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Prologue

It all started on the evening of 18 August 2018. At seventeen minutes past six, in a small village near the city of Kayes in western Mali, a group of young men armed with wooden batons and leather whips surrounded Hamey and attacked him.

‘They ripped off my clothes and while I lay naked in the dirt, they whipped me and kicked me and beat me in public. Everyone was watching. The whole community. They were cheering and filming it all on their phones. It lasted for hours.’

Hamey – not his real name – is in tears as he relives the ordeal he suffered two years ago. It is an annihilating moment, suffocating with misery. He is in his late fifties, his ragged clothes are colandered with holes and he is ashamed to discuss his desperate plight.

We are sitting on the mud floor of a half-finished, fly-riddled, breeze-block shack on the outskirts of the Malian capital of Bamako, where he, his two wives and their twelve children have sought temporary refuge. He is hollowed out with emotion. There is pain in every word. ‘Look at my situation,’ he says, sobbing, ‘look how we’re living.’

Hamey was one of many slaves in a village which for hundreds of years has been – and, even in the twenty-first century, continues to be – brutally divided between slave-owners and slaves. Kayes is one of the most notorious regions in Mali to cling on to hereditary slavery. In this traditional rural community, generations of enslaved men and women have toiled in the fields for their masters, slaughtered and butchered animals for community rituals, cleaned houses, served families and performed all manner of menial and humiliating tasks. Women are routinely raped by the man of the house.

Precise figures for the number of enslaved men, women and children in Mali are especially difficult to reach, but Temedt, the country’s oldest anti-slavery organization, which has arranged this meeting, estimates there are around a million people in this condition. Hereditary slavery has endured for close to a millennium here and its defenders continue to resist, often viciously, all attempts to put an end to it. These are our cultural traditions, they argue. Who are you to stop them? A few days before this interview, four anti-slavery activists were lynched in Djandjoumé, another village in Kayes.


I had no choice in any of this. I didn’t choose to be a slave. My father was a slave, my grandfather was a slave and many more generations before them were slaves.

I was born into slavery, I considered myself a slave, and I was a slave until the day I refused to go on. I’d had enough of it. And that’s when the violence began.



Hamey says he resisted all the attempts to subdue him – the constant threats and intimidation. Then, on the instructions of the village elders and without warning, the young men from the community’s slave-owning families turned to violence:


They took me to the village leader’s compound and they asked me in front of everyone, ‘So you don’t want to be a slave any more?’ And I said, no, I didn’t. So they got out their clubs and whips and started beating and whipping me. The head of the village was determined to keep slavery going in his area. He said, ‘We’ve had it here for hundreds of years, why should we stop now?’



Covered in blood, severely bruised and nursing broken bones, Hamey dragged himself home.

‘Then the youths rushed to my house and drove me and my family out. They took my cows, my goats and my sheep. Suddenly I had nothing, but I still had everyone to feed.’

The family spent four months on the run, almost starving and plagued with thirst, reduced to scraps of food and dirty water whenever and wherever they could find them. Later, Hamey discovered that some among the mob which had attacked him had posted the film of his beating online.

‘The mayor of the village was very angry with them. He said to them, “If you’d just killed him quietly, no one would have ever heard about this. Now everyone will know.” ’

Apart from the physical abuse he suffered, both during that ferocious attack and over the years that preceded it, Hamey is still scarred by one of the most sickening aspects of slavery in Mali, the equivalent of medieval Europe’s droit du seigneur.

‘They can take our wives and daughters whenever they like. I could never, ever accept that. It’s rape. My master used to tell me, “She may be your wife but I can take her whenever I want her.” He had the right to have sex with her.’

And he is traumatized, too, by what he says is the government’s de facto acceptance of slavery and the violence it entails, as evidenced by the lack of action taken against the perpetrators. The mayor condoned the violence and supports slavery:


Of all those men who beat me and humiliated me in public, no one was ever charged, no one was ever prosecuted. There is no justice here. The government basically encourages slavery. And the slave-masters think that slavery is a tradition which should necessarily continue until the end of time.



Hamey does not say so, but it is clear from his story that he has sacrificed his life for that of his children. He has no future. His life is over. As an illiterate runaway slave with virtually no education, with no possibility of ever returning home, he can only contemplate the sort of manual work for which, as a middle-aged man, crushed by his ordeal and still recovering from the assault, he is no longer physically capable.

‘Deep down I’m free,’ he says, though there is no joy in the words. ‘Whatever my financial worries, I’m free. Live or die, I’ll never be a slave again.’

Hamey is crippled with worry over his family’s future. His wives are going door to door in the neighbourhood, taking in dirty laundry in their desperation to feed the children. The family is about to lose the roof over their heads, because the owner of this shack has just sold the building. He doesn’t know where they will go next. Hamey will throw himself on the mercy of Temedt which, like so many charitable organizations in one of the world’s poorest countries, is overstretched. He doesn’t know what the future holds, but he is under no illusions.

‘I have too much pain in my heart,’ he tells me as we say goodbye. ‘I’m closer to despair than hope.’

Bamako, 29 November 2020.






A Note on Sources

Any historian investigating slavery during the very first years of Islam is immediately confronted with a formidable challenge. It is the same difficulty facing anyone exploring social, political, economic and military life on the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century and it is this: the earliest Muslim sources need to be treated with a significant degree of caution. In the absence of much archaeological evidence, without a wealth of inscriptions, coins or papyri to substantiate the official record, we have to depend on a number of Muslim scholars writing from around the mid-eighth century at the earliest, a minimum of 120 years or so after the death of the Prophet Mohammed in 632. Since these are the only substantial, book-length literary sources available, and notwithstanding their evident limitations, such as partiality, we must respect them and base our understandings upon them, while subjecting them to the usual critical historical inquiry and interpretation.

To take one important example, Sirat Rasul Allah (Life of The Messenger of God), the earliest surviving biography of Mohammed, was written by Ibn Ishaq (c.704–c.67), who compiled it for the Abbasid caliph Al Mansur (r. 754–75), leader of the Islamic world, in the later eighth century. Ibn Ishaq was a collector of oral traditions about the Prophet, which formed the basis of his ground-breaking narrative biography. Then there was Mohammed ibn Saad (c.784–845), author of Kitab al Tabaqat al Kabir (The Book of the Major Classes), an eight-volume collection of biographies of the most famous Muslim figures, above all the Prophet Mohammed and his Companions, Helpers and Followers. One of his volumes is dedicated to the Muslim victors of the Battle of Badr in 624, the first time in history a Muslim army had been put into the field, under Mohammed’s leadership. Mohammed ibn Jarir al Tabari (839–923), the great Arab historian bar none, was putting the finishing touches to his magisterial thirty-nine-volume, 10,000-page Tarikh al Rusul wa al Muluk (History of the Prophets and Kings), a key primary source including much material on the early Islamic era, only in 915.

All three scholars, writing from such distance, are critical sources for the lives and times of Islam’s first slaves, as for much early Muslim history in general. The reliability of each can be questioned. Biography can tilt into hagiography.

Muddying the historical waters further, the principal source for the birth of Islam in and around Mecca in the early decades of the seventh century is Quranic exegesis, which brings its own problems of dating and interpretation. The earliest Muslim source on Mecca and its holy site of the Kaaba, to take another example, is Al Azraqi, the ninth-century editor of Kitab Akhbar Makka (Book of Reports about Mecca), the first Arabic history of a single city. Azraqi claimed that the sacred stone dated back to the very beginning of time, before creation itself. ‘The Kaaba was the froth on the water forty years before God Almighty created the heavens and the earth; from it the earth was spread out,’ he wrote.1

For many Muslims these traditional accounts of the early years of Islam are accepted as completely authoritative sources and are beyond argument. In some quarters, challenges to them can be viewed as offensive or even as an attack on Islam. One person’s legitimate historical inquiry is another’s unpardonable offence to the Prophet. However, increasingly from the late twentieth century, a generation of more sceptical Western non-Muslim scholars have begun to question these earliest histories of Islam. They have directly challenged some of these sources, arguing that they should be regarded not so much as clear historical accounts as literary constructions, written long after the events they describe and with a clear agenda – to construct the edifice of Islam on strong, unimpeachable foundations.2

The potted biographies of some of the first Muslims, and the first Muslim slaves, pose as many questions as they provide answers. The lives of the three men and one woman which begin this book are recreated from close readings of some of these earliest, most important and partial Muslim sources. The life story of a leading figure like Salman al Farsi, the slave, soldier, diplomat and Companion to the Prophet, for instance, is vanishingly elusive. Read his entry in the Encyclopaedia of Islam and you could be forgiven for wondering whether he even existed – or at least whether the details of his life as recorded in the sources, such as a lifespan of 553, have been shaded into legend.

Moving from the earliest days of Islam towards the other end of our chronological spectrum, there is a sudden and dramatic expansion in the range of historical sources, especially from the nineteenth century. Valuable information can be gleaned from legal documents, including marriage contracts, wills, court cases, such as those between an enslaved person and a slave dealer or owner, manumission papers, tax papers, budgets and government directives.3 They offer a welcome harvest of detail and information, especially statistics, which are otherwise frustratingly thin on the ground for the vast majority of the long period under review here, from the birth of Islam to today.

They also inevitably raise questions of bias and prejudice, particularly when it comes to Western observers – European and American diplomats, abolitionists, Christian missionaries, travellers and writers – passing judgement on slavery and the slave trade, often heavily influenced by Western perspectives on the Atlantic version, not to mention on Muslims and the Islamic faith, within the Ottoman Empire. The same could equally be said for medieval Arab Muslim attitudes towards Africans, which are also recorded here in some detail.

But what of the enslaved themselves? Where are their voices and why are they invariably crowded out by Western, mostly European, sources? The fact remains that, for all the strides made by historians in recent decades, the documentary evidence overwhelmingly privileges these external commentators. When they do appear, which is all too infrequently, the voices of enslaved men and women can emerge with extraordinary force and clarity, whether it is a full-length captivity narrative published in the USA, a one-paragraph manumission statement delivered to a British official in the Gulf, or testimony given to police investigators in Cairo. Yet a fundamental caveat remains: even when they do appear, such voices tend to make themselves heard indirectly, mediated by mostly European and American travellers, explorers, diplomats, officials, abolitionists, journalists, editors and publishers. Pioneering work by historians such as Ehud Toledano and Eve Troutt Powell has broken new ground in recovering and reconstructing these first-person stories, but the challenge remains.4

This book seeks to highlight, as much as possible, the voices of the enslaved and dwells on their first-person experiences and memories, whatever the limitations. There are, among other accounts, those of exceptional concubines in ninth-century Abbasid Baghdad; a fifteenth-century Andalusian poet writing from his captivity on the Iberian Peninsula; European and American men and women captured and enslaved by Mediterranean pirates and corsairs in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; a Circassian concubine detailing the abuse she suffered at the hands of an unscrupulous slave-dealer in Egypt in the mid-nineteenth century; a retired agricultural worker in Algeria reflecting in the 1940s on his childhood capture and enslavement; one of the last African eunuchs to serve in the Ottoman court, recalling in 1938 the agony of his castration as a young boy; pearl-divers appearing in the 1930s at the doors of the British Political Agencies along the Trucial Coast to record their manumission statements. It goes without saying that these sources can never be sufficient – they are too elusive, fragmentary and filtered – and the story of slavery in the Islamic world is necessarily incomplete and imbalanced. But that does not mean it should not be attempted.

Away from the partial and contentious documentary record, and in addition to several decades writing about and living and working in the Muslim world, long periods in Egypt, Sudan, Somalia, Morocco, Tunisia, Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Yemen, the United Arab Emirates, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Uzbekistan have all helped inform my understanding of this difficult subject. I have supplemented my studies with additional research and reporting in Libya, Turkey, Oman, Qatar, Mali and Mauritania to bring this neglected and compelling story into the twenty-first century.






A Note on Spelling

Is it to be Mohammed, Muhammad or Mahomet? Should it be the Quran, Koran or Qur’an? Transliterating Arabic is fraught with danger and can be a pedant’s paradise. There are various systems for ‘precise’ Arabic transliteration, but they are generally very complicated and have little to recommend them aesthetically. My aim has been to make things as simple and comprehensible as possible for the general reader. I do not wish to throw diacritical marks all over the text like confetti, a dot beneath an ‘s’ and an ‘h’ here, a line above an ‘i’ or an ‘a’ there, apostrophes and hyphens crowding in like unwelcome visitors. Asked to choose between Tārīkh al-’Irāq bayna iḥtilālayn (Abbas al Azzawi’s History of Iraq Between Two Occupations) and Tarikh al Iraq bayn al Ihtilayn, I choose the latter without hesitation. Similarly, rather than Kitāb al-Hayawān, for Jahiz’s famous Book of Animals, which is included among the illustrations, I prefer Kitab al Hayawan. Likewise for Turkish, generally I favour the simplicity of Suleymanname, the history of the great, sixteenth-century Ottoman sultan, over Süleymannâme. And yet we have Çandarlı Halil, not Candarli Halil, because that is how the fifteenth-century grand vizier’s name is always spelt, and Beyoğlu, which not everyone will know is pronounced Bay-o-lu.

