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INTRODUCTION 

 

 What has been the role of the African in the development of Islamic societies 

around the world?  How were Africans treated in Arab society in and around the time of 

Prophet Muhammad?  Africans have had a major role in the development of the Islamic 

world, both socially and politically.  Born in the Arabian Peninsula, Islam was destined to 

have Africans and the African world be major part of its development and dissemination.  

Geographically, Africa and the Arabian Peninsula are very close.  As a direct result of 

such close proximity, there have always been profound interactions of peoples, religions, 

and customs between the two areas.  In the immediate period, prior to the advent of 

Islam, and thereafter, Africans made up a large portion of the slave communities in the 

region.   

 This paper is about Africans and their role as slaves in the Islamic world.  It 

examines the images and stereotypes that evolved around Africans, as well as, the 

arguments advanced by different scholars on the subject of slavery and its nature in 

Muslim lands.  It discusses Africans that rose to prominent positions from slavery in the 

different Islamic communities.  In addition to this, the African slaves in Iraq, known as 

the Zandj, and their revolt will be among the topics of discussion. 

 It is important to note that slavery did not emerge with the advent of Islam in 

Arabia.  Indeed, it predated Islam.  Arabs, as well as other peoples of the ancient world 

practiced slavery in its many forms.  The Encyclopedia of Islam states that it may be 

allowed that, immediately before the Hijra, the great majority of slaves in western Arabia, 

a plentiful source in Mecca, by whose sale merchants grew rich, were colored people of 

Ethiopian origin.  Some of them must have formed the nucleus of the Meccan militia.  
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There were some white slaves of foreign races, far less numerous, who were no doubt 

brought by Arab caravaneers, or the product of Bedouin captures.  Finally, there are no 

objective grounds for denying the existence of Arab slaves, although the ransoming of 

captives among nomad tribes was a matter of common practice. 

 It is hoped that this paper will serve as a brief introduction, and bring some clarity 

to the issue of slavery in Islam and the role of the African within the Islamic slave 

system.  In addition to this, it is hoped that the reader understands that while Islam 

recognizes the existence of slavery, it, nonetheless, sought to bring about its abolition.   
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SLAVERY 

 

 

Throughout history, slavery has had several implications.  Slavery has existed due 

to economic and political wars, tyranny, and oppression.  Dr. Aziz Batran states, 

“….slavery only arose as a result of the aggressive and selfish domination of the 

powerful over the weak, and the ruler over the ruled.”1  But how does the concept of 

slavery exist within religious ideals?  How have Islamic societies incorporated the 

practice of slavery in accordance with Islamic teachings?  It would be easy to think that 

slavery would be un-Islamic, however, slavery has been a very large component of 

Islamic communities throughout the world of Islam, since it’s inception.   

This does not imply that slavery began with the coming of Islam.  On the 

contrary, Arabs were neither the first to introduce slavery and the slave trade among 

Africans, nor were they the first to enslave them.  Slavery, and the selling of slaves, was 

not uncommon in many parts of Africa.  The presence of African slaves engraved on 

ancient Egyptian monuments bears witness to the antiquity of slavery.2   

In the wake of Islamic conquests in Asia and Africa, the Arab world was flooded 

with large numbers of captives of different ethnic groups including Syrians, Copts, 

Persians, Nubians, Berbers, Indians, Greeks, and Turks.3  These captives were employed 

primarily as servants in ordinary households and in palaces.  The influx of slaves, along 

with the extension of urban communities, contributed to widening the traditional scope 

for employment of slaves, and introducing new occupations.  The number of captives of 

 
1 Aziz Batran, Keynote Speech at Princeton University Conference on “Islam and Slavery in Africa”.1976 
2 Hasan, Yusuf Fadl “Some Aspects of the Arab Slave Trade from The Sudan: 7th-19th Century” pg. 85 
3 ibid. 
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war was no longer adequate to meet the new demand for two reasons.  First, their 

numbers were much reduced by manumission.  Secondly, the wave of Arab conquests, 

which had been the main source of captives, had spent itself by the beginning of the 

eighth century.4  As a result of this, slaves were increasingly being acquired through 

commercial as opposed to military methods.  There were large caravans transporting 

thousands of slaves annually, mainly from Africa, Central Asia, and Christian Europe to a 

lesser extent, into the slave markets of the Islamic Empire.  In these markets, two types of 

slaves were in great demand.  The first were of Turkish origin and were primarily used as 

soldiers, and the second were from The Sudan5, or the blacks, who were primarily used as 

servants, soldiers, and laborers. 

The Arabs, who were the core of the Islamic Empire at the time, held important 

positions in trade and navigation.  However, in sub-Saharan Africa, they were essentially 

traders and not conquerors.  The African slave trade, like trade in other products, was 

generally in the hands of Arabs or men of Arab parentage.6  In examining the role of the 

Arabs in the African trade, the information available to us is neither adequate nor always 

reliable enough to provide us with all the necessary answers.  According to Yusuf Fadl 

Hasan, information on the Arab trade in slaves has been derived mostly from merchants, 

travelers, or seafarers who penetrated into the distant lands, and therefore, their narratives 

were marred by ambiguities and legends.  Nevertheless, the Arabs were probably the first 

 
4 Hasan, Yusuf Fadl “Some Aspects of the Arab Slave Trade from The Sudan:  7th-19th Century”  pg. 86 
5 Yusuf Fadl Hasan notes that although the general and restricted term Sudan was current for a long time, 

the majority of the early Arabic writers and geographers used the term almost exclusively to denote the 

black or dark-skinned people of Africa and at times included natives of India.  As a geographical term 

Bilad as-Sudan, or “Land of the Blacks”, signifies all sub-Saharan Africa extending from the Red Sea to 

the Atlantic Ocean. 
6 The term ‘Arab’ is used here in a very loose sense to denote Arabic-speaking peoples and groups of 

varied origins. 
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outsiders to penetrate deep into the African habitat  to meet the great demand for slaves in 

the Islamic world.  It was through their intervention that the slave trade received further 

stimulus and assumed great importance.  Hasan further notes that when Arab traders 

stepped on the African scene, the long distance trade routes were already established 

largely through African initiative.  However, in handling this traffic, the Arabs were 

hardly met with a concerted African opposition, and it seems that local factors were 

generally congenial to Arab operations.7 

When Islam was established in the 7th century, slavery was already a regular 

feature of the social order.  And much like Judaism and Christianity before it, Islam did 

not attempt to abolish slavery, but tried to mitigate its evils by advocating good treatment 

and encouraging manumission. 

