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Preliminary Remarks

Transliteration follows the guidelines of the International Journal for Middle
Eastern Studies; therefore, only Arabic place names and terms not found in
Merriam-Webster’s dictionary have been transliterated. In order to provide
readers with a sense of the diversity of vocabulary used for different categories
of slaves, the transliteration of Arabic terms for slaves was included in all my
translations. Given the attention paid in this book to names and naming, all
personal names were also transliterated.

Daniel Varisco has convincingly challenged the usefulness of the term
“medieval” in reference to Islamic history.! To accommodate readers not spe-
cialized in the Islamic context, the term will nevertheless be used in this book
to denote the broad timeframe between 500 and 1500 CE. During this period,
“Yemen” did not exist as a constant, unified political entity; the name is here
used as shorthand for South Arabia, roughly corresponding to today’s Republic
of Yemen, but not excluding neighbouring areas (e.g. parts of Oman and of
south-western Saudi Arabia).

Throughout this book, dates referring to Islamic history are given accord-
ing to both the Islamic (Ajjri) and common-era (CE) convention, while dates
of contemporary publications, scholarly debates and so on are only quoted in
the latter.

For the purposes of this book, I translate al-Habasha as “Ethiopia”, by which
I mean the territories roughly corresponding to today’s Ethiopia and Eritrea.
The term “Abyssinia” with which some scholars translate the term appears too
narrowly identified with the Christian Abyssinian empire.

As per established convention, slave soldiers will be referred to as mamiluks,
while the eponymous Sultanate (648-922/1250-1517) will be capitalized
(Mamluks).

1 “Making ‘Medieval’ Islam Meaningful,” Medieval Encounters 13, no. 3 (1 September 2007): 385—
412. See also Thomas Bauer, Warum es kein islamisches Mittelalter gab: Das Erbe der Antike
und der Orient (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2018).
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MAP 2 Locations associated with the medieval slave trade to Yemen. Boundaries represent
contemporary political borders
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Introduction

When I first began reading medieval sources from Yemen, the frequent men-
tion of enslaved persons in these texts immediately caught my eye. Why had
I never heard about Yemen'’s history of slavery before? The remarkable breadth
of occupations and tasks performed by slaves in medieval Yemen fascinated
me even more. Chronicles from this period might feature a sultan’s slave sol-
diers deployed against unruly tribesmen or his enslaved concubine bearing
him children, while administrative documents record the occasional slave as
merchandise to be bought and sold or as the recipient of salaries and gifts.
Such references, although widely scattered and unsystematic, offer striking
insights into the phenomenon of slavery at the time and led me to the central
question of my research: What did it mean to be enslaved in medieval Yemen?
How could a sultan’s kitchen slave and his concubine belong to the same legal
category of “slave’, given their radically different life trajectories? Does the
label “slave” have any explanatory power if it includes men who toiled in stone
quarries as well as eunuchs who governed cities and commanded armies?

As I soon discovered, scholars of slavery had been grappling with simi-
lar questions in other medieval Islamic settings. Regarding Yemen, Husayn
al-‘AmiT’s pioneering work of 1989 remains the only scholarly discussion of
slavery in the medieval period.! This academic void is partly due to the fact that
foundational research on the country’s history is still ongoing. Yemen contin-
ues to receive little attention from historians of the Middle East even though
a number of unique sources from the medieval period have been published
since the early 2000s CE.? Furthermore, existing works, both historical and
anthropological, have tended to focus on high-status groups. As a marginalized
group in an area of peripheral interest to Middle Eastern studies, the slaves of

1 Al-Umara wa al-‘abid wa al-mamalik fi al-Yaman: Bahth ta’rikhi muqarin bayn al-sharq wa
al-gharb hatta al-qarn al-‘ashrin (Beirut: Dar al-fikr al-ma‘asir, 1989).

2 These include anonymous, Nar al-ma‘arif fi nuzum wa-qawanin wa-a‘raf al-Yaman fi al-ahd
al-muzaffari al-warif/Lumiére de la connaissance. Regles, lois et coutumes du Yémen sous le
régne du sultan rasoulide al-Muzaffar, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahim Jazim, 2 vols. (Sana‘a:
Centre francais d’archéologie et de sciences sociales, 2003); G. Rex Smith, A Medieval
Administrative and Fiscal Treatise from the Yemen: The Rasulid Mulakhkhas al-Fitan of
al-Hasan b. ‘Ali al-Husayni (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); Yasuf b. Ya‘qib Ibn
al-Mujawir, A Traveller in Thirteenth-Century Arabia: Ibn al-Mujawir’s Tarikh al-Mustabsir,
ed. G. Rex Smith (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008).

© MAGDALENA MOORTHY KLOSS, 2024 | DOI:10.1163/9789004693784_002

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By 4.0 license.



2 INTRODUCTION

medieval Yemen have thus far largely been overlooked. This study therefore
addresses a critical research gap and has three key aims.

First, this study contributes the first substantial Yemeni case study to a
growing body of scholarship on slavery in medieval Islamic societies.? Given
the pre-eminence of the transatlantic slave trade and American plantation
slavery in the field of slavery research, students of other forms of slavery had
to first emancipate themselves from the theoretical frameworks developed
for this particular setting.# The examination of slavery’s history and legacy
in the Islamic context has recently gained momentum, and the Yemeni case
can offer important reference points for comparison and the advancement of
theoretical debates. For instance, the social mobility of slaves in Islamic soci-
eties has recently been at the centre of scholarly attention.> Yemeni source
material highlights a broad spectrum of roles and circumstances inhabited by
slaves, allowing for a fruitful reappraisal of Claude Meillassoux’s distinction
between slaves’ state as unfree persons and their condition, which depended
on the roles assigned to them.® Another current theme in the study of medi-
eval slavery more broadly concerns the gender identity of eunuchs, who have

3 E.g. Hannah Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade, 1260-1500"
(PhD diss., Columbia University, 2014); Julia Bray, “‘Men, Women and Slaves in Abbasid Society,”
in Gender in the Early Medieval World: East and West, 300-900, ed. Leslie Brubaker and Julia
M. H. Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Nadia Maria El Cheikh, “Servants
at the Gate: Eunuchs at the Court of al-Muqtadir,” Journal of the Economic and Social History
of the Orient 48, no. 2 (2005): 234—52; Cristina de la Puente, “Free Fathers, Slave Mothers
and Their Children: A Contribution to the Study of Family Structures in Al-Andalus,” Imago
Temporis: Medium Aevum 7 (2013): 27—44; Matthew S. Gordon and Kathryn A. Hain, eds.,
Concubines and Courtesans: Women and Slavery in Islamic History (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017); Shaun E. Marmon, Slavery in the Islamic Middle East (Princeton: Wiener, 1999);
Craig Perry, “The Daily Life of Slaves and the Global Reach of Slavery in Medieval Egypt, 969—
1250 CE” (PhD diss., Emory University, 2014); Ehud R. Toledano, As If Silent and Absent: Bonds
of Enslavement in the Islamic Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); Serena
Tolino, “Eunuchs in the Fatimid Empire: Ambiguities, Gender and Sacredness,” in Celibate
and Childless Men in Power Ruling Eunuchs and Bishops in the Pre-modern World (London:
Routledge, 2018), 246-67.

4 Joseph C. Miller, “Appreciation and Response: Historical Paths Forward from Here,” Journal of
Global Slavery 2, no. 3 (1 January 2017): 337-77.

5 Matthew S. Gordon, “Abbasid Courtesans and the Question of Social Mobility,” in Gordon
and Hain, Concubines and Courtesans; Kathryn A. Hain, “Epilogue: Avenues to Social Mobility
Available to Courtesans and Concubines,” in Gordon and Hain, Concubines and Courtesans.

6 “Clest par cette double insertion économique et sociale que le capturé devient esclave a
proprement parler, et acquiert une condition qui peut étre aussi variée que les fonctions
qui lui sont confiées, sans que pour autant son état ne se transforme” (Claude Meillassoux,
L’Esclavage en Afrique précoloniale [Paris: Maspero, 1975], 35; emphasis added).



INTRODUCTION 3

been described as “genderless”” or as inhabiting a “third gender”.® Biographical
evidence from the Rasulid period offers a new perspective on this subject.
Second, as a study of historical anthropology, the book aims to add temporal
depth to contemporary understandings of marginalization and dependency in
contemporary Yemen. Anthropologists have analyzed the intricate systems of
social stratification prevailing in different parts of contemporary Yemen but
have paid less attention to groups at the bottom of the social ladder, whose
persistent marginalization is commonly traced back to their (actual or pur-
ported) African slave ancestry.® The few ethnographic studies that have been
conducted among these groups so far show that Yemen'’s long history of slav-
ery has strong repercussions of discrimination up to this day.!® Furthermore,

7 El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate,” 250.

8 Kathryn M. Ringrose, The Perfect Servant: Eunuchs and the Social Construction of Gender
in Byzantium (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).

9 E.g. Marieke Brandt, Tribes and Politics in Yemen: A History of the Houthi Conflict (London:
Hurst, 2017); Susan Dorsky, Women of Amran: A Middle Eastern Ethnographic Study (Salt
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1986); Walter Dostal, Egalitit und Klassengesellschaft
in Siidarabien. Anthropologische Untersuchungen zur sozialen Evolution (Horn: F. Berger,
1983); Thomas Gerholm, “Market, Mosque and Mafraj: Social Inequality in a Yemeni Town”
(PhD diss., University of Stockholm, 1977); Andre Gingrich, “Ehre, Raum und Kérper: Zur
sozialen Konstruktion der Geschlechter im Nordjemen,” in Kérper, Religion und Macht:
Sozialanthropologie der Geschlechterbeziehungen, ed. Ulrike Davis-Sulikowski, Hildegard
Diemberger and Andre Gingrich (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2001); Gingrich, “How
the Chiefs’ Daughters Marry: Tribes, Marriage Patterns and Hierarchies in Northwest
Yemen,” in Kinship, Social Change and Evolution: Proceedings of a Symposium Held in
Honour of Walter Dostal, ed. Andre Gingrich et al. (Horn: Wiener Beitrige zur Ethnologie
und Anthropologie, 1989), 5: 75-85; Anne Meneley, Tournaments of Value: Sociability
and Hierarchy in a Yemeni Town (London: Routledge, 1996); Martha Mundy, Domestic
Government: Kinship, Community and Polity in North Yemen (New York: I. B. Tauris, 1995);
Gabriele vom Bruck, Islam, Memory, and Morality in Yemen: Ruling Families in Transition
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).

10 Gokh Amin Alshaif, ‘Black and Yemeni: Myths, Genealogies, and Race,” POMEPs Studies
44 (Racial Formations in Africa and the Middle East: A Transregional Approach): 129—34.
Connie Christiansen and Sabria Al-Thawr, “‘Muhamesheen Activism: Enacting Citizenship
during Yemen'’s Transition,” Citizenship Studies 23, no. 2 (2019): 115-38. Anne Meneley,
“Living Hierarchyin Yemen,” Anthropologica 42,n0.1(2000): 61—73. Luca Nevola, “On Colour
and Origin: The Case of the Akhdam in Yemen,” Open Democracy: Beyond Trafficking
and Slavery, 2018, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery
/on-colour-and-origin-case-of-akhdam-in-yemen (accessed on 20.12.2023); Bogumila
Hall, “This Is Our Homeland: Yemen’s Marginalized and the Quest for Rights and
Recognition,” Arabian Humanities 9 (7 December 2017): online, https://journals.open-
edition.org/cy/3427 (consulted on 20.12.2023); Huda Seif, “Moralities and Outcasts:
Domination and Allegories of Resentment in Southern Yemen” (PhD diss., Columbia
University, 2003); Delores Walters, “Perceptions of Social Inequality in the Yemen Arab



4 INTRODUCTION

slavery still exists in contemporary Yemen: according to media and NGO
reports, century-old relations of bondage between families of slaves and own-
ers continue, while human trafficking, mostly of East Africans, has proliferated
in recent decades.!

Third, this study argues that the medieval history of Yemen cannot fully
be written without taking into account the manifold contributions made by
slaves. For instance, the Rasulid state relied on eunuchs for the defense of its
castles and the completion of complex political missions. Slaves toiling in
workshops and palaces sustained the lavish lifestyle of Yemen's upper class.
Even the descent and family structure of the elites cannot fully be grasped
without considering the practice of concubinage, through which children
were born who were of slave descent yet legitimate.

The focus of this study lies on the roles played by slaves at the Najahid
(412-553/1021-1158) and Rasulid (626-858/1229-1454) courts of Yemen. The
Najahid era was a remarkable and little-known chapter in Yemen’s medieval
history in which African slave soldiers toppled their owners and established a
century-long reign in the country’s south-east. The only surviving chronicle of
this period yields a depth of insights into the institution of slavery in medieval
Yemen that is unmatched by other sources.!? The Rasulids, on the other hand,
have been studied in detail by modern scholars, thanks to a wealth of sources
that have survived from that period. The topic of slavery however remains vir-
tually unexplored, a crucial research gap which this book aims to fill. Analysing
these two very different political settings not only provides interesting points of
comparison but also harnesses the complementary strengths of the source mate-
rial. For example, Rasulid texts allow for a detailed analysis of the life trajectories
of elite eunuchs but yield very few insights on enslaved women and girls, who
however figure prominently in the surviving Najahid chronicle. Conversely, the
absence of administrative documents from the Najahid era results in an almost
total lack of information on slave trading practices at the time, while Rasulid

Republic” (PhD diss., New York University, 1987). My recent article contributes a historical
perspective to this field of inquiry, Magdalena Moorthy Kloss, “Race and the Legacy of
Slavery in Yemen,” History and Anthropology 33, no. 5 (19.01.2023), https://doi.org/10.1080
02757206.2023.2164927. Consulted online on 11.01.2024.

11 See for example the International Organization of Migration’s regular analysis of migra-
tion and human trafficking dynamics from the Horn of Africa to Yemen, https://dtm.iom
.int/reports/migration-along-eastern-corridor-march-2023 (accessed 15 May 2023).

12 ‘Umara b. ‘Ali al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, ed. Henry Cassels Kay (London:
Arnold, 1892).
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texts delineate an active trade between the Horn of Africa and Yemen during
the late 7th/13th century.

This study draws upon the theoretical and methodological tools of two
anthropological subfields: historical anthropology and the anthropology of
slavery. Although the analysis of social hierarchies is central to anthropological
research, the issue of slavery has long remained surprisingly marginal within
the discipline.!® Meillassoux’s seminal studies, which built upon Emmanuel
Terray’s Marxist analysis of a “slave mode of production’* were published in
1975 and 1986, arguably making him the most influential anthropologist within
slavery research.!> His analytical focus on kinship and gender, two of anthropol-
ogy’s fortes, proved fruitful for detecting slavery’s manifold effects on premod-
ern societies in West Africa. The clarity and boldness of his conceptual model
is alluring but also problematic, when observations on specific societies are
held to represent the phenomenon of slavery in general. Meillassoux’s central
theories will be discussed and challenged throughout this book. Today, anthro-
pologists are at the forefront of research on the history and legacy of slavery
in various contexts, notably in Africa.l® Examining the lived experiences of
slaves and slave descendants through fieldwork and/or textual research ena-
bles anthropologists to scrutinize commonly held understandings of slavery
and other forms of exploitation and dependence, and, by implication, notions
of freedom and agency.

13 Philip Thomas, “Slavery,” in Encyclopedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology, ed. Alan
Barnard (London: Routledge, 2004).

14  Emmanuel Terray, “Long-Distance Exchange and the Formation of the State: The Case of
the Abron Kingdom of Gyaman,” Economy and Society 3, no. 3 (1974): 315—45.

15  Meillassoux, LEsclavage en Afrique précoloniale; Meillassoux, Anthropologie de lesclavage:
Le ventre de fer et d'argent (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1986). The latter was
also published in English: The Anthropology of Slavery: The Womb of Iron and Gold, trans.
Alide Dasnois (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).

16  E.g. Alice Bellagamba, ed., African Voices on Slavery and the Slave Trade (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013). Alice Bellagamba, Marco Gardini, and Laura Menin,
“Shadows of Slavery: Refractions of the Past, Challenges of the Present,” Open Democracy,
2018, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/shadows-of
-slavery-refractions-of-past-chal (accessed on 20.12.2023). Baz Lecocq and Eric Komlavi
Hahonou, “Introduction: Exploring Post-slavery in Contemporary Africa,” International
Journal of African Historical Studies 48, no. 2 (2015): 181-92. E. Ann McDougall, Emmanuel
Martinoli, and Sebastien Boulay, eds., Devenir visibles dans le sillage de lesclavage: La ques-
tion haratin en Mauritanie et au Maroc L'Ouest saharien volumes 10 & 11, vols. 10 and 11
(Paris: Editions U'Harmattan, 2020). Benedetta Rossi, From Slavery to Aid: Politics, Labour,
and Ecology in the Nigerien Sahel, 1800-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2015). Bellagamba, African Voices on Slavery.



6 INTRODUCTION

Alice Bellagamba has proposed a “bottom-up approach to valorize the point
of view of the enslaved and the unfree”,’” which I have adopted as a guiding
principle throughout this study. Working on a subject as highly charged with
value judgements and as closely associated with European imperialism as slav-
ery also requires the researcher to reflect on her own positionality. As Benedetta
Rossi has noted, scholars publishing in Western academic publications usually
“perceive freedom as the norm, and slavery as a moral aberration. [...] This
perception is a historical legacy of European abolitionism. Its discursive grip
is so entrenched that it makes freedom appear as self-evidently desirable, and
dependence as irremediably flawed.”® These preconceived notions risk obfus-
cating the researcher’s view on what slavery meant in the medieval Yemeni
setting, and her ability to analyse how individuals at the time perceived of the
phenomenon. This problem is exacerbated when local terms are casually trans-
lated as “slavery” and “slaves”, thereby integrating them into a Western tradi-
tion they were not born out of. At the same time, simply ascribing the practices
and views of individuals to their “cultural context” would mean falling into
the trap of essentialism. Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff have controversially
argued that Africans prioritize belonging over freedom and that slavery was
but an extreme form of the dependence characterizing kin relations,! a theory
refuted by case studies highlighting the variety of ways in which enslaved per-
sons sought to evade their owners’ grip or gain at least some degree of control
over their lives.20

Within the limits posed by the methodological challenges inherent in slav-
ery research, I have sought to provide a balanced account grounded in critical
source analysis. The use of the terms “slavery” and “slave” in this book is war-
ranted by the fact that medieval Islamic jurisprudence makes an unambiguous

17 Alice Bellagamba, “Freedom from Below: Some Introductory Thoughts,” Journal of Global
Slavery 2, nos. 1-2 (1 January 2017): 3.

18  Benedetta Rossi, “African Post-slavery: A History of the Future,” International Journal of
African Historical Studies 48, no. 2 (2015): 306.

19  Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff, Slavery in Africa: Historical and Anthropological
Perspectives (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1977). In a similar vein, James
Ferguson has published a study on social welfare programmes in Southern Africa, raising
the provocative question of whether “dependence is actually a good thing” (Give a Man
a Fish: Reflections on the New Politics of Distribution [Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2015], 155).

20  E.g. Susan J. Rasmussen, “The Slave Narrative in Life History and Myth, and Problems of
Ethnographic Representation of the Tuareg Cultural Predicament,” Ethnohistory 46, no. 1
(1999): 67-108. Bellagamba, African Voices on Slavery.
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distinction between free and enslaved persons. All individuals subsumed
under the category “slave” thus shared the basic legal state of unfreedom.
At the same time, the category comprised persons with varying degrees of
(un)freedom: for example, an enslaved person obtained a set of additional
rights upon entering a manumission agreement with their owner, as did an
enslaved woman when she became pregnant with her owner’s child. Beyond
legal considerations, the roles assigned to slaves also strongly impacted their
scope of action. Close attention was therefore paid to the terminology used
for subcategories of slaves in the sources. An initial research step consisted
of identifying the complex and often ambiguous vocabulary associated with
slavery and slaves in medieval Yemeni texts. For example, only after analysing
hundreds of source passages mentioning the word khadim could I confirm that
in Rasulid Yemen, this term was consistently and exclusively used for castrated
slaves. The sources yielded a diverse range of evidence related to slaves and
slavery which was analysed in its textual and broader socio-political context.
The biographies of individual slaves were traced through narrative sources, an
undertaking rendered difficult by the fact that slaves in medieval Yemen left no
known sources of their own, meaning that any available information reaches
us via male elite narratives. Throughout the book, I often chose the wording
“enslaved woman/man/child” rather than “slave”. Doing so aims to emphasize
that the unfreedom of these individuals was not a natural or unchangeable
state, and that it certainly did not define who they were.2!

Most slaves left no traces whatsoever in the surviving source material. Due to
a strong bias towards a historiography of the elites, only slaves who closely asso-
ciated with influential individuals appear regularly in chronicles from medieval
Yemen. High-ranking eunuchs and concubines are therefore over-represented
in narrative sources even though they were probably far outnumbered by slaves
performing menial work for their owners. Administrative documents only
partly compensate for this shortcoming as they provide rare glimpses into the
lives of slaves at the bottom of the social hierarchy. This imbalance in source
evidence meant that the lives of eunuchs and concubines could be recon-
structed in much greater detail than those of enslaved workers of low rank.
While these categories of slaves lived under different conditions, they shared
the same basic state of unfreedom. The study of slaves in relatively elevated

21 See also Elizabeth Urban, Conquered Populations in Early Islam: Non-Arabs, Slaves and
the Sons of Slave Mothers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 14n14.
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positions thus also offers valuable insights into the practice of slavery in medi-
eval Yemen in general.??

The sources’ many silences surrounding slavery often tell their own sto-
ries and should also be considered as evidence. For example, that slaves’ ori-
gins are rarely mentioned is symptomatic of the uprooting suffered through
enslavement. The renaming of slaves further erased any indication of their fam-
ily and geographical background and anonymized individuals behind generic
names that labelled them as unfree. The mamluks (slave soldiers) of medieval
Yemen are a case in point here. Despite being omnipresent in the textual record,
their origins and life trajectories in Yemen remain largely unknown.?® Other
source silences might point to matters that were simply taken for granted. One
of my initial research questions concerned the religious denomination of slaves
and the frequency of conversion to Islam, but these issues are wholly absent
from the textual record. However, the fact that eunuchs were given religiously
connotated name epithets and sponsored religious monuments suggests that
slave conversions to Islam were a common practice even though the sources
provide no hard evidence to that effect. Even more surprisingly, manumission,
considered a central instrument of Islamic law pertaining to slavery, is hardly
discussed in medieval Yemeni sources.?* Only the biographies of former slaves
turned Sufis or merchants mention their manumission with a certain regular-
ity.25 Does this overall scarcity of evidence mean that slaves were rarely man-
umitted, or was their manumission such a standard practice that it did not
deserve to be mentioned? More importantly, were the enslaved individ-
uals who can be traced through the sources manumitted at some point
in their lives and, if so, when? Only the case of concubines who bore their own-
ers children (sg. umm walad) allows for conjecture, since Islamic law stipulated

22 Similarly, Matthew Gordon has argued that the lives of Abbasid courtesans can inform
our understanding of Abbasid-era slavery more broadly. “Abbasid Courtesans and the
Question of Social Mobility,” 28.

23 The sparse evidence found on mamluks in medieval Yemen will be summarized in
chapter 3.

24  Exceptions include al-KhazrajT's report that the Rasulid queen Jihat Tagha, wife of the
sixth sultan al-Afdal al-‘Abbas (r. 764-78/1363—-77), manumitted upon her death large
numbers of slaves (Al-Iqd al-fakhir al-hasan fi tabaqgat akabir ahl al-Yaman, wa huwa tiraz
a’lam al-zaman fi tabaqat a‘yan al-Yaman, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. Q@’id ‘Abbadi et al. [Sana‘a:
Maktabat al-jil al-jadid, 2009], 2502).

25  For example, Abu al-Diya’ Jawhar b. ‘Abd Allah al-Sufi was the manumitted slave of a
merchant who also engaged in trade and later became a famous Sufi saint (Abti 1-Abbas
Ahmad b. Ahmad al-Sharji al-Zabidi, Tabaqat al-khawass ahl al-sidg wa-l-ikhlas, ed. ‘Abd
Allah al-Hibshi [San@’: Al-dar al-yamaniya li-l-nashr wa al-tawzi, 1992], 120-1. His biogra-
phy is also found in Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 630-3).
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that they be freed upon their owner’s death. Conversely, despite rich evidence
on the lives of high-raking eunuchs at the Rasulid court, it is unknown whether
and when these men were manumitted.26

This book is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 provides the context
to this study by offering an overview of the Najahid and Rasulid periods and
introducing the main sources underlying it. Since the Najahid era has received
little attention from modern scholarship, I will offer a detailed account of its
chronology and character as described in its only surviving source, the chron-
icle Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid®" written by ‘Umara b. ‘Ali al-Hakami in the
6th/12th century. This remarkable work offers invaluable insights into the phe-
nomenon of slavery at a time when kings of Ethiopian slave descent ruled over
parts of Southern Yemen. The comparatively well-researched Rasulid era will
be discussed in relation to a number of central sources, chiefly the chronicle
Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya fi ta’rikh al-dawla al-Rasuliyya and the biographical dic-
tionary Al-1qd al-fakhir al-hasan fi tabagat akabir ahl al-Yama, both written
by ‘Ali b. Hasan al-Khazraji, as well as the anonymous collection of admin-
istrative documents from the late 8th/13th century known as Nur al-ma‘arif.?®
Furthermore, an influential work of Islamic jurisprudence, Minhdj al-talibin
wa ‘umdat al-muftin by the Syrian jurist Yahya b. Sharaf al-Nawaw1, will also be
introduced as an indispensable key to understanding how slavery was under-
stood and managed at the time.

Chapter 2 seeks to answer two basic questions: Where did the enslaved peo-
ple mentioned in medieval Yemeni sources come from, and how did they get
to Yemen? Compounded source evidence allows for a partial reconstruction
of the medieval slave trade to Yemen. The focus will be on slave trading between
the Horn of Africa and Yemen and on Rasulid practices of slave selection and
acquisition, which are richly documented in the surviving sources.

26  Arare exception is the information that the eunuch Nizam al-Din Mukhtass (d. 666/1267)
had been the freed slave (mawla) of Ghazi b. Jibril, a notorious amir thought to have
poisoned his master, the Ayyubid ruler al-Malik al-Nasir Ayyub (r. 608-10/ca. 1212—-14)
(al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 1688). The fact that eunuchs in Mamluk Cairo were always
freed before reaching their prime is well documented (Carl F. Petry, “From Slaves to
Benefactors: The Habashis of Mamluak Cairo,” Sudanic Africa 5 [1994]: 59).

27 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid Fi Akhbar Zabid. The source is also known as “History of Yemen’,
the title chosen by its English editor H. C. Kay in 1892. Hartwig Derenbourg, ‘Oumara du
Yémen: sa vie et son oeuvre (Paris: Leroux, 1897), 7.

28  Al-Khazraji, Al-‘ugud al-lw’lwiyya; Al-Khazraji, Al- igd al-Fakhir; anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif;
Yahya b. Sharaf al-Nawawi, Minhdj al-talibin wa ‘umdat al-muftin, ed. Muhammad Tahir
Sha‘ban (Beirut: Dar al-Minhaj, 2005).
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The remaining three chapters focus on different categories of enslaved per-
sons. Chapter 3 analyses the importance of eunuchs to the Rasulid court.2? While
administrative documents record prices paid for eunuchs and selection prac-
tices, historiographic and biographical writings enable us to trace the careers
of individual eunuchs and examine the complex relationships tying them to
their Rasulid owners. Eunuchs figured prominently in the highest ranks of the
political, administrative and military hierarchy, as well as in the most intimate
realms of royal households.

Chapter 4 turns the focus to female slaves, who due to the double bias of
male and elite narratives are starkly underrepresented in the sources. Four rare
case studies reveal a number of broader patterns characterizing the institution
of concubinage during the Najahid and Rasulid eras.

Chapter 5 strives to overcome an even greater blind spot in textual evidence
by investigating the lives of enslaved workers of low rank. Although it is impos-
sible to reconstruct the full extent of unfree labour in medieval Yemen, the
combined evidence of chronicles and administrative documents from the
Rasulid period shows a remarkable breadth of menial tasks carried out by
slaves.

29  Anabridged version of this chapter was first published in Moorthy Kloss, “Eunuchs at the
Service of Yemen’s Rasulid Dynasty (626-858 H /1229-1454 CE)", Der Islam, Vol. 98/1 (2021),
pp- 6—26.



CHAPTER 1

Historical Context and Sources

While a small but dedicated group of researchers has produced excellent stud-
ies on the Rasulid dynasty,! the Najahid kingdom has barely been considered
by modern scholarship due to scant sources and its limited temporal and
geographical reach. Therefore, this chapter contains a brief summary of the
Rasulid period and a more detailed description of the Najahid era, highlighting
its relevance for slavery research. The two dynasties will be discussed in rela-
tion to key sources underlying this study.?