I have transliterated the guttural Arabic letter qaf or ۊ as ‘q’, rather than ‘k’ – unlike in some of my previous books, where I did the opposite, so am already guilty of inconsistency. When it comes to the problematic letter ’ayn or ع – virtually unpronounceable for those who do not know Arabic, I have (mostly) chosen to render it as ‘aa’, rather than either ‘’a’, or even ‘3’ – because what does an apostrophe, or for that matter ‘3’, really mean to the reader who does not know Arabic or the complexities of Arabic pronunciation? Arabic experts will surely know what is meant, and others will hardly notice its absence. Ma’mun becomes simply Maamun (in an earlier book he was Mamun), the Shafi’i school of Islamic jurisprudence becomes Shafi, but sharī’ah or šarī’ah becomes sharia, because that, rather than shariaa, will be most familiar to the general reader. And عبد, a slave, becomes abd, not aabd or ’abd.

I prefer not to hyphenate the definite article, so I have Al Mansur rather than Al-Mansur at the first mention, Mansur thereafter. Men and women all over the world spell their names differently and here I am happy to take my lead from the people themselves. So an Ahmed can be an Ahmad, if that is what he prefers, or perhaps even an Ahmet. And the late, great Turkish historian Halil İnalcik must rightfully retain that spelling of his name.

Eagle-eyed readers will surely find a number of other departures here from the most rigorous modern scholarly practice. ‘There are some “scientific systems” of transliteration, helpful to people who know enough Arabic not to need helping, but a wash-out for the world,’ T. E. Lawrence once wrote to the despairing editor of Seven Pillars of Wisdom, who was questioning the author’s complete lack of consistency. ‘I spell my names anyhow, to show what rot the systems are.’ I would not dream of suggesting these systems are rot, but I would rather plead guilty to inconsistency than to confusing readers unnecessarily. And, to answer the question with which I began, the Prophet is Mohammed and the holy book revealed to him by Allah is the Quran.






Introduction


It is probably true to say that for every gallon of ink that has been spilt on the transatlantic slave trade and its consequences, only one very small drop has been spilt on the study of the forced migration of black Africans into the Mediterranean world of Islam and the broader question of slavery within Muslim societies.

John Hunwick, ‘The Same but Different: Africans in Slavery in the Mediterranean Muslim World.’1



A quarter of a century ago, my first book took me by camel across the largest hot desert on earth. The route followed some of the most historically significant slave-trading routes through the Sahara, along which, for more than a millennium, vast numbers of men, women and children had been trafficked north, typically in dreadful conditions, for onward sale across the Mediterranean and much of the Middle East.

My interest then was in mixing history with travelogue: it was in part an investigation, at the close of the twentieth century, of the nineteenth-century European, especially British, colonial penetration of Africa, also exploring the ancient desert slave trade and the experiences of the enslaved. The result was South from Barbary: Along the Slave Routes of the Libyan Sahara, published in 2001.

In the years since, I have continued to write about enslavement in the Dar al Islam – the Islamic world – generally in the margins of wider research. The subject featured, to a greater or lesser extent, in all my subsequent work, from studies of Tamerlane and Herodotus to histories of Baghdad, Islamic empires and the great Arab Conquests of the seventh and eighth centuries. But it had never been centre-stage.

Over time, I came to see this as reflecting the continued prominence within Western public discourse, especially within academic circles and the media, of enslavement in the American South and of the Atlantic slave trade over all other systems of slavery and the trade in human beings. Search the word ‘slavery’, for example, and Wikipedia’s first entry is on the United States. Do the same for ‘slave trade’, and it is the Atlantic slave trade which comes up first. The literary focus is similar. A Short History of Slavery, published in 2007, typifies the heavy concentration on the US experience. Of the book’s 235 pages, 201 focus on the Americas.2 This is perhaps not surprising, as the exploration and recovery of the history of enslavement in the Americas and the Atlantic slave trade have been one of the great scholarly achievements of the past half-century and have brought about a huge change in public awareness.

Although there have been significant strides in recent years, particularly among a younger generation of non-Western scholars, there is still a comparative scarcity of general studies of enslavement and the slave trade in the Islamic world and a corresponding lack of awareness. This is something I thought worth addressing.

For these reasons, it is worth emphasizing at the outset, especially for American readers, that this is not a book about antebellum slavery in the American South. While there may be occasional and fleeting comparisons with plantation slavery, there is no detailed exploration in these pages of this extremely well-researched field. The focus throughout is on the geographical and historical heart of the Islamic world, including its sometimes fraught and bloody interaction with the West. To be clear, this history dwells on the core territories of North Africa, the eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East, with a close examination of sub-Saharan Africa, East Africa, Eastern Europe, the Balkans and the Caucasus. It does not include the populous Muslim nations and communities of South Asia and Southeast Asia, whose long histories of slavery could easily fill another book in their own right.

The combination of this already broad geographical scope with the widest chronological range – from the birth of Islam on the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century to lingering examples of hereditary racialized slavery and disturbing campaigns of enslavement in the twenty-first – requires a careful balance between comprehensive detail and narrative thrust. This book, which is intended for the general reader, aims to provide the overarching information necessary to convey the complexities and nuances of many important themes – such as theological underpinnings, the use of concubines and eunuchs, manumission and abolition – without being overly exhaustive or detracting from the richness of individual stories which lie at the heart of the institution of slavery and from which we draw our own lessons and conclusions.

It goes without saying that slavery was never unique to the USA. On the contrary, it has been almost universal. It existed under the Shang dynasty of China (sixteenth to eleventh centuries BCE), in ancient Egypt, India, Africa, Europe and the Americas, and was an everyday reality in numerous societies. Writing in the fifth century BCE, the Ancient Greek historian Herodotus famously, and probably erroneously, recounted that the pyramids at Giza, which date to around 2,570 BCE, were built by slave labour.I Both Ancient Rome and Ancient Greece were slave-owning societies. The Vikings were slavers on a grand scale, too, so much so that the kidnapping, sale and forced exploitation of men, women and children was always a defining pillar of their culture. In 1841, to give a much later example, British colonial administrators estimated the slave population of India at 8 million to 9 million.3

Slavery in the Islamic world was not a constant and unchanging phenomenon. It evolved over time and was a dynamic institution which took on very different forms in different periods. It was shaped by changing circumstances, economic conditions, domestic and agricultural needs, international market forces and military requirements foremost among them. In the earliest days of Islam, for example, it proliferated as conquering Arab warriors enslaved defeated adversaries, together with their women and children. Captured women could become slave concubines, one of the longest-lasting forms of enslavement. Eunuchs, highly prized and extensively used by both the Byzantines and Persians, nearest neighbours and enemies of seventh-century Arab Muslims, were another early category whose last survivors lived on in twenty-first-century Saudi Arabia. Slave soldiers meanwhile endured for more than a millennium, from those who took up arms alongside the Prophet Mohammed in the seventh century to the last of the once-mighty Mamluks, who were gunned down in Cairo and Baghdad in the nineteenth.

Outside the domestic sphere, slavery also developed in response to specific economic demand as the requirement for free or cheap productive labour rose and fell over time. Wars, drought and famine, expanding empires, growing urban populations, the prevalence of manumission, low rates of reproduction among enslaved men and women, together with the surging demand in the later nineteenth century, and into the twentieth, for commodities such as cotton, cloves, copra, coconuts, dates, pearls and ivory, all affected the demand for slaves over different periods. Devastating African famines in the eighteenth century, for example, resulted in a short-term jump in slave exports as desperate parents sold their children into slavery. Some adults even chose – though, given their destitution, it seems more accurate to say they were forced – to exchange their freedom for slavery to escape starvation. During another severe famine in East Africa in the 1880s, large numbers of slaves entering the market depressed prices as people sold their families into slavery.4

In recent years there has been increasing attention from scholars on the trade in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when increasing numbers of enslaved Africans were exported to Egypt and the Gulf to work in those expanding agricultural sectors. Although it is surely right to emphasize the global economic, rather than the ‘Islamic’, nature of this trade, it is nevertheless worth noting that this short period was part of an unbroken history of slavery and the slave trade in the region which endured for more than 1,300 years.5

The institution expanded and contracted, in other words, within certain conditions and specific systems of production which provided the economic incentives for enslavement and slave labour. This was most manifest in agricultural slavery, especially during the nineteenth century, which is unfortunately by far the least documented, studied and understood category. With few exceptions, the glimpses in the sources are only brief and tantalizing.

We find, for example, large numbers of enslaved Africans scraping off nitrous topsoil to reclaim land in the southern marshes of Iraq in the ninth century; ‘thirty thousand Zanzibari and Abyssinian slaves’ working in the fields and orchards of the Al Hasa oasis of eastern Arabia in the eleventh;6 unknown numbers cultivating Omani sugarcane in the seventeenth; tens of thousands of Africans labouring in Egyptian cotton plantations, Omani and Yemeni date farms and Zanzibari clove plantations in the nineteenth; and a multinational cast of enslaved men from Africa, India, Iran and the Arabian Peninsula diving for pearls in the Gulf in the nineteenth and twentieth.

To these principal forms of agricultural work could be added a range of hard auxiliary labour, from masonry and quarrying to digging and maintaining wells and irrigation channels. It remains the case, however, that ‘relatively little’ is known today about agricultural slavery and further research in this area is needed. In the absence of more information, it is inevitable that there has been far greater focus on ‘elite’ forms of slavery, including royal concubines, eunuchs and slave soldiers.7

Slavery as an institution has demonstrated extraordinary longevity. It has continued into the modern era, declining, but never entirely disappearing, over the past several centuries. As late as the early 1950s, the first workers in the Qatari oil sector were enslaved men who were required to surrender as much as 90 per cent of their earnings to their owners.8 Some of the last countries to formally abolish slavery came from the Muslim world, from Iran (1928), Yemen (1962) and Saudi Arabia (1962) to Turkey (1964), Oman (1970) and Mauritania (1981). Yet still it lingers. ‘Saudi Arabia has the highest prevalence of modern slavery of all countries in the Arab States region,’ states Walk Free, the international human rights group focused on the eradication of modern slavery, in its 2023 report on the country. It estimates that there were then 740,000 people ‘living in modern slavery’ there.9 Here and in other parts of the Gulf, the highly restrictive conditions faced by some migrant workers under the controversial kafala system blur the lines between forced labour and slavery.II Despite its formal illegality, hereditary slavery persists today in both Mali and Mauritania.

Slavery in Africa long predated the Atlantic slave trade. For many centuries, the continent was – and, on a hugely diminished scale, still is – a source of enslaved men, women and children for a number of civilizations, ranging from India and the Islamic world to the Americas. From 1076 to 1600, an estimated one-third of the population of Muslim Ghana was enslaved, while from 1300 to 1900 around the same proportion of the Senegambia region (present-day Senegal, the Gambia and Guinea-Bissau, together with parts of Mauritania, Guinea and Mali) was in servitude. At times those figures rose considerably. Thus between 1750 and 1900, somewhere between one- and two-thirds of the Fulani jihad states of western and central Sudan consisted of slaves. By the time of the outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861, ‘there were probably more slaves in the Muslim states of West Africa than in the Confederacy, or indeed in Cuba and Brazil’.10

The Atlantic slave trade lasted from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. During that time between 11 million and 14 million Africans were enslaved. The slave trade practised within the geographical heart of the Muslim world, centred on North Africa and the Middle East, dates back to the seventh century, endured openly until the twentieth and, more covertly and in much smaller numbers, continues today. It sourced men, women and children overwhelmingly from sub-Saharan Africa, together with Eastern Europe, the Balkans and the Caucasus during the Ottoman period. The number of people captured and enslaved during these fourteen centuries, forcibly removed from their families to do service in foreign households, harems, armies and other occupations, approximates to the total captured and sold into slavery in the Atlantic slave trade – something in the order of 12 million to 15 million. That may be an underestimate. According to one study of human trafficking in North Africa, the Middle East and India, the Arab slave trade from 650 to 1905 enslaved an estimated 17 million.11 It transformed societies and terrorized lives across huge tracts of the continent, especially in West, East, North and sub-Saharan Africa.

Studies of slavery and the slave trade within the Islamic world have consistently lagged behind those examining American plantation slavery and the Atlantic slave trade. As recently as the turn of the twenty-first century, Ehud Toledano, an expert on slavery in the Ottoman Empire, could observe that academic study of the history of slavery in Ottoman society and in the wider Muslim world was characterized by ‘a deafening silence’. Around the same time, the Turkish historian Yusuf Hakan Erdem diagnosed a near-total ‘collective amnesia’ about Ottoman slavery. So long in fact is the longue durée of slavery in the Ottoman Empire that its history really deserves an entire book, rather than the two chapters it receives here. Going back a little earlier, the late Anglo-American scholar Bernard Lewis reckoned it was ‘professionally hazardous’ for a young scholar to focus on slavery in Muslim societies. Such research was often considered ‘a sign of hostile intentions’. While a bibliography of slavery in Ancient Greece, Rome and the Americas ran into thousands of pages, he noted, the equivalent for the central Islamic lands could be printed on a single page.12

That was over thirty years ago. A new generation of scholars, including Moroccan, Tunisian, Algerian and especially Turkish researchers, has been making important inroads since then, debating slavery, slave-trading and abolition, although much of the Arab world continues to look the other way.13 And while it is no longer true that the issue has been virtually ignored in the West, or that there is ‘a conspiracy of silence’ on the subject, as Murray Gordon argued in Slavery in the Arab World, it nevertheless remains the case that this critically important branch of the history of international slavery is decidedly the poor relation by comparison with the richly mined history of American slavery and the Atlantic slave trade. A recent study of the life of Fezzeh Khanom, an enslaved African woman in nineteenth-century Iran, for example, begins with the words: ‘The history of slavery in Iran has yet to be written.’ In a study of the trans-Saharan slave trade, John Wright detected ‘a selective historical amnesia’ about slavery among Arab scholars and a ‘certain reluctance’ to acknowledge it. More recently, Zeinab Badawi has argued in a history of Africa that there has been ‘little, if any, meaningful discussion in Arab countries’ on the subject. While Arab societies benefited enormously over many centuries from ‘the blood, sweat and tears of African labour,’ there has been no public debate on slavery reparations to mirror those in Europe and North America. ‘The silence must be broken.’14

Why should any of this matter? Why is this apparently obscure history worthy of attention? These are questions a reasonable person might well ask. To which the answer must be that it is essential to understand this immense network of human trafficking for a number of reasons. First, its sheer scale shows that this was no fringe affair. In terms of the numbers of people enslaved it was on a par with the slave trade to the Americas. Second, it was not a short-lived business that fizzled out after a brief flourish long ago. It lasted almost 1,400 years, far longer than the Atlantic trade. And finally, it is necessary to examine it because it continues – and even flourishes – in parts of the Muslim world today, openly in some places, behind closed doors and through private messages on smartphone apps in others. This will be discussed in the final chapter on modern slavery.

