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T h i s paper deals w i t h the slaves d e n o t e d i n the I s l a m i c l i t e ra tu re by Saqäliba, a n a m e 

the m e a n i n g o f w h i c h is s t i l l t h e subject o f s c h o l a r l y discussion. Some specialists 

bel ieve t h a t t h i s n a m e denotes o n l y Slavs, bu t o t h e r s p u t f o r w a r d a broader i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n o f t h e t e r m , suggesting t h a t t h e w o r d Saqäliba, w h e n a p p l i e d t o slaves i n t h e 

m e d i e v a l I s l a m i c w o r l d , means eunuchs , Eu ropean capt ives , etc . . 2 S o m e i n t r o d u c t o r y 

notes are useful he re to clar i fy ou r p o i n t o f v i e w o n t h i s mat ter . 

1. I f the idea t h a t Saqäliba f i r s t mean t S l a v i c servants ( I a m speak ing n o w abou t 

t he Saqäliba i n t h e I s lamic w o r l d o n l y ) and t h e n eunuchs , slaves i n genera l etc., t h e n 

the sphere o f use o f t h i s t e r m expanded , and the n u m b e r o f references to Saqäliba c a n 

be expected t o g r o w as w e l l . H o w e v e r , qu i t e the oppos i t e happens: after the first t h i r d 

o f the e l e v e n t h cen tury , references t o saq/ab/"slaves a lmos t disappear f r o m Islamic sources. 

By Saqäliba, therefore, were mean t n o t slaves or eunuchs i n general, b u t slaves be long ing 

to a special ca tegory . 

2. I n t h e w o r k s o f I s lamic geographers, espec ia l ly o f those w h o h a d contac ts w i t h 

the Slavs themse lves ( t h e u n k n o w n au thor o f t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f N o r t h e r n peoples 

f o u n d i n t he treatises o f I b n R u s t a h , 1 Gardïzï , 4 M a r w a z ť and t h e a n o n y m o u s geogra­

p h y Hudüd al-(Älam, t h e n H ä r ü n I b n Yahyä a n d Ibrâhïm I b n - Y a ' q ü b ) , 8 t h e n a m e 

Saqäliba is a p p l i e d to Slavs. 

3. I s l a m i c authors , w h e n speak ing about t h e o r ig ins o f t h e saqlabl slaves, state 

tha t the Saqäliba came t o the I s l a m i c w o r l d as p r i soners t aken i n wars w h i c h the I f ran j 

(Franks; t he M u s l i m s app l ied t h i s name n o t o n l y t o F r e n c h m e n , b u t t o o the r wes t e rn 

Chr i s t i ans i n c l u d i n g G e r m a n s as w e l l ) waged aga ins t the pagan Saqäliba.9 

1 This paper was delivered at the 35th Congress of Asian and North African Studies (ICANAS), Budapest, July 9,1997. 
2 Dozy, R., Histoire des musulmans d'Espagne jusqu'à la conquête de l'Antlalousie par les Almoravides (711-
1110), Leiden, 1861. vol. 3. 59-61.; Lèvi-Provençal, Histoire de l'Espagne musulmane, Paris: G.-P. 
Maisonneuve, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 3 vols., 1950 (1-2), 1967 (3), vol. 2. 123-124, and vol. 3. 179.; Verlinden, 
Ch., L'esclavage dans l'Europe médiévale, vol. 1. Péninsule Ibérique - France. Brugge: De Tempel, 1955. 211-212. 
' Kitâb al-A'lak an-Nafisa auctore ... Ibn Rosteh et Kitâb al-Buldan auctore ... al-Jakybr, ed. M.J. De Goeje, 
Bihliotheca Geographorum Arahicorum (BGA), vol. V I I , Leiden, 1892. 143-145. 
4 Bartold, V.V., "Izvlecheniye iz sochineniya Gardrzr 'Zayn 'al-'Akhhâr' [An Extract from Gardîzî's Treatise 
Zayn 'al-'Akhhâr']", Sobraniye sochineniy [Complete wotks], Moscow, 1973, vol. V I I I , 38-39. 
5 Sharaf Al-Zaman Tahir Marvazi on China, the Tutks and India, ed. and trans, by V. Minorsky, London: 
The Royal Asiatic Society, 1942. text 14-
6 Hudüd al-'Ähm, Kabul: Faculty of Philology of the University of Kabul, 1963. 425-426. 
7 Kitäb al-A'lak an-Nafisa auctore, 127-130. 
8 Bakri, al-, Kitâb al-Masâlik wa al-Mamälik, ed. A. Van Leuwen, A. Ferré, Tunis: al-D r al- Arabiyya li-1-
Kitâb, al-Muassasa al-Wataniyya li-l-Tarjama wa 1-Diräsät "Bayt al-Hikma", 1992. 330-340. 
9 Maqqatï, al-, Nafh al-Tîb min Gbusn al-Andalus al-Rafíb, ed. I . Abbäs, 8 vols., Beirut: Dät Sädir, 1968. 
144-145.; . Cosmographie de Chems ed-Din Abou Abdallah Mohammed ed-Dimichqui, ed. A.F. Mehren, St-
Petetsburg, 1866. 261.; and see also, Bakrï, al-, Kitäb al-Masälik wa al-Mamälik, 914. 



By there wars is m o s t l i k e l y m e a n t t h e G e r m a n a d v a n c e o n the S l av i c lands. 

