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Preface

Prof. Mohammed Al-Bishr
Editor and Head of the Research Team

Recent reports in the Western media and political and
humanitarian organizations can be classified into four
major categories:

1- Religious police, Wahhabism and allegations of
religious extremism.

2- The situation of Christians in Saudi Arabia and how the
religious police is dealing with them.

3- Alleged violent and cruel behavior of the religious
police.

4- The status of Saudi women and how the religious police
deal with them.

These are the four issues often referred to by the
Western media, particularly American, the reports of the
US State Department, Human Rights Watch, the press
reports released by the United Nations and American
research institutes concerned with Middle East studies
and others.

It is not our concern in this book to dwell on everything
that has been written on the Saudi religious police or try
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to cite, answer or refute allegations simply because of
the magnitude of the subject. What we can do, however,
is to pick out the general viewpoints and major trends
which represent the main ingredients of this mental
picture about the Saudi religious police; a picture which
has been distorted by those press releases and reports.

Before discussing these three categories, we would like to

emphasize the following points:

1- Much of what has been written about the religious
police represents only a unilateral point of view. Such
representation is often devoid of truth, either because
credible information on any reported adverse incident
is lacking or because the person reporting the incident
is ignorant of the nature of Saudi society, its values,
culture and the systems prevalent in it.

2- Some of what has been written on the religious police
concerned only individual cases in which Saudis or
non-Saudis (Muslims or non-Muslims) may have been
involved, but were made to appear representative of the
entire Saudi society. We would like to cite here those
cases in particular in which non-Muslim residents in
Saudi Arabia were involved in breaking the law and
were caught red-handed by the religious police. Those
individuals later instigated the sources mentioned
earlier to malign the religious police and, in the process,
protect their own selves.

3- We notice that when these Western sources talk about
the religious police in Saudi Arabia, they concentrate
on only one aspect of the case discussed (such as,
for example, apprehending an individual for a moral
violation). The discussion, however, fails to mention
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the religious, cultural and legal considerations that

had led to the apprehension. Consequently, several

important aspects of the case were misconstrued and

a major party to the case — the religious police — had

been ignored.

We can therefore claim that, in such cases, these sources
are guilty of a deliberate misrepresentation of facts to
meet the malicious ends of vested interests.

4- We have not come across a single piece of news, or a
single political or humanitarian report in all the Western
sources that mentions the positive impact of the religious
police on Saudi society. This is a clear indication of the
injustice and prejudice against a religious organization
that is genuinely concerned with reform and with
preserving and safeguarding moral values in Saudi
society.

5- What is being written on the religious police in Saudi
Arabia derives from a purely Western cultural approach
to the concept of religion, life, behavior and morals.
Such an approach, inevitably, clashes with the culture
of other societies. The political, religious and cultural
standards by which these Western sources judge the
actions of the religious police in Saudi Arabia are, thus,
wrong and unacceptable.

These five points are conclusions based on observing
and following all that has been published on the religious
police by Western sources, particularly the print media in
the United States. These conclusions are the result of an
in-depth reading of the topics discussed or the cases argued
concerning the functions and duties of the religious police
in Saudi Arabia.
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Accordingly, we  will discuss the four major
aforementioned categories objectively with a view to
projecting the truth to Westerners, regardless of their social
class or position. We believe that this point of view has to
be heeded to fairly so that the truth can be discerned.

This book comprises a comprehensive view of the
pivotal issues relating to the religious police in Saudi
Arabia. It has been prepared by a group of Saudi academics,
comprised of both men and women, that represents several
Saudi universities and varied geographical areas. They
all participated in giving expression to this view, each
according to his/her field of specialization and interest.
They are addressing this book to Western public opinion
and its political, intellectual, and media sources to bare the
truth, which has been lost to it because of particular political
circumstances, or because of a manifest sense of religious
superiority, or a suspicious media predilection. All these
reasons are undeniable facts that have failed to dawn on
the Western mind apparently due to the current political
situation and the drastic changes that have occurred on the
international arena following the September 11 events.

By addressing this publication to the Western mind
we aim at removing the misunderstanding, and taking an
initial step towards creating room for dialogue based on
the undeniable truth.
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Introduction:

Prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him) came with
the call to all people urging them to do good. This call
complemented the message that Jesus (peace be upon him)
and the other messengers before him came to convey. In
the Holy Qur’an, God described those who responded to
the call of Prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him) as
people that love all that is good because they enjoin what
is right and forbid what is wrong and believe in God.

In the Qur’an, which is the Muslims’ holy book that
was sent to guide them and all others, we find a verse
which has a sublime meaning. In this verse God almighty
says: “Ye are the best of Peoples, evolved for mankind.
Enjoining what is right, forbidding what is wrong, and
believing in Allah. If only the People of the Book had
faith, it were best for them.”

This verse contains four significant meanings for the
lives of Muslims and an invitation to non-Muslims to
share in these meanings:

1- The people that love all that is good enjoin what is
right. This part of the definition of the good people has
preceded that part that says they “forbid what is wrong”,
because man has, originally, a pure, clean and sound
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innate nature and therefore needs more benevolence to
be able to do good when he is enjoined to do so.

