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Abstract: It is commonly assumed that slavery was a widespread practice in pre-Islam-
ic Arabia. This assumption is based on references to enslaved people in the Qur'an. At
the same time, it replicates biased accounts of the region’s inhabitants found in (mostly
Graeco-Roman) “external” sources. Finally, the claim builds on the existence of “soci-
eties with slaves™ and “slave societies” in the surroundings of late antique Arabia.
No thorough attempt to examine slavery in pre-Islamic Arabia has been carried out
by engaging with the abundant epigraphical records. People in subordinate positions
towards other men could carve inscriptions in bronze and leave them in temples
(which were open to people of all stations), but it is unclear if these people should
be considered “servants” or “enslaved people”. As such, it is impossible to tell if the
people mentioned as ‘bd, for example, offered their services as servants or were ob-
liged to do so and worked against their will as enslaved people. Prisoners and privi-
leged guests at royal courts were often one and the same. The presence of captives
in these inscriptions points to the fact that some people were bought or sold as person-
al property in the first millennium. As religious and secular practices overlapped in
ancient times, bronze votive inscriptions should not be considered mere votive objects
but as holding legal value with a profound ceremonial role in the correct functioning of
the stratified society of pre-Islamic South Arabia. In continuity with pre-Islamic times,
the Qur’an regards servants as part of the master’s household and the community of
the believers (Ummah): Islam was neither a rupture nor an alien product in the region.

1 Introduction

In the recent The Cambridge World History of Slavery. Volume 2. AD 500-AD 1420, Mat-
thew S. Gordon argues that “Slavery was [...] well-rooted in pre-Islamic Arab society.”*
Although Gordon recognizes that “it is difficult to reconstruct Arabian social and eco-
nomic history more generally”, he upholds slavery as playing a crucial role in pre-Is-
lamic times, which he defines as “a legacy of ancient Greek, Roman, and Iranian tra-
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ditions”. In the Oxford Dictionary of Late Antiquity, Majied Robinson writes that “Slav-
ery would have been familiar to pre-Islamic Arabians of the Hijaz”,* and the assump-
tion that slavery was a widespread practice in pre-Islamic Arabia is overall common.
Although no mention of pre-Islamic Arabia is found in another recent publication on
the topic, Slavery in the Late Antique World, 150-700 CE,* many publications in the
past have argued for the presence of enslaved people in pre-Islamic Arabia.

In a short paper published before his 2019 book Slavery and Islam, Jonathan Brown
argued that “slavery was an integral part of economic and social life in the Late Anti-
que world, and the Quranic revelation accepted it as a reality.”® In a later passage,
Brown claimed that “in the cases of polygamy and slavery, there is salient continuity
between pre-Islamic and post-Islamic society in the Near East.”® This is arguably not
Brown’s most controversial statement, but it is nonetheless quite problematic.” In
the same year of the appearance of Slavery and Islam, Bernard K. Freamon published
Possessed by the Right Hand. The Problem of Slavery in Islamic Law and Muslim Cul-
tures. Freamon’s text devotes an entire chapter to “Slavery, Slave Trading, and the
Law in the Pre-Islamic Middle East.”® Less than two pages among the sixty-eight of
the chapter are dedicated to an Arabian region, i.e., the northwest kingdom of the Na-
bateans. Freamon recognizes that the assertion that the Nabateans traded in enslaved
people can appear as rank speculation.’ Still, he claims that “The pre-Islamic literature
and lore from the region is replete with references to Africans functioning as slaves”."
To support his claim, Freamon refers to B. Heller’s entry “Sirat ‘Antar” in the Encyclo-
paedia of Islam™" and a brief passage on ‘Antar in Bernard Lewis’s 1992 Race and Slav-
ery in the Middle East: An Historical Enquiry"* Poetry and romance are far from au-
thoritative sources on the matter. Nevertheless, relying on unreliable sources is still
better than relying on no sources. For instance, Hend Gilli-Elewy has claimed that
“Arab prisoners of war” constituted the main category of enslaved people in pre-Islam-
ic times but has failed to mention a single primary source." Gilli-Elewy’s bold state-
ment that the Meccans “dominated the international trade network” in the second
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half of the sixth century is instead based on secondary literature."* Kecia Ali has also
claimed that “patriarchal marriage and slaveholding coexisted in pre-Islamic Arabia”
but failed to mention any pre-Islamic Arabian source.'®

The attestation of slavery in the Near East has led many scholars to assume that
the practice of slavery also thrived in the Arabian Peninsula. In the section of Slave
Soldiers and Islam devoted to the “pre-Islamic antecedents” of military slavery in
Islam, Daniel Pipes wrote that the three “ancient cultures” of Rome-Byzantium, Iran,
and “Arabia” “contributed to the sudden, new, and original Islamicate synthesis”.16
After briefly dealing with the Roman and Iranian antecedents, Pipes reserved a
brief section to “Jahili Mecca”, arguing that “information on slaves fighting in pre-Is-
lamic Arabia derives almost entirely from Mecca in the years preceding Muslim con-
trol”, and that “Mecca consistently used slaves in warfare”.!” Muslim sources are the
only investigated material. By contrast, Noel Lenski’s excellent article Captivity and
Slavery among the Saracens in Late Antiquity (ca. 250-630 CE) does not use Muslim
literary accounts but literary sources produced outside Arabia though contemporary
to the events narrated, such as the works of Ammianus Marcellinus, Malalas, Jerome,
Evagrius, Theophanes, Cyril of Scythopolis, and Dionysius of Alexandria.'®