4 . I n Ear ly M e d i e v a l Europe i t was m u c h easier t o trade i n pagan slaves t h a n i n 

C h r i s t i a n ones, for the C h u r c h and the lay au thor i t ies c o u l d somehow pro tec t the latter, 

h u t d i d n o t care a b o u t the fo rmer a t a l l . C o n d i t i o n s were thus m u c h be t t e r for t r a d i n g 

i n pagan S l a v i c capt ives t h a n C h r i s t i a n . M o r e o v e r , S l a v i c prisoners were suppl ied i n 

great numbers because o f wars, whereas t o acquire C h r i s t i a n capt ives , one h a d t o t h i n k 

abou t pecu l i a r ways o f d o i n g i t ( k i d n a p p i n g , s t ea l ing , purchas ing peasants f r o m feudal 

lords , e t c . ) . 

These obse rva t ions suggest t h a t by Saqäliba, Slavs and , i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h i s 

paper, S lav ic slaves are usually m e a n t . H o w e v e r , i t is impossible t o c l a i m t h a t t he use 

o f the w o r d Saqäliba was perfectly accurate i n a l l cases. T h e poss ibi l i ty o f error should be 

admi t ted . W e abstain therefore f r o m saying Slavic slaves, bu t use the t e r m Saqäliba slaves, 

recognising t h a t mos t o f the Saqäliba w h o m we see i n the Islamic sources were Slavs. 

T h e h i s t o r y o f t he saq/abislaves a t t r ac ted t h e a t t e n t i o n o f scholars l o n g ago. T h e 

first books d e a l i n g w i t h th is subject appeared i n t h e m i d d l e o f the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . 1 0 

A t present we h a v e some works d e a l i n g w i t h the h i s t o r y o f the Saqäliba b u t i t s h o u l d 

also be said t h a t fo r some regions a n d periods t he t o p i c remains u n e x p l o r e d . Speak ing 

abou t the saqlabïslaves i n A f r i c a , scholars usual ly address Fä t imid h i s t o r y a n d say l i t ­

t le about the Saqäliba i n other Islamic states of N o r t h A f r i c a . " I n this paper, I a m go ing 

t o a t t e m p t to p a r t i a l l y f i l l t h i s gap by s h o w i n g w h a t is k n o w n about t h e saqlabi"<slaves 

i n the A g h l a b i d state. 

First o f a l l , l e t us see h o w t h e saqlabï slaves were b rough t t o N o r t h A f r i c a . I t 

seems t h a t one m a y speak about t w o m a i n routes o f t h e slave trade. O n e o f t h e m w e n t 

t h r o u g h Spain : captives, usually t a k e n prisoner by t h e Franks, later o n by the Germans , 

d u r i n g t h e i r wars or incurs ions against S lav ic peoples , were b r o u g h t by slave traders 

t h r o u g h G e r m a n y a n d t h e n t h r o u g h France ( d o w n t h e R h ô n e towards N a r b o n n e a n d 

M a r s e i l l e ) t o S p a i n (by l a n d t h r o u g h t he Pyrenees o r by sea t o the eastern coast o f a l -

A n d a l u s ) . F r o m Spa in , as I b n Khurdädhbih states i n h is treatise, traders w e n t to Tanger 

a n d thence t o K a i r o u a n . 1 2 N o t a l l t h e slaves were so ld i n a l - A n d a l u s ; a n u m b e r o f 

t h e m were ca r r i ed fa r ther to N o r t h A f r i c a and e v e n t o the M a s h r i q . T h e second rou te 

1 0 Lamanskiy, V., O skiv'onah v Maloy Azü, v Afriké i v hpanii [On the Slavs in Asia Minor, Africa and 
Spain], St-Petersburg, 1859.; Szajnocha, K., Slav'ane v Andaluzii [The Slavs in al-'Andalus], Moscow, 1874-
1 1 See for example, Hrbek, I . , "Die Slawen im Dienste der Fatimiden." In Archiv Orientálni, vol. 21., (1953) 
543 - 571. 
1 2 Kitäb al'Masälik wa'l-Mamälik (Liber viarum et regnorum) auctore Abu'l-Käsim Obaiciallah ibn 
Abdallah Ibn Khordädhbeh et Excerpta e Kitäb al-Kbarädj auctore Kodäma ibn Dja'far, ed. M.J. de Goeje, 
BGA, vol. V I , Leiden, 1889. 154-155. 



lay t h r o u g h I t a l y where V e n i c e appears t o h a v e been t h e m a i n center o f t h e slave 

trade. T h e f i rs t data c o n c e r n i n g the expor t o f slaves f r o m V e n i c e to the Is lamic w o r l d go 

back t o t h e m i d d l e o f t he e i g h t h cen tu ry . D e s p i t e some h i n d r a n c e s the V e n e t i a n slave 

trade c o n t i n u e d i n the f o l l o w i n g centur ies . S l a v i c slaves e x p o r t e d f r o m V e n i c e appear 

t o have b e e n par t ly suppl ied by the Slavs themselves (pa r t i cu la r ly by the N a r e n t a n 

pirates) a n d pa r t ly c a p t u r e d by the V e n e t i a n s . T h e r e were o t h e r poss ibi l i t ies as w e l l . 

