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The Ibadiyah in Muslim Sicily

by Leonard Chiarelli

part of the history of the medi

eval Maghrib that has by

passed historical study is the

period of Arab rule in Sicily.
Arab rule lasted from 212/827 until the
Norman conquest which began in 457/
1064 and ended with the capitulation of
Noto in 483/1090. Muslim communities,
however, remained active for another cen-
tury, and not until Frederick II
Hohenstauffen defeated their attempts at
autonomy and completed the transfer of its
leaders to Lucera in southern Italy around
644/1246, did the last vestige of their com-
munities disappear. (1)

Not long after the Aghlabid ex-
pedition to conquer Sicily, Muslim settlers
migrated to the island from North Africa
and the Muslim East. The majority of the
settlerstotheisland, however, were Berbers
from Ifrigiyah (the region of modern day
Tunisia and Tripolitania). Throughout the
period of Muslim rule, and even during the
early years of Norman rule, the inhabitants
of Ifriqiyah sought refuge on the island,
fleeing periods of drought and political
upheavals. Arab sources indicate that
Berbers first came to Sicily as warriors in
the invading army of Ibn al-Furat in 212/
827. They came with their families, clans
and tribes. A large part of the Berber con-
tingent was composed of members of the
Hawwarah tribe, one of the largest and
most influential Berber groups in North
Africa. (2) They came to the island from
the region known today as Tripolitania in
Libya and southern Tunisia, and not only
as warriors but as settlers, following the
pattern of the Berber migrations and settle-
mentin Spain. The Hawwarah were among
the staunchest followers of the Ibadite doc-
trine. (3) and after making an accord with
the Aghlabid regime, they had a prominent
role in the conquest of Sicily. Ibn Khaldan

states that after the Hawwarah in Ifrigiyah
failed in their rebellion against Aghlabid
rule in 196/811, they sought the help of the
leader (imam) of the Ibadi Rustamid state,
‘Abd al-Wahhab ibn Rustam (171/788-
208/824), based at Tahert. Ibn Rustam
mediated an agreement between them
whereby the Hawwarah became allies of
the Aghlabids and assisted their army in
conquering Sicily. (4) One of the leading
commanders of the invasion of Sicily,
Zawawah ibn Ni ‘mah al-Khalaf (fl.3rd/9th
century), was a member of this tribe. (5)
After the initial invasion of 212/
827, many Berbers came as settlers. (6) It
seems that a steady stream of immigrants
fled the famines, civil wars and religious
strife that afflicted North Africa from the
4th/9th- to the late 6th/12th century. The
island attracted these immigrants because
of its fertility, especially because its soil
excelled in the production of the same
crops (especially wheat, barley, olives,
grapes, and figs) as those grown in North
Africa. In addition, land was available for
settlement, since the previous century saw
an economic decline and depopulation of
Sicily due to the series of plagues that had
visited the island from 541 to 752. One
study of these plagues speculates that they
caused the major urban centers to fall into
decay. (7) Another part of the attraction
was that Sicily had a greater supply of
water, making it less susceptible to periods
of severe drought, while keeping its pas-
turage lush for livestock raising. (8) His-
torical reports mention the famines and
upheavals that afflicted North Africa from
246/860 to 537/1142, (9) causing a size-
able number of the inhabitants of Ifrigiyah
to flee to Sicily. (10) Arabic sources some-
times specifically mention the migration
of Berbers to the island. (11) This was
especially the case when a massive move-

ment took place during the great famine of
395/1004 -1005, and later during the Bana
Hilal invasion of North Africa in 451/
1059. (12) Even when Sicily was under
Norman rule (537/1142), that is, when the
island was under Norman rule, a severe
famine in Ifrigiyah prompted many people
to flee to the island. (13)

Under the Fatimids, the flow of
colonists continued, and perhaps even in-
creased, since the revolution that brought
the new regime to power in North Africa
caused Sunnis and Kharijites to seek ref-
uge in Sicily. This was especially the case
with members of the Aghlabid elite and
other supporters of the old regime who left
Ifrigiyah after the establishment of the
Fatimids. (14)

Among the Berber tribes that
settled on the island were members of the
Ibadi sect. Their presence adds a new ele-
ment to the study of Muslim Sicily, since
the Tbadi community in North Africa, es-
pecially after the fall of the Rustamid state
at Tahert, dispersed and established small
semi-independent enclaves throughout
North Africa and probably Sicily as well.
(15) Ibadi sources state that their commu-
nity prospered in Sicily, having organiza-
tional ties to North Africa, especially with
the Ibadi spiritual center on the island of
Jerba. (16) Although their presence on the
island originated with the military expedi-
tion that conquered Sicily, it seems that
Ibadi tribes settled there seeking the eco-
nomic benefits that trade between North
Africa and Europe and the Arab East af-
forded them. Besides commerce, Ibadi
groups may have sought a region, as they
did in North Africa, where they could live
in autonomous communities freely prac-
ticing their religion. An Ibadi source states
that the city of Qasr Yanni (Enna) was
among the towns that were Ibadi strong-
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holds, (17) but it seems that some of the
Ibadi tribes of Tahert settled in the region
of Noto, where records from the Angevin
period mention a settlement called
Tahartina. (18)