The following sections address the imbalance between the many secondary refer-
ences to Arabian slavery and the present paucity of primary sources by focusing on the
material written by Arabians in Arabia during pre-Islamic times."® The analysis of the
indigenous corpus of Arabian epigraphy will be followed by an inquiry into the first
Arabic literary source, which offers some insight into the topic: the Qur’an. The conclu-
sion will attempt to situate Arabia in the broader context of Late Antiquity. In the ar-
ticle mentioned above, Lenski argued that the “Muslim conquerors” continued the pre-
Islamic “habits of capturing, handling and dealing with slaves cultivated by their Sar-
acen predecessors”.*® Assuming that it is possible to trace a direct line between the
“Saracens” mentioned in the Greek and Syriac literary sources, was there continuity
from pre-Islamic to early Islamic times regarding the practice of slavery? While at-
tempting to answer these questions, I will provide an overview of the heated debate
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2 Pre-Islamic Epigraphy

Pre-Islamic Arabia is a particularly fertile site for a historical inquiry into literacy and
linguistic habits in the ancient world. The present study is based on several epigraphic
testimonies found in the region. Thousands of inscriptions written in various scripts
and languages bear witness to several communities and geo-political entities. The al-
ready mentioned Nabateans developed their script from Aramaic in the second century
BCE. After the fall of the Nabatean kingdom in 106 CE, the disappearance of monumen-
tal inscriptions gave way to the emergence of thousands of graffiti, some of which have
been identified as “Nabateo-Arabic”, “Transitional”, and “Old Arabic”.?? Two additional
corpora of the Arabian Peninsula are today labeled “Ancient North Arabian inscrip-
tions” and “Ancient South Arabian inscriptions”. The first group is attested in the
south of Mesopotamia and northwest Arabia from the first millennium BCE.** One
of the most notable subcategories is “Safaitic”, which comprises thousands of short
graffiti in southern Syria and dates between the second century BCE and the fourth
century CE.** The South Arabian corpus is more accurately dated than its North Ara-
bian counterpart based on its attestation of a local calendar and its mentions of ruling
dynasties. The corpus dates between the early first millennium BCE and the second half
of the sixth century CE, and it is written in four different languages, named after the
four most powerful kingdoms of the area (Hadramawt, Qataban, Ma‘in and Saba’).®
Due to the average length of these texts, it is one of the most valuable sources for un-
covering the history of pre-Islamic Arabia.

Several South Arabian inscriptions offer insight into the region’s society in pre-Is-
lamic times. At least four lexemes indicate a person in a subordinate position in the
corpus. ‘bd is the most generic way of referring to a person wholly subject to another,
being attested more than five hundred times. The word is used in religious and mun-
dane contexts: a man can be a ‘bd towards divinity or another human being.?® Similar
blurry connotations are attested in other corpora, such as the Sogdian documents from

22 To the north of Nabatea instead, Palmyrene inscriptions were carved between the first century BCE
and the third century CE. The third century CE is also the terminus post quem of the Hatrean inscrip-
tions, attested from the first century CE. For the Nabatean corpus, see Nehmé 2017: 75—98; Nehmé 2010:
47-88; Macdonald 2000: 28—79.

23 The corpus is formed by a series of subcategories devised in light of slight graphic differences.
24 However, the terminus post quem is based on an argumentum ex silentio, namely the lack of Chris-
tian formulae in the corpus.

25 Grasso 2020: 352.

26 Numerous inscriptions use ‘bd to express submission to the gods of South Arabia. For example, see
the Central Middle Sabaic al-Jawf 04.14 and Ja 588, dated between the late second to late third centuries
CE, mentioning a ‘bd of the god Imgh. The first found in the god’s temple in modern al-Bayda’, the see-
cond in the god’s temple in modern Mahram Bilgis. See also the expression in an inscription by king
NsZkrb Ymn Yhrhb in the same temple of Mahram Bilgis (Ja 608).
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Turfan.”’ In a temple in wadi Shuzayf, a ’s'dm son of Hdym who was an bd of Kbr Hll
dedicated a bronze plaque to the god dhii-Samawi.”® On the same site, a smaller bronze
plaque was dedicated by S*dn dh-Nsrm bd of ‘bt Hbs*nyn, (i.e., ‘bt the Akstimite).? In
another context, the bd of the family N‘'mbrl and Hbt dedicated two statues in bronze
to the god Imgh “when he returned safely from S*bwt and the sea”.** An offering table
contains an Early Sabaic inscription with a similar formula.*!

It is difficult to ascertain whether the people defined as bd of other men were “en-
slaved people”. An Early Sabaic inscription mentions a “repair” carried out by a man
who defined himself bd of two rulers.’? In another case, a man who defined himself
not only as a bd but “property of the king” (qgny mlkn) declares having surrounded
a temple with a wall and having constructed an altar in a Southern Middle Sabaic ded-
icatory text.*® Elsewhere, a certain 's“d son of $*dn and bd of the bani 'hwd construct
ed the funerary monument and tomb of his brother Y'mr, son of ‘mrn and bd of the
banii hwd.** Furthermore, a bronze bowl contains a carved inscription: “Mrkdm bd
‘nnn placed for [the god] S'm‘ for his security and to protect his work”.** This would
have been an expensive object, as the bronze sculpture of a hand dedicated by a bd
of the family S'hmn to his patron T1b Rymn.*® Christian Robin translated bd with
the French lexeme “esclave”, a term corresponding to the English “slave” and not “serv-
ant”, stating that the writer’s “position of dependence seems to be without time
limit”.*’

A unique insight into the relationship between bd and overlord comes from a legal
inscription datable to the end of the first millennium BCE. The inscriptions concern the
granting of a portion of a tomb ('sh* b-gbrn) to the family of a ‘bd mi[kn] (‘bd of the
king).*® Irene Rossi has recently translated the apposition as “servo del re”, claiming
that the term “indicated the king’s employees or members of the court. In any case,
they were certainly people who enjoyed a position of respect”.* If so, the inscription
would allow for the hypothesis that the hd were not enslaved people but special attend-
ants of the elites’ entourage. Although prisoners and privileged guests at royal courts

27 See the case of AP [ (Nanai-vandak) or servant of the goddess Nanai in letter 1. See Sims-Wil-
liams 2005: 181-93.

28 FB-wadi Shudayf 1.

29 FB-wadi Shudayf 2. For another bronze plaque see Ry 394.
30 Ja 741

31 CIH 439.

32 DAI Sirwah 2005-1 A.

33 CIH 550.

34 CIH 722.

35 Moussaieff 30. For a recent study see, Bron 2014: 205-16.
36 Robin 1.

37 Robin 1985: 31617

38 aljawf 04.28.

