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Slavery

Slavery in the Black Sea region in its extremities from the Roma to the female regents
of the Ottoman Empire has been a multifaceted phenomenon with many shades and
hues since the onset of recorded history." It has attracted criticism from Atlantic abo-
litionists giving rise to the defensive notion of “mild” Ottoman slavery. Although slavery
has been defined in many ways, the core definition of chattel slave revolves around the
hereditary loss of personal rights, or the lack of penalties for murdering slaves, and
their status as property, thing or animal which can be sold or otherwise alienated
by the owner, who has complete control over their day-to-day and domestic life, includ-
ing their children.” Religions, states, and communities have sought to lessen the threat
posed by slaves, as they increased the power of their marginal owners, and defined
rules for treatment or manumission. Close to the Black Sea, new forms of rule evolved
between 500 BCE and 1500: In monarchy, rulers of expansive empires realized the loss
of taxpayers due to imperial overstretch, consequent growth of transaction costs, and
indebtedness to merchants on the part of taxpayers. Some reclaimed those former tax-
payers by inventing a personal relation of the ruler to every subject, requiring libera-
tion, which did not exist in early empires.®* Haphazardly enacted in historical time,
such measures resulted in the multifarious blurred edges of slavery. The broad variet-
ies of asymmetric dependency in which slavery was thus embedded were character-
ized by control of resources or actions on the part of the superior person in the rela-
tions.* In many cases, such relations were determined by the more or less clearly
defined status which manumitted, ransomed, or liberated slaves obtained, or by slaves
themselves through their agency. They could be aligned in scarcely defined continua or
in incrementally ordered scales of asymmetrical dependencies.’ Since the interagency
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of dependents relies on the resources they can mobilize, whether material, social, or
symbolical, the institutionalization of status was a ready incentive.® Many forms of de-
pendency’ mixed institutionalized features on an incremental scale with the threat of
falling from favor, an element of ambiguous, continuous dependency often observed in
privileged elite slavery. Unlike the epitome of “slavery” everybody seems to know,
Southern US plantation slavery, these dependencies often came without an emphatic
antonym of freedom, voting rights, individual rights, or privileges. Virtually all groups
and cultures know an emic notion of freedom, as perceived from the internal of a given
language or culture rather than in analytical, outward, or etic terms, and often con-
trasted to captivity and enslavement. However, in most cases this went hand in hand
with acceptance of hierarchies and elite political privileges, something which today
is seen as at least defective freedom, if as freedom at all.® In systems that employed
elite slaves and manumitted, or rather, elite asymmetrical dependents enjoying great
power and clearly defined privileges, high office below the ruler was constituted by
socially mobilizing, motivating forms of ambiguous, continuous asymmetric dependen-
cy, which also might instill crippling fear of the ruler’s caprices. However, where, as in
later Mamluk Egypt, the sultan was a manumitted military slave or descendant, the
mamluk networks became entrenched, weakened the sultan’s power, and constituted
an institutionalized elite group.’

Since the measures to increase tax payer numbers took slaves and workers from
the market, they created new demand which resulted in additional slaving activities,
preferably in areas outside the group thus defined. In those slaving areas, which
could be defined by territory, religion, language, taxpayer status, gender, race, or polit-
ical exigency, extraneous demand for captives and slaves was created.’® Such areas
could spread everywhere, but there are spaces in which historically such conditions
existed more often than elsewhere. Supply had to meet demand, and in historical
terms, anarchy or polytheistic religion are only partial criteria of eligibility, especially
as even monotheism did not automatically guarantee protection of bhelievers against
enslavement, as in early Christianity; nor did a strong state such as the early Mongol
Empire, Nazi Germany, or the Soviet Union. Various markers of discrimination inter-
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sect in a given person, increasing the likelihood of strong asymmetric dependency or
alienable slaves, given legitimizing worldviews, institutions, and practices."*