1 The Najahids — a Dynasty of (Former) Slaves

The Najahids were a little-known dynasty founded by Ethiopian slaves who
ruled parts of Southern Yemen between around 412—-553/1021-1158. The only
surviving source from this period is the 6th/12th-century chronicle Al-Mufid
ftakhbar Zabid, written by ‘Umara b. ‘Ali al-Hakami, also known as al-Yamani
(“the Yemeni”), who was born around 514/120 in Yemen’s northernmost coastal
region.3 This work not only portrays an exceptional period in the country’s
history but is also a striking first-hand description of a complex society
deeply impacted on all levels by slaves and former slaves. Later authors such
as Yahya b. al-Husayn* and al-Khazrajt largely reproduced the information
given by al-Hakami. The only other contemporary source on the Najahid
era, the Tarikh Jayyashi written by the Najahid king Jayyash himself, is lost.
It is said that the book was intentionally destroyed by members of the

1 An updated bibliography of Rasulid research curated by Daniel M. Varisco can be found at
http://ahjur.org/rasulid/rasulid.html (accessed 8 December 2023).

2 Additional sources will be introduced throughout the book.

3 Derenbourg, ‘Oumara du Yémen, 4. In the 4th/1oth century, the famous Yemeni geographer
al-Hamdani describes this as a “land ruled by the Hakamis [al-Hakamiyin]” (Sifat jazirat
al-‘arab, ed. Muhammad b. ‘All Al-Akwa“ [Sana‘a: Maktabat al-irshad, 1990]). Today, the area
belongs to Saudi Arabia’s Jizan province.

4 As per standard convention, the Arabic name component “ibn” (“son of”) will be shortened
to “b.", with the exception of individuals known by their given name and nasab (patronym),
such as ‘Al ibn Mahdi.

© MAGDALENA MOORTHY KLOSS, 2024 | DOI:10.1163/9789004693784_003

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By 4.0 license.



12 CHAPTER 1

Yemeni elite because it contested the Arab pedigree they prided themselves
with.5 The chronicle Qurrat al-‘uyan bi-akhbar al-Yaman al-maymun written
by the Tahirid scholar Ibn al-Dayba‘ (d. 944/1537) contains direct speech by
Jayyash which is found neither in al-Hakam's chronicle nor in al-Khazraji's
works, the two sources the author claims to rely on. It is thus possible that Ibn
al-Dayba“ had access to Jajash’s account either directly or via other works that
relayed some of its content.6

11 Al-Hakami's Chronicle of the Najahid Era

‘Umara b. ‘Ali al-Hakami recorded the cornerstones of his own life in an auto-
biography which survives in three manuscripts.” He was born in 514 or 515/1120
or 1121 in the town of Martan in Yemen'’s northernmost coastal region into a
family of rich landowners with a long tradition of learning and scholarship. At
the age of seventeen, his parents sent him to Zabid to study jurisprudence. This
city had been the capital of the Ziyadid dynasty until the early 5th/uth century,
when an Ethiopian slave called Najah took power. A few years after al-Hakami
had moved to Zabid, the Najahid dynasty was shaken by internal power strug-
gles, forcing him to flee to the Red Sea coast. There he fell under the charismatic
spell of ‘Al ibn Mahdi, a religious zealot with political ambitions who was to
conquer Zabid three decades later. After a year spent among ‘Ali ibn Mahdr's
early followers, al-Hakami returned to Zabid, completed his studies and gained
a reputation as scholar and poet. He also took up frequent commercial travels
to Aden. This major port city at the southernmost tip of Yemen was at the time
ruled by the Zuray‘ids (473-569/1080-1173), an Ismaili Shia dynasty that recog-
nized the suzerainty of the Fatimid caliphs of Egypt. Despite adhering to Sunni
doctrines, al-Hakam1 was able to forge close ties with the Zuray‘id ruler. Soon,
the young scholar was sought after as a court chronicler and eulogist both by
the Najahids of Zabid and the Zuray‘ids of Aden. Al-Hakami took advantage of
this situation, alternating between the two cities and enjoying the favours of
both dynasties. According to the author’s own account, his luck and achieve-
ments provoked the jealousy of less successful contemporaries who instigated
the people of Zabid against him. Fearing for his life, he hid in his Zabid resi-
dence for a full year and then fled to Mecca. There, the sharif of Mecca sent
him on diplomatic and commercial missions to Egypt. His eloquence and judi-
cial knowledge won al-Hakami the favour of the Fatimid court, and, unable to
return to Yemen, he decided to settle in Egypt permanently. After many years

5 Muhammad at-Taiyib b. ‘Abdallah Ba Makhrama, Ta’rikh thaghr Adan wa-tarajim ‘ulama’iha,
ed. ‘Ali Hasan ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Hamid (Beirut: Dar al-jil, 1987), 79.

6 ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Ali Ibn al-Dayba‘, Qurrat al-‘uyun bi-akhbar al-Yaman al-maymun, ed.
Muhammad b. ‘Alt Al-Akwa, 2nd ed. (Sana‘a: Maktabat Abt Dhar al-Ghafari, 1988), 181—2.

7 Derenbourg, ‘Oumara du Yémen, 4.
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of service as Fatimid judge and poet, al-Hakami retired and began composing
works on subjects of his own choice. Among these was his chronicle Al-Mufid
ft akhbar Zabid, written between 563/1167—8 and 564/1168—9, based on material
he had gathered in Yemen from personal experience, eyewitness accounts and
literary sources. Al-Hakami thus became the first Yemeni author to describe his
country’s early Islamic political history. His ability to forge alliances with influ-
ential actors enabled him to survive many complicated shifts of political power,
both in Yemen and in Egypt. However, after the fall of the Fatimid dynasty and
Salah al-Din’s establishment of Ayyubid rule, al-Hakam1 was accused of taking
part in a plot against the new sovereign and was executed in Cairo in 569/1174.8

A transcript of al-Hakam1's Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, dated to the 18th or
early 19th century CE, has survived in the library of the British Museum and
was edited and translated by Henry C. Kay in 1892.° It was one of the first works
on Yemen's history published in Europe. Al-Hakam1’s chronicle consists of five
chapters describing the following political eras of medieval lower Yemen: the
Ziyadids (203-409/819-1018), the Najahids (412—553/1021-1158), the Sulayhids
(439—532/1047-1138), the Zuray‘ids (473-569/1080-1173) and Ibn Mahdr’s con-
quest of Zabid (554/1159).1° Modern scholarship has lent insufficient attention
to this work, consulting it mainly to reconstruct the chronology of an otherwise
unknown period in Yemen’s medieval history. The author’s taste for colourful
anecdotes may frustrate modern historians looking for hard facts, but these sto-
ries constitute a veritable goldmine of contextual information on society at the
time in general and on slavery in particular.!! While the political narrative may
be partially inaccurate or biased due to al-Hakami’s own positionality as Najahid
court poet, his side remarks and incidental clues are much less at risk of ideo-
logical distortion. Slaves are mentioned throughout the work, but the chapter
describing the Najahid dynasty is of particular interest. The number of slaves and
ex-slaves intimately portrayed here is unmatched in Yemeni historiography. This
rare account shows how men and women of slave descent shaped the course of
Yemeni history and highlights the shifts in social hierarchies that followed their
rise to power. As such, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid is an apt introduction to the com-
plex phenomenon of slavery in medieval Yemen.

Biographical information on al-Hakami largely relies on Derenbourg’s ‘Oumara du Yémen.
I used the Arabic text of this edition for my translations and analysis.

10  All dates except the Najahids are taken from Ibn al-Mujawir, Traveller in Thirteenth-
Century Arabia, 299. The Najahid dates are based on al-Hakami’s account. Audrey Peli
has proposed an alternative dating of the Ziyadid and Najahid dynasties (see the section
“Emergence of the Najahids” below).

11 AsYossef Rapaport has noted, modern scholars have often disregarded sources “that are
short on political violence but strong on trivial, mundane private lives” (“Women and
Gender in Mamluk Society: An Overview,” Mamlitk Studies Review 11, no. 2 [2007]: 3).
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TABLE 1 Succession of the Najahids according to Umara b. ‘Ali al-Hakam (in Al-Mufid ft
akhbar Zabid, written between 563/1167-8 and 564/1168—9)

1. Najah (412-52/1021-60)

{son

2. Sa‘ld b. Najah (452?7-481/1060?-1088) - brother 3. Jayyash b. Najah
(482—-98/1089-1104)

{ son with unnamed Indian concubine

4. Fatik 1 b. Jayyash (ca. 500-3/1089-1109)

¥ son

5. Mansar b. Fatik (504-17/1110-23) - brother Muhammad

{son with wife ‘Alam {son

6. Fatik 11 b. Mansur (517-31/1123—36) 7. Fatik 111 (531-53/1136—-58)

1.2 Rise of the Najahids

For the purpose of critical source analysis, al-Hakami’s account of early Najahid
rule must be distinguished from his account of its later years. The author was
a direct witness to political and social developments in Najahid Zabid from his
arrival there in 531/1137 until his flight to Egypt in 550/1155, having gained the
position of court poet. His close association with the ruling family and high
officials enabled him to gain rich information about current events and recent
history. However, in recounting the beginnings of the Najahids’ rise to power,
al-Hakami relied on the now lost chronicle written by the dynasty’s third ruler
Jayyash b. Najah (482—98/1089-1104), who likely sought to aggrandize the
achievements of his father Najah in order to substantiate his own claim to
power. In fact, numismatic evidence has challenged al-Hakam’s (and thereby
Jayyash'’s) account of the early days of the Najahid dynasty.!? The last Ziyadid
coin was minted in 440/1048, while al-Hakami reports that Najah conquered
Zabid in 412/1022. Despite these differences in chronology, the coins do attest
to Najaly’s rise to political influence. His name appears on five coins minted
between 423/1032 and 439/1047-8, together with the Ziyadid ruler ‘Ali b.
al-Muzaffar (whom al-HakamT’s chronicle omits).!3 This evidence suggests that
the Ziyadids kept nominal control over the Tihama, Yemen’s Red Sea coast, for

12 Audrey Peli, “A History of the Ziyadids through Their Coinage (203-442/818-1050),”
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 38 (2008): 251-63. Sobhi Bouderbala, “Les
Najahides,” ed. Amélie Chekroun, Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée,
Islam éthiopien: une histoire connectée de la Corne de I'Afrique médiévale, no. 153 (2023):
135-52.

13 Peli, 255.
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alonger timespan than reported by al-Hakami, while Ethiopian viziers such as
Najah gained influence as high state officials.'* Hence, although al-Hakam1’s
account of the early Najahid years is probably distorted by Jayyash'’s political
agenda, the basic trend is clear: the Ziyadids increasingly lost power to their
Ethiopian slaves who would eventually claim legitimacy in their own right.
With these reservations in mind, let us now examine al-Hakam1's account of
Najahid rule.

In 371/981, the Ziyadid king Abu al-Jaysh who had ruled over Yemen'’s
Tihama coast passed away. The royal title devolved upon his son, a child at
the time. He was placed under the guardianship of a Nubian slave called
Husayn b. Salama, who thereupon acted as de facto ruler of the Ziyadid
empire. After thirty years at the helm, Husayn died and another Ziyadid child
was enthroned. Al-Hakam1's description of the subsequent events deserves
to be quoted at length:

His paternal aunt and a eunuch (ustadh)® called Marjan!'®¢ became his
guardians. [Marjan] was one of the slaves of Husayn b. Salama, and
the office of vizier fell upon him. He had two uncastrated (fahlan)"
Ethiopian slaves whom he had raised from their childhood. When they
reached adulthood, he appointed them to the management of affairs.
One of them was called Nafis'® and was appointed to the handling of
the residence (al-hadara).!® The other was named Najah,?° and he was
the grandfather of the kings of Zabid [...]. [The child] was the last of the

14  Peli, 258.

15  Ustadh literally means master or tutor. Since eunuchs were often entrusted with the edu-
cation of elite children, the term became a euphemism for eunuch. Charles Pellat, Ann
K. S. Lambton, and Cengiz Orhonlu, “Khasr’. In Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition,
Edited by Peri Bearman, Thierry Bian'quis, Clifford E. Bosworth, Emeri van Donzel,
Wolfhart P. Heinrichs, 2012. Consulted online on 11.01.2024 (http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573
-3912_islam_COM_o499); Edward William Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (Cambridge:
Islamic Texts Society, 1863).

16  Marjan means “small pearls” and is thus a typical slave name (see chapter 4) (Ibn
Manzar, Lisan al-‘arab, ed. ‘Abd Allah ‘Al1 al-Kabir, Hasab Allah Hashim Muhammad, and
Muhammad Ahmad al-Shadhili [ Cairo: Dar al-ma‘arif, 1981], 4169).

17 Fahl can signify male, stallion, strong man. As an adjective for slaves, it is usually juxta-
posed to eunuchs, thus meaning “uncastrated” (e.g. in anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif).

18  Nafis is also a typical slave name and means “precious” (Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon,
2829).

19  In this context, probably the Ziyadid court in Zabid (see Francis J. Steingass, Arabic—
English Dictionary [London: W. H. Allen, 1884], 283).

20  Najah, “success’, is another classic slave name (Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 2766).
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people. With him the Ziyadid dynasty ended in Yemen and their power
devolved to their slaves’ slaves.?!

At the dawn of the 4th/1oth century, the Ziyadid realm was thus governed by
a trio of powerful slaves. The eunuch Marjan not only acted as guardian of the
young Ziyadid ruler; he also occupied the position of vizier, the highest office
in the Ziyadid government. In the absence of any higher authority, Marjan
effectively ruled the realm as his predecessor Husayn had done before him.
Nafis, one of Marjan's slaves, governed the Ziyadid residence in Zabid. Najah,
who also belonged to Marjan, was appointed governor over four wealthy prov-
inces north of the capital.??

Such remarkable slave careers can only be understood in their larger polit-
ical context. Yemen was at the time divided into numerous local polities that
acquired slave armies to secure their territories. Nafis and Najah are perfect
examples for the careers of slave soldiers: al-Hakami writes that the eunuch
Marjan had brought them up “from their childhood". As young boys, Nafis and
Najah must have entered a rigorous military training under Marjan’s super-
vision. Having shown potential, they were appointed to high administrative
positions in the Ziyadid government but soon developed a fierce rivalry. When
Nafis realized that Marjan favoured Najah over him, he asserted his prevalence
by resorting to drastic measures. Having abducted both the Ziyadid boy king
and his aunt, he purportedly immured them alive and declared himself the
new Ziyadid ruler. We can only speculate why Nafis chose to kill the young
sovereign rather than following a common pattern of medieval Yemeni history
by keeping him as a puppet ruler. His character, which was described as cruel
and irascible, may have played a role. Furthermore, the Ziyadids had broken
off ties with the Abbasid caliphs, their former suzerains, and had begun exer-
cising authority independently.?3 In this political climate, Nafis may have felt
emboldened to grasp power without resorting to customary compromises.

13 Early Najahid Rule and First Setbacks

Soon after his takeover, Nafis was killed by his nemesis Najah, who subsequently
conquered Zabid in 412/1021 and declared himself king. He then entered into
correspondence with the Abbasid authorities and was recognized as sovereign.
The new ruler immediately faced opposition: tribal leaders who had occupied
positions as provincial governors (wulat) under the Ziyadids started seizing

21 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 10-11.

22 Al-Kadra, al-Mahjam, Mawr and al-Wadiyin. Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 11.

23 This political shift was probably due to the weakening of the Abbasid dynasty since the
assassination of the caliph al-Mutawakkil in 247/861.
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territory for themselves. Unfortunately, al-Hakami does not relate whether
Najah was able to subdue or appease the rebellious governors or whether
his rule was confined to Zabid and its vicinity. In any case, this fragmenta-
tion of political power ultimately led to the emergence of a new player who
soon challenged Najaly'’s supremacy. In 429/1037, ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Sulayhi
declared himself leader of the Ismaili doctrine in Yemen and soon gathered
a large following among the mountain tribesmen. According to al-Hakami,
al-Sulayhi brought about Najal’s death in 452/1060 by sending him a beautiful
enslaved girl who poisoned him. The figure of the murderous slave girl appears
frequently enough in medieval Arabic sources to be considered a narrative
trope.2* The practice of bestowing enslaved women as gifts is however attested
by various sources from medieval Yemen.25

Najah, himself of slave origin, may have died at the hands of a female slave.
Aided by his slave soldiers and administrators, he had successfully ruled over
Zabid (and possibly surrounding regions) for decades. Despite his foreign slave
origins, he had been able to assert his authority in a society where lineage and
descent were determining factors of a person’s honour and social status. After
his death, his arch-rival al-Sulayhi took over Zabid; once again, a member of
the Yemeni tribal elite held power. At this point, it seemed as if Najah'’s rule
had been an odd exception, a short period in which the standards of who was
deemed a worthy ruler were temporarily suspended. The Najahid dynasty
would have crumbled as quickly as it had emerged, had it not been for Najah’s
sons Sa‘ld and Jayyash. After their father’s murder, they were able to keep con-
trol of the Tihama region for a while, until Sulayhid pressure forced them to
flee to the Red Sea archipelago of Dahlak.

1.4 Sa‘td and Jayyash Retaliate

After a period of exile, the two brothers launched a counterattack on al-Sulayhi.
The narrative of these events shows the Najahids strategically exploiting one
crucial advantage they had over their Yemeni rivals. Al-Hakami describes the
events from Sa‘id’s perspective:

When al-Sulayhi heard of our movement, he dispatched against us five
thousand Ethiopian spearmen, most of whom were our slave soldiers

24  For example, the Mamluk historian Ibn al-Furat relates that the Rasulid sultan al-Ashraf
‘Umar was poisoned by two enslaved girls given to him by his brother al-Mu’ayyad Dawad
(Nasir al-Din Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahim Ibn al-Furat, Ta’rikh al-duwal wa al-muliik, ed.
Qustantin Zurayq [Beirut: Al-matba‘a al-amrikaniya, 1936], VI11.233).

25  E.g. Badr al-Din Ibn Hatim, Al-Sim¢ al-Ghali At-Taman Fi Akhbar al-Mulik Min al-Ghuzz
Bi-l-Yaman. Edited by G. Rex Smith. London: Luzac and Co., 1974, 8.
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(mamalikuna) and cousins. He said: take the heads of the squint-eyed
[Sa‘id], of his brother, and of anyone who is with him.26

Two points are implied in this passage. First, it appears that some of al-Sulayht’s
Ethiopian slaves had previously belonged to the Najahids. This is hardly
surprising — in conflicts, slaves were usually considered spoils of war and
became the victor’s property. After the collapse of Najahid rule, most Ethiopian
slave soldiers were presumably incorporated into the Sulayhid army. As
unfree mercenaries, they would have had few other choices, and al-Sulayhi
would have been foolish not to harness their manpower. The second point
deserves closer attention: al-Hakami describes these Ethiopian slaves as
cousins of Sa‘1d and Jayyash. This should not be understood in the strict gene-
alogical sense but as a common phrase denoting shared ancestry. As we shall
see, it is precisely this shared Ethiopian ancestry that enabled the Najahids to
gain victory over the Sulayhids, despite their military disadvantage. The narra-
tive proceeds:

[W]e arrived on the road of the camp. People thought that we were from
the group of al-SulayhT’s slaves and his retinue, and no one paid attention
to us except for ‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad, the brother of al-Sulayhi.?”

Passing for al-Sulayh’s slaves, the two brothers were able to advance into his
camp, kill him and capture his wife Asma. Yet, not all was won: al-SulayhT’s
troops still dominated the region, and the brothers could have never subdued
them by force. Instead, Sa‘ld attempted to win them over with words, sending
them the following message: “Al-Sulayhi [...] has suffered death. I am one of
you, and the honours I gain are acquired by you.”?® A powerful argument of
belonging, based on shared ancestry, ultimately earned Sa‘id the support of the
troops. Granted, the quote was probably invented by Jayyash on whose chron-
icle al-Hakami relied rather than conveyed to the slave soldiers as such. Yet,
it encapsulates a key characteristic of this and later conflicts: time and again,
Najahid rulers used arguments of shared origin to rally Ethiopian soldiers
behind them and thereby gain a military advantage over their adversaries.
The brothers’ victory was swift but short-lived. Their first mistake had been
to abduct al-Sulayhi’s wife Asma’, an able stateswoman who was to take over
Sulayhid rule later in life. Imprisoned in Zabid, Asma’ succeeded in sending
a letter to her son al-Mukarram Ahmad, heir to the Sulayhid throne. It read:

26  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 62.
27  Al-Hakami, 62.
28  Al-Hakami, 63.
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“I became pregnant by the squint slave [Sa‘id]; reach me before I give birth, or
it will be an endless disgrace.”?® Asma”s letter (again according to al-Hakami,
who likely copied it from Jayyash) could not have been more poignant. With
a single sentence, it announced to Ahmad the greatest imaginable assault on
his honour: his own mother, a queen, impregnated by an enslaved man. In fact,
Asma’ had invented the story in order to force her son’s hand. Soon enough,
Ahmad invaded Zabid, rescued his mother and sent Sa‘id and Jayyash into
exile again. Shortly afterwards, Sa‘id briefly regained control over Zabid, only
to be killed by a Sulayhid plot in 481/1088.

15 Jayyash Reconquers Zabid
The hope for a Najahid revival now rested solely upon Jayyash, who after his
brother’s death had fled to India. Why Jayyash chose India as his place of exile
and who might have hosted or supported him there remains unclear due to a lack
of source information. It would certainly have been easy for him to board one of
the many merchant ships leaving Yemen for India in the early 5th/uth century.
African traders, scholars and slaves were already a common presence in India,
and by the gth/15th and 10th/16th centuries, enslaved African soldiers had seized
power in the Bengal and Gujarat sultanates, as well as in parts of the Deccan.3°
A year after fleeing from Yemen, Jayyash returned with an Indian concu-
bine who was expecting a child. He travelled to Yemen in disguise in order
to assess the chances of restoring Najahid rule. Al-Hakam1's descriptions are
particularly intriguing if we consider that he relied on a chronicle written by
Jayyash himself. As such, the narrative represents less the perspective of the
Yemeni establishment than the political rhetoric deployed by an outsider of
Ethiopian slave descent who sought to regain power. Al-Hakami mentions
that Jayyash “wrote to the Ethiopians who were dispersed in different occu-
pations, commanding them to be prepared”.3! The sentence suggests that after
the collapse of Najahid rule, many Ethiopian slave soldiers were once more
reincorporated into the Sulayhid administration. However, as soon as Jayyash
returned, the Ethiopians again took the side of their fellow countryman.
Al-Hakami relates Jayyash’s direct speech: “Not a month had passed, and I was
mastering twenty thousand spearmen, men who were our servants and rela-
tives and who had been oppressed in the provinces.”3? Again, the wording “our
servants and relatives [literally: cousins]” is used, and the slaves’ oppression

29  Al-Hakami, 23.

30  For aremarkable biography of an African slave soldier turned ruler in India, see Omar H.
Ali, Malik Ambar: Power and Slavery across the Indian Ocean, The World in a Life Series
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

31 Al-Hakami, 66.

32  Al-Hakami, 68.
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under Sulayhid rule is alluded to — another possible reason why they might
have chosen Jayyash over al-Sulayhi. Not only the Ethiopians but also local
townspeople in Zabid supposedly took Jayyash’s side. Upon returning to the
city in disguise, Jayyash had presumably heard a Sulayhid vizier exclaim: “By
God, if I could find a dog of the family of Najah, I would make him the owner of
Zabid.”®3 The city’s common people are also portrayed as taking Jayyash'’s side:
al-Hakami writes that “[t]he people of the city and five thousand3# Ethiopians
revolted with him”.3% These anecdotes might however have been mere propa-
ganda taken directly from Jayyash’s chronicle. In fact, it is likely that great parts
of the Yemeni establishment considered the Najahids to be unworthy rulers,
given their obscure origins and lack of social prestige. This theory is strength-
ened by the fact that throughout their subsequent rule over Southern Yemen,
the Najahids never fully integrated into local elites: their administration and
military were mainly staffed by men of African slave descent like themselves,
and, even more revealingly, they did not marry women from local high-class
families. By contrast, as shall be discussed in chapter 5, the Rasulids were
strongly connected to high-ranking Yemeni families through marriage and
patronage networks.

1.6 Internal Strife and Rule of the Viziers

Seeing that Jayyash was backed by the slave soldiers, Zabid’s inhabitants had
little choice but to accept his authority. After successfully recapturing the city,
Jayyash remained on the throne until his death in 498/1104. From this year
onwards, al-Hakami could no longer rely on Jayyash’s chronicle but instead
began drawing upon eyewitness accounts he collected in Zabid and on his own
observations. This shift in method translated into a more detailed and nuanced
assessment of political developments at the Najahid court. Jayyash’s first-born
son Fatik 1 (whose mother was an Indian concubine) could assert his claim to
succession despite the challenges posed by two of his brothers. After Fatik 1's
death around 503/1109, his young son Mansir inherited the throne. In this way,
power fell again into the hands of slave viziers, as al-Hakam1 aptly describes:

The sons of Fatik [1] b. Jayyash did not possess the rule except for the
outward reputation, in that the Friday sermon (khutba) was held in their

33  Al-Hakami, 68.

34  Yemeni authors often mention strikingly high numbers of slaves. While these cannot be
taken at face value, the frequency of such mentions at least points to a large slave popula-
tion in medieval Yemen.

35  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 67.
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name after the Abbasids, and they minted the coins and rode under the
royal umbrella during the festive days, and confirmed the views in their
assemblies. Absolute authority and management, the adherence to pre-
scribed rules (hudud)3¢ and the appointment of delegations lay with their
slaves, the viziers. They are the slaves of Fatik b. Jayyash and the slaves of
Mansiir, his son. Despite being Ethiopian, the kings of the Arabs did not
surpass them in merit, except for their descent (nasab). Otherwise, they
possessed admirable generosity and evident glory and combined famous
events with the mentioned achievements.3”

The descendants of Najah still visibly enacted their roles as rulers by being
mentioned in the Friday sermon, minting coins and riding under the royal
umbrella, which were the customary signs of sovereignty at the time. However,
in a development mirroring the end of the Ziyadid era, de facto authority lay
with their slave viziers. Al-Hakami, himself one of the few members of the
established Yemeni upper class working at the Najahid court, neatly summa-
rizes the challenge which this dynasty posed in the eyes of the local elites:
“Despite being Ethiopian, the kings of the Arabs did not surpass them in merit,
except for their descent.” As the histories of Ethiopia and South Arabia had
been entangled for centuries, the sight of Ethiopian rulers in Yemen was of
course hardly a novelty.38 In fact, the Najahids might not even have been the
first Ethiopian slaves to gain power in Yemen. The Byzantine scholar Procopius

36  Hudud Allah are “[p]rescribed rules guiding behavior, which one should not transgress.”
Richard Kimber, “Boundaries and Precepts,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an (Brill Online,
2016), https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-the-quran
/boundaries-and-precepts-EQSIM_oo059. Consulted on 10.01.2024.

37  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 7o.

38  In the early 3rd century cE, the Aksumite king Gadarat had gained control over west-
ern Yemen, but a few decades later the Himyarite king of Yemen expelled the Aksumites.
Around 500 CE, Aksum regained control over Himyar and placed a tributary king on its
throne. In 521-2 CE, the Himyarite prince Joseph (Dhu Nuwas) rose to power, prompt-
ing the Aksumite king Kaleb to send a fleet to Yemen. This fleet defeated the Himyarite
army sometime between 525 and 531 CE, and another tributary king was installed. He was
soon toppled by Abraha, the leader of the Aksumite army in Arabia. After this defeat in
the 560s, the era of direct Ethiopian political involvement in Yemen ended. A Himyarite
prince took power with the help of Sassanid Persia, and shortly afterwards Yemen was
reduced to a Sassanid province with a Persian governor in Sana‘a. For an overview of
Ethiopia’s political influence in Arabia, see Christian Julien Robin, “Arabia and Ethiopia,”
in The Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). An
in-depth study of Aksum’s relations with Himyar in the 6th century CE is provided by
George Hatke, “Africans in Arabia Felix: Aksumite Relations with Himyar in the Sixth
Century c.E.” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 2011).
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reports that Abraha, an Aksumite ruler who dominated large parts of Yemen
in the 6th century Cg, had previously been enslaved.3® He became famous in
the Islamic tradition for failing to conquer Mecca in 570 CE, the year of the
Prophet Muhammad’s birth.#? Al-Hakami’s statement leaves no doubt that
Ethiopian descent was considered inferior to Arab origins but nevertheless
acknowledges that the Najahid slave viziers were equal in merit to Arab kings.
As such, it demonstrates how personal qualities such as generosity could over-
ride the lack of noble descent and legitimize slaves and ex-slaves as rightful
rulers. Even al-Hakami, who almost fell victim to a Najahid murder plot, con-
tinued to speak highly of the dynasty and its top officials.