Islam did not conceive slavery in the Middle East any more than Christianity devised it on the shores of the Atlantic. It is just as wrong to call this phenomenon the Muslim slave trade as it would be to call its Atlantic version the Christian slave trade. Muslim Arabs, surrounded by the ancient slaving civilizations of the Byzantines and Persians, inherited the traditions of slavery from their pagan Arabian forebears and then adapted and refined the institution in an Islamic context.

One of the defining features of slavery as it evolved in the Islamic world, which contributes greatly to its extraordinarily rich and compelling history, was the sheer fluidity of slave status. This dynamic environment, in which manumission and the prospect of freedom so often hung within reach, enabled some men and women to shrug off their servitude and rise to the commanding heights of society – as political leaders and military commanders, as singers, poets and musicians, who could be the richest figures of their age. Unlike the plantation model of the American South, slavery here was also, in the words of one recent study, ‘indescribably various and differentiated’.15 It encapsulated the broadest, at times bewildering, range of occupations from crippling agricultural work, highly skilled artisan labour and domestic drudgery to elite concubinage, guardianship of sacred spaces, political leadership and military command.

The potential impermanence of slavery was also part of the pagan inheritance. There can be no more powerful or captivating example of this than Antara ibn Shaddad (525–608), who managed the transition from Arab-African slave to chivalric knight, ferocious warrior, paragon of manly virtue and romantic, hell-raising poet before his death on the cusp of Islam’s arrival on the Arabian Peninsula.

Though much of his life is shrouded in mystery and supercharged by later literary legend, we know that he was born in Najd into the ancient Bedouin tribe of the Banu Abs; he was black, the outcast son of an Arab father, born into slavery to an Ethiopian slave mother called Zabiba (‘black raisin’). ‘Antara’s father’, writes the ninth-century poet and scholar Ibn Qutayba, ‘did not recognize him as his son until he had reached manhood, because his mother was a black slave called Zabiba, and during the Jahiliyya [the pre-Islamic age of what Muslims considered ignorance or barbarism] the Arabs would consider the children of slaves to be slaves, no matter who their father was.’16 His father promised him his freedom if he defended his tribe in battle, and Antara seized the opportunity with both hands, becoming one of the fiercest, most celebrated fighters of his time.

Antara’s story serves as an early introduction to both the traditional Arab prejudice towards darker-skinned Africans and those of mixed Arab-African origin and to his powerful defiance of it, much of it expressed in verse.


Fools may mock my blackness

but without night there’s no day!

Black as night, so be it!

But what a night

generous and bright!

All the paltry Amrs and Zayds

my name has eclipsed.

I am the Lord of War!17



Antara’s battlefield heroics, together with his full-throttle poetry, revelling in bloodshed and the spoils of war, among them women, slaves and camels, have transfixed generations of Arabs. In one verse he writes of thrusting his spear into an adversary, whose severed jugular hisses like breath whistling through a harelip as the blood spurts out. One of his epic poems had the distinction of being included among the Muaallaqat, the seven ‘suspended odes’ said to have been hung in the Kaaba at Mecca, lodestar of Islam.

The lines between the real-life Antara and the Antara of legend are frustratingly unclear. This former slave has been called an Arab Hercules, likened to Homer, Virgil, Tasso, dragon-stalking Beowulf and Ezra Pound’s Seafarer, the indomitable hero of Arab imagination.18 Of Antara’s enduring reputation as the quintessential Arab warrior-poet, a one-time slave who went on to take his world by storm, there can be no doubt. Yet the uncertainty over the historical facts of Antara’s life is another reminder of the problems with these earliest, in this case pre-Islamic, sources.

This is a book for the general reader. It deliberately avoids the sort of complicated definitions of what constitutes a slave or slavery which may be favoured by specialist books.III The Concise Oxford English Dictionary defines a slave as ‘a person who is the legal property of another and is forced to obey them’. Ehud Toledano, the Israeli scholar of Ottoman slavery, defines the institution as ‘an involuntary relationship of mutual dependence between two quite unequal partners’. Both these definitions appear to be reasonable and comprehensible, and the rest of this book can be read with this understanding in mind.19

Language evolves continually. In recent years, the language of slavery studies, overwhelmingly focused on American slavery and the Atlantic slave trade, has moved away from the word ‘slave’ to ‘enslaved person’. ‘ “Slave” normalizes and reifies the condition of slavery as a state of being, rather than an active process of dehumanization and bondage imposed on a person or people’, says the National Archive Catalog of the USA. ‘In contrast, “enslaved person” and its variants emphasize the condition in which kidnapped Africans and their descendants were kept while reinstating their personhood, and often their gender, age or profession.’20 Mindful of readers tackling a book of this length, I use both terms throughout.

All of this is offered by way of signposting ahead of what can be challenging terrain. The history of slavery and the slave trade in the Islamic world is extremely long, rich, complicated and at times controversial.

And it begins in the Arabian Peninsula 1,400 years ago.


	
I. The etymology of the word ‘slave’ makes a fascinating, complicated and disputed history. From Slav as the commonly understood designation of origin follows Latin sclavus, Arabic saqaliba, Byzantine sklavenos, Italian schiavo, French and Occitan esclave. But it is not as straightforward as that. ‘Saqaliba, Slav/slave may have started as an ethnic origin (a Slav) or an enslaved person of that origin or appearance, and later designates any unfree person with no indication of origin,’ writes Anna Kłosowska. In Arabic, a number of words designating enslaved persons also refer specifically to their origin or appearance – thus saqlabi/saqaliba (Slav/s), sudan (African), abd/abid (black), mamluk/mamalik (thing/s or person/s possessed). See Anna Kłosowska, ‘The Etymology of Slave’ in Disturbing Times: Medieval Pasts, Reimagined Futures.

	
II. ‘The kafala is a sponsorship system that applies to migrant workers in several Middle Eastern countries. It appeared with the discovery of oil and the regional development it stimulated. Simply put, the system ties the migrant worker to the kafil (sponsor).’ See Asma Azhari, ‘The Kafala “Sponsorship” System in Saudi Arabia: A Critical Analysis from the Perspective of International Human Rights and Islamic Law’, SOAS Journal of Postgraduate Research, 2016–17.

	
III. The Bonn Center for Dependency & Slavery Studies at the University of Bonn, for example, prefers ‘asymmetrical dependencies’ over ‘slavery and freedom’: ‘Dependencies between actors are based on the ability of one actor to control the actions and the access to resources of another. This type of control over actions and access to resources is often reciprocal, and in this case, it is compatible with the autonomy of both actors. So the existence of strong asymmetries between actors is decisive for the loss of autonomy of one of them.’








1 Four Slaves and the Birth of Islam



And Allah has favoured some of you over others in provision. But those who were favoured would not hand over their provision to those whom their right hands possess so they would be equal to them therein. Then is it the favour of Allah they reject?

Quran, 16:71



Let us begin with the story of Bilal.1

It was somewhere in the years after 610, in a wretched, rock-strewn corner of the Hijaz desert in the Arabian Peninsula.

Mecca was an inferno. The sun had arced up to its zenith in a blistering sky. The light was an eye-blinding blaze, the air stifling. The desert valley, crushed between two steep mountains, was lifeless apart from the flies, driven mad in this unventilated furnace. There were no trees here, no river to soften the desolation. It was a pitiless, rain-starved landscape, a suitable laboratory for persecution and torture.

On the ground, cruelly staked, was Bilal ibn Rabah, an Ethiopian slave, son of a slave father and mother. He had had his head turned by the upstart, self-declared Prophet Mohammed and had publicly rejected the community’s age-old religion of many gods to become one of the preacher’s very first Followers. This made Bilal one of the first Muslims, those who have made their submission – Islam – to God.I

Mohammed had been disturbing the peace. The turbulent preacher had been filling the minds of impressionable young men and women with dangerous nonsense – that everyone, rich or poor, no matter their creed, colour or class, was equal before God. This revolutionary idea, turning ominously into a movement, was dividing the community, setting neighbours and families against each other. It could not be allowed to continue, and punishment had to be meted out before things got any worse. While actions against the wealthier members of society had so far been limited to public insults and boycotting businesses, with threats of worse to follow, the poorest Meccans, who had responded most enthusiastically to Mohammed’s preaching, had been attacked and beaten, thrown into prison without food or water, tortured and cast out into the desert.

So here lay Bilal, burning beneath the sky, outstretched limbs shackled to stakes driven into the sand. This alone would have been enough to kill him before too long, but his persecutors had other horrors in store.

Umayya ibn Khalaf, Bilal’s owner, was one of the chiefs of the Quraysh, blue-blooded Meccan aristocrats from the same tribe as Mohammed. A haughty, well-fed man, he eyed the figure on the ground with contempt. Then he pulled out his long leather whip and started lashing the half-naked slave. Again and again he whipped him, cutting a lattice of welts across Bilal’s face and chest. ‘Renounce Islam,’ he roared, ‘or I’ll kill you.’

‘Ahad! Ahad!’ Bilal screamed, eyes closed in a frenzy of pain. ‘One! One!’ What he meant, as Mohammed had been teaching his growing band of Followers, was that there was only one God, not the many idols worshipped by Meccans.

Incensed by this defiance, Umayya had a giant hot rock rolled on top of the spreadeagled slave to force him to renounce this new faith. ‘Now, tell me your gods are Al Lat, Al Uzza and Manat,’ he commanded. Bilal was fighting to breathe, lungs crushed by the dreadful weight. But still came the half-choked cries. ‘Ahad! Ahad!’ He was hanging on, but the end was near.

Word of these tortures reached Abu Bakr, a successful merchant and Mohammed’s closest Companion. He rushed to the scene, saw what was happening and knew there was only one thing to do. Appealing to Umayya’s basest instincts, he made an offer the grasping Meccan could not refuse: 400 dirhams for Bilal. From Umayya’s point of view, it was a huge amount for a useless, recalcitrant slave. Kill him and he’d get nothing. A deal was struck on the spot and, in a life-changing moment of manumission as sudden as it was unexpected, Abu Bakr freed the half-dead man and Bilal was no longer a slave.

Freedom, though Bilal could not possibly have known it then, would bring him extraordinary, undreamt-of rewards. He would achieve great things and earn lasting renown in the annals of Islam. And for the next twenty-two years he would never leave Mohammed’s side. Any event in the Prophet’s life, whether sad or joyful, blood-stained or prayerful, was equally an important moment in the life of Bilal. He was Mohammed’s constant attendant and one of his favourite Sahabah, the revered Companions of the Prophet, waking him in the morning with a breakfast of dates and camel milk, saddling his horses and camels, riding into battle alongside him against the Muslims’ enemies, shoulder to shoulder with the man who would change the world forever. Bilal’s name would live on gloriously for the next 1,400 years.

On a summer’s night in 622, after the Prophet had learnt of a plot to assassinate him, the little band of Muslims quietly slipped out of Mecca in a life-or-death escape. Bilal joined Mohammed, Abu Bakr and 200 of the Prophet’s most devoted Followers on the 200-mile hijra – or migration – across the desert to the town of Yathrib. It was a date of such importance that it became the beginning of the new Islamic calendar. From that moment, Muslim history took as its starting point the audacious hijra to Medina, just as the Christian calendar begins with the birth of Christ. The very footsteps of this former slave and his fellow travellers, in other words, reshaped time itself. As for Yathrib, the destination of the history-making muhajirun migrants from Mecca came to be known as Medinat al Nabi, City of the Prophet, in time simply Medina.

These were the earliest days of Islam and this was just the beginning for Bilal. In 624 he fought alongside Mohammed at the Battle of Badr, a warrior in the first Muslim army ever assembled. And it was a victorious force – of course, because it fought in Allah’s name and with His blessing – defeating a larger contingent of Meccans and pointing to greater triumphs ahead. In the aftermath of the battle, Bilal had the long-awaited pleasure of coming face to face with his former tormentor Umayya, cowering before him. ‘Ahad! Ahad!’ he thundered and ran him through with his sword.

This was not the end of Bilal’s story. More distinctions awaited him on the battlefield. He fought alongside the Prophet in the Battles of Uhud in 625 (indecisive) and in 627 Al Khandaq (the Trench) around Medina, a spirit-rousing victory, burnishing his credentials as a Muslim warrior.

Even greater honours were in store away from the battlefield. Mohammed appointed him the first muaddin (the caller to prayer) of Islam, so that when the Prophet invited his Followers to pray the new Muslim prayer, five times a day, all roads led to the former slave whose deep voice and soft words floated into the sky. Bilal had become the voice of Islam.


Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!

Ashhadu an la ilaha illa Allah. Ashhadu an la ilaha illa Allah.