Cap t ives c o u l d be b r o u g h t f r o m France t h r o u g h the wes te rn passes o f the A l p s o r f r o m 

A u s t r i a a n d Bavar i a t h r o u g h passes s i tua ted m o r e t o the east. A m o n g the Saqäliba sup­

p l i e d t o t h e I s lamic w o r l d , there were t hus representat ives o f a lmos t a l l b ranches o f 

S l a v d o m : Slavs f r o m t h e B a l t i c reg ion , C e n t r a l Europe, t h e Balkans . 

W h e n d i d the saqlabï slaves appear i n t h e A g h l a b i d state? I b n Khurdädhb ih ' s 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f the R a h d ä n i t e s ' trade goes b a c k t o the year 846/7 w h e n the f i rs t v e r s i o n 

o f his b o o k appeared, b u t t h e au thor speaks abou t l e n g t h y t rade routes w h i c h r e q u i r e d 

years t o be establ ished. T h e date at w h i c h t h e first saqlabï capt ives were b r o u g h t t o 

N o r t h A f r i c a shou ld there fore be pushed some decades back, t o the b e g i n n i n g o f t he 

n i n t h c e n t u r y . T h e r e are t w o reasons t o s u p p o r t th is date . Firs t , t h e earliest references 

t o t he saqlabï slaves i n I s l a m i c Spa in date f r o m the b e g i n n i n g o f the n i n t h c e n t u r y . 

T h e n , i n t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t he n i n t h c e n t u r y , the Franks l a u n c h e d large-scale c a m ­

paigns aga ins t the Slavs, a n d the wars s t a r t ed s u p p l y i n g capt ives . 

I n t h e sources d e a l i n g w i t h the A g h l a b i d state, t he f i rs t slaves appear d u r i n g the 

ru le o f t h e f i r s t ru le r o f t h i s dynasty, I b r a h i m I b n a l - A g h l a b ( 8 0 0 - 8 1 2 ) . I n a n a t t e m p t 

to free h i m s e l f f r o m t h e i n f l uence o f t he a r m y (jund), h e b u i l t h i m s e l f a n e w pa lace ( a l -

Qasr a l - Q a d î m ) and s ta r ted purchas ing slaves, m a i n l y for h is guard . W h e n he b o u g h t 

e n o u g h o f t h e m , he m o v e d w i t h t h e m a n d o t h e r people l o y a l t o h i m to the p a l a c e . " 

T h e sources do n o t specify the e t h n i c i t y o f these slaves. T a l b i considers t h e m to 

be N e g r o e s , 1 4 and th i s seems to be the m o s t p robab le i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . H o w e v e r , saqlabï 

slaves appear soon as w e l l . I n 817, w h e n f A b d A l l a h I ( 8 1 2 - 8 1 7 ) d ied , his p l ace was 

t aken by Ziyädat A l l a h I ( 8 1 7 - 8 3 8 ) . O n c o m i n g to power , t h e n e w ru ler a t t e m p t e d to 

e l i m i n a t e h i s enemies, a n d several a rmy off icers were persecuted. T h i s was t h e cause 

o f the r e v o l t raised by a c e r t a i n Ziyäd I b n S a h l , k n o w n as Ibn al-Saqlahiyya, o r s o n o f 

a saqlabï w o m a n , i n 207 A . H . ( M a y 27, 8 2 2 - M a y 15, 823 A . D . ) . T h e rebels, h o w e v ­

er, were defeated by t he emir ' s t roups, a n d m a n y o f t h e m per ished. 

13 Liber expugnationis regionům auctore Imamo Ahmed ibn ]ahja ibn Djabir al-Beladsori, ed. M.J. de Goeje, 
Lugduni Batavorum: E.J. Brill, 1865. 234.; Nuwayrfi, al-, Nihäyat al-Arab FfFunün al-Adab. Vol . 24, ed. °. 
Nassär, Cairo: Ed. du Scribe Egyptien, 1983. 102.; Raqïq al-Qayraw nï, al-, Târnkh Ifrîqiyyâ wa-l-Maghrib. 
Ed. al-Munjï al-Ka'bï. Tunis: Raffiq al-Saqaťi, 1968. 222.; Ibn 'Idhärfi, al-Bay n al-Mughrib, Beirut: Dar 
Sädir, 1950. Vol . 1., 117. 
1 4 Talbi, M„ L'émirat aghlabide (189-296/800-909). Histoire politique. Paris: Maisonneuve, 1966. 136. 



T h e i n f o r m a t i o n we have c o n c e r n i n g th i s episode is n o t i nd i spu t ab l e . I t is w e l l -

k n o w n t h a t i n te rms o f graphics t h e w o r d saqlabï is very close t o siqillï o r saqallï 

( S i c i l i a n ) a n d c a n easily be confused w i t h i t . I n s i m i l a r cases one shou ld always bear i n 

m i n d tha t a scribe cou ld have been mis taken w h e n c o p y i n g the nisba and give an incorrec t 

t r a n s c r i p t i o n . A m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g occurs i n Ziyäd's case as w e l l . I b n a l - A t h ï r ( a l l t h e 

ed i t ions w h i c h I have consul ted - Bü läq , Le iden , C a i r o , Be i ru t 1965, B e i r u t 1 9 8 7 ) ' 1 a n d 

I b n I d h â r ï ' 6 ( D o z y , w h o ed i ted t h i s b o o k , states t h a t a l l the manusc r ip t s g ive Ibn al-

Saqlabiyya)17 w r i t e h is kunya as Ibn al-Saqlabiyya, whereas I b n K h a l d ü n gives Ibn al-

Siqilliyya. For t h i s case I prefer t h e reading Ibn al-Saqlabiyya. T h i s t r a n s c r i p t i o n is 

f o u n d i n sources ear l ie r t h a n I h n Kha ldün ' s b o o k ; moreover , i n t he B ü l ä q e d i t i o n o f 

I b n Khaldün ' s t reat ise w h i c h I c o n s u l t e d , a l l s i m i l a r nisbas are w r i t t e n as siqillï, e v e n 

i n cases w h e n i t is k n o w n f r o m elsewhere t h a t t h e co r r ec t t r a n s c r i p t i o n is saqlabï. 

