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T	he relentless effort that, since the 1970s, 
	historiography has undertaken in order to 

know more about the dynamics of power within 
the Andalusian world, from the beginning of the 
conquest in 711 until the disappearance of the last 
emirate in 1492, is indeed a well-known fact. The 
pertinence of this subject has permeated many of 
the great debates between historians, Arabists and 
archaeologists, which have revolved in one way or 
another around questions such as the hierarchy, 
the exercise of power, the degree of imposition 
of the State or the amount of autonomy in rural 
Andalusian communities. Within this framework, 
University of Granada, Professors Alberto García 
Porras and Adela Fábregas García offer a valuable 
monograph that brings together many of these 
classic issues, suggesting some possible answers to 
them, and more importantly, raising numerous 

new questions that will further the progress of the 
discipline. Their work also enriches the debate by 
including reflections on North Africa, a territory 
that is close and deeply linked to Al-Andalus. This 
volume is the result of research carried out in re-
cent years within the R&D project “Power and ru-
ral communities in the Nasrid kingdom, 12th-15th 
centuries” (HAR2015-66550-P), and it includes a 
brief introduction by the editors and sixteen arti-
cles written by renowned national and internation-
al experts. The central theme of the monograph, 
as indicated by its title, delves into the concepts 
of power and the so-called “rural communities” of 
Western Islam. These phenomena are broad and 
diverse, which is why studying them encompasses 
both comprehensive approaches and more local-
ised studies. Hence, it is possible to find analyses 
focused on the Iberian Peninsula (Balearic Islands, 
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Tortosa, Cáceres, Albarracín, Valencia, Granada) 
as well as on Ifrīqiya. As for the chronology pro-
posed, it goes from the 12th to the 15th century, al-
though some works extend beyond this timeframe.

The opening article is written by none other than 
the great Pierre Guichard, whose recent loss we 
mourn. In this first piece, he (re)opens the debate 
surrounding the notion of “power” in Al-Andalus 
and its relationship with the so-called “rural com-
munities”. Focusing on one of its most controver-
sial topics, Guichard elaborates a broad overview 
of the discipline, critically examining concepts, 
authors, works, and even archaeological interven-
tions, in order to explain some of the central points 
of the debate. He expresses, with an audacious dis-
position, a full awareness of the two predominant 
tendencies that have shaped Al-Andalus historiog-
raphy to this day: one centred around family and 
peasant groups, and another focused on the influ-
ential elites associated with power, the State, and 
the role of taxation. The attentive reader will also 
be able to find Guichard’s opinion on these key 
subjects between the lines. This text represents a 
logical and worthy beginning to this unique mon-
ograph.

The following text, written by Eduardo Manzano, 
seeks to answer a question as well-known as it is 
complex: Did self-sufficient rural communities 
exist in Al-Andalus? Here, Manzano reiterates his 
socio-political perspective, emphasizing the un-
deniable role of the centralizing State capable of 
exercising tax control. However, what is most in-
teresting about the article is his approach to the 
tax dimension within the alquerías (small rural 
communities in Al-Andalus) themselves, address-
ing topics of great interest, such as tax exemptions 
and the capacity of the alquerías to act cohesively 
in managing the payment of tributes. Although 
the author concludes with a negative response to 
the initial question, suggesting that self-sufficient 
communities either did not exist or were not com-
mon, the text raises important questions about the 
organizational capacity of the alquerías and sets 
forth an approach focused on the “social articu-
lation” of these communities that could be highly 
valuable in future studies.

Helena Kirchner presents an article that explores 
the agricultural spaces belonging to the State but 
inserted in the peasant environment. To do so, 
she explores different “state-owned” properties in 
the general Al-Andalus context, analysing aspects 
that go from their naming to their function. It is 
important to consider that terminological and ty-
pological debates, as well as significant chronolog-
ical and spatial variations, make it challenging to 
conduct brief analyses of this kind, which makes 
Kirchner’s contribution even more valuable, as she 
is capable to outline the great complexity of the 
phenomenon of property linked to Al-Andalus 
elites. Additionally, Kirchner provides very useful 
examples from the Balearic Islands and Tortosa, 
which are presented in relation to their respective 
physical spaces.

After this remarkable contribution, Marcos García 
engages in an interesting reflection on power, Is-
lamization, and food in Al-Andalus between the 
8th and the 10th centuries. His argumentation goes 
through the theoretical framework of Islamiza-
tion and conquest, and then proceeds to discuss 
the prohibition of consuming pork as an essential 
part of “Islamic orthopraxy”. Finally, in order to 
illustrate his hypothesis that the process of Islami-
zation, with the consequent spread of orthopraxy, 
led to the abandonment of pork production and 
consumption, García presents in a succinct man-
ner the case study of Madīnat Qurṭuba. Although 
it would also be paramount to explore this evolu-
tion of consumption patterns within a rural con-
text, there is no doubt that this work demonstrates 
an enormous potential of archaeozoological analy-
sis in understanding the transformations linked to 
the conquest.