To forbid what is wrong. Because no matter how good
a man is, he is not infallible and can commit errors which
are contradictory to his innate human nature and good
morals. If men were perfect they would be angels and
would not need anybody to guide them to what is right.
Therefore, if the individuals that form a particular people
undertake the duty of forbidding what is wrong, then they
must be the ones who love good.

Believing in God. Enjoining what is right and forbidding
what is wrong are two prerequisites for believing in God,
for God has enjoined what is right but some people have
forgotten it and need to be reminded of it and be made to
like it. He has also forbidden what is wrong, but this wrong
has surfaced in the words and behavior of individuals
and therefore they need somebody to tell them about it
and make them aware it is wrong or reprehensible and to
forbid them from doing it so that good can prevail and be
enjoyed by everybody.

Inviting the People of the Book ( Jews and the
Christians) to believe in God and enjoin what is right and
forbid what is wrong so that they can become part of the
people described as the People that do good mentioned
by the Holy Qu’ran. God has mentioned the Jews and
the Christians in particular in this verse because they
are the closest people to Muslims. Hence this call was
addressed to them so that they would follow this great
moral principle and believe in God, thus also becoming a
people that does good.
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Why are we addressing this book to the People
of the Book?

In this book we are dealing with an important issue
tackled by political, intellectual, and media sources in the
West. This issue concerns Muslims all the more because
it has been enjoined by their religion and they themselves
have been applying it in their behavior and conduct. This
issue is: enjoining all that is good and forbidding all that
is wrong. We consider this issue a very important one in
our lives because all good resides in it, having a bearing
on the individual, society and state levels.

Nevertheless, what a Westerner knows about this issue
is only a collection of incorrect facts, some misleading
information about its details, and a distorted picture on
how it is applied inside Saudi society in particular.

We would not be writing this publication if the
addressees were nationals of countries or peoples who are
unacquainted with religion or who do not believe in God;
for in this case they would attach no weight to religion and
would not know about the moral values of doing good and
virtue. But we are addressing it to the closest peoples to
Muslims.
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Institutions of social reform and the
societal police

* Introduction

e Calls for reform in the West

* The legislative and application aspects of the value of
the promotion of virtue and prevention of vice

* Religious police — a social reform institution in Saudi
Arabia
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Introduction:

Moral degeneration has become prevalent in many
societies in the world and has taken many manifestations
in practices that violate the innate nature of and morals
of man. They include homosexuality, gay marriages,
and feminism which has declared war on men, religion,
history and even God describing Him as masculine!
Other degenerate practices include moral deterioration
like women refusing to raise their children because it is
an unpaid job! In reaction to such moral disintegration,
several appeals were made through various specialized
humanitarian institutions in the world. It was absolutely
necessary that society, in many countries, should support
these appeals for morality. This support led to the formation
of reformatory institutions and anti-vice squads that derive
their values from religion, morality and social customs.
These calls or institutions of civil society assumed several
names, but they all aim at ensuring decency within their
societies.

Has the “Committee for the Promotion of Virtue
and Prevention of Vice (CPVPV)” become one of the
mainstays of civil society in Saudi Arabia in view of its
role of preserving morals, this of course, not a modern
Saudi innovation, but is a principle ordained by heavenly
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laws which enjoin what God has ordered and forbid what
He has banned. These heavenly laws have spelt out all
that is to be followed and all that is to be shunned. This
principle is the basis of all the Prophets’ calls, beginning
with Adam and ending with Mohammed — the last of
God’s prophets and messengers.

The heavenly messages that preceded Islam concentrated
on only one point on which the message was based; namely,
monotheism, worshiping God only, responding to the calls
of God’s messengers, and acting in accordance with God’s
laws.

Abraham, the father of prophets (peace be upon him),
based his message on calling to do what is right (that
is, worshiping only God) and forbidding what is wrong
(such as worshiping idols, which is neither harmful nor
beneficial). In his dialogue with his people, Abraham
questioned and denounced their practice of worshiping
idols and showed them that only God had control over
everything and deserved to be worshiped. His call then
developed from mere preaching to threatening and, finally,
to smashing the idols, so that monotheism prevails and
only Allah would be worshiped.

God’s prophet, Hud (peace be upon him), based his
message to his people on enjoining what is right and
worshiping only God and forbidding the polytheism
practiced by their ancestors and showing its futility and
falsehood.

God’s prophet, Lut, called on his people to adhere to
uprightness with which God has endowed every human
being so that men will not satisfy their lusts on men in
preference to women. Lot denounced such vile acts in a
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questioning style that condemned and stigmatized them,
as God Almighty said: “Do ye commit lewdness such as
no people in creation (ever) committed before you?”

God’s prophet, Shu’aib (peace be upon him), called on
his people and ordered them to worship God alone. He
forbade them to do mischief on earth and asked them not to
squat on every road and hinder people from following the
path of Allah. He told them to stop enticing true believers
away from their religion which God has sent them and,
in their dealings, to refer to God’s just laws and adhere to
moral values in their conduct and behavior as prescribed
by God’s Sharia.