Slaving in the Black Sea region is at first glance perennial, with booms and slumps
stretching back eons. Myths presented to legitimize this trade include the notion that
locals sold their own children.' Since antiquity, the trade has given rise to prejudiced
notions of barbarians seen as uncivilized and un-cultured by predominantly sedentary
historians because they did not cultivate the land as proper agriculturalists did and
were therefore legitimately enslavable. Yet this is precisely the reason why it is man-
datory to historicize these phenomena, to place them within their premodern and
early modern social, economic, and practice contexts. Extreme forms of social asym-
metrical dependency such as slavery were a matter of differentials of power and con-
trol. Since antiquity the steppe remained the main area of slaving in the Black Sea
trade. A historical analysis of underlying causes and conditions of supply from this
zone, moreover, primes the multifarious and widely divergent forms of dependency
in the Black Sea and connected spaces. The Atlantic trade demonstrates this principle
in an extreme case, as on the other side of the ocean, access to resources such as lo-
calized social relations ended, a new condition made possible primarily by new
types of ships sailing on the open seas at the disposition almost exclusively of slave
traders. The Black Sea and connecting rivers and straits were more shipping lanes
one might circumvent than dividing oceans. Fugitives might return on their own
feet, and some did, influencing the level of inclusiveness of dependency.

1 Slaving in Steppe and Littoral Interactions

Backgrounds to power differentials in the Eurasian steppe are less obvious or less well-
known, but even more extensive. With respect to slavery, the last 4,000 years before c.
1800 CE are marked as one period, yet historically richly structured. Wide-ranging ge-
nome studies using archaeological material of horse bones show that the genome to
which all modern horses relate quickly spread from ca. 2200 BCE within just a hundred
to two hundred years to most of Eurasia and Northern Africa, starting in the Black Sea
steppe. This could only happen because horse and human teamed up, learning to use
their combined power to herd other animals and, finally, humans.** Mounted warriors
from the steppe, armed with the powerful and expensive composite reflex bow re-

11 Bernadette Brooten, “Enslaved Women in Basil of Caesarea’s Canonical Letters: An Intersectional
Analysis,” in Doing Gender, Doing Religion, ed. Ute Eisen, Christine Gerber, and Angela Standhartinger
(Ttubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013); Youval Rotman, Byzantine Slavery and the Mediterranean World (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard College, 2009).

12 Hannah Barker, That Most Precious Merchandise: The Mediterranean Trade in Black Sea Slaves,
1260-1500 (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 125-28.

13 Pablo Librado et al, “The Origins and Spread of Domestic Horses from the Western Eurasian
Steppes,” Nature 598, no. 7882 (2021): 634 —40.



500 —— Christoph Witzenrath

mained the superior military force in open field battle until the rifled, and finally re-
peating gun became widespread from the late eighteenth century.** This broad period
of four millennia correlates with changes in the supply of slaves from the steppe: After
the Russo-Ottoman War of 1768 —74 saw the last reported outlier slave raids of the Cri-
mean Tatars, in 1774 the Khanate was formally neutralized but dependent on Russia.
Catherine II dispersed the Zaporozhian Cossacks, another consistently, though less ex-
tensively slaving group guarding the frontier yet causing trouble in foreign relations."

In studies of the Black Sea trade, the steppe is often treated as a blank, a terra in-
cognita with low socio-economic development and bellicose character scarcely appear-
ing in the main extant sources on the transaction and demand sides of the trade,
namely outside Italian and Ottoman registers and Mamluk chronicles, or the Greek
and Roman authors.’® In slave supply, steppe social relations figure as a main agent.
The rich black earth soils of the Western Eurasian steppe grew vast amounts of
grass feeding large herds. Yet the unsteady climate in these areas meant frequent
years of famine. Pastoral nomads found additional sources of income in transcontinen-
tal trade in luxury items predominantly directed east-west. Herds moved seasonally
south to north, at an angle of almost ninety degrees, and there was frequently tension
between these movements: Nomadic guards secured caravans from nomads who tried
to rob them, conflicts might lead to founding steppe empires securing the routes, ruling
in rogues,'” and dormant steppe laws waited to be enforced by charismatic leaders like
Genghis Khan.'® Penalties were the destruction of rival groups and confederacies, with
either integration into one’s army and confederacy, or selling the victims into slavery.
When the Mongols founded their empire, they sent a stream of captives sold in the
Genoese and Venetian harbors of the northern Black Sea.”® It was equally in keeping
with the purpose of clearing the trade routes that tax arrears could result in selling the
debtor into slavery, although this practice was not limited to the steppe. Civilization,
and not just the worst aspects of it, as much as the often stressed anomy and mutual
infighting of fragmented slaving areas brought about conditions of mass enslavement.*
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Cooperation and competition, moreover, characterizes the links between nomads
and sedentary agriculturalists. Nomads needed exchange with the latter, offering hors-
es and hides for grain and products of the forests. However, burgeoning agricultural
expansion periodically ate into the grazing grounds, so from the nomadic perspective
it made sense to use their skills as herdsmen and warriors and treat some agricultur-
alists, especially those allied to their rivals, as another form of animal husbandry.