Ashhadu anna Mohammedan Rasul Allah. Ashhadu anna Mohammedan Rasul Allah.

Hayya aalas Salah. Hayya aalas Salah.

Hayya aalal Falah. Hayya aalal Falah.

Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!

La ilaha illa Allah.II



This was the adhan, the Muslim call to prayer. These same words, first uttered by Bilal, would sound out across the massed ranks of hundreds, then thousands, later millions and in time – difficult to comprehend – billions of Muslims the world over.

Ever since his manumission, Bilal had a front-row seat in the early history of Islam. A new faith arose around him. But Bilal was far more than a mere member of the audience. He was one of the leading actors.

In 630, he rode alongside Mohammed again, this time with an army of 10,000 Muslims bearing down on Mecca in one of the defining moments in Islamic history. After years of bloody conflict with the city of his birth, beset by difficulties and desperation, the Prophet seized Mecca triumphantly with minimal casualties. It was the first Muslim conquest and it gave Mohammed and his Followers a totemic capital whose name would echo across the millennia.

Mohammed led his warriors directly to the Kaaba, the House of God built by Abraham and Ishmael, the sacred cube of black granite which worshipping Meccans had been revolving around for as long as anyone could remember. After he had ridden round it seven times on his camel, Mohammed entered it, smashed the idolatrous pictures inside (apart from two of Jesus and Mary), together with the 360 lead-strengthened idols, and then asked Bilal to call the adhan.

The sacred importance of the moment could hardly be overstated. Bilal hauled himself up the sheer side of the Kaaba, clinging on to the kiswa, the black hanging cloth draped across it. Up and up he clambered and eventually made it to the top, rolling on to the roof of the House of God exhausted, knowing that the eyes of the entire Muslim community were upon him. There had been some unpleasant, but not unexpected, remarks about the colour of his skin, sniping questions about why Mohammed should have bestowed such honours on this unremarkable African slave rather than a noble Qurayshi tribesman. Standing on top of the great Kaaba, he steadied himself, breathed in deeply and in a clear, ringing voice intoned the adhan, which echoed around the city. It was the greatest moment in his life. Bilal had called his way into history.

The conquest of Mecca was the symbolic preface to an era of unthinkable success: 120 years of lightning Muslim expansion across the Middle East, Asia, North Africa and Europe. Some of those men in Mecca and their sons, grandsons and great-grandsons would go on to ride across the furthest horizons to spread the glory of Islam and, in just a few generations, turn the world upside down.

All that, though, was yet to come. In 632, just two years after Mecca fell, so too did the Prophet, from an unknown illness. Bilal, his most loyal Companion, was distraught. From the moment Abu Bakr freed him and sent him to support Mohammed, the Prophet had been his strength and stay. Without Mohammed Bilal lost the will to call the Muslims to prayer and sought solace instead in jihad. With the permission of Abu Bakr (r. 632–4), who became the first Muslim caliph, the supreme leader of the Islamic world, on Mohammed’s death and declared holy war in the Holy Land, Bilal left the Hijaz and rode north to fight in a series of all-conquering Muslim armies in Syria.

It was a great decade for the committed jihadist. Some of the most well-known Jewish and Christian cities of antiquity fell to Bilal and his fellow Muslim warriors. Damascus, where the blind Pharisee Saul, sight miraculously restored, had become the Christian Paul six centuries earlier, succumbed in 634. In 636, a Muslim army commanded by the Qurayshi general Khalid ibn Walid routed the Byzantines at the Battle of Yarmuk, east of the Sea of Galilee, bringing a millennium of Christian rule in Syria to a calamitous end. The emperor Heraclius, recently victorious over the Sasanian Empire of Persia, fled in disarray, his retreat a catalyst for a flurry of Muslim conquests. Next to fall in 637 was the fabulously rich entrepôt of Bostra, once the Roman emperor Trajan’s capital of Provincia Arabia. Then the apocalypse. After months of soul-searching, aghast at the surrender to the ‘slime of the godless Saracens’, the white-bearded Patriarch Sophronius handed over the keys to Jerusalem, ‘Zion, radiant Zion of the Universe’, to the new caliph, Umar, mounted on his white camel. By the end of the 630s an alphabet of ancient cities from Antioch and Amman to Gaza, Homs and Hama had bowed to Muslim arms.

No book writes itself. Words had poured forth from Bilal in the many thousand adhans he had proclaimed to the faithful – at dawn and dusk, in Mecca, in Medina, in desert camps beneath the stars and on battlegrounds strewn with corpses. And in these adhans, and in his many years attending on the Prophet and in his great bravery on the battlefield, Bilal had written some of the first chapters in the history of Islam. Without ever realizing it, he had also left to posterity one of the earliest treatises on slavery in Islam.

Sometime around 640 – the precise details of a life lived more than a millennium ago remain indistinct – Bilal died in Damascus in his sixtieth year. There could be no more fitting place for his death. For Ibn Jubayr, the Andalusian poet and geographer of the twelfth century, Damascus was an earthly paradise. And it was the Prophet, after all, who in one of his most memorable hadiths – or sayings – all those years ago had told Bilal that ‘I heard your footsteps ahead of me in Paradise.’2

Born a humble slave, tortured and almost killed for his refusal to renounce Islam, raised to glory on the battlefield and as the voice of Islam, Bilal died one of the most noble and distinguished Muslims in history.



One of Bilal’s brother warriors at the Battle of the Trench in 627 was Zayd ibn Haritha.3 Although he was not of African blood – he was born into the Kalb tribe, who came from the Najd desert in the heart of the Arabian Peninsula – he shared with Bilal a background of enslavement. Mohammed ibn Jarir al Tabari, the ninth-century doyen of Arab historians, described how while travelling with his mother as a young man in pre-Islamic times, Zayd had been seized from his tent by raiding horsemen from the rival Banu al Qayn tribe, taken to the market at Ukkaz and put up for sale. He was a fine figure of a man and was picked up for the healthy sum of 400 dirhams (another parallel with Bilal) by the nephew of Khadija bint Khuwaylid, a wealthy merchant, on behalf of his aunt. Later, when the Prophet married Khadija, she gave him Zayd as a wedding gift. Though the man was only ten years his junior, Mohammed adopted him as his son and Zayd was a slave no more.

Zayd’s family meanwhile was bereft. It was the not knowing which was so painful. Years passed. The family’s anguish was like a sore that cannot be healed. One day Zayd met fellow tribesmen visiting Mecca. He asked them to send a reassuring message to his family back home.


Carry a message from me to my people, for I am far away,

that close to the HouseIII and the places of pilgrimage I stay.

So let go of the grief that has deeply saddened you,

and do not hasten all your camels all over the earth.

I live with the best of families, may God be blessed;

from father to son, of Maad they are the noblest.



On receipt of this welcome news, his father and uncle hurried to Mecca in the hope of ransoming the young man. Father and son fell into each other’s arms, overjoyed. Mohammed graciously told his visitors that Zayd was free to return to his original family – there was no need to pay any ransom – or, if he preferred, to stay with his new family in Mecca. Joy at this longed-for reunion quickly turned to devastation when Zayd announced that he would rather stay with Mohammed.

‘Woe to you, O Zayd, would you prefer slavery to freedom, your father, your paternal uncle, and to your family?’

Zayd was unequivocal. ‘Yes, for I have seen something in this man, and I am not the kind of person who would ever choose anyone in preference to him.’4

The matter was settled. To soften the blow Mohammed declared that Zayd would be his legally adopted son with full rights of inheritance.

Some say – though the point was hotly contested, and always will be – that Zayd was the first man to embrace Islam. He was certainly one of the Prophet’s earliest and closest Companions. Along with Bilal he played a starring role in the hijra of 622, first accompanying Mohammed and his fellow migrants to Medina, then later risking his life for Mohammed on a return mission to Mecca to bring back the Prophet’s third wife Aisha and his daughters.

Completely devoted to the Messenger of God, his life – like that of Bilal – was intertwined with that of the great man. No wonder he was known as Zayd al Hibb, the Beloved by the Prophet. In a sign of his affection for the younger man, his rejection of the pagan stigma attached to marrying former slaves and, if reports of Zayd’s dark skin are to be believed, the Arabs’ time-honoured sense of racial superiority, Mohammed gave his cousin Zaynab to Zayd in marriage. Zayd came to believe that Mohammed himself was in love with Zaynab and quickly divorced her, clearing the way for Mohammed to marry her. This was highly controversial. The prospect of the Prophet marrying the former wife of his adopted son threatened Mohammed’s reputation and provided ammunition to his enemies. But a couple of helpful divine revelations arrived in good time and passed immediately into the Quran: ‘Mohammed is not the father of any of your men, but he is the Messenger of Allah and the seal of the Prophets. Allah has full knowledge of everything.’ (33:40); ‘Call them by their father’s names.’ (33:5). From this moment, Zayd ibn Mohammed was no longer Mohammed’s legal son and heir and reverted to his original name of Zayd ibn Haritha.

The affair caused such a furore among the conservative community of Mecca that Zayd even received a mention in the Quran, the only Companion to receive such a distinction in a holy book which contains few names of either people or places. In truth it was less about Zayd than it was a divine blessing of Mohammed’s marriage to his adopted son’s ex-wife. Still, no one could question the honour.IV

However, this was all domestic business, not the adventures of a holy warrior. Zayd had his mind set on grander matters. Raised an Arab tribesman, warrior blood ran through him. Like Bilal in the years after the Prophet’s death, his path was set. He would seek glory in holy war.

From 624 this former slave was rarely off the battlefield. Beginning at Al Qarada that year, he led a raid on a Meccan trade caravan heading north to Syria and plundered 100,000 silver dirhams, a vast treasure distributed among the warriors with a soon-to-be-traditional fifth share going to the Prophet, who gave it to the poor. Zayd went on to command another six military expeditions. Like all the best early Muslims, former slaves or otherwise, he was present at the Battles of Uhud and the Trench. Then, in the late summer of 629, disaster struck. During fierce hand-to-hand fighting against the Byzantines at the Battle of Mutah, east of the River Jordan, he was fatally wounded by a savage spear-thrust and breathed his last alongside his fellow commanders.

Zayd died two years short of his half-century, the premature end of a life rich in incident and drama, a journey from free Arab tribesman to lowly slave, battle-seared holy warrior, beloved Companion of the Prophet and bloodied martyr.

Leaders of the growing Muslim community came to pay their respects. The Prophet’s third and youngest wife Aisha, Umm al Muminin, Mother of the Believers, provided a rousing epitaph, a tribute to his military leadership and prowess: ‘The Messenger of Allah never sent Zayd ibn Haritha in an army without putting him in command of it, even if he stayed after he appointed him.’5

Heartbroken by the news of his Companion’s martyrdom, the Prophet hurried to Zayd’s family to offer his condolences. Surrounded by sobbing relatives, Mohammed was moved to tears. When asked why he was crying, he replied simply: ‘This is the yearning of the lover for the beloved.’6



The Battle of the Trench in 627, fought around the perimeter of Medina, comes up again and again in the stories of these slaves-turned-warriors, bringing together some of the greatest Muslims in a roll call of the Prophet’s most celebrated Followers. Fighting alongside Bilal and Zayd at this history-making battle was another legend called Salman al Farsi, Salman the Persian.7 Although his early years remain a mystery, he became, according to one authority, ‘a semi-legendary figure of early Islam’, ‘the national hero of Muslim Persia’ and an exemplar of the country’s conversion to Islam.8 Salman was another who in the course of his three-score years rose phoenix-like from the immiserating depths of slavery to the summit of early Islamic society and scholarship.

In the account written by Mohammed’s eighth-century biographer Ibn Ishaq, Salman was the son of the leading landowner in a Persian village called Jayy outside Isfahan. ‘I was dearer to him than the whole world,’ Salman recalled of his father. ‘His love for me went to such lengths that he shut me in his house as though I were a slave girl.’ Born a Zoroastrian, he studied for many years to become a fire-temple priest. Then one day he passed a church, heard prayers being offered up to God, looked in and liked what he saw. The Christian liturgy was attractive. He mentioned this to his scandalized father, who assured him that there was no good in that religion. Salman was having none of it. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘it is better than our religion.’ For this impertinence he was bound in fetters and imprisoned in the house.9

But Salman managed to escape, joining a caravan of Christian merchants bound for Syria. He attached himself first to a bishop then to a series of hermits, holy men and monks with whom he studied the sacred texts. In the years to come, famed for his knowledge of Zoroastrian, Jewish, Christian and Islamic texts, he would acquire the nickname Abu al Kitabayn, Father of the Two Books – the Bible and the Quran.

Long before he met the Prophet, in other words, his life had been a sustained spiritual quest. He was the living embodiment of one of Mohammed’s most famous sayings: ‘Seek knowledge even to China.’ He conversed with priests and scholars, one of whom told him tales of great deeds about to be done by a charismatic prophet in a land of stony mountains and date palms, a man who was going to revive the religion of Abraham. Salman pressed on south along the ancient trade route linking Syria to the Arabian Peninsula – the same camel-trodden trails on which Zayd plundered the Meccan caravan in 624. He covered hundreds of miles in his search for the truth, his destination the Wadi al Qura, the Valley of Villages, a flourishing desert oasis.