Julián Ortega chooses to present an examination 
of power and legitimacy within the taifa context 
through archaeological analysis. He focuses on 
fortifications, with special emphasis on towers, 
which were abundant in the Šantamariyyata aš-
Šarq of the Banū Razīn. The author reflects on the 
role these fortified spaces played between power 
and rural communities. It is worth mentioning 
his analysis supporting the notions of “independ-
ent peasantry” or “small landowners” as possible 
promoters of towers linked to agricultural fields. 
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Therefore, this article will be very useful to discuss, 
within a broader geographical (and chronological) 
framework, the function of the so-called “alquería 
towers”, a theme that we will encounter through-
out the monograph.

Also following an archaeological approach, Sophie 
Gilotte provides a text that explores the case of 
Majāḍat al-Balāṭ, located in present-day Cáceres, 
during the Almoravid period. What makes this ex-
ample so unique is the fact that it is a settlement 
that neither fits into a fully urban reality, nor can 
it be designated as a “rural community”, but rather 
corresponds to what the author defines as “a mili-
tary outpost”, located right on the border. Along-
side an impressive set of graphics about the site, 
Gilotte presents the characteristics of the space, 
with special emphasis on its production dynam-
ics. The article invites the reader to reconsider the 
boundaries between spaces for living and spaces for 
production, as well as to think beyond the dichot-
omous framework of fully rural or urban contexts.

These key concepts are also reflected in the work 
of Rafael Azuar, who explores the relationship 
between urban centres and rural communities in 
Šarq al-Andalus through material culture, with a 
special focus on ceramic production. Azuar is able 
to connect this Al-Andalus settlement with the 
spatial framework and some production and con-
sumption patterns. Of particular significance is his 
analysis of the proliferation of pottery centres and 
the demand from rural communities, which he 
does not consider to be marked by the impositions 
of an “urban centre”, but rather as a sign of the au-
tonomy of these communities, particularly during 
the early 13th century.

Ferran Esquilache’s analysis also focuses on Šarq 
al-Andalus. Here, the author puts forth an inter-
esting theory on the development of the Valencian 
Huerta2 in three distinct phases, linking it closely 
to the study of irrigated spaces. The first phase is 
characterized by the presence of alquerías divided 
into neighbourhoods, where peasant groups iden-
tified by lineage and tribe would reside. During the 
second phase, there is an increase in settlements 
and inhabited areas (10th-11th centuries). Finally, 
the third phase, (late 11th and 12th centuries) repre-

sents the integration of new “irrigated spaces” into 
the existing system, rather than the expansion of 
the system itself. According to Esquilache, during 
this last phase, tribes have lost their significance in 
favour of the State, which has gained a prominent 
role. Even more interesting is the fact that Esqui-
lache suggests that similar patterns have emerged 
in other huertas, making these findings potential-
ly easy to extrapolate. Without a doubt, this is a 
must-read for all those interested in other major 
agricultural spaces within Al-Andalus, such as the 
Murcian Huerta or the Vega de Granada.

Josep Torró also chooses Valencia to carry out an 
excellent theoretical review of the 13th-centu-
ry Muslim aljama through documentary sources 
from the conquest. In this endeavour, he not only 
reflects on the term itself, but also delves into the 
internal configuration of these communities and 
the role of some of their most prominent individu-
als, such as the “elders”, the fuqahā, the qadis, and 
the alamins. It is worth mentioning how this brief 
piece is capable of exploring the attributions that 
the aljama could have had, ranging from the man-
agement of its own assets to the organisation of 
communal work or military power. The appendix 
that concludes Torró’s work, presenting a consider-
able number of references to Muslim “local collec-
tivities” between 1233 and 1308 is also extremely 
useful.

Mohamed Hassen takes us on a journey to North 
Africa, where adopting a very dynamic style he 
focuses on the strategies employed by the Hafsid 
power during their rule over rural communities. 
He presents a complex economic and demograph-
ic scenario that undergoes a significant turning 
point in the 14th century, following the great mor-
tality caused by the plague which reconfigures the 
entire rural landscape. In this regard, Hassen ob-
serves a strategy employed by the State to appro-
priate the means of production, particularly land, 
in order to proceed with a redistribution that only 
accentuates the social inequalities in Ifrīqiya. This 

  2.	 TN: The term huerta (vegetable garden) is a toponym used to 
designate some particularly fertile areas of Spain, traditionally 
dedicated to agricultural production.
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work is crucial for understanding some of the pow-
er dynamics established between the State and the 
peasantry in medieval Islam, with a particular fo-
cus on economic relations and the transformation 
of inhabited spaces.