2 Antiquity

The Black Sea trade and communication link reveals some of the earliest evidence in
this respect. Slaves were among the few goods available in numbers and at a price ad-
vantageous to the Greek traders. They had to be, since the long voyage to the northern
shores was dangerous.”* Not only is the Aegean island emporium of Chios renowned
for early and extensive trade in slaves channeled through the Greek colonies on the
northern Black Sea board since the seventh century and, due to the high density of
its slave population, for one of the first known slave rebellions; among Classical au-
thors it also enjoyed the dubious honor of being the first to express the notion of
the chattel slave. In Chios, which founded no colony of its own, they were mainly trad-
ed in exchange for Chian wine, which was much in demand among the leaders of the
Scythian nomads and Greek colonists.”> The Greek language knew a revealing meta-
phor for slaves, andrapodon, “man-footed animal,” with obvious analogies to animal
husbandry (tetrapodon) and the cattle market alongside metaphors stressing monetary
transactions.”® Reducing humans to the status of animals or objects traded was there-
fore first recorded in proximity to the transactions of steppe and maritime forms of
transport.

Most data on ancient Greek slavery derives from Athens, the emporium and impe-
rial center in which laws prohibited enslavement of citizens—although in principle ev-
eryone could become a slave—while slaves had no rights. Slaves were considered ap-
propriate targets of humor, but most of the relevant comedies have not been copied
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and are no longer extant. Killing humans in peaceful conditions was considered to of-
fend the gods and this principle was also applicable to slaves. Apart from the colony of
Tana (today: Azov) at the estuary of the Don, Thrace provided many slaves, especially
female servants whose tattoos are visible on the red-figured vases, attaining new
meaning. On the Peloponnese, in a situation shared more widely throughout the region
and pre-modern history, helots were subjugated neighboring groups working the fields
in their own communities, under the supervision of the war-like Spartans.**

Roman and Byzantine slave laws combined a trading emporium’s commitment to
clear-cut laws with expansionist slaving. Slaves (servus, ancilla) were alienable proper-
ty without legal capacity. Children shared the status of their mother. Manumission was
granted by the owner and used as a motivator. Only by legal construction of the pecu-
lium, a limited liability device, could owners entrust duties of a manager or business
representative to slaves.”® While this was widely shared practice until at least the mid-
dle Byzantine period, agricultural and domestic slaving were far more widespread.
Facing the pressure of Muslim expansion, which employed the liberty of the believer
as a propaganda instrument, Byzantine emperor Leo VI (“the Wise,” 886 —912) promul-
gated the Novella, allowing slaves to dispose freely of their property, including by be-
quest. Protection of Christian marriage, church asylum, and direct access to courts of
law made the slave more subject to higher spiritual or imperial authority but reduced
the law of property and rights of free persons.”® Moreover, in a move typical of reform-
ers of slavery facing external competition, he made concessions to private slave own-
ers, the Byzantine elite, leaving to their discretion the application of the law among
their own slaves, but encouraging them to do so.”’” Given the lack of sources on social
history as opposed to laws, it remains difficult to gauge the effects. A rise in the number
of slaves in the tenth century was followed by decline and reduced numbers in produc-
tive labor in a shrinking empire.”® The Church was split between humanization of slav-
ery and the multitude of slaves toiling on monastery estates. Increased frequency of
captured citizens led to the obligation of the parish and bishop to ransom.
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3 Medieval Slavery

Slavery was common in the medieval Palatinates of Rus, leaving the greatest cache of
business documentation at Novgorod’s slave corner of the main street market, written
on birch bark preserved in a swamp. Inter-princely competition, cooperation with no-
madic pastoralist groups, and external raids produced many captives ceded as a tribute
to the Mongols since 1237 traded or used in agriculture, domestically, or at the court, as
bailiffs or administrators.*

