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Slavery is Not Slavery: On Slaves and Slave Agency in the
Ottoman Empire, Introduction

What is a Slave in the Ottoman Empire?
We would like to thank to the German Funding Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) and the University of Bonn for its financial and
infrastructural support for the initial conference New Perspectives on Slavery: The
Ottoman Empire which took place from 28–30 June 2018 and was organized on
behalf of the Bonn Center for Dependency and Slavery Studies as a preparatory
step for this publication.
The subject of this volume are the options and the agency available to slaves in
the Ottoman Empire.1 In order to summarise the findings of the individual
contributions we will first have to consider some fundamental points. We need to
discuss two key terms: ‘agency’ and ‘slaves.’ Both should be employed only after
previous reflection, having been associated with a large number of very different
concepts—the result of much deep thinking by many scholars about the question
of how to conceptualize slavery.2 A fundamental problem arises from the fact that
‘slavery’ is frequently equated with plantation slavery in the Americas. Especially
in US American political thinking, this equation has become something of an
article of faith. As a result, what is stressed is the uniqueness of the phenomenon
1 For an overview see Suraiya Faroqhi, Slavery in the Ottoman World: A Literature Survey, OSML
4 (Berlin: EB Verlag, 2017). Additionally, note the following standard works for the study of
Ottoman slavery: Y. Hakan Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire and its Demise, 1800–1909
(London: Macmillan Press, 1996) and Ehud R. Toledano, among his several publications, As If
Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in the Islamic Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007). Regarding female slaves, see Madeline C. Zilfi, Women and Slavery in the
Late Ottoman Empire: The Design of Difference (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010).
2 Jeff Fynn-Paul and Damian Pargas, eds., Slaving Zones: Cultural Identities, Ideologies, and
Institutions in the Evolution of Global Slavery (Leiden: Brill, 2018); Noel Lenski and Catherine
M. Cameron, eds., What is a Slave Society? The Practice of Slavery in Global Perspective
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), and Michael Zeuske, Handbuch der Geschichte der Sklaverei: eine Globalgeschichte von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart, 2 vols.
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019).
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with all its repugnant cruelty—not unlike, perhaps, Germany’s Historikerstreit
about the Third Reich and the Holocaust.3 Attempts to compare American
plantation slavery with other forms of slavery or strong asymmetrical dependencies are regarded as impermissible, as they are perceived to water down the
singularity of a phenomenon thought of as beyond comparison. But doing so
does not advance our understanding. Despite a plurality of opinions almost all
scholars agree that the attribute characteristic of a slave is that they are a commodity that can be bought, sold and inherited. A slave is an item of personal
property, completely in the possession of another person, who may use them at
will.4 But even this minimalist definition raises several questions. Looking upon a
person as a commodity has its roots in Roman law. It is impossible to overstate
the strength and pervasiveness of Roman law up until the end of the nineteenth
century.5 Interestingly, both of the monotheistic cultures that grew out of Late
Antiquity, i. e. the Christian and the Islamic worlds, largely adopted Roman
concepts of property and ownership. European colonial powers later carried
these concepts into other world regions. But we should question the assumption
that other, non-monotheistic, premodern cultures shared those same, or at least
similar, concepts of law, property and ownership. That is something we learnt in
many discussions with colleagues in other disciplines who work on non-European societies. The only shared factor appears to be that in all societies there were
strong asymmetrical dependencies in which humans exploited their fellow humans by means of physical violence. In most cases, people were being forced to
perform labour.
We use the term ‘strong asymmetrical dependency’ to avoid the dichotomy of
slavery and freedom, and to explain (and explore) what lies between these two
binaries. This intermediate space might be occupied—generally speaking—by
convicts, servants, prisoners of war, coerced labour, as well as by people held in all
other kinds of bondage. The Bonn Cluster of Excellence “Beyond Slavery and
Freedom” provides us with a plausible working definition:
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

3 See Reinhard Kühnl, ed., Vergangenheit, die nicht vergeht: Die “Historiker-Debatte.” Dokumentation, Darstellung und Kritik (Köln: Pahl-Rugenstein, 1987) and Klaus Große Kracht,
“Der Historikerstreit: Grabenkampf in der Geschichtskultur,” in Die zankende Zunft: Historische Kontroversen in Deutschland nach 1945, ed. Klaus Große Kracht (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005), 91–114.
4 This is the prevailing definition in a nutshell, see Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers, eds.,
Slavery in Africa: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1977), 3–4.
5 See for example Wolfgang Kunkel and Martin Schermaier, Römische Rechtsgeschichte, 14th
rev. ed. (Köln: Böhlau, 2005).