M o s t o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n we h a v e about t h e saqlabï slaves i n t h e A g h l a b i d state 

goes back t o t h e years o f the ru le o f A b u Ishâq I b r â h ï m I b n A h m a d ( 8 7 5 - 9 0 2 ) . I n 264 

A . H . ( A u g u s t 23 , 879 / Augus t 1 1 , 8 8 0 A . D . ) , t h e f r e e d m e n o f th i s r u l e r t r i e d to r e v o l t , 

a n d o n l y t he i n t e r v e n t i o n o f the p o p u l a t i o n o f K a i r o u a n saved t he s i t u a t i o n . H a v i n g 

lost con f idence i n t h e f reedmen, I b r â h ï m pu t t h e m a l l t o dea th and rep laced t h e m w i t h 

n e w slaves: " H e o rdered new slaves t o be purchased , ' al-Nuwayrï wr i t e s , ' and n u m e r ­

ous slaves were b o u g h t . H e gave t h e m jobs, p r o v i d e d t h e m w i t h c lo thes a n d w e n t w i t h 

t h e m to wars, i n w h i c h they showed bravery, persistence and s t reng th . " 1 9 Some o f t h e 

n e w slaves were Saqäliba. W e l e a r n about i t i n t h e f o l l o w i n g way. S o m e years later, 

Ibrâhïm, t a k i n g seriously the words o f an astrologer t h a t he w o u l d be assassinated by a 

palace slave, p u t h i s n e w servants t o dea th . " I n 2 7 8 A . H . ( A p r i l 25 , 890 / A p r i l 14, 

891 A . D . ) I b r â h ï m discovered t h a t a group o f h i s servants and Saqäliba w a n t e d t o 

assassinate h i m a n d h is m o t h e r , a n d he e x t e r m i n a t e d t h e m a l l . " 2 0 T h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f 

t he Saqäliba i n t h i s al leged p l o t is m e n t i o n e d by I b n ' Idhârï as w e l l ; t h e la t ter , h o w ­

ever, places those events i n 279 A . H . ( A p r i l 3, 8 9 2 / M a r c h 22, 893 A . D . ) . 2 1 

O n e s h o u l d stay i n the years o f A b u Ishâq I b r â h ï m I b n A h m a d ' s ru le for a l i t t l e 

1 5 Ibn al-Athïr, Tänkh al-Kämil, Misr, 1290 A . H . - 1874 A.D. , vol. 6. 122.; Ibn el-Athm Chromcon quod per-
fectissimum inscribitur. Ed. C.J. Thornberg. Leiden, vol. 5, 1870, vol. 6, 1871.; vol. 6. 232.; Ibn al-Athït, al-
Kâmd Fl al-Tärlkh, ed. 'A. Najj r, Cairo: Idärat al-Tibä'a al-Munïriyya, Vol. 5, 1938, vol. 6, 1934., vol. 5. 185.; 
Ibn al-Athfir, al-Kâmil Fï al-Tarîkh, Beirut: Dät Sädir, Dar Bayrüt, 1965., vol. 6. 329.; Ibn al-Athïr, al-Kä mil 
Flal-Târïkh, ed. M.Y. al-Daqc[äq, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1987-, vol. 5. 433., respectively. 
1 6 Histoire de l'Afrique et de l'Espagne intitulée Al-Bayano'l-Mogrib par Ibn Adhan (de Maroc) et Fragments de la 
Chronique arabe d'Arib (de Cordoue), ed. R.P.A. Dozy, 1 vol., Leyden: E.J. Brill, 1848-1851., 88. 
1 7 Ibn 'Idhârï, al-Bayän al-Mugbrib, 123. 
I H Ibn Khaldün, Kitâb abibar, ed. Büläq, 1284 A . H . vol. 4„ 197. 
1 9 Nuwayrh, al-, Nilvlyat ab Arab Fî Funün al-Adab., 129. 
2 0 Nuwayrfi, al-, Nihâyat al-Arab Fl Funün abAdab., 131. 
2 1 Ibn 'Idhârï, al-Bayän al-Mugbrib, 163; and see also, al-'Uyün wa al-Hadäiq Fi Akbbär al-Haqäiq, ed. 
N. 'A. Däwüd, Najaf, 1972. 132. 
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longer , for t w o in t e r e s t i ng anecdotes i n v o l v i n g saqlabï slaves are connec t ed t o i t . T h e 

protagonist o f one o f t h e m is A b u c Alï ' A b d A l l a h I b n M u h a m m a d I b n al-Faraj, n i c k n a m e d 

I b n a l - B a n n ä , w h o h a d b e e n a judge i n Q a s t ï l i y a for a w h i l e b u t was t h e n r e l i e v e d 

because o f a conf l i c t w i t h the local people. T h e governor o f Qast ï l iya sent h i m to R a q q ä d a 

where he h a d to defend h i m s e l f before the mle r . D u r i n g the i n t e rv i ew w i t h Ibrâhïm, 

Ibn al-Bannä presented clearly his view and exposed the offence which was raised him. Ibrâhïm 
raised his head, turned to B.lägh al-fatä and told him bi-Lsaqlabiyya: i see that this man (he referred 
to Ibn al-Bannä) deserves that the qalansuwwa of the judge (he referred to Ibn 'Abdün [judge and 
Ibn al-Bannä's opponent at the dispute]) be taken off and put on his head.' Then he enrolled him as 
a scribe for his judge dsä Ibn Miskün. 

