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AHMED NAZMI

The Functions of the White Slaves in the Social Life of
the Abbasid Caliphate

At the end of 6th beginning of the 70th century A.D., the time of the advent
of Islam, slavery was a regular element of society.’ Like other religions, Islam did
not prohibit this system. Needless to say Islamic low and its jurisprudence in 1ts
approach to slavery in general has presented more substantial moral rules than
are to be found in other religions. This was achieved by considerably ameliorating
the lot of slaves under Islam.

According to the Qur’an,*granting slaves freedom and emancipating them are
considered acceptable charitable deeds by God.?

Perhaps it should be also emphasized that slavery in Islam does not convey
the same idea as in other civilisations.*In Islam the slave has equal rights with
his master in food, clothing and dwelling, moreover the slave can manage his own
business and buy his own freedom.’But in practice depended on what kind of
function or job the slave had and this we shall explain in due course.

By the coming of the Umayyad dynasty thousands of slaves, captives both
black and white, had been brought in to the Caliphate as war booty, this occurred
as result of war like expeditions round the four points of the compass. White
slaves became a distinctive phenomenon inside the Muslim society as early as the
beginning of the Umayyad period.

Spain and the Byzantine lands were the main sources of slaves of Euro-
pean origin. The war between the Arabs and the rising Khazarian State, beyond
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the Caucasian mountains became a parallel source of the Eurasian slaves who
were of Turkish as well as Ugrian origin.®The Umayvad penetration in Tran-
cauucasus region brought a trickle of Slav domestic slaves as mentioned by A l-
Baladuri."Most probably the majority of these slaves are not only of Slavonic
race but a mixture of Bulgarian, Slav, Finno-Ugrian and Turkish races as has
been pointed out by recent scholars.®

According to C. E. Bosworth the acquisition of slaves was a compelling
motive behind almost all Arab raids into the steppes between the Caspian and
Black Seas.”By the coming of the Abbasids, the demand for domestic slaves gTEW
up. The slavery system was closely integrated into Muslim society in general, its
elements recruited from non-Muslim peoples who had been mostly captured in
war or purchased on the European slave markets.

T'he demand for white slaves by the Muslim was an increasing one and there
are many reasons for this. Some white slaves served in the Muslim army: for
example In the Western Caliphate—Umayyad in Spain and Fatimid in North
Africa—they were known by the name Saqaliba, the term which in general was
applied to the white slaves—servants and soldiers—who were from a great variety
of European races but not only the Slavs.'Y The life of Slaves in the Eastern
Caliphate is not truly documented but their functions and behaviour were similar
to those of the Muslim Slaves in the West with few exception of significance.
From the point of view of social structure, the role of the white slaves was more
remarkable in the Abbasid society. It is obvious that the slaves of European origin
did not have any important influence on the economic life of the Islamic state.
They did not contribute to either agricultural or industrial activity.

It was suggested in general terms that the establishment of the white slavery
system in the Fastern Caliphate was not intended for the purpose of using the
slaves for manual labour or in the military sphere.

The available Islamic sources do not include substantial evidence of such ac-
tivity. Quite the contrary—black slaves were used intensively for manual labour
particularly for example in soil reclamation in Southern Iraq.1!The inhuman treat-
ment on mass of black slaves in Southern Iraq was one of the main reasons which
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led to the so called ,,Negro revolution” which lasted about fourteen years from the
yvear 868 to 872 A.D. According to the Arabic sources, this rebellion was joined
by about 15 thousand Negroes.!'?

As far as the white slaves are concerned, it seems that neither economic nor
military employviment was important and their role was restricted mostly to a
social one. They were used mainly for domestic services in Caliphs, Princes’ and
high officials’ palaces as well as in the houses of merchants and wealthy people
who were able to buy such slaves. It was rare for these slaves to be used extensively
in military service as were the slaves of Turkish and Asian origin, who had been
integrated into the Abbasid army by the Caliph Al-Mu‘tasim who had purchased
approximately four thousand Turkish boys to form the nucleus of his army. Later
this became a permanent system in the Caliphate and was to last for more than
a century and a half.!®

There is however no evidence to support the view that white slaves were not
employed in the Muslim army. They may were have served as special guards or
for special auxiliary tasks.