39 Rossi 2009: 184 -86.



70 —— Valentina A. Grasso

were often one and the same, clear proprietorial rights over a ‘bd are mentioned in a
wood stick inscription which reads:

To Whr of the Hbrn from Y1l, bd of the d-Grfm. As for you, take care of the bd of the d-Dwrm, who
was sent with $'b‘m, and do not shame this man. Y11.*°

Proprietorial rights are also attested in a monumental inscription on a statue aimed to
thank the god Tmgqgh for having granted the writer “proprietorial rights over Twhtwn,
son of Mrdm bd of the d-Hbb”.** A dedicatory text records that a bd was hit and killed
(“Hwtr'tt, of the family 'hgrm, hit his bd Twb', servant of the family hgrm, and just for
that beating Twb1 died”).** Another inscription records a bd stealing from a temple (“
[IJm Dd of the bant Mwgsm stole from the temple of B1 'wn”).** There is no mention
of punishment. If we assume that the term bd has a somewhat uniform meaning
throughout the corpus, a lengthy Early Sabaic monumental stele appears in contradic-
tion with Rossi’s thesis. The stele mentions bd as war prisoners and thus unlikely to be
“people who enjoyed a position of respect”.

He brought together the children of Tmgh and the people, its free men (hr) and its bd from the
territories of Awsan and its cities [...] and the men of ‘Abadan, free men (hr) and bd, with full own-
ership rights [...] and Krb'l took possession of all the gs't of Kht, its free men (hr) and its bd and
their children and their property and all the men.**

Since the word bd is in contrast with hr in this passage, bd seems to indicate enslaved
people, who had been taken as captives. The same inscription also includes elsewhere
the word s’hym, which could be translated as “slavery” (“demanded them from him, in
death and s'hym”). This lexeme is attested around one hundred times in the corpus of
South Arabia, from the first millennium BCE to the fall of the kingdom of Himyar in the
second half of the sixth century CE. The word indicates “captives” in Central Middle
Sabaic and Southern Middle Sabaic inscriptions.** Both men and women are consid-
ered captives,*® and they often occur with other elements of booty, such as animals.*’
In a few cases, the raids are against the Aksumites*® (“they came back with spoils, cap-

40 YM 11742.

41 RES 4964. Note that Albert Jamme has disregarded this inscription as a fake in a privately printed
publication which I could not access. See Jamme, “Le faux sabéen R 4964” (Washington).

42 FB-Mahram Bilqis 1.

43 CIH 398.

44 RES 3945.

45 E.g., Central Middle Sabaic: BR-M. Bayhan 10; CIAS 3911/o 2 n° 3; CIH 397, CIH 407, DAI Bar'’an 2000-1;
FB-Mahram Bilqis 2; Gl 1321; Gr 15; Ir 13; Ir 17 Ir 31; Ir 32; Ja 578; Ja 616 + Ja 622; Ja 635; Ja 636; Ja 649; Ja
650; Ja 658+Ja 659; Ja 665; Ja 668; Ja 758; Ry 533; Schm/Marib 28; Sh 31. Southern Middle Sabaic: ‘Abadan 1;
Jarf an-Na‘Tmiya; MAFRAY-al-Mi‘sal 5.

46 Ja 576 + Ja 577.

47 E.g., Ja 665 and Ir 13.

48 Ir 12; Ir 19; Ir 69; Ja 574; Ja 575; Ja 576 + Ja 577; Ja 631.
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tives, and booty from the Abyssinians (hbs?n)”).** S’hym also appear in a few Late Sa-
baic inscriptions.50 For instance, a dated commemorative text written by one of the
qayl protagonists of the massacre of the Christians of Najran (523) by the Jewish
ruler Joseph mentions “twelve thousand deaths, eleven thousand captives (s’bym),
two hundred ninety thousand camels, cows and small animals”.** Two contemporary
inscriptions refer to “nine thousand five hundred captives”®* and “eleven thousand
captives” after a series of military accomplishments against the South Arabian Christi-
ans and the Aksumites.>® The second commemorative text also mentions the word
hmrtm, which means “enslaved people”.** The widespread attestations of the term
in various ages witness the deportation of enslaved people held as captives in all soci-
eties of South Arabia.

In contrast to most traded goods, enslaved people were not weighed, as was the
case with animals. Not many “receipts” of their trade have thus survived. Two notable
exceptions are constituted by a receipt on a palm leaf stalk plausibly mentioning the
purchase of three enslaved women®® and a stick wood incision allowing the Bani
S?hrm to “acquire, go into possession of, possess, command, sell and exchange them
or exchange something for those two women as well as for their children and grand-
children as they are proprietary right”.>® Enslaved women frequently served as concu-
bines in neighboring societies, and conspicuous attestations of enslaved women are
found in the epigraphic corpus of South Arabia. Three Southern Middle Sabaic inscrip-
tions dated to the dawn of the first millennium CE use the lexeme hmrtn to indicate
enslaved women,”” which appears equivalent to ‘mt (plural ‘mh), attested in Minaic,
Northern, and Central Middle Sabaic inscriptions.*® A stone inscription from Sirwah
similarly attests to a father’s selling off his daughter to the god ‘ttr S*’ymm, after having
procreated her with his ‘'mt whom he had purchased (qny).*

The epigraphic corpus clearly shows that it was possible to buy ‘mt/h, suggesting
that they were enslaved. Some of these people were captives of war, as indicated by

