
slavery in the arab world

slavery in the arab world has been a complex and multifaceted institution that spanned many
centuries and regions, profoundly influencing social, economic, and political structures. From the
early Islamic period through the Ottoman era and into the modern age, slavery shaped the dynamics
within Arab societies and affected millions of lives. This article explores the historical context, the
various forms of enslavement practiced, the sources of slaves, and the eventual abolition
movements. It also examines the legacy and continuing impact of slavery in contemporary Arab
countries. Understanding slavery in the Arab world involves analyzing its legal frameworks,
economic roles, and cultural dimensions, which differed significantly from those in other parts of the
world. The following sections provide a detailed overview of these aspects to offer a comprehensive
perspective on this critical subject.
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Historical Overview of Slavery in the Arab World

Early Islamic Period
Slavery in the Arab world traces back to pre-Islamic times, but it was during the early Islamic period
that the institution became more systematized. Islamic law regulated the treatment, rights, and
duties of slaves, integrating slavery into the social fabric. Enslaved individuals were often prisoners
of war, captives from raids, or purchased through trade networks.

Medieval and Ottoman Eras
During the medieval period and under Ottoman rule, slavery expanded with the growth of trade
routes connecting Africa, Asia, and Europe. The use of slaves in domestic service, military forces,
and agricultural work became widespread. The Ottoman Empire, which ruled much of the Arab
world for centuries, maintained complex slave systems, including the famous Mamluk military class.



Economic and Social Influence
Slavery in the Arab world was deeply intertwined with the economy and social hierarchy. Enslaved
people performed various roles, from labor-intensive tasks to positions of authority and influence,
particularly in military and administrative capacities. The institution also affected social
stratification and cultural norms throughout the region.

Types and Roles of Slaves

Domestic Slavery
One of the most common forms of slavery in the Arab world was domestic servitude. Enslaved
individuals worked as household servants, concubines, cooks, cleaners, and caretakers. This form of
slavery often involved women and children and was sometimes viewed differently from labor slavery
due to closer proximity to the master’s family.

Military Slavery
Military slavery was a distinctive aspect of the Arab world’s slave systems. Slave soldiers, known as
Mamluks or Ghilman, were trained and employed as elite troops and bodyguards. They could rise to
significant power, sometimes even ruling territories, as seen in Egypt and parts of the Levant.

Agricultural and Labor Slavery
Many slaves worked in agriculture, mining, and other labor-intensive industries. These slaves
typically endured harsh conditions and were crucial in maintaining the economic productivity of
plantations, estates, and mines throughout the Arab world. Labor slavery was prevalent in regions
with high demand for manual work.

Summary of Slave Roles

Domestic servants and concubines

Military personnel and elite guards

Agricultural laborers and miners

Skilled artisans and craftsmen

Administrative assistants and accountants



Sources and Routes of Slavery

Sub-Saharan Africa
A significant proportion of slaves in the Arab world were captured or purchased from Sub-Saharan
Africa. The trans-Saharan and Indian Ocean slave trades were major conduits for transporting
enslaved Africans into North Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and beyond. These routes facilitated a
continuous flow of slaves over centuries.

Europe and the Caucasus
Enslaved individuals were also brought from parts of Eastern Europe and the Caucasus, particularly
during the Ottoman period. Circassian and Slavic slaves were prized for their perceived beauty and
skills, often serving in elite domestic roles or harems.

Internal Enslavement and War Captives
Within the Arab world itself, war captives and prisoners from tribal conflicts or conquests were
frequently enslaved. This internal enslavement contributed to the diversity of the slave population
and the expansion of slavery beyond external trade.

Major Slave Trade Routes

Trans-Saharan caravan routes

Red Sea and Indian Ocean maritime routes

Ottoman overland routes connecting Europe and the Middle East

Local tribal and regional trade networks

Legal and Religious Context

Islamic Law and Slavery
Islamic jurisprudence shaped many aspects of slavery in the Arab world. While slavery was
permitted, it was regulated with specific rules concerning treatment, manumission, and the status of
offspring. The Quran and Hadith provided guidelines intended to mitigate the harshness of slavery
and encourage emancipation.



Manumission and Rights of Slaves
Manumission, or the freeing of slaves, was encouraged in Islamic law as a virtuous act. Slaves had
limited legal rights and protections, including the right to fair treatment, food, and clothing.
Children born to a slave woman and her master were often considered free, altering social dynamics
within households.

Variations Across Regions
The application of legal and religious principles regarding slavery varied across the Arab world due
to differing local customs, political authorities, and economic conditions. Some regions enforced
stricter regulations, while others allowed more exploitative practices to persist.

Abolition and Legacy

19th and 20th Century Abolition Movements
The abolition of slavery in the Arab world occurred largely under external pressures and internal
reform movements during the 19th and 20th centuries. European colonial powers influenced legal
reforms, while local leaders and intellectuals promoted emancipation in line with modern values and
international norms.

Persistence of Slavery and Human Trafficking
Despite formal abolition, forms of slavery and human trafficking have persisted in some parts of the
Arab world into the modern era. Issues such as forced labor, domestic servitude, and exploitation of
migrant workers continue to pose challenges to human rights.

