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Historical Background

At the beginning of the 7th century of the Hijra (13th century AD)

most of northwestern Africa - the Maghreb - was nominally subject to the
the Almohad Caliph whose power however was being undermined by

Christian pressure in the Iberian peninsula and by unrest in North
Africa. The tendency of the Maghreb to divide into three parts,

noted throughout most of its recorded history, was evident also

under the Almohads and eventually three Berber dynasties became
established, the Hafsids in the east, in Ifrigiyah, the 'Abd-al-

Wadids in the central part and the Marinids in the west.

IN AH 604/1206 AD the Almohad Caliph Muhammad al-Nasir had
appointed as Governor of Ifrigiyah, abu Muhammad 'Abd al-Wahid,
son of abu Hafs ‘'Umar, one of the early supporters of 'Abd al-Mumin,
the first Almohad Caliph. 'Abd al-Wahid established his capital in
Tunis and was succeeded in 618/1222 by his elder son abu Faris who
was deposed in 625/1228 by his own brother abu Zakariya Yahya (1)*.
The latter gradually severed his ties with the Almo. hads and is
considered to be the founder of the Hafsid dynasty. The period of
transition stretched over several years but historical evidence
points to 627/1230 as the beginning of independent Hafsid rule,
and the coins of the Hafsid style but with the names of al-Mahdi
and of ‘Abd al-Mumin are assigned to this pericd.

The Hafsids considered themselves as the spiritual heirs and
successors of the Almohads and soon became the most influential
of the western islamic dynasties of their period, expanding their
control westwards and forcing the 'Abd-al-Wadids to pay tribute.

Abu Zakariya Yahya was succeeded by his son Muhammad (2)* who
assumed the Caliphal title of Amir al-Mu'minin and the name of
al-Mustansir. Following the fall of Baghdad to the Mongols in
656/1258 and the collapse of the eastern Caliphate, al-Mustansir
was recognised as Caliph by the Sharif of Mecca and Medina in 657/
1259 and possibly by the Mamluks of Egypt in 658/126¢. This
reunification of the Caliphate was of short duration and the 'Abbasid
Caliphate was reestblished in 659/1261 in Cairo by the Mamluk
Sultan Baybars who set up an 'Abbasid who alscand confusingly took
the name al-Mustansir.

When the house of Anjou came to power in Sicily in 663/1265,
the Hafsid al-Mustansir held back the tribute which the previous
rulers of Ifrigiyah had paid to the Normans and the Hohenstaufens,
and which had contributed to a relative balance of power in the
region. In an attempt to assert his rights Charles I of Anjou
King of Sicily, enlisted the help of his brother Louis IX of France
and the fleet and troops which ha@ been assembled for the Eighth
Crusade were diverted to North Africa, where they landed near
Carthage in 669/1270.

* The numbers given in brackets after the names € the rulers are
those of Table 1 and Fig. 1.




This expedition came to an abrupt end, short of a decisive victory,
when Louils IX died of the plague in Carthage in 669/1270. However,
Charles of Anjou obtained the payment of a heavier tribute together
with trade and settlement rights for the Christians, in recognition
of al-Mustansir's right to control the region.

Al-Mustansir's death was followed by a period of unrest until
Khalid (8), Hafsid ruler of Bougie in the west reunited under his

rule all the Hafsid possessions in 709/1309. The control exercised
* by. the central power gradually declined and a growing role was
again played by nomad Arabs; different parts of the region being
under the intermittant rule of various Hafsid contestants. Moving
in from the south-~east, abu Yahya Zakariya (l11) occupied Tunis,
executed Khalid and proclaimed himse Caliph. He was in turn
chased to the south by Abu Bakr (10) who moved in from the west. Abu
Bakr restored order with thé help of the Marinids and of the Bani
Solaim from the south.

Following the death of Abu Bakr in 747/1346, further revolts
led to another intervention by the Marinids who occupied Tunis in
748/1347 and came to control the eritire Maghreb, as the Almohads
had before them. Separate Hafsid rule over eastern and central
Maghreb was eventually restored by Ahmad (17), a Hafsid prince
established in Bougie and Constantine, who in 772/1370 occupied
Tunis with the help of the Ottoman sultan and reigned there till
796/1394. His son ‘'Abd al-'Aziz (19) was followed by Muhammad (20)
and by 'Uthman (21) during whose long reign Hafsid rule was consli-
dated in the face of persistent conflicts on the western border.
Active trade was established with the East, with the Italian
republics and with Aragon. After 'Uthman, there was a rapid
succession of Hafsid rulers and again unrest and gradual decline
of the central power under the pressure of rebel nomads and in
parallel with the strengthening of the Ottoman Empire

By 900/1495 the littoral towns of the "Barbary coast" had
become practically autonomous republics living off piracy at sea
with the more or less open support of the Ottomans. Around 916/
1510 the Hafsid Caliph Muhammad (25) came to terms with Khayr al-
Din Barbarossa and appointed him Governor of Djerba, thus
recognising his de ~facto independence. However, Khayr ai-Din
moved from Djerba to Algiers where his brother Aruj had established
a principality. From there and with the help of the Ottomans, he
occupied Tunis in 941 proclaiming the sovereignty of the Ottomans.
Mohammad, the Hafsid ruler, fled to Spain where he enlisted the
help of the Emperor Charles V who personally led a fleet carrying
Spanish, German, Portuguese and Genoese soldiers and occupied
Tunis in 942/1535.

Muhammad was reinstated, but as a vassal seconded by a
Spanish Governor and was obliged to pay an annual tribute of
12,000 ducats. With the help of the Genoese Admiral Andrea Doria,
he again took control over most of the coastal area but the
interior, including Kairouan, remained under the control of nomad
Arabsy In 948/1542 Muhammad was deposed by his son Ahmad (27)
who tried to play off Spaniards and Ottomans against each other.
During his reign, Dragut, an independent corsair operating out of
Mahdia, was appointed Ottoman Governor of Tripoli and occupied
Gafsa and Kairouan. The ruler of Algiers, Uluj Ali, moved east,
chased out the Hafsid ruler and placed a Governor in Tunis in
977/1569.
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In the meantime, Spain and Venice had allied themselves
against the Ottomans. John of Austria, brother of Philip II
of Spain, occupied Tunis again in 981/1573 and installed there
the Hafsid Muhammad (28) brother of Ahmad. However, shortly
afterwards the Ottomans led by Sinan Pasha and with the help of
local rulers from the south and the west reoccupied Tunis. The
last of the Hafsid rulers was taken prisoner to Istanbul and

Tunisia became an Ottoman protectorate for the next three
centuries.

Fig. 1. Hafsid genealogy (adapted from Hazard)

Only rulers of the eastern Maghreb are included,
identified by Hazard's serial numbers
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