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Abstract

During the medieval period of Iran, particularly from the seventh to ninth centuries
AH, significant transformations occurred in social and economic institutions.
Among these, the Safavid Sufi order emerged as a highly influential movement,
deeply rooted in rural communities. The primary focus of this study is to explore
how villages are portrayed as sanctified spaces in Ibn Bazzaz Ardabili’ sSafvat al-
Safa and the role of this portrayal in legitimizing the Safavid order. The key
question is how the Safavid order, by emphasizing the rural and agricultura origins
of its founders, constructed a divine-popular identity, and how the miracles
attributed to Sheikh Safi a-Din Ardabili strengthened ties with rural communities..
Findings indicate that Safvat al-Safa sanctifies rural geography and depicts Sheikh
Safi as a“rural mystic,” forging an inseparable link between mysticism and village
life. The study concludes that Safvat al-Safais an ideological project to establish the
spiritual legitimacy of the Safavid leaders. By blending mythica and historical
edements, it presents a model of interaction between Sufi leaders and rural
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communities, emphasizing the simplicity and sincerity of villagers and showcasing
Sheikh Safi’s miraclesin resolving their issues.

Keywords: Safavid Tariga, Safwat al-Safa, village, Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili, Ibn
Bazzaz Ardabili.

Introduction

The Middle Iranian period, particularly from the 7th to 9th centuries AH, marked a
significant era for the flourishing of Sufi orders, which transcended their spiritual
roles to become central socio-economic institutions. Among these, the Safavid
Tariga, emerging in the 8th century AH, distinguished itself through deep-rooted
connections with rural communities. This study focuses on the vital role of villages
in shaping the identity and legitimacy of the Safavid Tariga, as portrayed in Safwat
al-Safa, afoundational hagiographical text by 1bn Bazzaz Ardabili. The text not only
chroniclesthe lives of early Safavid sheikhs but also serves as a narrative framework
for redefining the tariga’ s identity through its rural origins and ascetic interactions
with agricultural societies. The Mongol period, with its cultural eclecticism and the
vacuum created by the collapse of traditional institutions, provided fertile ground for
Sufism’s expansion, enabling tarigas to integrate into the social and economic fabric
of urban and rural communities. Villages, far from being mere subsistence habitats,
emerged as sacred spaces central to the tariga's legitimacy, where the interplay of
mysticism, agriculture, and social life crafted a divine-popular identity. This article
explores how Safwat a-Safa constructs villages as sacred arenas for the
manifestation of Sheikh Safi’s miracles, legitimizing the tariga's spiritual authority
and fostering a symbiotic relationship with rural communities. Key questions
include: How did Safwat al-Safa utilize rural geography to legitimize the Safavid
Tariga? How did Sheikh Safi’s rural origins contribute to creating an ascetic,
populist image for the tariga? And how did miracles attributed to Sheikh Sdfi
strengthen the bond between the tariga and rural societies?

Materials & Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach, using qualitative analysis of
Safwat al-Safa by Ibn Bazzaz to explore the early Safavid Tariga's devel opment.
Through layered textual analysis, it uncovers ideological constructs, particularly the
portrayal of villages as sacred spaces and rural communities’ role in legitimizing the
tariga. The research draws on historical data from the text, supplemented by
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secondary sources, focusing on narrative techniques like the sanctification of rural
geography and Sheikh Safi’s miracles to construct a legitimizing discourse. It
examines the Mongol and Ilkhanid socio-economic context to highlight the tariga’s
reliance on rural networks for economic self-sufficiency and socia influence.
Anecdotes, such as Sheikh Safi’s agricultural activities and crisis-solving miracles,
illustrate the strategic use of rural identity to build a socio-economic base. The
analysis remains grounded in the 8th-century context, avoiding anachronistic
interpretations.

Discussion & Results

Analysis of Safwat al-Safa reveals that the Safavid Tariga strategically leveraged its
rural origins to craft a divine-popular identity, distinguishing itself from urban-
centric Sufi orders. Villages were depicted not merely as economic units but as
sacred spaces where Shelkh Safi’s miracles demonstrated an unbreakable bond
between mysticism and the natural world. 1bn Bazzaz's narrative portrays Sheikh
Safi as a“village-born mystic,” whose ascetic lifestyle and agricultural engagement
embodied the smplicity and purity of rural communities. This portraya served dua
purposes: it legitimized the tariga by aligning it with rural moral virtues like hard
work and piety, and it mobilized rural support by presenting the tariga as a divine
protector against material crises. The text's emphasis on miracles, such as
miraculous dry farming yields or eradicating crop-destroying worms, created an
unwritten contract: rural loyalty ensured divine favor, while the tariga gained
legitimacy as a superhuman institution. Economically, the tariga’'s management of
farms and reliance on rura disciple networks formed its core, with agriculture
symbolizing ethical labor and self-sufficiency. The study highlights the ideological
nature of Safwat al-Safa, blending historical and mythical elements to craft a
narrative of spiritual legitimacy rooted in rurality. However, the transition to urban
centers like Ardabil sparked tensions with religious authorities, as failed attempts to
build a zawiya suggest urban €lite resistance. Despite this, the tariga maintained
rural ties, ensuring a broad social base.

Conclusion

This study shows that Safwat al-Safa is an ideological project to establish the
Safavid Tariga's spiritual legitimacy through its rural roots. By sanctifying villages
and emphasizing Sheikh Safi’ s agricultura ties, |bn Bazzaz crafted a divine-popular
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ingtitution embedded in rural Iran. Villages, portrayed as sacred spaces where
miracles resolved crises, fostered a symbiotic relationship with communities,
ensuring mutual support. The tariga’ s economic self-sufficiency via agriculture and
rural networks laid the groundwork for its political rise, distinguishing it as a rural-
rooted Sufi order. Safwat al-Safa's blend of myth and history offers a unique model
of Sufi-rura interaction, underscoring rurality’s role in shaping the tariga’ s identity
and authority.
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