In the message conveyed by Prophet Mohammed (peace
be upon him) enjoining what is right and forbidding what
is wrong is the basic moral value from which all other
Islamic values derive. It is the moral value prescribed in the
Holy Qur’an, which is the constitution of Islam where God
says: “Let there arise out of you a band of people inviting
to all that is good, enjoining what is right, and forbidding
what is wrong. They are the ones to attain felicity.” This
verse contains an explicit command from God to do what
is right and forbidding what is wrong, linking this sublime
value to a belief in God. Islamic scholars have concluded
that according to what they have learnt from the Holy
Qur’an, any nation that has abandoned this duty deserves
the same punishment which nations that came before
Islam were meted out when God’s anger and curses fell
upon them.

Muslims adopted the principle of Hisbah [Enjoining
what is good and forbidding what is evil] and continued
to apply it. Thus, they have come to know the position
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of Al-Muhtasib [one who is in charge of enjoining what
is good and forbidding what is evil] for a period of over
fourteen centuries. During the caliphate of Ali bin Abi
Talib (the fourth caliph of the Islamic nation after the
death of Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him), the
title “shurtah” [police] was assigned to this religious
position in view of the fact that it was a legal position, the
responsibility for which should ultimately be assumed
by the caliph, or Muslim ruler among whose duties was
to apply the Shariah law in order to ensure safety and
security.
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Calls for Reform in the West
Dr. Mazin Motabagani

Arab and international media are busy reporting
that the Western world is going through a stage of acute
moral decline; that the fine moral values and ideals have
degenerated and disintegrated before a big tide of corruption.
What has encouraged such reports to continue is the spate of
movies produced in Hollywood which presents this picture
of moral decline and even backs it up by portraying acts
of corruption and immoral acts. Among the manifestations
of such moral deterioration are the spread of lewdness,
illicit sex, drugs, crimes from thefts to rapes, same-sex
relationships, as well as alcoholism and drug addiction.

Nevertheless, any researcher in Western societies will
find that not a single day passes without there being calls
for adhering to moral values and principles and fighting
vice. This is especially so when immorality reaches
alarming proportions such as the rise in acts of crime
among juvenile delinquents, the increase in the number
of rapes of minors, crimes committed by policemen, the
disruption of social ties among individuals, the growing
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pattern of selfishness, the lack of cooperative spirit and
dislike for voluntary social work.

As for the general concern about the decline in moral
values, James Baker, former US Secretary of State, once
wrote an article in which he referred to the declining
morals and values in American society. This is a clear
indication that some Western intellectuals have begun to
express open concern for such declining morals. Baker
stated that 73% of the American people feel that America
is suffering from such a moral decline and from an
increase in illegitimate sexual relationships and violence.
They also feel that the judicial and educational systems
are incapable of stopping this decline. This may be one
of the reasons that have inspired Baker into opening an
institute, which has a department dealing with research
and special studies related to religion and morals.

This department is especially interested in the problem
of drugs, how to deal with it and put an end to it. A
conference on drugs, held by Baker’s institute in 2002,
brought together academicians, healthcare experts, leaders
of the drug reform movement, representatives of drug
policy organizations, and law-enforcement and judicial
officials from the U.S. and around the world to share their
views on the drug problem.

The institute published the findings of the conference
on its website (www.bakerinstitute.org). The conference
lamented that the “war-on-drugs” has been largely
unsuccessful. This scourge was still strong and was getting
even stronger and worse. The institute noted that it will
continue to pursue research and open debate on local and
national drug policies in the hope of developing policies
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that are “pragmatic, commonsense-based, human-rights-
driven, and focused on reducing the death, disease, crime
and suffering associated with drug use.”

At the annual meeting of the American Political
Science Association in 1995, the association’s president,
Professor Robert D. Putnam, declared that American
society suffered from a rupture in its structure and that
the Americans, especially the post-television generations,
no longer participated in social activities and were more
selfish and less willing to help others. He attributed
the development of these negative traits to television.
(Washington Post, September 3, 1995).

Baker and Putnam were followed by others such as
the Penn National Commission on Society, Culture and
Community. Its chairman announced that values and
morals in American society were deteriorating. Then we
have Judith Rodin who pointed out the increase of, what
she called, “signs of uncontrollable anger” which are
displayed on television accompanied by acts of sadism and
vituperation of others. Another national committee was
set up and given the name of “National Commission on
Civic Renewal”. It was chaired by Sam Nunn, the retired
Senator. Among the functions of this commission was to
conduct research and submit its findings on the fields of
entertainment, politics, sports and the judiciary system.

In order to emphasize the importance of upholding these
moral values, many societies, associations and churches
have done outstanding work to combat moral deviation
and crime. The American National Public Radio (NPR)
announced an instance of a businessman opening a sex
store at the border between two states in order to evade the
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laws against opening such shops in both the states. But the
inhabitants of the neighboring villages got in touch with
their local authorities in order to close down the store. The
radio also said that the villages also complained to the
companies of truck drivers, who frequented the store. This
instance clearly indicates there are people in American
society, who strive to close down such stores even though
the law may permit it. It also proves that the need to adhere
to morals is only human and that man’s innate nature calls
for upholding virtue and morality.

