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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article History Introduction

. The concept of urban health transcends mere physical well-being, representing a complex para-
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Revised: 2025-08-22 digm rooted in a city’s historical, social, economic, and environmental evolution. In Islamic civili-
’ zation, the pursuit of holistic health was institutionalized through the Diwan al-Hisba, also known
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as the institution of Hisbah. This body functioned as a fundamental administrative and regulatory
pillar within urban governance structures in pre-modern Iran. Operating under the overarching

religious principle of “al-amr bi-l-maraf wa-n-nahy Bani-l-munkar” (enjoining good and forbidding

/(_ey words, . evil), the Hisbah was entrusted with a vast mandate. Its responsibilities ranged from upholding
Hisbah Institution . . . . . ) o )

| public morality and overseeing the integrity of commercial and economic activities to enforcing
ran

. . . religious injunctions, thereby serving as a cornerstone of the Islamic civilizational administrative
Management of Historical Cities

Safavid Period
Urban Health

system. While previous scholarly works have examined the Hisbah primarily through jurispruden-
tial (figh) or ethical-economic lenses, a significant research gap persists regarding its direct and con-
structive role in the physical organization, spatial management, and comprehensive health over-
sight of pre-modern Iranian cities. This interdisciplinary research, spanning history, jurisprudence,
and urban management, aims to systematically investigate and model the functional linkages be-
tween the multifaceted Hisbah institution and the mechanisms for managing and preserving the
health of historical Iranian cities from the early Islamic period up to the conclusion of the Safavid
Era. It seeks to move beyond one-dimensional analyses and present a holistic understanding of the
Hisbah as an integrated system of urban governance.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology within an interdisciplinary framework
that encompasses history, jurisprudence, and urban management. Data was gathered through ex-
tensive library and documentary research, utilizing valid sources such as jurisprudential texts and
secondary contemporary research. Qualitative content analysis was employed to analyze the col-
lected data. The process involved categorizing components and extracting objective indicators re-
lated to the Hisbah system's functions and its perspective on urban health, based on codes derived
from these historical and textual sources. The objective was to develop a comprehensive theoretical
framework explaining the institution’s role in urban health management.
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Findings

The detailed analysis reveals that the Hisbah institution was not merely a
market inspectorate but formed the very backbone of the urban health,
order, and sustainability system in pre-industrial Iran. Its functions were
multidimensional and permeated all aspects of urban life. The central con-
tribution of this study is the formulation and presentation of the Hisbah
system’s operational model through four key, interconnected dimensions
of urban health, derived from the synthesis of 22 objective indicators ex-
tracted from the historical sources:

1. Physical and Public Health: This dimension constituted a primary pillar
of the Muhtasib’s duties. It involved rigorous supervision over food qual-
ity and safety, ensuring the cleanliness of bread, meat, fish, honey, and
oil sold in markets. Sanitation of public spaces was paramount, encom-
passing the cleanliness of streets, markets, public baths (hammams), and
mosques. The institution also oversaw aspects of water management and
waste disposal. Furthermore, it regulated medical professions, monitor-
ing the competence, ethics, and practices of doctors, oculists, surgeons,
apothecaries, and veterinarians. Supervision extended to hospitals, in-
cluding enforcement of rules such as gender segregation, demonstrating
an advanced understanding of public health governance for its time.

2. Economic Health (Subsistence): The Hisbah was the central agency for
ensuring economic justice and market integrity. Its functions included
enforcing fair pricing, particularly in non-competitive markets, through a
process called tas'ir (price-setting). It meticulously standardized weights
and measures to prevent fraud and short-changing. It combated econom-
ic malpractices such as hoarding (ihtikar) essential goods to inflate prices,
usury (riba), and deception in transactions (e.g., hiding defects in goods).
The institution also played a key role in protecting the rights of both ar-
tisans (guilds) and consumers, fostering a market environment based on
trust and fairness. Its regulatory approach was adaptive, focusing on an-
ti-monopoly measures in competitive markets and direct intervention in
non-competitive scenarios.