Besides such favourable descriptions, the author also recorded the fierce
power struggles marking this period. Several factions of influential slaves
fought over primacy, allying with local tribes to strengthen their positions.
Amid this turbulence, both Mansur and his son and successor Fatik 11 were
killed by slave viziers. In addition to these internal power struggles, Najahid
sovereignty was challenged externally by local rulers, tribal leaders, Turkic
mercenaries and rebellious religious scholars. One member of the royal family
who outlived this period of lethal power games and became a key political
player was ‘Alam, an enslaved singer who became the wife of the Najahid ruler
Mansir (r. 504-17/1110—23).4! After the powerful vizier Mann Allah had poi-
soned her husband and taken over power from her underage son Fatik 11, she
left the royal court but increased her influence there through a group of trusted
slaves acting upon her command (see chapter 4). ‘Alam’s son was poisoned by
avizier in 531/1136. His successor was a paternal cousin who also bore the name
of Fatik (111). Real authority, however, was held by Surtr, an enslaved vizier
who acted in close cooperation with Queen ‘Alam.

1.7 The Dynasty’s Demise

Meanwhile, the religious zealot Ibn Mahdi under whose influence al-Hakami
had come as a young man was becoming a political force to reckon with.
Allying with local tribes, he had acquired a significant following in the Tihama
plain. When the vizier Surar died in 551/1156, Ibn Mahdi marched on Zabid
and lay siege to the city. The inhabitants of Zabid, encircled by his troops, felt

39  Robin, “Arabia and Ethiopia,” 291.

40  According to Robin, the actual date of his defeat was between 555 and 565 CE (“Arabia
and Ethiopia,” 301).

41 While Mansur’s date of death is never directly mentioned, al-Hakami notes that Mann
Allah poisoned him right after having been appointed vizier in 517/1123 (Al-Mufid Ft
Akhbar Zabid, 71).
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compelled to seek the help of the Zaydi imam#? who controlled Yemen’s north-
ernmost regions. The imam offered his support under the condition that Fatik’s
slaves kill their owner. Thus a dynasty established, managed and defended by
slaves and former slaves was ultimately also vanquished by slaves. Al-Hakami
reports: “The slaves of Fatik b. Jayyash b. Najah rose. [...] They killed him in
the months of the year 53 [553/1158]."#3 The betrayal of Fatik 111, however, did
not pay off, as the Zaydi imam was unable to protect the people of Zabid from
their invader. In 554/1159, Ibn Mahdi conquered the city and declared himself
their lord.

What became of the Najahids? Al-Hakami’s chronicle ends here, only men-
tioning that the women and children of the Najahids became the property of
Ibn Mahdi - as did their slaves, presumably. Thus, while slaves no longer ruled
south-western Yemen, they continued to form an essential element of local
society. Al-Hakami’s account of the Najahid dynasty offers striking insights
into the political dynamics between slaves-turned-rulers, their slave soldiers,
administrators and concubines, and society around them. Tracing the life sto-
ries of these individuals as they intertwine with political developments, the
author masterfully describes their characters, choices and constraints. It is
a fortunate coincidence for slavery research that al-Hakami was an eyewit-
ness to a period of Yemeni history in which enslaved women and men took
centre stage.

After the demise of the Najahids, several local dynasties — the Sulaymanids,
Zuray‘ids, Hamdanids and Mahdids — ruled over parts of Southern Yemen,
until the Ayyubids invaded the country in 569/1173.44

2 The Rasulids

The Rasulid dynasty ruled over large parts of lower Yemen from 626/1229 until
858/1454. Of Turkoman descent, the Rasulids had come to the country with
the Ayyubids, whom they served as high military and administrative officers.
Around 626/1229, the last Ayyubid ruler al-Mas‘td Yuasuf left Yemen in order

42 Al-Mutawakkil Ahmad b. Sulayman (d. 566/1171). Al-Hakami calls him “the Zaydi sharif,
the Rassi Ahmad b. Sulayman, the ruler of Sa‘ada” (‘Umara Ibn-Ali al-Yamant, 96).

43  Al-Hakamy, 6.

44 See G. Rex Smith, “The Political History of the Islamic Yemen down to the First Turkish
Invasion (1-945/622-1538),” in Yemen: 3000 Years of Art and Civilization in Arabia Felix, ed.
Werner Daum (Innsbruck: Pinguin-Verlag, 1987), for a full discussion of Yemen'’s Islamic
history.
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to take up a governor post in Damascus and assigned the Rasulid Niar al-Din
‘Umar as interim representative of Ayyubid sovereignty. However, al-Mas‘ad
died in Mecca on his way to Egypt, and the Ayyubids never sent a replace-
ment. Meanwhile, Nar al-Din was able to consolidate his power in Yemen.
In 632/1234, he was recognized as the first Rasulid sultan by the Abbasid caliph
al-Mustansir and adopted the regal name al-Malik al-Mansar ‘Umar.*> Next,
he sought to secure the northern borders of his reign by concluding a peace
treaty with the Zaydi imam in 628/1230 and putting his nephew Asad al-Din
Muhammad b. Hasan in charge of Sana‘a. However, Asad al-Din soon betrayed
him and in 647/1250 brought about his death by instigating the royal mamluks
to murder him.46 This crisis led to a conflict of succession between al-Mansur’s
first-born son al-Muzaffar Yasuf and his younger half-brother al-Mufaddal,
whose mother Bint Hawza actively promoted his career. To further com-
plicate matters, the royal mamluks swore allegiance to a paternal cousin.’
Al-Muzaffar eventually emerged victorious and set out to consolidate Rasulid
sovereignty through military campaigns in the south and east as well as by
concluding treaties with various Zaydi factions to the north. Al-Muzaffar’s
rule lasted for almost fifty years (647—-94/1250—95) and constituted a heyday
of economic and cultural productivity. Shortly before his death in 694/1295,
he made his son al-Ashraf ‘Umar co-regent, who held the throne for only
two years (694—6/1295-6) before passing away. Al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s brother
al-Mu’ayyad Dawtd, who had been imprisoned after an attempted coup, took
over the reins of power in 696/1296. He was able to negotiate a truce with
the imam in 712/1312 which prevented armed confrontations between the
Rasulids and the Zaydis until the late 8th/14th century. Al-Mu’ayyad Dawud’s
reign was characterized by strong ties with Mamluk Egypt and the great influ-
ence wielded by mamluk amirs and soldiers.*® After his death in 721/1321 and
the accession to power of his son al-Mujahid ‘Ali, the mamluk advisors were
deposed, upon which they arrested the young sultan and swore allegiance to
his uncle al-Mansur Ayyib and later to his cousin al-Zahir. A decade-long crisis

45  According to Nayef A. al-Shamrookh, al-Manstir’s son al-Muzaffar was the first Rasulid
ruler to adopt the title of sultan (The Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen,
630—858/1231-1454 [Kuwait: State of Kuwait, 1996]). To simplify matters and per common
scholarly practice, I will refer to all Rasulid rulers as sultans.

46 ‘Ali b. Hasan Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugad al-lwlw’iyya fi ta’rikh al-dawla al-rasiliyya (The Pearl-
Strings; A History of the Resuliyy Dynasty of Yemen), ed. James William Redhouse and
Alexander Rogers (Leiden: Brill, 1906), 1.83.

47 Al-Khazraji, 1.88, 11.120. Al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 575.

48  See for example the biography of the influential mamluk amir Sayf al-Din Taghril b. ‘Abd
Allah al-Turki in Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 1087.
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of succession ensued, until al-Mujahid was finally able to secure sovereignty
for himself. It did not take long until Rasulid state power suffered another blow
when al-Mujahid was captured in Mecca by the Mamluk pilgrim caravan in
751/1351 and abducted to Egypt. Only the decisive action of his mother Jihat
Salah and her entourage secured the continuation of Rasulid sovereignty until
the sultan’s return a year later (see chapter 3). Al-Mujahid died in 764/1363.
The following two sultans, al-Afdal al-‘Abbas (764—78/1363—77) and his son
al-Ashraf Isma‘l (778-803/1377-1400), were known for their literary activity
and patronage of scholarship, best exemplified by an extensive anthology
covering historical, agricultural, astronomical and medical texts that was
transcribed at the behest of Sultan al-Afdal al-‘Abbas.#® Politically, however,
both sultans struggled with constant tribal rebellions and Zaydi raids into the
Rasulid heartland. Their successor al-Nasir Ahmad (803—27/1400-24) was the
last Rasulid sultan to occupy the throne for a longer time span. After his death,
sovereignty shifted rapidly between different rulers until the Tahirids, a pow-
erful Yemeni family of sheikhs, brought the Rasulid dynasty to an end by con-
quering Aden in 858/1454.

TABLE 2 Rasulid Genealogy

The Rasulid Sultans (626-858/1229-1454)

Al-Mansur ‘Umar 626-647/1229-1250

=

Al-Muzaffar Yasuf b. ‘Umar 647-694/1250-1295
Al-Ashraf ‘Umar b. Yasuf 694-696/1295-1296
Al-Mu’ayyad Dawud b. Yasuf 696—721/1296-1321
Al-Mujahid ‘Al1 b. Dawud 721-764/1321-1363
Al-Afdal al-‘Abbas b. ‘Ali 764—778/1363-1377
Al-Ashraf Isma‘l b. al-‘Abbas 778-803/1377-1400
Al-Nasir Ahmad b. Isma‘ll 803-827/1400-1424
Al-Mansur ‘Abd Allah b. Ahmad 827-830/1424-1427
Al-Ashraf Isma‘ll b. ‘Abd Allah 830-831/1427-1428
Al-Zahir Yahya b. Isma‘ll 831-842/1428-1438

© ® T T p@Dw

=
[ S )

Al-Ashraf Isma‘l b. Yahya 842-845/1438-1442
Rival claimants 845-858/1442-1454

—
@

49  Al-Afdal al-‘Abbas, The Manuscript of Al-Malik al-Afdal al-‘Abbas b. ‘Ali b. Da’ad b. Yasuf
b. ‘Umar b. ‘Ali Ibn Rasul (d. 778/1377): A Medieval Arabic Anthology from the Yemen, ed.
Daniel M. Varisco and G. Rex Smith (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1998).
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The Rasulids built upon and further elaborated the political, adminis-
trative and military traditions established by their Ayyubid predecessors
while also incorporating local practices. Close relations with the Mamluk
sultanate led to strong Egyptian influences, for example on army positions
and terminology.®® The sultans held absolute authority over their subjects
but were also dependent upon their loyalty.5! This loyalty was won by grant-
ing estates and gifts to compliant relatives and members of the elite. Being
outsiders, the Rasulids sought to further reinforce their legitimacy as rulers
over Yemen by fabricating a South Arabian genealogy linking them to the
Ghassanid princes of Southern Yemen>2 and by marrying into local elite fami-
lies. Nevertheless, rebellions and intrigues were commonplace throughout the
Rasulid era, and the state used military power and harsh punishments to exact
obedience from its subjects. The army consisted largely of enslaved soldiers
and was at times supported by Kurdish and tribal mercenaries.>® The court
moved between two seasonal capitals, Zabid in the Tihama and Ta‘izz in the
central highlands. Thanks to Yemen'’s strategic location along important car-
avan trade routes and at the intersection of Indian Ocean and Red Sea trade
networks, international commerce flourished. The Rasulids actively supported
the merchant class by providing infrastructure, administrative and security
services while also extracting lucrative taxes and customs from them. The
port city of Aden, Yemen’s main commercial hub, attracted many traders of
foreign descent. Jewish merchant communities were well established here,
as the famous Geniza letters attest.>* Hindu traders from India, the so-called

50  These Mamluk positions and related terms were often of Ilkhanid and Mongol origin.
G. Rex Smith, “The Rasulid Administration in Ninth/Fifteenth Century Yemen: Some
Government Departments and Officials,” Studia Semitica: The Journal of Semitic Studies
Jubilee Volume (2005): 228—9.

51  Daniel M. Varisco, “Why the Sultan Is Rich: A Case Study of Bureaucracy in Rasulid Yemen
(13th-14th Centuries),” unpublished paper presented at the conference “Land and Power
in the Ancient World,” Vienna, 21.02.2013.

52 This claim first appears in Turfat al-ashab fi ma‘rifat al-ansab, ed. K. W. Zettersteen
(Damascus: Matba‘at al-Tarqi, 1949), a genealogical work composed by the third Rasulid
Sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar (r. 694—-6/1295-6). It was later taken up by al-Khazraji in his intro-
duction to Al-‘Ugud al-lw’luw’iyya.

53  Daniel Mahoney, “The Political Agency of Kurds as an Ethnic Group in Late Medieval
South Arabia,” Medieval Worlds 3 (2016): 146—57.

54  Shelomo Dov Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab
World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1967); Dov Goitein, Letters of Medieval Jewish Traders (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1973); Dov Goitein, Studies in Islamic History and Institutions
(Leiden: Brill, 1968); Dov Goitein, “Portrait of a Medieval India Trader: Three Letters
from the Cairo Geniza,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 50, no. 3
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Banyan, were active in the eastbound Indian Ocean trade and had their own
living quarters in Aden.5% Businessmen from different parts of Eastern Africa
played a pivotal role in maritime commerce across the Red Sea.56 The Rasulids
also promoted local agriculture and animal husbandry, as well as industry such
as the production of textiles, leather and metal.5”

In what follows, three key sources from the Rasulid period will be discussed
which form the foundation of this study.

2.1 Nar al-ma‘arif: a Collection of Rasulid Administrative Texts

In the early 2000s, Muhammad Jazim published a remarkable collection of
administrative documents from the late 8th/13th century that had survived in a
private library in Sana‘a. The source was given the title Nur al-ma‘arif fi nuzum
wa-gawanin wa-a‘raf al-Yaman fi al-‘ahd al-mugaffart al-warif58 It consists of
224 folios written by anonymous scribes in 69o—5/1290-5, the last years of
al-Muzaffar Yusuf’s rule and the early reign of his son and successor al-Ashraf
‘Umar. The original manuscript is not consistently arranged chronologically or
thematically but includes several levels of headings written in red ink; however,
many sections end abruptly, and the same topic is often discussed in different
parts of the work. Eric Vallet has convincingly characterized Nir al-maGrifas an
archive of administrative documents in use in Yemen during the late 7th/13th
century.>® Hence, the apparent disorder resulted from the fact that different
scribes independently copied various existing lists which were then assembled
into one compilation. Vallet also noted that the work strongly focuses on all
processes related to the maintenance of the sultanic court while remaining
silent on many other aspects of Rasulid administration.%? Considering this

(1987): 449—64. Shelomo Dov Goitein and Mordechai Akiva Friedman, India Traders of
the Middle Ages: Documents from the Cairo Geniza (“India Book”) (Leiden: Brill, 2007).
Roxani Eleni Margariti, Aden & the Indian Ocean Trade: 150 Years in the Life of a Medieval
Arabian Port (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007).

55  Ba Makhrama, Tarikh Thaghr Adan Wa-Tardjim ‘ulama’iha. Eric Vallet, LArabie march-
ande: Etat et commerce sous les sultans rasiilides du Yémen (Paris: Publications de la
Sorbonne, 2010), 139. Shelomo Dov Goitein, “From Aden to India: Specimens of the
Correspondence of India Traders of the Twelfth Century,” Journal of the Economic and
Social History of the Orient 23, nos. 1/2 (1980): 53. Margariti, Aden & the Indian Ocean
Trade, 157.

56  Ibn al-Mujawir, Traveller in Thirteenth-Century Arabia, 135.

57  Al-Shamrookh, Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids, 99-156.

58  The work is also known by its French title Lumiére de la connaissance des regles, lois et
coutumes du Yémen sous le regne du sultan al-Muzaffar.

59  Eric Vallet, “Pouvoir, commerce et marchands dans le Yémen Rasalide (626—858/1229—
1454)" (PhD diss., Université Paris 1 — Panthéon — Sorbonne, 2006), go.

60  Vallet, 93.
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fact and the timing of the documents, the compilation was likely created as a
sort of administrative manual for the newly enthroned sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar.
The greater portion of the work consists of lists specifying taxes and prices for
various artisanal, agricultural and import products. Another common source
category are lists of monthly allowances and provisions, as well as of gifts dis-
tributed to members of the royal family and their entourage. These texts offer
rare insights into the composition of royal households and their staff. Of par-
ticular interest to this study are lists of salaries disbursed to servants and slaves
working for the Rasulids. The collection also includes a number of descriptive
texts, for example on trading practices, and a truce concluded between Sultan
al-Muzaffar and the Zaydi imam ‘Abd Allah b. Hamza in 693/1294.

2.2 Al-Khazraji's Chronicle and Biographical Collection

Few details are known about the life of ‘All b. Hasan al-Khazrajt (b. 732—812/
ca. 1332-1409).%! He began his service to the Rasulid dynasty by supervising
the construction of monuments during the reign of Sultan al-Afdal al-‘Abbas®?
and then worked as court historian for his son and successor al-Ashraf Isma‘il.
Al-Khazraji contributed to a state-sponsored historiography intended to dis-
play and preserve Rasulid power and prestige.®® The glorifying diction charac-
terizing his works reflects the fact that he wrote directly at the behest of the
sultan at a time when the Rasulids were experiencing a dramatic decline. At
the same time, his position at the court of two sultans enabled him to follow
political developments during their reigns at close range.

Al-Khazraji's main work, Al- Ugud al-lwlw’iyyafita’rikh al-dawla al-Rasuliyya,
is a chronicle of the Rasulid era until the turn of the gth/15th century, arranged
annalistically. The surviving manuscript had originally been part of a larger
historiographical work by the author which circulated in various formats.
In 1906 CE, the first edited and translated version of a manuscript found in
India was published.6

61  The author mentions the year of his birth in the biography of a man who was born in the
same year (al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 1362).

62  Noha Sadek, “Notes on the Rasulid Historian Al:Hazragi’s Career as a Craftsman,
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 27 (1997): 231-3.

63  For a detailed analysis of the Rasulid historiographic tradition, see Eric Vallet, “L'histo-
riographie Rasulide (Yémen, viie-1xe/xie—xve Siecle),” Studia Islamica, no. 102/103
(2006): 35—-69. Smith has compared Ibn Hatim’s and al-Khazraji’s narratives of the trans-
fer of power from the Ayyubids to the Rasulids, concluding that the latter prioritized a
favourable depiction of the Rasulids over historical accuracy (“The Ayyubids and Rasulids:
The Transfer of Power in 7th/13th Century Yemen,” Islamic Culture 43 [1969]: 175—88).

64  India Office Ms 710. Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlw’iyya. The Arabic text of this edition
formed the basis of my translations and analysis. In 1983, Muhammad al-Akwa‘ published
another edition in Sana‘a which displays minor differences from Redhouse’s version.
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The beginning of al-Khazraji’s chronicle relies heavily on earlier works
which deserve a brief introduction. The Kitab al-sim¢ al-ghalt al-thaman fi
akhbar al-mulitk min al-Ghuzz bi-l-Yaman was written around 694/1295 by Ibn
Hatim, who came from an influential Ismaili family of the Hamdan tribal con-
federation® and rose to the position of amir under the second Rasulid sul-
tan al-Muzaffar Yasuf. The author started his book in 694/1295; it is thus the
earliest chronicle of Rasulid history, covering the dynasty until al-Muzaffar
Yusuf’s death in 694/1295. A few decades later, an influential amir of Sultan
al-Mu’ayyad Dawiid named Idris al-Hamzi composed Kanz al-akhyar fi ma'ri-
fat al-siyar wa-l-akhyar.56 Part of this universal history is dedicated to Rasulid
events. Al-Hamz1's Zaydi origins explain the work’s strong focus on events
that took place in Yemen'’s Zaydi stronghold in the highlands. Finally, Ibn ‘Abd
al-Majid’s Bahjat al-zaman, written in 724/1324, contains first-hand accounts
of al-Mw’ayyad Dawud’s reign, the conflicts of succession following his death
and al-Zahir’s accession to power.5”

Earlier Yemeni chronicles recorded Rasulid history until six years before
al-Khazraji's birth. The main contribution of Al-Ugqud al-lwlw’iyya to our
understanding of the Rasulid era therefore lies in the author’s description
of the reigns of al-Afdal al-‘Abbas (764-78/1363—77) and al-Ashraf Ismafl
(778-803/1377-1400). The decline of Rasulid power that began with the death
of al-Ashraf Isma‘il’s successor al-Nasir Ahmad in 827/1424 and ended with the
dynasty’s demise in 846/1454 is not part of al-KhazrajT's account and was not
examined in this study. Vallet has noted that the author’s strength lay in com-
posing a skilful synthesis of previous genres, combining epic battlefield narra-
tives with genealogical texts and descriptions of the Rasulid courtly milieu.®
Al-Ugud al-lwlw’iyya circulated widely and became the standard chronicle of
the Rasulid era.

Another of al-Khazraji's well-known works is the biographical diction-
ary Al-Iqd al-fakhir al-hasan fi tabagat akabir ahl al-Yaman, also known as
Tiraz alam al-zaman fi tabaqat a‘yan al-Yaman.%® The work consists of 1,500
alphabetically arranged biographies. Again, al-Khazraji drew heavily upon

65  Badr al-Din Ibn Hatim, Al-simt al-ghalt al-thaman fi akhbar al-mulik min al-ghuzz bi-l-
Yaman, ed. G. Rex Smith (London: Luzac and Co., 1974).

66  Imad al-Din b. ‘Ali Idris al-Hamzi, Tarikh al-Yaman min kitab kanz al-akhyar fi ma‘rifat
al-siyar wa-l-akhyar, ed. ‘Abd al-Muhsin Mud‘ij al-Mud‘j (Kuwait: Mu’assasat al-shira“
al-‘arabi, 1992).

67  ‘Abd al-Baqi al-Yamani Ibn ‘Abd al-Majid, Bahjat al-zaman fi tarikh al-Yaman, ed. ‘Abd
Allah al-Hibshi and Muhammad Ahmad al-Sanabani (Sana‘a: Dar al-hikma al-yamaniyya,
1988).

68 Vallet, “L'historiographie Rasulide,” 67.

69  Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir.
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earlier Yemeni biographical collections, chiefly the highly influential Al-Sulitk

ft tabagat al-‘ulama® wa-l-mulitk written in the 720s/1320s by the Shafi1 jurist
Muhammad b. Yasuf al-Janadi which focuses on the lives of religious men
but also portrays sultans and important personalities at court.”? An edition
of Al-1qd al-fakhir was published in 2009 CE by ‘Abd Allah b. Qa’id al-‘Abbadi,
Mubarak b. Muhammad al-Dasari, ‘Ali ‘Abd Allah Salih al-Wusabi and Jamil
Ahmad Sa‘d al-Ashwal and forms the basis of this research.

2.3 Legal Sources on Slavery

Studying Islamic legal works from the medieval period is critical to understand-
ing how slavery as a legal institution was defined and managed at the time.
Islamic jurisprudence ( figh) was a thriving field of scholarly debate and writing
during the medieval period and reflects the formation of Islamic thought on a
broad range of moral and societal issues, including slavery.”! Hend Gilli-Elewy
has noted that “[r]eferences to slaves are especially prevalent in legal texts,
as slaves provided useful cases to Muslim jurists to think through legal ques-
tions"”2 Figh literature elaborated upon the ethical principles stipulated in the
Qur’an and the hadith tradition and adapted these to practical requirements.
As such, it both impacted and was impacted by the reality of slavery in a given
society. Legal texts therefore constitute rare sources of information on the nor-
mative framework surrounding slavery. However, the field of medieval Islamic
legal writing is broad and varied. Legal opinions and guidelines changed over
time and space and differed for each school of Islamic jurisprudence (madh-
hab, pl. madhahib). Since the Shafit madhhab was prevalent both during the
Najahid and the Rasulid period, discussions of Islamic legal principles on
slavery in this book will focus mainly on this school’s teachings as outlined
in a work that was widely taught and commented upon in medieval Yemen.
Minhdj al-talibin wa ‘umdat al-muftin was written by the Syrian jurist Yahya b.
Sharaf al-Nawaw1 (d. 676/1278) and represents the popular genre of abbrevi-
ated figh manual (ma¢n) intended for memorization and practical use.” It is

70 ~ Muhammad ibn Yasuf Al-Janadi, Al-Sulik fi tabagat al-ulama@ wa al-mulik, ed.
Muhammad b. ‘Ali Al-Akwa, 2 vols. (San@’: Maktabat al-irshad, 1993).

71 The explanatory power of judicial works for understanding slavery in Islamic societies
has been harnessed with much success, for example, by de la Puente (e. g. “Free Fathers,
Slave Mothers and Their Children”).

72 “On the Provenance of Slaves in Mecca during the Time of the Prophet Muhammad,”
International Journal of Middle East Studies, Roundtable “Locating Slavery in Middle
Eastern and Islamic History,” 49 (2017): 164.

73 Yahya b. Sharaf al-Nawawi, Minhaj al-talibin. This work is mentioned in several medieval
sources from Yemen (‘Abd al-Wahhab b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Saksaki al-Yamani al-Burayhi,
Tabagat sulaha’ al-Yaman, ed. ‘Abd Allah al-Hibshi [Sana‘a: Markaz al-dirasat wa-l-buhat
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a synopsis of al-Rafi’s al-Muharrar which was in turn based on al-Ghazali's
al-Khulasa.”™ The admiration for the book and its author in medieval Yemen
is exemplified by an anecdote from the gth/i5th century, in which a religious
scholar prayed for rain holding Minhaj al-talibin in his hands and asking for
al-NawawT’s intercession.”

Medieval Islamic jurisprudence granted slaves many rights but did not offer
a consistent system of sanctions that would have effectively prevented owners
from disregarding them. The normative framework set out by jurists cannot be
equated with lived practice. In fact, modern scholars have noted that Islamic
law remained focused on domestic slavery as it was practised in Arabia at the
dawn of Islam, thereby increasingly failing to account for the changes in slav-
ery practices over time and space.”® Nevertheless, it is clear that in the medi-
eval Yemeni context, legal norms delimited scopes of action. Furthermore,
the literature on Islamic jurisprudence vividly illustrates how people thought
about the complex issue of slavery and attempted to manage its manifold
ramifications in everyday life. Islamic legal texts also shed light on central
tensions related to slavery such as the perception of slaves as both objects to
be bought and sold and persons whose human capabilities were intrinsic to
their value. Hence, the genre is an indispensable key to the interpretation of
source material.

al-yamani, 1983), 38, 86, 211, 234, 264, 342; al-Sharji, Tabaqgat al-khawass ahl al-sidg wa
al-ikhlas, 225; Ba Makhrama, Muhammad at-Tayyib b. ‘Abd Allah, “Tarikh taghr ‘Adan,”
in Arabische Texte zur Kenntnis der Stadt Aden im Mittelalter, ed. Oscar Lofgren [Leipzig:
Harrassowitz, 1936], 126, 164). The book’s relevance in contemporary Yemen is discussed
in detail in Brinkley M. Messick, The Calligraphic State: Textual Domination and History in
a Muslim Society, Comparative Studies on Muslim Societies 16 (Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press, 1993), 18—35.

74  Oussama Arabi, David S. Powers, and Susan A. Spectorsky, eds., Islamic Legal Thought: A
Compendium of Muslim Jurists, Studies in Islamic Law and Society 36 (Leiden: Brill, 2013),
275. Mahmood Kooria, Islamic Law in Circulation: Shafi Texts across the Indian Ocean
and the Mediterranean (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), see especially
chapter 4.

75  Al-Burayhi, Taubagat sulah@’ al-Yaman, 38.

76  Kurt Franz, “Slavery in Islam: Legal Norms and Social Practice,” in Slavery and the Slave
Trade in the Eastern Mediterranean (c. 1000-1500 CE), ed. Reuven Amitai and Christopher
Cluse (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017); Urban, Conquered Populations, 8.



CHAPTER 2

The Medieval Slave Trade to Yemen

1 Overview

The historical slave trade into Yemen remains under-researched.! However,
central facts were established by scholars studying related topics such as his-
torical commercial connections including slave trading across the Red Sea and
the Indian Ocean, and the history of slavery in Africa.?

Most slaves reached medieval Yemen from East Africa via the Red Sea. This
route is attested as early as the 1st century CE in the Periplus Maris Erythraei
but may have been older still.3 The same source attests to Arab merchants ship-
ping slaves to the island of Socotra off Yemen’s southern coast.# The third to

1 To my knowledge, the medieval slave trade between Ethiopia and Yemen specifically is only
addressed in al-Amri, Al-Umara’ wa al-‘abid wa al-mamalik fi al-Yaman. Thomas Vernet has
analysed the slave trade from the Swahili coast into Yemen from the 16th to the mid-18th
century CE (“Slave Trade and Slavery on the Swahili Coast [1500-1750],” in Slavery, Islam and
Diaspora, ed. Behnaz A. Mirzai, Ismael M. Montana, and Paul E. Lovejoy [n.p.: Africa World
Press, 2009], 37-76).