Plans were all very well, but reality was rarely so straightforward: life in seventh-century Arabia brought with it the shattering prospect of capture and enslavement. And so one day Salman was betrayed by his Bedouin desert guide and seized and sold to a Jewish landowner in Medina. In a dramatic conversion – certainly not the one he had intended – the soul-searcher became a slave. But Medina, apart from being a melting-pot of Jews and Muslims, was also a place of mountains and date palms and here Salman met Mohammed. This was the prophet foretold by the Christian priest on his deathbed in Syria – complete, Mohammed’s biographer Ibn Ishaq later reported, with ‘the seal of prophecy’ between his shoulders.10

Meeting the Prophet was one thing, escaping from slavery was another. Salman’s journey to freedom would take time. The bargain he struck with his owner would test the ingenuity and application of even the most tenacious slave. He had first to acquire, and then plant, 300 date palms in addition to giving his owner forty ounces – a shade over a kilogram – of gold. Mohammed rallied his fellow Muslims to contribute date saplings and to plant them on the Jewish master’s farm. Finally, when the Muslims were approaching their planting target but there was still no progress on the gold, the Prophet received a golden nugget, which he gave immediately to Salman. It weighed precisely forty ounces. Salman, a new Muslim, was free.

As far as manumission moments go, this one could hardly have been more splendid. According to a tenth-century account by the Persian scholar Abu al Shaykh al Isfahani, author of possibly the earliest biographical dictionary in Iran, Salman’s release from servitude brought together the great and the good of early Islam. The Prophet himself dictated the document to one future caliph, his son-in-law and cousin Ali (r. 656–61), and had it witnessed by two more in Abu Bakr and Umar (r. 634–44), not to mention the former slave Bilal, among other Companions.


Mohammed ibn Abd Allah, the Messenger of God, redeems Salman al Farsi by this ransom from Uthman ibn al Ashhal al Yahudi [the Jew] and the man from Qurayza, by planting three hundred date palms and [paying] forty ounces of gold. Therefore Mohammed ibn Abd Allah, the Messenger of God, has absolved the cost of Salman al Farsi. Mohammed ibn Abd Allah, the Messenger of God, and the ahl al baytV are his patrons and no one has any claim on Salman.11



These were the auspicious foundations of a glittering career. In 627, Salman took a decisive step into Muslim history books at the Battle of the Trench. The fate of the new faith hung perilously in the balance. Lose, and Islam was buried before it had truly been born, and with it its fledgling Prophet Mohammed. Win, and that was the end for pagan Mecca and Qurayshi prestige.

With a diminutive force of around 3,000, Mohammed and his Muslims were heavily outnumbered, yet Salman had a cunning plan. He advised Mohammed to dig a trench around Medina to nullify the Meccan cavalry. It was a simple but effective ruse. The Meccans were unable to pierce Medina’s defences. The skies darkened, winds whipped up the sands and destroyed the besiegers’ tents, rain hurled down from the heavens and the thirty-day siege collapsed in Qurayshi acrimony and bitter recriminations. Against all the odds, and thanks in no small part to Salman’s inspired military preparations, the Prophet’s enemies had been seen off. Mohammed’s star was in the ascendant, the Meccans were fading. From this point Salman, like Bilal, was one of the Prophet’s most valued Companions. He had proved his mettle where it mattered most at this time – on the battlefield.

Unsurprisingly, Salman became a popular figure and people laid claim to him. While his fellow Muslims debated whether he was really one of the Ansar (the Helpers, Muslims from Medina) or muhajirun migrants from Mecca, the two pre-eminent groups in early Islam – they liked these arcane discussions, precursors of the torrents of Islamic jurisprudence which would come flooding in over the following centuries – Mohammed ruled that he was neither. Salman, he decided, was actually of the ahl al bayt, an honour which made him part of the Prophet’s family. Salman, he said, was ‘a sea which cannot be exhausted and a treasure which never comes to an end’.12

Some traditions reported that while Bilal was earning glory in Syria, the former slave Salman was winning his spurs as both soldier and diplomat in the world-changing Muslim conquest of Iran. After the Sasanian forces retreated in disarray from Al Madain (The Cities, as Arabs referred to the conurbation of Seleucia-Ctesiphon), their capital for the past 800 years, twenty miles south of the future site of Baghdad, Salman rode in with the victorious Muslims in the spring of 637. The holy warriors plundered fabulous quantities of royal treasure from this ancient capital on the Tigris.

Here in Al Madain was the royal crown of the Shahanshah, Persian King of Kings Yazdegerd III (r. 632–51), who had fled ignominiously and would spend the rest of his reign in flight from Muslim armies until his humiliating murder by a water-miller in 651. Here too were his robes of honour, brocaded with gold thread and adorned with gems, basketfuls of gold and silver, precious jewels, an arsenal of the most beautifully worked swords and jewel-studded coats of armour. In one looted chest there was a golden sculpture of a horse with a silver bridle and saddle decorated with rubies and emeralds. Another contained a silver figurine of a camel with a golden, ruby-covered halter and a rider of gem-encrusted gold. The Arab desert warriors, who had led lives as austere as they were punishing, had never seen anything like it.

The noble flames of the Sasanian Empire, for almost half a millennium a beacon of Persian civilization, were extinguished by the rough-and-ready Muslims. As one ancient dynasty gave way to the upstarts, and in a sign of his pre-eminence, Salman was appointed governor of this fabled capital.

After this personal triumph, Salman faded from sight. He lives on today in many-coloured splendour in Salman Pak – Salman the Pure – the Iraqi city named in his honour on the site of ancient Madain. His tomb, surrounded by intricate Islamic gilding, green and yellow holy texts and exquisite geometrical latticework, has remained the object of veneration for Shia Muslim pilgrims for at least the last 1,000 years.

In another sign both of the enthusiasm and questionable reliability of some of these early sources, Salman was credited with a superbly long life as a result of his conversion to Islam. Estimates of his age were put variously at 200, 300, 350 and even a bravura 553 years (hardly unique to Islam, we might note, recalling Noah’s death at the millennium-challenging age of 950). Although the date of his death, like so much of his life, is uncertain, there is nothing vague about the position of this former slave in the history of early Islam.



Bilal, Zayd, Salman. Three stories, three slave warrior Muslims, three men.

One of the most remarkable women at this time without question was Hind bint Utba, the wife of Abu Sufyan ibn Harb, the Qurayshi chief. Though she was never a slave, we find her interacting with one at the Battle of Uhud in 625. Having lost her father, son, brother and uncle to Mohammed’s Muslims at the Battle of Badr the previous year, Hind was determined on revenge. She fired up a slave called Wahshi ibn Harb, The Savage, Son of War, a javelin-throwing specialist whose owner had already offered him freedom in return for killing the Prophet’s uncle Hamza, spurring him on to do the deed in a series of racist remarks. ‘Come on, you father of blackness!’ she cried. ‘Satisfy your vengeance and ours!’13 The remark is telling in offering an early example – and there would be many more – of an Arab referring pejoratively to an African’s skin colour. Later she scoured the battlefield to mutilate Muslim corpses, making necklaces, anklets and pendants from their noses and ears. When she found Hamza’s lifeless body, she cut out and chewed on his liver.

Hind appeared again in 630, still in ebullient form, berating her husband Abu Sufyan. Faced with Mohammed’s Muslim army on its way to war with Mecca, he meekly converted to Islam – a swift matter of professing seven words, la ilaha illa Allah, Mohammedan Rasul Allah, there is no God but God, Mohammed is His Prophet – and surrendered the city to the Prophet. Hind was outraged. ‘Kill this fat greasy bladder of lard!’ she stormed, pulling on his moustache. ‘What a rotten protector of the people!’14

But as magnificent as the raging, husband-bashing, liver-munching Hind unquestionably was, we must look elsewhere for a slave woman in the embryonic days of the new faith.

Unlike Bilal, Zayd and Salman, whose stories were traced in hagiographic detail by the early Muslim scholars, Sumayya bint Khabbat, despite her honoured status as the first Muslim martyr in history, struggled to get noticed.15 For reasons best known to Ibn Ishaq, while the formidable Hind received several dozen mentions in his biography of the Prophet, Sumayya was not even mentioned by name once in the entire book. He dealt with her summarily in a single sentence of ten words and even then the reference was to the torture of her son Ammar ibn Yasir, a fellow Muslim convert: ‘They killed his mother, for she refused to abandon Islam.’ Ibn Saad did a little better, devoting eleven lines to a very brief character sketch in The Women of Medina, the 320-page final volume of his series on the early Muslims. He named her as Sumayya bint Khabbat, the daughter of Khabbat. Tabari gave Sumayya a couple of short paragraphs, though she appeared of more interest to our polymathic historian, as she did to both Ibn Ishaq and Ibn Saad, as the mother of Ammar.

We know only the barest details of Sumayya’s life. She belonged to a man called Abu Hudhayfa and was given in marriage to Yasir ibn Amir, with whom she had a son called Ammar, who was freed by Abu Hudhayfa and would go on to blaze a successful, battle-filled career as one of the first Muslims and an honoured Companion of the Prophet. A veteran of the Battle of Badr, later a governor of the holy city of Kufa in Iraq, Ammar lived a long, distinguished life until his death, aged ninety, fighting for the Caliph Ali against the pretender and future caliph Muawiya Abu Sufyan (r. 661–80) at the Battle of Siffin in 657, during the First Fitna, the civil war between Muslims.

According to Ibn Saad, Sumayya and her son Ammar enjoyed the distinction of being two of the first seven Muslims in history.VI Like Bilal and some of the earliest, lowliest Muslims in Mecca, she was tortured for her belief in Allah and the Prophet. Ibn Saad described how her persecutors put Sumayya and other Muslims in iron chain-mail coats and left them to burn under the desert sun until they renounced Islam.

But, although she might have looked like a frail, elderly woman, Sumayya was strong, and had seen enough in her long life as a slave to know what a bully looked like. Cooking painfully in her metal coat, she made up her mind to resist these rich merchants. Somehow, despite the temptation to give in, Sumayya held firm to her faith, a resolution for which she later paid the heaviest price.

One of Mohammed’s sworn enemies in Mecca was Amr ibn Hisham, known to the Muslims as Abu Jahl, Father of Ignorance. He was the polytheist flag-bearer of the opposition to the Muslims and pursued a policy of torture and intimidation. In Ibn Ishaq’s telling of the Prophet’s life, Abu Jahl was an unintentionally entertaining leading villain. He regularly insulted, cursed and mocked the Prophet, threatened to split his skull with a huge rock. It sounded like a lot of bluster, but for the weakest members of Meccan society, especially foreigners like Sumayya without the protection of a tribe, Abu Jahl was a real danger. He heard about this defiant woman and her family and decided he would teach these wretched Muslims a lesson. One day in around 615 he found her and stabbed her with ‘a spear in her private parts’, killing her instantly. Sumayya went to her grave, Ibn Saad reports, the first martyr in Islam.

A decade after her martyrdom, Abu Jahl was fighting the Muslims at the Battle of Badr. There was fierce competition among the Prophet’s warriors to kill the ‘enemy of God’. One described how he struck Abu Jahl such a ferocious blow that it ‘sent his foot and half his shank flying. I can only liken it to a date-stone flying from the pestle when it is beaten.’16 Later the wounded but defiant Abu Jahl was finished off, his severed head thrown before the Prophet. Mohammed consoled Sumayya’s son Ammar with the news that Allah had killed his mother’s killer. As with Bilal killing his former owner Umayya, so with Muslim warriors destroying their nemesis.



The stories of these four individuals – three men and one woman, all of them significant characters in the wider story of Islam in its infancy – are loaded with meaning and provide some of the earliest insights into slavery in the Muslim world – so early they bridge the transition from the pre-Islamic period to the era of Mohammed. However uncertain these sources may be, nonetheless they reveal a great deal about Muslim tradition and beliefs in the earliest days of the faith.

Bilal’s story is burdened by the crushing weight of slavery. A foreigner without the protection conferred by tribal affiliation in a society in which tribe is paramount, he is an easy victim for a pagan master who treats him as he sees fit, before the Ethiopian is rescued and freed by the Muslim Abu Bakr. Bilal’s personal narrative encompasses degrading slavery, torture and persecution and, in his very special case at least, freedom, honour and redemption. Neither Bilal’s African blood nor his status as a former slave can prevent him from rising to the pinnacle of Muslim society and renown.

Zayd stands for something different. Born free, of Arab rather than African blood, he enjoys advantages unimaginable to Bilal, a slave at birth, not least in having that critical protection of his tribe. But he, like everyone else on the Arabian Peninsula, including his fellow tribesmen and women, runs the risk of enslavement. In the arbitrary, tough world of seventh-century Arabia, a free man or woman can become a slave in any place and at any time. Blood offers no protection. Zayd’s story also confronts complex legal issues of adoption and inheritance to the point where the Prophet is forced to renounce his formal adoption of the younger man, remove Zayd’s legal right to inherit and return his name to its original version. Zayd’s situation is so complex and controversial it even requires divine revelations and Quranic verses to resolve it, but his sparkling career beyond his enslavement, liberation, adoption and un-adoption nevertheless testifies to the virtually boundless opportunities available for some former Muslim slaves. Although there were no guarantees, enslavement could be temporary and, as with Bilal, need not end a man or woman’s hopes to achieve later freedom and distinction. And the colour of a man or woman’s skin, as long as Muslims followed Mohammed’s colour-blind example, must not matter either.

Salman, though less historically grounded in these ancient sources, offers a more spiritual perspective. He is the intellectual truth-seeker, the wandering scholar ambushed by harsh reality who, like Zayd, finds himself thrown into slavery. Salman can also be understood as a literary device, a one-man exemplar of the Prophet’s approach towards slavery, above all in his apparent instinct to free slaves, a presumption towards humankind’s freedom. It is only thanks to the personal, apparently miraculous, intervention of Mohammed that Salman finds his freedom, a liberty that he uses – as do Bilal and Zayd – to fight and conquer in the name of Islam. The story of Salman again makes clear that there can be life – crowned with achievement and accolades – after slavery.