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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. In addition, this asymmetrical dependency between actors
has to be supported by an institutional background that ensures that the dependent
actor normally cannot change their situation by either going away (‘exit’) or by articulating protest (‘voice’).6

Comprehensive ideas had previously been proposed only in three introductory
articles. The first was the 2011 introduction by David Eltis and Stanley L. Engerman to the third volume of The Cambridge World History of Slavery entitled,
“Dependence, Servility and Coerced Labour in Time and Space.”7 The editors’
purpose in that volume was to take a closer look at forms of dependency other
than slavery and discussing some overall ideas of slavery, and how these had
developed over the years. Their main intention, however, was to focus on different types of dependency and unfreedom. To this end, they considered unfreedom to be the polar opposite of freedom and free labour, expressed primarily
through institutions such as indentured, convict, or bonded labour. The second
discussion was initiated by Stefan Hanß and Juliane Schiel in 2014 in their introductory chapter to the volume Mediterranean Slavery Revisited entitled,
“Semantics, Practices and Transcultural Perspectives on Mediterranean Slavery.”8 The authors emphasize the necessity of not treating the concept of slavery
in isolation, but of comparing it to other forms of dependency and unfreedom, as
well as highlighting the interaction with its semantic meaning and textual context. They recommend a comparative approach, since this allows a contextualization in a historical framework and also uncovers and emphasizes both
significant relations and parallels as well as differences and contradictions between the multiple forms of dependency. Finally, in a more recent introduction
(2018), Stephan Conermann tackled the issue again, pointing out the terminological problems, and presenting especially the centers and studies devoted to
slavery and dependency studies in German-speaking academia.9
6 www.dependency.uni-bonn.de/en/our-research/research-objective (accessed on 27 November,
2019).
7 David Eltis and Stanley L. Engerman, “Dependence, Servility, and Coerced Labor in Time and
Space,” in The Cambridge World History of Slavery: AD 1420–AD 1804, vol. 3, ed. David Eltis
and Stanley L. Engerman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 1–21.
8 Stefan Hanß and Juliane Schiel, “Semantics, Practices and Transcultural Perspectives on
Mediterranean Slavery,” in Mediterranean Slavery Revisited (500–1800) / Neue Perspektiven
auf mediterrane Sklaverei (500–1800), ed. Stefan Hanß and Juliane Schiel, with editorial assistance by Claudia Schmidt (Zürich: Chronos, 2014), 11–24.
9 Stephan Conermann, “Sklaverei(en) in außereuropäischen vormodernen Gesellschaften: ein
paar Vorüberlegungen,” in Sklaverei in der Vormoderne: Beispiele aus außereuropäischen
Gesellschaften, ed. by Stephan Conermann (= Dhau. Jahrbuch für außereuropäische Geschichte 2), (Ingbert: Röhrig Universitätsverlag, 2017), 9–24.
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Regarding strong asymmetric dependencies, the question of the legal concepts
at the base of strong asymmetrical dependencies in a given society is fundamental
to any reflection about such dependencies. And here, again, we must be very
cautious not to take our own legal understanding as universal. ‘Law’ should be
understood as a culturally shaped institution, a societal set of rules that can exist
in writing, but that may just as well consist of a bundle of shared values, norms
and practices.10 Only once we have understood this constantly changing and
evolving body of regulations can we essay a meaningful description and comparison of the phenomena under consideration.
Slaves were property in the Ottoman Empire, so the Islamic law on property
applied to a person who had become a slave. As an example for the normative
rules of Islamic law we cite the comments by the Hanafite legal scholar, Burhan
ad-Din Ibrahim b. Muhammad al-Halabi (d. 1549), in his work Multaqa al-abhur
˙
(The Confluence of the Oceans).11 In his chapter about the legal status of slaves he
writes that a slave is fully human in terms of religion, but not fully answerable due
to his dependent status, and not fully obliged to undertake holy war. In all other
respects he is an object. His special status comes about in these ways: bondage
results from either birth or capture in war, i. e. when a non-Muslim who is not
protected by contract or a grant of protection is captured by Muslims; it never
results from sale of debt, self-sale, or the sale of children. Slaves have personal
rights: they can marry. A male slave may marry up to two slave women. A slave
woman can marry a free man, but he must not be her master; and vice versa. A
slave requires their master’s permission to get married; a master may force his
slaves to marry. The master’s permission implies his liability, including the
person of the slave for the latter’s pecuniary obligations associated with the
marriage, such as bridal gifts and alimony; in other words, the slave can be sold to
10 This is also the subject of the Bonn Käte Hamburger Kolleg Recht als Kultur (“Law as
Culture,” www.recht-als-kultur.de/en/). For good overviews, see Werner Gephart and Daniel
Witte, eds., Recht als Kultur? Beiträge zu Max Webers Soziologie des Rechts (Frankfurt am
Main: Klostermann, 2017) and Jan Christoph Suntrup, Umkämpftes Recht: Zur mehrdimensionalen Analyse rechtskultureller Konflikte durch die politische Kulturforschung
(Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 2018).