2 Craig Perry, “Slavery and the Slave Trade in the Western Indian Ocean World,” in The
Cambridge World History of Slavery, vol. 2, AD 500-AD 1420, ed. Craig Perry et al. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2021); Jonathan Miran, “Red Sea Slave Trade,” in Oxford Research
Encyclopedia of African History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022); Paul E. Lovejoy,
Transformations in Slavery: A History of Slavery in Africa, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012); W. G. Clarence-Smith, The Economics of the Indian Ocean Slave Trade
in the Nineteenth Century (London: Frank Cass, 1989); Gwyn Campbell, “Slavery and the Trans-
Indian Ocean World Slave Trade,” in Cross Currents and Community Networks: The History of
the Indian Ocean World, ed. Himanshu Prabha Ray and Edward A. Alpers (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007); Gwyn Campbell and Alessandro Stanziani. “Slavery and Bondage
in the Indian Ocean World, Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” in The Cambridge World
History of Slavery 4, edited by David Eltis et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2017).

3 Richard Pankhurst, “Across the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden: Ethiopia’s Historic Ties with
Yaman,” Africa: Rivista trimestrale di Studi e documentazione dell’istituto italiano per [Africa e
’Oriente 57, no. 3 (2002): 398.

4 Himanshu Prabha Ray, “The West Coast of India and the Maritime World of the Western
Indian Ocean,” African Archaeological Review 31, no. 4 (2014): 589. Socotra had been an
important junction of the maritime trade connecting the Indian Ocean with the Red Sea.
Cave inscriptions from the 2nd to 4th centuries CE in Indic, South Arabian, Ethiopic and
Aramaic were discovered on the island, attesting to a highly diverse early trading community
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sixth centuries CE marked a period of several Aksumite invasions and defeats
in South Arabia which presumably led to the enslavement of many Ethiopian
prisoners of war.? In fact, the presence of East African slaves in Mecca dur-
ing the time of the Prophet Muhammad has been linked to the defeat of
the Aksumite army in Yemen in 575 CE and the subsequent enslavement of
Ethiopian soldiers by the victorious Himyarite king Sayf b. Dhi Yazan and the
Persian military leader Wahriz.6 The emergence of Islam in the 7th century
CE impacted the availability of slaves in the broader region in different ways.
Initially, wars of expansion secured a steady supply of slaves captured during
warfare, but once Islamic polities stabilized, local populations either converted
to Islam or accepted dhimmi status” and were thereby protected from slavery.®
The only remaining source for acquiring slaves was therefore trafficking from
abroad. This option exploited a loophole in Islamic slavery regulations: whereas
the strict limitations on enslavement and the promotion of manumission
in Islamic territories caused the slave population to decrease constantly, no
specific provisions existed which regulated the commercial acquisition of
slaves from abroad. Granted, the principle of freedom still applied, banning
a Muslim merchant from engaging in slave raiding for commercial purposes —
after all, a free person, Muslim or not, ought to remain free. However, it could
easily be argued that an individual bought from middlemen abroad had already
been enslaved at the moment of their acquisition. Furthermore, slave raiding in
non-Islamic regions could be stylized as a holy war aimed at capturing infidels

(Ingo Strauch and Michael D. Bukharin, “Indian Inscriptions from the Cave Hoq on Suqutra,”
Annali Dell'Universita Degli Studi Di Napoli “L'Orientale” 64 [2004]: 121-2).

5 In the early 3rd century, the Aksumite king Gadarat gained control over western Yemen
but was expelled a few decades later by the Himyarite king of Yemen. Around 500 CE,
Aksum regained control over Himyar and placed a tributary king on its throne. In 5212
CE, the Himyarite prince Joseph (Dhu Nuwas in Arabic sources) rose to power, prompting
the Aksumite king Kaleb to send a fleet to Yemen. This fleet defeated the Himyarite army
some time between 525 and 531 CE, and another tributary king was installed. This king was
soon toppled by Abraha, the leader of the Aksumite army in Arabia. He took control over
large parts of Yemen and became famous in Islamic tradition for his failed attempt to con-
quer Mecca around 570 CE, the year of the Prophet Muhammad'’s birth. After this defeat, a
Himyarite prince took power with the help of Sassanid Persia. Shortly afterwards, Yemen was
reduced to a Sassanid province with a Persian governor in Sana‘a. See Robin, “Arabia and
Ethiopia.” For a detailed study of Aksum-Himyar relations, see Hatke, “Africans in Arabia
Felix.”

6 Gilli-Elewy, “On the Provenance of Slaves in Mecca,” 165.

7 Non-Muslim citizens of Islamic polities, whose enslavement was forbidden.

8 Al-Nawawi, Minhaj al-talibin, 525—7.
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and incorporating them into the Muslim community through enslavement
and conversion.® The argument was also made that enslavement constituted
an improvement over the slave’s former condition of ignorance and unbelief.1®
The result was the development of a commercialized slave trade.

During the 2nd/8th and 3rd/gth centuries, two dynamics led to a marked
increase in the demand for African slaves in Yemen. First, a boom in mineral
exploitations on the Arabian Peninsula meant that cheap and abundant man-
power was urgently needed.! Second, the 3rd/gth century saw the first estab-
lishment of an enslaved army in Yemen by the Ziyadids (ca. 203—371/818-981,
see chapter1). Since the founder of this dynasty, Muhammad b. Ziyad, had been
sent to Yemen by the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’min, it is quite possible that he
fashioned his army after the mamluk armies of Iraq. The growing trade in slaves
for mining and military use promoted bustling port economies on both sides
of the Red Sea littoral. In early medieval times, Aden and Al-Shihr had been
the principal Yemeni harbours.!> When Zabid was established in the 2nd/8th
century, the nearby ports of Al-‘Athar (probably founded in pre-Islamic times)
and Ghulafiga gained prominence.!® Sudanese ports became among the most
active in the Red Sea area, also due to a gold rush in the East Desert of southern
Egypt and northern Sudan. In the 4th/10th century, the Palestinian geographer
al-Mugqaddasi (born ca. 330/941) noted the presence of African slaves in Zabid,
whom he identified as of Nubian, Beja and Ethiopian origin.!* Al-Hakami

9 Brunschvig calls this a “fiction of the Holy War” (“Abd.” In Encyclopaedia of Islam,
Second Edition, Edited by Peri Bearman, Thierry Bianquis, Clifford E. Bosworth, Emeri
van Donzel, Wolfhart P. Heinrichs, 2012. Consulted online on 1.o1.2024 (http://dx.doi
.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_o003).

10 The highly questionable idea that slavery resulted in an improvement in living conditions
is also sustained by some modern scholars of slavery. In his seminal study of eunuchs
in Islamic societies, Ayalon writes: “Even the blacks were, on the average, far better off
within Dar al-Islam than in the lands from which they had been brought over” (Eunuchs,
Caliphs and Sultans: A Study in Power Relationships [ Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1999], 30).

11 Al-Hasan b. Ahmad Al-Hamdani, Kitab al-Gawharatayn al-‘atiqatayn al-ma’i‘atayn
as-safra’ wa al-bayda’ (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1968). Timothy Power, The Red
Sea from Byzantium to the Caliphate: AD 500-1000 (Cairo: American University in Cairo
Press, 2012).

12 Claire Hardy-Guilbert, “The Harbour of Al-Shihr, Hadramawt, Yemen: Sources and Archae-
ological Data on Trade,” Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 35 (2005): 71-85.

13 Power, Red Sea from Byzantium to the Caliphate, 103. For a detailed discussion of how the
ports of Zabid changed over time, see Edward J. Keall, “The Changing Positions of Zabid’s
Red Sea Port Sites,” Arabian Humanities 15 (2008): 111-25.

14  Al-Mugqaddasi specified that the Beja lived beyond the port of Aydhab in today’s Halayeb
triangle between Egypt and Sudan (Power, Red Sea from Byzantium to the Caliphate, 137).
Enslaved Beja do not appear in any Yemeni source examined for this study.
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reports that around the same time, the Ziyadids of Zabid imposed a tribute
on the ruler of the Dahlak archipelago that included one thousand slaves, five
hundred of whom were female Ethiopian and Nubian slaves.! By the 5th/uth
century, Dahlak had become a major slave trading hub and remained so until
its decline in the gth/i5th century.!® Al-Hakami also relates that a Nubian
slave called Husayn b. Salama became de facto ruler of the Ziyadid state in
the late gth/ioth century, remaining in power for thirty years.” When the
Persian scholar Nasir Khusraw (b. 394/1004) travelled to the Islamic holy sites,
he did not venture as far south as Yemen but recorded the presence of agri-
cultural slaves from Zanzibar and Ethiopia in the oasis of Al-Ahsa’ in today’s
Saudi Arabia, thereby confirming an active slave trade to Eastern Arabia,
likely via the Persian Gulf.!® Ba Makhrama’s history of Aden informs us that
the city’s first Zuray‘id governor who ruled on behalf of the Sulayhids between
476/1083 and 569/1173 possessed slaves who were forced to quarry stones in
the mountains of Aden and carry them to town on their backs.!® These slaves
are identified as zanji, an ethnonym assigned to individuals from Somalia and
coastal regions farther south. Slaves labelled as zanji appear regularly in medi-
eval Yemeni sources, most frequently as a group trafficked to Yemen. Once
incorporated into local society, they disappear from view, suggesting that
they might have been assigned to low-ranking occupations and tasks. This
hypothesis is corroborated by a few other facts. The prices for zanji slaves in
Nur al-ma‘arif are consistently quoted as half the amounts paid for habashi
slaves.2? Furthermore, the Zanj have been stereotyped as tough in Arabic

15  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 6. Similar information is found in Ibn Hawqal’s
10oth-century work Surat al-ard: “He [the Zuray‘id ruler of Yemen] receives from the lord
of the Dahlak islands according to a convention presents which consist of slaves, amber
and panther skin of high quality, and other objects” (Muhammad Ibn Hawqal, Sarat
al-ard [Cairo: Sharikat nawabigh al-fikr, 2006]).

16 ~ Marie-Laure Derat, “Chrétiens et Musulmans d’Ethiopie face a la traite et a l'esclavage
aux xve® et xvie siecles,” in Traites et esclavages en Afrique Orientale et dans locéan Indien,
ed. H. Médard et al. (Paris: Karthala, 2013), 142. Margariti has analysed medieval funerary
stelae on the archipelago and found that by the 5th/uth century, a cosmopolitan mari-
time state active in the Red Sea trade had been established (“Thieves or Sultans? Dahlak
and the Rulers and Merchants of Indian Ocean Port Cities, 11th—13th Centuries AD,”
Archaeopress, Society for Arabian Studies Monographs, Proceedings of Red Sea Project 4
[2009]: 155-64).

17 Al-Hakamj, 6.

18 Nasir-i Khusraw, Nasir-i Khusraw’s Book of Travels (Costa Mesa: Mazda Publishers,
2001), 112.

19 Ba Makhrama, “Tarikh taghr ‘Adan,” 9.

20  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 429, 461.
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sources at least since the srd/gth century.?! Al-Hakami's 6th/12th-century
chronicle of the Najahid dynasty is heavily populated by individuals labelled
as habashi, commonly denoting individuals from today’s Ethiopia and Eritrea.
The author even specified the tribal affiliations of several Ethiopian individu-
als as amhara, sahart and jizlt.2? The first ethnonym refers to the well-known
Ambhara people whose heartland still lies in Ethiopia’s northern and central
highlands. Sahart was in the medieval period one of the provinces of today’s
Tigray region in Ethiopia.?% A leading personality of the Najahid dynasty, the
military commander Farraj al-Saharti, stemmed from this region, as did the
eunuch Muflih al-Fatiki and the military leader Ishaq b. Marziq al-Sahrati.24
Jizlt refers to the Juzuliyan, who according to Al-Hakami were an Ethiopian
tribe (batn) to which the Najahid kings themselves belonged.?®> His account
of the Najahid dynasty contains two individuals specifically identified as jizlz:
the vizier Anis al-Fatiki and a certain Ahmad ibn Mas‘ad al-Jizl1.26 According
to al-Khazraji, the Najahid vizier Suriir al-Fatiki was also of jizli descent.?” The
term is also mentioned in Nir al-ma‘arif;?® beyond these sources, however, the
ethnonym remains rare. Al-Hakam1’s information offers rare information on
(presumably) ethnic affiliations among Ethiopian slaves in medieval Yemen.
Also in the 6th/12th century, the geographer Muhammad al-Idrisi tells the
story of Arab traders luring children on the coast of bilad al-zanj (East Africa,
roughly from today’s Somalia southwards) with dates in order to capture them

21 Al-Jahiz (who was himself of Ethiopian descent) praises the Zanj for their generosity and
eloquence and states: “No other nation can surpass them in bodily strength and physical
toughness.” (Aba ‘Uthman ‘Amr b. Bahr Al-Jahiz, The Life and Works of Jahiz: Translations
of Selected Texts, trans. Charles Pellat and D. M. Hawke [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1969], 196). The anonymous 10th-century geographical work Hudud al-Glam describes
them less favourably: “Their nature is that of wild animals” (Hudud al-Glam: A Persian
Geography, 372 A.H.—982 A.D.; The Regions of the World, ed. Vladimir F. Minorskij, E. J. W.
Gibb Memorial Series [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1937], 163). Al-Idrisi, describing
the zanji coast, depicts its inhabitants as wild pagans (Kitab nuzhat al-mushtagq fi ikhtiraq
al-afaq, ed. Alessio Bombacci, Umberto Rizzitano, and Laura Veccia Vaglieri [Napoli:
Istituto universitario orientale di Napoli, 1970], 58-66).

22 Alternatively, Kay renders this term as jazali (al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 96).

23 Richard Pankhurst, History of Ethiopian Towns from the Middle Ages to the Early Nineteenth
Century, Athiopistische Forschungen 8 (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1982), 2o1. The province is
also mentioned in Ibn Fadl Allah al-“Umari, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, ed.
Kamil Salman al-JubtirT and Mahdi al-Najm (Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-ilmiya, 2010), 40.

24  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 20f1t., 76, 79. Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 2190.

25  Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 96. The spelling follows al-Zabidi’s in Taj al-‘Aras, root j-z-1.

26  Al-Hakami, 70.

27  Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 944.

28  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.362.
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as slaves. Mombasa and Malindi in present-day Kenya are mentioned by name
in this passage.?? During the same era, letters preserved in the Cairo Geniza
attest to slaves trafficked to Aden from bilad al-zanj.3° As will be discussed
below, Nur al-ma‘arif provides evidence that in the late 7th/13th century, zanjt
and Ethiopian eunuchs, female slaves and uncastrated male slaves, were traf-
ficked from the port of Zayla‘ to Aden.3! Several sources attest to slaves being
shipped out of Zayla‘,32 which was the main medieval entrepo6t for trade with
Aden and Zabid throughout the medieval period.33 Its location is commonly
identified with today’s Saylac in Somaliland, although it has also alternatively
been associated with today’s Zula in Eritrea.* Zayla“ seems to have been
a prominent slave trading hub over a long time period. The Italian traveller
Ludovico de Varthema, who visited the port in the 10th/16th century, remarked:

Over there are also sold very large quantities of slaves, who are those of
the Prester John [i.e. Ethiopians],3® which the Moors take in war. And
from here they bring them to Persia, Arabia felix [Yemen], Mecca, Cairo
and India.36

Ibn al-Mujawir, writing in the first half of the 7th/i13th century, noted that
ten-year old slave girls were brought from Ethiopia to Zabid.3” A number of
references to Ethiopian slaves from Damut (Damot, in what today is central
Ethiopia) are contained in a judicial manual from the Hadrami port of Al-Shihr,

29  Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Idrisi, Kitab nuzhat al-mushtag fi ikhtiraq
al-afaq, 3: 58—66.

30  Goitein and Friedman, India Traders of the Middle Ages, 453.

31 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.365, 1.429, 1.461.

32 E.g. anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.365, 1.403. Al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 2339.

33  Subhi Labib, Handelsgeschichte Agyptens im Spitmittelalter: (171-1517) (Wiesbaden:
Steiner, 1965).

34  Power, Red Sea from Byzantium to the Caliphate, 185.

35  Thelegend of Prester John, a mythical Nestorian king living in the East and potential ally
against Muslims, arose during the crusades. From the 14th century CE onwards, Prester
John was associated with the Christian king of Ethiopia.

36 Ludovico de Varthema, Itinerario di Ludovico de Varthema, bolognese: Nello Egypto, nella
Surria, nella Arabia deserta et felice, nella Persia, nella India et nella Etiopia; La fede, el
vivere et costumi de tutte le prefate provincie, ed. Paolo Giudici (Milan: Alpes, 1928), 158.
“Quivi anco se vende grandissima quantita de schiavi, li quali sonno de quelli del Prete
Ianni, che li Mori li pigliano in guerra. E de qui se portano nella Persia, nella Arabia felice
et alla Meca et al Cairo et in India” (my translation).

37  Yusuf ibn Ya‘qab al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, ed. Oscar Lofgren (Leiden: Brill,
1951), 89.
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written between the late gth/i5th and early 10th/16th century.3® During this
time, the Sultanate of Adal dominated the slave trade on the Horn of Africa
out of Zayla', and its ruler Ahmad Gran was about to launch a holy war against
the Christian empire.3® Ethiopian hagiographical evidence confirms that
Christian merchants were also active in the slave trade and controlled the port
of Massawa from the gth/15th century onwards.#? Nubian slaves appear in a
Hadrami chronicle from the 16th century.*!

Such evidence, scattered throughout the medieval period and all across the
Red Sea littoral, leaves many questions unanswered, but it clearly confirms the
existence of an active medieval slave trade across the Red Sea to Yemen.

However, not all slaves who were brought to Yemen in the medieval period
came from Africa. Considering the strong trade links between India and Yemen
since ancient times,*? it is unsurprising that slaves labelled as Indian (hindi)
occasionally make their appearance in our sources. For instance, after his
defeat by the Sulayhids in 481/1088, the Najahid ruler Jayyash fled to India and
returned a year later with his pregnant Indian concubine who soon bore him
a son, Fatik.*® Craig Perry has noted that bills of sale from al-Fustat only begin
to feature Indian slaves and acquisitions of slaves from Aden starting in the
6th/12th century. He argues that restrictions on the trafficking of slaves from
Europe during that time led Egypt to seek other sources in Sudan and the Indian
Ocean.** Indian slaves also appear in Geniza documents pertaining to Jewish
traders active in Aden.*> A letter recounts that an enslaved Indian girl, six years
of age, was gifted away, while in another letter, an India trader in Aden mentions
the delivery of an enslaved person from India to his nephew in Cairo.*6 The

38 Robert B. Serjeant, “Forms of Plea: A Shafi’i Manual from al-Shihr” in Customary and
Shariah Law in Arabian Society, Rivista degli Studi Orientali xxx (1992), 6, 9, 13.

39  Amélie Chekroun, “Le Futah al-Habasa: écriture de l'histoire, guerre et société dans le
Barr Sa‘d ad-Din (Ethiopie, xvi¢ siécle)” (PhD diss., Université Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2013).

40  Derat, “Chrétiens et Musulmans d’Ethiopie,” 122.

41 R. B. Serjeant, The Portuguese off the South Arabian Coast: Hadrami Chronicles, with
Yemeni and European Accounts of Dutch Pirates off Mocha in the Seventeenth Century
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 73.

42 Kirti N. Chaudhuri, Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean: An Economic History from
the Rise of Islam to 1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Ray, “West Coast
of India and the Maritime World.”

43 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 1892, 65.

44 Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 63.

45  Goitein and Friedman, India Traders of the Middle Ages, 55-58.

46  Goitein and Friedman, 10, 481.
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household of the Jewish merchant Abraham Ben Yij, whose letters have been
published by Shelomo Dov Goitein and Mordechai Friedman, included Bama,
his trusted Indian slave agent, and Ashu, his slave concubine from Mangalore
whom he later freed and married.4” This Geniza evidence dovetails neatly with
Ibn al-Mujawir’s descriptions from the mid-7th/13th century in which a resi-
dent of Aden sells an enslaved Indian girl to a buyer from Alexandria.*® The
author not only notes that enslaved boys (ghilman) were trafficked from India
to Aden but also lists the customs due on slaves who were probably Goan;
interestingly, their dues were four times higher than those of slaves of unspec-
ified origin mentioned in the preceding sentence.*® Furthermore, he mentions
that enslaved Indian boys entering Yemen via the Hadrami port of Al-Shihr
were not taxed at all.5° The passage records both import and export dues, cor-
roborating the evidence from Geniza sources that Aden was at the time an
entrepot for Indian slaves who were traded onwards to Egypt.5! Nir al-ma‘arif
features a eunuch called ‘Anbar the Indian.>? This man might plausibly have
stemmed from India, but it is just as likely that he obtained his nisba from his
owner. In contrast to Mamluk Egypt, where Indian eunuchs were common,
no eunuch in the Yemeni sources can with certainty be identified as Indian.
When Ibn Battiita visited Aden around 728/1328, he met a prominent judge
whose father had been enslaved and employed as a porter.5® His name — Salim
b. ‘Abd Allah al-Hindi - strongly suggests Indian origins. Yemen also seems to
have served as an entrepo6t for the trade of Ethiopian slaves to India in the
medieval period. For instance, the Muzaffarid sultanate established in Cambay
at the dawn of the gth/15th century relied heavily on habashi slaves acquired
in Yemen.>*

Isolated mentions of slaves from other parts of the world in sources on
Yemen further complicate the picture. Ibn Hatim’s chronicle of the Ayyubid

47  Goitein and Friedman, 55-58, 66, 632. Goitein, Letters of Medieval Jewish Traders, 13, 191,
202. Goitein, “From Aden to India,” 52.

48  Al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, 146.

49  Al-Mujawir, 140, 143.

50  Al-Mujawir, 142—3.

51 Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 50.

52  Nar al-maGrif, 1.526.

53  Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Allah Ibn Battuta, The Travels of Ibn Battuta: A.D. 1325-1354, ed. H. A.
R. Gibb (Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 2004), 11.373.

54  Engseng Ho, “The Two Arms of Cambay: Diasporic Texts of Ecumenical Islam in the
Indian Ocean,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 50, no. 2/3
(2007): 353.
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era mentions Turkish enslaved girls (jawari) owned by the Zaydi imam.55
Al-Khazraji describes the arrival of an Arab merchant56 from Khata (northern/
north-western China)57 in the year 703/1303—4 with a ship full of treasures that
included mamluks (mamalik) and enslaved girls (jawari) destined as alms for
the sacred cities of Mecca and Medina.58 The absence of similar evidence ren-
ders it unlikely that these slaves were of Chinese origin; in fact, they could have
been bought anywhere along the merchant’s way across the Indian Ocean.>®
In the year 800/1397, the author reports the arrival of a present from Mamluk
Egypt at the Rasulid court:

It was a sublime present, including around thirty Turkish mamluks
(mamalik turkiyan), twelve heads of horses with ornamented saddles
and beautiful equipment, a number of Byzantine and Armenian slave
girls (jawar®® min al-ramiyat wa al-armaniyat), and a skilful doctor from
among the Jews of Egypt.6!

Otherwise, Byzantine and Armenian slaves hardly appear in the sources
analysed. A mamluk bearing the name Balbal Riami features in Nir al-maGrif;
however, neither his state of (un)freedom nor his ethnic origin can be estab-
lished with any certainty.62 Four hundred Armenian (arman) and seven hun-
dred “Black” (aswad) archers fighting in Yemen around 515/1121 are featured in
Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, but it is unclear whether they were slave soldiers or

55  The author recounts that the eighteenth Zaydi imam al-Manstr ‘Abd Allah b. Hamza,
who rose to power in 583/1187-8, was presented with the gift of a Turkish slave girl (jariya
turkiyya) (Ibn Hatim, Al-Simt al-Ghali At-Taman Ft Akhbar al-Mulitk Min al-Ghuzz Bi-l-
Yaman, 87). He also describes the wife of a jurist during the reign of the last Ayyubid sul-
tan al-Mas‘ad (r. 612—26/1215-28) as “Turkish from among the imam’s slave girls [ jawari]”
(Ibn Hatim, 179.)

56  His name — ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Mansur al-Halabi (“the Aleppine”) — suggests Syrian origins.

57  “Khata or Khitay (‘Cathay’) was the name given to the northern and north-western prov-
inces of China, which constituted a separate kingdom under the Khitan or Liao dynasty”
(Ibn Battita, Travels of Ibn Battita: A.D. 1325-1354, 551N44).

58  “[M]in al-mamalik wa al-jawari shay’ kathir.” Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lu’iyya, 1.350.

59  The nisba of the eunuch Safi al-Din Jawhar b. ‘Abd Allah al-Sini (“the Chinese”) who
appears several times in Al- Uqud al-lu’lw’yya probably links him to his owner, who might
have been active in trade with China (al-Khazraji, 11.154, 11.184, 11.208.)

60  Medieval Yemeni sources often give the plural of jariya as jawar instead of the standard
plural form jawart.

61 Al-Khazraji, 11.294 This is a rare mention of the shipment of mamluks into Yemen.

62 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.568.
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mercenaries.53 A Hadrami chronicle from the 10th/16th century mentions a
eunuch labelled as rami.5* It is noteworthy that none of the enslaved individ-
uals mentioned in the sources are identified as Yemeni, and that no evidence
for the trade in Yemeni slaves during the period of interest has surfaced.®®
The overwhelming majority of Yemen'’s native inhabitants were Muslims and
could therefore not be sold into slavery. The country’s Jewish minority pos-
sessed dhimmi status which, according to Islamic law, protected them from
enslavement. Based on our sources, it appears that these prohibitions were
respected. An exception to this rule is reported by al-Khazraji. In the year
725/1325, Egyptian troops arrived in Yemen to support Sultan al-Mujahid, who
was facing multiple threats to his sovereignty. Initially welcomed with open
arms, the soldiers immediately set out to loot the countryside, abusing and
murdering civilians. Worse yet, they invaded a village and sold the women “like
slaves (ragiq) are sold”.66 The wording implies that someone must have bought
these women, even though as free-born Muslims they could not be enslaved.
Outraged at this behaviour, the sultan captured and executed the Egyptian mil-
itary leaders; what became of their troops is not mentioned.

Arabic designations such as hindi, riomi, armani and sini must be read as
umbrella terms for individuals coming from wider regions. For example, a
hindr slave could also have come from Sri Lanka, where Arab trading ships
often anchored before their westward journey home. Unfortunately, the
sources analysed for this study offer insufficient data to reconstruct the slave
trade from these regions. Thus, in what follows, the focus will be exclusively on
the better-documented slave trade from East Africa via the Red Sea to Yemen
during the Rasulid era. First, however, a category of slaves whose origins and
journeys to Yemen remain a mystery requires a brief discussion.

63  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 43. Ba Makhrama relates the same information, but
designates them as horsemen ( faris) rather than archers (Ba Makhrama, “Tarikh taghr
‘Adan,” 133.3).

64  Serjeant, Portuguese off the South Arabian Coast, 42.

65  Al-Tabarl relates that the Abbasid caliph al-Mansar owned a Yemeni eunuch from
Khawlan who had been captured and castrated. When he discovered his Arab origins, he
immediately set him free (Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 74).

66  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.33. This incident is also reported by Yahya b.
al-Husayn, according to whom it took place in Ghulafiqa, one of Zabid’s Red Sea ports
(Ghayat al-amani fi akhbar al-qutr al-yamani, ed. Sa‘id ‘Ashar, 2 vols. [Cairo: Dar al-katib
al-‘arabi li-]-taba‘a wa-l-nashr, 1968], 503).
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2 The Unknown Origins of Enslaved Soldiers in Medieval Yemen

Although mamluks (slave soldiers) are omnipresent in medieval Yemeni
sources, neither their origins nor related slave trading routes could be estab-
lished. In fact, the institution of slave soldiery in Yemen has proven to be
surprisingly difficult to characterize in general. The earliest evidence for the
deployment of mamluks in Yemen concerns the 3rd/gth century, when the
emerging Ziyadid ruler of Zabid acquired enslaved African soldiers to bolster
his military might.6” Two centuries later, Ethiopian mamluks took over power
from the Ziyadids and established the Najahid dynasty, which itself relied on
enslaved Ethiopian and Nubian soldiers as well as on mercenaries from Central
Asia known as Ghuzz.58 In Rasulid sources, mamluks feature both as securing
the dynasty’s sovereignty through military and punitive expeditions and as
threatening it by plotting and revolting against their owners. Nevertheless, the
sources largely remain silent on their origins and life trajectories in Yemen,
with the exception of high-ranking mamluk officials represented in chronicles
and biographical dictionaries.

The scarcity of information on mamluk slave trading practices to Yemen
and on the mamluk institution there in general stands in stark contrast to
Mamluk Egypt, where rich evidence documents the acquisition of mamluks
in Central Asia, their rigorous military training and subsequent manumission
and incorporation into the army corps of their former owners.®® The only cer-
tainty gained from Yemeni sources is that some mamluks came to the country
in the entourage of Egyptian military commanders.”® Minimal evidence sug-
gests that the Rasulid mamluk institution might have been at least partly a
multi-generational phenomenon,” which would pose a stark contrast to the
institution in Mamluk Egypt, where the sons of mamluks were excluded from

67 At least some of these mamluks were a tribute received from the ruler of the Dahlak
archipelago (al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 6).

68  Al-Hakami reports that the Najahid king Jayyash had sent for three thousand Ghuzz arch-
ers, but when two thousand of them made their way from Mecca to Zabid, he began to
fear their military power and ordered most of them to be poisoned before they reached
Yemen (77).

69 Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade.”