Scythian nomads left kurgans, burial mounds containing evidence of the quantities
of wine traded by the Greeks, and gold treasures. The archaeological record of later
Black Sea steppe societies is much broader, representing the immobile part of the no-
madic-settled interaction. The urban sprawls and commercial hubs—including the
human trade—of the Ulus of Jochi—emic for “Golden Horde”—extended for over
ten kilometers at various sites along the lower Volga. The power of the steppe empire
did not require fortifications, until it broke down after civil war in the 1360s-70s and
downscaled transcontinental trade following the ouster of the Mongol Yuan dynasty in
China.* Local level, transimperial agents and brokers inserted themselves into region-
al raiding economies reconfiguring steppe empires, often with the help of Tatar concu-
bines, whom even the Latins allowed to inherit in analogy to Muslim custom. Slaves
found new roles in the transmission of knowledge and served as universally accepted
currency and in gift exchanges.*' Breakdowns of steppe confederacies, re-stabiliza-
tions, and the ensuing slow disintegration sent yet more waves of captives through
the Black Sea, their origins indicative of internal instabilities, which were likely as
causal to the trade as the marketized demand especially to the south of the steppe
and Black Sea that destabilized and destroyed the social fabric of the steppe and neigh-
boring societies.**

Late medieval slave trade between the northern Black Sea ports, Egypt, and Italy
mainly revolved around mixed goods. It was almost monopolized after wars in the first
half of the fourteenth century against Venice and Byzantium by Genoa from its hub
Caffa (today: Feodosiia) on the Crimean Peninsula. To a lesser degree, Venetians traded
at Tana under the oversight of the Tatar representative. These trades carried from ca.
five hundred to several thousand documented slaves through the Bosporus each year.*®
Despite papal restrictions on the slave trade with Christians, enslavement of heterodox

29 Langer, “Slavery in the Appanage Era.”

30 Recent Russophone literature is covered in Christoph Witzenrath, “Rezension von: Aleksandr Vladi-
mirovi¢ Packalov: Srednevekovye goroda niznego PovolZ’ja i severnogo Kavkaza, Moskva: Knorus 2018,”
sehepunkte 19, no. 9 (2019).

31 Juliane Schiel, “Tatort Tana: Die Rolle Lateineuropas in der Sklavenokonomie des Schwarzmeer-
raums (ca. 1300.1500),” Historische Zeitschrift 313, no. 1 (2021): 32—60.

32 Hannah Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade, 1260-1500" (PhD
diss., Columbia University, 2014); Barker, That Most Precious Merchandise, 121-51.

33 Barker, That Most Precious Merchandise, 138, 153, 155-56.



504 —— Christoph Witzenrath

was considered just punishment and, in the case of Slavonic Christians, a case of nat-
ural law.** Attempts to use the geopolitical bottlenecks of the Northern ports, the Bo-
sporus, and the Anatolian-Syrian frontier as means to control the trade in a crusading
spirit led to diversions and transferal from sea to land connections. The Mamluk sul-
tans made access to the spice trade in their harbors conditional on strategical supply
with slaves and paid generously. After the collapse of the competing Ilkhanate in 1335,
treaties with buffer states in eastern Anatolia, such as Armenia, guaranteed unimped-
ed slave trade along the Simisso (today: Samsun)-Sivas—Aleppo land route. From a per-
spective of the balance of power, rules against enslaving co-religionists might be just as
important when observed in terms of their breach as with respect to compliance. In-
creasing Genoese competence in controlling the trade since the 1380s went hand in
hand with Ottoman expansion.*®

A minor wave of new slaves came from Circassia resulting from Khan Tokhta-
mysh’s re-stabilizing the Ulus of Jochi in 1380. The Circassian nobles had supported
the losing side during the preceding civil war, and were barred from redistributed rev-
enue and spoils in Sarai. They raided local northwestern Caucasian peasant settle-
ments and competing princes for exchange to obtain unprecedentedly rich grave
goods found in elite burials, imported from the lower Volga and the wider Mediterra-
nean. These minor shifts led to larger consequences, as Circassian slaves were the new
mamluks after Tatar sources dried up and the Circassian Barquq became the Egyptian
sultan.®®

The Roma in mainly southeastern Europe are a case of outright chattel slavery in
Europe. Their ethnonym in Romanian, figani, was a synonym for slave, whereas terms
like rob—slave in local Slavonic chancellery language—were used in parallel and only
later. In the Romanian principalities, where the source material and study situation is
better than in other countries, they could be sold, bequeathed, gifted, and used as col-
lateral. All had to pay taxes and dues to the state, monasteries, or boyar masters, on
whom they were personally dependent. However, passing death sentences was the pre-
serve of the prince. Originally nomadic, many Roma settled to a sedentary life accord-
ing to their professions, from highly-sought blacksmiths to a majority of agricultural
workers and female domestic workers as well as some itinerant peddlers and street
artists keeping, for example, dancing bears. Occupations determined to which self-or-
ganized “band” they belonged, along with partly differing cultures and dialects. Own-
ers’ obligations were limited to feeding the settled. The itinerants were excluded from
this, inducing them to top up uncertain income by occasional thievery, to meet obliga-
tions. Those who crossed into the Ottoman Empire were free there, but without rights;
on return, they would become slaves of the prince again, as did all Roma who had no
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owner. Some fled to join the prince’s—or princess’s—slaves due to worse conditions
under their other owners. Their origins are shrouded in silence, although they seem
to have arrived as slaves of the Tatars. They first appeared with some captured Tatars
in an already existing asymmetric dependent status in the Romanian principalities
founded in the fourteenth century. The slavery of Roma was abolished in Romania be-
tween 1843 and 1856.*’