In examining the ideology of slavery in Islam, John Ralph Willis provides us with 

very interesting analogies regarding enslavement: 

“The metamorphosis from servile to free is compared to the well-marked 

stages of growth from the fallow to the fertile state.  As wasteland lapses 

to the withered state, so too does servile man denude himself of the leaves 

of life….thus slavery has it’s seasons—servility must be seen as a 

condition which undergoes change.”8 

 

 Thus, according to Willis, slavery in Islam or the stage of servility, is not a 

permanent one.  Willis calls it “….a journey through maturation where time blends the 

compromise between freedom and subjection.” 

 So pervasive is the subject of slavery in African societies that one cannot 

appreciate fully the social, economic, or political dimensions of the African past and 

 
7 Hasan, Yusuf Fadl “Some Aspects of the Arab Slave Trade from The Sudan: 7th-19th Century”.  pg. 88 
8 Willis, John Ralph, Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa vol. 1 (New Jersey: Frank Cass & Co., 1985) 

pg.2 
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present without reference to it.  Again, the question of slave labor is connected in the 

closest possible manner with the critical questions of land tenure and inheritance.  Slaves 

were considered a commodity—a sort of property—and like land, passed from generation 

to generation.  The establishment of Islamic rule in Africa brought about a shift from 

communal holdings, where land was worked by family and lineage units, to individual 

ownership in which land (quite contrary to the traditional view) was relegated to personal 

use.9  Again, John Ralph Willis provides a very profound insight on slavery: 

“Slaves were seen to lack the very qualities which an Arab-dominated 

society held in highest esteem:  they were without honor, praise, and 

identity—moved by savage and emotional instincts; swayed by animal 

propensities—so much malleable material, easily deprived of form and 

shaped to the master’s will.  Hence, in the Muslim view, slavery becomes 

a simile for the heathen condition—a symbolic representation of the very 

antithesis of Islam.  And if the slave is hewn out of the simile of his 

heatheness, it is his submission to Islam which hones the possibilities for 

redemption.  Thus, non-belief is the signal cause of possession—the 

underlying principle for the existence of slavery in Islam.”10 

 

 The question that we are to ask now is “who are the enslaveable?”  This is an 

important question for the reason that, historically, Africans have served as the majority 

of slave populations around the world; Islamic societies are no exception.  Islamic 

notions of who the enslaveable are, however, is not bound by race (as noted by Willis).  

According to Islamic law (The Shari’a), the question is whether one is Muslim or non-

Muslim.  Non-belief served as the grounds of the “foundation” of enslavement, as Willis 

noted above,  “….non-belief is the signal cause of possession—the underlying principle 

for the existence of slavery in Islam.” 

 
9 Willis, John Ralph “Islamic Africa: Reflections on the Servile State” in Studia Islamica vol.52 

(Maisonneuve-larose, Paris) pg. 184 
10 ibid.  pg. 188-189 



 8 

 This ideology is shown in the Islamic communities by the fact that Muslims were 

enslavers of Europeans, Asians, as well as Africans.  However, it was the Semitic 

traditions concerning the descendants of Ham that had a profound impact on the racial 

stratification and use of slaves.  According to Evans:  

“….rather than a curse it contains a vaguely directed threat coming not 

from Noah , but God Himself:  when the waters of the Great Flood had 

subsided, God commanded Noah to “…come down from the Ark with 

peace from us, and blessings on thee and on some of the peoples who will 

spring from those with thee: but there will be other people to whom we 

shall grant pleasures for a time, but in the end will a grievous penalty 

reach them from us.”11 

 

 Evans further asserts that in the years to come Muslim slave holders would make 

use the Hamitic myth.  However, Ibn Khaldun disputes the usage of Jewish traditions, as 

will subsequently be discussed. 

 Did the lands of Islam become the cradle of modern racial stratification?  Evans 

argument is that Muslims aspired to a universal brotherhood of believers, but prominent 

among their actual achievements is the creation of new links between blackness and 

inferiority.  He notes that “…it was under Muslims that slavery became largely a racial 

institution.”12  Although others, including John Ralph Willis, negate this view, we should 

further discuss the argument that Evans makes because questions will arise as to the 

disproportionate numbers of African slaves as to slaves of differing ethnic backgrounds. 

 Evans writes that the reason Muslim slavery became essentially Africa slavery, 

was because the rise of Islam eliminated from the Mediterranean slave trade an important 

source of light-skinned slaves.  Furthermore, says Evans, not only did slavery become 

 
11 W. Mckee Evans, “From the Land of Canaan to the Land of Guinea: The Strange Odyssey of the Sons of 

Ham” in The American Historical Review, vol.85, no.1, pg.89 
12 ibid. pg. 90 
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largely a racial institution in a broad belt of countries extending from Andalusia to the 

Indian Ocean, but as early as the ninth century, racial stratification began to appear in 

both the servile and the free population.13  Here, we can question the validity of Evans 

argument, since it is known that the Ottomans used European slaves into the nineteenth 

century. 

 Evans also writes that Muslim racial attitudes reflect the ambivalence of the 

system of the color stratification in Islamic societies: 

“Muslim attitudes toward Blacks were mixed, but amid their ambivalence 

one can detect here and there most of those notions making up that cluster 

of ideas we recognize as modern western racial prejudice.  As Negroes 

came to occupy the bottom strata of both free and servile society and as 

the term “abid” came in popular usage to identify a race rather than a legal 

class, Muslims came to attach to Blacks, those ideas that old world 

peoples had traditionally attached to slaves regardless of their origins.  

Negroes were thus stereotyped as lazy, lecherous, and prone to lie and 

steal. And when humans are treated as domesticated animals, they are 

sometimes regarded as animal like.”14 

 

 Evans makes mention of what he believes to be the opinion of Ibn Khaldun, the 

famous North Africa historian, concerning Africans and slavery.  According to Evans, 

Ibn Khaldun believed that, “…the only people who accept slavery are the Negroes, owing 

to their low degree of humanity and their proximity to the animal stage.”15  Furthermore, 

he quotes a Persian writer, whom he does not identify, saying: “…many have seen that 

the ape is more capable of being trained than the Negro, and more intelligent.16   

 
13 W. Mckee Evans, “From the Land of Canaan to the Land of Guinea:  The Strange Odyssey of the Sons of 

Ham” in The American Historical Review vol.85, no. 1, pg. 90 
14 ibid. 
15 The ideas and concepts regarding race and slavery can be found in his famous work The Muqaddimah 
16 W. Mckee Evans, “From the Land Canaan to the Land of Guinea: The Strange Odyssey of the Sons of 