Using women in pornographic movies and perpetuating
this immoral activity led many women in Canada to
demonstrate against the stores that marketing these video
tapes. They believed that such films degraded women and were
manifestations of the persecution from which they suffered.
The court recommended that such videos be confiscated.

As for the fight against alcohol, the weekly newspaper,
The Guardian (June 9, 1996) published a long article titled
“The Battle of the Bottle Breaks”, in which it reported the
anti-drug war. The campaign was so fierce that the alcohol-
producing companies had, in spite of the huge amounts of
money spent on advertisements, reported losses. A proof
of this can be found in the declaration made by George
Hacker, head of the anti-alcohol campaign that “America
has become a dry land as 40% of the American people
have announced that they are abstaining from drinking
alcohol.” The article also cited the example of a woman,
pregnant in her ninth month, who ordered an alcoholic
drink in a restaurant in Seattle, US. But the waiter refused
to serve her the drink. The woman complained to the
owner of the restaurant who fired the waiter, but public
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opinion stood by him and he was reinstated.

If we move to the other side of the Atlantic, we find
that sex abuse of children has sparked much interest in the
European countries. A conference was held in Stockholm
on August 28, 1996, to discuss sex crimes against children
and their sexual exploitation. France was among the
European countries which declared its intention to confront
this problem. French authorities waged a large-scale war
against networks that sexually exploited children. The
French government issued strict laws to punish perpetrators
of crimes against children. Some of these perpetrators were
forced to undergo therapy for a number of years.

The Danish government has also announced a number
of measures against its citizens traveling to the countries
of south-east Asia for “sex tourism’, or what was called
by the secretary general of the Danish Children Protection
Association “the tourist rape of minors.”

As Europe has been suffering from other problems such
as “white slavery traffic”, the judiciary committee affiliated
to the Council of the European Union has promulgated a
special anti-white-slavery law following the rise in the crime
of trading in women and forcing them into prostitution.

Moreover, as the problem of rape in Britain worsened,
the London police have issued instructions to women on
how to avoid rape.

Some of these instructions were:

1. To dress decently.

2. To avoid sitting on the upper floor of buses if the
vehicle is empty and to sit as close toward the driver
as possible.

3. To keep their hands free and not put them in their
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pockets, so as to be be ready to defend themselves.

In spite of these instructions, the London 7Times reported
that the British police placed the blame on girls because
they overexposed their physical attributes and thus exposed
themselves to the danger of rape. This opinion was voiced
by an old American woman lawyer thirty years ago, at a time
when instances of rape multiplied in US society. She advised
women not to go out alone, but to be always escorted by a blood
relative — with whom she could not wed by law or religion.

The British police has benefited from the experience
of the Muslim community in Britain. This is what Ian
Murray, a London Times’ editor, called the power of the
people which succeeded in ridding society of the red-light
zone, which is a metonymy for drugs and prostitution.
In Birmingham, a number of Muslims met after evening
prayer and set up a vigilance body to drive away prostitutes
and drug pushers. They succeeded in eliminating these
scourges within three weeks. The inhabitants of the area
state that they could now sleep peacefully at night as they
had got rid of the menace of motorists driving down to
pick up prostitutes or buy drugs.

Among the methods used for fighting moral depravity
is the setting up of societies which call for the preservation
of virginity. One of these was a movement called “True
Love Can Wait.” The idea of this movement was to ask
people to abstain from pre-marital sex and to retain
one’s virginity till marriage. This movement has become
stronger and has spread in Britain and America.

In Germany, some groups were formed that called for
a halt to violence and sex on television. These groups
were supported by the cultural and social circles and the
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print media in order to stunt the rapid increase in violence,
crime and sex on German television. These circles called
for putting a limit to the scenes of violence and sex on
German television stations so as to protect the new
generations. They held several symposia in Europe — in
France in particular — in order to protect children from the
explicit scenes shown in movies and TV programs. These
symposia emphasized the need for more safeguards to
prevent children from being exposed to such programs.

The Canadian government has also set up a special
police force and named it Anti -Drug and Vice Moral
Squad (Toronto Star, April 7, 1990).

In America certain parties were so concerned about and
horrified by the growing immorality in the West in general
and in the U.S.A. in particular, that they started to look for
means to propagate moral values and virtue. Accordingly,
a group of Harvard professors wrote a book titled: /s /¢
Possible to Teach Morals 7The book advocates the inclusion
of morals subjects as part of university curricula.

Another group, known as “The Angry Fathers”,
was also formed in the US in May 1989. It comprised
fathers who were becoming increasingly worried about
the growing incidence of gang violence and drug-related
cases in their society.