Enduring Social and Cultural Impact
The legacy of slavery in the Arab world influences contemporary social structures, racial attitudes,
and economic disparities. Recognition of this history is essential for addressing ongoing inequalities
and promoting social justice throughout the region.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the historical scope of slavery in the Arab world?
Slavery in the Arab world spanned over many centuries, beginning before the rise of Islam in the 7th
century and continuing in various forms into the 20th century. It involved the enslavement of people
from Africa, Europe, and Asia, with slaves used for domestic service, military purposes, and labor.



How did Islam influence the practice of slavery in the Arab
world?
Islamic teachings regulated slavery rather than abolished it, emphasizing humane treatment of
slaves and encouraging their emancipation as a virtuous act. However, slavery remained an
accepted institution within Islamic law, and many Muslim societies continued the practice while
following these guidelines.

What were the primary sources of slaves in the Arab world?
The Arab slave trade primarily sourced slaves from Sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe (including
Slavic regions), and parts of Central Asia. African slaves were often brought through trans-Saharan
and Indian Ocean trade routes, while European slaves were captured through raids or bought from
intermediaries.

When and how was slavery abolished in Arab countries?
Slavery was officially abolished at different times across Arab countries, mostly during the 19th and
20th centuries, influenced by international pressure and changing social norms. For example, Saudi
Arabia abolished slavery in 1962, and Mauritania was the last country to formally abolish it in 1981,
though enforcement has varied.

What role did the Arab slave trade play in global history?
The Arab slave trade was one of the longest-lasting slave trades in history, significantly impacting
African demographics and societies. It facilitated cultural and economic exchanges across Africa, the
Middle East, and Asia, but also contributed to social disruptions and the spread of Islam in some
regions.

Is modern slavery still an issue in the Arab world today?
Yes, despite official abolition, forms of modern slavery and human trafficking, including forced labor
and domestic servitude, persist in some Arab countries. Migrant workers, in particular, are
vulnerable to exploitation under systems like the kafala sponsorship system, prompting calls for
reform and stronger protections.

Additional Resources
1. “Black Morocco: A History of Slavery, Race, and Islam” by Chouki El Hamel
This book delves into the complex history of slavery in Morocco, examining the intersection of race,
religion, and society. El Hamel explores how slavery was integrated into Moroccan culture and the
roles enslaved people played. The book also addresses the legacy of slavery and its impact on
contemporary Moroccan identity.

2. “Slavery and Islam” by Jonathan A.C. Brown
Jonathan A.C. Brown provides a nuanced exploration of the institution of slavery within Islamic
history and law. The book discusses how slavery in the Arab world was shaped by religious, social,
and economic factors. It challenges common misconceptions by providing historical context and



examining the experiences of enslaved individuals.

3. “The Zanj: Black Slaves in Iraq and the Arab World” by M.A. Shaban
This work focuses on the Zanj, East African slaves who were brought to Iraq and other parts of the
Arab world. Shaban investigates their origins, the conditions of their enslavement, and their role in
significant uprisings like the Zanj Rebellion. The book highlights the cultural and historical
significance of the Zanj in Arab history.

4. “Slavery in the Modern Arab World” by Murray Gordon
Murray Gordon’s book traces the persistence of slavery in the Arab world into the modern era. It
covers the abolition movements, the legal frameworks, and the social attitudes toward slavery in
various Arab countries. The author provides a detailed account of how slavery adapted and survived
despite international pressure.

5. “Sexuality and Slavery in the Middle East” by Suad Joseph
This book explores the intimate and often hidden aspects of slavery in the Arab world, focusing on
gender and sexuality. Suad Joseph analyzes the experiences of enslaved women and the dynamics of
power, exploitation, and resistance. The work sheds light on how slavery shaped social relations and
cultural norms.

6. “The Slave Trade in the Indian Ocean” by Gwyn Campbell
Gwyn Campbell examines the Indian Ocean slave trade, which significantly impacted the Arab
world’s economy and demographics. The book covers the routes, the commodities involved, and the
human cost of this trade network. It also discusses the role of Arab traders and the integration of
enslaved peoples into Arab societies.

7. “Slavery and Abolition in the Ottoman Middle East” by Ehud R. Toledano
This book focuses on the Ottoman Empire’s role in the Arab world’s slave systems and the gradual
process of abolition. Toledano explores legal reforms, economic changes, and social attitudes toward
slavery during the Ottoman period. The work provides insight into the complexities of ending slavery
in a vast and diverse empire.

8. “Arab Slavery, African Slaves: Islam, Race, and Identity in the Middle East” by Bernard Lewis
Bernard Lewis offers a historical overview of slavery in the Arab world, with a particular emphasis
on racial and religious identities. The book discusses how Islamic law influenced the treatment of
slaves and the social hierarchies that developed. Lewis also addresses the legacy of slavery and its
lasting effects on Middle Eastern societies.

9. “Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa: The Servile Estate” by John Ralph Willis
Willis provides a comprehensive study of slavery in Muslim African societies, many of which were
connected to the Arab world through trade and religion. The book explores the social, economic, and
cultural roles of slaves and their descendants. It highlights the diversity of slave experiences and the
complex interactions between African and Arab cultures.
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