The oldest source mentioning the use of white slaves in such jobs seems to
be Al-Mas‘@idi who mentions that during the reign of the Caliph ‘Utman,
Mu‘awiya the governor of Syria arrested Abii Darr Al-Gaffart who was causing
him a lot of trouble and sent him to Al-Madina—the Muslim capital at this time
guarded by an escort of Slavs.*

We cannot ascertain whether those guards were ot Slavonic origin or of other
Indo-European races. Nevertheless this passage of Al-Mas‘id1 confirmed that
white slaves had a military role from the time of the early Caliphate.

Other information also deriving from Al-Mas®i1d1 tells us that some of the
white slaves had similar jobs, for example the chamberlain of the last Umayyad
Caliph was one of his slave boys who had the name Saqlab.'® Perhaps this name
indicated a man of Slavonic origin.

There were also cases when many white slaves particularly those who were
cunuchs served in military posts as guardian leaders and chief commanders of
the main fortification points on the borders between Muslim and Byzantine ter-
ritory.*°

As far as male slaves are concerned, there were among them the gilman*’(boys)
who were servants working in the palaces and the hisyan who were serving and

12 Al-Mas’adi, Muruad ad-dahab wa-ma‘adin al-gawhar, edited by M. M. ‘Abdal-Hamid,
Misr, Dar ar-Raga’, without date, vol. IV, p. 135.

13 Op. cit., p. 9.

14 Op. cit., vol. I, p. 228.

15 Al-Mas’ud1, At- Tanbih wa-al-i8raf, edited by Baron Rosen, reprinted in Beirut 1965, p. 328.
16 Al-Gahiz, Kitab al-hayawan, edited by A. M. Harun, Al-Qahira, without date, vol. I, pp.
173, 174.

17 The term gulam, in plural gilman has very wide meaning in Arabic, essentially it means a
young man or a boy (beardless). Often indicate a slave servant or bodyguard but not eunuch.
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guarding the harym in general. The rich and luxurious style of these palaces saw
the presence of expensive furniture and fittings and both ~gilman and histwyan”
in order to add more splendour to the Caliph’s court as well as in the residences
of the princes and state officials. For instance, some of these officials owned a
great many slaves. According to At-T abarT one of the state officials, had thirty
gulams (slave boys).®*The army chiefs and wealthy people also employed gilman
and hisiyan.

The presence of white slaves whether they were boys or eunuchs was not
restricted to urban Muslim societies alone these white slaves were also found in
the desert among the Bedouin tribes, specifically as the property of Arab tribal
leaders. As some of the Arabic sources mention, Abii Sa‘id Al-Ganabi the chief
of the Qaramita (the Carmatians) who was living in the Hagar desert south of
Iraq owned many white slave boys. Moreover, one of his slave boys assassinated
him.*This shows how the slavery system was integrated in Muslim society as a
whole.

As far as the slave boys duties are concerned, we know that they were close to
their masters to the extent that they were serving them personally. For instance,
some ot them hold the position of a butler who was responsible among other
things for testing the beverage offered to his master as well as that of waiter
whose job was to present the food and supervise the service accorded to his lord
during meals; many of these boys later occupied high official posts commanding
influential state affairs; nevertheless they kept their former titles and epithets
which referred to their previous jobs, such as Badir aé—garébi/ Badir the waiter
or the butler,”*Nadir al-Harami /Nadir the supervisor of the harim.?*!Ma’nis al-
Hazin /Mu’nis the treasurer or the store house man.22

Other temporary assignments or unusual tasks were also performed by the
white slaves. For instance, the assassination of undesirable men or even the
Caliphs themselves had often been performed by them. We have many quotations
on such matters in Arabic sources. For example, when the Caliph Al-Ma’'miin de-
cided to liquidate his Vizier Al-Fadl Ibn Sahl, he sent four of his slaves to kill him;
one of them was a certain Slav boy named Muwaffaq as-Saqlabi (Muwaffaq the
Slav), the second one was a Greek named Constantin Ar-Rimi.23Other sources

At-Tabari, op. cit., vol. VIII, p. 311. See also D. Sourdel, Article Ghulam, The Encyclopaedia
of Islam. New Edition, Brill 1965.