11 E. g. in Gotthelf Bergsträsser, Gundzüge des islamischen Rechts, ed. and rev. Joseph Schacht,
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 1935), 38–42. Quoted in Stephan Conermann, Art. “Islam,” in Handwörterbuch der antiken Sklaverei (HAS), vol. 2, ed. Heinz Heinen, (Stuttgart: Steiner 2017),
cols. 1516b–23a. On further discussion on legal issues in Islam, see Shaun Marmon, ed.,
Slavery in the Islamic Middle East (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener, 1999); Kurt Franz, “Slavery
in Islam: Legal Norms and Social Practice,” in Slavery and Slave Trade in the Eastern
Mediterranean (12th to 15th Centuries), ed. Reuven Amitai and Christoph Cluse (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2017), 51–141. Among some of the most representative works on slavery in the
Ottoman jurisprudence, see Hasan Tahsin Fendoğlu, İslâm ve Osmanlı Hukukunda Kölelik ve
Câriyelik (Istanbul: Beyan, 1996) and Nihat Engin, Osmanlı Devleti’nde Kölelik (Istanbul:
Marmara Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Vakfı, 1998).
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cover these. An unmarried female slave is sexually available to her master as a
concubine, but not a male slave to his mistress. A slave’s children inherit her
status, but if a master acknowledges a child as his it will be free and equal in status
to himself. Legal protection for slaves is weaker than for free persons: the deliberate killing of a slave means the law of vengeance (= talio) will apply, even
against a free person, but injury alone will not. Slanderous accusations of fornication against a slave will result not in the ‘legal punishment’ (hadd), which
could include the death penalty, but merely ‘castigation.’ A master may only
apply hadd against his slave with the permission of the imam (the caliph). In
other respects, slaves are protected in the same way as (other) possessions. A slave
does not enjoy the protection of the law against their master: talio, and even more
so reparations, are claims under private law brought either by the injured party or
the holder of authority, which in both cases would be the master himself. As such,
a claim would be null and void, since the plaintiff would be identical with the
defendant. A slave’s entitlement to take legal action against their master would
not be extended to such cases. But there is official supervision to make sure a
master fulfils his religious obligations towards his slaves: he must not work them
too hard and must allow them sufficient rest. Constant violation can result in him
being made to sell the slave. A slave is not legally capable, but a male slave can act
on his master’s behalf and can be the executor of his master’s will, if all the heirs
are minors. His word is valid in property transactions, and, if he is of good repute,
also in certain religious matters, but he cannot testify in court. A slave is entitled
to upkeep from their master; a house slave—unlike a slave engaged in commerce
—also to alms at the end of Ramadan. A slave can be held criminally liable,
although his master will have to assume the proprietary liability; he can free
himself from this obligation by handing over the slave. A master can invest his
slave with legal capacity, either for a single occasion such as when the slave wishes
to contract matrimony; or generally, to enable him to trade. This authorisation
does not apply to unilaterally disadvantageous transactions, such as an endowment or the freeing of oneself from talio through payment of a fine.
There are strong religious overtones to manumission. In some cases it can be
an obligation as atonement for wrongdoing, and it often features in sworn
commitments. A slave gains legal freedom if they become the property of a
person related to them to a degree that would be an impediment to marriage
(such as a foster brother). A slave who has given birth to a child recognised as his
by her master (umm walad) gains her freedom after his death. Her master no
longer has power of disposition over her, except for manumission or a manumission contract by which she does not lose her right to freedom in the event of
his death. He cannot hand her over, instead he pays the equivalent of her value.
He can, however, dispose of her in marriage. In order to facilitate manumission,
decisions will be made in her favour in case of doubt. Where her entitlement to
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liberty is incomplete, she will be given the chance to earn her freedom through
work. Special forms of liberation are manumission in the event of death, and the
sale of a slave to themselves: the slave is instantly free and owes his master the
price. There is also a contract requested by the slave to purchase their freedom,
usually in instalments: the slave is free immediately inasmuch as nobody can
dispose of them; as soon as the full sum is paid, liberty is complete. A tie of loyalty
(walaʾ, clienthood; both patron and client were called mawla, pl. mawali) continued to bind the manumitted slave to their former master, now their patron.
This bond had implications that could affect the right of inheritance and in some
ways also marriage.
So even these legal, normative concepts granted slaves in the Islamic world a
number of personal rights that meant that there were certain options available to
them, even though life in practice could be very harsh. However, normative texts
tell us nothing about practice: they only provide a reference framework.