After the fall of the Rustamid
imamate, dispersed Ibadi communities re-
sorted to a state of secrecy (kitman),
whereby they could develop their own
self-governing bodies independent or semi-
independent of the central government’s
authority. (19) As in

A study of the toponyms of towns
and villages in medieval Sicily reveals a
large number of Berber tribal names, among
which are well-known followers of the
Ibadi sect. The now extinct village of
Cumia, for example, which was located
near Messina (23) carried the name of the
tribe Kumiyah, a branch of the Nafzawah.
(24) The medieval town of Karkud or
Qarqud, (25) which may correspond to the
present town of Sommatino, is most likely

which gave its name to two other commu-
nities, one in the Rif region of Morocco,
and the other in the Zab region of Algeria.
(35) Ariver in western Sicily, passing near
the town of Selinunte, was called Modiuni
until the seventeenth century. It is likely
that the name originates with the Lawatah
tribe of Madytunah who was related to the
Kumiyah, an Ibadi tribe found throughout
all North Africa. (36) One of the most
important Ibadite tribes in North Africa,

the Lamayah, who

North Africa, the
Ibadiyah in Sicily most
likely sought indepen-
dence from the provin-
cial government at
Palermo as well, and
established semi-au-

was also related to
the Kumiyah and
Madyunah, and
probably gave its
name to the town
of Rahl al-Mayah
near Corleone and
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its ruler. (20) The total silence in medieval
Arabic, Greek or Latin sources, concern-
ing events in the region of Enna and south-
ern Sicily suggests that this region was
outside the main political struggles that
especially griped Palermo and Agrigento.
Itis therefore possible that, as Ibadi sources
suggest, this region was an Ibadi strong-
hold that enjoyed some autonomy and es-
caped political strife with the central gov-
ernment.

The Berbers inhabited the cities
and towns on the coast as well as the
interior, such as Enna. Although Berber
settlement was greatest in the western part
of theisland, (21) they were found through-
out the island, even in the capital city of
Palermo, which was the Arab seat of power.
The Arab traveler Ibn Hawqal (fl. 332/
943-367/977), who visited the island in
362/972, mentions that the Berbers formed
alarge part of the capital’s population. (22)

named after the tribe Karkudah, a branch
of the Hawwarah. (26) Near the modern
town of Monreale was the village of Rahl
Maghaghi, (27) a settlement surely named
after the Lawatah sub-tribe of Maghaghah.
(28) Until the eighteenth century there was
a village near the present village of
Acquaviva (near Mussomeli) called
Micchinisi, (29) which seems to have de-
rived its name from the Miknasah tribe, a
branch of the Zanatah inhabiting northern
Morocco during the 4th/10th century. (30)
The community of Manzil Zammur, (31)
also located near Monreale, appears to
have been named after its settlers, the Berber
tribe Zammur. This group inhabited the
region of Jabal Naftsah (32) and was a
branch of the Banu Nafusah. (33)

On the other side of the island,
some twelve miles west of Syracuse, is
located the town of Mellili, probably named
after the Hawwarah sub-tribe Malillah, (34)

in6th/12thcentury
documents alsoreveal the presence of Ibadi
Berber tribes. The nisbah (adjectival name,
which may be formed from a town, tribe or
profession) of people such as al-Righi, al-
Maklati, al-Masallati, and al-Misrati (38)
are found along with the many Hawwari,
Zanati, Lawati, Nafzawi, and Wardini. (39)
The Righah was a tribe of central Algeria,
(40) and the Maklatah, a Lawatah branch
of the Nafzawah, (41) inhabited southern
Ifrigiyah. The Masallatah and the Misratah
were important tribes belonging to the
Hawwarah who inhabited much of
Tripolitania. (42)

Among the ga'ids who divided
up the island and established their own
principalities after the loss of power of the
central government at Palermo in 433/
1045, the names of Ibadi tribes are present.
The ga'id *Abd Allah ibn Mankit con-
trolled the western region including the
coastal cities of Mazara, Trapani, Sciacca,
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and Marsala, while Ibn Maklati held Catania
and its environs. A glance at some of the
names of these ga'ids clearly indicates that
they, or their ancestors, were members of
Ibadi tribes. Ibn Mankut, also spelled
Matkat, Madkud, Matkad and Maskid,
due to the differences in Berber dialects
(43), is the name of a tribe belonging to the
Ibadi Hawwarah group of Berbers, (44)
and is a name commonly used among the
leaders of Ibadi communities in the Jabal

region of Barqah in Libya. During the Arab
advance into North Africathey firstmoved
to Qayrawan and then further west to Tahert
and beyond. (52)