Muscovite kholopstvo was slavery in the sense that kholopy could be sold or oth-
erwise alienated in dowries, donations, or inheritance. It was one term for a whole
array of different, often contractual arrangements. Few were inherited full slaves;
most were temporary debt slaves who legally could not be bequeathed although in
practice they were, within the family. Temporary service contract kholopy sold them-
selves to the owner; initially for a year, often repeatedly and from 1586 onwards, not for
longer than the life of the owner. Tension between these arrangements stem from the
harsh conditions of life on the edge of agricultural viability, exchanges with and dep-
redations from the steppe, and the Muscovite striving to limit, fortify, and mobilize
against the latter, an effort imposing additional austerity on ordinary Muscovites.
Steppe and wider Iranian practices were transferred by the widespread occupation
as military slaves accompanying the owner during campaigns. Others were employed
in the household and a few in agriculture. The owner’s main obligation was to feed
and, by implication, maintain them. It was impossible to abolish the institution due
to its social functions, so rulers and the Church, aiming to limit its threat to the tax
base and communities, tried to protect kholopy, upholding honor and marriages, al-
though someone who married a kholop, male or female, also became one. The unique
kholopy chancellery centralized obligatory registration and settling disputes. By the
same token, no urges to protect have been observed regarding heterodox captives.*®
The latter were mostly exchanged for Muscovite captives, for which purpose a dedicat-
ed prison was set up in Sevsk near the steppe.

4 Early Modern Slave Raiding and Trade

Demand for labor was high in the economically thriving Ottoman Empire and raiding
nomads’ access to human resources easy, fast, and ugly. After acquiring the northern
harbors in 1475, the Ottomans took over the trade from the Italian sea powers, while
volume had slumped since the 1440s. After reaching the Mamluk border in 1480, the
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Ottomans used their hold on the bottlenecks to halt the Black Sea slave trade and curb
Mamluk power until surrender in 1517 However, under Ottoman aegis, Mamluks were
again imported and continued to hold local power in Egypt.** Demand for slaves in the
burgeoning Ottoman Empire and the collapse of expansion in the Balkans contributed
to a new upswing in the Black Sea trade. Estimates rely on patchy, but in global histor-
ical terms fairly reliable sources, mainly Ottoman tax records and Muscovite gover-
nors’ and Polish starostas’ incomplete reports on losses. Accordingly, some 1.5-2 mil-
lion people were taken by raiders and merchants through the harbors and the
Caucasus from 1475 to about 1700. Almost annual slave raids of various sizes across
the steppe, often several per year, yielded large numbers of slaves: Eastern Europe
from the Caucasus to Poland was second in numbers only to sub-Saharan Africa as
a source of slaves in this period.*® This surge was fed by the decomposing steppe con-
federacies, as conflict in Central Asia further reduced transcontinental east-west trade
and nomads sought extra income in raiding the emerging northern powers, first Po-
land-Lithuania, and from the early sixteenth century Muscovy.*"

Connectivity was central to this nomadic extra income: Muscovite and Ruthenian
slaves may be found in numbers in places as far removed as Aleppo, Istanbul, or the
center of silk and carpet production, Bursa. For most captives, this was a one-way trip,
as they never returned. They did not necessarily remain in their new places against
their will due to the attraction of the cosmopolitan Ottoman Empire, although efforts
are needed to prove this in individual cases. However, the power of the holding areas to
retain them, such as the danger of being recaptured in the steppe, contributed to the
larger numbers who did not return.*
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5 Muslim Slavery

