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Abstract

The institution of Wilayat al-Stiq was one of the most important administrative organizations in the Maghreb and al-Andalus, responsible
for establishing a significant aspect of social, cultural, and religious security within society. This study seeks to examine the role of this
institution and, particularly, the role of the Sahib al-S@iq in these domains by relying on three major surviving sources of hisbah from the
western Islamic world, entitled Thalath Rasa’il fi Adab al-Hisbah wa al-Muhtasib, authored by ‘Umar ibn ‘Uthman al-Jarsifi, Ibn ‘Abdiin
al-Tujibi, and Ibn ‘Abd al-Ra’Gf. It highlights significant aspects of the social history of the Maghreb and al-Andalus. These three sources
emphasize that the aforementioned institution achieved its intended objectives through measures such as supervising public spaces,
including bathhouses, mosques, roads and urban services, prisons, and the moral integrity of society. The most important aspect of this
supervision involved monitoring women, preventing any form of inappropriate mixing between women and men, dealing with intoxicated
individuals, and prohibiting their presence in society. Oversight of government officials, public customs and etiquette, the dhimmi
communities, urban structures, and the management of animals was also carried out to further organize social and cultural affairs within
society. In addition to these responsibilities, the Sahib al-Stiq exercised strict supervision over religious practices, including prayer, fasting,
and zakat, and sought to ensure the proper implementation of religious obligations.
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Extended Abstract

The institution of hisbah and its western Islamic manifestation through Wilayat al-Siig constituted one of the
most significant administrative mechanisms through which Islamic governments regulated social order,
protected public morality, supervised urban life, and maintained religious discipline. In the Maghreb and al-
Andalus, this institution was not limited to market inspection in the narrow economic sense, but functioned as
a broad apparatus of socio-cultural governance. The Sahib al-Siig, as the central official of this institution, was
responsible for implementing the principle of commanding right and forbidding wrong in everyday urban life,
thereby linking administrative authority with moral, legal, and religious supervision. The importance of this
institution becomes clearer when examined through Maghrebi—Andalusian hisbah sources, particularly the
treatises attributed to al-Jarsifi, Ibn ‘Abdun al-Tujibi, and Ibn ‘Abd al-Ra’tif, which provide valuable evidence
about the relationship between public order, religious norms, and urban administration in western Islamic
societies (2, 7, 8). These sources show that social security was understood not merely as protection against
crime or disorder, but as the preservation of a morally regulated, religiously disciplined, and socially controlled
public sphere. Accordingly, the present study examines the role of Wilayat al-Siig in establishing social,
cultural, and religious security in the cities of the Maghreb and al-Andalus based on the surviving western
Islamic hisbah literature and related juridical and historical sources.

A major dimension of the activity of the Sahib al-Siig was the supervision of public spaces, especially
bathhouses, prisons, streets, urban services, and mosques. Bathhouses were important public places in which
hygiene, bodily privacy, security of property, and moral conduct required continuous inspection. Juridical and
hisbah texts emphasized the responsibility of bathhouse owners and appointed guards for protecting people’s
clothing and belongings, thereby transforming the bathhouse from a simple service institution into a monitored
public environment governed by rules of trust and accountability (1, 3, 4). The Sahib al-Siig also monitored
clothing and bodily conduct inside bathhouses, especially for cuppers and healers, and prevented the sale of
functioning bathhouses when their public utility required preservation (2). Prisons were another sphere of
inspection; although imprisonment itself belonged primarily to the authority of the ruler and judge, the
supervision of prisons, prison conditions, guards, and the treatment of prisoners fell within the concern of the
market authority (2). The separation of female and male prisoners and the appointment of morally trusted
guards for women demonstrate the institution’s concern with both security and moral protection. In addition,
streets and urban services were regulated through prohibitions on obstructing public roads, digging holes in
pathways, dumping water or waste in markets, occupying narrow passages, and allowing trades that impeded
public movement (2, 6-8). The supervision of mosques further illustrates the religious dimension of public
order, as the Sahib al-Siig monitored imams, muezzins, mosque cleanliness, proper prayer arrangements, and
the prevention of commerce, sleeping, or inappropriate movement inside mosques (8, 10, 11).