Members of the Barqajanah ap-
pear in many of the major commercial
centers in North Africa, especially along
the trade routes which were monopolized
by Ibadi tribes. (53) In Awdaghust, they
were found along with people from
Ifrigiyah, Nafusah, Lawatah, Zanatah, and

Ibadi Rustamid state, ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn
Rustam (d. 171/788), arrived there to build
a new city of Tahert adjacent to it and
established itas his capital in 144/761.(64)

It is even possible that the
Barqajanah may have had a prominent
place in the commerce of the new city of
Tahert. (65) There is the possibility that if
they had a prominent position in the com-
merce of Tahert, they would have moved
to other trading centers after the Fatimid

Nafasah region of conquest.
Tripolitania. (45) 1 Arabicsources
Ibn Maklati and modern schol-
bore the name of a ars conclude that
Berber tribe belonging the Zanatah
to the Nafzawah group, Berbers and their

who was also related to
the Hawwarah. (46)
The Nafzawah and its
branches, like that of
the Hawwarah, pro-
fessed Ibadism, (47)
and during the 3rd/9th
and 4th /10th centuries
the Nafzawahregion of
southern Tunisia,
known as the Jarid, was
an Ibadi stronghold.
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the Lawatah and the
Hawwarah. (49)

The Berber tribes that settled on
the island, however, were not limited to
those professing Ibadism, but it appears
that many, or most, were members of this
sect. Other Berber tribes, such as the
Kutamah and Sanhajah came to the island
as part of the Fatimid jund after that dy-
nasty established their rule there. These
two tribes also left place names in various
parts of the island. (50) A hint of the
possible impact of this Ibadi presence may
be seen in tracing the activities of one of
these little known Ibadi tribes, the
Barqajanah. Ibn Hawgqal reports that the
inhabitants of Palermo were mostly com-
posed of Bargajanah (Berbers) and mawali
(clients, i.e., indigenous converts to Islam)
claiming a connection with those who con-
quered the island. (51) According to al-
Ya'qubi the Bargajanah was a Berber tribe
who originally migrated west from the

Nafzawah, all well-known Ibadi tribes ac-
tive in the trans-Saharan gold and slave
trade. (54) One of the major trade routes
from west Africa to Qayrawan passed
through the cities of Fez, Tahert and
Tobnah, (55) suggesting that they were
part of this commercial network. It seems
certain that they were found at Awdaghust,
Tajannah and Palermo approximately at
the same time, that is, around 360/970, (56)
but they are reported at Fez, Tahert and
Tobna at an earlier period. (57) At the
beginning of the 3rd/9th century members
of the tribe are mentioned as owning part of
the land that would become the Idrisid city
of Fez in Morocco. (58) They were also
found at Ighzar, (59) the environs of Bani
Jallidasan, (60) and possibly at Warglan.
(61) In the 2nd/8th century they held the
fortified town of Old Tahert (Hisn li-
Bargajanah) (62) also known as Qal‘at
Hawwarah (63) when the founder of the

the tribal name
Barqajanah may have originated from the
tribe being a branch of the Zanatah who
inhabited theregion of Barqaas al-Ya*qubi
states in his Tarikh. (68)

The presence of the Barqajanah
in the cities and towns along the major
North African trade routes strongly hints
that they were a player in the Ibadi trans-
Saharan trade network in North Africa,
therefore suggesting that they had a similar
role in Sicily. Ibn Hawgqal, for example,
tells us that Palermo was mostly populated
by merchants, (69) and notes that the
Barqajanah comprised a large portion of
that population, making it probable that
they participated in that city’s commercial
activity. It is difficult to determine when
they arrived in Sicily, butitis very possible
that they migrated to Sicily after the fall of
Tahert. The Ibadi trade network in Sicily
may have led to political conflicts with the
Fatimid authorities in Palermo, as it did in
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North Africa. (70) After the Fatimids put
Sicily under their control, and not long
after their first revolt against the new
regime’s authority was challenged in a
revolt that lasted from 325/937 to 329/941,
another major rebellion broke out in 335/
947. It was at this time that the Fatimids
were aggressively moving to exert their
influence over the Italian commercial city-
states of Campania, which had been almost
a monopoly of Sicily before the Fatimids
came to power. (71) It appears from his-
torical sources that the Fatimid govern-
ment tried to circumvent Sicilian commer-
cial relations with the Italian mainland,
causing conflict with the established Sicil-
ian Muslim elite who had gained power
and influence under the Aghlabids. (72)