Ham” in The American Historical Review vol.85,  no.1, pg.90 
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 How important were the beliefs in the Book of Genesis, that is to say Jewish 

myths, in Arab communities prior to the establishment of Islam?  There is little doubt that 

the world of the Arabs, particularly the circle of geographers and historians, had been 

exposed and indeed influenced since pre-Islamic times by the Rabbinical interpretations 

of the “curse of Ham”.  Emphasizing this fact, Willis argued: 

 “… if the so-called “curse of Ham” provided the early Israelites with a 

pretext for the subjugation of the Canaanites, its elaboration found a ready 

channel into the Muslim historiography of a later era.  The link between Ham and 

the darker humankind is fully forged---blackness becomes a simile for the servile 

condition.”17 

 

Indeed, the association of blacks with servility has been present in Arab literature in both 

pre-Islamic and Islamic times.  An example of this is provided by Akbar Muhammad in 

the course of discussing the attitude of ‘Abd al-Baqi (c.1585) toward dark-skinned 

people.  ‘Abd al-Baqi is reported to have stated that “slavery is predestined for some of 

Noah’s kin and prophethood are acclaimed for others.”18  

 On the other hand, many Arab scholars dismissed the association of “Negroes” 

with the “curse of Ham” as a figment of the imagination.  Ibn Khaldun rejects the notion 

in its entirety asserting that: 

“Genealogists who had no knowledge of the true nature of things 

imagined that Negroes were the children of Ham, the son of Noah’s and 

that they were singled out to be Black as the result of  Noah’s curse which 

produced Ham’s color and the slavery God inflicted upon his descendants.  

It is mentioned in the Torah (Genesis 9:25) that Noah cursed his son Ham.  

No reference is made there to blackness.  The curse included no more than 

Ham’s descendants should be slaves of his brother’s descendants.  To 

attribute blackness of the Negroes to Ham, reveals disregard of the true 

 
17 John Ralph Willis, Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa vol.1 (New Jersey: Frank Cass & Co., 1985) 

pg.4 
18 Very little is known about Ibn ‘Abd al-Baqi al-Bukhari al-Makki.  His place-names indicate that he was 

born in Bukhara and later resided in Mecca.  He was a judge, a man of letters and a preacher at Madinah.  

The only work attributed to him is Al-Tiraz al-Manqush fi Mahasin al-Hubush (The Colored Brocade 

Concerning the Good Qualities of the Ethiopians).  See J.R. Willis, Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa 

vol.1, pg.4 & 60 
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nature of heat and cold, and the influence they exercise upon the climate 

and upon the creatures that come into being in it.  The black skin common 

to the inhabitants of the first and second zones is the result of the 

composition of the air in which they live, and which comes about under 

the influence of the greatly increased heat in the south.”19 

 

 Albeit, the “curse” has surely offered a convenient argument for unscrupulous 

Muslim slave traders to circumvent the law, and indulge in the illegal practice of 

indiscriminate enslavement of Africans.  The North African scholar, Al-Nasiri, recounts 

this heinous crime with much pain and reminds his readers of its unlawfulness: 

“Thus will be apparent to you the heinousness of the affliction which has 

beset the lands of the Maghrib since ancient times in regard to the 

indiscriminate enslaving of the people of the Sudan and the importation of 

droves of them every year to be sold in the market places in town and 

country where men trade in them as one would trade in beasts---nay, 

worse than that.  People have become so inured to this, generation after 

generation, that many common folk believe that the reason for 

enslavement, according to the Holy Law, is merely that a man should be 

black in color and come from those regions.  This, by Allah’s life, is one 

of the foulest and gravest evils perpetuated upon Allah’s religion, for 

people of the Sudan are Muslims having the same rights and 

responsibilities as ourselves.”20 

 

 The story of Ham is rehearsed in its endless variations, and a convenient 

refutation of its fatal association with men of color is found in the work of Ibn Khaldun, 

previously discussed.  Yet, recurrence of the Ham motif as a theme in the Arabic 

literature of the Western Sudan attests to the difficulties wrought by the misconstruction 

of scripture in relations between lighter and darker Muslims.  While the bane of infidelity 

 
19 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqadimmah edited by N.J. Dawood (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967) 

pg.10 
20 John Ralph Willis, Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa vol.1 (New Jersey: Frank Cass & Co., 1985) 

pg.9 
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might dissolve in the healing waters of Islam, no rational refutation could hope to 

dissolve a simile shaped on the premise of racial superiority.21 

 

SOURCES AND DESIGNATIONS OF SLAVES 

 Historically, in pre-Islamic and Islamic times, slaves in the Arabian Peninsula 

came from different places including Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Europe was a plentiful 

source of slaves.  European slaves arrived first in the lands of Christians and Jews before 

being sold to Muslim merchants.  Also, Central Asia was a big supplier of slaves to the 

Arabs.  Such, is perhaps the reason why the slave population in Arabia was diverse in its 

ethnicity.22  Hunwicks argument here refutes the W. McKee Evans claim earlier that 

“Muslim slavery was essentially Africa slavery, and that the rise of Islam eliminated from 

the Mediterranean slave trade an important source of light-skinned slaves.”23 

 However, the majority of slaves in Arabia came from sub-Saharan Africa.  There 

was a constant flow of Africans into Islamic territories, more so than Europeans or 

Asians.  Immediately before the coming of Islam, Western Arabia in general, and Mecca 

in particular, had witnessed the presence of large numbers of African slaves, mostly 

Ahbash or Abyssinians.  The term Habash or Ahbash24 has a wider connotation and under 

it are lumped most of the dark-skinned people of the western coast of the Red Sea.  This 

 
21 John Ralph Willis, “Islamic Africa: Reflections on the Servile Estate” in Studia Islamica vol.52 (G.P. 

Maisonneuve-larose, Paris) pg.194 
22 John Hunwick, “Black Slaves in the Islamic World: An Understudied Dimension of the Black Diaspora” 

in Tarikh vo.5, no.4 (New Jersey: Humanities Press International Inc., 1978) pg.67 
23 See page 8 
24 The Ahbash fell victim to the ill-fated attempt by Abraha, Governor of Yemen, to conquer the city of 

Mecca in 570 A.D.  His army was put to route and decimated by epidemics.  This year, known as the ‘Year 

of the Elephant’ in classical Arabic sources, was claimed to have been the year in which the Prophet 

Muhammad was born.  It was also the year in which Ethiopian domination in the Yemen was put to an end 

by the Sassinids under the command of Wahriz.  See Y. Talib, “The African Diaspora” in UNESCO 

General History of Africa vol.3, pg.706-7 
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was probably due to the fact that the Arabs knowledge of Africa was then restricted to 

Abyssinia and its neighboring regions.25   

 John Hunwick provides us with a useful breakdown of the six designations of the 

African slaves who were taken into these territories: 

(1) coast of the Zandj, ie. The coastlands of modern Kenya and The 

Tanzania.   Slaves were transported to areas such as Basra and 

Baghdad.  They were taken to towns of Iraq and the sugar plantations 

of Khuzistan.  This was made possible by the Arabs opening a route 

from the Persian Gulf, where the slaves were to be transported. 