18 At-Tabari, op. cit., vol. IX, p. 162.

19 Anonimous, Kitab al-*uyiin, op. cit., p. 175. Miskawayhi. Tagarib al-umam, edited by
H. F. Amedroz, London 1920, vol. I, p. 33,

2V Anonimous Kitab al- ‘uyun, op. cit., p. vol. II. 162.

“l TbnFadlan, Risalat Ibn radlan, edited by Sami ad-Dahan, Matbi‘at al-Magma‘ al-‘Tlmi
al-‘Arabi bi-Dimagq 1960, p. 197a.

a2 Miskawayhi, op. cit., pp. 7 and 16.

23 At-Tabari, op. cit., vol. V, p. 565.
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say that these slaves were also involved in dissension and disturbances inside the
court and Caliph’s palaces as well as in civil strife in general. Many of them were
employed for such dirty tasks as killing and torturing the Caliphs and officials.
The Caliph Al-Mustak{i for instance was gouged and agonised at the hands of his
own servant who was of Slav origin.#*

On the other hand, the custom of using white slaves in the courts and palaces
created a sense of beauty which reflected on the social life in big cities in general
and 1in Baghdad in particular. It also left traces in literature and artistic life. Court
poetry about the boys, was a new phenomena that appeared in Arabic literature
as a result of the social exchange and the establishment of the new rich classes.
Many poets dealt with dallying and erotic poetry about boys. Abu Nuwas and
Bagsar Ibn Burd were the most famous poets in this field.?? Among the officials,
Yahya Ibn Aktam, the main judge of Al-Basra, was known as a homosexual and
was also involved in writing love poetry to boys.“®Some Caliphs employed their
poets in making verses about dalliance with their own boys.?"Consequently it
might be thought that homosexuality was widely spread among the people at
that time. It seems that such phenomenon was more common among the high
classes of official and rich people. Other information derived from many Arabic
sources confirms that the Caliph Al-Amin himself was involved in this prohibited
love with one of his slave boys.%®

According to these matrials, Zubayda, the mother of the Caliph Al-Amin,
when she noticed that her son was fond of boys, arranged that many of her
graceful slave girls should be dressed like boys and even their heads were covered
to make them look more like boys. The girls who looked like boys were known in
literature by the name al-gulamiyyat.*®Moreover, the girls and women in Baghdad
society at this time began to imitate the gulman (boys) by cutting and combing
their hair as well as in the way they dressed. They were also trying to look as
graceful as boys."

Besides these functions, the white slaves either from the markets or from
the palaces were used occasionally in the exchange of captives as replacement for

Muslim soldiers or civilians who were captured by The Byzantine. In the year 231
H. 845-846 A.D. during the reign of the Caliph Al-Watiq, an exchange of this
kind between the two powers took place near the frontier. Both, the Caliphate
and Byzantine Empire agreed to carry out this exchange and since the number

24 Anonimous Kitab al-‘uyian, op. cit., p. 441,

25 Al-Mas‘Gd1, Murdd, op. cit., vol. III, pp. 343, 346.

26 Thid.

27 Qp. cit., vol. IV, p. 72.

28 Al-Gahsayari, Kitab al-wuzara’ wa-al-kuttab, edited by M. As-Saqgqa and others. Al-
Qahira 1938, p. 293.

Y Al-Mas’tdi, Murad op. cit., vol. 111, p. 245.

30 Thid.
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of Mushim captives exceeded the number of the Byzantine ones, the Caliph gave
the order for purchasing and gathering white slaves from the markets and places
in an effort to make the number of Muslim captives equal to the Byzantine one.
This was repeated during the reign of the Caliph Al-Mugqgtadir.3!

As far as al-hisiyan (the eunuchs) are concerned, they existed in Muslim so-
ciety for special functions, mostly as supervising, guarding and serving in the
harim in the palaces of Caliphs and in the houses that belonged to the officials
and wealthy people. Abu Hilal al-‘Askari, who relies on Al-Gahiz, says
that using eunuchs was not known among the Arabs before Islam. The author
adds that Mu‘awiya was the first Caliph to have been served in his palaces by
eunuchs.”“The term hadam (servants) was also used in Arabic as an equivalent
conventional word for eunuchs.’*This term was usually mentioned to describe
the persons instead of the word eunuchs. For instance, Ma'nis al-Hadim, Muflih
al-Hadim etc. It cannot however be taken strictly as a synonim. According to
Philip Hit ti, the term gilman might also refer to eunuchs,>*but it is difficult to
agree with his view because the linguistic concept of the word means a boy who
has reached the stage of carnal appetite and sensuous desire. On the other hand,
there is no indication in our sources which can confirm this supposition.