49 Ir 20.

50 E.g, Ma’sal 3.

51 Ja 1028.

52 Ry 508.

53 Ry 507

54 Ry 507

55 Said 1.

56 X.BSB 61.

57 MAFRAY-al-Gidma 1, MAFRAY-al-Gidma 2; MAFRAY-al-Mi'sal 9.

58 The lexeme used to express subordination to the god is the same ‘mh, suggesting a similar inter-
changeable use such as for ‘bd ‘mh appears in a considerable amount of inscriptions. E.g., DAI Sirwah
2005-50; Y.85.AQ/6; CIAS 39.11/0 3 n° 10. The lexeme sometimes appears next to ‘dm, plausibly understood
as male servants, as in the case of a legal text in which a family swears that they will “authenticate the
grant and decree for the offspring of the ‘dm and ‘mh of the bani “zz, be they in the house or the cul-
tivated land”, see CIH 435. Similarly in CIH 609 and CIH 619.

59 Sirwah-04.
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a short commemorative text (“These has captured Ghmt, of the house of Yt"mr, his ‘'mt,
at Tydy and Dnm: 20”).%° A bronze plaque found in a temple condemns the sexual vio-
lence carried out by a male servant/enslaved man (bd) of an Aksumite man towards a
female servant/enslaved woman (“he did violence to the ‘mt of his master”)." The
name of the female servant is missing, so we cannot infer if she was an Aksumite
too. However, it is unlikely that enslaved people were only captives of war, as the ono-
mastics of the inscriptions suggests that some indigenous people were also classified in
this category. There is some uncertainty regarding the exact status of the son or daugh-
ter of an enslaved person, though children of enslaved people were usually considered
to be the property of the owners of their parents. It is thus unclear if “the descendants
of ‘mt S2[.]”, mentioned in a monumental text, need to be considered enslaved.®* Four
Late Sabaic inscriptions bear the lexeme hgn, which points to a freedman but could
potentially refer to enslaved mothers’ sons t00.* The hgn did not hold the exact posi-
tion of the *hrr freemen,®* and ‘hrrt free women,® while free men were considered in
opposition to s’yw;*® bd,*” and ‘dm.°® The latter, attested more than three hundred
times, could be translated as “liegeman” or “subject to the king”.®® The word appears
to a certain extent similar to bd, as it was also used in religious contexts as “servant of
a divinity”.”

A preliminary inquiry into the Ancient South Arabian corpus has shown that a ser-
ies of words referred to people in subordinate positions. While bd and dm occur in
religious contexts to indicate subordination to a deity, the terms s’hym are only em-
ployed to indicate war captives in subordinate position to elites. Hmrtm and ‘mt are
used to indicate female servants. A freedman is a hgn, while freemen and free
women are hrr and ‘hrrt, often found in opposition to s’hyw; bd, and ‘dm. I have al-
ready mentioned the case of a long Early Sabaic inscription.”* A Hadramitic inscription
datable to the late second to late third centuries CE exemplifies the stratification of so-
ciety in pre-Islamic South Arabia.

Twybm and his sons
Mrtd‘'m and ‘bkrb,

60 Y.85.AQ/17

61 FB-wadi Shudayf 2.

62 A20-216.

63 Ja 1031a; Ry 512; Ist 7608 bis; CIH 541.

64 Jabal Riyam 2006-14; Ja 576 + Ja 577, Jabal Kanin 2018; Hofner AF 3; YMN 1; YMN2; Ingrams1; Ja 949;
Moussaieff 23.

65 CIH 80; Jabal Kanin 2018.

66 MAFRAY-al-Mi‘sal 4.

67 RES 3945.

68 CIAS 4782/06; This seems also the case of CIH 80, a broken bronze plaque from the temple of Imgh in
‘Amran, datable to the last centuries of the first millennium BCE and now kept at the British Museum.
69 E.g., RES 3946; Baha' 1; Fa 76.

70 E.g., Ja 653; Ja 703; RES 4938.

71 RES 3945.



Slavery in First Millennium Arabia: Epigraphy and the Quran — 73

of the family Wdm,

dedicated to their lord

Wrfw ‘mr'm a statue

in bronze for their safety

and for the safety of their house,

their free men (hrr) and their subjects (‘dm).
They committed to the protection of

Wrfw their persons, as a protection

and as goodwill which is favorable to

them and to all they possess in dt

Gylm and its two valleys.”

The inscription shows the close-knit between freemen and servants in pre-Islamic Ara-
bia. People who lay in subordinate positions could carve inscriptions on bronze pla-
ques. This could suggest that they were not enslaved but rather dignitaries and liege-
men, but there is some degree of opposition between “freemen” and “subjects”.
Either way, people in subordinate positions could commission the construction of ex-
pensive votive objects. Not differently from ‘bd, a ‘mt was able to dedicate steles to
ask the gods for wellbeing,”® or ask for forgiveness (“because her daughter bly drew
water from the well of ‘dn when she was not pure”).”* While the material of several
steles is stone, two enslaved women (plural ‘mh) dedicated a bronze statue to the
god Tmgh,” and two more were dedicated to the god Ns'rm by a mother and a daugh-
ter who defined themselves as ‘mh Tt Wdnm (“enslaved women of the family
Wdn'm”»).”® Similarly, a mother and a daughter in pilgrimage left a bronze statue in
a temple, right before the kingdom adopted monotheism,”” and two more bronze stat-
ues celebrated Imqh’s grant of a daughter to other ‘mh.”® Statues, likely representing
the dedicants, were often the preferred material for divine offerings in South Arabia
due to their material value.”