(2) The land of Barbara, ie.  The Somalia coast.  These people were taken 

to Yemen and then to Damascus and Baghdad, through Mecca. 

(3) Abyssinia or Ethiopia. 

(4) Nubia, ie.  These people seem to have been exported from the Nuba 

mountains and surrounding districts in the south. 

(5) Kanem-Bornu, ie.  These people are of different ethnic groups living 

in a wide southern semi-circle of territory centered on Lake Chad 

passed through the Fezzan to Cairo, Tripoli, and Qayrawan. 

(6) The Bilad as-Sudan, ie.  This is a common name for all the “lands of 

the Blacks.”  This generally meant those lands between the middle 

Niger and the Atlantic Coast.26 

 

Hunwick goes on to say that the majority of these slaves were destined for domestic 

service.  In society in which women were confined to special quarters of the house and 

often scarcely allowed to step outside it, labor was needed to clean the house, serve the 

master and his guests, accompany him when he went out, attend to his horse or mule, but 

go to the market and undertake other commissions—even sometimes to engage in trade 

on the master’s behalf or look after aspects of his business.  They also served as wet 

nurses and concubines.27   

 
25 Hasan, Yusuf Fadl, “Some Aspects of the Arab Slave Trade from The Sudan: 7th-19th Century”  pg.85 
26 John Hunwick, “Black Africans in the Islamic World: An Understudied Dimension of the African 

Diaspora” in Tarikh vol.5, no.4 (New Jersey: Humanities Press International Inc., 1978) pg.68 
27 ibid. pg.69 
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The Sudanese scholar, Yusuf Fadl Hasan, provides us with an analysis of the 

major ethnic groups the Arabs differentiated between.  These included the Nubians, the 

Buja, the Zandj, and occasionally the Ethiopians.28  He writes: 

(1) The Abyssinians of ‘Habash’ were the first to come into contact with 

the Muslim Arab.  Indeed it was to Abyssinia that the first Muslim 

refugees fled, where they were well received and protected by its king.  

The term Habash embraces the Abyssinians and their southern neighbors 

on the Horn of Africa and some Beja on the Northern frontiers.  The 

Abyssinian slaves were highly valued as eunuchs and concubines. 

(2) The term Nuba, like the term Sudan has both a restricted and a general 

sense.  The former refers to the people of Christian Nubia whose 

inhabitants fought the Arabs gallantly in the first half of the seventh 

century.  The latter embraces the inhabitants of the Nilotic Sudan and all 

the black people who were procured from beyond Nubia and sold into 

slavery.  These were not actually Nubians, though commonly known by 

that name.  The Nubians won themselves an excellent reputation in the 

Muslim world as faithful employees as servants, nurses, concubines, 

laborers, and soldiers. 

(3) The Buja or Beja were the Cushitic-speaking nomads of the regions 

between the Nile and the Red Sea.  They were very similar to the 

Abyssinians and it was probably for the same reason that they were valued 

as concubines.  It was due to their predatory campaigns on Upper Egypt 

that the Arabs clashed with them in the eighth century.  They also came in 

touch with them through the newly established Arab ports on the western 

coast of the Red Sea. 

(4) The Zandj were the Bantu-speaking peoples of East Africa, south of 

Abyssinia (from about 3 N to 5 S), though sometimes the same word is 

applied to the black Africans or Negroes in general.  Their habitat, “the 

land of the Zandj”, provided the Arab traders from about the middle of the 

eighth century with a continuous supply of slaves.  Among the African 

slaves, they occupied the lowest positions and hence they were probably 

the least valued by the Arabs.”29 

 

PROPHET MUHAMMAD AND EARLY ISLAMIC SOCIETY 

 

 With coming of Islam, the society in and around the Arabian peninsula changed 

dramatically.  Prophet Muhammad’s teachings of cooperation and equality between all 

races attracted many people among whom were slaves, the poor, and the oppressed.  

 
28 The term Ethiopian here does not designate the inhabitants of North Africa. 
29 Hasan, Yusuf Fadl, “Some Aspects of the Arab Slave Trade from the Sudan: 7th-19th Century”  pg.87 
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Prophet Muhammad taught that there was no difference between Arabs and foreigners 

within the Umma (Islamic nation), except in the degree of one’s righteousness.  Y.A. 

Talib writes of the effects Prophet Muhammad had on society and the slaves of African 

origins: 

“Tradition asserts that among the first converts to Islam in Mecca were 

many slaves, some of them of African origins.  In the tenets of the new 

religion preached by Muhammad, these socially handicapped people had 

found the possibility of attaining human dignity and self-respect, and the 

opportunity to join a new community where man is judged primarily by 

his religious fervor and his pious acts, and not merely by his social or 

racial origins.  Thus, in the early difficult years of the Prophet’s activities 

there had already emerged a number of converts who were black or had 

black ancestors who played considerable roles in the life of the nascent 

Islamic politico-religious community.”30 

 

 Prophet Muhammad’s message revolutionized society.  He gave slaves an equal 

status.  One of the most celebrated of African slaves who converted to Islam was Bilal 

ibn Rabah,  in which he became the first Mu’addhin (caller to prayer).  Umm Ayman, 

who was of African origin, nursed Prophet Muhammad when he was a baby.  Other well 

known African converts to Islam were ‘Ammar ibn Yasir and Mikdad ibn Amir al –

Aswad (the Black).  Yasir took part in all the dealings with Muhammad, as well as the 

migration to Ethiopia (which was the first Hijra, in 615 A.D.).  Mikdad ibn Amir al-

Aswad was given the title “Faris al-Islam” for being the only Muslim who fought on 

horseback during the battle of Badr.31 

 In examining slavery in Islamic lands, one must examine the laws governing 

slavery.  Also essential to this study are the racial attitudes held in the eyes of the Arabs 

 
30 Y. Talib, “The African Diaspora in Asia” in UNESCO General History of Africa vol. 3 (University of 

California Press, 1988) pg. 709 
31 ibid   
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towards African people.  Naturally, the basis or foundation for would be the Holy Qur’an, 

since it is the foundation of Islamic law.  In chapter 30, verse 22, is states:  

“Among His signs are the creation of the heavens and of the earth and the 

diversity of your languages and your colors.”32 

 

The statement, or idea, that among the signs of God is His diversity in color among His 

creation, that being mankind.  Now, this statement would, quite naturally, negate the 

Hamitic hypothesis that was most likely to have been accepted in the Arabian peninsula 

at this time.  And of course, this would mean that color prejudice would not be a common 

attitude in this kind of society.  In chapter 49, verse 8 of the Holy Qur’an we read: 

“O you who believe, We have made you into different tribes so that you 

may come to know one another.”33 

 

This verse explains the reason for the difference and diversity in God’s creation, and goes 

on to say that the best of people in the eyes of God are those who are the most pious. 