Other Arabic sources deal with the emasculation process in detail but there is
no need to mention it here.®®On the other hand, most of these materials point out
that the emasculation process is rejected and because of its inhumanity, the Mus-
im does not carry out that kind of practice. Most of those who performed it were
not Muslims; in addition the operation was often carried out outside the Muslim
countries.*®We are also informed by A1-Gahiz of this view in his work Fi damm
an nasara where there are several noteworthy remarks about the emasculation
process which had been carried out by the Byzantine and eastern Christians for
the boys who had to serve in church.?”According to Al-MuqgaddasT the Mus-
llm armies were accustomed, during their raids against Byzantine provinces, to
attack the churches in order to kidnap the eunuch children who were serving
in those churches.’®Castration and using eunuchs was common in the Byzantine
Empire.

L At-TabarTt, op. cit., V. IX, p. 142. Miskawyhi, op. cit., p. 55.
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pp. 41, 42,

38 Al-MugaddasT, ibid.
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The spread of emasculation in Byzantium was for a different purpose, either
religious or military whereas the reason for using eunuchs in Muslim countries
was mainly a social one. Eunuchs in the social structure of Muslim countries
were of both colours either white or black. Al-Muqgaddasiin this case divided
the hadam (eunuch servants) into three kinds as follows: the first kind which
was brought to Egypt—it seems that he is talking about the Nubians—the sec-
ond kind which was brought to Aden—it seems they were from East Africa and
Abyssinia—the author considered the second kind as the worst, and the third
and best kind which consisted of white eunuchs servants who were of Slav or
Rum (Greek) origin.??It should be noticed in this connection that there were
two kinds of castrated boys. The first who were castrated in a way which only
forbade them to have progeny but allowed them to retain carnal appetite, such
an eunuch was called al-maslab. The second kind were those fully castrated by
cutting off their sexual organs. This kind of eunuch was known by the name
madgbub.*"Most of the eunuchs who were appointed to serve the harim were of
the second kind. Ibn Idari al-Murrakusi recounted that in the palace of the
Caliph Al-Hakam in Qurtuba there were thousand of these slave eunuchs who
were of the Saqaliba.?! It should be realised that common tradition in Muslim
society recommended the use of black eunuchs as servants, and in supervising
and serving the Harim in order to avoid the platonic love adventures which oc-
cassionally happened among the women residing in hartm and their white eu-
nuchs servants.**The conservative and pious Caliph Al-Muhtadt appointed his
black eunuch Kafur in his hartm**Muflih another black eunuch of the Caliph Al-
Muttaqi was responsible for supervising the Caliph’s sons.**Nevertheless, other
sources argued that white eunuch servants were also appointed to serve in the
harim among other classes in Muslim society. According to At-Tanthi, Hamid
Ibn al-‘Abbas the Vizier of the Caliph Al-Muqtadir and the rich merchant ibn
al-Gassas employed white eunuchs in their harim.**The eunuchs functions were
not restricted to serving inside the palaces only. Some high official jobs were
delegated to them. Mostly they served as senior commanders in the military for-
tifications on frontiers with the Byzantine Empire. Al- Gahiz suggested that
such jobs were carried out by the eunuchs because most of them had been cas-

39 Tbid.

40 A1-Gahiz, Kitab al-hayewan, op. cit., V. I, pp. 166, 167. See also: Al-Mas‘adi1, Murag,
op. cit. vol. III, p. 247. and vol. IV, p. 181. Al-Azhari, Tahdib @l-lug‘a, edited by M. A.
allHafagi and M. F. al-Qi’da, Al-Qahira 1964. V. X, p. 510.

4l Tbn ’'Idari al-Murrakugi, Al-Bayan al-mugarib fi ahbar ahl al- Anda,lus wa-al-Magrib,
edited by G. S. Colin and Lévi Provencal, Beirut 1983, 2nd edition, vol. 11, p. 25, 89.