Numerous handbooks on slavery assume that slaves were marginalised within
the framework of this institution. Slaves were, it is claimed, social outsiders by
definition. But we should question even this basic assumption. If we look at the
Ottoman institution of devşirme (levy of boys), which is frequently taken to be a
form of slavery, it quickly becomes clear how problematic even basic definitions
are.12
In the fourteenth century the Ottomans had decided to create an additional
army. For this new unit, the Janissary Corps (Yeniçeri Ocağı), young Christian
boys were recruited by force.13 The new system was given its normative-legal
framing through the official “Laws of the Janissaries” (Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan),
which describes the recruitment and training of novices in ideal-typical fashion.
The process of conscription began with an application from the yeniçeri ağası
to the Sultan. If the request was granted, designated units went out to the villages
where they demanded a list of baptised boys from the priests, on the basis of
which the recruitment was carried out. Ideally, the boys were to be between ten
and 18 years of age, physically healthy, handsome, unmarried, uncircumcised
and intelligent. Only one son per family could be recruited to ensure that the
12 On what follows see Gulay Yilmaz, “Becoming a Devshirme: The Training of Conscripted
Children in the Ottoman Empire,” in Children in Slavery Through the Ages, ed. Gwyn
Campbell, Suzanne Miers, and Joseph C. Miller, (Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2009), 119–34.
For impressions from the real world of the Janissaries (in this case in Syria), see Linda T.
Darling, The Janissaries of Damascus in the Sixteenth Century, Or How Conquering a Province
Changed the Ottoman Empire, OSML 6 (Berlin: EB-Verlag, 2019).
13 On the subject of children in slavery in the Islamicate societies, see Kristina Richardson,
“Singing Slave Girls (Qiyan) of the ‘Abbasid court in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries,” in
Children in Slavery Through the Ages, ed. Gwyn Campbell, Suzanne Miers, and Joseph C.
Miller, (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2009), 105–18; Fuad Matthew Caswell, The Slave Girls
of Baghdad: The Qiyan in the Early Abbasid Era (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011).
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families would not lose their livelihoods. The youths were rounded up in the
centre of the village. After a thorough inspection, the recruits were divided into
groups and prepared for the march to Istanbul. This included issuing them with
special, very conspicuous clothes and distinctive hats in order to prevent attempts
to escape on the way to the capital. There, the boys were converted to Islam,
circumcised and given Islamic names. Those best qualified were deployed to the
royal palaces, where there were schools with various different focuses. Their basic
training took seven years, followed by another seven of further, specialised education. There were lessons in Turkish, Arabic, literature, Qur’an studies, Islamic
law and theology, as well as teaching on administrative and military matters. The
students were paid a small stipend. A very small cohort made it to the Topkapı
Palace, where they received more training to prepare them for the highest offices.
The rest were put in mid-ranking administrative posts.
All those who were not selected for school education were sent to the kapıkulu
˙ ˙
regiment in order to prepare them for their career in the military. They received a
two-stage training. First, they were sent to a family in Anatolia or Rumelia for five
years in order to socialise them as Turkish Muslims. On their return to barracks
they were instructed in military, religious and administrative subjects. They
gradually replaced those of the Janissaries who were away at war. In addition,
they acted as guards, firefighters or police. Eventually, they became regular
soldiers in the kapıkulu regiments. The rigorous division of recruits into military
˙ ˙
units under the leadership of an instructor over time created a strong sense of
solidarity. Each regiment appears to have set up its own waqf to provide for
comrades in need or bereaved family members. It seems that loans were also
available. This would also explain why many Janissaries were able to conduct
business on the side, a phenomenon that increased significantly in the seventeenth century.14
If we look at this system overall, it becomes clear that we cannot refer to it as
slavery in the sense previously defined. The youths were not bought or regarded
as chattels. They were not marginalised or placed on the edge of society. Quite the
reverse: their careers might take them to the highest administrative or military
posts. And yet each of them was officially the Sultan’s kul—a very ambivalent
term which we plainly cannot translate simply as ‘slave.’

14 Gilles Veinstein, “On the Ottoman Janissaries (Fourteenth-Nineteenth Centuries),” in
Fighting for a Living: A Comparative Study of Military Labour 1500–2000, ed. Erik-Jan
Zürcher (Amsterdam University Press, 2013), 126.