T h e o t h e r story is c o n n e c t e d to a c e r t a i n A b u 1- c Abbäs I b n T ä l i b . T h i s m a n , w h o 

was judge o f K a i r o u a n , d i d n o t approve o f abuses c o m m i t t e d by Ibrâhïm and was f i n a l l y 

s t r ipped o f h i s post. T h e audience i n the pa lace at w h i c h th i s h a p p e n e d is descr ibed by 

A b u 1-Fadl c Iyâd after t h e n a r r a t i o n o f H a m d ï s , the cou r t astrologer . D u r i n g t h e a u d i ­

ence H a m d ï s suddenly asked permiss ion t o speak and opposed Ibrâhïm, saying i n par­

t i cu l a r t h a t G o d ' s w i l l is above the emir ' s o rder : 

A t this point, Hamdïs continues, B.lägh the Servant [or Eunuch - khädim] stood up and walked towards 
me in anger to deal with me, but the emir spoke to him bi-Lsaqlabiyya, and he stopped. 

T h e i n f o r m a t i o n c o n c e r n i n g B. lägh w h i c h w e possess at present is n o t a b u n d a n t . 

I t is d i f f i c u l t , for example , t o specify h o w h i s n a m e shou ld be vocal i sed . M o s t sources 

on ly g ive B. lägh. al-Azdï i n his account o f a l - c A b b ä s I b n A h m a d I h n Tulün 's c a m p a i g n 

against t h e A g h l a b i d s w r i t e s Ballägh, b u t T a l b i , w h o used t h e Tabaqätby A b u l - c A r a b 

( t h e b o o k w h i c h I , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , have n o t b e e n able t o c o n s u l t , and where B . l ä g h is 

referred t o ) , calls the se rvan t Balägh t h r o u g h o u t h is L'émirat aghlabide.2* S ince I d o n o t 

k n o w w h e t h e r the v o c a l i s a t i o n Balägh be longs t o A b ü l - c A r a b , o r n o t , I c a n n o t m a k e 

any c o n c l u s i o n s o n t h i s subject . 

T h e i n f o r m a t i o n o n B. lägh w h i c h t h e sources p r o v i d e a l lows us to r e c o n s t r u c t 

t he m a i n stages o f his career. B. lägh was a pa lace servant . S p e a k i n g about Ib r âh ïm I b n 

A h m a d , I b n a l -Abbä r says t h a t B. lägh once d i d n o t le t t h e poe t Bakr I b n H a m m ä d a l -

T â h a r t ï e n t e r the r o o m w h e r e the e m i r was, fo r t he e m i r at t h a t t i m e was e n j o y i n g the 

2 2 Mâlikï, al-, Kitäb Riyäd al-Nufüs Fl Tabaqät 'Ulamä al-Qayrawän wa Ifrrqiyyä..., 1 part, ed. H . Munis, 
Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1951; 2 part, ed. B. al-Bakküsh, Dar al-Maghrib al-Islâmï li-l-Tibä'a 
wa-l-Nashr, 1981. vol. 2. 158-159.; see also, Biographies aghlabides. Extraits des Madarik du codi lyad (1083 -
1149). Ed. M . Talbi. Tunis: Imprimerie Officielle, 1968. 372. 
2 1 Biographies aghlabides. 229. 
2 4 Wüstenfeld, F., Die Statthalter von Ägypten zur Zeit der Chalifen, Göttingen, 1875 (1-2 Abt.) , 1876 (3-4 
Abt.). vol. 3. 58.; Talbi, M. , L'émirat aghlabide. 315 and 351, respectively. 



socie ty o f h is h a r e m ma idens . 2 3 T a l h i states t h a t B. lägh ' s n a m e appeared o n some coins 

m i n t e d unde r I b r â h ï m . 2 6 Besides th is , we k n o w t h a t i n 8 8 0 - 8 8 1 , w h e n a l - ' A b b a s , son 

of A h m a d I b n T u l ü n , a t t acked I f r i q iya , B . lägh was sent w i t h troops to t h e A g h l a b i d 

g o v e r n o r o f T r i p o l i I b n Q a r h a b w i t h t he task o f j o i n i n g the at tack agains t the 

invaders . 2 7 T h i s ev idence suggests the f o l l o w i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f B.lägh's career. A t the 

b e g i n n i n g he served at t he palace. T h e n he became o n e o f t h e emir 's f avo r i t e servants, 

and h is name appeared o n coins. A s a servant w h o enjoyed t h e emir 's confidence, he occa­

sional ly pe r fo rmed miss ions outside t h e palace. 