As Islam came to be the dominant religion in one of the world’s most developed and
culturally advanced regions, the Middle East, Central Asia, and the Mediterranean, it
inherited whole sets of institutions and customs. They were not always easily compat-
ible with what had taken root in the mind of Mohammed in an impoverished peninsula
inhabited by herdsmen and some townspeople. Connected to civilization but remote in
the desert, early Muslims combined an ancient local identity with a universal, mono-
theistic truth to create a momentum that kept them both apart from and linked to the
cultures they conquered.*® In these regions and beyond, one of the main institutions of
the ancient world, slavery, proliferated and soon obtained its own Muslim cultural vec-
tor. The tensions inherent in the adaptation of nomads to the remnants of antiquity
lived on and may still be discerned in various forms in early modern Muslim perspec-
tives on slavery.** There is consequently no one Muslim take on slavery: The various
schools of religious law, laws promulgated by Muslim rulers, the locally strong admix-
tures of customs or regional, pre-Islamic laws and the diverse Sufi orders as well as
individual Islamic scholars, all contributed to a rich and variegated patchwork of
views. The tensions created by these overlapping texts, practices, and customs could
be exploited by slaves to some degree; therefore, the study of Muslim slavery presup-
poses a great deal of attention to details of law.** From early on in its history, Islam
called for the humane treatment of slaves.

Scholarly claims that Muslim slavery was “milder” than the chattel slavery in the
New World have to be weighed against the backdrop of continuing enslavement in re-
mote areas and recent sexual enslavement of Yazidi women, and the more methodical-
ly bottom-up perspective of the latest scholarship on the early and middle periods of
Ottoman history. Students of Muslim slavery are now less prepared to accept unques-
tioningly the good treatment thesis created as a defensive concept by the late Ottoman
elite in the face of Western abolitionists.*® Considering the extant archival sources,
studies have barely scratched the surface.

In Islam, slavery had a special edge because of the very egalitarian ideals and high
social mobility.*” However, concomitant military successes brought the creation of dom-
inant social groups. Such broad enfranchised groups before long refused to serve in the
military. Before industrialization, the only other source of military power were slaves
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brought in from abroad.*® Some rulers gave nomadic warriors the usus fructus of ag-
ricultural surplus to guard frontiers from raids of their brethren from the steppe, as
had already been the case under the pre-Islamic Sassanids. As these local potentates
acquired hereditary rights, rulers found themselves on a par with them, in a disinte-
grating polity. Garrisoned military slaves provided loyal power to the ruler, as they
had no local stronghold.* The ubiquity of slave labor, drawn mostly from captives of
wars or bought abroad, was a response to the inadmissibility of serfdom and forced
labor by Muslims and tax-paying heterodox.*

The definition of slavery was straightforward, except for the areas in which cus-
tomary law was strong, which created numerous complex and conflicting gradations.
According to the holy law of Islam, the Sharia, slaves were chattels which could be re-
sold, akin in many respects to livestock. However, unlike livestock, they possessed cer-
tain cautiously marked-out rights, as their humanity was incontestable.>

The clear legal definition obscures a perplexing variety of social roles putting ob-
stacles in way of solidarity between those under the sway of slavery.>* Rulers became
dependent on household and military slaves, on eunuchs and concubines to such a de-
gree that slaves sometimes seized power>® Singing girls could become influential at
court and they received an education in elite households.>* A concubine who bore a
son to a powerful man wielded immense power herself, especially as a widow. If the
son was recognized, she had to be manumitted and her status was legalized. The
early seventeenth-century Ottoman Empire was dubbed the “sultanate of the
women,” many arriving from inner Eurasia as slaves.>® Some female slaves successfully
sued for mistreatment, especially if they were sold while pregnant.*® Slavery itself con-
tributed to upward social mobility—characteristics that set Muslim societies apart
from the increasing social rigidities of European medieval social estates.

The harem system of the Ottoman court was extreme in comparison with other
elite households. Recent studies have cast doubt on the notion of concubinage comply-
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ing with the ideal of good treatment in the intimacy of the home, family, or household
depicted in late Ottoman defenses of slavery and much of Western literature; these
newer studies tend to privilege the view from within and bottom-up perspectives of
the enslaved.®” The inclination to stay, especially among female slaves, has questionable
value as an argument for the “good treatment” hypothesis, as decisions were influ-
enced by the “horrors of the return journey,” which were worse for non-military cap-
tives, females, and those who could pay less.”® Moreover, women in many societies
were socialized to obey men unquestioningly and reproduction yielded new personal
bonds in the receiving society—factors that tended to make them stay but are not con-
nected to treatment.*® However, court cases show female slaves and manumitted were
granted a voice to various degrees according to social roles and concomitantly increas-
ing agency.®