42 Abu Hayyvan at-Tawhidi, Kitab al-imtd’ wa-al-mu’anasa, op. cit., vol. III, p. 42.

43 Anonimous, op. cit., p. vol. II, p. 412.

44 At-Tabari, op. cit., vol. IX, p. 440.

4 At-Tannthi, Niswar al-muhadara wa-ahbar al-mudakra, edited by ‘Abbud ad-Salgr.
Bairut 1971, vol. 111, p. 43.
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trated by the Riim (Byzantine) when they were young, and accordingly they
would be more aggressive towards these who made them eunuchs.*6Other tem-
porary tasks were done by them, too. In the year 305H/917-918, the Caliph
Al-Mugtadir sent two of his eunuch servants on a diplomatic mission to the
Byzantine Emperor to conduct negotiation about the capture exchange process
between the two states.*” The spread of eunuchs in the structure of Abbasid Mus-
lim society particularly among the sovereigns and rich classes was phenomenal.
According to Arabic. sources the palaces of the Caliph Al-Mugtadir contained
eleven thousand black and white eunuchs.®®In certain circumstances some of
them had opportunities to acquire wealth and power to an even greater ex-
tent than those who were normal and free. For instance Mii’nis who had the
epithet al-hadim was one of those who reached the post of army high comman-
der.4”

As far as the harTm and the life inside the palaces are concerned, the Arabic
sources of that epoch contain much information which goes some way to giv-
ing us an adequate picture of the situation with regard to maidens and slave
women. Lhere is no doubt that the number of slave women was great. According
to Al-Mas‘tidi, the Caliph Al-Mutawakkil received on one occasion a present
of 200 slaves including maids and boys.’°A t- Tabari states that one state offi-
clal. ‘Umar Ibn Farag in the time of the Caliphs Al-Watiq and Al-Mutawakkil,
owned one hundred slave women.”!Other scattered information gives us a general
conception that the female slaves existed extensively in the Abbasid society and
on a wide scale. Some women slaves were ummuhat awlad (mothers of children)
then they became wives of the Caliphs. Arabic sources have concentrated too
much on the mothers of the Caliphs and their slave women, even to the extent
that one of the Arab authors allocated an entire book to the private lite of Caliphs
including their mothers, wives, mistresses and songsters.5? In addition to these of
the Caliphs’ wives or mothers who were of Turkish origin or other Asiatic races
or indeed were sometimes black, many others were of European origin mostly of
Greek Byzantine origin (Ruamiyydat) or Slavs (Saqalabiyyat), and a few of Cir-
cassian (gurgiyyat) or Spanish (Andalusiyyat) origin. There are not many pieces
of conflicting evidence among our sources concerning the Caliphs’ mothers’ or

40 Al-Gahiz, Kitab al-hayawan, op. cit., vol. I, p. 173.

47 Al-Mas‘udrt, At-Tanbih, op. cit., p. 193.

8 As-Suyatd, Tarih al-hulafa’, edited by M. A. Ibrahim. Cairo 1976, p. 613. TbnAt-
Tuqtuqi, Al-Fahr? fv al-adab as-sultaniyyae, Maktabat Muhammad ‘All Subayh, Misr 1962, p.
209.

49 Al-Mas‘uadi, Muriag, op. cit. vol. i1l, p. 234.

°U Op. cit. V. III, p. 234.

o1 At-Tabari, op. cit., V. IX, p. 161.

°2 Ibn as-S&a’i, Nisa’ al-hulafa’, edited by Mustafa Gawad, Al-Qahira, without date, p. 16.
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wives’ origin. Sometimes the contradiction was restrained if the Caliph’s mother
was Greek or Slav. The essential reason for a Caliphs’ marrying slave woman
was if she gave him a children.?We are confirmed in this view by Al- Gahiz
in his noteworthy conclusion which states that ,/ The Rum girls—he means here
the European girls in general—had given birth to the Muslim Kings—he means
here the Caliphs”.?*On the other hand, nothing could prevent the Caliph who
might pass on his wife who was a slave before to another Caliph. Therefore it
is not surprising to hear that the Caliph Al-Musta‘in passed on his three slaves
wives to his successor the Caliph Al-Mu‘tazz—of course under the insistence of
the second.5?A1- G ahiz also commented on the fact, that it was easy for a slave
woman to marry many men, one by one if she was desired by them. On the other
hand, it was not acceptable by tradition for a free Muslim woman to divorced
free woman considering that as a shameful act.’®According to many accounts,
lots of Caliphs had partially European blood. The Caliph Al-Musta‘n had a
Slav mother as well as the Caliph Al-Mustakfi and the Caliph Al-Mut1.’’Other