W h a t was t h e language i n w h i c h t he e m i r spoke t o h i s servant? I t appears t h a t i t 

was a S l a v i c language. T h e sources g ive bi-l-$aqlabiyya, a n d there are e n o u g h reasons 

t o suppor t th i s r e ad ing . A con fus ion may have been m a d e i n a nisba, b u t t h i s case is 

d i f fe ren t . T h e r e was n o S i c i l i a n language, so o n l y bi-Lsaqlabiyya c o u l d o r i g i n a l l y be i n 

the t ex t . O n e canno t , unfor tuna te ly , specify w h a t language i t was, for n o w o r d is quoted , 

and S lav ic slaves were b rough t to N o r t h A f r i c a f r o m various regions. Perhaps i t was a m i x ­

ture o f different Slavic dialects w h i c h the saqlabï servants used among themselves. 

W h a t p r o m p t e d t h e e m i r to l ea rn t he language o f h i s slaves ( I say slaves, for the 

e m i r is n o t l i k e l y t o h a v e s tudied a language because o f a s ing le slave)? Saqlabï slaves 

served at t he cour t , a n d some o f t h e m ( t h i s appears t o h a v e been B. lägh 's case) en joyed 

the emir ' s pa r t i cu l a r con f idence . T h e e m i r m i g h t have w i s h e d to f i n d such a way o f 

speak ing t o t h e m t h a t t he words w o u l d r e m a i n i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e to anybody else, and 

t h e i n f o r m a t i o n t o be k e p t secret w o u l d be h i d d e n f r o m o thers . O n t he o t h e r h a n d , 

g i v e n t h a t Ibrâhïm was a lmos t m a n i a c a l l y suspicious, o n e c a n suggest a n o t h e r expla ­

n a t i o n : fear ing a p l o t , t h e e m i r a t t e m p t e d t o k n o w a b o u t h i s servants as m u c h as he 

c o u l d , i n c l u d i n g t h e i r language, so as t o be be t t e r p repared t o resist p o t e n t i a l danger. 

A s i m i l a r case h a p p e n e d later, w h e n t he Fä t imid c a l i p h ' a l - M u ' i z z s tudied a S l a v i c l a n ­

guage t o unde r s t and t h e m e a n i n g o f a r e m a r k u t t e r e d by h i s saqlabï slave Qaysar . 

N o i n f o r m a t i o n abou t B. lägh 's fu r the r career has b e e n preserved. Perhaps he was 

p u t t o d e a t h toge the r w i t h o t h e r slaves at I b r ah im ' s order . T h e executed servants were 

rep laced by n e w l y b o u g h t b lack slaves. T h e l a t t e r were n u m e r o u s a l t h o u g h mode ra t e 

eva lua t i ons o f t h e i r n u m b e r g i v e n by I b n ' Idhâr ï a n d I h n Kha ldün , f ive and t h r e e t h o u ­

sand m e n respect ively , 2 8 should be preferred to al-Nuwayrï 's unreal is t ic figure o f one h u n ­

dred t h o u s a n d . 2 9 H o w e v e r , th i s d i d n o t p u t a n e n d t o t h e Saqälibds presence i n the 

2 1 Ibn al-Abbar, al-Hulla al-Sayra, ed. H . Munis, 2 veils., Cairo: La Société Arabe des Publications, 1963. 
vol. 1. 173. 
2 Í ' Talbi, M. , L'émirat aghlabide. 351., note 4-
2 7 Kmdï, al-, Wulât Misr, ed. H . Nassär, Beirut: Dar Sädir, Dar Bayrût, 1959. 246.; Wüstenfeld, F., Die 
Statthalter von Ägypten zur Zeit der Chalifen, vol. 3. 58. 
2 8 Ibn cIdhän, al-Bayän al-Mughrib, 164.; Ibn Khaldün, Kiräh al-'Ibar, vol. 4. 123. 



A g h l a b i d state. W e k n o w t h a t some Saqäliba served e m i r l A b d A l l a h I I ( 9 0 2 - 9 0 3 ) . 

T h i s r u l e r was assassinated by his se rvants o n Sha'bän 28 , 290 A . H . ( Ju ly , 23, 903 

A . D . ) . T h e s e were saqlabf0 eunuchs , 3 1 t h r e e a c c o r d i n g t o I b n a l -Ath ï r , I b n a l - A b b ä r 

a n d I b n a l - K h a t ï b , , 2 t w o accord ing t o I h n c Idharï . Z iyädat A l l a h , t he m u r d e r e d emir ' s 

son, t o w h o m c A b d A l l a h ' s head was b rough t , d i sp l ayed anger ( i t is n o t k n o w n 

w h e t h e r he was p r i v y t o t h e p lo t or n o t ) a n d p u t t h e eunuchs to d e a t h . 

Ziyädat A l l a h was the last A g h l a b i d ruler i n A f r i c a . T h e m o v e m e n t o f t he Kutäma 

Berbers w h i c h paved t h e way for t h e e s t ab l i shmen t o f the Fä t imid state i n N o r t h 

A f r i c a was g a i n i n g m o m e n t u m , and i n 2 9 6 A . H . ( S e p t e m b e r 30, 908 / S e p t e m b e r 19, 

9 0 9 A . D . ) Ziyädat A l l a h had to leave h i s cap i t a l R a q q ä d a and flee t o t h e East. T h e 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f his f l i g h t as presented b y a l - N u ' m ä n shows an impress ive process ion: 

" H e [Ziyädat A l l a h ] selected among h i s slaves, saqlabï servants [or eunuchs ] , one t h o u ­

sand m e n a n d g i r d l e d each o f t h e m w i t h a be l t w i t h o n e thousand d inars ins ide , fear­

i n g t o u n i t e a l l t he m o n e y he had i n t o o n e b u r d e n . " ' 4 