 Although these passages in the Qur’an do not allude to prejudice or racism, the 

Prophet of Islam did.  In his last farewell speech just before his death, Muhammad stated 

that “…an Arab has no superiority over a non-Arab, nor does a White over a Black.”34  

This statement alludes to the existence of racism or racial/ethnic prejudice in that 

particular region. 

 Prophet Muhammad’s message attracted the African slave because the message 

put him as his master’s equal.  His message sought to create a society of equality, 

regardless of racial divisions, political, or economic status.  There is an oral tradition of 

the Prophet Muhammad, which displays this idea of equality: 

 
32 Holy Qur’an Sura 30 Verse 22 
33 ibid. Sura 49 Verse 8 
34 al-Mubakfuri, Safi-ur-Rahman, Ar-Raheeq Al-Makhtum (The Sealed Nectar): Biography of the Noble 

Prophet (Maktaba Dar-us-Salaam, 1995) pg. 461 
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“Fear God concerning your slaves.  Feed them with what you eat, and 

clothe them with what you wear, and do not give them work beyond their 

capacity.  Those whom you like, keep, and those whom you dislike, sell.  

Do not cause pain to God’s creation.  He caused you to own them, and had 

he so wished he would have them own you.”35 

 

 Despite this statement, which did have an impact on the newly-created Islamic 

society, the thorough application of such treatment can be questioned.  Despite the degree 

of application of this treatment, Muhammad did much to alleviate the harsh treatment of 

slaves.  In fact, a man’s reputation and personal honor would be tarnished if a slave was 

treated badly.36 

 Legally applied, slavery in Islam is color-blind.  As John Hunwick points out, 

Islamic law only makes distinctions between Muslim and non-Muslim, not slave and free.  

According to Hunwick, a person could be enslaved only if he/she were a non-Muslim 

whose people had no pact (‘ahd) with the Muslims, and had been taken captive in a jihad 

launched after a rejection of the summons to Islam.37  According to Dr. Aziz Batran, 

“…the methods by which the Arabs, and other peoples for that matter, obtained slaves 

varied from: (1) War; where the captives are either killed or enslaved; and (2) 

Kidnapping and slave raiding; and (3) Committing of serious crimes, such as murder.  In 

this case, the offender may be enslaved as punishment for his offense; and (4) A man 

could be enslaved as punishment for not paying a debt; and (5) The natural growth of the 

slave population from birth.  Islam has made all of these methods of obtaining slaves 

 
35 John Hunwick, “Black Africans in the Islamic World, An Understudied Dimension of the Black 

Diaspora”in Tarikh vo.5,no.4 (Humanities Press International, 1978)pg.66 
36 ibid.pg.70 
37 J.E. Harris, ed., Global Dimensions of the African Diaspora (Washington D.C.: Howard University Press, 

1982) second edition, African Slaves in the Mediterranean World, by John Hunwick, pg. 292 
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illegal.  However, there was one, and only one, legal reason within Islamic law for 

enslaving a person; that was in the taking of prisoners of war.”38 

 Once brought under Islamic domination, slaves remained so until set free.  

Becoming Muslim did not, however, grant a slave his/her automatic freedom.  This 

would have effected the entire slave system, and eventually bring about it’s abolition.  A 

slave, however, paid for his freedom after entering into a contract of conditional 

manumission.  The slave would be granted an opportunity to make money on his own, 

while still serving his/her slave master. 

TREATMENT/ATTITUDE TOWARED AFRICAN SLAVE WOMEN & THE 

RISE OF AFRICANS FROM SLAVERY 

 African women in the Islamic slave system were perceived differently from slave 

women of different ethnic origins.  Hunwick points this out stating: 

“The Zandj and the Sudan were regarded as best for the more physically 

demanding tasks and their women were good wet nurses.  They were less 

appreciated as concubines, though in North Africa in particular, they must 

have played this role extensively.”39 

 

 Al-Idrisi, the twelfth century geographer wrote of Sudanese women: 

“Their women are of surpassing beauty.  They are fragrant smelling, their 

lips are thin, their mouths are small, and hair flowing.  Of all Black 

women, they are best for the pleasures of the bed.  It is on account of these 

qualities of theirs that the rulers of Egypt were so desirous of them and 

outbid others to purchase them, afterwards fathering children from 

them.”40 

 

 
38 Aziz Batran, Keynote Speech, Princeton University Conference, “Islam and Slavery in Africa”, 1976 
39 John Hunwick, “Black Slaves in the Islamic World” in Tarikh vol.5, no.4 (Humanities International 

Press, 1978) pg.69 
40 John Hunwick, “Black Slaves in the Islamic World” in Tarikh vol.5, no.4 (Humanities International 

Press, 1978) pg.70 
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 Because of the population of African women in harems and concubines in Islamic 

territories, there were rulers or potential rulers that were of maternal African ancestry.  