In Britain, too, societies were formed to fight vice. One
of these societies was The British National Party which
was deeply concerned over the spread of the incidence of
rape. to the society firmly believed in the scientific studies
which found a link between vulgar images in the media
and the depraved mindset of rapists. The party was also a
strong advocate of restoring the death penalty for rapists.
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The legislative and application aspects of
the value of the promotion of virtue and
prevention of vice

Dr. Ibrahim Al-Humaidan

The call to good and reform is a sublime human
value and a common denominator among all religions
and cultures. Every culture strives to achieve this noble
intention through its religious competent authorities or
cultural backgrounds. However, the level of appreciation
for this value differs from one society to another and from
one culture to another. Because they are conservative
and because culture shapes many of the values of life
and behavior prevalent in them, Eastern societies seem
to surpass Western societies in assigning this priority,
placing it always at the forefront of their concerns.

In the Islamic world, and in Saudi Arabia in particular,
the call to good and reform is one of the fundamental
religious tenets without which Muslims’ lives cannot
proceed or have any meaning. Thus, people’s safety,
happiness, development, growth, and contribution to life,
cannot be encompassed without realizing this principle

37



The Religious
Police in
Saudi Arabia

because it produces a balance between the body and the
soul that leads to man’s happiness.

Therefore we can see that the political system in
Saudi Arabia has charged particular governmental
organizations with applying this principle. This represents
a perfect integration between the government, which was
established according to the tenets of the Islamic religion,
and the people who all embrace Islam as a religion.

We do not assume that our Saudi society is a society of
angels where no behavioral transgressions or moral violations
occur. We are human beings and what applies to others
also applies to us especially after the world has witnessed
a cultural openness and information revolution that have
impacted people’s lives and conduct. Our society harbors
almost seven million expatriates who belong to more than 130
nationalities. This, no doubt, leads to violations of the values
that are prevalent in society. For all what was stated, the Saudi
government has established the religious police whose job is
to control social movement and interaction in such a way
as to safeguard the values of the society and guarantees the
balanced adoption of the means of modernization.

We would like to affirm that the principle of enjoining
whatisrightand forbiddingall thatis wrongisafundamental
Islamic principle that is found and given prominence in a
great number of Islamic texts. Muslims, however, do not
stop at the literal meaning of the principle itself but go
beyond that to its true meanings and implications.

The Islamic vision concerning the principle of enjoining
what is right and forbidding all that is wrong does not
constitute a complete interference in the affairs, freedoms
and particularities of others, but only as much as is necessary
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to preserve rights whether general or personal, just as any
other control system in the world strives to do. The practical
application of this is no more than preventive and reformative
and is based on exhorting, guiding, and forbidding, and aims
at only one thing; namely, preserving the five rights guaranteed
by Islam. These are religion, life, honor, wealth and lineage.
These rights are shared equally by everyone under the
umbrella of Islamic rule. Accordingly, no one has the right to
force anybody else to follow a particular religion, and no one
has the right to violate the rights of others even if they were
non-Muslims. Therefore, the positive elements of this system
are not confined to Muslims, but apply to everybody within
the boundaries of the Muslim state.

Among the obvious facts known to every Muslim is
that enjoining doing what is right and forbidding all that
is wrong is a responsibility that has to be shouldered by
individuals as well as social institutions. This is to be
through restrictions and controls discussed at great length
by specialized Islamic sources which define the limits,
controls, and responsibilities of individuals and also those
that are to be shouldered by social institutions.

When the Committee for the Propagation of Virtue and
Prevention of Vice was established in Saudi Arabia, the
responsibility for realizing that objective was entrusted
to it. This responsibility was to become a general system
that had its controls and that could not be subject to the
interpretations of individuals and their different opinions and
estimations. The responsibility, placed on the shoulders of
this institution, was limited to one kind or a limited number
of responsibilities that would realize this objective. Such
responsibilities related usually to the spheres of worship
and general morality. This restriction, however, does not
mean that the propagation of virtue and the prevention of
vice should be confined to these two spheres.

Since the concept of enjoining doing what is right and
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forbidding doing all that is wrong is a wide one within the
framework of Islamic thought, other institutions in Saudi
Arabia were also given different kinds of responsibilities,
such as: General Control Department, Anti-Drugs
Administration, Investigation and General Prosecution
Commission, Saudi Arabian Standards Organization
(SASO), General Food and Drug Administration and
others. Also, more specific responsibilities were assigned
to institutions immediately connected with them, such as
commercial fraud, consumer protection and others.

All these authorities cooperate with each other.
Therefore, it should come as no surprise if we find that
the religious police is sharing in the anti-drugs efforts to
such an extent that it becomes the most effective authority
cooperating with the specialized authority.

Any fair person realizes that such concepts as are behind
the reformative and control practices, whether found grouped
in one body or scattered in several ones, do indeed offer a
bright picture of how solid and reliable the Islamic system is
in its endeavor to achieve the good of all, and this is what all
civilized countries and nations of the world seek to realize.