70  For example, in the early 8th/14th century, the Egyptian amir ‘Ala’ al-Din Kashdghudi
joined the service of the Rasulid sultan al-Mu’ayyad Dawad, bringing with him a group of
mamluks known as bahariyya, a prominent military division in Mamluk Egypt which sub-
sequently became a permanent feature of the Rasulid army as well (al-Khazraji, Al-Igd
al-fakhir, 848).

71 For example, the Rasulid amir Shihab al-Din Ahmad Abu al-“Abbas b. Izdamar was of
Turkish origin but born in Yemen to a father who had also been an amir (al-Khazraji, 245).
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joining the military elite.”? The Turkic names given to mamluks in Yemen
prompt the assumption that they stemmed from Central Asia, as did many
of their Egyptian counterparts. Furthermore, the Rasulids, themselves of
Turkoman descent, might have preferred military slaves coming from a similar
ethnic background. However, no proof for a slave trading network connecting
Yemen and Central Asia could be found. Furthermore, as David Ayalon has
pointed out, even non-Turkic mamluks in medieval Egypt were given Turkic
names as markers of group identity.”> Another hypothesis then is that most
mamluks of Rasulid Yemen, like those of the Najahid era, were of African ori-
gin but were given Turkic slave names in order to mark their position as unfree
soldiers. Further evidence for the continued presence of African slave sol-
diers in medieval Yemen is provided by the 10th/16th-century Italian traveller
Varthema, who noted that the Tahirid army consisted of Ethiopian mamluks
who had been bought at the age of eight or nine years and then trained for
battle.” While the origins and trading routes of Rasulid mamluks thus remain
somewhat of a mystery, it is likely that they encompassed both men of African
and of Turkic descent.

In sum, the source references confirm beyond doubt that slaves, most of
them of African origin, constituted a significant population group in medie-
val Yemen. They reveal that slaves were trafficked to Yemen from places as far
afield as the Dahlak archipelago and Mombasa. This geographical breadth of
slave trading centres corroborates the hypothesis that African slaves in medi-
eval Yemen came from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds. However, the
exact origins of these individuals remain unknown. Several studies of medie-
val slave trading patterns in the African hinterland suggest that the catchment
area for slaves not only comprised zones around the mostly coastal trading
centres but extended deep into the African continent. For example, reports
from the 5th/uth century attribute the presence of Nubian slaves in Egypt
to systematic slave trading and raiding around Aswan.”> An illuminating
case study from Ethiopia shows the strong involvement of the understudied
kingdoms of Damot, Janjero and Gamo (located in today’s central Ethiopia)
in the domestic and international slave trade from the 7th/i3th century

72 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 30.

73 David Ayalon, “Names, Titles and Nisbas of the Mamluks,” in The Mamluk Military Society,
Collected Studies Series 104 (London: Variorum Reprints, 1979), 194-5.

74  Itinerario di Ludovico de Varthema, 137. The Tahirids took power from the Rasulids and
ruled over southern Yemen from 858/1454 until 923/1517 (Smith, “Political History of the
Islamic Yemen,” 137).

75  Nasir Khusraw and Benjamin of Tuleda in Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 34—5.
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onwards (see the section “The Horn of Africa in the 7th/13th century” below).76
Around 730/1330, Ibn Battuta relates that the inhabitants of Kulwa (the island
of Kilwa off modern-day Tanzania) “engage in jihad, because they are on a
common mainland with the heathen Zinj people and contiguous to them”””
The passage obviously refers to slave raiding. Ethiopian Christian hagiogra-
phies from the 15th and 16th centuries CE suggest that most individuals sold
into slavery abroad during that period were captives of warfare and raids in
the border regions between the Christian kingdom and the Islamic sultanate
of Adal that controlled the port of Zayla“.”8

Recently, genetic studies have been drawn upon to study historical slavery.
This body of evidence shows that female African contributions to the Arabian
Peninsula’s gene pool are on average triple that of the male contributions,
pointing to slavery and specifically to the practice of concubinage. Most of this
African genetic input is of Ethio-Somali and Nilo-Saharan origin, roughly vali-
dating the geographical information given by medieval Arabic authors.”

3 Trade Procedures to Rasulid Yemen

Evidence stemming mostly from the Rasulid period allows us to piece together
the steps leading from the embarkment of slaves onto ships bound for Yemen
to the delivery into the hands of their Yemeni owners. Nir al-marif is the
richest source in this respect, offering information on the acquisition of
slaves in Ethiopia, their departure from the port of Zayla“ across the Red Sea,
arrival on Yemeni soil and onward overland journey. In addition, this source
reveals that the Rasulid administration reserved for itself the right to pre-
select the best eunuchs and female slaves from any slave cargo that arrived
in Aden, a practice also attested to in the uth/isth-century Mulakhkhas
al-Fitan.8° Furthermore, we possess evidence on the humiliating examination
process that female slaves were subjected to on the public slave market of Aden

76  Ayda Bouanga, “Gold, Slaves, and Trading Routes in Southern Blue Nile (Abbay) Societies,
Ethiopia, 13th-16th Centuries,” Northeast African Studies 17, no. 2 (2017): 31-60.

77  lbn Battita, Travels of Ibn Battiita, 11.380-1.

78  Derat, “Chrétiens et musulmans d’Ethiopie.” It is possible that similar dynamics occurred
during the Ifad sultanate (late 7th/13th to the turn of the 8th/14th century) which pre-
ceeded the sultanate of Adal and was also in control of commerce through Zayla“ (Richard
Pankhurst, The Ethiopian Borderlands: Essays in Regional History from Ancient Times to the
End of the 18th Century [Lawrenceville, NJ: Red Sea Press, 1997], 40).

79  For an overview of this research, see Perry, “Slavery and the Slave Trade,” 149.

80  Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan.
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during the 7th/13th century. Before delving into the source material, however,
it is necessary to briefly consider the political landscape in the Horn of Africa
during the period when Nur al-maGrif was compiled.

3.1 The Horn of Africa in the 7th/13th Century

The trajectory and timeline of Islamization in the Horn of Africa remains
elusive. Early Western scholarship has presumed that Muslim traders had first
reached the region via a network of north—south caravan routes; however,
this hypothesis is poorly supported by textual or archaeological evidence. In
the early 2000s, archaeological data has led to the identification of two main
routes of trade and Islamic influence that successively linked the Ethiopian
heartland to the Red Sea coast. The first route ran from the Dahlak archipel-
ago and/or the neighbouring port of Massawa southwards along the escarp-
ment of the central Ethiopian highlands to the Shewa region in today’s central
Ethiopia and was in place from at least the 4th/10th century onwards.®! The
second axis developed in the gth/13th century, when Mamluk pacification of
the Red Sea and the maritime activities of the Rasulids saw the rise of the port
of Zayla“ and the establishment of “a chain of Muslim polities extending from
Zayla“ to the Ethiopian lakes”82 The port of Zayla“ had already been trading
with Arabia since at least the 3rd/gth century, as documented in al-Ya‘qubi’s
3rd/gth-century geographical work Kitab al-buldan.83 Half a century later, Ibn
Fadl Allah al-‘Umari relates that Zayla® was ruled by the king of Afwat, one
of seven Islamic kingdoms in Ethiopia.8* In fact, the sultanate of Afwat (also
known as Ifat) was dominant among a number of Muslim polities linking the
Red Sea coast and the Ethiopian lakes. Founded in the late 7th/13th century, it
controlled Zayla“® and extended deep into the African hinterland, taking con-
trol of Shewa in what is today central Ethiopia. The same period saw the rise
of the Solomonic dynasty that would dominate the highlands in the Ethiopian
heartland until the 2oth century.8> While modern scholarship had initially
assumed a neat separation between territories under Christian and Islamic

81  Francois-Xavier Fauvelle-Aymar and Bertrand Hirsch, “Muslim Historical Spaces in
Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa: A Reassessment,” Northeast African Studies 11, no. 1
(2004): 41.

82 Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, 41.

83  Francois-Xavier Fauvelle-Aymar et al., “Le port de Zeyla et son arriére-pays au Moyen Age:
Investigations archéologiques et retour aux sources écrites,” in Espaces musulmans de
la Corne de lAfrique au Moyen Age, Annales d’Ethiopie hors-série (Addis Ababa: Centre
francais des études éthiopiennes, 2017), 31.

84  Al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, 33-6.

85 Mordechai Abir, Ethiopia and the Red Sea: The Rise and Decline of the Solomonic
Dynasty and Muslim European Rivalry in the Region (London: Frank Cass, 1980), 13.
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influence and violent conflict between them, this has by now been recognized
as aretrospective misinterpretation. In fact, the two polities had strong cultural
and political similarities and both stood to profit from commerce linking the
Ethiopian heartland to the Red Sea coast.®6 This led to the following dynamic:
“As the Christians were in possession of the resources of the highlands and the
Muslims were in charge of the routes, for a while, a ‘competitive symbiosis’
ensued between the competing Muslim and Christian powers.”8” This tenuous
balance gave way to open conflict in the 8th/14th and gth/15th centuries, fol-
lowed by an outright religious war in the 10th/16th century.

Beyond the better-known Christian and Islamic polities, Ayda Bouanga has
shown that the Ethiopian kingdoms of Damot, Janjero and Gamo were heavily
involved in the domestic and international slave trade, as well as in gold pro-
duction, from the 7th/13th century onwards.®® The kingdom of Damot, popu-
lated by farmers and pastoralists united by language and religion, likely raided
slaves at its margins who were then either put to internal use or transported
along the trade routes leading to the Red Sea. Slaves were traded along the
same routes and on the same markets by the same merchants who dealt in
other Ethiopian export products.3? Even after the Solomonic dynasty began
exerting its control upon the kingdom from the 8th/14th century onwards, it
left intact its political, religious and economic system in order to benefit from
its trade.

3.2 The Slave Trade Reflected in Nur al-ma‘arif

After this short historical background, we return to the Yemeni evidence. The
scribes who compiled Nur al-ma‘rif in the late 7th/13th century referred to
an “Ethiopia” that was politically complex but united by commercial activi-
ties oriented towards the flourishing port of Zayla“. The slave trade reverber-
ating through this source may have originated in the little-known polities
of Damot, Janjero and Gamo, while the slaves themselves likely stemmed
from even more remote regions farther inland. Little is known about the
Yemeni traders active in Zayla‘, but according to our source, they dealt in

86  Bertrand Hirsch and Frangois-Xavier Fauvelle-Aymar, “I’Ethiopie médiévale. Etat des
lieux et nouveaux éclairages (Ethiopia in the Middle Ages. Present Research and New
Results),” Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines 42, no. 166 (2002): 316.

87  Fauvelle-Aymar and Hirsch, “Muslim Historical Spaces in Ethiopia and the Horn of
Africa,” 42.

88  Bouanga, “Gold, Slaves, and Trading Routes.” Damot and Janjero were located in today’s
central Ethiopia, and Gamo corresponds to the country’s modern Gamo Gofa region far-
ther south.

89 Bouanga, 45.
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mixed cargo depending on availability. Nir al-ma‘rif provides no evidence
for direct Rasulid state intervention in the commerce with Ethiopia, in stark
contrast to its heavy regulation of trade with Egypt and India.%° At the time,
no money was produced in Ethiopia.?! The standard currency in the regions
under Islamic rule was the kamiliya, a silver dirham first minted in Egypt by the
Ayyubid al-Malik al-Kamil Muhammad in 622/1225, as well as a coin of infe-
rior silver called haras.®2 The dirham’s value was most frequently measured by
weight (wugiya, roughly translatable as ounce) rather than by coin amounts.
Four kamilt dirhams were worth one dinar; however, given that Ethiopia was
a gold-exporting country lacking silver, Ethiopian traders were only inter-
ested in silver coins.?® Furthermore, barter was frequent, and textiles from the
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean were highly valued exchange objects.%*
The diverse range of administrative documents constituting Nur al-ma‘arif
includes a sizeable section on trade between Rasulid Yemen and Ethiopia.
Here, information is given on the import of a variety of Ethiopian trade goods,
including slaves. Details on the exact geographical origins of these goods is
missing, but the breadth of items mentioned makes clear that they came
from diverse African regions. The slave trade across the Red Sea into Yemen is
addressed in six separate passages. The first two passages are found in a sec-
tion listing prices for export products from Ethiopia and taxes due upon their
import to Yemen.% The section is composed of three versions based on dif-
ferent source documents, a common feature of Nur al-marif that is usually
introduced by the set phrase “Wa min nuskhat ukhra [...]” (And in another
copy [...]). This feature underlines the source’s character as a collection of
practical information on the management of the Rasulid state that was prob-
ably intended as an archive or handbook of good administrative practice. Two
of these three versions contain information pertaining to slaves. Additional
insights can be gained by two texts that form part of a large section on customs

go  Vallet, LArabie marchande, 417. According to Mamluk sources, however, the Rasulid sul-
tan al-Muzaffar Yasuf did attempt to exercise political influence in the port by building
a mosque. When the local inhabitants sabotaged his plans, he banned ships from Zayla“
anchoring in Aden for a whole year (Vallet, 419).

91 Al-Umar, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, 36.

92 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.360. Al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, 36.
Paul Balog, “History of the Dirhem in Egypt from the Fatimid Conquest until the Collapse
of the Mamluk Empire,” Revue numismatique 6, no. 3 (1961): 123. Warren C. Schultz,
“Mamlitk Metrology and the Numismatic Evidence,” Al-Masdag 15, no. 1 (2003): 59—75.

93 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.269, 1.359.

94  Vallet, LArabie marchande, 412—13.

95  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.361-7.
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levied in Aden and on the Dahlak archipelago,®® where slaves appear in two
passages concerning the import of products to Aden.%” Finally, a section on
the port administration of Aden®8 and another on its administrators®® portray
the Rasulid state as a purchaser of eunuchs, and of slaves in general.1°° Taken
together, these texts not only establish that slaves were shipped from the Horn
of Africa to Yemen in the Rasulid period but also specify prices, taxes and addi-
tional expenses to be paid for different categories of slaves. For the sake of clar-
ity, we shall examine these passages topic by topic rather than in their entirety,
beginning with information on prices paid for slaves.

3.3 Prices Paid for Slaves in Ethiopia

Nur al-maGrif provides a remarkable level of detail on the prices paid for
African slaves destined for the Yemeni market. The most telling (albeit difficult
and convoluted) passage reads:

The eunuch (khadim) is also of differing price, the one of absolutely high
quality for seventy wugiya and for eighty wugiya silver paid. If there was
an exchange, it would be for one hundred and for ninety wugiya. This is
fixed in silver coins for fifty or sixty. The good eunuch is expensive up to a
hundred wugiya in coins and that is precious. [...] The eunuch of medium
quality is for fifty or sixty wugiya. The regular eunuch is for forty wugiya.

The uncastrated slaves (al-‘abid al-fuhul): the slave of excellent quality
is the pure Ethiopian slave boy (wasif), such as the jizli and the amhari, or
the saharti or any kind (jins) as long as he is flawless. His price in Ethiopia
is twenty wugqiya, and the one of medium quality fifteen or fourteen, and
the one of lesser quality twelve, eleven or ten.

As for female slaves (al-jawar): the good slave girl (wasifa) of excellent
quality is for 20 wugiya, and of medium quality for 15 or 16, and of lesser
quality for 12 or 10.101

This passage categorizes slaves shipped out of Ethiopia into eunuchs, uncas-
trated male slaves and female slaves, with each group classified into “high’,
“medium” and “low-quality” individuals. Tellingly, the exact same categorization

96 Anonymous, 1.409—-91.
97 Anonymous, 1.429, 1.471.
98  Anonymous, 1.491-507.
99 Anonymous, 1.508-14.
100 Anonymous, 1.492—4.
101  Anonymous, 1.362.
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by quality is used for Ethiopian mules which were also imported to Yemen and
are described in the same section.102

The difference in value associated with the various groups of slaves and
their respective subcategories is underlined by the prices quoted. Here, it is
important to note that these were prices for acquiring slaves in Ethiopia - i.e.
the pre-import prices paid by Yemeni merchants to their Ethiopian counter-
parts — not the final prices fetched upon sale to the slave’s first Yemeni owner.
This is clearly spelled out with regard to uncastrated Ethiopian slaves and
seems to apply to the passage as a whole. A eunuch of “high quality” fetched
over triple, possibly five times the price of an uncastrated or female slave of the
same perceived quality. A different text in Nur al-ma‘arif provides matching
information: “The eunuch in most cases and in its majority is between sixty
and seventy wugiya, until eighty”93 Finally, a section on currencies used in
the exchange with Ethiopia from a different copy states that “a eunuch can
reach 100 wugiya. And some things are for 70 and until 50 or 4o0. Everything
according to its price which is valued in linen/cloth.”1%4 These statements are
consistent with other medieval Islamic sources confirming that eunuchs were
significantly more expensive than other slaves.'°> Female and uncastrated
male slaves of the same “quality” cost about the same. To quote an uneasy
but instructive comparison, Nir al-ma‘arif states that Ethiopian mules of high
quality sold for ten to eleven, those of medium quality for six to seven and
low-quality animals for four to five wugiya. A high-quality mule thus cost about
as much as a “low-quality” female or uncastrated male slave; the least desira-
ble slaves were equal in price to two cheap mules. Furthermore, a male slave’s
ethnicity clearly affected his price. The “good slave” had to be a “pure Ethiopian
slave boy” who belonged to one of three well-known ethnic groups or was at
least flawless.196 It is surprising that the ethnicity and/or physical appearance

102 Anonymous, 1.362. Ethiopian mules were important riding animals for the retinue of the
Rasulid sultans.

103 Anonymous, 1.365.

104 Anonymous, 1.360. This passage again confirms that eunuchs were not only bought for
money but also bartered in exchange for cloth.

105 See an overview of sources in Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 63. The author states
that prices for eunuchs in the Roman and Byzantine empires were four times higher
than those for ordinary slaves (301). Toledano reports that eunuchs in the Ottoman
empire were also significantly more expensive than other slaves (“The Imperial Eunuchs
of Istanbul: From Africa to the Heart of Islam,” Middle Eastern Studies 20, no. 3 [1984]:
380). The high cost of eunuchs had already been known to Herodot, who noted: “For it is
among the barbarians that eunuchs fetch a much higher price than whole men, because
they are trustworthy in every respect” (in Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 14).

106  Anonymous, Nir al-marif; 1.362.
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of female slaves is not discussed, factors that were considered crucial in deter-
mining suitability for sexual slavery.!%7 These factors might however have been
implicit in the qualitative ranking.

3.4 Additional Expenses Associated with the Slave Trade to Yemen

Nur al-ma‘arif also specifies additional costs associated with shipping slaves
to Yemen, broken down into taxes, transport charges and provisions. The most
detailed passage is the following:

The additional expenses upon the eunuch are twenty-one dinars. From
this, the tithes (‘ushur) in Zabid are five and a half, and the hire!%8 [of the
boat] is two dinars or three. The rest are provisions, because he eats meat
and butter and is sustained by it. The eunuch can be taxed a little more
than that. The tithes of Aden on the eunuch are four and a half. [...] The
additional expense is the same for all. [...]

The additional expenses per male and female slave’s head are ten
dinars from Ethiopia to Zabid. The tithes are included in the ten dinars
also, and they are three per head, and the rest is provisions for the road.10?

The first information of interest is the specific mention of Zabid and Aden as
destinations for slaves shipped out of Ethiopia. The predominance of Aden
for Rasulid commerce is amply documented. Conversely, the ports of Zabid
changed every few centuries due to a shifting shoreline, and Nur al-ma‘arif
specifies no port in the Tihama as entry point for slaves trafficked to Yemen.!10
Extra costs were the same for high-, medium- and low-“quality” slaves. However,

107 These factors are discussed in Islamic shurit manuals. These are collections of legal
model contracts which contain a rich vocabulary describing slaves’ skin colour (Barker,
“Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 63—81). A Shafi1 manual
from 10th/16th-century Yemen features a “yellow-coloured Ethiopian jariya of age from
Damat” (Serjeant, “Forms of Plea,” 13). Regarding the 1gth-century Ethiopian context,
Lovejoy has remarked that a “distinction was made between ‘red’ slaves and ‘black’ slaves,
a difference relating to physical characteristics associated with various ethnic groups. In
general, ‘red’ slave girls were worth more in the export trade, whereas the ‘black’ slaves,
shanqalla, were often retained in Christian Ethiopia, the Galla principalities, or the
Muslim towns as menial laborers.” Transformations in Slavery, 150.

108  Kira@’. The term’s basic meaning is “hire, rental’, but in the context of Nur al-ma‘arif it usu-
ally denotes charges paid for transporting merchandise, usually by boat. The collection
includes a number of documents specifying amounts to be paid for transportation from
various foreign ports and cities to destinations in Yemen (e.g. Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.107-15,
1.365-6).

109 Anonymous, 1.363.

110 Keall, “Changing Positions of Zabid’s Red Sea Port Sites.”
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we again find significantly higher expenses associated with trafficking eunuchs
compared to other slaves. A later passage from a different source confirms and
roughly summarizes the above calculation: “The uncastrated slaves and the
female slaves: [the expenses] on them are half that of the eunuchs."!

In what follows, the different additional costs shall be examined separately,
starting with taxes.

4 Import Taxes

Merchandise imported to Rasulid Yemen was usually charged with three types
of state-controlled taxes: ushur (tithes), shawant (galley tax) and dilala (bro-
ker fee).!2 The shawani was a fee which financed a fleet of armed galleys pro-
vided by the Rasulids and their Ayyubid predecessors to ensure the safety of
merchant ships heading for Aden.'3 However, it appears that goods arriving
from across the Red Sea and those coming from Al-Shihr on Yemen’s southern
Indian Ocean coast were not taxed with shawani, suggesting that these routes
were less prone to piracy.'* Correspondingly, Nur al-ma‘arif does not mention
this tax in relation to slave trafficking from the Horn of Africa. Another con-
firmation of this practice comes from Ibn al-Mujawir’s list of customs dues
levied in Aden, which shows that no galley tax was paid for the “import” of
slaves in the Ayyubid period, with the exception of slaves from Goa.l'® The
dilala was the fee paid to a broker (dallal) who acted as intermediary between
merchants and the diwan in Aden, as well as between merchants and retailers.!16
Surprisingly, no dilala related to slave “imports” features in Nur al-ma‘arif. In
Mamluk Egypt, the dallal was a general broker while the nakhhas was a broker
dealing specifically with slaves and animals. Perhaps a similar role existed in
contemporary Yemen but has not been recorded in our sources.

111 Anonymous, Nir al-marif; 1.366.

112 G. Rex Smith, “More on the Port Practices and Taxes of Medieval Aden,” New Arabian
Studies 3 (1996): 211.

113 For information on how the galley system and related taxes were established by the
Ayyubids, see G. Rex Smith, “Have You Anything to Declare? Maritime Trade and
Commerce in Ayyubid Aden: Practices and Taxes,” Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian
Studies 25 (1995): 131.

114 Al-Shamrookh, Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen, 244. Smith, “More on
the Port Practices and Taxes of Medieval Aden,” 212.

115 Al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, 140-1.

116 Al-Shamrookh, Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen, 239. See also Robert
B. Serjeant, “Ports of Aden and Al-Shihr” in Studies in Arabian History and Civilization
(London: Variorum Reprints, 1981), 223.
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The tithes (‘ushir) were import and export taxes due to be paid to the cus-
tomhouse (al-furda).!'” The term stems from the Arabic root for the number ten
and was used in early Islamic lawbooks to denote a tax on land and property.!'8
In Yemen, the designation was used for import taxes from at least the Zurayid
period onwards.!!® Information on the tithes due for different categories of
slaves in Aden and Zabid comes from the text quoted above and from two pas-
sages on customs duties in Aden.!? The numbers given are slightly inconsistent
but place the tithes for Ethiopian eunuchs trafficked to Aden at around four
dinars, and those for female and uncastrated male slaves at two. This informa-
tion is consistent with Ibn al-Mujawir’s account from the late Ayyubid period,
where slaves of unspecified category (ragig) were taxed for two dinars, and
Goanese slaves for eight.?! G. Rex Smith'’s translation of awilr as Goanese is ten-
tative, but the mention of export taxes for this category of slaves strengthens
the assumption that the slaves in question came from India and were therefore
first “imported” to Aden and later “re-exported”, probably to Egypt. In any case,
the import taxes mentioned by Ibn al-Mujawir closely match the numbers
given by Nur al-ma‘arif around sixty years later. Interestingly, Nur al-ma‘arif
names Zayla‘ as an export point not only for Ethiopian slaves but also for those
coming from bilad al-zanj.'?? Zanji slaves and female slaves were taxed a little
more than those from Ethiopia (2.25 dinars). Also mentioned is an additional
category of zanji slaves labelled ‘uldj. This is a rare term that I only found in
Nur al-ma‘arif which most likely designated particularly strong male slaves.!23
The gth/15th-century administrative treatise Mulakhkhass al-Fitan notes that
slaves arriving in Aden on a merchant ship from Mogadishu were taxed with
two and a half dinars. No ethnonym is mentioned, but given the route taken,

117 A thorough analysis of the taxation practices of the customhouse in Aden in Rasulid
times was undertaken by Smith (“Have You Anything to Declare?” and “More on the Port
Practices and Taxes of Medieval Aden”). Al-Shamrookh provides useful overview tables
(Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen, 259—81, 315-36).

118 T.Sato, “Ushr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by Peri Bearman, Thierry
Bianquis, Clifford E. Bosworth, Emeri van Donzel, Wolfhart P. Heinrichs, 2012. Consulted
online on 1.01.2024 (http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_1309).

119 Margariti, Aden & the Indian Ocean Trade, 126.

120 Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘Grif, 1.429-1.471.

121 Al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, 140.

122 Anonymous, Nir al-maGrif; 1.429.

123 U, pl. ‘uliyj, means strong or sturdy, but also infidel (Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 2128).
In the early Islamic period, the term designated farmers (Elizabeth Urban, “The Early
Islamic Mawali: A Window onto Processes of Identity Construction and Social Change”
[PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2012], 90).
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it can be assumed that they were zanji.1>* The tithes in Zabid were generally
higher than those in Aden: five and a half dinars for eunuchs, and three for
female and uncastrated male slaves.

The fact that slaves were taxed suggests that the Rasulids likely did not
benefit directly from this line of business,'?> as opposed to the Mamluks, who
exempted slave traders, including those operating in the Red Sea, from import
taxes.?6 As shall be discussed below, however, the Rasulid court was a major
customer for eunuchs and thus had an interest in keeping the slave trade sta-
ble. It should be noted that none of the passages in Niir al-ma‘arif mention any
export tax from Ethiopia. Vallet has argued that local rulers did not dispose of
asufficiently developed administration to collect dues from foreign merchants.’>?
An alternative interpretation would be that the authors of Nur al-ma‘arif sim-
ply did not mention such taxes because they did not pertain directly to Rasulid
administrative practices, which constitute the focus of this collection.

5 Transport Charges and Travel Provisions

In the source quote above, the exact breakdown between transport charges
and travel provisions is only specified for eunuchs, while information pertain-
ing to other slave categories is given in summary. Nevertheless, it is clear that
travel provisions for eunuchs were significantly more expensive. If we assume
that the cost of hiring a boat was the same for all categories of slaves, then
only three to four dinars would be left to supply regular slaves with food,
compared to thirteen to fourteen dinars spent on eunuchs for that purpose.
According to the anonymous scribe, the eunuch “eats meat and butter and
is sustained by it”, which would explain the enormous travel expenses.!?8 As
will be mentioned below, eunuchs with a stout physique were preferred on
the slave markets. Moreover, later sources show that the castration procedure

124 Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 41. The import of slaves “from Aden and its environs” is also
mentioned, with the same amount of taxes due. This passage is unclear, since no other
evidence for the enslavement of Yemenis is found in any other source, and it seems illogi-
cal that slaves from Aden and nearby regions would be shipped into the port and charged
with import tax.

125 Vallet, UArabie marchande, 415.

126 Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 273. Labib,
Handelsgeschichte Agyptens, 8.

127 Vallet, UArabie marchande, 416.

128  Anonymous, Nir al-marif; 1.362.
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caused severe physical harm, and that many did not survive this mutilation.!29
From the perspective of slave buyers, it thus made sense to put meat on the
bones of newly castrated boys, both to increase their chances of surviving the
arduous journey across land and sea and to increase their selling price.

Nur al-ma‘arif reveals that in the 7th/13th-century Red Sea region, mer-
chants transported their wares on rented boats owned by small-scale boat
owners.!30 The almanac of Sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar (r. 694-6/1295-6) records
the departure of ships bound for Zayla‘ in mid-October, stating: “Their sail-
ing is not restrained, nor is their arrival broken off, as they sail from Aden to
Zayla“ on the azyab [southern]| wind."3! In the year 730/1330, this passage
took Ibn Battuta four days.!32 The transport charge (kira’) was fixed accord-
ing to the route taken, and the sea voyage from Zayla‘ to Yemen cost two to
three dinars per individual eunuch. We can assume that the boat charge was
the same for all enslaved passengers. This hypothesis is supported by the fact
that the transport costs for mules on the same route amounted to four to
five dinars — almost double the price for eunuchs, suggesting that the boat
charges were determined by volume and perhaps weight.133

The second source in Nur al-ma‘arif dealing with slave trading discusses
overland transportation costs, both in Ethiopia and in Yemen. The first pas-
sage reads:

The additional expenses on the Ethiopian eunuch and the zanjr eunuch
from Ethiopia to Zayla, the hire [of transportation] is three wugiya, apart
from his provisions and his food, and [what is] for the nazil in Ethiopia.134

While the boat charges above are given in dinars, the charge for overland
transport is quoted in wugiya. One wugiya was equivalent to twelve dirhams.