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Slave Agency in the Ottoman Empire
The contributions in this volume focus on the options available to persons in
situations of strong asymmetrical dependency in the Ottoman Empire, i. e. their
agency. This somewhat imprecise term requires clarification. John Robb in one of
his articles gave a lot of thought to the applicability of the concept to questions in
the field of cultural science:15 agency is connected to very specific social contexts
and particular situations. Like power, agency is not an isolated quality: it is
conceivable only in relation to other people (or indeed other animals, or material
objects). This can also be explained with the term ‘interagency,’ a concept that has
now been adapted for social history studies.16
Even where we act to achieve a goal that only affects ourselves, we act along the
lines of an identity and adhere to practices and meanings that ultimately evolved
through interaction with others. We act within familiar fields of action and
opportunity that are epistemically recognizable to us. Goal oriented action is
possible only where it agrees with power structures, cultural ideas and forms of
behaviour we find familiar. A group, too, can have agency—but a group’s agency
may radically differ from that of the sum of its individual members.
If we look at slavery and other forms of strong asymmetrical dependency in
the Ottoman Empire against this background, it becomes apparent very quickly
that here, again, we have a familiar problem with our sources. In most cases, we
can observe an individual’s agency only indirectly. The persons we are interested
15 John Robb, “Beyond Agency.” World Archaeology 42 (2010), 493–520. The concept of agency
was initially proposed for social history by Edward P. Thompson, The Making of the English
Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1963) and Eric J. Hobsbawm, “From Social History to
History of Society,” Daedalus 100 (1971): 33–52. The flexibility of the concept was that it was
capable of being adapted in further fields of studies such as environmental history: Markus
Holzinger, Natur als sozialer Akteur: Realismus und Konstruktivismus in der Wissenschaftsund Gesellschaftstheorie (Opladen: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2004); in human-animal
studies, for example, Gesine Krüger, Aline Steinbrecher, and Clemens Wischermann, eds.,
Tiere und Geschichte: Konturen einer “Animate History” (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag,
2014). Pleading for a more attention to commodities in sociological studies, Roßler suggested
the concept of agency as a central term for science and technology studies. Gustav Roßler, Der
Anteil der Dinge an der Gesellschaft: Sozialität – Kognition – Netzwerke (Bielefeld: Transcript
Verlag, 2016). Two outstanding studies in this regard should also be mentioned: Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, 10th ed. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012); and Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological
Theory, reprint (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007).
16 On initial studies on interagency, see Viviane Despret, “From Secret Agents to Interagency,”
History and Theory 52 (2013): 29–44, and David Gary Shaw, “The Torturer’s Horse: Agency
and Animals in History,” History and Theory 52 (2013): 146–67 and Juliane Schiel, Isabelle
Schürch, and Aline Steinbrecher, “Von Sklaven, Pferden und Hunden: Trialog über den
Nutzen aktueller Agency-Debatten für die Sozialgeschichte,” Schweizerisches Jahrbuch für
Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeschichte 32 (2017): 17–48.
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in very rarely express themselves: they simply do not get a chance to talk. But that
is not to say that even people in the worst forms of asymmetrical dependency are
wholly without agency. Sociological studies on the social order in National Socialist concentration camps17 and Soviet penal and labour camps have shown that
even within structures of absolute power there can be specific socialization
processes that lead to the formation of differentiated camp societies.18 Although
any such society lies at the very edge of sociality, it does represent a closed social
system. Within the mundane “web of dependencies and antagonisms” (Geflecht
von Abhängigkeiten und Antagonismen)19 of the system, the inmates were possessed of (well documented) agency.
We merely wanted to stress here that a person always has options, even within
the most rigid and asymmetrical forms of society. These options depend on the
given context and situation and always result from the relationship with other
people, animals (if you like) and material objects.
Which forms of slavery can we identify from the contributions in this volume
for the Ottoman Empire? Some collectives spring to mind:
1) Galley slaves (the chapter by Gül Şen). Galley slavery was widespread
throughout the Mediterranean. There was usually a shortage of slaves, among
other reasons due to the enormously high death rate in battles. Pirates in particular took advantage of this ‘gap in the market’ and sold captives to the all naval
powers involved. Leaving aside volunteer fighters, Ottoman rowing ships used
three different groups of enslaved people as oarsmen: a) prisoners of war, b) the
private slaves of dignitaries or wealthy people, c) slaves who had been purchased
officially. Interestingly, members if all those groups were paid a (modest) wage.
Forced recruitment was also heavily used. In compensation, affected households
were granted a partial tax exemption (avārız). In the Ottoman Empire galley
slaves—as state slaves (mı̄rı̄ esı̄r)—were sent to the naval arsenal in Istanbul. If
the guards agreed, the slaves were able to transact small-scale business among
each other. If the fleet was not at sea, the oarsmen were employed on land for
work in the arsenal, or to carry out repairs on roads or fortification and defence
works. Şen notes that the entire cycle of the ‘production’ of galley slaves, i. e. their
recruitment, their everyday life at sea and at the Arsenal, as well as their employment outside of the Arsenal, bears a strong similarity with practices employed by the Republic of Venice, over many centuries the naval rival of the
Ottoman Empire in the Mediterranean.