The preservation of public morality formed another central function of Wilayat al-Siiq, especially through the
regulation of gender relations, women’s public presence, and the prevention of intoxication. The sources
indicate that women’s social, economic, and cultural presence was acknowledged, but it was placed within
strict religious and customary boundaries. The Sahib al-Siig supervised women’s dress, prevented unveiling
and excessive adornment, and sought to restrict situations that could lead to inappropriate mixing or seclusion
between men and women (2). This supervision extended to public movement during festivals, passageways,
bathhouses, caravanserais, churches or synagogues, and other spaces where the possibility of moral corruption
was imagined or feared. Regulations also addressed women’s economic activity by requiring that interactions
occur with trustworthy persons and by restricting the role of young male brokers in lodging places (2).
Alongside gender supervision, combating drunkenness was a major aspect of moral policing. The Sahib al-
Siig was expected to prevent wine consumption, prohibit intoxicated persons, whether Muslim or dhimmi, from
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appearing in public, and punish those associated with wine drinking or wine selling (2, 5, 7). Preventive
measures included monitoring the preparation of drinks, distinguishing lawful from unlawful beverages,
breaking wine-drinking instruments, and preventing the sale of large quantities of grapes to known wine
producers (2, 5). Legal discussions concerning punishment, repeated drinking, imprisonment, and the
treatment of intoxicated dhimmis further show that public sobriety was considered an essential part of social
security and communal discipline (3, 13).

The Sahib al-Siig also contributed to cultural and educational regulation by supervising teachers, child
educators, preachers, storytellers, and those who issued legal opinions. Education was treated as a public moral
concern because teachers shaped children’s religious habits, ethical behavior, and social discipline. The
sources show that teachers received fixed wages, and the market authority supervised these wages to prevent
abuse or excessive demands (11). The Sahib al-Siig also monitored corporal discipline, ensuring that teachers
did not exceed the accepted number of strikes, insult pupils, use them for personal service, or teach them in
spaces that might pollute mosques; at the same time, teachers were expected to accustom children to prayer
and religious observance (11). The institution’s concern with public instruction extended beyond elementary
teaching. Those who issued fatwas, delivered sermons, or narrated religious stories were subject to scrutiny
because ignorance in these positions could mislead the public and damage religious culture. Thus, the
appointment of ignorant persons to educational or religious authority was treated as a grave social and religious
harm (8, 14). In this way, the institution of Wildyat al-Siiq operated not only as a mechanism of discipline but
also as an instrument for protecting communal knowledge, ensuring the reliability of religious speech, and
limiting the spread of error within public culture. Its educational function reveals that social security in
Maghrebi—Andalusian urban life was closely tied to the supervision of knowledge, speech, teaching, and moral
formation.

Another important dimension of Wildyat al-Siig was its relationship with political authority, non-Muslim
communities, urban construction, ritual practices, animal welfare, and public customs. Although the institution
of hisbah did not generally possess formal authority to inspect all governmental offices and administrative
departments, the muhtasib or Sahib al-Siig could advise, admonish, and, depending on personal authority and
political support, exercise influence over officeholders (15, 16). Historical examples, such as Abbas ibn Qurriis
of Cérdoba and the wide authority granted to Husayn ibn ‘Asim, show that the practical power of the office
depended heavily on political backing and personal influence (6, 9, 17, 18). The supervision of ah!/ al-dhimmah
was another major field, involving the enforcement of rules related to jizya, dress distinction, trade restrictions,
house height, wine and pork commerce, ritual practices, and public differentiation between Muslims and non-
Muslims (7, 19-21). The Sahib al-Siig also supervised urban structures to prevent unsafe construction, warned
owners of dilapidated buildings, and protected pedestrians from collapse and harm (23, 24). In religious life,
he oversaw prayer, Friday prayer, fasting, moon-sighting, and zakat, thereby ensuring that public ritual
obligations were performed visibly and collectively (7, 8). Even animals came under his supervision through
prohibitions on overloading, abuse, and excessive burdening of beasts of transport (2, 7). Finally, public
customs such as funerals, marriage, mourning, wedding gatherings, musical practices, weapons in festive
assemblies, and special clothing distinctions were regulated in order to maintain moral discipline and prevent
disorder (2, 8).

In conclusion, the institution of Wildyat al-Siig in the Maghreb and al-Andalus functioned as a comprehensive
system of social, cultural, and religious regulation. Its purpose was not confined to market control or
commercial inspection, but extended to the ordering of public space, the protection of communal morality, the
supervision of religious practice, the regulation of educational and cultural authority, the monitoring of
vulnerable or sensitive social groups, and the prevention of disorder in everyday urban life. The Sahib al-Siig
acted as a mediator between law, religion, public administration, and social discipline, translating normative
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Islamic principles into practical forms of urban governance. Through the supervision of bathhouses, prisons,
streets, mosques, women’s public presence, intoxicated individuals, teachers, preachers, dhimmi communities,
buildings, rituals, animals, funerals, marriages, and public ceremonies, this office contributed to the formation
of an ordered urban society in which security was understood as the integration of moral integrity, religious
observance, social hierarchy, and public welfare. Therefore, the study of this institution based on Maghrebi—
Andalusian sources reveals an important aspect of Islamic social history: the management of cities was deeply
connected to the regulation of conduct, belief, space, and everyday interaction.
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