At the dawn of the first millennium CE, a certain South Arabian Hwlyt, ‘mt of Su-
laymim, “clothed herself with an unclean cloak and a woolen garment that had become
unclean” and concealed this from “her masters” (mrh).*® A bronze plaque found in a
temple commemorates the event. She had to “confess and repent before d{-Samawi, the
Lord of the (temple) Bayyin” and now begs Dt-Samaw1 to “restore her happiness” after

72 CIAS 4782/06.

73 CIH 560.

74 CIH 504.

75 al-Sa‘id 2002a (4).

76 A-20-664.

77 CIAS 3911/o 3 n° 6.

78 MB 2004 I1113. For other bronze statues dedicated by ‘mh, see Ja 722 and RES 4084. For a bronze stat-
ue dedicated by a ‘'mh mlkn (enslaved woman of the king) see Ja 828.

79 Sabina Antonini 31.

80 Haram 35.
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she “had submitted and humbled herself”. Hwlyt “had sinned”, but she will “pay a
fine” to receive dt-Samawr’s forgiveness. The bronze plaque attests to the story of
Hwlyt, the ‘mt, a “woman in a subordinate position”, “enslaved woman”, or “female
servant”. In the remaining space of this section, I suggest that bronze plaques played
a profound function in South Arabian society. Most of these objects were not mere vo-
tive objects but served as legal texts: the culprit begs for the deity’s forgiveness after
confessing their sins. The bronze materiality made the plaques a sort of “divine cove-
nant”. The objects were probably read aloud, and a ceremony involving all social strata
plausibly took place. Religious and civil practices did not have firm boundaries, so the
reasoning behind making these votive tables was both sacred and profane. Bronze pla-
ques attested to the contrition and expiation of culprits; elements fundamental to es-
tablishing the correct functioning of the South Arabian social order.

The archive of the temple Ygrw of d-S'mwy suggests that the temple was a site in
which the pilgrimage of both kings and people in subordinated positions was the norm,
in contrast to the above-mentioned temple of Jupiter in Capua.®’ In 1997 Francois Bron
published four inscriptions from the temple, including the one by $dn d-Nsrm.®* All
inscriptions are on bronze plaques. The first is written by a certain s'dm bn Hdym,
bd of Kbr HIL, in the hope that “dh@-Samaw1 continues to grant to His servant (hd) Asa-
dum the prosperity and benevolence of his lords, the banii Kabir Khalil”.®* One of the
four inscriptions is dedicated by an Aksumite.®* Accordingly, two bd and a third man,
supposedly a free Aksumite, were able to dedicate bronze plaques to d-S'mwy’s temple.
While unfeatured in Bron’s article, six more bronze plaques relate to the same temple.
To mention a few examples: a) Hllm, son of Dhyt, the Aksamite (Hbs?nyn), confess to
having worn an unclean belt in the temple and having had sexual intercourse with a
woman inside the building;* b) 1z, son of Nhyt, begs forgiveness for having “failed to
perform for him [d-Smwy] a necessary rite on the occasion of an expedition”®; c)
Rbbm, son of Rd‘m, wishes to receive a divine oracle before embarking on an expedi-
tion;*’d) lym, son of Qys'mnwtm, confesses to the god of d-S'mwy of having had sexual
relations with a woman inside the temple.®® The last text is found on a bronze pendant
displaying a man and a woman who had sexual intercourse. Further considerations of
this object can help us better understand the role of bronze plaques.

81 For the kings, see Arbach 3. This on-site rock incision states: “S*rm ‘wtr, king of Saba’ and du-Raydan,
son of 'Thn Nhfn, king of Saba’, when he came on the expedition to perform the pilgrimage of the god to
the sanctuary d-Ygrw.” A similar case is attested in Kortler 1 and 2. The first was incised by “Is?rh Yhdb
and his brother Yz1 Byn kings of Saba’ and du-Raydan”. The “leaders of the temple” (qdm mhrmn) are
instead mentioned in Kortler 3. A series of short graffiti are attested on site (Kortler 5-8).
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Manfred Kropp has recently suggested that the pendant was worn by the penitent
who processed around the site after his confession.®® The aim of expiatory plaquettes is
not entirely dissimilar from inscribed bronze collar pendants worn by Roman enslaved
people with deterring phrases such as noli me tenere, non tibi experet/expedet (“do not
hold me, do not try it/it is not good for you”).”® In most cases, bronze plaques were
plausibly nailed to the temple’s wall, but in others, such as the case of the pendant,
they were to be worn by the culprit. The aforementioned bronze hand could have
also played a role during the procession after or before the trial, possibly representing
a replacement for the penalty of amputation.”* These objects need to be considered not
as mere votive objects but as legal texts that formed part of a society’s official archive
and regulated the life of the South Arabian stratified society. In doing so, we can better
understand how rulers, freemen, and servants were able to leave their testimonies in
the same temple. Bronze inscriptions were legal texts aimed at surveilling the function-
ing of the stratified society of pre-Islamic South Arabia. The literacy level was plausibly
low; so the inscribed objects were read aloud when offered to the temple and later held
a symbolic role, becoming a monumental display of social justice and a witness to the
devotee’s faith, publicly displaying his/her contrition. It is possible that the dedication
of the bronze plaques was to be celebrated annually. A decree by the city of Pergamum
attests that offering frankincense and sacrifices took place after the temple’s dedica-
tion of bronze tablets.”” The day became a public holiday for children and enslaved
people. A parade was part of the celebration, whose total cost was covered by the
local administration.”® The non-perishable material of bronze tablets made dedications
in Arabia and elsewhere (a widespread Roman practice) inviolable and eternal. In
some cases, the tablets may have even been paid by masters and rulers, with whom
people in subordinate positions had a strong relationship, being considered parts of
their masters’ household.

