless demonstrated high levels of equality between in-
dividual members. The Ibadi theological, societal and po-
litical principles of autonomy and independence, alongside
concepts of pluralism, informed the development, limita-
tions, and possibilities for pluralism in Berber Ibadism.
These principles of independence prefigured some of the
components of contemporary democratic systems of gov-
ernance in North African Berber societies.
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