For example, Hunwick writes, “…Ibrahim, son of a Black concubine of the Abbassid 

caliph (775-785), came very close to being caliph in 817-819 when a faction in Baghdad 

supported his candidature against the nominated successor of the caliph al-Ma’mun.  His 

failure to be confirmed as a successor may partly have been due to his color, but it was 

also due to his reputation as a first-class musician and singer, which told against him and 

because the pursuit of these arts was dearer to his heart than political power.”41   

 Two other examples that may be mentioned would be the Fatimid Caliph al-

Mustansir (1036-1094) and Mulay Ismail (1672-1727).  Al-Mustansir, the son of a Black 

slave woman, came to power in Egypt at the age of seven.  He led Egypt to a twenty year 

period of great prosperity and tranquility. The Encyclopedia of Islam states, “…al-

Mustansir had the longest recorded reign of any Muslim ruler and one which, besides 

being marked by the most violent fluctuations of fortune, was of critical importance in 

the history of the Fatimid Isma’ili movement.”42  Mulay Ismail, son of a Black concubine 

was Alawid Sultan of Morocco.  Ismail possessed a vast army of Black slaves which he 

assembled.  It was from the Haratin, brought from Mauritania, that Mulay Ismail 

recruited his army.  The Encyclopedia of Islam defines the Haratin43 as: 

“…the name given, in north-west Africa, to certain elements of the 

population of the oases in the Saharan zone.  From the ethnic point of 

view, they seem to have arisen from inter-breeding, perhaps at some very 

remote period, between white invaders and the indigenous Negroid 

inhabitants.  But the ethnic type of the Haratin is markedly different from 

 
41 ibid 
42 Encyclopedia of Islam, vol.6, pg. 768 
43 For further information on the Haratin, see Dr. Aziz Batran, “The Ulama of Fes, Mulay Ismail, and the 

Issue of the Haratin of Fas” in Slaves & Slavery in Muslim Africa: The Servile Estate vol.2 (New Jersey: 

Frank Cass& Co. 1985) 
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that of the Negroes; those from Southern Morocco are sometimes even of 

a mongoloid type.  Rather than being a distinct race, they constitute, in the 

eyes of the other native inhabitants, above all a kind of caste, formed of 

men theoretically free but of an inferior status, ranking between the ahrar 

‘free men’, and the ‘abid ‘slaves, captives’: peasants. 

 A sedentary population, they cultivate palm groves on behalf of the 

landlords to whom they are ‘attached’.  In Mauritania, however, the 

nomads employ them as herdsmen.  Where they can do so, they readily 

emigrate to the towns in the North where they work mainly as gardeners, 

well-diggers and water-carriers.”44 

 

 Mulay Ismail was known a “a man of enormous energy who united and ruled his 

turbulent kingdom.”45  He truly proved to be a great ruler who was a product of the 

population of African women in harems and concubines. 

 In India, the Muslim communities saw Africans rise to prominence quite often.  

Writing about the Habshis and the Sidis of India, Joseph Harris provides valuable 

information of Africans in Muslim societies ruling and governing such territories.  

According to Harris, such is the case with the kingdom of Jaunpur.  Established by a 

former African slave in Delhi, the kingdom of Jaunpur was ruled by three Africans.  

Malik-ush-Sharq, who initiated the kingdom, was succeeded by his two sons, Sultan 

Mubarak Shah and Shams-ud-din Ibrahim.  During the latter reign, the kingdom of 

Jaunpur “…emerged as a center of learning, attracting renowned writers of; it is also 

noted for it’s architecture, especially the Mosques.”46 

 An interesting note that Dr. Harris writes about is the African communities in 

Iran. While unable to find published materials in English, Harris found work written by a 

Professor E. Bastani-Parizi of the University of Tehran.  Bastani-Parizi has written works 

 
44 Encyclopedia of Islam, vol.4, pg.231 
45 J.O. Hunwick, “Black Slaves in the Islamic World” in Tarikh vol.5, no.4 (Humanities International Press, 

1978) pg. 70 
46 Joseph Harris, ed., Global Dimensions of the African Diaspora, second edition (Washington D.C.: 

Howard University Press, 1989) “Africans in Asian History” by Joseph Harris, pg. 326 



 21 

that allude to communities of African descendants and African slaves.  He refers to 

“…towns and villages such as Zawjibad (village built by Africans), and gala Zanjian 

(castle of Africans) in Baluchistan near a mountain called Mount of the Balcja, and Deh-

Zanjian in Kerman Province.”47 

 From this, we can conclude that Africans became very prosperous and obtained 

positions of authority from slavery.  Islamic societies saw Africans become very 

influential to the development of such communities. Such is the case with Kafur al-

Ikhshidri.  He was a black eunuch who became the dominant personality of the Ikhshidid 

dynasty in Egypt.  Sold to its founder, Muhammad ibn Tughdj al-Ikhshid, Kafur so 

impressed his new master that the latter sponsored his rise to positions of political and 

military influence.  As a field commander, Kafur participated in the Egyptian expedition 

of 945 to Syria.  He was also involved in the diplomatic exchanges between al-Ikhshid 

and the Caliph of Baghdad. 

 The significance of Kafur in Islamic history lies in the fact that during the twenty-

two years of his government he successfully protected the Ikhshid establishment against 

dangerous outside pressure (the Fatimids, the Karmatians, the Nubians, and Hamdanids).  

All this he accomplished in spite of internal political complications, such as rebellions 

and coup d’etats, and economic setbacks.  His effective military and diplomatic measures 

helped secure an advantageous agreement with the Hamdanids in 947 concerning the 

Ikhshidid hold over Damascus.  Above all, Kafur was able to delay the Fatimid expansion 

to Egypt.48 

 
47 ibid.pg.325 
48 Encyclopedia of Islam, vol.3, pg. 418 
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 Kafur also gained popularity in Islamic history because of his patronage of 

scholars and writers.  The most celebrated of them was the great poet al-Mutanabbi, who 

immortalized the black ruler in a number of verses.  Kafur has been credited with the 

construction of a number of palaces, of two mosques (in Giza and on al-Mukattam), of a 

hospital, and of the Kafuriyya gardens in the capital.49  It is important to recognize the 

rise of Africans in Islamic societies, with regards to the idea of racial attitudes towards 

them.  Kafur al-Ikhshidid is just one of many such persons. 

SLAVE REVOLTS 

 

 There is yet another aspect to slavery in the Islamic world…slave revolts.  Slave 

revolts did occur, but how frequently is unknown.  Slaves, whether African or non-

African, throughout the world of Islam were cognizant of what Islam offered them.  They 

were aware that Islam encouraged manumission and humane treatment of slaves.  

Whenever slaves found treatments of owners and rulers were contrary to Islamic law, 

they readily revolted.  Among the revolts that are registered in the annals of Islamic 

history, is the well-documented revolt of the Zandj, in southern Iraq.   