And then Sumayya. Like almost all her sister Muslims, she is denied the opportunity to win laurels on the battlefield. Her story serves instead as an exemplar of faith-filled courage and steadfastness in the greatest possible adversity. She is the opposite of the Apostle Peter who, under pressure for his faith and to save his own skin, denies Christ three times. Unlike Peter, and in the teeth of full-blooded torture, Sumayya refuses to buckle.

Though she cannot compete alongside the men in the martial world of early Muslim warriors, Sumayya achieves something no less important and, in some respects, more impressive. Dying for the religion of Allah and his Prophet Mohammed, she establishes the tradition of martyrdom for the faith, a principle revered and adhered to by countless Muslims for the next 1,400 years. It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that a vein of martyrdom runs through Islamic history from the point of Sumayya’s murder to the present day: it can be traced from the world-conquering Arabs of the seventh and eighth centuries, through to the dynasties of imperial Abbasids, Samanids, Seljuqs, North African Almoravids and Almohads, Andalusian Nasrids, Salahadin’s Crusader-smashing Ayyubids, Iranian Ilkhanids and Safavids, Egyptian Fatimids, Tamerlane’s rampaging Timurids, the Mamluks (slaves-turned-rulers) and mighty Mughals, the Sublime Ottomans and right on to the twenty-first-century alphabet of self-declared jihadists operating around the world today, from Syria to Afghanistan, Cairo to Kabul, Bamako to Baghdad. Though they may not know it, this tradition begins a decade before the first Muslim army even went into battle, with the Muslim slave Sumayya.

Slavery, then, in this time of paleo-Islam, could be a temporary condition. It need not prove an insuperable barrier to achieving the greatest possible glory and winning lasting renown in Muslim history. A man or woman might subsist in domestic drudgery their entire lives – whether weighed down by grinding captivity, welcomed as a lowly member of the household or something in between – or be manumitted and lead a wholly different life. These things were in the hands of Allah.

As for how Muslims should think about slavery in the new world that had been revealed to Mohammed, how they should treat their slaves, what was permissible and what was not, there was (before the hadiths) only one place to look: the Quran.


	
I. The precise chronological order of conversions to Islam is impossible to establish, with different sources making different claims, especially along sectarian Sunni/Shia lines. However, the identity of the earliest Muslims after Mohammed, including figures such as Ali, Abu Bakr, Bilal, Zayd and Mohammed’s wife Khadija, is well attested.

	
II. ‘God is Greatest! God is Greatest! God is Greatest! God is Greatest!
I bear witness that there is no god except Allah.

I bear witness that there is no god except Allah.

I bear witness that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.

I bear witness that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.

Hurry to the prayer. Hurry to the prayer.

Hurry to salvation. Hurry to salvation.

God is Greatest! God is Greatest!

There is no god except Allah.’



	
III. The House of God, i.e. the Kaaba.

	
IV. ‘And when Zayd divorced his wife, We gave her to you in marriage, so that it should become legitimate for true believers to wed the wives of their adopted sons if they divorced them. God’s will must needs be done.’ Quran 33:37.

	
V. Literally the People of the House, an expression designating the Prophet’s extended family.

	
VI. Ibn Saad’s first seven Muslims are Mohammed, Abu Bakr, Bilal, Khabbab, Suhayb, Ammar and Sumayya.








2 Slavery 101: Blueprints and Foundations



They invite you to the Fire while Allah invites you to Paradise…

Quran, 2:221



Divine in nature, the Quran can be prosaic in practice. Its 6,236 verses (6,666 in a different counting) represent the word of God as revealed to His Prophet Mohammed high in a cave above Mecca, later in Medina, in the years from 610. Yet though it is by definition a sacred text, appealing to humankind’s highest nature, it is hardly shy of addressing deeply practical issues. This has its own internal logic. When you are seeking to remake a society, to return it to the true path (the religion of Abraham) from which it has supposedly strayed, it makes sense to include, among all the material on divinity, religious obedience, the delights of paradise and the terrors of hell, some sort of manual for everyday living.

This naturally included guidance on slavery. The institution vastly predated Islam in the Arabian Peninsula and much of the ancient world from Egypt to Greece and Rome, and was a ubiquitous fact of life in both the neighbouring Sasanian and Byzantine Empires. The Quran now had to provide Muslims with a clear direction. In this new-old religion, how were they to deal with slaves and slavery? How vital this question was to seventh-century Arabian society can be gauged from the frequency with which slaves appear in these holy pages.

Slaves are mentioned in at least twenty-nine Quranic verses, the uncertainty hinging on the often allusive and oblique language used to denote them. Most of these verses appear to originate in Medina, in other words dating to the time after Mohammed and his muhajirun migrants had fled to Mecca, and are legally expressed. They can be seen as the earliest building-blocks of a new Muslim society and address some elemental issues.

To begin with one of the Quran’s most famous and fundamental pronouncements on slavery, Islam accepts the inequality between master and slave as divinely ordained:


And Allah has favoured some of you over others in provision. But those who were favoured would not hand over their provision to those whom their right hands possess so they would be equal to them.

(16:71)



The Quran acknowledges, then, that we are not all free. Slavery is real, it exists, it is part of the natural order, the Quran accepts it and is not proposing to abolish it. Some people are free, others are slaves. The fact that some have more possessions than others does not mean they have to give them away to their slaves in the interest of equality. For a society accustomed to slavery from time immemorial, ruling it out at the outset would have done nothing to make Islam an attractive new alternative to tried-and-tested pagan polytheism for most people – apart, we might imagine, from the slaves. Prohibition would have spelt its failure.
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Pages from an early Ottoman Quran from Sura 16, Al Nahl (The Bee). The chapter contains important references to slavery. The floral shapes here indicate verse endings.gg



This euphemistic expression in the Quran – ‘those whom their right hands possess’, in Arabic ma malakat aymanukum – is the most common of half a dozen terms used in the holy book to refer to slaves. It appears fifteen times, typically referring to concubines and what constitutes permissible behaviour towards them. Another critical word, which is used six times, is raqaba, meaning neck, generally used in the context of a slave being freed from his or her bondage. The traditional Arabic word for a slave – abd – tends to be used in the Quran in the much wider sense of humans as God’s servants on earth, giving rise to later, specifically Muslim, theophoric names which remain common today: Abdullah, Slave of God, Abd al Rahman, Slave of the Most Gracious, Abd al Aziz, Slave of the Almighty, and so forth.

The Quran has much more to say on slavery. The tone is fairly stark in the following verse. There is no question of equality between a slave and a free man:


Allah sets forth a parable: a slave who lacks all means, compared to a free man to whom We granted a good provision, of which he donates freely, openly and secretly. Are they equal? Praise be to Allah. In fact, most of them do not know.

(16:75)



But in case that message was not clear enough:


He sets forth for you an example drawn from your own lives: would you allow some of those whom your right hands possess to be your equal partners in whatever wealth We have provided you, keeping them in mind as you are mindful of your peers? This is how We make the signs clear for people who understand.

(30:28)



So the legitimacy of slavery, as pronounced upon by the Quran, is not up for debate or challenge. That much is clear and will necessarily have a bearing on Muslim attitudes towards slavery – and, potentially, its abolition – for centuries to come.

The next question, moving from principle to practice: how to treat slaves? Here the emphasis in the Quran is on two intertwined features of the institution: slave-women-cum-concubines and manumission, a striking indication of the real-life prevalence of the former and the desirability of the latter in the brave new world of Islam.

In the chapter ‘Al Muminun’, ‘The Believers’, the Quran specifically includes among ‘successful’ Muslims those who humble themselves in prayer, pay alms tax, avoid idle chat and guard their chastity ‘except with their wives or those whom their right hands possess, for then they are free from blame’ (23:6).

Divine permission for a man to have sex with his female slaves or concubines comes with these last three words in a verse that is repeated later on in the Quran for added emphasis. There is no blame attached here. This is lawful, permissible behaviour and does not detract from being a good Muslim.

The Quran is equally clear that for marriage there is an ideal hierarchy of female matches. A free Muslim woman is preferable to a Muslim slave, but if a man cannot afford the dowry required for a free woman, then an enslaved woman is next best. And, very importantly when choosing either a wife or a husband, a Muslim slave always trumps a free pagan – that is the road to hell:


Do not marry polytheistic women until they believe; for a believing slave-woman is better than a free polytheist, even though she may look pleasant to you. And do not marry your women to polytheistic men until they believe, for a believing slave-man is better than a free polytheist, even though he may look pleasant to you. They invite you to the Fire while Allah invites you to Paradise and forgiveness by His grace. He makes His revelations clear to the people so perhaps they will be mindful.

(2:221)



Striking a note of egalitarianism within an institution which depends fundamentally on inequality, the Quran makes no distinction between the Muslim faith of a free woman and that of a slave: ‘Allah knows best the state of your faith and theirs,’ it declares, a pronouncement echoed by Queen Elizabeth I of England 1,000 years later when she said she did not wish to open ‘windows into men’s souls’. In terms of punishment for ‘indecent’ behaviour after marriage, a slave woman was credited with lesser agency and greater leniency – fifty lashes rather than a back-shredding 100.

Sex is at the heart of much of the Quran’s material on slavery. There are times when one wonders whether slaves even served other functions, such is the attention given to the sexual realm and the absence of detail on other types of work, domestic, agricultural or otherwise. In a sure sign that the practice prevailed in seventh-century Arabia at the time Islam was emerging, the Quran expressly forbids the prostitution of slave women and counsels mercy towards those who are bullied into it:


Do not force your slave girls into prostitution for your own worldly gains while they wish to remain chaste. And if someone coerces them, then after such a coercion Allah is certainly All-Forgiving, Most Merciful to them.

(24:33)



The holy book’s preoccupation with sex shows no signs of diminishing in the afterlife. If anything, it remains a major consideration, perhaps a reflection of the need to galvanize and inspire male warriors at a time when the great Arab Conquests and the canonization process of the Quran were ongoing in parallel. That much is conjecture, but the Quran’s version of paradise, unsurprisingly, is no nirvana of gender equality. The numerous references to beautiful, wide-eyed, full-bosomed virgin houris suggest there may be more in the Gardens of Bliss to look forward to for men with healthy sexual appetites than for female believers. The houris may not be slaves exactly, but few would doubt that Paradise in the Quran comes with women offering more than ‘splendid’ companionship. This is reinforced within the hadiths, several of which specify that each Muslim man can marry two luminescent houris.

We search the Quran in vain for any insights into the slave trade. Of Muslims trading slaves there is no mention. There is only a brief and solitary reference to the sale of the Prophet Yusuf – the Bible’s Joseph – to a rich man from Egypt called Al Aziz. Yusuf is described as ‘merchandise’ and is sold for ‘just a few silver coins’, a transaction which receives no further comment. But presumably, by extension from the acceptance of slavery as an institution, the sale of slaves is also condoned.

The sacred text enjoins kindness and compassion towards slaves, ideally with a view to their emancipation. What is the challenging path for a good Muslim, it asks? ‘It is to free a slave,’ comes the answer (90:13). Again and again the Quran mentions the freeing of slaves as a worthy action and an inherent good, establishing the fundamental tension between ideal principle and real-world practice that would remain at the heart of slavery in the Islamic world for as long as the institution endured. On the one hand, owning slaves is wholly legitimate. On the other, emancipating them is one of the greatest actions a Muslim can perform.I Liberating slaves is urged as an act of expiation for sins committed in a variety of contexts: the penalty for the accidental killing of a Muslim, for unlawful divorce or for a broken oath – on a par with the virtue of feeding or clothing ten poor people. In the same verse outlawing the prostitution of slave girls, the Quran specifies what medieval Muslim scholars later interpreted as the contractual emancipation of a slave through the payment of instalments:


And if any of those whom your right hands possess desires a document [deed of emancipation?], make it possible for them, if you find goodness in them. And give them some of Allah’s wealth which He has granted you.

(24:33)



So the Quran sketches out the broad outlines of the Muslim position on, and attitude towards, slavery. The picture which emerges, first of all, is complete acceptance of slavery as part and parcel of life on earth. There is no desire to eradicate it. It goes on to call for kindness towards slaves and, in a number of circumstances, urges their emancipation. In calling for slaves to be freed to expiate sins, in recommending the use of alms to emancipate them, and in insisting on humane behaviour towards them, the Quran was considerably more enlightened and friendly than any of the Christian, Jewish or Roman systems. While Christians professed equality before God, Jews offered reduced penalties for adultery with slaves, and Romans prohibited slave prostitution, only the Quran did all three, resulting in perhaps ‘the most progressive legislation on slavery in its time’. The advent of Islam ‘enormously improved’ the lot of the Arabian slave, conferring upon him or her quasi-legal rights, and represented a ‘vast’ enhancement on the slavery practised in antiquity, from Greece and Rome to the Byzantines and Sasanians.1

The Quran’s clearly stated approval for a male slave-owner to have sex with his female slave would have consequences: as late as the dying days of the imperial Ottoman harem in Istanbul in the twentieth century and then in the depraved enslavement and rape of Yazidi women and girls in northern Iraq by so-called Islamic State fighters in the twenty-first. Note the Quran’s clear distinction on gender – a man can have sex with his female slave. Allah does not disclose whether a woman can do the same with her male slave.