129 Jan Hogendorn, “The Hideous Trade: Economic Aspects of the ‘Manufacture’ and Sale of
Eunuchs.” Paideuma 45 (1999): 137—60.

130 Eric Vallet has traced this practice with respect to merchants active between Yemen and
the Hijaz (Vallet, LArabie marchande, 426—33).

131 Daniel M. Varisco, Medieval Agriculture and Islamic Science: The Almanac of a Yemeni
Sultan, Publications on the Near East 6 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1994), 24.

132 Ibn Battata, Travels of Ibn Battuta, 11.373.

133 The dimensions of medieval Ethiopian mules are difficult to estimate, as contemporary
mules come in varying sizes and weights.

134 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.365. The passage goes on to state: “The tax jiba’ is normally
two dinars and a quarter, and six fuliis.” Since jiba’ was a general term for taxes, the refer-
ence is unclear. However, regarding the next item discussed (anta‘ - leather carpets), it is
specified that the jiba’ was due at the customshouse in Aden.
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Therefore, the overland transportation from an unspecified location in Ethiopia
to the port of Zayla‘ amounted to thirty-six dirhams (i.e. nine dinars). It is inter-
esting that the source so confidently quotes a fixed price without specifying the
departure point inland. This might indicate the existence of a well-known slave
trading hub, possibly at the foothills of Ethiopia’s central highlands, where slaves
changed hands before they were taken on a final leg of overland travel towards
Zayla“. It is hoped that a recent increase in scholarship on the history of slavery
in Ethiopia will provide further insights in the near future.!3

The section then proceeds to mention seven Yemeni locations that linked
Aden to Ta‘izz, one of the two capitals of the Rasulid sultanate.!36 The cost
of transporting slaves along each of the eight (presumably one-day) travel
segments ranged between one and two dinars, totalling ten dinars. While
the existence of slave markets in Aden and Zabid is documented by Ibn
al-Mujawir’s account and pictorial evidence (see the section “Sale on the pub-
lic market” below), we do not know whether Ta‘izz was also a slave trading
centre. Given Aden’s unrivalled position as Yemen’s main trading hub, it is more
likely that slaves entering the country through this port were sold directly after
their arrival, while only those slaves chosen for government service were taken
onwards to Ta‘izz. Slaves working for the Rasulids in their second capital Zabid
were probably sourced from the shipments arriving at the city’s own Red Sea
ports. Only once is one of these ports mentioned by name in relation to slave
“imports”: the Mulakhkhas al-Fitan notes that female and male slaves entered
Yemen via the “port of al-Buq‘ah, belonging to Zabid the protected”.13”

The passage also reveals that Zayla® was not only a shipping point for
Ethiopian but also for zanji eunuchs. This is surprising given that zanjt slaves
were also trafficked to Yemen from ports of bilad al-zanj such as Mogadishu
(see below). However, the label zanji was not a clearly defined ethnonym
pointing to an exact geographical region,'38 and it is therefore possible that
some eunuchs categorized as such actually came from regions closer to Zayla“
than to Mogadishu. Since Zayla“ was an important departure point for caravans

135 The Journal of Northeast African studies published a special issue on slavery in Ethiopia
in 2017. For an overview of the research field, see the introduction (Giulia Bonacci and
Alexander Meckelburg, “Revisiting Slavery and the Slave Trade in Ethiopia,” ed. Lee V.
Cassanelli, Northeast African Studies 17, no. 2 [2017]: 5-30).

136 Muhayn, Qasr Munif, As-Samdan, Husn as-Sawa’, An-Nashama, As-Sina and the descent
into Ta‘izz country (anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.365-6).

137  Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 40.

138 G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville and A. Popovic, “Al—Zang," in The Encyclopaedia of Islam,
Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al., 2012.
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and mule transports between the coast and the African hinterland,'®? it
might have been more convenient for slave traders to traffick them via Zayla“.
Alternatively, given the existence of “castration centres” in Ethiopia (see
chapter 4), it is possible that zanji slave boys were sent there to be castrated
and were then brought to Zayla“ together with their Ethiopian peers before
departing to Yemen. Unfortunately, our evidence is too scant to offer a conclu-
sive answer.

Finally, the source quote above also mentions an expense paid to the nazil
and later specifies: “For the nazil, per head one dinar and a quarter.”#® The
document goes on to describe the role of this figure in Yemeni-Ethiopian trade
relations:

That nazil is a man from those of high rank in Ethiopia. The merchant
(tajir) relies on him to keep unlawful charges and deviation from him.
He takes from him this specific amount of the articles, on account of his
great prestige.'*!

From this characterization, it is clear that the nazil was a local intermedi-
ary whose rank and connections enabled him to establish links between
Yemeni and Ethiopian merchants and to guarantee the proper execution of
transactions. In return for his services, he obtained a commission. His role was
not confined to the trade in slaves; indeed, the same passage also mentions the
commission due to the nazil for facilitating the commerce of ivory, honey and
other products. Unfortunately, both the function of the nazil and the profiles
of the other merchants involved in the slave trade between East Africa and
Yemen remain elusive. Vallet has noted that this lacuna extends to merchants
active in Yemeni-Ethiopian commerce in general. His research suggests that
some of them must have been occasional traders passing through, while other
Yemenis, among them Hadrami traders, settled in Zayla“ or in other African
entrepots for longer periods of time.'*2 The passages related to slave trading in
Nur al-ma‘arif suggest that African merchants handled the overland trade and
transport of slaves up until Zayla‘, where they were consigned into the hands of
Yemenis who undertook the shipment to Yemen, Yemeni overland travel and
onward sale to Yemeni owners. This hypothesis can be deduced from the fact
that prices paid for slaves in Ethiopia, overland transport charges in Ethiopia

139 Vallet, UArabie marchande, 415.
140 Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif, 1.366.
141 Anonymous, 1.366-7.

142 Vallet, LArabie marchande, 414.
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and fees for the nazil are quoted in wugiya while boat charges and provisions
for the passage to Yemen, as well as overland travel costs in Yemen, are quoted
in dinars. As previously mentioned, Ethiopian merchants only accepted silver
dirhams as payment (measured by weight in wugiya), while gold dinars were
standard for business transactions in Yemen. In this context, a group known as
Jabart1 further elucidate the analysis. The term has been used by medieval Arab
writers to denote Muslim inhabitants of the Horn of Africa.l#3 Al-Janadi has
noted that Yemenis call most “Black people (al-Siidan)” coming from Ethiopia
Jabarti, while slaves are called Habashi.'#4 Generally, however, the term Jabarti
was used not to distinguish free men from slaves but Muslims from Christians
and “unbelievers”, who were called Habash1.1#5 Since Arab merchants in East
Africa tended to do business with local Muslim merchants, the designation
Jabarti appears to have become a shorthand for Muslim merchants from the
Horn of Africa. For example, al-Khazraji's biographical collection features
a number of individuals bearing this nisba,'*¢ and his chronicle mentions a
mosque in Zabid called Masjid al-Jabart1.14? In the 11th/17th and 12th/18th cen-
turies, traders known as Jabarti controlled most of the slave trade in Ethiopia.14®
In 1966, Robert B. Serjeant described a minority population of African descent
known as Jabart/Gabart who worked as scavengers in Aden and were famed as
musicians but also feared for the magic they purportedly practised.!#?

As has been shown, Nir al-ma‘arif richly documents the slave trading net-
works that connected Ethiopia via Zayla“ to Aden and Zabid. It offers unique
information on categories of slaves and their prices, as well as on import taxes
and travel expenses both overland and across the Red Sea. However, the source
remains silent on other routes that might have led slaves to Yemen in the late
7th/13th century. This lacuna is particularly obvious regarding the Dahlak archi-
pelago which was clearly involved in the slave trade in earlier centuries and
whose importance as a commercial hub only declined in the gth/15th century.!5°
It is possible that the rise of Zayla‘ in the gth/13th century meant that by the
time Nir al-ma‘arif was compiled in the 89os/1290s, the port had eclipsed the

143 Haggai Erlich, “Jabarti,” in Fleet, Encyclopaedia of Islam, Third Edition.

144 Al-Janadi, Al-Sultk fi tabaqat al-‘ulama’ wa al-mulak, 11.111.

145 Erlich, “Jabarti.”

146  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir.

147 Al-Khazraji, Al--Ugud al-lwlu’iyya, 11.214.

148 Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery, 92.

149 Robert B. Serjeant, “South Arabia and Ethiopia: African Elements in the South Arabian
Population,” in Proceedings of the Third International Conference of Ethiopian Studies
(Addis Ababa: n.p., 1966).

150 Derat, “Chrétiens et Musulmans d’Ethiopie,” 142.
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Dahlak archipelago as the main trading hub of slaves destined for Yemen.
Another surprising gap in the source concerns slave exports from bilad al-zanj.
Evidence on the medieval maritime trade between Yemen and the East African
coast from Somalia southwards is generally scarce. However, Mogadishu had
been one of Aden’s primary trading partners since the early 6th/i2th cen-
tury and is the only East African city mentioned regularly in 7th/13th-century
Yemeni sources as entertaining links to Aden, Al-Shihr and nearby ports.15!
Ibn al-Mujawir traces a detailed route taken by Arab traders along the East
African coast, each step constituting one naval season (mawsim): from Aden to
Mogadishu (Magqdishit), from Mogadishu to the island of Kilwa, and from Kilwa
to al-Qumy, a collective term for Madagascar and the Comoros.!? Almanacs
from the Rasulid period discuss the sailing season from Aden to Mogadishu
and back. The almanac of Sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar records the arrival of ships
from Mogadishu in Aden and the departure of ships bound for Mogadishu
from Aden. Ibn Battuta relates that the voyage from Zayla‘ to Mogadishu took
fourteen days.!>3 Hence, with an overnight stop in Zayla‘, Mogadishu could be
reached from Aden within fifteen days. The Rasulid book of fiscal revenues
from the late 7th/13th century known as Irtifa“ al-dawla al-mwayyadiyya attests
to commerce between Mogadishu and Al-Shihr both in the text and on one of
its maps.!5# It is likely that Mogadishu also served as an entrepdt for goods orig-
inating in regions farther south and in the African hinterland. The port would
have been an obvious export hub for zanji slaves, but as has been shown, Niar
al-ma‘arif only contains the information that zanji eunuchs were transported
overland to Zayla‘, from where they were shipped across the Red Sea to Yemen.155
To my knowledge, the only evidence for the direct trafficking of slaves from
bilad al-zanj to Yemen comes from the gth/i5-century Mulakhkhas al-Fitan
which features slaves arriving in Aden on merchant ships from Mogadishu.156
The port of ‘Aydhab, of chief importance for trade relations between Rasulid
Yemen and Egypt, could not be directly linked to the slave trade across the Red
Sea into Yemen. It is however well known that the region between ‘Aydhab and
Aswan constituted one of the most important slave reservoirs for the Egyptian
market between the 5th/uth and 7th/13th centuries157 The presence of Nubian

151 Varisco, Medieval Agriculture and Islamic Science, 222. Vallet, LArabie marchande, 558.

152  Al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, 117.

153 Ibn Battata, Travels of Ibn Battuta, 11.373.

154 Anonymous, Irtifa al-dawla al-muayyadiyya, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahim Jazim
(San@’: Al-ma‘had al-faransi li-l-thar wa-l-‘ulam al-ijtima‘iyya bi-San@’, 2008), 132, 133.

155 Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 41.

156  Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 41.

157  Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 214.
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slaves in Yemen is only strongly attested during the 4th/1oth century (see above);
however, it is quite likely that slaves from this region were at least occasionally
added to Yemeni mixed-cargo ships landing at ‘Aydhab.

Moving on to the South Arabian coast, Nur al-ma‘arif does not assign any
slave trading role to the bustling commercial towns of Al-Shihr and Zafar (also
known as Dhofar). Al-Shihr, which had been the biggest port of the Hadramawt!>8
until the 13th/igth century and an ancient centre of the incense trade, is
rather poorly documented in medieval sources overall. Serjeant notes that it
was probably controlled by the Ziyadids until the late 4th/ioth century and
then fell under the reign of the Bani Ma‘n who were vassals of the Sulayhids.!>
The port is rarely mentioned in Rasulid times, and Nir al-ma‘arif offers no
information on slave trading activity there. However, the early gth/15-century
administrative treatise Mulakhkhas al-Fitan reports that enslaved Indian
dancing girls (jawar raqassat hunud) were sent as gifts from Al-Shihr to the
Rasulid sovereign.!6® Furthermore, archaeological research in Sharma, a
port east of Al-Shihr, brought to light an important transit point in the com-
merce between India and East Africa that was active from the late 4th/10th
to the mid-6th/12th century. Large amounts of African pottery were found at
the site, which might indicate that African slaves were either brought there
before their onward journey to India or settled in Sharma itself and produced
pottery there.!8! Zafar, an ancient city on the Indian Ocean coast of today’s
Oman, was taken over by the Rasulids in 677/1278 and was thus under the
dynasty’s direct control when Nur al-ma‘arif was compiled.!? The port is
mentioned frequently in this source but without any reference to slave trad-
ing. According to Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, however, enslaved Indian singing girls
(jawar hunuid maghani) were sent from Zafar as gifts to the Rasulid sultan.!63 It
thus appears that the ports on Yemen'’s southern coast served as transhipment
points for slaves from India. Unfortunately, despite containing rich information

158 The Hadramawt is a region in today’s south-east Yemen, consisting of a narrow plain on
the Indian Ocean coast and a high arid plateau interspersed by inhabited wadis.

159 RobertB. Serjeant, “Al-Shihr,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman
et al., 2012. o

160  Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 40.

161 Axelle Rougeulle, ed., Sharma: un entrepit de commerce medieval sur la céte du Hadramawt
(Yémen, ca. 980-1180), British Foundation for the Study of Arabia monographs (Oxford:
Archaeopress, 2015), 476.

162 Robert B. Serjeant, “Zafar,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman
etal,, 2012 The town had been controlled by the Habudi family from Hadramawt since the
early 7th/13th century; Yemeni sources often refer to it as Zafar al-Habudi.

163  Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 40.
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on commercial relations with India in general, Nur al-ma%Grif does not offer
any clues about the shipping of Indian slaves into Rasulid Yemen.

6 Trade Procedures in Yemen

After having been transported overland to Zayla’, sold to merchants and taken
over the Red Sea, African slaves finally arrived on Yemeni soil. Here, they had
to endure selection and sale procedures and possibly further overland travel
before arriving at the unknown household or palace they would serve in. Nir
al-ma‘arif also proves to be a valuable source on slave trading within Yemen,
revealing that the Rasulid state not only benefitted by charging import taxes
on slaves but also secured the best individuals for itself through a preselec-
tion process.

6.1 Selection by the Rasulid Administration

A passage from Nur al-maGrif describes the arrival of slave shipments at the
port of Aden and reveals how the Rasulid state intervened even before their
sale had begun. The passage begins abruptly, as it is preceded by a gap in the
manuscript:

[...] that every boat arrives. The import of slaves!®4 is displayed, and the
good eunuchs (khuddam) are chosen from it, all of them heavyset.165
And the good enslaved girls (jawari), if they are needed. Concerning the
eunuchs, from them is chosen what is suitable without hesitation, and they
are bought for the diwan,1%¢ dressed, and handed over to the commanding
eunuch. When a dispute is feared between the eunuch and his owner in
Aden and a sale becomes agreeable, and he is suitable, he is bought for the
dowan. And when someone offers his eunuch for sale and he is suitable,
he is also bought for the diwan. Or if [the eunuch] desires the market and
his lord brings him out, the diwan is informed that he is suitable, and he is

164 Instead of “al-jalb al-raqiq’, I chose to read the correct genitive construction “jalb al-raqiq’,
meaning “the import of slaves”. Ragiq is generally a collective term for slaves but can also
be an adjective which, referring to humans, signifies “weak, abject, mean, paltry, con-
temptible, soft” (Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, 1131). The literal translation would thus be
“the abject import”, but despite the grammatical inaccuracy, the basic meaning of ragig
here seems more plausible.

165 This is a tentative translation of the rather unclear phrase “kull ghaliz al-gita” (Lane,
2338). I thank Stephan Prochazka for his suggestion of this interpretation.

166 Diwan usually designates a specific government bureau but can also, as is the case here,
stand for the Rasulid civil service as a whole (Smith, “Rasulid Administration in Ninth/
Fifteenth Century Yemen,” 230).
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taken. Even if his lord is not interested in selling him, he does not return to
him at all, but is bought for the diwan, God-willing, the exalted.167

This passage clearly shows that the Rasulid administration reserved for itself

the right to lay claim to the most desirable eunuchs and female slaves who

arrived in Yemen.1%® Another passage from Nur al-ma‘arif illustrates how the

government controlled slave trafficking into Yemen during the Rasulid period:

The secretary of arrivals (katib al-wisilat): He writes to the heads of the
customshouse (masha’ikh al-furda) accounts on the slaves (al-ragig), month
by month, so that it is known who died, who is absent, who is desired and
who is let go, to satisfy the lords of the palace who call them to account.!6?

Similar evidence comes from a Rasulid administrative treaty written in the
early gth/15th century:

167
168

169

170

171

172

173

When slaves arrive from the sea or from the Bab [al-Mandab],\7° the
officers of the coast (‘urafa’ al-sahil) bring them first to the governor and
then to the overseer (al-nazir).'”* The latter is the one who chooses those
suitable for the felicitous government bureau as servants etc. The author-
ity for this lies with the overseer. He lets go'72 none after that except by
royal order.'”®

Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.494.

Similarly, the Rasulids chose the best horses imported to Yemen for themselves before all
others became available for sale (Daniel Mahoney, “The Role of Horses in the Politics of
Late Medieval South Arabia,” Arabian Humanities, no. 8 [2017]: online (https://journals
.openedition.org/cy/3287. Consulted on 08.01.2024.

Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.514. The last part of this passage (“who is desired’, etc.) is
not clear, and I translated it rather freely. Lane gives the meaning of muhasaba as “the
reckoning with/calling to account” (Arabic—English Lexicon, 565).

Min al-bahr aw min al-bab, i. e. from the Indian Ocean or the Bab al-Mandab, the strait
between the Arabian peninsula and the Horn of Africa connecting the Gulf of Aden with
the Red Sea.

My translation of this term follows Smith, “Rasulid Administration in Ninth/Fifteenth
Century Yemen,” 231.

Smith'’s translation reads: “He sets free none after that except by royal order”, which could
be read to mean that the overseer freed slaves. However, the verb used for manumitting
slaves is usually “t-g. In line with the preceding passage from Nur al-ma‘arif, I interpret
this sentence as meaning that no slave could be sold until it had been established that
they were not required for government service, and therefore made a slight change to
Smith’s translation.

Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 65. Similarly, sheep imported from Somalia were kept in a pen
near the customshouse until Rasulid officials had selected the best animals for the dowan.
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As soon as slaves reached Yemeni territory, they were inspected by Rasulid offi-
cials. Unlike the previous source passage, no slave categories are mentioned
here, raising the question whether the Rasulid administration took a prese-
lection of all categories of slaves — eunuchs, female and uncastrated male
slaves — or whether the focus lay on eunuchs and female slaves who were per-
haps harder to come by or more sought-after. Given the prominent roles of
some eunuchs and female slaves as close confidants and sexual partners of
the Rasulid elite, it is likely they had to meet far stricter selection criteria than
slaves who performed menial tasks. Slave traders could only proceed to sell-
ing their slaves on the regular market after a royal order had exempted them
from government service. The first source passage indicates that the state did
not simply confiscate the slaves it had chosen but paid for them. This practice
again proves that the Rasulids were not directly involved in the slave trade but
benefitted from it indirectly by exacting taxes from their import and laying
claim to the most desirable individuals.

The first source quote above further suggests that the administration also
acquired eunuchs at a later stage, for example if they had conflicts with their
owners, were sold or wished to change owners. This statement is corroborated
by anecdotes related by al-Khazraji in which slaves abandoned their owners
and joined the service of the Rasulid court. These stories also suggest a remark-
able degree of autonomy possessed by individual eunuchs.!7#

Taken together, these strategies suggest that in the Rasulid era, the government
was the main purchaser of eunuchs in Yemen and maintained the practice of
selecting the best newly arrived slaves for itself for the whole duration of its rule.
It is interesting to compare this evidence with data from the Mamluk era, where
the sultans actively interfered in slave trading to Egypt, acquiring a large portion
of all arriving slaves, both from independent slave traders and from agents they
commissioned with funds from the state treasury. Similar to the Rasulid practice
just described, independent merchants were urged to sell their best slaves to the
Mamluk sultan before offering all others on the free market.!”>

Another question raised by the sources is whether slaves were transported
on specialized ships or added to mixed-cargo vessels. The above descriptions
of routine pre-selections of slaves by the Rasulid administration imply that
they arrived in numbers high enough to enable the Rasulid administration to
choose the best candidates for government service, but evidence discussed
above reveals that slaves were taken over the Red Sea in small boats. The
Geniza documents usually discuss the sale and shipments of individual slaves,

174  Al-Khazraji, Al-‘Ugad al-lwlu’iyya, Uqud 11.205, 11.238.
175  Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 243ff.



THE MEDIEVAL SLAVE TRADE TO YEMEN 63

with the notable exception of a wholesale shipment of slaves from bilad al-zanj
to Yemen mentioned in a 6th/12th-century letter from Aden.!”6 Evidence from
Mamluk Egypt shows that slaves usually arrived on mixed-cargo ships; only
very few Italian and Egyptian traders were solely specialized in slaves and traf-
ficked larger numbers.!”” A Hadrami chronicle from the early 10th/16th cen-
tury mentions a Portuguese ship intercepting a slave cargo.!”® The question of
whether the transportation of slaves to Yemen in the medieval period occurred
in small numbers or in bulk can therefore not be answered conclusively at
this point.

6.2 Sale on the Public Market

After having undergone an examination and selection process by Rasulid offi-
cials, those slaves who were not chosen had to face prospective buyers in a
public market. Ibn al-Mujawir left a graphic description of the degrading sale
procedure awaiting female slaves in such a venue:

Selling slave girls. The slave girl is fumigated with an aromatic smoke,
perfumed, adorned and a waist-wrapper fastened round her middle. The
seller'”® takes her by the hand and walks around the souk with her; he
calls out that she is for sale. The wicked merchants appear, examining
her hands, feet, calves, thighs, navel, chest and breasts. He examines her
back and measures her buttocks in spans. He examines her tongue, teeth,
hair and spares no effort. If she is wearing clothes, he takes them off; he
examines and looks. Finally, he casts a direct eye over her vagina and
anus, without her having on any covering or veil. When he has examined,
expressed his approval and bought the slave girl, she remains with him
for about ten days. When he has taken care of her, had his fill, become
bored and tired of her and got what he wanted from her, his lust is at an
end. Zayd, the buyer, says to ‘Amr, the vendor, “Indeed, sir, we have a case
to settle in court!” So they attend in front of the judge and one makes a
claim against the other, [suggesting there is] a defect [in the slave gir]].18°

176  Goitein and Friedman, India Traders of the Middle Ages, 453.

177 Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 217, 231.

178  Serjeant, Portuguese off the South Arabian Coast, 66.

179 The munadr (literally “someone who calls out”) is known from Mamluk sources as the
public crier announcing the sale of slaves (Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the
Black Sea Slave Trade,” 301).

180  Al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, 145 (translation G. Rex Smith).
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Although Ibn al-Mujawir had a taste for scandalous tales and exaggeration,!8!
the level of detail in his description suggests that he had indeed witnessed
the sale of a female slave in Aden. While slave trading is not mentioned in the
Qur’an,'82 legal guidelines on the sale and acquisition of slaves formed part of
a broader set of rules pertaining to sale and barter in general.183 According to
medieval Islamic law, a sale was only valid after the buyer had inspected the
goods, understood their value and agreed to buy them. The inspection of slaves
before their sale was thus standard procedure, as two genres of Mamluk manu-
als vividly illustrate: slave buying manuals written by doctors advised prospec-
tive buyers on how to examine slaves and assess their physical and intellectual
qualities, and Aisba manuals served as guidelines for market inspectors whose
role was to uphold Islamic legal and moral principles in the marketplace.
Hannah Barker has noted that “[s]lave-buying manuals contradicted Aisba
manuals by advising slave buyers to inspect the shame zones of both male
and female slaves publicly”!®* Ibn al-Mujawir’s description thus matches the
advice given by slave-buying manuals but contradicts 4isba manuals that for-
bade the public examination of an enslaved woman’s private parts and only
allowed a closed-door inspection by the prospective buyer if another woman
was present.!8> Female slaves’ potential to serve as sex workers and bear chil-
dren impacted their economic value. As Shaun Marmon has noted, this is visi-
ble by the formula of manumission for female slaves which literally translates
to “your sexual organ is free” ( farjuki hurrun).!86 An enslaved woman’s or girl’s
virginity and breastfeeding capacities further augmented her price. The dis-
regard of Islamic legal rules pertaining to the examinations of female slaves
noted by Ibn al-Mujawir seems to have been common.!8” Barker has pointed

181  G. Rex Smith, “Ibn Al-Mujawir’s 7th/13th-Century Arabia: The Wondrous and Humorous,”
in A Miscellany of Middle Eastern Articles: In Memoriam Thomas Muir Johnstone 1924—83
(Harlow: Longman, 1988).

182  Bernard K. Freamon, Possessed by the Right Hand: The Problem of Slavery in Islamic Law
and Muslim Cultures (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 146.

183 Hans Miiller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs: Nach arabischen, persischen und tiirkischen
Ratgebern vom 10. bis zum 18. Jahrhundert, Islamkundliche Untersuchungen 57 (Freiburg
im Breisgau: Schwarz, 1980).

184 Hannah Barker, “Purchasing a Slave in Fourteenth-Century Cairo: Ibn al-Akfant’s Book
of Observation and Inspection in the Examination of Slaves,” Mamluk Studies Review 19
(2016): 12.

185  Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 315.

186 Slavery in the Islamic Middle East, 4.

187 For example, the Swiss traveller Felix Fabri witnessed the public examination of both
male and female slaves’ genitals on the slave market of Alexandria in the late gth/15th
century. Cited in Barker, “Purchasing a Slave in Fourteenth-Century Cairo,” 14-15.
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out that “[t]he disrespect with which the bodies of slaves, especially women,
were treated in the marketplace was all the more humiliating because it was
expressed publicly and witnessed by an audience”188 Islamic legal scholars rec-
ognized the humanity and legal capacity of slaves but placed them in the same
category as cattle when it came to their sale and acquisition.!®® The moment
of sale marked the point in the life of enslaved persons when they were pri-
marily seen as commodities to be bought and sold, and their humanity was
suppressed through humiliation and coercion.

Ibn al-Mujawir’s account alludes to another principle of Islamic law per-
taining to the slave trade, namely the right to annul the acquisition of an
enslaved person due to a defect undisclosed by the seller.!9° The buyer in
Ibn al-Mujawir’s account attempts to misuse this right in order to return the
enslaved girl after a short period of time. The author does not reveal how this
particular story ended but goes on to recount how an acquaintance of his had
sold an enslaved Indian girl in Aden to a man from Alexandria, who kept her
for seven days and then claimed that she had a defect, namely “a wide and soft
vagina”. He was derided in court and his case dismissed.!®!

A rare final piece of evidence on the sale of enslaved individuals in medi-
eval Yemen is an image found in a manuscript of the famous collection
of short stories known as Magamat by the Basran poet Aba Muhammad
al-Qasim al-Harir1 (d. 516/1122). This manuscript was probably copied and
illustrated in Baghdad in 634/1237 by a certain Yahya b. Mahmud al-Wasiti,
and is now housed in the Bibliotheque nationale de France.!2 In one story,
the narrator al-Harith arrives in Zabid with his enslaved attendant, who
suddenly dies. The first illustration shows al-Harith mourning at the death-
bed of his slave, whom he had trained from a young age “until he had per-
fected his right conduct, and he was fully familiar with my ways, and knew
how to draw forth my goodwill, so as not to over-step my intentions, nor

188  Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 307. Yusuf Ragib has
translated sales receipts concerning slaves from 10th- to 11th-century Egypt which con-
tain detailed information on the individuals’ bodies that imply a thorough and degrading
physical examination prior to the transaction (Yusuf Ragib, Actes de Vente desclaves et
danimaux d’Egypte médiévale [ Cairo: Institut francais d’archéologie orientale, 2002]).

189 Cristina de la Puente, “Slaves in Al-Andalus Through Maliki Watha’iq Works (4th—6th
Centuries H/10th—12th Centuries CE): Marriages and Slavery as Factors of Social Cate-
gorisation,” Annales Islamiques (Institut Frangais dArchéologie Orientale) 42 (2008):193.