Yet this was not the lot of the vast majority assigned to menial tasks or who ended
up as “cannon fodder.” The lives of ordinary soldiers were cruel, brutish, and short.*
Slavery was also common on small and medium-sized landholdings, in irrigation, min-
ing, transport, public works, proto-industry, and large-scale construction.®> Nomadic
raiders made their slaves “watch the flock, prepare the food, make felts and weave car-
pets”.®® Singing girls were prostitutes and courtesans.** Sexual access and exploitation
of female slaves was commonly accepted for owners in Italy, Egypt, and elsewhere.®®
Prostitution of slaves was plainly forbidden in the Qur’an.®® However, the legal fiction
of short-term sales concealed its practice in Ottoman lands and elsewhere.®’
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Generalizations about treatment are risky, since reports by slaves have commonly
been removed from the historical record. The Sharia banned the molestation of wards,
but control of such rules was restricted because the household fell under the private
sphere. Less formal sources convey both vigorous exhortations for good treatment
and alternative modes of operation, such as approval of corporal punishment.®® This
whole area of study is tainted by implicit comparison, so an appropriate, albeit in
this context unanswerable, question remains: Was life in Christian countries better
for comparable functional groups, and if so, from which time on?

While there are several reports about mild-mannered masters, and some slaves,
female as well as male, enjoyed contractual agency in specific areas (mukateba),
these are offset by less agreeable treatment that included social marginalization
through frequent resale.®® Court records from the Crimean Khanate tend to support re-
ports by local Dominican missionaries about abusive treatment of slaves; in cases of
the killing of a slave, the owner might be compensated, but there was no punishment.
Prices for slaves were low in Crimea and slaves might have been considered dispensa-
ble.”® Crimean Tatars are unlikely to have kept many slaves, since local economic struc-
tures did not support it.”* However, the ransom business was profitable and at the
same time lacked information about the rank and means of captives. Absent other
means to overcome uncertainty about what price they could demand, owners and
brokers resorted to inducements as well as torturing captives and witnesses.”

Enslavement depended on vicious raids, harrowing forced marches, dismal sales of
the disenfranchised, and perilous maritime voyages; this also holds for earlier Italian
activities.”” The recently studied Ottoman slaves who sought agency in multiple every-
day acts of petty self-assertion and resistance give every indication that Muslim slavery,
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despite the apparently broader spectrum of occupations and roles, was recognizably
related to parallel phenomena in other cultures.”

Imperial law initially exacerbated slavery but began to rein in the institution from
the sixteenth century. Once confronted by the strong and popular Atlantic challenge to
slavery in the nineteenth century, responses were still ambivalent. Mystics and millen-
arians explosively increased rates of enslavement when they chose the way of the
sword. However, subversive millenarians who claimed the right to abolish the law
and reshape society might oppose slavery and did much to integrate former slaves
into Islam. Some of the earliest cases of abolition of slavery occurred in the northern
Caucasus khanates, on the border of the Russian Empire.75

Overall, a paradox calls for further research: Islam was precocious in regulating
slavery and encouraging the faithful to engage in manumission, and yet Muslim con-
servatives generally lagged behind those of other faiths in approving complete eman-
cipation.”® Yet as strategic choices, such gradualism made sense, as it allowed the in-
tegration of slaves in rather clearly defined scales of asymmetric dependency,
curtailing the power of marginal slaveholders in favor of the community of believers.””

6 The Slave Trade and Serfdom
in the Russian Empire

Another result of the dominance of mounted steppe warriors in open field combat
until the late eighteenth century was Muscovy’s and the Russian Empire’s increasing
drive to conquer the steppe. In the early modern period, as the musket and early
guns were yet no match for the composite reflex bow, apart from being less high-
tech and cheaper, field defenses and earthwork along with forts helped to level the
military disparity. The strategy proved successful and from the 1570s to the late acquis-
ition of Central Asia, one consecutive fortified border line after another spread into the
steppe, each covering hundreds and even thousands of kilometers. They helped keep
raiders out and mobile peasants inside the empire. Muscovy fittingly adapted a liber-
ationist worldview according to which it was the “New Israel” and Ivan IV was like
Moses God’s instrument leading the Muscovite slaves out of the new Egyptian slavery
in Tatar Kazan on the middle Volga. The tsar and all Orthodox believers were obliged to
ransom Orthodox slaves and captives. Muscovy used this worldview to justify the con-
quest and deportation of Tatars from the city, occupying the fortress. This was achieved
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with the help of loyal Tatars, lauded as greater liberators than the Russian boyars
themselves, both being portrayed much in the way of Arab and Ottoman gazis. Yet un-
like the Ottoman prohibition on enslaving and enserfing believers and taxpayers, it
was permitted to subjugate Orthodox peasants to masters as long as they were Ortho-
dox, a phenomenon which became more widespread as the empire expanded and, ini-
tially, grain remained scarce and had to be stocked.”®