Caliphs as Ar-Radi, Al-Mu‘tamid, Al-Mu‘tazz and Al-Muttaql had Greek moth-

rs.?8The Caliph Al-Muwaffaq’s mother was of Spanish-Andalusian origin.??So

there is no reason for being surprised that many Caliphs and Caliphs’ sons as
described by Muslim authors had European features—white skin, blond hair and
blue eyes. According to these sources, the Caliph Al-Watiq whose mother was
a Greek woman®had a European outward appearance.’?Al-Mas‘ad1 who was
an eyvewitness commented that the Caliph Al-Muttaqt had bluish eyes and blond
hair.?“Tt was known that his mother was a Greek woman, similarly by Caliph
Al-Muhtadi.®?

It should be also noticed in this connection that the Caliph’s harim, either
wives or mothers, were able to exercise persuasion and had notable influence on
their Caliphs; some of them indeed became very rich. For instance Al-Musta‘in’s
mother was of Slav origin, had a fortune of a million dinars, and his son gave her

53 According to Al-Kasani, this was known by the Arabic term al-istilad (procreation), op.
cit., vol. IV, p. 129.
54 Al-Gahiz, F7 damm an-nasarda, op. cit., p. 16.
°> At-Tabari, op. cit., vol. X, p.349.
56 Al-Gahiz, op. cit., p. 61.
57 Al-Hamadani, Duyul tarih at-Tabari, edited by M. A. Ibrahim, Cairo 1977, p. 324. See
also Anonimous, op. cit. vol. IV., pp. 415, 445.
°8 Al-HamadanT, op. cit., p. 324. Al-Mas‘tadi1, Murad, op. cit., vol. IV, p. 124. As-SuytT,
Op cit., pp. 573, 580, 623.
Ibn as-9a’'1, op. cit., p. 82.
60 Al-Mas‘udi, At- Tanbzh, op. cit., p. 361.
oL Op. cit., p. 397.
92 Al-Mas‘adr, ibid.
63 Thn al-Atir, Al-Kamil fr at-tarih, Bilag-al-Qahira 1290 H., vol. VII, p. 83.
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a free hand in the state financial affairs.®4The mother of the Caliph Al-Mu‘tazz,
who was even more wealthy, had a fortune of about 1.3 million dinars 6

- In general Muslim society at that time had always shown a considerable elas-
ticity with regard to Muslim marriages with slave women; moreover, according
to Al-Gahiz the Muslim tolerated transterring slave wives to another husband
or more, this was not so easy with a free woman.6

Another duty that was given sometimes to the white women slaves was the
duty of gahramana®"which was related to the supervision of the harim financial
allocations.®®That function resembles the Job held by the household manager to
day. It also seems that there was always a main qahramana for the whole harim
and there was one gahramana for each of the Caliph’s wives.®?Many of these
qahramanas played an important role in administering the state affairs. Some of
them had great influence on the Caliphs, they could dismiss Viziers from their
posts and appoint new ones. Umm Miisa, the gahramana had a strong hand over
the Caliph Al-Muqtadir and his court. She usually gave orders to the officials and
signed orders herself.?0

In fact 1t is difficult to decide whether there were many white slave women
who held this job or not, but from our sources we come to the conclusion that the
majority of gahramanas were mostly free women. This Job was also attended by
men, for organising the financial affairs of the Caliphs, princes and high officials.”?

Next to be considered as one of the main duties assigned to the white female
slaves was the job of the maids of honour or the wasifat who mostly served the
Caliph’s wives and princes. Many of them sometimes were also mistresses of the
Caliphs or their owner. One of our sources mentions that the Caliph Al-Watiq-
was fond of the maid of honour of his wife Farida.”?

The sanction of concubinate in Islam allowed Caliphs, their high officials and
rich people to possess many maiden girls for this purpose. The Caliphs themselves
used to give bondswomen as presents to faithful adherents and officials. If the
slave woman gave birth to her master’s child, she could not be resold and had a
right to become a wife of the child’s father and the ofispring was also considered

64 Al-HamadanT, op. cit., p. 324.

65 At-Tabari, op. cit., V. IX, p. 284. Ibn al-Atir. op. cit., p. 42.

°6 Al-Gahiz, Risalat al-qiyan, op. cit., p. 61.