 The term Zandj, refers to the Bantu speaking people from the East African coast, 

who had been brought to Arabia, Persia, and Mesopotamia as slaves.  The high 

population of the Zandj in these countries gave the name the meaning of “black slave.”50 

 The revolts of Zandj, in southern Iraq, were many.  The first study of these 

revolts, in the English language, was the work of T.H.Noldete in 1892.  More studies 

 
49 ibid. 
50 Y. Talib, “The African Diaspora in Asia” in UNESC General History of Africa vol. 3 (University of 
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came, thereafter, in other European languages.  However, the most complete study of the 

Zandj revolt in southern Iraq, by a Western scholar, is that of A. Popovic in 1976.  All 

secondary European and Arabic works relied on the work written about the Zandj by Abu 

Ja’far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (839-923).  It is a voluminous work that covers an 

extensive period of time.  Within that work, al-Tabari deals with the Abbasid caliphate in 

southern Iraq, and provides an personal eyewitness account of the events concerning the 

revolts of the Zandj.51 

 The first insurrection of the Zandj was in 689-70, in Basra during the reign of 

Khalid ibn ‘Abdallah.  This revolt, however, was stopped by the caliphal forces, and 

proved to be unsuccessful.  A second effort was made in 694.  This was an insurrection 

organized and led by the Chief of the Zandj, Riyah, who was otherwise known as the 

‘Lion of the Zandj.’  This revolt proved to be more effective than it’s predecessor, 

causing much damage and terror throughout the region of the Euphrates and at al-Uballa.  

However, this revolt was suppressed and stopped again by the army of the Abbasid 

Caliphate.52   

 Two more Zandj revolts were documented before the famous revolt in 869.  One 

of these rebellions took place in 749-50 during the reign of Caliph ‘Abu al-Abbas al-

Saffah.  A force of 4,000 soldiers was launched against the rebels at Mosul in Northern 

Mesopotamia, resulting in a massacre that was said to have cost the lives of more than 

10,000 inhabitants…men, women, and children.  Another rebellion of the Zandj came 

 
51 Other supporting documents include al-Kamil fil Tarikh of Ibn Athir, Futuh al-Buldan of Baladhuri, 

Sharh Nahj al-Balagha of Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Masalik al-Mamalik of Istakhri, al-Muqaddima of Ibn 

Khaldun, Muruj al-Dhahab of al-Mas’udi, and Mu’jam al Buldan of Yaqut.  See Aziz Batran, unpublished 

paper, pg. 4, “Revolt of the Zandj.” 
52 Y. Talib, “African Diaspora in Asia” in UNESCO General History of Africa vol. 3 (University of 

California Press, 1988) pg. 726 
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after an uprising against al-Mansur, the Abbasid Caliph in 765.  The defeated party 

somehow inspired their Black slaves to lead an attack against the garrison of Abbasid 

troops in the city.  The Black slaves seized military depots and chaos spread.  However, 

the patrons calmed their slaves and the authority of the Abbasid was again restored.53 

 This leads into the most celebrated and successful protest/rebellion of African 

slaves in Islamic history.  The Zandj revolt of 869 lasted for fourteen years and moved 

throughout two essential periods of time.  The first period was one of great success in the 

rebels subjugated a large territory of southern Iraq  and founded a powerful state, with its 

capital city at al-Mukhtara.  Phase two included an extensive struggle against more elite 

forces and the inevitable destruction of the Zandj state. 

 Al-Tabari’s account of these events is are very extensive, and detailed.  It has now 

been translated from the Arabic to English by David Waines.54  Al-Tabari provides great 

detail of the people and places that had dealing with the revolt.  For our purposes here, 

what will be provided is a brief summary of the causes and results of the revolt.   

 Al-Tabari relates that Ali ibn Muhammad was the leader of the revolt of the 

Zandj, and that he claimed to be a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad.  The revolt was 

the result of an ongoing class conflict between the exploited and the exploiter.  In this 

case, the Zandj slaves against their masters.  It seemed, somehow, to become a huge 

battle against the Abbassid Caliphate.  The revolt was a class struggle, not a racial revolt.   

 Al-Tabari chronicles in some detail the history of the revolt from its inception 

until the fall of al-Mukhtara in 883.  His main source of information was Rihan ibn Salih, 

a Sudani slave, who was responsible for providing food provisions for his master’s 
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slaves.  Rihan was one of the intigators of the revolt, and one of the members of the 

military council.  He had a huge army of Blacks under his command. 

 Quoting Rihan, al-Tabari informs us that the African rebels worked in the 

marshes (bata’ih) of southern Iraq where they swept the sharj or sibkha, the layer of salt 

formed by the sea tide.  The salt was piled in mounds to be transported on mules and 

boats to the markets in the North.  The land, now cleared of the salt deposits, was ready 

for the cultivation of rice, sugar, wheat, and barley.55 

 African slaves who removed the salt layers were called ghilman al-sharjiin.  The 

ghilman worked in gangs of 500 to 5000 workers.  Al-Tabari mentions a concentration of 

15,000 black slaves (ghilman) in one area.56 

 Life in the marshes was indeed miserable.  The meager diets of the slaves 

consisted of “flour, semolina, and dates.”  Furthermore, the region was infested with 

malaria carrying mosquitoes.  Besides, it was extremely hot and humid during the long 

summer months.  Hence, the slaves fell victim to malaria and all sorts of epidemics.57 

 The revolt was also joined by free Africans who were soldiers in the army of the 

Caliphate as well as the descendants of free Africans who resided in the Gulf area since 

the days before Islam.  African women also played an important role in the revolt by 

helping in the construction of ramparts.58 

 The Zandj revolt, states Y. Talib, affected the whole Islamic world economically, 

politically, and socially.  According to Talib:  

 
55 Aziz Batran, unpublished paper, “The Revolt of the Zandj”, pg.4 
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“…the import of the Zandj slaves seems subsequently to have been 

restricted or put under control.  Another consequence was the widespread 

diffusion of the unfavorable image of the Black in the Islamic world.59   

(Consequently, this argues against the idea of an almost exclusively black 

slave population, as argued earlier by Evans) 

 

 

There were also large-scale uprisings in Africa, as well.  These were frequently 

associated with runaway slaves, and may have been as often attempts at self defense 

against recapture as outright revolts.  In 1509, a Portuguese visitor to the northwest coast 

of Madagascar found there a population of runaway slaves from Malindi, Mombasa, and 

even Mogadishu. It is reported that in the nineteenth century, a town called Barder, 

located on the Juba river in present day Somalia, an Arab trader took advantage of 

discontent attitudes among local slaves to lead them in revolt.  In 1867, it was estimated 

that more than 10,000 slaves had fled to the river Ozi, on the mainland opposite of Pate 

island, where a chief, Fumo Lotti, prescribed by the Sultan of Zanzibar, had earlier 

withdrawn.  The chief established a new state there, with two strong towns, Vittou and 

Mogogoni.  The first rule of the state was to give liberty to all who crossed its borders.  