Before moving to notions of slavery in the Qur’an, I would like to spend a few
words on the mention of people in subordinate positions in the Ancient North Arabian
corpus as we do find several evidence of a stratified society in the upper Arabian re-
gion in the regional epigraphic corpus. While a freedman is a tq,’* a “male servant/en-
slaved man” is often a fty and a “female servant/enslaved woman” a ‘mt; the words glm/
glmt, generally meaning “boy/girl”, also feature to express the concept.” The word bd
appears similar to bd in the South Arabian corpus, being attested in religious contexts
expressing subordination to a deity and in more mundane ones.”® A Dadanitic inscrip-

89 Kropp 2002: 204.

90 Riviere 2002: 162.

91 For other bronze hands, see Antonini de Maigret and Agostini 2016: 215-22.
92 SIG 694.

93 SIG 694.

94 E.g., KRS 1563.

95 E.g., C286; C2076; KRS 59; KRS167; KRS 303.

96 E.g., Mu 550.



76 —— Valentina A. Grasso

tion from al-Ula records the offer of a what was possibly an enslaved boy (¢lm) made
by a priest of the Minaean god Wd and his two sons to Dhgbt, the main deity of the
kingdom of Lihyan.”” In some cases, a drawing is featured in the inscriptions. This is
the case of a series of Safaitic graffiti mentioning glmt and which they likely represent
visually.”® However, most of the Ancient North Arabian inscriptions are brief stone
graffiti bearing a few words, such as the following Safaitic graffito from Jordan:

L dr bn d bn bdt h- dr w syr b- ‘mt m- h- bt

By ‘dr son of ‘d son of bdt was here and brought back a female servant from the wedding.*

While the author of another Safaitic inscription invokes the goddess Lt and describes
himself as “fty of G'd, son of btn” who served in the army, as “he waited for the
rains”,®® a man in some form of subordinate position left his name on a rock while
“pasturing the sheep and leading a troop astray here”.'®* The widespread use of writ-
ing stimulated questions about the region’s literacy. Michael Macdonald has suggested
that nomads wrote the Ancient North Arabian inscriptions found in the Syro-Arabian
desert to relieve boredom during their often-solidary vigils as “writing never usurped
the functions of memory and oral communication”.'®* Ahmad alJallad has highlighted
the highly formulaic structure of the Safaitic inscriptions suggesting that their writers
“did not simply learn how to write, but what to write as well”.'*® AlJallad has rightly
pointed out that if writing was used to pass the time, certain names would be attested
more than once."® As most writers produced only a few graffiti in their lifetime, al-Jal-
lad has suggested that the graffiti aimed to be “aesthetic depictions of reality”.'®® People
who appear to have been servants were also taught to use the same formulae and writ-
ing traditions to convey their still-life portrayals, pointing to their strong connection
with freemen in pre-Islamic times.

3 Quran

Enslaved people are mentioned in more than twenty-five Qur’anic verses, mostly dated
to the Medinan period.'® They are often mentioned as “that which your/their right
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hands own” (ma malakat aymanu-kum/-hum/-hunna/yaminuka), though the word ‘abd
is also attested in the generic sense of “servant” and “worshipper”.'”” When referring
to enslaved people, the word can appear in contrast to a free person (hurr)*®® or found
with the attribute mamlitk (possessed).'”® While the Sabean ‘mt is attested as amah, pl.
ima,'*® other words refer to enslaved people more ambiguously."'* A verse of strah al-
Nahl attests to the difference between free and enslaved people in Muhammad’s com-

munity:

And Allah has favored some of you over others in the provision, but those favored would not share
their provision with that which their right hands own, making them equal. Then do they reject
Allah’s favor?**?

The separation between freemen and enslaved people is considered part of God’s plan
for humanity. At the same time, freemen and enslaved people were deemed spiritually
equal, so it was permissible to marry an enslaved woman, if a free woman was not an
option, given that she was a believer.''* Manumission as an act of piety is encouraged
and can become an instrument to expiate sins."** We do not have information on the
process of manumission in pre-Islamic Arabia. However, the inscriptions written by
freed people point to the fact that manumission was a common practice in the region
before the rise of Islam and not an innovation of Muhammad’s preaching. Studies on
Jewish'*® and Christian'*® slavery have shown that the practice remained widespread
after the rise and spread of Scriptural monotheism. Being war captives, slave trade,
and bhirth to enslaved people were conditions for becoming enslaved people at the
time of Muhammad. There is continuity concerning the Islamic condonement of en-
slaved women as concubines too,""” although the prostitution of enslaved people is con-
demned."*® As previously mentioned, marrying a believing concubine was permissi-
ble.'™ This constitutes a significant difference from Roman practices, which also
encouraged emancipation but did not allow marriage between free and enslaved peo-
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115 Hezser 2005, 2011, 2022.
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ple."* One fascinating aspect regarding the condition of enslaved people in Muham-
mad’s society is the emphasis on enslaved people as part of the household. They are
mentioned in a similar fashion to wives (azwaj)'** and underage children (lit. “those
who have not reached puberty”, lam yablughu al-huluma).'** A significant verse on
the matter is found in sarah al-Nir, a few verses before a statement allowing marriage
with enslaved men and women of good character (“marry off the singles among you, as
well as the righteous among your enslaved men and women”),"*® and another on mas-
ters encouraging manumission and condemning forced prostitution.'** The verse pre-
cedes these statements and exhorts pious women to a modest demeanor. The central
part of the verses declares:

[...] And let them draw their headcovers over their bosoms and not display their adornment except
to their husbands, their fathers, fathers of their hushands, their sons, sons of their hushands, their
brothers, sons of their brothers, sons of their sisters, their women, what possess their right hands,
or male attendants with no physical desire or children who are not aware of private aspects of the
women, [...]'**