190 Al-Nawawi, Minhaj al-talibin, 220-3.

191 Al-Mujawir, Tarikh al-mustabsir, 146.

192 David J. Roxburgh, “In Pursuit of Shadows: Al-Hariri's Maqamat,” Muqgarnas: An Annual on
the Visual Cultures of the Islamic World 30 (2013): 172.
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to be remiss in [carrying out] my wishes”193 Al-Harith then visits the slave mar-
ket (siiq al-raqiq) of Zabid, where a muftled trader sells him a beautiful young
man whom he then discovers to be the son of the Magamat’s protagonist Aba
Zayd, an astute rogue who outwits him at every turn. The story ends with a
judge declaring the sale to be void.

This anecdote is illustrated by a beautiful miniature (see figure 1 below). It
features Abu Zayd disguised as slave trader, offering his son for sale (bottom
left corner), three men appearing to be of African origin, a barely visible fig-
ure in the background and a potential buyer, probably the narrator (bottom
right corner).1%4 The clothes worn by the Africans are described later in the text
as garments in which slaves were displayed (mirad),'%® confirming the men’s
enslaved state. The upper register depicts two men weighing coins and seem-
ingly bargaining, and another man to the left. As Lamia Balafrej has recently
argued, Magamat illustrations often feature dark- and light-skinned slaves as
oppositional figures at the margins, the former usually performing menial tasks
and the latter engaged in speech or social interaction, thereby underlining a
racialized social hierarchy among the enslaved. The example below, however,
breaks with this tradition by depicting three enslaved Black men at the very
centre of the miniature, with at least one of them speaking.'96 The story and
related illustration primarily confirm that in early 6th/12th-century Baghdad,
Zabid was known to (or at least thought to) host a slave market, and that
around 120 years later, the illustrator imagined most of the slaves for sale there
to be Black, in contrast to al-Harith’s deceased slave whom he depicts as light-
skinned. On a more subtle level, al-Harith’s despair over the death of his slave
and the emphasis on the beauty of the newly acquired slave suggest that
despite a prohibition by Islamic law, male owners sometimes felt desire and
affection for their male slaves.

193 Francis J. Steingass, The Assemblies of Hariri, English Text (London: Royal Asiatic Society,
1989), 63.

194 For a full interpretation of the illustration, see Oleg Grabar, The Illustrations of the
Magamat (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 84. Shirley Guthrie has used the
Magamat's text and illustrations to characterize daily life in Islamic cities (“Everyday
Life in the Near East: The Evidence of the 7th/13th-Century Illustrations of Al-Hariri’s
Magamat” [PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1991]).

195 Francis J. Steingass, The Assemblies of Hariri (London: Sampson Low, 1897), 283.

196 Lamia Balafrej, “Domestic Slavery, Skin Colour, and Image Dialectic in Thirteenth-Century
Arabic Manuscripts,” Art History 44, no. 5 (2021): 1023.
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FIGURE 1

i R
Al-Harith at the slave market of Zabid
MAQAMAT OF ABU MUHAMMAD AL-QASIM AL-HARIRI, COPIED AND
ILLUSTRATED BY YAHYA B. MAHMUD AL-WASITI, BAGHDAD (?), IRAQ, DATED

634/1237. PARIS, BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE, MS. ARABE 5847,
FOLIO 105. SOURCE: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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7 Conclusion

Evidence from Nur al-marif and other Yemeni sources has allowed us to
reconstruct the slave trade between East Africa and Yemen in the Rasulid
era in significant detail. It has been established that slaves were captured or
bought in the Ethiopian hinterland and transported by Ethiopian traders along
commercial routes to Zayla“. There, they were sold to Yemeni merchants with
the help of an Ethiopian middleman known as a nazil. Prices depended on the
category of slave — eunuch, female or uncastrated male slave — and on their
perceived “quality”, which in turn was impacted by their origin. Yemeni traders
then shipped slaves on small boats to Aden and the ports of Zabid, where they
underwent an inspection by Rasulid officials. Some were selected for govern-
ment service and taken to Ta‘izz, while all others were sold on the public slave
market. In addition to the expenses of acquiring slaves in Ethiopia, Yemeni
traders also had to pay the nazil, transportation costs and travel provisions, as
well as import taxes.

Meillassoux has noted that “[c]apture and the slave trade set in motion a pro-
cess through which the captive was rendered extraneous and thus prepared
for his or her state as absolute alien in the society into which he or she was
delivered”197 The prosaic commercial language of the sources further con-
tributes to reducing the slaves caught up in this trade to mere merchandise
that was rated by quality, exported and sold. Occasional phrasings however
throw into sharp relief the humanity of enslaved individuals, such as the men-
tion of “an Ethiopian slave, Black, of pure colour, his length about six spans
of the hand [around 137 centimetres] and his age about 10 years” in a plea form
from 10th/16th-century al-Shihr.!%® It is thus instructive to briefly abandon the
perspective of merchants and government officials recorded in our sources
and attempt to trace the experience of an enslaved person such as this
unnamed ten-year-old Ethiopian boy. The dynamics leading to his enslave-
ment are unknown, but its full tragedy probably first revealed itself to him
when he was separated from his family and home and found himself under
the authority of an unknown trader, perhaps in the company of other recently
enslaved individuals. If he was destined to become a eunuch, he would have
been taken to a castration centre and forced to undergo an excruciating and
highly dangerous amputation of his external genital organs.'®® Assuming he

197 Meillassoux, Anthropology of Slavery, 67.

198  Serjeant, “Forms of Plea,” 6.

199 Although different forms of castration were practised throughout Islamic history, with
the removal of the testicles having been the mildest form, Ayalon has concluded that full
castration — the removal of penis and scrotum — was most common. Eunuchs, Caliphs and
Sultans, 314.
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was among the few who survived this procedure, he was then taken on an over-
land journey through Ethiopia, likely on foot as part of a larger caravan. Every
day, the languages and landscape around him became increasingly foreign,
and one wonders whether he understood the fate awaiting him. Perhaps he
was sold on to different traders in marketplaces along the way. Eventually, he
reached the sea and the port of Zayla‘“. There, he was likely brought to a slave
market where he stood amid other slaves to be inspected by Yemeni traders.
When a deal was struck, he was brought on to a small boat and taken out to sea,
probably for the first time in his life. After a journey of around four days on the
Red Sea’s unpredictable waters, he reached the shore of an unknown country.
Again, he was rounded up with other slaves and inspected by unknown men,
until one of them took him along — either to the next public slave market to
yet again face the gaze of strangers, or on another overland journey. At the
end of this ordeal stood the arrival at an unknown household or court which
would become the boy’s home and workplace for an unforeseeable time. By
now, he could indeed be characterized as “absolute alien” in Meillassoux’s
parlance. Unable to speak Arabic and unfamiliar with local circumstances,
he nevertheless had to learn quickly how to navigate the microcosm of his
owner’s extended household or court and perform the duties assigned to him.
Thus ended his slave trading ordeal and began his new life as a household or
court slave.



CHAPTER 3

Eunuchs

Royal courts in a broad range of temporal and geographical settings relied on
the work of eunuchs.! The Assyrian queen Semiramis is often credited with
founding the eunuch institution, and the ancient Egyptians appear to have
castrated their prisoners.2 Eunuchs are mentioned in the Old Testament,® were
well established in the Roman emperor’s entourage from the 4th century ce
onwards* and had become key political and religious figures in Byzantium by
the 7th century cg.’

Their role in premodern Islamic polities has drawn significant scholarly
attention, and a number of major works have been published since the 1970s.
Ayalon’s in-depth study of eunuchs at the Mamluk court of Egypt, published in
1977, was followed in 1999 by a broader work on the role of eunuchs in Islamic
societies from their introduction at the Abbasid court to the 10th/16th centu-
ry.” The publication in 1984 of Ehud Toledano’s work on African eunuchs at the
Ottoman court was another milestone in the study of eunuchs in Islamic soci-
eties.® Shaun Marmon’s case study of the eunuchs who guarded the Prophet’s
tomb in Medina from the 6th/12th century onwards focused on their role as
mediators of societal and sacred boundaries.® In 2003, Cristina de la Puente

1 See for example Shih-shan Henry Tsai, The Eunuchs in the Ming Dynasty, SUNY Series in
Chinese Local Studies (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1996); Shaun Tougher
and Ra‘anan S. Boustan, Eunuchs in Antiquity and Beyond, 1st ed. (Swansea: Classical Press of
Wales, 2002); A. Kirk Grayson, “Eunuchs in Power. Their Role in the Assyrian Bureaucracy,” In
Vom Alten Orient zum Alten Testament. Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1995; Walter Stevenson,
“The Rise of Eunuchs in Greco-Roman Antiquity,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5, no. 4
(1995): 495—511; Ringrose, Perfect Servant. A good overview is provided by Michael Goodich
et al., “Eunuchs and Castrati: A Cultural History,” American Historical Review 106, no. 5
(2001):1750—51.

2 Otto Meinardus, “The Upper Egyptian Practice of the Making of Eunuchs in the xvirith and
x1xth Century,” Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie 94, no.1(1969): 48. Grayson, “Eunuchs in Power.”

3 Deuteronomium 23:, see Stevenson, “Rise of Eunuchs in Greco-Roman Antiquity,” 498.

4 For a detailed description of slavery in the Roman empire, including the institution of
eunuchs, see Keith Hopkins, Conquerors and Slaves (Cambridge University Press, 1981).

5 Ringrose, Perfect Servant.

6 David Ayalon, The Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate (Jerusalem: Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, 1977).

7 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans.

Toledano, “Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul.”

Shaun E. Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
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filled a research gap by elaborating on the position of eunuchs in Umayyad
Spain.!® An illuminating case study of the eunuchs serving the Abbasid
caliph al-Mugtadir'! was published by Nadia Maria El Cheikh in 2005.!? Jane
Hathaway’s book of 2018 examined the evolution of the role of chief eunuch of
the Ottoman harem from the 16th to the 19th century in detail.!3 More recent
scholarship has brought the gender identity of eunuchs into focus. Kathryn M.
Ringrose’s work on eunuchs in Byzantium strongly resonated in the field of
Islamic slavery studies, especially her claim that eunuchs constituted a “third
gender”!* Serena Tolino analysed the views of early Islamic jurists on eunuchs,
concluding that they were legally seen as male.’®> These and other studies offer
interesting points of comparison with the case of medieval Yemen.

1 Eunuchs in Islamic Foundational Texts

While the Quran does not explicitly prohibit the castration of men, verses 18
and 19 of the fourth sira have been broadly interpreted as condemning any
mutilation of God’s creatures. Furthermore, a number of hadiths relate that the
Prophet forbade his followers to castrate themselves in order to remain chaste,
recommending that they pray and fast instead.'6 Although these sources were
subject to diverse interpretations, the castration of and by Muslims was soon
prohibited by Islamic law. However, the possession of eunuchs remained per-
missible because the Prophet himself had accepted as a gift the enslaved Copt
Maryam together with her eunuch guardian Ma’btr, who has received surpris-
ingly little scholarly attention.!”

10  Sinlinaje, sin alcurnia, sin hogar.

11 Reigned 295-320/908-32.

12 El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate.”

13 Jane Hathaway, The Chief Eunuch of the Ottoman Harem: From African Slave to Power-
Broker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

14 Ringrose, Perfect Servant.

15  Tolino, “Eunuchs in the Fatimid Empire”, “Eunuchs in the Sunni Legal Discourse:
Reflections on the Gender of Castrated Men,” Studi Magrebini 20, no. 2 (2022): 117—36.

16  Tolino, “Eunuchs in the Sunni Legal Discourse.”

17  Aysha Hidayatullah, “Mariyya the Copt: Gender, Sex and Heritage in the Legacy of
Muhammad’s Umm Walad,” Islam and Christian — Muslim Relations 21, no. 3 (2010): 223.
Hain, “Epilogue,” 327.
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2 The Eunuch Institution in the First Islamic Centuries

Classical Arabic writers unanimously agree that Mu‘awiya (r. 41-61/661-80),
the founder and first caliph of the Umayyad dynasty, introduced the eunuch
institution to the Islamic context.!® The earliest evidence in this respect comes
from the 4th/10th-century Persian geographer Ibn al-Faqih, who lists eunuchs
among a number of innovations introduced by this caliph.!® Mu‘awiya undoubt-
edly drew upon the example of the Byzantine empire, where eunuchs had
played vital roles at court and in the church since the 1st/7th century.2? The
majority of eunuchs in the first Islamic century also seem to have come from
Byzantine territories, a practice through which the prohibition of castration
could be bypassed.

What was the reason for introducing eunuchs into Islamic court culture?
El Cheikh and others have argued that “[i]t was the Muslim women’s unique
seclusion which made the employment of eunuchs inevitable”?! Given their
physical limitations and dependence on their owners, eunuchs were consid-
ered perfectly suitable to act as guardians of royal women. Their function as
high harem officials quickly brought about another responsibility, namely
that of teaching and educating the sultan’s children (hence the title ustadh
frequently given to eunuchs, see below). This role enabled them to yield signif-
icant influence over royal offspring, which they often retained over a lifetime.
It was not uncommon for a successor to the throne to be installed as a ruler at a
very young age, resulting in his guardian eunuch becoming the de facto ruler.2

Having become a permanent fixture of early Islamic court culture, the
eunuch institution survived the Abbasid revolution and experienced a signif-
icant expansion under the reign of the fifth Abbasid caliph Hartun Al-Rashid
(170-93/786—809). When the Barmakid family, which had been highly influ-
ential in the Abbasid administration, fell from grace in the late 2nd/early
3rd/gth century, the caliph ordered the ousting and execution of its members.
Those carrying out his orders were mostly eunuchs, who subsequently filled
the high positions previously occupied by the Barmakids.2? This solidifica-
tion of the eunuch institution during Haran Al-Rashid’s reign also manifested
itself in the emergence of the khuddam al-khassa, a body of eunuchs forming

18  Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 66.

19  Ayalon, 66.

20 Ringrose, Perfect Servant. Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 104.

21 El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate,” 236. See also Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 197.
22 For examples of this dynamic, see the section “Eunuchs as educators of royal children”.
23 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 88—9o.
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the caliph’s closest entourage.2* The expansion in numbers and influence of
eunuchs at court continued under al-Rashid’s successors. During the reign of
the eighth Abbasid caliph al-Mu‘tasim (r. 218—27/833—42), the first regiment
of mamluks was introduced, causing such antagonism among the established
elites that the caliph moved the capital from Baghdad to Samarra’. Patricia
Crone has characterized the introduction of mamluks in Abbasid Iraq as
a “systematic handing over of power to slaves [...] to the more or less com-
plete exclusion of the free males”25 This power shift also benefitted eunuchs,
who were given additional responsibilities in connection with mamluks that
vastly expanded their powers and prestige. At least from the 3rd/gth century
onwards, sources prove that mamluks were placed under the direct supervi-
sion of eunuchs. Their responsibility in educating royal children had been
logically extended to also include young slave boys in training. Mamluks were
not allowed to marry or to have any contact with women during their train-
ing period, and sexual relations with and among mamluks were also strictly
forbidden. Eunuchs were tasked with enforcing these strict rules of celibacy.26
The training of young mamluks is well documented for Ottoman times, as
described by Halil Inalcik:

The main aim of the Palace training was to inculcate absolute loyalty and
obedience in the service of the sultan. The lads were subjected to a very
strict discipline, having no contact with the outside world, or with their
families, and so long as they remain in the palaces, leading a monastic
life, completely cut off from women. Eunuchs watched over all their
actions by day and by night and slept among them in the dormitories.?”

Having been separated from their families as children, the young slave sol-
diers became dependent on their eunuch educators and easily accepted their
authority once they reached adulthood, which might explain the great number
of eunuch military commanders in medieval Islamic polities.

24  Ayalon, 95. A similar institution seems to have existed in Rasulid times, although evi-
dence is scarce. Al-Khazraji reports that upon the death of Sultan al-Malik al-Ashraf
‘Umar, the khuddam al-khassa convened to arrange his succession. Al-Khazraji, Al- Uguad
al-lwlwiyya, 1.244.

25  Patricia Crone, Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1980), 81.

26  Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 47-59. Sourdel makes the same point (EI 11).

27 Halil inalcik, “Ghulam: Ottoman Empire,” in Sourdel, D., Bosworth, C. E., Hardy, P. and
Inalcik, Halil, “GEulém", in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman,
Th. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W. P. Heinrichs, online (http://dx.doi.org
/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0237). Consulted on 30.12.2023.
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In sum, eunuchs joined the Islamic political and military establishment in
the 7th century, when the first Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiya entrusted them with
supervising the court’s female quarters. There, they were also charged with the
education of royal children. This responsibility enabled eunuchs to form close
relationships with future regents, and occasionally to act as interim rulers on
their behalf. The demise of the Barmakid family resulted in a power vacuum
at the Abbasid court which was largely filled by eunuchs, whose roles as polit-
ical administrators and close advisors of the caliph were thereby cemented.
Finally, the introduction of mamluks into the Abbasid military system led to
a further increase of their influence. Their roles as supervisors and trainers of
young mamluks made them crucial members of the Abbasid military elite.
While eunuchs’ roles changed over time and across the geographical breadth
of the medieval Islamic world, their contributions were centred on three key
institutions of Islamic polities: the royal household, the political adminis-
tration and the military. As we shall see, the case studies on the Najahid and
Rasulid dynasties match this basic architecture of the eunuch institution to
different extents. Before diving into these two historical contexts, a note on
terminology is in order.

3 Terminology

Medieval Arabic writers referred to eunuchs by a number of different terms.
In his 4th/10th-century geographical work, al-Muqgaddasi lists five synonyms
for eunuchs: mu‘allim, khadim, ustadh, shaykh and khast.?® A thorough reading
of Yemeni source material reveals local specificities in the terminology used
and suggests that some changes occurred between the sth/uth and gth/i5th
centuries.

The overwhelming majority of eunuchs found in Rasulid sources were desig-
nated as khadim (pl. khuddam, collective khadam). This word originally means
domestic servant, help or attendant?® but became a common euphemism for
eunuchs from at least the 3rd/gth century onwards.3° Despite the term’s origi-
nal ambiguity — designating both servant and eunuch - it was consistently and
exclusively used for castrated slaves in Rasulid sources. A good example here

28  Shams al-Din Abua ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Muqaddasi, Kitab Ahsan
al-tagasim fi ma‘arifat al-aqalim, ed. Michael J. de Goeje, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1906), 31.

29  Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘arab, 1115. See also the entry for al-khadam in Ibn Sida’s 5th/1ith-
century dictionary Al-Mukhassas (Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-ilmiyya, n.d.), 140.

30 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 6. For other euphemisms used for eunuchs, see
Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 89—92, and Appendix A.
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are several passages in Nur al-ma‘Grif that differentiate between categories of
slaves, juxtaposing al-khuddam with uncastrated slaves (al-abid al-fuhul).3!
In Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya, individuals labelled as khadim are portrayed as per-
forming roles only assigned to castrated slaves, such as the management of
royal women’s households.3? In fact, khadim is the standard designation for a
eunuch in both Nur al-ma‘arif and al-Ugud al-lw’lw’iyya. Alternative terms are
practically absent in these works, with the exception of fawashi.

High-ranking eunuchs are referred to as tawashi (pl. tawashiya) in Rasulid
sources. The Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1442) contends that the word
stems from the Turkish tabushi, meaning servant.® In the Mamluk context,
Marmon has translated the term as “high-ranking eunuch’,3* while Amalia
Levanoni defines it as “a eunuch in charge of the mamluks’ education”3 A
close examination of the term’s use in Nur al-ma‘arif and al-Ugud al-lw'lwiyya
conveys the strong impression that it not only designates its bearer as a eunuch
but also distinguishes him as an individual of elevated rank. Based on a wealth
of source material, some of which will be discussed below, it can confidently
be concluded that in medieval Yemen, a tawashi was a eunuch of superior rank.
The term will therefore be translated as “chief eunuch” throughout this book.

The standard definition of ustadh (pl. asatidha), a word of Persian origin,
is professor or tutor; in extension, it was and remains an honorary title given
to the learned in parts of the Arabic world. From the 4th/10th century onwards,
the term additionally became a euphemism for eunuchs.3¢ The reason for this
transposition lay in the fact that eunuchs were frequently entrusted with the
education of children.3” Ustadh is the common designation for a eunuch in
al-Hakam1'’s chronicle of the Najahid dynasty;3® remarkably, no other available
term is ever used here. This choice of terminology is certainly owed to the fact
that one of the core responsibilities of eunuchs in the Najahid era was the edu-
cation of royal children. In Rasulid sources, however, this designation is quite
unusual. Al-Uqid al-lwlwiyya features an administrator of a royal woman’s
household named ‘Anbar who is first labelled as ustadh and later as khadim,

31 E.g. Anonymous, Nur al-maGrif, 1.362.

32 E.g al-Khazraji, Al-‘Ugud al-lwluwiyya, 1131, 11153, Uqud 1.131, 11.153.

33  Al-Magqrizi in Pellat, Lambton, and Orhonlu, “Khast".

34  Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society, 16.

35 Amalia Levanoni, A Turning Point in Mamluk History: The Third Reign of al-Nasir
Muhammad Ibn Qalawun (1310-1341). Leiden: Brill, 1995: 202.

36 Pellat, Lambton, and Orhonlu, “Khast”.

37  Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, 18v63, 1877.

38  Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 38, 72, 87, 88.



76 CHAPTER 3

suggesting that the former term might have specified his position rather than
his castrated state.3?

The most basic Arabic terms for eunuchs are khast (pl. khisiyan) and makhst,
which both derive from the root kh-s-a meaning to castrate, emasculate or
remove the testicles.*? The term khasi was also used more specifically to dis-
tinguish a eunuch whose testicles had been removed from one who had lost all
his sexual organs, who was called majbub.*! Interestingly, none of these terms
appear in the Yemeni sources analysed, nor could any reference to the distinc-
tion between different castration procedures be found. As outlined below,
evidence strongly suggests that eunuchs were castrated before they reached
Yemen and not in Yemen itself. Perhaps all eunuchs traded into the country
were either of the khasi or the majbub category, making it unnecessary to stress
the distinction.

4 Early Lives

Although eunuchs constitute by far the best-documented group of slaves in
our sources, their origins and early lives are rarely discussed in chronicles and
biographical texts. Luckily, the documents pertaining to the slave trade from
East Africa to Yemen contained in Nuar al-ma%rif (see chapter 3) shed some
light on the backgrounds of these individuals. These passages prove that dur-
ing the 7th/13th century, eunuchs of Ethiopian and zanj7 origins were trafficked
to Yemen. The prices paid for eunuchs in Ethiopia were over triple, possibly
five times the price of high-quality uncastrated or female slaves. Such price
differences between eunuchs and regular slaves were common throughout the
premodern Islamic world.*?

4.1 Castration Abroad

More importantly, however, this evidence strongly suggests that as a rule,
eunuchs were castrated before they reached Yemen. This hypothesis is further
corroborated by the fact that the sources analysed contain no references to

39  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 1.95.

40  Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 755.

41 Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society, 62.

42 For an overview of Arabic source evidence, see Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 63.
The author also states that prices for eunuchs in the Roman and Byzantine empires were
four times higher than those for ordinary slaves (301). Toledano reports that eunuchs in
the Ottoman empire were also significantly more expensive than other slaves (Toledano,
“Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul,” 380).
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castration procedures carried out in Yemen.*? Additionally, Islamic law pro-
hibited the castration of men by Muslims or, in other interpretations, in the
whole Dar al-Islam. As a consequence, eunuchs were usually trafficked from
beyond the Islamic territories.** This was also the case in Mamluk Egypt.*5
Furthermore, Jan Hogendorn offers a convincing economic argument for
castrating slaves in specialized centres, rather than in their countries of des-
tination. Slaves were usually castrated between the ages of four and twelve,
“with some apparent preference for boys between eight and 10”46 The high
mortality risk associated with this intervention was a main factor in determin-
ing the location of castration centres: “The operation was usually conducted
at geographical locations far from the market, but where survivability was bet-
ter than at the source.#” Mild climates such as the mountainous regions of
Ethiopia are far more favourable to wound healing than tropical or hot areas.
Loss of life during the dangerous procedure could be reduced further if it was
carried out by specialists. These factors combined explain why eunuchs were
“made” in castration centres, rather than in their countries of destination.*8

Scattered references to such castration centres can be found in medieval
Arabic sources. During the 4th/1oth century, eunuchs destined for Egypt were
castrated in Sudan.*® The Hudud al-Alam, a Persian geographical work from
372/982, describes the activities of Egyptian merchants in Sudan:

The merchants steal their children and bring them [with them]. Then they
castrate (khisi) them, import them into Egypt, and sell them. Among
themselves there are people who steal each other’s children and sell
them to the merchants when the latter arrive.>°

43  Miers and Hogendorn mention castration centres in Yemen during the Ottoman period:
Suzanne Miers, Britain and the Ending of the Slave Trade (London: Longman, 1975), 57;
Hogendorn, “Hideous Trade,” 149.

44 Hogendorn, “Hideous Trade”; El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate.”

45  Ayalon, The Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 280.

46 Hogendorn, “Hideous Trade,” 141, 143.

47  Hogendorn, 153.

48 A number of early modern descriptions of castrations have survived, attesting to the suf-
fering and risk associated with the procedure: Louis Frank, Mémoire sur le commerce des
Négres au Kaire et sur les maladies auxquelles ils sont sujets en y arrivant (Paris: Migneret;
Brigithe Mathe, 1802); Richard R. Madden, Travels in Turkey, Eqypt, Nubia and Palestine
in 1824, 1825, 1826 and 1827 (London: Henry Colburn, 1829); Antoine B. Clot-Bey, Apercu
général sur 'Egypte (Paris: Fortin, Masson, et Cie, 1840); John L. Burckhardt, Travels in
Nubia (London: John Murray, 1819).

49 Hudid al-Alam, cf. Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 63.

50  Translation David Ayalon, 64.
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The region around Asyiut in Upper Egypt was also a known castration centre
from medieval times up until the 13th/19th century.5! In the 8th/14th century,
the Mamluk historian al-‘Umari (d. 749/1349) described how slave traders
brought their slaves to an Ethiopian town called Washalaw in order to have
them castrated and thus raise their price.>2 The inhabitants of this town were
“without religion”, according to al-‘Umari, and thus not subject to the prohibi-
tion of castration which both Muslim jurists and the Christian king of Amhara
imposed on their co-religionists. The castrated boys would then be taken to the
town of Hadiya, where specialists performed a second operation and nursed
the boys back to health. Most, however, did not survive the mutilation.>® It
appears from this description that since both the Christian king of Amhara and
Islamic jurists condemned the practice of castration, the procedure was per-
formed in a region whose population adhered to neither of these two religions.

The existence of castration centres in Ethiopia can explain why, accord-
ing to Nur al-ma‘arif, zanjt eunuchs were first brought to Ethiopia, then sent
back to Zayla‘, and finally shipped onwards to Yemen together with Ethiopian
eunuchs.>* The serious health risk of the operation combined with a taxing
journey to the coast and across the Red Sea to Yemen also explains why the
travel provisions for eunuchs recorded in Nur al-ma@rif were so high. The
scribes’ curious remark that the eunuch “eats meat and clarified butter and is
sustained by it” makes sense if we consider that a castrated slave constituted
a high investment who could only yield high returns if he reached the market
looking healthy and well nourished.>®

4.2 The Question of Origins

Evidence from Nur al-ma‘arif has enabled us to establish that at least a sub-
group of eunuchs in Rasulid Yemen were of Ethiopian and zanji origin and
had undergone castration in Ethiopia. Can these findings be generalized for all
eunuchs in medieval Yemen, and do narrative sources offer further insights?

51 Meinardus, “The Upper Egyptian Practice of the Making of Eunuchs,” 52; Pellat, Lambton,
and Orhonlu, “Khasr”.

52 Al-Umarni, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, 37-38.

53  Fauvelle has pointed out that “this unusual division of labor was motivated less by eco-
nomic rationality than by the common hypocrisy that allowed Christians and Muslims to
collaborate in a practice whose operation they preferred not to see” (“The Production of
Eunuchs in Abyssinia Ethiopia and Somaliland, around 1340,” in The Golden Rhinoceros:
Histories of the African Middle Ages, trans. Troy Tice [Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2018], 213).

54  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.365. Cf. chapter 3.

55  Anonymous, 1.362.
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Given the frequent appearance of eunuchs in chronicles of the Najahid and
Rasulid dynasties, we would expect to learn more about their provenance
there. Yet, even prominent eunuchs whose careers can be traced through the
sources usually seem to emerge out of nowhere, and their places of origin
are rarely mentioned. The few exceptions all seem to point towards Ethiopia.
Al-Hakami’s chronicle of the Najahid dynasty includes a description of nine
slaves of Queen ‘Alam, four of whom were eunuchs.¢ A later passage reveals
that ‘Alam had bought at least two of the nine slaves from Ethiopia.>” In
al-Khazraji's Al-Iqd al-fakhir, one eunuch is described as Ethiopian (habashi).58
An obvious place to look for information on the origins of eunuchs are bio-
graphical dictionaries. However, although these texts offer rich evidence on
the activities of eunuchs at the Rasulid court, they remain silent about the
times before these men reached Yemen: neither their origins nor their early
lives are discussed. Granted, the biographies of free men also do not describe
their childhood and youth; nevertheless, their geographical and family origins
can usually be deduced either from their names or from additional informa-
tion given.>® In contrast, the names of eunuchs and of slaves in general offer
no information of such kind; in fact, slave names actively conceal and erase
an individual’s origins and identity. In order to elaborate on this point, a short
digression is in order.