T h e e v a l u a t i o n o f the slaves' n u m b e r s h o u l d n o t be unders tood l i t e r a l l y . T h e 

s tudy o f I s l amic sources reveals t h a t t h e numbers w h i c h are quo t ed i n t h e m are usual­

ly exaggerated. M o r e o v e r , the Saqäliba were n o t t h e o n l y servants w h o a c c o m p a n i e d 

Ziyädat A l l a h . 3 ' O n e c a n n o t , therefore , state t h a t t h e Saqäliba were e x a c t l y one t h o u ­

sand t h o u g h the reference suggests t h a t t hey were n u m e r o u s . I t is n o t e w o r t h y , i n th i s 

respect, t h a t the Saqäliba were se lec ted by Ziyädat A l l a h ; they were p r o b a b l y h is mos t 

l o y a l servants . 

S o m e i n f o r m a t i o n has reached us c o n c e r n i n g t h e fate o f the Slavs w h o w e n t t o 

M a s h r i q w i t h Ziyädat A l l a h . W h e n t h e procession s tayed i n Egypt, one o f t h e ghuläms 

stole o n e h u n d r e d t h o u s a n d dinars a n d f l ed . O n passing t h r o u g h Egypt , Ziyädat A l l a h 

reached R a m l a w h e r e he stayed for a w h i l e . T h e r e he received some proposals f r o m 

l o c a l n o b l e m e n w h o w a n t e d to buy h i s slaves. H e refused, bu t the n o b l e m e n present­

ed a c l a i m against h i m t o Baghdad, a n d Ziyädat A l l a h was n o t able t o e n t e r t h e c a p i -

2 9 Nuwayn, al-, Nihayat al-Arab ftFunun al-Adah. 111-132. 
î 0 Ibn al-Abbär, al-Hulla al-Sayrä, vol. 1. 175.; Ibn al-Athïr, al-Kämil Fl al-Târîkh, vol. 6. 103.; Ihn 
Khaldün, Kitäb al-'Ibar, vol. 4. 205. 
3 1 Nu cman, al, Iftkäh al-Da'wa. Ed. F. al-Dashrâwï. Algiers: Dïwân al-Matbü'at al-Jämiciyya, Tunis: al-Sharika 
al-Tünisiyya li-1-Tawzï', 1986. 152. 
3 2 Tänkh al-Magbrib al- 'Arabî ft al-'Asr al-Wasït. al-Qism al-Thälith min Kitäb A 'mal ab A 'läm li-l-WazTr 
al-Gharnätl Lisän abDïn Ibn al-Khatïb, ed. A . M . al-'Abbâdï and I . al-Kinânï, Casablanca, 1964- 37. 
3 3 Ibn 'Idhârï, al-Bayän al-Mugbúb, 181. 
3 4 Nu'man, al, Iftitäb al-Da'wa. 234.; see also, Ibn 'Idhârï, al-Bayän al-Mughrib, 232; Nuwayn, al-, Nihäyat 
al-Arab ft Funün al-Adab. 147; Tänkh al-Magbrib al-'Arabf ft al-'Asr al-WasR. al-Qism al-Tbälith min 
Kitäb A'mäl al-A'läm li-l-WazTr al-GhamäcT Lisän al-Dîn Ibn al-Khatïb, 43. 
3 5 Ibn 'Idhârï, al-Bayän al-Mughrib, 201. 



tail. M o r e o v e r , at a l -Raqqa he was accused o f p r a c t i s i n g i m m o r a l i t i e s w i t h h is eunuchs . 

O n l y the i n t e r v e n t i o n o f the l o c a l judge saved t h e s i t u a t i o n . T h e judge assumed t h e 

task o f s e l l i ng t h e slaves for Ziyädat Al l ah . T h e y were sold at a l -Raqqa, a n d n o fu r the r 

traces o f t h e m have been preserved . 3 6 

For t h e A g h l a b i d pe r iod we h a v e some i n f o r m a t i o n about saqlabï slaves i n t h e 

possession o f p r i v a t e i n d i v i d u a l s . O n e o f t h e m is m e n t i o n e d as b e i n g o w n e d by A b u 1-
c Abbäs c A b d A l l a h I b n A h m a d I h n T ä l i b , the judge o f Ka i rouan referred to above. T h e 

anecdote i n w h i c h th i s saqlabï is m e n t i o n e d is r e l a t ed by a l -Mäl ik l a n d c Iyäd . 3 7 B o t h 

authors repeatedly w r i t e saqlabï, and th is is a good reason to prefer th is t r a n s c r i p t i o n t o 

siqillï, w h i c h is p r o v i d e d by a later w r i t e r , A b u Z a y d a l -Dabbägh, w h o gives a n abridged 

vers ion o f the story and refers to the slave just once . 3 8 A t least t w o çaqlabîslaves are report­

ed to have been o w n e d by Abu c A b d Al lah the S h i ' i t e . O n e o f t h e m served h i m as a guard, 3 9 

another one t ravel led together w i t h A b u c A b d Al lah t o Sijilmassa to meet TJbayd Al lah al-