The verse suggests that enslaved people were considered close family members. They
were also considered part of the community of believers (Ummah); their manumission
was encouraged, and forced prostitution was strictly forbidden. The institution of slav-
ery evolved following the Muslim conquests and the enlargement of the community of
believers. However, it is significant to notice the close-knit social framework of house-
hold slavery at the dawn of Islam. This portrayal is in line with the pre-Islamic society
of South Arabia, where believing enslaved people and free people (including kings) fre-
quented the same temples and were plausibly deemed equal to the eyes of the god. Con-
verted captives may have been welcomed as part of this close-knit society, though “en-
slaving the other” remained a powerful instrument of control and rhetoric. As Max
Weber puts it, “the slave market depended for supply on successful wars”."® It is plau-
sible that ethnicity played a role in pre-Islamic and early Islamic slavery practices in a
not-so-different fashion from ancient Greece.'?” In the twelfth century, however, faith
had become the sine qua non to decide which Africans were to be enslaved by Mus-
lims.'”® The society of pre-Islamic Arabia, with its at least apparent egalitarian access
to temple votive objects, preceded the Ummah’s granting of citizenship (and the conse-
quent creation of otherness) on the basis of faith.
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4 Conclusion

Sometime in the second century CE, a tribeswoman of the Catuvellauni named Regina
died in South Shields, a British coastal town just south of the River Tyne. Her hushand
was a wealthy Palmyrene man named Barates, who commissioned a lavish tomb in Pal-
myrene style for his deceased wife. Beneath the woman’s portrait, a bilingual inscrip-
tion in Latin and Palmyrene reveals that she was a liberta/hry, a freedwoman.'* Two
centuries later, an elaborate Roman villa was being built on the opposite side of Europe,
at the foot of a hill in central Sicily. The unknown dominus commissioned marbles,
frescoes, and mosaic pavements. A high-ranking officer beating enslaved people with
a stick appears as one of the decoration subjects of the mansion. Elsewhere in the
villa, a fresco shows two enslaved men carrying a wild boar on their shoulders."*® En-
slaved and freed people populated Roman citizens’ physical and symbolic worlds, as
suggested by the author of the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, who mentions that en-
slaved people were traded in Roman Egypt, East Africa, India, and the Arabian Penin-
sula."®' A comparison between ancient South Arabia and Rome can elucidate some of
the questions posited by this paper.

According to Anne Kolb, even enslaved people could afford funerary monuments
in ancient Rome."®* Inscriptions mentioning enslaved people mainly consist of epitaphs
(masters were required by law to provide for the burial of a deceased enslaved per-
son)'** and, more sporadically, legal texts."** Most of the “enslaved people” mentioned
in the inscriptions were not servus/a, but formerly enslaved people, i.e., libertus/a
(freed people), eager to erect memorials to celebrate their manumission."*® Enslaved
people usually set up Roman votive inscriptions according to their master’s orders."*®
Only one marble statue appears to offer a dedication by an enslaved man to his master.
The statue must have been set up within private property as enslaved people were not
allowed to erect a public monument on prominent sites.**” Although “no honorific rep-

129 ISL 7063 and Corp. Inscr. Semit. pars ii, iii 3901 pl. i.

130 For a general overview of the site written in English, see Pensabene and Gallocchio 2011: 29-37
131 For Arabia see Periplus Maris Erythraei, 8.30 and 36.12. For Socotra, see 31.10.

132 Kolb 2015: 343-48.

133 Bruun 2015: 610. Bruun also notes at p. 612 that “Roman law allowed slaves to administer a pecu-
lium, a fund of money received from their master. Legally the peculium remained property of the lat-
ter”.

134 CIL II 5042 = CIL II 5406 = AE 2000, 66 —67 = EDCS-05600394. I am thankful to Noel Lenski for this
signalling.

135 E.g., CIL I(2).3217; CIL 1(2).2273, or the famous tombstone of a freedwoman kept at the MET (74.51.
2393).

136 Linden-High 2020: 116. Four votive inscriptions (plausibly on altars) mentioned in the article are
written by people mentioned as “servus”. I wish to take the opportunity to thank Adrian for his clar-
ifications on the subjects.
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resentation of slaves is known from late antiquity”,'*® a base from Isernia (Italy), plau-

sibly part of an altar, bears the inscription Attalus Noni M(arci) S(ervus) and is likely an
honorary monument dedicated to Imperator Nonius by his servant Attalus to thank
him for receiving him into his familia.**® The base represents a thanksgiving sacrifice
made by the Attalus to the goddesses Victoria, Fortuna, and Nemesis. John Scheid has
recently suggested that the depiction portrays a suovetaurilia and the founding of an
altar to Fortuna Augusta in the early first century CE.**® The sacrifice hints at a com-
munal context, possibly that of a “collegium of slaves or ministers” of which Attalus
was possibly the head."* Scheid firmly states that “Attalus was no ordinary personage”,
being the servant of the great family of Aesernia, the Nonii Gauls."** Therefore, the
ministers of the cult of Fortuna Augusta recruited from the family of a large local
house, which included freedmen and enslaved people."*® This was not a typical situa-
tion, as enslaved people were usually excluded from public rites."**