17 It is important here to distinguish concentration camps from extermination camps such as
Auschwitz.
18 For example Wolfgang Sofsky, Die Ordnung des Konzentrationslagers. 3. ed. (Frankfurt am
Main: Fischer, 1993).
19 Sofsky, “Die Ordnung des Konzentrationslagers,” 23.
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2) Eunuchs (Jane Hathaway’s contribution).20 There were countless eunuchs
from various regions other than Africa in the Ottoman Empire, but only African
eunuchs were deployed in the palace harem at Istanbul. The conquest of Constantinople in 1453 and the subsequent construction of the Topkapι Sarayι
marked a turning point. The new building complex had initially housed female
slaves used as concubines, until Hürrem Sultan (circa 1502–58), wife of Süleyman
I (r. 1520–66) moved into the palace with her entire household. Over the course of
the sixteenth century the harem in the third courtyard grew to encompass more
than 1200 female individuals. Within the Topkapι Sarayι there were not only the
African eunuchs who oversaw the harem, but also a large number of white
eunuchs who were tasked with guarding the Sultan’s audience chambers and
training the court pages. The rivalry between, on the one hand, pages and white
eunuchs, and on the other the women of the harem and the black eunuchs, ran as
a common thread through the history of the Ottoman Empire up until the
nineteenth century. For a long time after Murad III (r. 1574–95) had moved into
the part of the building that housed the harem, the negotiation of central
questions of power at the core of government happened only among these
groups. The history of the Chief Harem Eunuch (darüssaade ağasι) begins in
1574 with the appointment by Murad III of Habeshi Mehmed Agha to this post. A
further important step towards its institutionalisation was the year 1588, when
the Sultan officially assigned supervision of the foundations of the holy sites in
Mecca and Medina to the darüssaade ağasι. Some of the Chief Harem Eunuchs
also acted as patrons of the arts, personally commissioning richly illuminated
manuscripts and overseeing the production and representation of magnificent
codices.
3) Female palace slaves (Betül İpşirli Argıt’s article).21 Female palace slaves or
concubines (cārı̄ye) in the harem of the Ottoman Sultan are a very interesting
group. İpşirli Argıt’s article focuses on the lives of concubines after their departure from the palace, and their continued links with it. Leaving the palace did
not break those bonds but merely changed them insofar as they continued to
influence different part of the women’s lives, such as marriage, their place of
residence, financial situation, and social ties. These contacts were very important
for both sides. They were connected by an asymmetrical relationship based on
benefits and mutual responsibility. The high-status benefactor on one side was
mirrored by his or her lower-status protégées on the other. The patron gave
financial and emotional benefits in a number of ways, and the women responded
20 Her contribution is based on her recently published monograph: Jane Hathaway, The Chief
Eunuch of the Ottoman Harem: From African Slave to Power-Broker (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2018).
21 See also İpşirli Argıt, Betül, Hayatlarının Çeşitli Safhalarında Harem-i Hümayun Cariyeleri,
18. Yüzyıl (Istanbul: Kitap Yayınev 2017).
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by providing services, loyalty and fidelity. These relationships demonstrated a
benefactor’s generosity and power, while at the same time enhancing his legitimacy. The manumitted palace slaves not only gained responsibilities, but also
prestige, identity, a sense of belonging, and influence. They also assumed
functions and key roles as components of the palace institution and, in a wider
sense, government politics.
4) ‘Ordinary’ slaves (the contributions of Veruschka Wagner, Joshua M. White,
Yehoshua Frenkel, and Sarah & Johann Buessow). Ottoman court registers list
slaves as partners in a variety of different bilateral agreements (such as work,
purchase, marriage and manumission contracts); as the accused in unsuccessful
escape attempts; as plaintiffs (for example in cases where they attempt to prove
that they are not in fact slaves) and as beneficiaries (e. g. of endowments, inheritances or donations). Both essays look primarily at manumission documents. They are involved in four main types of disputes: (a) Contesting a manumission without other conditions, usually understood as a pious act. Since, as a
rule, this form of granting freedom had no effect on the relationship between
master and slave, conflicts normally arose when the heirs questioned manumission after the master’s death. (b) Challenging a contractually agreed manumission. These contracts, which were usually drawn up shortly after the purchase
of a slave, stipulated that the slave was to be freed after rendering a clearly defined
service or paying a fixed sum of money. Such a slave could not be resold. They
would frequently stay on, after manumission, in their former master’s service. (c)
Disputes over a slave’s umm walad status (see above). (d) Evidence of not being a
slave. In the Ottoman Empire Muslims were from time to time illegally sold as
slaves, so such cases were not uncommon. In his extra edition and translation of
18 court cases in total, Frenkel provides the readers with personal fates and life
stories of numerous enslaved men and women in particular.