Therefore the erroneous practices no matter by whom
they are committed, or a lack of awareness of how refined
this concept is and how important it is to any civil society
should not be a reason for distorting its bright image and
its important impact in protecting society and elevating it.
We affirm that if non-Islamic countries and nations looked
at this issue objectively and fairly they will find something
that can be useful to their societies which suffer from many
types of family brake up and moral disintegration as proven
by statistics issued in those countries. The architects of
the American constitution and the authors of the series of
judicial systems in the U.S.A. and modern Europe exploited
the many benefits found in Islamic Fikh (Jurisprudence)
and its schools and built many of their systems on this.
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Religious police: A social reform
Institution in Saudi Arabia

Prof. Ibrahim Al-Juwair

Saudi Arabia has it own distinct culture that makes it
different from any other country in the Islamic world. It
has a Saudi population of over 20 million, all of whom
are Muslim. Besides citizens, there are about seven million
expatriates of 135 nationalities living and working in Saudi
Arabia, enjoying complete equality in duties, rights and
jobs. The Kingdom has acquired its unique position among
Muslims all over the world by virtue of its being the cradle
of Islam and the place from where Prophet Mohammed,
peace be upon him, spread his message. Saudi Arabia is
also home to the holy city of Makkah, where the Kaaba, the
sacred house of God, is located. The Kaaba is the direction
(Kiblah) toward which Muslims everywhere in the world
face while performing their prayers five times every day.
Muslims go to Makkah to perform their Haj on a set date
every year and perform Umra throughout the year. The
Mosque of Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him, is
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also located in the Kingdom’s western city of Madinah.

Saudi society bases its religion, ideology and daily
practices on Islam and belief in Allah. Accordingly, all
the affairs of its life are interconnected with the rules of
Islam. Moreover, Saudi Arabia is the only country in the
world that applies the Shariah [law] of Allah and whose
constitution is the Holy Qur’an.

Islamiclaw [Sharia] is the dominant factor in the policies
of Saudi Arabia and its political, social and intellectual
systems. The Kingdom has, since its establishment,
preserved this state of affairs. Therefore, Islam has been
the regulator and guide in all the systems associated with
growth and development of Saudi Arabia ever since its
unification till its present state of affluence and its eminent
position in the international community.

In keeping with this approach, the Kingdom has sought
since its inception to set up the system of” “enjoining what
is right and forbidding what is wrong” as being a duty,
depending on people’s capability: if some can do it then
the others do not have to do it. In the past the reforming
scholars did their duty in the “Ihtisab” [The promotion of
virtue and prevention of vice] at the individual level. When
the Kingdom stabilized under the rule of King Abdulaziz, he
appointed some scholars to take charge of the “Hisba” and
carry out the activities required by “enjoining what is right
and forbidding what is wrong” on a larger scale throughout
the Kingdom. This reformatory religious institution then
grew and opened many branches in the big cities outside
the Saudi capital, Riyadh. During the reign of King Faisal,
the work of this institution developed qualitatively as it
came to focus on all those functions that were related to it
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historically — that is, the functions of “Ihtisab” in religious
matters particularly those connected with preserving the
purity of the Islamic creed, worshiping, dealings, behaviors
and morals.

During the reign of King Khalid, a decision was issued
establishing the General Presidency of the Committee
for the Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice.
A chairman was appointed for it for the first time and
the King granted him the rank of minister. There was a
further development during the reign of Custodian of the
Two Holy Mosques King Fahd bin Abdulaziz when the
institution became an independent organization, directly
affiliated to the prime minister — that is, the King. The
chairman was appointed by a royal decree.

In view of the great importance the state gives to
“Hisbah”, the Basic System of Government in Saudi
Arabia (which was announced by Royal decree No. 90-A
dated March 2, 1992 mentions explicitly that the state will
take over the duty of propagating virtue and preventing
vice [or “Hisbah”]. To this effect, article 23 of the System
reads: “The state protects the Islamic creed, applies Sharia,
and enjoins what is right and forbids what is wrong, and
undertakes the call to the worship of Allah.”

If the modern-day police force in every country is
charged with preserving public security, the religious police
in Saudi Arabia have become an important element in the
country. They help preserve the identity of Saudi society
and are instrumental in field application of the principles
of propagation of virtue and prevention of vice. The
functions of the CPVPV have been clearly defined. They
are to guide people and advice them on performing their
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religious duties as prescribed by Islamic law or Sharia and

ensure that they are indeed performed; to forbid all that is

reprehensible, ensure that no unlawful acts are committed
and no deviant habits or traditions are followed.

The CPVPV can achieve these functions through the
following methods:

1- Urge people to adhere to the pillars of the true religion,
which are: praying, zakat [charity], fasting, and Haj
for those who can afford it and are physically fit; to
embrace good manners as prescribed by Islam; to invite
them to do virtuous deeds enjoined by Sharia such as
truthfulness and sincerity, keeping faith, paying their
debts, obeying and doing their duties toward their
parents; keeping good terms with their blood relations,
considering their neighbors’ rights, giving charity to
the poor and the needy, helping the handicapped and
the weak.

2- Since prayer is the mainstay of the religion and one of
its major Pillars which every true Muslim must abide
by, it is imperative that the Committee makes sure that
Muslims perform their prayers in the mosques at the
times specified by Sharia and urge people to respond
quickly to the call to prayer and ascertain that stores
are closed.