Although Attalus’ inscriptions play with religious tropes, the inscription’s recipient
is another human being, i.e., his own master. A fair number of Roman votive dedica-
tions by enslaved people were dedicated to Lares Familiares (household deities)."** En-
slaved people or freedmen were responsible for worshipping them, as in the case of
Silvanus’ cult."*® A few bronze inscriptions appear to have been produced by enslaved
people in the Roman world. Two bronze inscriptions from Sardinia appear to have
been part of votive offerings by two enslaved men (donum dedit). However, due to
their brief texts, any historical reconstruction is speculation. Two Latin bronze inscrip-
tions, one discovered in ancient Summus Poeninus (Switzerland)'*” and one in Monte
Tifata (Campania, Italy)'*® containing the widely attested abbreviation us.m.L (v(otum)
s(olvit) m(erito) l(ibens), i.e., “he/she has fulfilled his vow deservedly”), have been at-
tributed to enslaved people. The one from Monte Tifata bears the abbreviation ser.
for servus after the name Aprilis."*® Aprilis asks for the wellness of his master Publius
Campanius Dexianus to the local god Jupiter who was venerated on site."*® The devo-
tees mentioned on the Capuan site are of “low social prominence”, and it does not seem
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that diverse social strata simultaneously venerated the god.'®" Strict lines of demarca-
tion divided Roman social classes. Epigraphy reflects them. This paper has shown that
South Arabians employed various terms to refer to people in subordinate positions, but
the lines of demarcation between Arabian social classes are more blurred than their
Roman counterparts. For instance, the terms bd and ‘dm were used to indicate subor-
dination to a deity or a human being. In contrast, s’hym indicated war captives, which
were often mentioned along with other elements of booty, such as animals. They called
women in subordinate positions hmrtm and ‘mt. A freedman was a hgn, while freemen
and free women were hrr and ‘hrrt. As wood sticks and monumental inscriptions men-
tion proprietorial rights over bd and list the bd as war prisoners, I argued that it is
unlikely that all people forming this group enjoyed a “position of respect”, other
than, perhaps, being conferred upon them as the property of a powerful owner. The
attestations witness the deportation of enslaved people held as captives in both the pol-
ytheistic and monotheistic past of South Arabia. As in neighboring societies, enslaved
women plausibly served as concubines. Although some were probably war captives,
servants were also recruited among the local population, as suggested by the inscrip-
tions’ onomastics.

In line with Roman practices, I have highlighted that all social classes of ancient
South Arabia appear to have been able to carve inscriptions on bronze, the preferred
material for votive offerings. I have suggested that in some cases, the making of votive
objects may have been facilitated by masters who conceived of their servants as part of
their household. If a servant committed an illegal action, the master would subsidize
the cost of a bronze tablet to beg for the god’s forgiveness. Religious practices and civil
practices did not have firm boundaries in ancient times. Most of these objects should
not be considered mere votive objects but legal texts with a deep ceremonial meaning,
bounding a person to his/her mundane society and the divine. As such, they attested to
the deep faith of believers and pilgrims and the culprits’ expiation of sins in front of a
god, showing their proper position in the social order of South Arabia. An exemplary
case is offered by a bronze pendant containing a public confession and displaying a
man and a woman having sexual intercourse, stemming from the archive of the temple
Ygrw of d-S'mwyw, frequented by both kings end enslaved people. The literacy level
was plausibly low; so bronze inscriptions were read aloud and later became monumen-
tal displays of social justice.

Before moving to study the Qur’an, I briefly addressed the question of literacy
prompted by the study of graffiti written by enslaved people in the Ancient North Ara-
bian corpus. I have concluded that people in subordinate positions were taught the
same formulae and writing traditions as freemen, hinting at the strong relationship
between various social classes in pre-Islamic Arabia. The Qur’an instead attests to
the difference between free and enslaved people in Muhammad’s community. Howev-
er, at the same time, it mentions freemen and enslaved people as spiritually equal,

151 De Caro et al. 1997-98: 25.
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which allows for the marriage between a free man and an enslaved woman. Although
we do not have pre-Islamic inscriptions mentioning manumission, I have noted that the
presence of inscriptions written by freed people suggests that the incentive to manu-
mission was not necessarily an innovation of Muhammad’s preaching. In order to bet-
ter understand the continuity between pre-Islamic to early Islamic times, I have men-
tioned the Qur’an’s emphasis on considering enslaved people as part of the master’s
household. Enslaved people were considered part of the community of believers
(Ummah). Although views on slavery evolved following the Muslim conquests, we wit-
ness a close-knit social framework of household slavery at the dawn of Islam, in con-
tinuity with the pre-Islamic record of South Arabia. Assertions such as “the Quran and
the Prophet Muhammad encouraged emancipation to a much greater extent than any
provisions in the pre-Islamic law had” simply do not find support in the available sour-
ces.'?

According to Moses Finley, there are three necessary conditions that society must
display for which it can be defined as a “slave society”: 1) enslaved people need to be in
large numbers; 2) they must play a fundamental role in surplus production; 3) slavery is
an important cultural institution."®® According to Finley, only classical Athens and
Roman Italy satisfy these requirements in antiquity. Based on the findings of this
study, first-millennium Arabia would appear to be what Finley calls a “society with
slaves” rather than a “slave society” as it is unclear whether slavery in the period
could be considered to have been an “institution”. Commenting on Finley’s model, Ber-
nard Freamon has admitted that he “cannot say whether Mecca was a ‘genuine slave
society’ in the Finleyan sense”, though affirming that “there is no doubt that slavery
was an extremely important aspect of Arabian society at the time of the rise of
Islam”."** More recently, the debate around whether a society satisfies Finley’s criteria
has been superseded by the abovementioned What is a Slave Society? The Practice of
Slavery in Global Perspective, which addressed several societies which Finley had not
previously studied. In the volume, Noel Lenski criticizes Finley’s model, magisterially
showing its one-sidedness and its ethnocentrism," and advancing the following, more
flexible definition of “slavery”: “Slavery is the enduring, violent domination of natally
alienated and inherently dishonored individuals (slaves) that are controlled by owners
(masters) who are permitted in their social context to use and enjoy, sell and exchange,
and abuse and destroy them as property.”**® Elements such as bronze objects dedicated
by people in subordinate positions to gods in temples opened to them as rulers; the
perception of servants as members of their master’s household; the literacy level of Sa-
faitic men in subordinate positions; and the fluid relationship between the two parties
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in the Qur’an, do not suggest that Lenski’s perceptive definition of slavery fits perfectly
well with first-millennium Arabia. Islam was not a rupture in this regard. The Qu’ran
exhorts masters to behave beneficently towards their subjects. A preliminary inquiry
into South Arabian inscriptions has shown the close-knit milieu of the region already
in pre-Islamic times, suggesting that Muhammad’s preaching was not a watershed. An-
other datum which suggests that Islam was neither a rupture nor an alien product in
the region.
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