3. Moral and Social Health (Psychological): Deeply rooted in the core
principle of commanding good and forbidding wrong, this dimension
addressed the psycho-social well-being of the community. The Muhtasib
was responsible for preventing social vices and corrupt practices such as
alcohol consumption, gambling, prostitution, and public immorality. He
supervised public behavior, oversaw the proper conduct of religious cere-
monies and education (e.g., Friday prayers, sermons, teaching), and man-
aged aspects related to religious minorities (ahl al-dhimmah). This com-
prehensive oversight aimed to foster social cohesion, maintain religious
identity, and ensure a morally sound environment, which was considered
essential for the community’s psychological well-being.

4. Urban Security (Stability and Tranquility): The institution was a crucial
pillar for maintaining public order and security, which are prerequisites for
a healthy urban life. Its duties included combating public nuisances and
disturbances, preventing armed individuals from entering markets and
mosques to ensure collective safety, and overseeing the safety of roads
and buildings. The Muhtasib had the authority to order the demolition of
unsafe structures and participate in urban infrastructure improvements.
Although less documented, oversight of urban transport also fell under
his purview, highlighting the role in ensuring safe mobility.

Applying this four-dimensional model to the context of major Safavid cit-
ies illustrates its efficacy in integrating centralized state governance with

granular local oversight. However, the study also identifies a critical trans-
formation during the Safavid period. The gradual transfer of the Hisbah's
religious and judicial duties to other institutions (e.g., the Shaykh al-Is-
lam) and its political-military functions to figures like the Darughah led
to a significant narrowing of its authority. This process ultimately diluted
its holistic character, reducing it primarily to a market-focused body and
weakening the integrated link between social supervision, urban hygiene,
and moral health that it once embodied.

Conclusion

This study concludes that the Hisbah institution represented a sophisti-
cated, pre-modern system of integrated urban health management in
historical Islamic Iran. Its meticulously defined four-dimensional frame-
work—encompassing physical, economic, moral, and security spheres—
provided a robust and comprehensive mechanism for ensuring urban
sustainability, justice, order, and the overall well-being of the citizenry.
The findings fundamentally address a significant gap in urban historical
studies by moving beyond purely theological or economic interpretations
and illuminating the institution’s pivotal role in the physical structuring
and daily governance of urban space. The operational model extracted
from historical sources offers not just academic insight but also valuable,
practical lessons for contemporary urban policy-making. It presents a his-
torical precedent for designing modern urban management and health
systems that successfully integrate ethical or spiritual motivations, struc-
tured institutional frameworks, active social participation, and effective
practical enforcement mechanisms. The historical experience of the His-
bah underscores that truly successful and resilient urban health manage-
ment is inherently holistic, requiring a simultaneous and balanced con-
sideration of cultural, social, administrative, and practical dimensions. This
research redefines the Hisbah as a pre-modern paradigm for integrated
urban governance, offering a framework for re-reading Iranian-Islamic cit-
ies and informing future sustainable urban management strategies. This
study concludes that the Hisbah institution represented a sophisticated,
pre-modern system of integrated urban health management in historical
Islamic Iran. Its meticulously defined four-dimensional framework—en-
compassing physical, economic, moral, and security spheres—provided
a robust and comprehensive mechanism for ensuring urban sustainabil-
ity, justice, order, and the overall well-being of the citizenry. The findings
fundamentally address a significant gap in urban historical studies by
moving beyond purely theological or economic interpretations and illu-
minating the institution’s pivotal role in the physical structuring and daily
governance of urban space. The operational model extracted from histor-
ical sources offers not just academic insight but also valuable, practical
lessons for contemporary urban policy-making. It presents a historical
precedent for designing modern urban management and health systems
that successfully integrate ethical or spiritual motivations, structured in-
stitutional frameworks, active social participation, and effective practical
enforcement mechanisms. The historical experience of the Hisbah un-
derscores that truly successful and resilient urban health management is
inherently holistic, requiring a simultaneous and balanced consideration
of cultural, social, administrative, and practical dimensions. This research
redefines the Hisbah as a pre-modern paradigm for integrated urban
governance, offering a framework for re-reading Iranian-Islamic cities and
informing future sustainable urban management strategies.
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