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Sufism has stood as one of the most profound and transformative intellectual currents in
Islamic history, undergoing many evolutions across the ages—periods of flourishing and
prominence, as well as times of marginalization and decline. Using an analytical-
descriptive method and drawing upon various reliable sources, the present article examines
the image of the Sufi shaykh during the Safavid era with an emphasis on Antonio
Gramsci’s theory of hegemony. This study reveals that during the Safavid period, a range
of cultural, social, economic, ideological, political, and religious factors acted as
mechanisms of power, contributing to the flourishing of Iranian Sufism and the creation of
a hegemonic group. According to Gramsci, hegemony manifests primarily through
persuasion and public consent rather than coercion. This article demonstrates that during
the Safavid era, elements such as the behavioral culture of Sufi shaykhs and respect for
others served as tools of cultural hegemony. Similarly, things like serving a prominent
shaykh and discipleship-based promotion on the one hand, and attributing miracles to Sufi
shaykhs, tracing lineage to renowned masters, and expressing certain inclinations similar to
great Sufis on the other hand, functioned as elements of social and ideological hegemony,
respectively. Additionally, political, religious, and economic hegemony were established
through factors such as hierarchical status, spiritual sanctity, and financial influence, all of
which played critical roles in garnering public support and guidance. Among these,
ideological hegemony emerged as the most influential in empowering Sufi shaykhs during
the Safavid era.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The Safavid era (1501-1736) represents a crucial period in Iranian history when Sufism played a
significant role in shaping social, political and religious dynamics. This research examines how Sufi
shaykhs maintained and exercised power through various hegemonic mechanisms as theorized by
Antonio Gramsci. Our study particularly focuses on how consent rather than mere coercion enabled
Sufi orders to achieve cultural and ideological leadership in society.

Research Findings
This study identifies some of the key dimensions of Sufi hegemony during the Safavid period:

1. Dimensions of Cultural Hegemony:

- Impressive behavioral culture and ethical conduct of the shaykhs
- Respect shown by the shaykhs to others regardless of social status
- Their practices of asceticism and self-denial

- Their avoidance of worldly pleasures and desires

2. Dimensions of Social (Civil) Hegemony:

- Receiving endorsement from influential figures and scholars
- Being promoted by disciples and followers

- Association with prestigious spiritual lineages

3. Dimensions of Ideological Hegemony:

- Attribution of miraculous powers (karamat) to shaykhs

- Fear and reverence inspired by the shaykhs' spiritual authority
- Connection to established Sufi orders and traditions

- Claims of Divine inspiration and spiritual revelation

4. Dimensions of Political Hegemony:

- Relationship with ruling authorities

- Political influence through spiritual authority
- Mediation between rulers and subjects

5. Dimensions of Religious Hegemony:

- Sacred status attributed to the Sufi shaykhs

- Integration of Sufi practices with Shi‘T Islam
- Role in religious education and guidance

6. Dimensions of Economic Hegemony:
- Financial independence of some Sufi orders
- Control over religious endowments
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- Economic networks through disciples

Our research shows that while all these forms of hegemony contributed to the empowerment of the
Sufis, ideological hegemony proved the most influential in maintaining their authority. On the other
hand, this study also traces how this hegemonic position of the Sufis gradually declined in the later
Safavid period due to various social and political factors.

Conclusion

This investigation demonstrates that Sufi hegemony during the Safavid era operated through multiple
interconnected dimensions, with ideological leadership playing a central role. The present research
confirms Gramsci's theory that hegemony functions primarily through consent rather than coercion, as
evidenced by how Sufi orders initially achieved their influential position through cultural and
ideological leadership rather than force. In addition, our study also reveals how this hegemonic
position eventually weakened when various social and political factors undermined the Sufis’ sources
of popularity in Iranian society.
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