New arrivals were encouraged to build homes and clear farms, and were enrolled in 

armed defense companies.60 

 In West Africa, there were revolts, as well.  About 1756 slaves in Futa Jallon 

revolted and built for themselves a fortified town, Kondeeah, which successfully resisted 

repeated assaults by the disgruntled Muslim ex-owners and their allies.  In 1838, the 

Koranko slaves in Kunkuna rose against their Susus masters  and established a fortified 

 
59 Y.Talib, “The African Diaspora in Asia” in UNESCO General History of Africa vol.3 (University of 
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town in which runaway slaves were encouraged to settle.  Another fugitive fortress, the 

village of Gamon between the upper Senegal and upper Gambia rivers, had indirectly 

considerable impact on the course of events in upper Senegambia at the beginning of 

European colonial control there.  A young Muslim cleric, Momodu Lamine, had been 

mistreated by the people of Gamon; and in later life his attempts at revenge led to 

widespread fighting, much of which had nothing to do with Gamon, but with Lamine’s 

appearance in 1885-7 as a major political and military leader.61 

 There were also slave revolts that were undertaken by Muslim slaves against non-

Muslim masters.  The risings in Brazil, early in the nineteenth century, were of these 

kind.  Muslim slaves and freedmen were the main instigators of these revolts.  At the time 

of the main revolt, in Bahia in 1835, the police believed that there was an imam 

exercising some authority, however, he was never discovered.  Arabic amulets were 

much suspected as tokens of revolt, and to be found carrying one would earn a freeman 

deportation, or a slave several hundred lashes.62 

 

EMANCIPATION 

 Slaves in the Islamic world were emancipated in several ways.  It has been said 

that a slave would be keen to give unmistakable witness of their new faith in Islam, in 

order to win their freedom. Edward Blyden, the West Indian historian in the nineteenth 

century, states that: 

“…the introduction of Islam to Central and West Africa has been the most 

important, if not the sole, preservative against the desolation of the slave 

trade.  Mohammedanism furnished a protection to the tribes who 

embraced it by effectually binding them together in one strong religious 
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fraternity, and enabling them by their united effort to baffle the attempt of 

the powerful pagan slave hunters.”63 

  

 Blyden later commended the British occupation of Egypt in 1882, as tending to 

supply a like preservative against the slave trade, but in this case against the Arab trade in 

Africans. 

 Freeing a slave was widely regarded as a meritorious act, however, conversion 

and emancipation were only occasionally liked deliberately.  This seems to have been 

true, for example, in the Masina theocracy of the early nineteenth century.  There, the 

slaves of the state (prisoners of war not voluntarily practicing Islam) were settled in 

cultivated areas under overseers who both organized the farm work and without 

constraint initiated the captives in Islam.  When a slave could justify his faith, and pray 

without help, he was freed.64  However, this may have been more the ideal, rather than 

what actually took place. 

 In the majority of cases, slaves looked elsewhere for emancipation.  Piety was one 

possibility.  Both the Qur’an (Surah 24) and the hadith (traditions of Prophet 

Muhammad) urge the freeing of slaves.  Maliki law cites the tradition: 

“whosoever frees a slave who is Muslim, God will redeem every member 

of his body, limb for limb, from hell-fire.”65 

 

Such an act of piety was not very prominent.  According to Fisher, Muhammad Bello, 

Sultan of Sokoto, cited further commentary of the lawyers to the effect that giving 

alms(sadaqa) was preferable to freeing a slave(‘itq); freeing a slave was rewarded by 
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freedom from damnation, but so was affirming the unity of God.  To repeat this ten times 

was equivalent to freeing four Arabs, or one hundred times to freeing ten slaves.66   

 There are several examples of slaves being freed on account of an act of piety.  

Mansa Musa, the celebrated fourteenth century ruler of Mali, won added renown fame by 

emancipating a slave every day.  A certain cleric in Timbuktu recorded that he bought a 

large number of slaves, and freed them for the love of God and in view of the life in the 

hereafter.67 

 Pious emancipation might appropriately occur on the occasion of a religious 

festival, such as the end of Ramadhan.  In Sokoto 1824, several slaves were freed at this 

time.  Emancipation might follow the accomplishment by a slave of some religious task, 

such as pilgrimage (hajj). 

 Emancipation might itself, sometimes, provide the occasion for a festival.  The 

Hausa celebrated a slave’s payment of his redemption money, and relieving his freedom, 

in much the same way as the naming of a baby on the eighth day after birth; a cleric 

shaved the head of the ex-slave, giving him a Muslim name and sacrificing a ram.68 

 The piety of the master would also be motivated by his own distress.  For 

example, in illness, he might seek’s God’s mercy through such devout acts.  Uthman dan 

Fodio noted that to free a slave in such hope might be effective. 

 
66 ibid 
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 Emancipation of slaves in Islam came through many different ways.  As noted 

previously, slaves were freed for some wrong doing of their master, the intentional 

breaking of Ramadhan, and other means. 

CONCLUSION 

 Africans have been slaves, generals in armies, leaders, poets, and much more in 

Islamic communities.  From this research we have seen how Africans played major roles 

in changing the perspectives of African peoples in Islamic societies.   

 Slavery in Islam is color-blind.  However, as discussed, Africans have played the 

role as the primary source of slaves.  This is no reflection on the religion of Islam itself, 

however, it is a reflection on the concept of the African as an inferior being.  The Prophet 

of Islam abhorred racism and the idea of one race feeling superior or inferior of another.  

Islamic philosophy does not endorse this ideology either.  However, racist images and 

stereotypes still exist in Islamic communities and around the world, for that matter.  

Nevertheless, Africans have done a great deal in the development and dissemination of 

Islam throughout the world.  Islamic history can attest to the facts that African slaves rose 

from slavery to positions of prominence and authority. 

The contributions of Africans to the development of Islam cannot be underestimated.  

Africans fought beside Prophet Muhammad, and occupied important military and 

administrative positions.  Some of them were his closest companions, and many died in 

the cause of Islam.  Among the early handful of converts were a number of Africans such 

as the celebrated Bilal ibn Rabah, the first mu’azzin (person of calls the faithful to 

prayer), and the treasurer of the nascent Muslim state; Baraka ‘Um Ayman, who nursed 

Prophet Muhammad until he reached manhood; Ammar ibn Yasir, who become the 
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governor of Kufa, and the others discussed throughout this work.  In addition, it was to 

Africa the Prophet Muhammad, in 615, sent some of the early converts to take refuge in 

the court of the Abyssinian king, Al-Najashi, following their persecution by the Meccan 

aristocracy.69 

 I it is my hope that this work will be a useful starting point for further research.  

There is still an abundance of information yet to be researched, or translated into English.  

This certainly an important, although understudied, dimension of the African Diaspora. 
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