3- Keep a watch on public places, like markets, roads
and parks, to prevent the unlawful acts, such as:

a- Uncontrolled social interaction between men and
women and excessive use of makeup, both of which
are forbidden by Islamic law.

b- Mimicking the opposite gender.

c- Making women targets of foul language and vulgar
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gestures by men.
Shouting obscene or indecent words or expressions
which hurt other people’s feelings.

e- Disturbing and distracting people praying in mosques

by, for instance, playing loud music

f- Public display by non-Muslims of their beliefs and

religious rituals, which clashes with the system that
is followed by the majority in the society; or showing
disrespect by non-Muslims for the rituals of Islam and
its rules.

g- Exhibiting or selling pictures, books, videos or audio

h-

tapes that are inconsistent with acceptable manners or
that are incompatible with the Islamic creed.
Displaying lewd pictures, or symbols of non-Islamic
religions such as the cross, the star of David or pictures
of Buddha and the like in public places.

Such practices conflict with the religion of the society

and its system.

1-

k-

Manufacturing, selling, or drinking alcoholic
beverages. The duty of unearthing such illicit acts
is carried out with the cooperation of the competent
security authorities.

Preventing the reasons for committing sinful acts such
as adultery, sodomy and gambling or for running vice
dens.

Acts of magic, witchcraft and quackery to cheat
people.

1. Tampering with weights and measures in a bid to cheat

people.

m. Keeping a watch on display windows and ladies

tailoring shops to make sure that they abide by moral
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rules and are not immodest or violate any sanctity.

Performing the above-mentioned duties by the CPVPV
makes society secure and the people in the Kingdom safe.
This is because the religious police are vigilant and are
always alert in their efforts to ensure Islamic conduct in a
way that guarantees safety and happiness to all.

In order to ensure that the religious police in Saudi
Arabia can perform their duties in the best possible
manner, the Committee’s organizational system which was
proclaimed by the secretariat general of the Saudi Council
of Ministers (article 7) states that the chairman and the
members of this institution, as well as the inspectors,
investigators, heads of religious sections, supervisors
and assistants, should hold the appropriate academic
qualifications, enjoy a sound reputation and be of good
conduct. They should also be of proven efficiency in this
field — all this, to ensure that they mete out fair treatment
to Saudi nationals and other residents or visitors, whether
Muslim or non-Muslim.

The present chairman of the religious police, Sheikh
Ibrahim Al-Ghaith, has emphasized that only university
graduates will be employed by the committee so as to
eliminate any drawbacks or negative aspects the system
may have.

Motivated by a keen desire to constantly update the
ideas and viewpoints of its employees and the way they
deal with people of various nationalities and religions,
the CPVPV organizes short-term training courses for its
employees.

Between 80t090% of CPVPC employees have benefited
from these courses. Also within the framework of updating
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and modernizing its operations, a Royal Decree has been
issued ordering the setting up of a high institute to deal
with affairs pertaining to the propagation of virtue and the
prevention of vice. Affiliated to Um Al-Qura University
in holy Makkah, the institute seeks to consolidate the
efforts of the religious police by providing them with
specialized and highly qualified graduates in this field of
Islamic work to increase work efficiency.. Directives are
constantly issued to the religious police reminding them
of their mission to guide people, advise them to adhere to
the religious duties prescribed by Sharia, and ensure that
they perform these duties. These directives also remind
the religious police that they are not an authority set up to
repress people, that they are a part of society and their aim
is to reform it and ensure its rules are firmly established
based on applying the laws of Allah which enjoin doing
right and shunning wrong.

The pioneering role of Saudi Arabia vis-a-vis the
Islamic world, and its philosophy of government, which
is based on protecting Islam as a creed — a divine law,
with a collection of morals — would be reason enough
to accept the system of the religious police. The system
aims at protecting society, safeguarding it, and ensuring
that it remains pure and free of vices. Such noble aims are
sought after by all societies which strive to ensure their
safety and to spread moral values within them.

This is what makes the religious police force which
carries an important social responsibility, an important
authority. In our Saudi society, the religious police are
entrusted with this responsibility as they are part of
the official administration that performs a social role,
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complementary to the functions of other state organs.

It requires a great deal of effort and specialization to
perform the duty of preserving virtue and preventing vice.
Hence, the individual Mohtasib (the person responsible
for propagating virtue and forbidding vice) cannot cope
with the tasks alone. Therefore, many organs specializing
in different fields have been developed. The complexities
of life in the modern age have made this a necessity. Our
society was particularly careful to develop the means to
apply these divine orders, one of which was to set up the
religious police or The Committee for the Propagation of
Virtue and the Prevention of Vice (CPVPV)” which is
considered a religious institution, besides being an official
administration to enforce what is right and prevent what
is wrong.

We can say that this institution is considered a means
of official social control exercised by the state in Saudi
Arabia. Among the functions of social control is to define
the scope of acceptable behavior inside society, for each
society or group has its own set standards, which the
individual has to observe as he fulfils his social role.
On the other hand, there are certain types of behavior
forbidden by society. The highest aim of social control,
which guarantees the continuation of the social order in a
stable and sound manner, is to ensure the ever-increasing
development of organizations and institutions and their
ability to meet the needs of the members of the community
and guarantee their safety.