However, there was one way to find out. Shortly after the death of the Prophet in 632 a free-spirited woman in the Arabian Peninsula took one of her male slaves to bed as a sexual partner. It seems, since she later mentioned this to the then caliph, Umar, that she considered the action entirely legitimate. But Umar, a paragon of austerity, was scandalized. What could she possibly be thinking, the notoriously strict leader of the embryonic Islamic state asked? ‘I thought that ownership by the right hand made lawful to me what it makes lawful to men,’ she replied, unabashed.

This was decidedly not Umar’s interpretation of the scriptures, and he summoned the Companions of the Prophet for their view. Their judgements, alongside those of Mohammed, would later emerge as important legal precedent for orthodox Sunni Muslims. The verdict was perhaps predictable: ‘She has given the book of Exalted God an interpretation that is not its interpretation.’ Having received the confirmation he required, Umar then forbade the woman from ever marrying a free man and ordered the slave to keep away from her. In effect, Umar was denying the woman the right ever to have sex again, a strict punishment for behaviour the woman evidently considered her right. For Umar’s high-minded supporters, far from being a terrible injustice this was an act of commendable mercy since the caliph had refrained from imposing the classic penalty of hadd for illicit sex: stoning to death.2



If the Quran provided the divine architectural blueprint for slavery in the Islamic world, Muslim fiqh, or jurisprudence, built up from the seventh to the tenth century in a steady accretion of complex scholarly opinion, would lay its real-world foundations. Fiqh was based on the distillation and interpretation by the ulema clergy of sharia, the ideal of God’s law. In this it was supported by the Sunna, the authoritative precedent of the Prophet, above all through the canonization of the hadiths, his reported sayings, as codified in the two most famous collections by the scholars Mohammed al Bukhari, who died in 870, and Imam Muslim, who died in 875 (although their authenticity was disputed for several centuries).

The triumvirate of Quran, fiqh and Sunna thereby established the overarching legal framework for the operation of slavery across the sprawling lands of the Dar al Islam, literally the House of Submission. This did not mean that slave-owners, slave-dealers, heads of state or plundering warriors universally followed the law – or what the Quran or the Prophet had counselled. Often there was a cruel chasm between theory and practice. For centuries to come, for example, African Muslims, though legally protected from enslavement as fellow Muslims, repeatedly bore the brunt of their co-religionists’ devastating slaving raids, whose ruinous legacy can be felt to this day.

Nor did it mean that there was a single, universal code of law pertaining to slavery, or many other customs and practices, from one end of the Islamic world to the other. Different conditions, communities and regions could, and frequently did, require different approaches. Thus Muslim clerics and jurists regularly found themselves wondering ‘what the Quran meant in the mountains of Iran surrounded by Zoroastrians and Buddhists while others did so among Christians in the deserts of North Africa’.3

Lawyers had their own differing interpretations, too. When we talk of Sunni Muslim law, properly speaking we are talking about the four separate orthodox madhhabs, or schools, of fiqh, which had emerged by the twelfth century: Hanbali, Hanafi, Shafi and Maliki. Each school dominated in different regions or was favoured by different dynasties. Hanbali, for instance, was the preferred school in Iraq and Syria (and, much later, across the Arabian Peninsula), Hanafi for the Ottomans, Shafi in Southeast Asia and Maliki across North Africa and Muslim Spain. The heterodox Shia tradition later had two separate schools, the Jaafari and Zaydi, while the Ibadi school emerged from the breakaway KharijiteII sect.4

The four orthodox schools shared broadly consistent views on slavery: its legitimacy within the rubric of Islamic law, the teachings of the Quran and Prophetic tradition; the permissibility of enslaving captives in war; the prohibition on enslaving free Muslims; the rights and protections afforded to slaves, including the possibility of manumission. There were, inevitably, certain nuances of legal interpretation and application between the schools. The Hanbali school was generally considered more conservative and literal, the Hanafi, which gave greater scope for personal opinion and reasoning, more liberal. The Maliki approach took account of community practices and local customs, while the Shafi school, combining elements of both Hanafi and Maliki approaches, aimed to strike a balance between textual interpretation and legal reasoning.

Early Maliki law, like the other schools, looked in mesmerizing detail at various aspects of slavery. It addressed with great sophistication the challenges of inheritance law, for instance in complex scenarios such as the case of the female slave who is pregnant at the time of her emancipation and whose husband is a slave at the same time; how to resolve the problem, to give another example, of a Christian owning a mudabbar (a slave who has been promised freedom on the master’s death) who becomes a Muslim? The mudabbar must be separated from his master – no Christian can own a Muslim slave – but remains subject to certain requirements and a slave till the death of his master.5

There were essentially two lawful means by which a person could become a slave. A man or woman could either be born into slavery or captured in war. While the first of these had always been important in ancient systems of slavery, for Muslims the second quickly became the dominant route during the early period of Islam. Enslavement during the small-scale raids across the Arabian Peninsula was soon dramatically surpassed by enslavement during the remarkable Arab Conquests from 632 to 750, one of the greatest feats of arms in history.

The Conquests fundamentally altered the concept of slavery. As several generations of marauding horsemen surged out of the Arabian Peninsula to subjugate the Levant, south-west and Central Asia, North Africa, the Iberian Peninsula and a swathe of the Indian Subcontinent, they utterly changed the world around them.

Baladhuri, the ninth-century author of Kitab Futuh al Buldun (Book of the Conquests of Lands), the landmark account of the Conquests, described the caliph Abu Bakr calling on the Arabs to rise up in a ‘holy war’, which would win them great ‘booty’. Those who took up arms, he wrote, were motivated both by straightforward ‘greed’ and ‘the hope of divine remuneration’, a rational ambition given the Quran’s promise that ‘Whoever fights in the path of God, whether he be killed or be victorious, on him shall We bestow a great reward’. (4:74). War meant treasure, treasure was divinely ordained and, among other things, it meant enormous quantities of slaves.6

Abu Bakr continued the Conquests where the Prophet had left off, heading north from Arabia. Mohammed had managed to subdue the Arabian Peninsula beneath the banner of the new faith, imposing peace on tribes accustomed to raiding and enslaving each other since antiquity. It was now time to let Islam explore beyond its first borders and plunder all manner of treasure, particularly slaves and slave women.

By the mid-630s, in the immediate aftermath of the Prophet’s death and as Arab armies were ransacking the Holy Land, the diplomatic exchanges between rough-hewn Muslims and the sophisticated, courtly Sasanians of Iran pointed unmistakably to war. Before a sword had even been drawn or a spear thrown in anger, the Arab envoy Mughira ibn Shuba, a Companion of the Prophet, appeared before the Persian general Rustam, resplendent on an ornate throne. Deliberately insulting his hosts, he mocked the Persians as excitable, decadent and lacking in restraint. ‘We, the Arabs, are all equal to each other. We do not enslave each other,’ he said (they enslaved others instead).7

Only a few years earlier, such a statement would have been wildly untrue. Tribal raiding and enslavement had been endemic on the Arabian Peninsula for generations. As it was, Mughira was merely informing his neighbours of the huge changes Mohammed had wrought. The internally raiding Arab tribesmen were a thing of the past. As newly minted Muslims, they now looked beyond the desert for their time-honoured marauding. Other nations and their peoples, rather than fellow Arab Muslims, were the fresh priorities for capture and enslavement.

Shortly after Mughira’s provocations, a Muslim army routed the Persians at the Battle of Qadisiyya around 637, another historic Arab victory over the once world-illuminating empire of Iran which brought precious plunder – and more Persian slaves. One of the slaves taken by Mughira during the conquest of Iran, possibly at Qadisiyya, was a highly skilled blacksmith and joiner called Abu Lulua Firuz. Unusually for a non-Arab, and thanks to his particular talents, he was brought back to Medina to work for the caliph Umar. For the leader of the Islamic world it proved a fatal decision. Depressed by his servitude, disillusioned by the heavy taxes imposed on him by his master Mughira, and perhaps also vengeful after the Arab conquest of his country, Abu Lulua stabbed Umar to death while he was leading congregational prayers in 644.

Abu Bakr’s brief, two-year caliphate launched what turned out to be less a military campaign than a 118-year period of intense warfare in which countless (because they cannot be counted) hordes of non-Muslims like Abu Lulua were captured and enslaved on several continents. The numbers of slaves owned by some individuals, especially the most wealthy, now rose spectacularly. In the earliest days of Islam, slaves were typically held in small numbers, with the richest individuals having several dozen as a maximum. It has been estimated, for example, that the Prophet owned a total of seventy slaves in his lifetime, typically of Coptic, Syrian, Persian (men like Salman) and Ethiopian (men like Bilal) origin.

Very soon, however, these numbers exploded. The third Muslim caliph, Uthman (r. 644–56), whose reign over the fast-expanding Islamic Empire began only a decade after Mohammed’s death, was said to have had 1,000 Mamluk slave soldiers in his ranks – and once manumitted eighty in a single day. Owning slaves had become so common for Muslims by this time that even lowly privates fighting in the army of the fifth caliph, Muawiya (r. 661–80), founder of the world-conquering, Damascus-based Umayyad dynasty, which vastly expanded the Islamic realms until 750, could have up to ten each. The father of Abdullah ibn al Zubayr, the rebel who rose against the Umayyads in the Second Fitna Civil War (680–92) and took refuge in Mecca during a siege which smashed the holy Black Stone of the Kaaba to pieces, reportedly owned 1,000 male slaves and the same number of females. Umayyad princes, who became increasingly decadent during the first half of the eighth century, retreating from their lives in Damascus to relax in desert palaces abundantly stocked with wine and slave women, thought nothing of keeping this number of slaves.8

Slaves brought status. Just as eighteenth-century Englishmen and women plunged headlong into an emerging consumer society by flaunting everything from extravagant dresses and drinking mugs to periwigs and racehorses, late-seventh-century Muslims competed through the conspicuous acquisition of enslaved men and women. In 712, Qutayba ibn Muslim, governor of Khorasan, was facing a local difficulty from the ancient, previously subdued city of Samarkand in today’s Uzbekistan. After a month-long siege and frenetic fighting, the city fell and punitive terms were agreed. Apart from a stupendous annual tribute of 2.2 million dirhams and a quarter of a ton of gold and silver bullion melted down from Zoroastrian idols and sculptures inside the fire temples, Qutayba demanded 30,000 healthy slaves of fighting age – no old men or young boys among them. An entire city sank into servitude.

While Qutayba was kept occupied in a series of slave-making campaigns in the deserts of southern Afghanistan, 4,000 miles to the west a fellow Muslim-in-arms was making a very different journey in the same cause – holy war, conquest and plunder – including unprecedented quantities of slaves. In the summer of 711, Tariq ibn Ziyad, a Berber commander, led a Muslim army across the nine-mile Straits of Gibraltar on behalf of his chief, Musa ibn Nusayr, the newly appointed Arab governor of Ifriqiya (North Africa).

Nusayr’s human plunder during his conquests on either side of the straits was shocking. Having kept the lion’s share for himself and his men, he dutifully sent the caliphs in Damascus their rightful one-fifth share, despatching vast numbers of slaves back to successive Umayyad caliphs in the imperial capital of the Islamic world: 60,000 to Abd al Malik (r. 685–705), 30,000 to Al Walid (r. 705–15) and no fewer than 100,000 to Sulayman (r. 715–17).III Eighth-century statistics are extremely unreliable, but even allowing these figures as a general indication and remembering that commanders in the field retained the great majority of the treasure taken for themselves and their soldiers, the numbers are staggering. As a comparison, during the peak years of the Atlantic slave trade between 1750 and 1850, an average of 74,000 slaves were shipped annually from Africa to the Americas. During the entire period from 1501 to 1866, the annual number of slaves embarked is estimated to have exceeded 100,000 on twelve occasions.9

Slaves sometimes featured prominently in legal and diplomatic documents as part of the tribute demanded from newly defeated vassal states. When Sistan, the province encompassing modern eastern Iran and southern Afghanistan, surrendered to the Arabs in 650, the annual tribute agreed reportedly consisted of a million silver dirhams and 1,000 slave girls, each with a golden goblet.IV Two years later, fresh from their lightning conquest of Egypt, the Arabs signed their first diplomatic treaty, the so-called Baqt, with the kingdom of Nubia. Although the circumstances are far from clear, and the text which has come down to us was written eight centuries after the event, Al Maqrizi, the fifteenth-century Egyptian historian, stated that among its stipulations was the requirement for the Christian state (as Nubia was by then) to supply the Muslims with annual cargoes of men and women, an obligation that appears to have lasted for between 500 and 700 years.


Every year you shall deliver three hundred and sixty head of slaves to the Imam of the Muslims. They shall be slaves of good quality of your country, without defect, both male and female, neither extremely old nor children under age. Those you shall deliver to the governor of Aswan. If you harbour a runaway slave of a Muslim or kill a Muslim or a dhimmiV or attempt to destroy the mosque which the Muslims have constructed in the centre of your city or withhold any of the three hundred and sixty slaves, then the truce and the security shall be abolished and we shall revert to hostility until God decides between us and He is the best judge.10



From the outset the Muslim world view was straightforwardly Manichean. Just as the Arabs divided the world into the Dar al Islam of fellow believers and the Dar al Harb, the House of War of the infidels, Islam made a clear distinction between Muslim and non-Muslim slaves.VI Buoyed by their lengthening string of victories on the battlefield, a sure sign that these conquests were part of God’s divine destiny, Muslims could be forgiven for thinking they carried the world before them. The new faith’s superiority complex was clear in the stipulation that while a Muslim could be the slave of a Muslim master, non-Muslims were certainly not permitted to have Muslim slaves.