Relations between slave owners and slaves were complex, even after a slave had
been freed. We should not allow ourselves to be distracted by the term ‘free.’
Having been manumitted from slavery merely meant that a person had ceased to
be a commodity owned by another person. For a Muslim, this ‘freed’ state included a number of other rights. But ‘freedom’ for a manumitted former slave did
not come with any particular social status. We have seen that important imperial
offices could be held by persons who nominally were slaves. Moreover, quite a
few ‘free persons’ were among those who were most socially disadvantaged.
Further contributing to the largest group of dependency categories in this
volume, with a geographical focus on Palestine, Buessow and Buessow provide
the only study on the period immediately following abolition in late-Ottoman
Palestine. Their analysis of the Ottoman census after the year 1880 (especially the
registers for Dayr Ghassāna and the Jerusalem Saray) and tracing agency in the
semantics of the registers could only be achieved through particularly arduous
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work. The semantics of slavery and dependency is still one of the most difficult
terrains of this research field. The authors state that, strikingly, there are no
official administrative terms that directly refer to slaves in the Ottoman census
after the year 1880. Instead, there are numerous, more indirect, linguistic
markers, such as the omission of family names or stereotypical first names for
slaves. Despite the official abolition of slavery, these identity markers still denoted a slave origin. The vast amount of biographical information included in the
census enables us to gain a deeper knowledge of the agency of slaves or slave
descendants in late-Ottoman Palestine—and there were many different forms of
agency. In contrast to the major cities of Cairo or Istanbul, where there were
numerous communal self-help institutions and structures, slaves in Palestine
relied more on “micro communities.” Both during servitude and afterwards,
connections within the domestic sphere, i. e. the household, were essential for the
slaves and their descendants if they wanted to get their chance, as exemplified by
individual census entries.
Beside these major groups, there is another that is a category not of slaves per
se, but one closely related: slave traders as individual merchants (the chapter by
Zübeyde Güneş Yağcı), and traders who supplied slaves to the Crimean rulers
(the chapter by Natalia Królikowska-Jedlińska). In a broader sense, this category
played a tremendous role in the Ottoman slave-holding households and the
imperial palace, since the assurance of a regular slave supply for the capital was
possible only because of this group of dealers, albeit in two different contexts:
Güneş Yağcı discusses the phenomenon from the perspective of the slave traders
rather than the slaves, whereas the term or profession of ‘slave traders’ may
conceal situations in which people did have a minimum level of agency: forced
recruitment, i. e. capturing, forced transportation, and so forth. Traders were the
agents between the sellers and buyers, between the buyers and the slaves. Although they contributed to the economy and fulfilled the never-ending demands
of the imperial palace and elite households for possessing slaves, little is known
about the networks of slave traders, and where these traders came from. Women,
and from the 17th century onwards also Janissaries, were among the slave traders.
According to data collected by Güneş Yağcı from several archival documents and
the registers, it was clear that the slave traders were obliged to treat their
“commodity” properly. Court decisions demonstrate, on the one hand, that any
form of exploitation of the slaves by their traders was prohibited; on the other
hand, slaves experienced all kinds of illegal treatment, such as being forced into
prostitution or being sold to not enslaved Ottoman subjects (Muslim or nonMuslim). With the latter group in particular, the state authorities could not
always protect its subjects against being sold into slavery. The enormous economic profits for the traders will have played a huge role in this illegal practice.
Królikowska-Jedlińska presents a study of a different slave trade that has many
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parallels to, but is geographically far removed from, this Istanbul-based slave
trading, in the furthest reaches of the Ottoman Empire: the Crimean Khanate.
This was a tributary state where a kind of slave-trading institution provided
Istanbul with slaves once a permanent borderline had been agreed between the
Ottoman Empire, Poland-Lithuania, and Muscovy, in the Treaty of Karlowitz.
For the Crimean Tatars, Circassia was now the only remaining “slaving zone.”
Drawing on Jeffrey Fynn-Paul’s work, who introduced the concepts of “slaving
zones” and “non-slaving zones,” Królikowska-Jedlińska demonstrates how the
Crimean Tatar rulers, who claimed sovereignty over the Circassians in the
northern Caucasus, established a “slaving zone” there and enslaved people to
satisfy Ottoman demands between 1670s and 1720s. The Circassians were forced
to pay a tribute of slaves to each new occupant of the Crimean throne. Local
Circassian rulers vigorously negotiated with Crimean rulers to lower their obligations toward the khanate; they also sought alliances with Moscow. Different
forms of dependency existed in Circassian society, which were complex in their
social structures and religiosity. This complexity is likely to have enabled the
Circassians to refuse to take part in the Crimean campaign in the Caucasus in
1721–23. The agency of enslaved Circassian society—lying at the periphery of the
Ottoman Empire—appears in its military refusal and its ability to negotiate.