Growing taxes and military service meant that peasants became indebted, fled
from smaller estates towards larger ones, to monasteries, abroad, or to the new forti-
fied lines in the steppe promising measures of privileges. Muscovy answered flexibly to
these challenges, but the 1649 code of laws finally ended legal liberty of mobility. In
legal terms, serfdom mainly meant that serfs enjoyed less access to courts beyond land-
owners and required their assent for mobility. While most serfs, especially those on the
fertile black earth close to the Black Sea, were peasants delivering work dues, many
engaged in diverse trades, often as absentees or providing replacements for tilling
the land and recruitment into the army. Especially complex asymmetrically dependent
relations evolved between household serfs and masters. In the late seventeenth and
eighteenth century, serfs were increasingly sold, bought, and used as collateral for
credit granted by the bank of the nobility. First inconclusive attempts at rebalancing
social relations in the then prosperous empire occurred during the first half of the
nineteenth century, while numbers of serfs abated.”® The lost Crimean War of
185356 against the maritime powers translated into Russia’s awareness of lagging eco-
nomic and social dynamism, attributed to outmoded serfdom by the government and
elites. Abolition in 1861 meant for many former serfs continuing burdens from “re-
demption” payments to former owners extending into the early twentieth century.
Moreover, all peasants were placed in the constraints of the peasant community replac-
ing the landowner, which was meant to uphold order and redistribute the land to those
who could till it. It proved a major lost opportunity to make agriculture more efficient,
although the reformers could not have foreseen the growth of the rural population, so-
cial pressures woven into the backdrop to Russia’s revolutions.*
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Despite their own colonial history, the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union be-
came the major power linking up with the decolonized against former colonizers dur-
ing debates about the abolition of slavery at the Congress of Vienna, the League of Na-
tions, and the United Nations.®* President Putin still aimed to mobilize these global
links when he spoke of liberation and slavery during his September 2022 speech
which legitimized annexing four Ukrainian regions, televised worldwide by Russia
Today (RT), claiming that the duplicity of the “West” was clearly seen in the Atlantic
slave trade and colonialism.®? Obviously, such a propagandistic statement also applies
in reverse and deserves some background analysis. Muscovy already exemplifies how
liberation may end in subjection to the self-proclaimed “liberator.” Imperial power pol-
itics encourage a fine balance in attitude towards the conquered, say, bombing Chech-
nya or Syria, and towards powers such as India reliant on Soviet and Russian weapons
deliveries, engendering different subtexts in the message. To the latter, it is a poisoned
promise, to the former a disguised threat; polemically that may be called duplicity. Pu-
tin’s autocratic Russia has left not a shred of doubt that it actively suppresses dissent;
moreover, the current war of aggression on a democratizing Ukraine is accompanied
by a mounting debate about genocidal intent. Nevertheless, some Russian actors still
seem to misinterpret such signs, not least notoriously Evgenii Prigozhin in his last
viral swagger: “Wagner [Group] is making Africa even freer.” Misunderstanding the im-
perial practice of renegotiating personal links on which the elite customarily relies as
some kind of peculiar freedom remains risky, as Prigozhin’s dramatic last months,
whistleblowing, mutiny, and end in an exploded aircraft suggest, despite the Russian
refusal to launch an investigation in accordance with international standards.®®

Freedom usually comes at a price, to be paid every now and then, everywhere. In
some areas it has so far proven too expensive, deceptive, or not sustainable. Moreover,
there are different ways of thinking about freedom and asymmetric dependency from
which people choose or which they inherit. The local conditions of freedom and de-
pendency deserve close inspection, as they rest on the interaction of historically con-
tingent factors—ecological, economic, cultural, and political, to name but the most gen-
eral categories. Studying these conditions helps us understand diversity as much as it
teaches us to be alert. However, the current official approach to strong asymmetric de-
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pendency in the Russian Federation is very far from the emphatic perceptions of insti-
tutionalized freedom and power sharing prevailing in democratic countries.