MahdT. 4 0 

O n p r e s e n t i n g t he i n f o r m a t i o n o n t he saqlabï slaves i n the A g h l a b i d state, w h i c h 

w e possess at present , one can m a k e some f i n a l observa t ions . T h e i m p o r t o f Saqäliba 

slaves to N o r t h A f r i c a appears t o have c o n t i n u e d t h r o u g h o u t the n i n t h c e n t u r y , t h a t 

is to say, d u r i n g the w h o l e per iod o f the A g h l a b i d g o v e r n m e n t . O n reach ing A f r i c a some 

capt ives were purchased by the c o u r t , o thers by p r i v a t e i nd iv idua l s . T h e saqlabï slaves 

became p a r t i c u l a r l y numerous at t h e e n d o f t h e n i n t h cen tury , w h e n o n e can speak 

about a cons iderab le n u m b e r o f t he Saqäliba at t h e c o u r t . H o w e v e r , t h e y d o n o t appear 

t o have ever b e c o m e i n f l u e n t i a l at t he A g h l a b i d c o u r t . T h e r e were at t he c o u r t forces 

m u c h more p o w e r f u l t h a n slaves - f i rs t o f a l l , t h e emirs w h o c o u l d p u t t h e slaves t o 

d e a t h at any m o m e n t , t h e n members o f the A g h l a b i d house, a rmy officers, l o c a l n o b l e ­

m e n etc. T h e r e f o r e , a l t h o u g h we somet imes see slaves p e r f o r m i n g i m p o r t a n t dut ies 

( B . l ä g h c o m m a n d i n g t roops) , t hey neve r had p o s i t i o n s i n the state s i m i l a r t o those o f 

t he Saqäliba p a r t y i n a l - A n d a l u s , or o f Käfür a n d others o n B a r j a w ä n i n Egypt . 

M o r e o v e r , i n t h e A g h l a b i d state t h e Saqäliba appear to have been g rea t ly o u t n u m ­

bered by o t h e r slaves, f irst o f a l l , t h e b l a c k slaves w h o , acco rd ing t o I b n a l - A t h ï r , were 

3 6 Nu'man, al, Iftitah al-Da'wa. 266-267. ; Nuwayn, al-, Nihäyat al-Arab ft Funün al-Adab. 152. 
3 7 Mâlikï, al-, Kitäb Riyäd al-Nufüs ft Tabaqät 'Ulamä' al-Qayrawän wa IfrTqiyyä..., vol. 2. 380-381.; 
Biographies aghlabides. Extraits des Madarik du cadi had (1083 - 1149). III. 
3 8 Dahbâgh, al-, Ma'âlim al-Imän R Ma'rifat Ahl al-Qayrawän. Ed. M . al-Ahmarï Abu 1-Nûr and M . Hâdiq. 
Maktabat al-Khanjï bi-MiUr, al-Maktaba al-'Atïqa bi-Tûnis, 1972. P.2. 171-172. 
3 9 Mâlikï, al-, Kicäb Riyäd al-Nufüs FT Habaqät 'Ulamä al-Qayrawän wa IfrTqiyyä..., vol. 2. 63.; Biographies 
aghlabides. Extraits des Madarik du codi Iyad (1083 - 1149). 356. 
4 0 Ivanow, W., Ismaili Tradition concerning the Rise of the Fatimids, London etc.: Humphrey Milford, Oxford 
University Press, 1942. 216-217. 



the suppor t o f the dynas ty . T h e Saqäliba t h u s were mere palace servants, a n d t h e i r 

p o s i t i o n is s i m i l a r t o t he A n d a l u s i a n Saqäliba o f the same p e r i o d , w h o were present at 

the c o u r t b u t s t i l l were n o t p o w e r f u l . 

V e r y i m p o r t a n t for us is t he fact t h a t e m i r Ib râh ïm spoke to his slave B . l ä g h i n a 

S lav ic language . Some decades earl ier I b n K h u r d ä d h b i h h a d w r i t t e n t h a t t he saqlabï 

slaves were interpreters for Rüs ' merchants w h e n they came to Baghdad. O n e can conc lude 

t h a t t he S l a v i c slaves b r o u g h t to the I s l amic w o r l d d i d n o t lose t h e i r m o t h e r t o n g u e . 

Slaves e m p l o y e d at t he c o u r t had , o f course, m o r e poss ib i l i t ies t o preserve t h e i r l a n ­

guage, fo r t h e y c o u l d f i n d c o u n t r y m e n a m o n g m a n y slaves s e rv ing at the cou r t , w h e r e ­

as slaves o w n e d by p r i v a t e i n d i v i d u a l s usua l ly r e m a i n e d a l o n e a m o n g the M u s l i m s . 

A f t e r t h e d o w n f a l l o f t h e A g h l a b i d dynas ty , saqlabï slaves d i d n o t disappear f r o m 

A f r i c a . W h e n A b u " A b d A l l a h the S h i ' i t e e n t e r e d Raqqäda , one o f his first orders was 

to ga ther a l l t h e slaves. T h e b l ack slaves were r epo r t ed ly massacred, others were p r o b ­

ably t o l d t o stay i n R a q q ä d a and t o w a i t fo r a l -Mahdï , w h o m A b u ( A b d A l l a h t he 

S h i ' i t e was p l a n n i n g t o f e t c h f r o m Si j i lmassa . W h e n T J b a y d A l l a h came t o R a q q ä d a , 

the Saqäliba, t oge the r w i t h o t h e r slaves, we re b r o u g h t before h i m , and he gave each 

o f t h e m a j o b . T h e saqlabï slaves w r o t e several i n t e r e s t i n g pages i n t o the h i s t o r y o f t he 

Fät imid state, b u t t h e i r h i s t o r y is ra ther a separate t o p i c . 