By analyzing the official functions and tasks of
the religious police in Saudi society, we find that this
institution’s applications are modern, more vital to urban
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societies than rural, traditional ones. This is due to the fact
that in a traditional society the unofficial organs of social
control, such as the family, or the official authority, such as
the police, are adequate. In such instances the role of the
CPVPV becomes limited to preaching and guiding. But
when the CPVPYV operates in big cities it has to perform a
bigger role than just preaching and guiding and acquires
the dimensions of a modern security force.

kok ok

If we look at the mechanism for the allocation of
tasks in the CPVPV and the role of each of its sections
we will find that they are determined on the basis of a
scientific, volitional, organizational, and executive force
being available. Thus, with the help of the scientific force,
the CPVPV can know its way, with the volitional force,
it will follow and continue to follow its way, with the
organizational force, it can obtain the power to go on and
reach its destination, and with the executive force, it will
reap the fruits of its efforts and achieve the results aimed
at. This mechanism covers the functions, qualifications
and measures and even the administrative organization
upon which model the CPVPV should be formed so that
it can perform its functions, achieve the goals for which
it was set up and because of which it is considered one
of the institutions that exercise control over society. As
for the vices which should be prevented by this CPVPV
mechanism and its employees, they are according to the
definition of Islamic law (all that has been considered
obscene and hateful by Islam and was forbidden in both
the Holy Qur’an and Prophetic Sunnah). Accordingly, the
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propagation of virtue comes to mean warning people and
guiding them to adhere to religious principles and rules.
Hence if the religious police was essential in the reign of
Omar Ibn el-Khattab, second Caliph of Islam (may God be
pleased with him), it is more essential and indispensable in
this age in which people have deviated from or abandoned
the divine laws of Sharia.

The establishment of this institution is not motivated
by a mistrust of the behavior of members of society,
but is for ensuring social security and protecting people
from those who have deviated from the beliefs and
values and standards of society regardless of the extent
of such a deviation.

In some contemporary societies, such a security
institution is often referred to as a “vice squad”, which
is an organization aimed at ensuring the safety of the
individual and is found even in non-Muslim societies.
In Japan, we even find the police in the streets in small
structures which look like kiosks or stalls. Their function is
to ensure that the common people are safe. There are also
several security cameras placed at commercial centers,
companies, banks, airports, railway stations and hospitals
to monitor the movements of anyone who comes or leaves
or wanders about. These apparatuses were distributed to
these organizations in order to control delinquent group
behavior and thereby assist in enforcing the law in these
commercial, industrial, political and social entities where
the human security apparatus may be inadequate.

The Saudi citizens, expatriate workers and visitors have
often expressed their complete satisfaction over the safety
and security they enjoy in the Kingdom, thanks to the efforts
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of the religious police who act without any discrimination
on the basis of race, color or nationality. They have also
found that the rights of the citizen and the resident were
equally guaranteed under religious texts. These religious
texts even specify the punishment to be meted out when
a particular right has been violated. This punishment is
applied according to precise legal and detailed conditions
that cover the rights of both the society and the individual.
It makes no difference whether the individual punished is
a Saudi or a non-Saudi, a Muslim or non-Muslim because
preserving man’s dignity regardless of his race, color or
religion is one of the fundamental duties of man. Man is the
noblest of creatures and his right to freedom and equality
is a fundamental, one but when a person has uncontrolled
freedom it could tempt him to do evil and to harm others.
Therefore, the religious police restrain the individual and
society and prevent them from going morally astray. The
religious police also preserve virtue by preventing lustful
attempts to degrade man’s spirit or his body in the name
of freedom.

By propagating virtue and preventing vice, the
religious police have achieved three objectives which
are of paramount importance to Saudi society and which
every advanced society would aim at achieving. They
are: continuity, stability and cohesiveness. Moreover, the
religious police work within the framework of a unique
type of authority. Its authority is derived from the common
people, thereby ensuring effective support from the people
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for the state for social control. Hence, the attitude of
Saudis and non-Saudi residents and visitors towards this
religious institution is a positive one. This is especially so
because the public finds that the institution is concerned
with religious and social reform. As a specialized authority
it performs its duties according to Islamic and disciplinary
rules prevalent in society, which many societies often lack,
especially in the West.

The functions of the religious police go beyond
preaching and guiding to the realization of security and
stability, through religious, security and social controls.
Hence, the religious police helps ease the load placed on
the shoulders of the general police. The religious police
are an important means to restrain the negative aspects
of development and progress, which industrial and
progressive societies often have to pay. . The religious
police also help bridge the gap which can result from the
financial and moral differences in any dominant culture
and which, in turn, can lead to various problems unless
they are quickly remedied or handled.

The religious police is, thus, an institution for religious
and social reform This institution reflects a collective
awareness, on the part of the government as well as
the citizens, through which moral values in society are
secured.
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Introduction:

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia occupies a prominent
position among Muslims all over the world. The Kingdom
is unique among all the other countries of the world in
occupying this position in view of the fact that it is the
land of the two holy mosques and the Kiblah(direction
where Muslims face during prayers). This unique position
has distinguished it throughout the history of Islam due to
many consid