In addition to the chapter by Şen, Suraiya Faroqhi and Christoph Witzenrath
provide two comparative perspectives, looking at the Mughal Empire and Russia
respectively. Faroqhi covers a broad period (the early 16th to the mid-19th
centuries) and ventures into an unknown and particularly difficult terrain in
Ottoman slavery studies in her comparative study of the Ottoman and Mughal
Empires. However, instead of comparing enslavement in both empires in a big
picture, she pursues the question of slave agency. Tracing agency in the sources is
particularly difficult, as even successful examples remain undocumented since
the capacity of slaves to show initiative was limited by law. The two empires
differed from each other, although both shared the same Hanefi version of Islamic jurisprudence, its application, and the production of legal sources. Confirming the results of other chapters in this volume dealing with manumission
contracts, Faroqhi defines this legal practice as a form of agency available “in
theory.” She discusses the difference between a kul and ordinary slaves, inasmuch
as the former cannot be sold or given away, whereas the latter could always be
resold or given as gifts. She compares three types of enslavements in both empires: military slaves (mamlūks) were used by the Mughals only in small numbers,
in contrast to the Ottomans. The presence of female slaves in courtly harems and
households confirms that most slaves worked in the households as servants—
and if female, they served as concubines to their masters. Miniatures painted
around 1600 depict dancers and musicians at the Indian courts, who must have
enjoyed some respect for their performances. Military slavery, by contrast, was an
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exceptional case. Eunuchs did not exist at the Mughal court to the same extent
that they did at the Ottoman court: Because of the mixture of female and male
members at the court, there was little need for them. The existing eunuchs tended
to the properties of members of the imperial family, a function similar to that of
the Chief Black Eunuch at the Ottoman court, who supervised the imperial
foundations of a pious nature. The possibilities for agency among elite slaves
were not comparable to those of ‘ordinary slaves’ in both cases. Another comparative perspective is provided by Christoph Witzenrath relating to the Muscovite Empire. In contrast to the limited sources for South India, Witzenrath
notes the tremendous amount of documentation available in the Muscovy
archives. In his detailed picture of the treatment of returning slaves by the legal
scholars in Muscovy, issues of interagency crop up along with the question of
loyalty, an intriguing and overlooked aspect of slavery. The former slaves from
the Ottoman Empire submitted petitions to the Muscovite authorities reporting
their experiences in captivity, which served to examine their loyalty to the tsar.
Knowing that the Ottoman Empire was very attractive to most captives, the
Muscovite administration evaluated these former captives in most cases as
“loyal,” following their active decision to return to Russia. The whole bureaucratic process thus produced an interagency between the petitioners and administrators. Some of the captives became part of diplomatic negotiations,
translation, or ransoming procedures.
Last, but not least, Ehud R. Toledano provides us with a theoretical discussion
of slavery and dependency studies by exploring diverse models of global enslavement. He presents recent theoretical and methodological thoughts in a
global framework as a road map for further studies of slavery and dependency.
Focusing on societies in the Middle East and North Africa, he suggests a comparative approach in order to understand the mechanisms of human bondage as
‘the most evasive and complex phenomena in human history.’ Referring to the
concepts of asymmetrical dependencies and agency, Toledano discusses some of
the earlier as well as some recent models of enslavement. He introduces the
changing notion of individual enslavement from a master-slave dyad to an enslaver-enslaved relationship, elaborated in his prominent 2007 book As If Silent
and Absent, referenced throughout this volume, where enslavement appears as
the most extreme form of dependency. In several types of enslavement in the
Ottoman and other Islamicate societies, evidently the slaves could exercise
agency in various contexts and frames. As confirmed by the case studies in this
volume, elite kul individuals enjoyed much more agency than the ordinary slaves
in households or elsewhere. Further, agency changed over the centuries and in
geographical contexts in the Middle East and North Africa depending on a given
period and context, reflecting a continuum on which agency was distributed and
displayed, where all types of bondage are positioned.
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Geographically, the chapters in this volume are divided into four major categories comprising Istanbul, Jerusalem, the Mediterranean, and the northern
border (Crimean Khanate and Russian Empire), while chronologically most
studies cover the Early Modern Period from the 16th to 18th centuries. A chronological order is considered only when two or more chapters contain the same
thematic section.
To sum up, even if we cannot conceive the options open to Ottoman slaves
from their own point of view, what has become clear is that there was potentially a
very large spectrum of agency. We have uncovered a highly dynamic web of slaves,
masters, freed/women/men, households, as well as religious, legal, and administrative institutions. Slavery in the Ottoman Empire is multifaceted. It cannot be
clearly defined.
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