On one level a slave in the Islamic world was chattel, a commodity which could be purchased, sold, gifted, hired and inherited. But slaves also possessed important religious and legal rights denied their counterparts in other slaving systems or countries. A mother must not be separated from her child, to give one important example. In the words of the Prophet, ‘Whoever separates a mother from her child, God will separate from his dear ones on the Day of Resurrection.’11

The general principle which pertained in Muslim law was that a child inherited his or her mother’s status, with one significant caveat. If the owner of a slave woman had a child with her, that child was considered to be born free – thereby avoiding the perversity of the man’s child becoming his slave. There were other important consequences. The surriyya concubine who bore her master a child immediately acquired the higher status of umm al walad, mother of the child, a designation which meant she could not be sold, her child was free, and she herself became free on her master’s death.

This struck at the highest levels of imperial Islamic politics for centuries to come. At first, and almost until the final, blood-soaked demise of the Umayyad dynasty in 750, virtually all the caliphs were the sons of free Arab mothers. Only the last three, who came and went with embarrassing haste in the death throes of the regime, were not. For the Umayyads, those princes who had been born to slave women were simply not considered for the highest offices. Maslama ibn Abd al Malik (d. 738), despite being the pre-eminent military commander of his generation, veteran of a courageous attempt to take Constantinople, was said to have been barred from becoming caliph because his mother was a slave.

All that changed – quickly. The Abbasids, masters of the Islamic world for half a millennium from 750 to 1258, proved remarkably more relaxed. While the caliphs Al Saffah (r. 750–54) and Al Amin (r. 809–13) both had free Arab mothers, the remaining thirty-five of the dynasty were the sons of concubines, a far cry from the persistent Christian disapproval of ‘bastard’ princes. The influence this conferred on caliph-making concubines was not to be trifled with. A number of women in Baghdad rose to the apex of political power and influence in what was otherwise a world dominated by men.

While the distinction between Muslim and non-Muslim was completely clear, the line between freedom and servitude frequently could be blurred. It was not a case of a man or woman being a slave one day and, once manumitted, free the next. When it came to manumission, a liberated slave was generally less likely to become a freeman than a mawla freedman, the addition of that single letter ‘d’ in English signifying a world of difference. The Arabic word mawla could, and can, mean many things. In the context of slavery, for the most part – but by no means always – it tended to refer to a person in a subordinate position, typically a non-Arab convert to Islam.VII

Muslim society, and the language used to describe slavery, adapted swiftly to changing circumstances. From the time immediately after the Prophet’s death, the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries were transformative. As well as the Arab Conquests, which generated huge numbers of slaves, they were marked by the formal canonization of the Quran and hadith, together with a growing body of Islamic law, and rising numbers of conversions to Islam.12 How to assimilate all these conquered peoples, non-Muslims and otherwise, posed enormous challenges to the inexperienced masters of a growing empire.

In early Islam all mawlas were non-Arabian converts to the faith who came from outside the tribal network, a characteristic that relegated them at once to a low status in a society obsessed with tribe and the purity, both real and imagined, of bloodlines. In time, the mawla mentioned in the Quran as master, patron or guardian, came to refer – confusingly – to both the freedman and his or her patron in a contractual relationship called walaa that bound non-Arabs to Arab tribal society and the protection that conferred. Mawlas like Bilal, Zayd and Salman could transcend their status through heroism on and off the battlefield – 10 per cent of Mohammed’s men at the Battle of Badr were mawlas – but it is not difficult to imagine that many more languished in impoverished obscurity and never troubled the chronicles.

It seems that manumission hardly changed the circumstances of a freed slave who could do little on his or her own. For financial support, legal protection and political patronage, the mawla freedman typically found himself in a position of continued dependence on the patron who had manumitted him. He depended so much on his patron, in fact, that he could even be considered ‘unfree’.13

A slave mawla could join Arab society through manumission, a process whereby the manumitter – as seen earlier with Abu Bakr and Bilal – became his or her patron. And a free non-Arab mawla could also gain tribal affiliation through a contract. But, whether they were manumitted slaves or free persons, mawlas for the most part remained in a lowly position. In the words of Jahiz, the ninth-century polymath and writer: ‘What proves that the profession of secretaries is low is that only subordinates or those in a servile condition practise it.’14

Nevertheless, there could be an enormous disparity between formal legal status and real-life outcomes. A mawla could transcend his position in society and upend the world. One of the most celebrated mawlas during the earliest days of the Abbasids in the mid-eighth century was Abu Muslim. A shadowy figure of Persian origin, he started out as a slave in the Iraqi holy city of Kufa on the banks of the Euphrates before rising steadily up the rungs of revolution to become the military chief of Abu al Abbas, great-great-grandson of Abbas, the Prophet’s uncle. He established himself first as the essential linchpin between two centres of opposition to the Umayyads in Kufa and Khorasan, where the flames of revolution had been flickering from around 719. Then, as the Abbasid movement’s outstanding military leader, he made himself master of Merv in 748 and sent his armies west, where he won fame on the battlefield in a series of victories over the Umayyads, having reputedly killed 60,000 people in cold blood.

In January 750, he led his outnumbered Abbasid forces against the Umayyad army of Caliph Marwan II on the banks of the Great Zab River, a tributary of the Tigris in northern Iraq. It was a rout, and a calamitous end for the Umayyads, a once-mighty dynasty which had pushed the frontiers of the Muslim Empire from the shores of the Atlantic in the west to the mountains of Afghanistan in the east. Marwan fled across Iraq into Syria, then Egypt, where he was hunted down and decapitated. His head was sent back to Abu al Abbas, by now the first Abbasid caliph, already revelling in his throne title of Al Saffah, ‘The Blood-Shedder’. ‘Hold yourselves ready, for I am the pitiless blood-shedder and the destroying avenger,’ he warned his followers on the steps of the mosque in Kufa after receiving his oaths of allegiance.15

The Blood-Shedder lived up to his name, hunting down and butchering the surviving male members of the Umayyad family with a devotion bordering on the obsessive. He was urged by his brother and successor as caliph, Al Mansur, founder of the imperial city of Baghdad, to deal with Abu Muslim, by now promoted to governor of Khorasan, who with his powerful military base was considered a growing threat to the new dynasty. After Saffah succumbed to smallpox in 754, Mansur wasted no time in attending to this powerful former slave. In 755, Abu Muslim was tricked into attending an audience with the caliph and was assassinated on the spot.

Thankfully, perhaps, as the scholars, lawyers and hadith-collectors toiled away in their libraries under the Abbasids in the ninth century, the term mawla disappeared and that distinction between free and slave sharpened. After several generations of Muslims had lived and fought and gone to their shallow desert graves, people no longer cared, or perhaps even knew, whether someone’s great-great-grandfather had been a slave. The term quietly slipped out of use and Mawla Abdullah or Mawla Abd al Rahman became simply Abdullah, the Slave of God, or Abd al Rahman, Slave of the Most Gracious.

By the late eighth century the most common word used by the jurists for a slave was abd for men and ama for women – the Quranic euphemism ‘those whom your right hands possess’ was nowhere to be seen. With a meticulous attention to detail the scholars threw themselves into the minutiae of the institution, opining on, among other issues, emancipation (itq); the relation of the freed slave to the former master and client (walaa); cases in which the slave has been promised freedom on the master’s death (mudabbar); the law concerning slaves in emancipation contracts (mukatab); the protection conferred upon the slave woman who bears her master a child (umm al walad).

One of the earliest Muslim slave manumission documents recorded appears in the monumental, 9,000-page, thirty-three-volume Nihayat al Arab fi Funun al Adab (The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition). This fourteenth-century encyclopaedia by the Egyptian Shihab al Din Ahmad al Nuwayri (1279–1333), who one day in 1316 left his dreary clerical job and ‘mounted the stallion of reading’, is as magnificent as its title suggests. It covers everything from Adam’s first sneeze and the dimensions of the sky to the forgetfulness of the ostrich and the rise of Genghis Khan. Though it is a late source for early Islam, the cut-and-paste manumission contract included here accords completely with the description of such a document by the Egyptian jurist Ibn Abd al Hakam (772–829) in his Al Mukhtasar al Kabir fi al Fiqh (Major Compendium of Jurisprudence), which perhaps was not quite as readable as Al Nuwayri’s encyclopaedia, published five centuries later. It blends the legal with the Quranic – Allah naturally provides His blessing for the slave’s manumission – cites a pertinent hadith about a slave in debt remaining a slave and stipulates, as we would put it today, that Terms & Conditions apply:


______________ contracts with his slave, who is in his possession and ownership, confirmed as a slave and named __________ of __________ nationality, the Muslim, who is known to possess good qualities, piety, virtue and trustworthiness. This contract is according to His statement – He is Most High – ‘Contract with them if you know some good in them.’ It is made for a total of __________ money, to be apportioned in instalments and paid at the end of every month of __________ in the future. The master donates to the slave a portion of the instalment, a total of __________, of which the slave is absolved, according to God’s statement – He is Mighty and Exalted – ‘give them some of God’s wealth that He has given you’. This is a valid and legal emancipation contract. His master grants him permission to earn money, buy and sell. When he fulfils this contract, he is considered one of the free Muslims: he possesses assets as they do and has the same responsibilities. No one has any claim on him beyond that of legal clientage. But if he defaults, even by a single dirham, he remains in the legal category of slavery, according to the Prophet’s statement – God’s peace and blessing be upon him – ‘the slave is a slave as long as a dirham remains due’. Bearing witness to the contents of this contract on __________ date are __________.16



Lawyers then, as now, tended to make things look much clearer on the page than perhaps they were in real life. The formal triumvirate of Quran, Sunna and fiqh may have set the broad template of slavery within the Muslim realm but not everyone followed the law. Or, to put it another way, there was the law of the holy book, the Prophet and the earnest jurists on the one hand and then there was the often more compelling law of supply and demand – and desire – on the other.

As Muslim African states found to their cost and ruin for many centuries to come, their status as fellow Muslims, supposedly an inviolable legal protection against enslavement, all too frequently offered no defence against the rapacious greed of slavers with eager markets to satisfy. In 1391, for example, the Muslim king of Bornu, today’s northern Nigeria, sent a desperate letter to the Egyptian Sultan Barquq (r. 1382–9; 1390–99), himself a former slave, beseeching him for urgent assistance against marauding Arab slave raiders who were ransacking his kingdom and enslaving his people, their co-religionists. ‘These Arabs have devastated all our country, the whole of Bornu,’ he wrote. ‘They have seized our free men and our relatives, who are Muslims, and sold them to the slave dealers of Egypt and Syria and others; some they have kept for their own service.’17

Law as envisioned by Allah, His Prophet and the scholars was all very well while it counted, but sometimes it counted for nothing.


	
I. In Slavery and Islam, Jonathan Brown posits what he calls the ‘Slavery Conundrum’, consisting of three axioms which cannot be held coherently at the same time. First, slavery is an intrinsic moral evil. Second, slavery is slavery. Third, our past has moral authority over us. ‘These axioms’, he writes, ‘form a conundrum because they cannot each be denied, but neither can they all be true.’ See pp. 150–3.

	
II. Kharijites, from the Arabic word for ‘those who went out’, were the earliest Islamic sect, separate from either Sunni or Shia Muslims. They rejected the doctrine of the caliph’s infallibility and opposed the monopolization of power by one clan. They also rejected both Sunni claims to the caliphate by the Quraysh tribe and the Shia claims advanced by Ali’s descendants, preferring a democratic election to the highest office. Removal of any leader who had sinned was obligatory for this puritanical movement, whose fanatical beliefs fuelled regular rebellions against established authority.

	
III. Between the late seventh century and the middle of the eighth, many North African Berbers, Ibadi Muslims who proclaimed their belief in man’s equality before God, had successfully transformed their status ‘from slaves to slavers’, raiding to their south to enslave sub-Saharan Africans. See E. Savage, ‘Berbers and Blacks: Ibadi Slave Traffic in Eighth-Century North Africa’, The Journal of African History, Vol. 33, No. 3 (1992), p. 351.

	
IV. Almost 600 years later, slaves were still featuring prominently in the international trade to Afghanistan. Caravans from India, wrote the thirteenth-century author of The Merits of Balkh, arrived in the northern Afghan city of Balkh, bringing ‘fine aromatic roots and fragrances such as aloe wood, camphor, and the like; delicious sweet things, such as sugar and sugar-candy; a multitude of precious goods of unlimited value; pretty slave girls and white slave boys from Turkistan; Tamghaji silver coins; Farghana silk…’. See Arezou Azad, ‘Ecology, Economy, and The Conquest of Khurasan’ in The Umayyad World, p. 342 (Oxford, 2020).

	
V. Dhimmi were officially protected persons, non-Muslims who in return for their payment of the jizya tax and acknowledgement of Muslim authority were given legal protection and permitted freedom of religion.

	
VI. A third category, Dar al Sulh, House of Treaty, designated those lands which had a treaty of peace with Muslims, but was not universally recognized by Muslim jurists.

	
VII. One of the main reasons for confusion is the impossibility of reaching a definitive, consistent understanding of the word mawla thanks to the complexity of Arabic. It can be used in many contexts, to denote a ‘ “Lord, possessor, chief, benefactor, manumitter, protector, lover, follower, charge, cousin, ally, contractor, in-law, slave, freedman, client,” as well as religious master, novice slave-owner, non-Arabian convert to Islam, and political agent.’ See Daniel Pipes, ‘Mawlas: Freed Slaves and Converts in Early Islam’ in Robert Hoyland (ed.), Muslims and Others in Early Islamic Society, pp. 277–322.
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