7 Tt seems too that the job of gahramana was attended to the men. In this case that man is
called gahraman. At-Tabard, op. cit., p. 160. See also Al-Azadi, Tarth al-Mawsal, edited by
A. HabTba, Al-Qahira 1967, p. 383.

°¢ An-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-arab fi funin al-adab, edited by M. A. Ibrahim, Al-Qahira
1955. vol. I1., pp. 166, 169.

%Y Al-Mas‘adr, Murug, op. cit., vol. IV, p. 86.

0 As-Suyiti, op. cit., pp. 608, 613. Anonimous, op. cit., vol. IV, p. 432. Miskawayhi, op.
cit., vol. I, p. 50. Ibn at-TuqtuqT, Al-Fahrz, op. cit. p. 24.

1 Al-Mas‘fid7, ibid., vol. TTI, p. 1609. Al-Azadi, op. cit., p. 383.

2 Tbn as-5a’l, op. cit., pp. 60, 1.
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legitimate and could inherit its father’s property in equal shares with the children
of the free wife. Moreover, Islam commended the marriage of Muslim with a slave
woman. 3 According to Muslim sources, the Caliph ‘Umar Ibn al-Hattab was the
first who prohibited selling or giving away the mother of children.”

Also many maiden girls worked as servants and stewardesses at their master’s
palaces and houses.”®As far as the giyan are concerned, they were distinguished
for their musical talents and nice voices. Mostly they were of mawalidat (half
blood) stock. This was a result of intermarriage between two races, usually the
black race and the white one.”®According to A1- G ahiz’s classification, the hilast
or hilasyya was a kind resulted of intermarriage between the white and Abyssinian
races. The baysari was from the white and Indian races.””The third kind of in-
termarriage between races was the bagli (mule) and it resulted from marriage
between the Slavic race and another, often black.”

It is generally admitted in the Arabic sources that the giyan were distinguished
by their skills in literature particularly in poetry and singing. On the other hand,
they were good chess players and attractice companions.”™

The qgiyan as distinct from other slaves were, generally, learned, knew by heart
a thousand verses of Arabic poems.

Moreover they were trained and skilled in playing music and singing.*°Tt is not
surprising therefore that many of them fetched extravagantly high price. barira
ar-Ra’iqyya was sold to Ibn Ra’iq for 13 thousand dinars; she was half caste
slave.®Inan, the slave women of An-Natiff reached the price of two hundred
thousand dirhams. Mahbuba the Caliph Al-Mutawakkil’s singing girl was much
appreciated and held a great value for her master.®?In this connection it should
be noticed that the work of Abu al-Farag al-Isfahani known by the name

Kitab al-agant dealt with the matter of the giyan and singers. On the other hand
Al-Gahiz has left us his work Risalat al-qiyan, in which he explains how fond

3 Qurlan, s. XXIV, 33, s. IV, 3, 25, s. XXIII, 6, s. XXIV, 32, s. XXXIII, 52, s. XXX, 28. See
also Al-Gazali, op. cit., 426.

4 Al-‘Askart, op. cit., p. 240. See also Abi Hayyan, op. cit., vol. I1I, p. 161.

5 Al-Gahiz, Risdlat al-giydn, op. cit., p. 60. Ibn as-Sa’1, op. cit., p. 80.

6 A1-Gahiz, Kitab al-hayawan op. cit., vol. I, p. 157.

T Tbid.

"8 Al-Gahiz, Kitab al-bigal. Rasa’il al-Gahiz, edited by A. Hartn, Al-Qahira 1965, vol. II,
p. 281.

9 Tbn as-Sa’1, op. cit., p. 80, 81. At-Tannuhi, Al-Farad ba‘d as-sidda, Maktabat al-Hangr.
Misr 1955, p. 387. Al-1b&thi, Al-Mustazraf fi kull fann mustatraf, Maktabat al-Gumhuriyya,
Misr 1385, I, pp. 154, 155. Al-Wasdsa’, Al-Muwassa aw az-zurf wa-az-zurafa’, Dar Hadir, Bairut
1965, pp. 99, 134-137.