The Barqajanah and other mem-
bers of the Ibadi sect were part of an
influential trade network which encom-
passed North Africa from Tripolitania to
Morocco, and from the Mediterranean coast
across to sub-Saharan Africa. (73) They
linked the island to this extensive eco-
nomic network which may have had wide-
spread impact upon the island’s economy.
Since the Ibadi trade network was a “con-
fessional™ and tribal trade network, (74) it
is highly likely that they had a prominent
place in the commerce of the island, espe-
cially if we consider that Ibadi tribes had an
important place in the trans-Saharan gold
and slave trade, and that Sicily was a major
transit point for these commodities. (75)
During the period of Muslim rule the island
became, together with Ifrigiyah, a hub for
goods going and coming from North Af-
rica and Europe (via the Italian commer-
cial states such as Amalfi, Gaeta, Naples
and Salerno) and from Spain to the East.
(76)

The influential position of the
Ibadiyah in the commercial activities of
the island may have drawn them into politi-

Notes:

cal conflict as well. They may have been
involved in a move to forcibly unseat the
Fatimid governor of the island, Ibn ‘Attaf
al-Azdi (329/941-337/948. (77) It is re-
ported that in 335/947, a group of armed
men, supported and led by the influential
families of the Banu al-Tabari, the Banu
Madud or Mazuz, and the Bant Janah,
overthrew the governor. (78) The Fatimid
caliph al-Mansur (334/946-341/953) ac-
cused them of seizing agovernment owned
ship and its cargo. (79) Although there is
no specific mention in the sources con-
cerning the ethnic makeup of the rebels, we
may conclude that some of the rebels were
Berbers and a strong likelihood that they
were members of the Ibadi sect. The Banu
al-Tabari were of Iranian origin, since this
is the nisbah (an adjectival appellation,
which may be formed from a town, tribe or
profession) for someone from Tabaristan
in northern Iran. This group was most
likely part of the Khurasani contingent of
the jund who came to Sicily during the
period of Aghlabid rule. As for the Bana
Madud, it may be a copyist’s error for
Mazuz. There is no reference in the Arabic
sources toaclan ortribe named Madud, but
Mazuz does appear in Sicily in the person
of the well-known Sicilian poet of the
Kalbid period, Abu Hafs *‘Amr ibn Mazuz
ibn Jalil al-Lawati (f1.4th/1 1th cent.). (80)
The Tartib al-Madarik of Iyad ibn Masa
claims that his poetry showed that he was
a proud proponent of the Lawatah tribe,
which was also adhering to Ibadism. (81)

As for the Bana Janah, this name
is synonymous with the Zanatah, Janah
being associated in traditional Berber ge-
nealogy with the founder of the Zanatah
Berbers, and a name commonly used by
many members of that tribal group. (82)
Thus, both groups, the Bani Maziz and the
Bant Janah, appear to have been Ibadi
tribes belonging to the Lawatah and the

Zanatah, tribes who shared leading posi-
tions in the Rustamid capital of Tahert.
(83)The lack of historical record leaves
most of the history of the Muslims in Sicily
shrouded in mystery, especially details
concerning the fortunes of the Ibadiyah
and their impact on the island. But is inter-
esting to note thataremnant of the Ibadiyah
may have remained in Sicily, perhaps in
some autonomous form, until the 13th cen-
tury. Ibn Sa‘id al-Maghribi (610/1214 -
685/1286) mentions in his work ‘Unwan
al-murgisat wa al-mutribat that the Sicil-
ian poet Ibrahim ibn Mahbib (fl. 13th
century) was secretary (katib) to the “sahib™
of Sicily, Ibn Rustami. (84) The Arabname
Mahbub was commonly used by members
of the Ibadiyah since Muhammad ibn
Mahbib was one of the early Ibadi theolo-
gians and traditionalists. (85)

The nisbaal-Rustami, on the other
hand, which stems from the Persian name
“Rustam”, is in North Africa usually asso-
ciated with the Ibadi dynasty and state at
Tahert, (86) which lasted from 144/762 to
the Fatimid conquest and expulsion of its
leaders in 295/908. It was at that time that
the Ibadi tribes dispersed, some going south
to Warglan, and others to Jabal Nafusah
(Tripolitania), and the islands of Jerba and
Sicily. (87) Thus the name of a ruler of the
Muslims in Sicily in the 13th century brings
up new questions on the Ibadi presence on
the island and begs for further research.

Another significant point is that
until now scholars writing on Muslim Sic-
ily have presumed that heterodoxy was not
an important factor on the island. Scholars
have overlooked the presence of Kharijites
in Sicily, but it is imperative that we study
anew the history of Islamic Sicily bearing
in mind the potential ramifications of the
Ibadiyah in the political, social and eco-
nomic history of Sicily.
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