After such a long journey, we finally go back and 
stay in the Nasrid Kingdom of Granada. Once ar-
rived, we first encounter a concise study conducted 
by Rafael Peinado, in which he presents some of 
his important theories regarding land ownership 
in Nasrid society. He examines the lands owned 
by both the aristocracy of the emirate and peasant 
groups, giving the reader an extensive list of owners 
and properties belonging to the prominent Nasrid 
lineages, including the royal family and the prop-
erties belonging to the mustajlaṣ. The article also 
provides valuable information about land exploita-
tion systems, the types of contracts employed, the 
origins of the peasantry, and even some notes on 
Nasrid livestock. Therefore, it is an indispensable 
article for gaining a comprehensive understanding 
of land ownership and exploitation in the emirate.

The next contribution to this volume also arrives 
from the field of archaeology. The work on the 
Torre de Agicampe (Tower of Agicampe), Loja, 
led by Alberto García, Aleksander Pluskowski and 
Rowena Banerjea, is an exceptional example that 
showcases how various archaeological techniques 
can transform a site with very limited documenta-
ry sources into a fascinating spot for understand-
ing dynamics of spatial occupation and production 
within Al-Andalus context. The authors describe 
how remains from the early Islamic period on the 
Peninsula were found in the vicinity of the tow-
er, which in itself is already remarkable. They also 
suggest that the tower may have been connected to 
an inhabited space, making this article essential for 
those interested in the famous debate surrounding 
alquería towers.

Incidentally, this topic reemerges again as a central 
point of focus in the work of Luis José García-Pu-
lido and Jonathan Ruiz-Jaramillo, specifically 
concerning the Nasrid alquería towers of Marbel-
la. Their study provides a significant, filled with 
historical and archaeological details catalogue of 
the alquería of Arḍ Marballa, with a particular em-

phasis on their towers. Additionally, they provide 
insightful remarks on the still debated typology of 
settlement that represents the maŷšar. It is worth 
mentioning that they establish a potential correla-
tion between the Nasrid power and certain towers, 
an avenue that warrants further exploration in fu-
ture research.

On a different note, Guillermo García-Contreras 
takes us to the vicinity of the former capital of the 
emirate through an exploration of the renowned 
settlement of Aynadamar. Following a poignant 
reflection on the significance of peri-urban spac-
es and the regrettable degradation of a signifi-
cant portion of the Vega due to urban expansion, 
García-Contreras provides an elaborate synthesis 
of a portion of the written documentation and 
archaeological remains found in Aynadamar. His 
analysis sheds light on the hydraulic structures of 
the settlement, extending beyond the reliance on 
the eponymous irrigation canal. He also empha-
sizes some of the excavated sites and their poten-
tial relationship with some types of inhabited (and 
productive) spaces identified in the sources, such 
as a possible almunia (in Al-Andalus, a country 
house with farmland) that is still being studied.

The penultimate contribution to this monograph 
is authored by Antonio Peláez, and it consists of an 
in-depth exploration of the elites and local power 
agents in 15th-century Baza. Peláez employs a con-
siderable record of Arabic and Castilian sources, 
with a particular focus on the well-known Cúllar 
documents. Through meticulous analysis, Peláez 
not only identifies a significant number of anthro-
ponyms found in the sources but also highlights 
influential figures within the community. Further-
more, he establishes some kinship relationships 
that exemplify the power dynamics within Baza 
and its connection to the emir. This article exem-
plifies like no other the immense potential offered 
by toponymic and anthroponomic studies derived 
from late medieval documentation, particularly 
when Nasrid sources can be cross-referenced with 
Castilian records.

To conclude this great book, Raul González pre-
sents a prosopography study based on Castilian 
notary records, aimed at identifying these same 
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local power agents within the Kingdom of Grana-
da. He systematically traces the notary records of 
Guadix, Granada, Baza, and Almería to offer us a 
register of the mentions of bailiffs in these records, 
which he also sets out according to geographical 
area. Building upon this roster, González reflects 
on how some of these positions are perpetuated 
within specific families. This methodological ap-
proach is undoubtedly valid for many other types 
of documentary sources, which is promising for 
the future knowledge of the Nasrid, Mudejar and 
Morisco elites.

In conclusion, this monograph edited by Adela 
Fábregas and Alberto García is an indispensable 

read for those interested in the history of Western 
Islam during the Middle Ages, providing valuable 
insights into the latest developments in key schol-
arly debates. The editors should be commended 
for the well-structured nature of the text, which 
enables readers to follow the analysed themes and 
places in a logical progression. Another virtue of 
this work consists of its ability to bring together di-
verse perspectives and methodologies, presenting 
a balanced blend of theoretical reflections, archae-
ologically-based investigations, and documentary 
studies. Finally, credit must be given to the many 
authors for their outstanding contributions, and 
for enabling the continuation of these much-need-
ed debates within our discipline.