S0 Al-Mas‘tidi, Murug, op. cit., vol. IV, pp. 157-162. Al-Gahiz, Risdlat al-qiyan, p. 69.
Abtd Hayyan, op. cit., vol. I, p. 182. Al-Ibs1hi, op. cit., pp. 154, 153, 159,

5L Al-Hamadani, op. cit., p. 389. Ibnas-Sa’1, op. cit., p. 47.

52 Al-Mas‘ad1, Murad, op. cit., pp. 73, 74. For more information about the Qyan prices see
also At-Tanthi, Al-Farad ba‘d as-§idda. op. cit., pp. 385, 386 and 387, 392.
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of the good and luxury life Abbasid society was: the main clement of this was the
songsters. Abt Hayyan at-Tawhid7 informed us that Baghdad and its district
Al-Karh were full of giyan houses which from his description seem to have been
similar to night-clubs or houses of ill fame like those that are known in the recent
time. According to our author’s explanation, in Al-Karh district there were about
460 temale giyans, 120 free women and 90 boys who were very skilled in singing,
playing music and giving pleasure to the clients.®3It also mentioned that the
Caliph Hartin ar-Ragid was personally fond of visiting the gijan houses.®*In other
cases rich people and high officials used to invite the ¢ijan to their own palaces
for consolation, singing and night chats.®®There was always a person who was
considered as the owner of the slave giyan and who organised their work. This
person was known by the name mugayyin and owned one or more giyans. Since
they were beautiful and highly talented in music and singing, the owner could
do good business. Al1-G ahiz mentioned that usually the muqgayyin took jewels
and gold in compensation for honour.*®Obviously such a person played the role of
pander. To avoid the accusation of fornication both, the muqayyin and his client
made a transaction. The first sold his slave girl (gina) to the second, attained his
sexual aim and could sell the ¢ina by return to her master but at a lower price.®”

Considerable importance during the Abbasid period, particularly till the end
of the tenth century was attached in Muslim society to the ownership of slaves.
White slaves were brought up to Muslim markets from Europe. In general the
Slavs (As-Saqaliba) and Greeks (Ram) were at the head of the imported slave
list.

According to Ibn Hurradadbeh, the majority of white slaves were Slavs,
Ruam, Franks, Longobards and Andalusian (Spanish origin)®*An almost similar
formulation is found in the slightly later geographical work of Ibn Hawqgal with
the exception that he did not mention the Longobards.®®Generally there is a
consensus among major Arabic sources that the Slavs, Greeks and Spaniards were
the main white European slaves who had been brought to the Muslim lands.%°

It seems that in that age many different parties were collaborating in slave
trade. The Muslim world was a great importer and there was great demand for

*3 Abu Hayyan. op. cit., p. 183. More information could be aiso found in the work of At-
Tanuhi, op. cit., pp. 385, 387.

34 Al-Gahsiyari, op. cit., p. 314.

85 Abit Hayyan. op. cit., p. 56.

6 Al—@éhiz, op. cit., pp. 73, 74. See also At-Taniihi, op. cit., p. 385.

37 Op. cit., p. 75.

3¢ Ibn Hurradadbeh, Kitab al-masalik wa-al-mamalik, edited by M. J. DeGoeje, Brill,
Leiden 1889., pp. 92, 93.

9 IbnHawqal, Sirat al-ard. (Opus Geographicum), edited by J. H. Kramers. Brill 1938,
vol. I, p. 110. See also Al-Istahri, Al-Masalik wa-al-maemalik. edited by M. G. al-HinTt, Cairo
1961, p. 37.

VA .Mez, op. cit., pp. 155, 156.
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such goods. Jews and their European partners were the suppliers and middlemen
of this trad.”

With such a background it is not surprising that the slave, particularly the
white one, came to play a prominent part in the structure of Abbasid society.
Many of them presumably attained a high degree of precedence and even rivalled
free Muslim people. Inferior status for white slaves or those who were half bred
between slaves and Arab, virtually disappeared. They then formed a peculiar
class which became remarkable in those times.”?

91 Tbid.
2 D. i R. Piwinscy, Niewolnicy w spotecznej strukturze islamu, ,Euhemer. Przeglad Reli-
gioznawczy’ 1978, No. 2 (108), pp. 53-58.