5 Digression: Slave Names and the Loss of Origins

A reading of Yemeni sources quickly reveals that slaves were given distinct
names that set them apart from free individuals. This process of renaming took
different forms, as two passages from Nur al-maGrif illustrate. The first exam-
ple is alist of salaries paid to palace cooks in 693/1294, with the names’ English
meanings added in brackets:

56  The passage does not include any term for eunuch but presents two groups of slaves; the
first are labelled as administrators (azimma), the second as “non-castrated” ( fuhul). This
juxtaposition, as well as their positions as administrators, reveals that they were eunuchs
(al-Hakami, Al-Mufid f akhbar Zabid, 82).

57  Al-Hakami, 86.

58  The eunuch’s name is F&’iz b. ‘Abd Allah, Al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 1298.

59  Similarly, El Cheikh has noted that Abbasid biographies usually reveal no information
about the boyhood of influential and otherwise well-documented men, except for their
education (“An Abbasid Caliphal Family,” in Approaches to the Byzantine Family, ed. Leslie
Brubaker and Shaun Tougher (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 341.
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The cooks —153.5:

Sawab [proper] 20, ‘Anbar [ambergris] 15, Za‘rur [ill-tempered] 15, Jawhar
[jewel] 15, ‘Anbar [ambergris] 10, Shafi [mediator| 10, Rayhan [sweet
basil] 10, Rayhan 7.5, Muhsin [graceful] 7.5, Yaqut [sapphire] 7.5, Muftah
[key] 7.5, Bayan [eloquence] 7.5, Mukhtar [chosen] 7.5, Dinar 7.5, Sa‘id
[happy] 3, Mas‘ad [blissful] 3.6°

The list is a representative example of names that were given to enslaved indi-
viduals — not just in Yemen but throughout the medieval Islamic world.®! The
Egyptian writer al-Qalqashandi remarked:

Predominant among the Arabs is to call their sons with odious names
such as dog (kalb), colocynth (hanzala), harmful (darar), war (harb) and
with what is similar to that, and to call their slaves (‘abid) with desirable
names such as prosperity (falah), success (najah) and similar [names].62

Slave names used in medieval Yemen fall into two broad categories. First,
names designating precious objects such as ‘Anbar (ambergris), Jawhar (jewel)
and Yaqut (sapphire) were common. In fact, this practice extends far beyond
the medieval Islamic realm. Susan Benson, who studied the phenomenon of
renaming in the context of the transatlantic slave trade, aptly states that such
names “parade the prosperity of the owner” and underline the ascribed iden-
tity of the slave as an object rather than a person.63 The second common type
of slave names denotes desirable qualities — frequent examples are Muhsin
(graceful) and Sad (happy), although these names could also be given to free
persons. One slave cook in Nur al-ma‘arif bears the surprising name Zarar
(ill-tempered), which appears to be an inversion of the norm. Female slaves
make rare appearances in the source material and are often only mentioned as
a category (“an enslaved girl”). The few recorded female personal names largely
fall under the two categories of precious objects or favourable qualities.5* The

60  Anonymous, Niur al-ma‘arif, 1.561.

61 Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 275. Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 75.

62  Shihab al-Din Abu al-Abbas al-Qalqashandi, Nihayat al-‘arab fi ma‘rifat ansab al-‘arab.
(Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-ilmiya, n.d.), 31—2. Translation Johann Heiss.

63 Susan Benson, “Injurious Names: Naming, Disawoval, and Recuperation in Contexts of
Slavery and Emancipation,” in The Anthropology of Names and Naming, ed. Gabriele vom
Bruck and Barbara Bodenhorn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 184ff.

64  Examples of female slave names found in my sources are Warda (flower, al-Hakami,
Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, usft.); ‘Alam (sign, see chapter 5); Tlm (knowledge, al-Hakami, 71,
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identities of enslaved girls and women are thus concealed both by their new,
generic slave names, and by the historians’ omission of any name altogether.
Typical slave names given in Yemen seem to have been stable throughout the
medieval period; many of the names listed above already appear in al-Hakami’s
sth/uth-century chronicle,% and the 10th/16th-century traveller Varthema dis-
cusses slave names that were already common in Najahid and Rasulid times.56

Another striking characteristic of the slave names listed above is the com-
plete lack of both nasab (patronym) and nisba (a suffix usually linking the
bearer to a tribal group, town, region etc. of origin). These two elements were
added to the given name of a free man, forming his full name and expressing his
family and geographical origin.

Salih GIVEN NAME
b. Al NASAB
b. Isma‘l NASAB

al-Hadrami NISBA

The name Salih b. ‘Ali b. Isma‘l al-Hadrami, for instance, adds to the bearer’s
given name ($alih) information about his father (‘All) and grandfather (Isma‘l),
and refers to his family’s origins in the Hadramawt. None of this information is
contained in the names mentioned above; we know nothing about the forefa-
thers or provenience of Jawhar, Sawab and ‘Anbar. Such names, chosen by slave
traders or owners, are generic and underline the interchangeability of slaves.
They redefine the individual through a name that labels them as unfree, thus
stripping away any indication of their family and geographical background.

5.1 Mamluks’ Names

Among the slaves recorded in our sources, only mamluks were consistently
given names that do not follow the standard slave naming practice described.
Consider this list of salaries given to cup-bearers at the Rasulid court:

passim); Ghazal (gazelle, al-Khazraji, Al-1Iqd al-fakhir, 944); Nukhba (chosen, al-Khazraj,
Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.385); al-Wustaniya (the middle/central one, anonymous, Nur
al-ma‘arif, 1.532); and Rashila (meaning unknown, anonymous, 1.532).

65  For example, the names Sawab, Rayhan and ‘Anbar are all mentioned in al-Hakami,
Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 82.

66  Varthema’s “gazella” (Itinerario di Ludovico de Varthema, 143), for example, could only
have been the Arabic ghazal, a classical name for an enslaved girl that already appears in
al-Hakami and al-Khazraji (e.g. al-Hakami, 89; al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 944).
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The cup-bearers (al-suqa) — 686:

Moghultay ‘Alawi 20.5, Iyas ‘Alaw1 20.5, Andakin Bakashi 20.5, Aybak
al-Alawi 20.5, Kashtimur 20.5, Sunjur Bakashi 20.5, Lajin ‘Alawi 20.5, Sunqur
Hilali 20.5, Aybak 20.5, Sunjur Hilali 20.5, Andakin Baghawi 20.5, Yasuf b.
Lajin 20.5, ‘Amr b. Aybak al-‘Alaw1 20.5, Abu Bakr b. ‘Ali al-Marwazi 20.5,
Yasuf b. ‘Ali Andam 20.5, Qaimash 20.5, Ahmad b. ‘Amr al-Salah 20.5,
‘Amr b. Abi Bakr al-Salah 20.5, Ibrahim b. Sunjur al-Shamsi 20.5, Aybak
al-Bakashi 20.5, Mahmud b. Sudi 20.5, Ahmad b. Sudi 20.5, Andakin
al-Amini 20.5, Aybak al-Muzaffari 20.5, Turnatay Badri 22.5, Moghultay
Zakaw1 22.5, Azbaka (Uzbaka?) al-Mawsili 20.5, Lajin Sulaymani 20.5,
Ahmad b. Sudi 25, ‘Amr b. Stdi 20.5.7

Most of the identifiable names in this list stem from the Kipchak language,58
offering proof that slaves in Rasulid Yemen associated with the military were
neither given typical slave names nor standard Arabic names but instead
carried names of Turkic origin. The same practice was common in Mamluk
Egypt and studied extensively by Ayalon. He underlined the “importance of
the mamluks’ non-Arab names as a buffer separating them from the rest of
the population and preserving their particular identity”.6% A Turkic name was
a marker of status, bestowing on its bearer the prestige associated with the
mamluk institution. Nevertheless, it was still a name imposed on the mamluk
by his trader or owner and concealed his original identity.”®

What is more, Ayalon remarks that mamluks were given Turkic names irre-
spective of their ethnic background. Similarly, it would be fallacious to con-
clude that the mamluks of medieval Yemen were necessarily of Turkic origin
simply because they bore Turkic names. Similar to the typical slave names dis-
cussed above, these Turkic names served to identify the mamluks as a distinct
societal group possessing a particular state of (un)freedom.

Unlike the names of slave cooks discussed earlier, the names of mamluks
quoted above consist of several elements. Of the twenty-nine names men-
tioned, ten contain a nasab referring to the bearer’s father: Yasuf b. Lajin, ‘Amr

67  Anonymous, Niur al-ma‘arif, 1.568-9.

68  E.g. Moghultay, a composite of the proper name Moghul and tay (“foal”); Turnatay, a
composite of Turna (“crane”) and tay; Aybak, a composite of Ay (“moon”) and Bak/Bek
(“ruler”). Lajin is probably Lajin (“white falcon”). I thank Gisela Prochazka-Eisl for this
information.

69  Ayalon, “Names, Titles and Nisbas of the Mamluks,” 193, 194.

70  Ayalon does however consider the possibility that Turkish and Mongol mamluks might
have simply kept their birthname rather than being renamed by slave traders or owners
(“Names, Titles and Nisbas of the Mamluks,” 196).
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b. Aybak al-‘Alaw1, Abu Bakr b. ‘Ali al-Marwazi, Yasuf b. ‘Ali Andam, Ahmad b.
‘Amr al-Salah, ‘Amr b. Abi Bakr al-Salah, Ibrahim b. Sunjur al-Shamsi, Mahmud
b. Stdi, Ahmad b. Stdi and ‘Amr b. Stdi.” The last three mamluks were appar-
ently brothers, raising the question of whether the Yemeni mamluk system
was multi-generational. Furthermore, it is surprising to find the nisba al-‘Alawi
borne by a mamluk, since it usually designated a member of the Prophet
Muhammad’s family (through his cousin ‘Ali, husband of his daughter Fatima).

Those mamluks mentioned without a nasab were recorded with a nisba:
Moghultay ‘Alawi, Iyas ‘Alawi, Andakin Bakashi, Aibak al-‘Alawi, Sunjur
Bakashi, Lajin ‘Alawi, Sunqur Hilali, Sunjur Hilali, Andakin Baghawi, Aibak
al-Bakashi, Andakin al-Amini, Aybak al-Muzaffari, Turnatay Badri, Moghultay
Zakaw1, Azbaka (Uzbaka?) al-Mawsill and Lajin Sulaymani.”? In both Rasulid
Yemen and Mamluk Egypt, slaves took up the names of their former owners
as nisba after having been manumitted.”® As such, the Aybak al-Muzaffari
mentioned above was probably manumitted by the second Rasulid sultan
al-Mugzaffar Yasuf during whose reign the list was written.”* Similarly, the
names of high-ranking eunuchs almost always end on a nisba relating them
to a Rasulid sultan.” In Egypt, manumitted mamluks could also bear a nisba
referring to the slave trader who had brought them to the country;?6 it is
unclear whether this was also the case in Rasulid Yemen. Two of the nisbas at a
first glance appear to refer to geographical origins: Abai Bakr b. ‘Ali al-Marwazi
and Azbaka al-Mawsill. However, as Ayalon has pointed out,”” such nisbas
can be misleading: the suffix al-Marwazi probably does not indicate that Aba
Bakr’s family originated in Merv, a city in today’s Turkmenistan, but more likely
describes the origins of the patron who had manumitted him.

71 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 568-9.

72 Anonymous, 568-89.

73 Vallet, LArabie marchande, 139. Marmon, Slavery in the Islamic Middle East, 16.

74  Al-Muzaffar reigned from 647/1250 to 694/1295, and the list is from 693/1294.

75  Interestingly, while the nisbas of these eunuchs are always added to their names with an
article (e.g. al-Muzaffari), some mamluks’ nisbas listed above do not possess a connecting
article (e.g. Turnatay Badri). This difference might simply be due to a scribe’s inaccuracy
but could also have served to distinguish the manumitted individuals from those still
enslaved. Grammatically, Badri can be read as a nisba adjective expressing a relation of
belonging between Turnatay and Badr, likely an enslaved person and his owner. In con-
trast, al-Muzaffari has the normal structure of a free man’s nisba and might therefore sig-
nify its bearer’s transition to the status of manumitted person. Unfortunately, the sources
analysed thus far do not offer enough evidence to verify this hypothesis.

76  Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 58.

77  Ayalon, “Names, Titles and Nisbas of the Mamluks,” 219ff.
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The mention of mamluks’ nishbas and nasabs and their complete absence
among the slave cooks encountered earlier raises the question of whether
these mamluks were already manumitted, whereas the cooks were still
enslaved. Unfortunately, our source evidence does not suffice to determine
whether the mamluks of Rasulid Yemen were manumitted upon completion
of their military training, like their peers in Mamluk Egypt.”® In any case, the
literary evidence suggests they enjoyed an elevated social standing compared
to common slaves. This is not only evident from their names, which were usu-
ally composed of several parts and therefore more complete and similar to the
names of free individuals, but also because they obtained higher salaries.

5.2 Eunuchs’ Names

The names of eunuchs in our sources display interesting features and lend
themselves to comparison with the well-researched case of Mamluk Egypt.
Mamluk eunuchs were given only a limited number of proper names, most
of which were typical slave names designating precious objects or positive
qualities.” Ayalon’s list of most frequent names carried by Mamluk eunuchs
shows a striking similarity to the names of Yemeni eunuchs in the medieval
period.8° Nur al-ma‘arif contains a great number of eunuchs’ names, the most
frequent of which are ‘Anbar,8! Fasih,8? Jawhar,83 Kafur,8* Murshid,®> Radi
al-Din,36 Sawab,%” Shafi®® and Yaqut.8? In most cases, these names do not
include any nisba pointing to a country of origin or an owner, thereby also mak-
ing it impossible to discern whether the same eunuch appears over and over
again in the source. Sometimes, however, these names are complemented by
qualifiers that enable us to distinguish between eunuchs: for example, six dif-
ferent Jawhars appear on just two pages — one “of the lady of the chief eunuch
Fakhr’, two bearing nisbas presumably relating them to their owners, one “little

78 Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 3.

79  Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 274-5.

80  E.g.Jawhar, ‘Anbar, Kafar and Marjan.

81 Anonymous, Nur al-maarif, 1157, 1.516, 1.526, 1.532, 1.539, 1. 543, 1.544, 1.545, 1.546, 1.547,
1.548, 1.549, 1.550, 11.119, 11.120, 11.132, I11.134.

82 Anonymous, 1.532, 1.544, 1.546, 1.547, 1.157, 1.549.

83 Anonymous, 1.516, 1.526, 1.546, 1.547, 1.157.

84 Anonymous, 1.546, 1.547, 1.550, 1.581, 1.551, 11.120, 11.127, 11.139, I11.140, 11.142, 11.144, 11.145,
11.146.

85  Anonymous, 1.526, 11.132, 1.532, 1.547, 1.550, L.551.

86  Anonymous, I.525, 1.526, 1.529, 11.124, 11138, 11.145.

87  Anonymous, 1.532, 1.546, 1.547, 1.550, 1.551, 1.557, 11.119, 11.132, 11.134, 11.147.

88  Anonymous, 1.546, 1.547, 1.550, 1.551, 1.552, 1.553, 1.557, 11.132.

89  Anonymous, 1.526, 1.546, 1.547, 11.124, 11.130, 11.138.
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Jawhar” and two whose nisbas point to the two Rasulid castles al-Dumluwa and
al-Takar.90 In general, however, eunuchs’ names in Nur al-ma‘arif are generic
and impersonal, offering no clues on the individual’s former life.

By contrast, al-Khazraji's biographical entries on chief eunuchs (sg. tawashi)
contain much more elaborate names. They usually consist of the following
components: (1) a kunya, the Arabic name epithet referring to a person’s first
child or to positive qualities; (2) a nasab; (3) one or several nisbas relating to
the eunuch’s owners or manumitters, typically Rasulid sultans; and (4) a lagab
(sobriquet). Consider the typical example of the eunuch Abu Nasir Bari‘ b.
‘Abd Allah al-Mujahidi al-Mu’ayyadj, called Jamal al-Din:%!

Abui Nasir KUNYA

Bari* GIVEN NAME
b. Abd Allah NASAB
al-Mujahidr NISBA
al-Mvayyadi NISBA

called Jamal al-Din LAQABY2

As eunuchs were childless, their kunya did not refer to the names of their first-
born but served to underline their prestige. As such, their names followed a
common pattern of the larger Islamicate world at the time, where the Abit was
mostly used to signify “endowed with” rather than “father of”.%3 In addition to
Abu Nasir (endowed with victory),%* examples include Abu al-Misk (endowed
with musk),%> Aba al-Durr (endowed with pearls)?¢ and Abt al-Baha’ (endowed
with beauty).%”

The nasab given to eunuchs was consistently and without exception Ibn
(b.) Abd Allah, mirroring the practice in Mamluk Egypt and elsewhere.% This

9o  Jawhar bi-jihat al-tawashi Fakhr, Jawhar ‘Alaw1, Jawhar Badri, Jawhar Dumluwi, Jawhar
saghir and Jawhar Takari. Anonymous, 1.546—7. Al-Dumluwa castle was located around
fifty kilometres south-east of Ta‘izz and housed part of the Rasulid treasure. Al-Ta’kar was
built on a mountain overlooking Dhi Jibla, today’s Jibla in central Yemen.

91 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 571.

92 Al-Khazraji, 571.

93  Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 357. Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 291.

94  Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 571.

95  Al-Khazraji, 1745.

96  Al-Khazraji, 628.

97  Al-Khazraji, 572—5.

98 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 294; Linda Northrup, “The Bahr1 Mamlik Sultanate,
1250-1390,” in The Cambridge History of Egypt, vol. 1 (Cambridge: University Press, 1998),
242-809.
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pseudo-patronym was also bestowed upon converts to Islam whose fathers
were not Muslims, thereby replacing the name of a heathen father with the
emblematic Islamic name ‘Abd Allah (servant of God).?? Since eunuchs were
also of non-Muslim origin and probably converted after their enslavement, it
is logical that the same naming practice applied to them.

Apart from a few exceptions, the nisbas of the chief eunuchs who feature
in al-Khazraji's works relate them to Rasulid sultans. Most carry one or two
nisbas, but the name of one eunuch (who will be portrayed extensively below)
shows that he served a record number of four Rasulid sultans: Abu al-Hazim
Ahyaf b. ‘Abd Allah al-Ashrafl al-Afdali al-Mujahidi al-Mu‘ayyadi.l°° The nisbas
of these elite eunuchs underline their positions at the very heart of the Rasulid
court and the immediate bond of patronage existing between them and their
royal owners. While the nisbas given to eunuchs in medieval Yemen usually
linked them to their owners, those borne by eunuchs in Mamluk Egypt fre-
quently contained a reference to their area of origin.!®! Only a handful of the
eunuchs encountered in medieval Yemeni sources carry nisbas with geograph-
ical connotations, but we should be reserved about taking these nisbas as proof
of the eunuchs’ origins.102

Finally, eunuchs were often known by a lagab that usually followed the same
pattern and carried a religious connotation, such as Mujir al-Din (defender of

99 H. Fleisch, “Ism,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al., 2012,
179b—80.

100 Al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 559—61.

101 Ayalon writes that “the mentioning of the ‘race’ (or area of origin) of a eunuch, attached
to his proper name in the form of a ‘nisba; is very frequent, certainly much more so than
in the case of the mamluks”. Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 274.

102 Itis doubtful whether a certain Safi al-Din Jawhar b. ‘Abd Allah al-Sini was in fact Chinese
(al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11154, 11184, 11.208). Al-Khazraji relates that an Arab
trader from China arrived in Aden with precious cargo that included a great number of
mamluks and enslaved girls, but no eunuchs are mentioned, and the trader could have
bought these slaves anywhere along his journey (1.350). As no other mention of Chinese
slaves exists in our sources, it is more likely that this eunuch obtained his exotic nisba
from his owner, likely a merchant active in the China trade. Nur al-ma‘arif features a
eunuch called ‘Anbar the Indian (Nir al-ma‘arif, 1.526). This man might plausibly have
stemmed from India, as Indian slaves are well attested for this period, and Indian eunuchs
were a common presence in contemporary Egypt. However, it is just as likely that he
obtained his nisba from his owner. The nisbas of Safi al-Din Jawhar al-Zafari (al-Khazraji,
Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.52), Diya’ al-Din Dinar al-Hadrami (anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif,
11.128) and Yaqut Mahjami (anonymous, 1.526) relate them to the Arabian peninsula — to
Dhofar (Zafar) in today’s Oman, the eastern Yemeni region of Hadramawt and al-Mahjam
in the Tihama. As there exists no evidence for the enslavement of South Arabians at the
time, these nisbas were likely transferred to the eunuchs by their owner, who traced their
own origins to these locations.
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the faith),193 Taj al-Din (crown of the faith)!°4 and Nizam al-Din (order of the
faith).195 One prominent eunuch who appears frequently in Nar al-maarif and
was recorded by al-Khazraji bears the charming lagab Shibl al-Dawla (cub of
the state).!%6 Among mamluk commanders in Rasulid Yemen, the same lagab
pattern was common, albeit in different variations such as Sayf al-Din (sword
of the faith) or Baha'al-Din (beauty of the faith).107

This digression has drawn attention to the practices of renaming slaves in
medieval Yemen. It is no coincidence that the origins of most slaves mentioned
in our sources — whether eunuchs, concubines or enslaved workers of low rank
— are withheld. Rather, it can be argued that this practice is part of a system-
atic erasure of identity suffered during the process of enslavement. Orlando
Patterson’s seminal comparative study on the experience of slavery in differ-
ent societies calls these effects of enslavement social death: the loss of former
ties with one’s family and social network, but also of one’s social standing,
prestige and role in society.!® While Patterson’s concept is persuasive, it pays
insufficient attention to the dynamics unfolding once the slave has reached
the slave-holding society. Rather than remaining socially dead, the slave would
begin a new life with an identity largely imposed on them by their owner. This
dynamic is exemplified by the practice of renaming slaves. Anthropologist
Susan Benson has studied the re-naming practices surrounding the transat-
lantic slave trade and describes this practice as onomastic violence. She writes:

[T]hrough naming — or, rather, through re-naming — not only is the previ-
ous social persona of the slave obliterated, but the slave marked off from
other persons whose social identities are given privileged recognition.!0?

The evidence presented above illustrates the different shapes that onomastic
violence imposed upon slaves in Rasulid Yemen could take. Slave names —
whether those based on prestige objects or desirable qualities, Turkic names
given to mamluks or elaborate compositions given to eunuchs — labelled their
bearers as unfree, separating them from the rest of Yemeni society. They erased
any indication of the person’s ethnicity or descent, thereby perpetuating the

103 Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 1745.

104 Al-Khazraji, 572—5.

105 Al-Khazraji, 810, 2100-1.

106  Al-Khazraji, 1745. Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.560, 1.581, 1.120, 11.120, 11.127, 11.145.

107 E.g. al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 912, 1688, 589, 590, 591.

108 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1982).

109 Benson, “Injurious Names,” 181.



88 CHAPTER 3

deracination caused by the act of enslavement. They anonymized the individ-
ual as one among many and as potentially replaceable by another slave carry-
ing the same name. In the case of the mamluks, their names set them apart
from other slaves and probably strengthened their in-group identity as slave
soldiers possessing a certain level of prestige. Eunuchs’ names strongly express
their link to the Rasulid court and to the honour and influence derived from
this link.

For all the reasons given above, our evidence on eunuchs’ origins in the
historical narratives of medieval Yemen is thin. This situation is not unusual:
in fact, most sources for eunuchs in the early Islamic period usually omit
such information.'? A notable exception are the eunuchs of Mamluk Egypt,
whose full names and biographical entries frequently included a reference to
their area of origin.!! On the basis of this evidence, Ayalon was able to deter-
mine that Mamluk eunuchs were overwhelmingly of Byzantine (rimi) and
Ethiopian (habashi) origin but also frequently Indian (hindr) and occasionally
West African (takruri).'? In the Yemeni case, we can be certain that at least
a portion of eunuchs mentioned in our sources were of Ethiopian and zanjt
origin. The common practice was to castrate young slaves abroad and ship
them to Yemen afterwards. This was consistent with Islamic legal restrictions,
limited the mortality risk and made economic sense. While no evidence points
to other origins, we cannot at this point exclude that some eunuchs came from
elsewhere — for example from India. The sources for acquiring eunuchs might
also have shifted over time: for instance, a 10th/16th-century chronicle from
the Hadramawt features a eunuch described as rami.!'3

6 Beginnings in Yemen

Just as the origins of eunuchs are difficult to verify on the basis of written
sources, their early years in Yemen are rarely discussed by medieval authors.
Although eunuchs arrived in Yemen as young children, they only enter the his-
torical narrative once their political or military careers have flourished. This is
hardly surprising given the marked political character of our sources but leaves
the reader to wonder how these individuals transitioned from being com-
plete outsiders — trafficked foreign children with no knowledge of the Yemeni

110 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 108.

111 Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 274.

112 Ayalon, 273.

113 Serjeant, Portuguese off the South Arabian Coast, 42.
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language or culture — to occupying key positions at the heart of the Najahid
and Rasulid courts and militaries.

A handful of anecdotes break the silence surrounding the early days of influ-
ential eunuchs in medieval Yemen, allowing for some tentative conclusions.
Evidence from the sth/uth century confirms that young slaves were raised
directly in the Najahid palace. Describing the Najahid king Fatik 11 (d. 531/1137)
and his mother, Queen ‘Alam, al-Hakami writes:

Men of the slaves (‘abid) of the free lady, the queen, mother of Fatik b.
Mansir, were raised in the palace of King Fatik b. Mansur. They were
Sawab, Rayhan, Yumn, Ghuzz and Rayhan the elder.!#

The context of this quote unmistakably confirms that these five slaves were
eunuchs. Similarly, another passage describes an uncastrated slave named
Surar, who was an influential political figure of the late Najahid era and a close
ally of Queen ‘Alam:

She [‘Alam] purchased for her son two young enslaved boys (wasfanan)
from Ethiopia. This Surtr was one of them. She raised him in her care
and protection, and he did not delay in growing up and excelling. She
entrusted him with controlling (zamma) the mamluks and directed
towards him the leadership of everyone who was in the castle.!'®

Such evidence attests to the practice of incorporating young, recently arrived
slaves — castrated or not- into the royal Najahid household to be raised
there. The same dynamic prevailed in Rasulid Yemen, where the role of sen-
ior eunuchs in the upbringing of underage eunuchs is explicitly highlighted.
Al-Khazraji's biography of the influential eunuch Amin al-Din Ahyaf mentions
in passing that he had raised Jamal al-Din Bari‘, the very eunuch he later sent to
the gallows:

He killed the judge (gadi) Muwatffaq al-Din ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Al b. Muhammad
al-Yahyaw1, vizier of the state of al-Mujahid, and the eunuch (tawashi)
Jamal al-Din Bari‘. He (Ahyaf) was his tutor (ustadh) who had raised him,
according to what is believed and assumed.!6

114 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 82.

115 Al-Hakamy, 86.

116  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 560 The phrasing in Arabic (as its English translation) leaves
open which of the men raised which, but a comparison of their biographical data reveals
that Ahyaf was Bari“s senior and therefore must have been his tutor.
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The relationship between Ahyaf and Bari‘ suggests that young eunuchs, once
they had arrived in Yemen, were introduced into the royal court and placed
under the tutelage of senior eunuchs. This hypothesis is further corroborated
by a passage from Nur al-ma‘arif describing the trafficking of slaves to Aden
and their subsequent sale:

The import of slaves (al-raqiq)'” is displayed, and the good eunuchs
(khuddam) are chosen from it, all of them heavyset.!’8 [...] Concerning
the eunuchs, from them is chosen what is suitable without hesitation,
and they are bought for the civil service (diwan), dressed, and handed
over to the commanding eunuch. When a dispute is feared between
the eunuch and his owner in Aden and a sale becomes agreeable, and
he is suitable, he is bought for the diwan. And when someone offers his
eunuch for sale and he is suitable, he is also bought for the diwan. Or if
[the eunuch] desires the market and his lord brings him out, the dowan is
informed that he is suitable, and he is taken. Even if his lord is not inter-
ested in selling him, he does not return to him at all, but is bought for the
diwan, God-willing, the exalted.!!?

This passage is insightful in many respects. The Rasulid civil service (diwan)
retained the prerogative of choosing the most suitable eunuchs for itself before
they were offered for sale to the wider public. Upon their acquisition, they
were placed under the supervision of a senior eunuch who was likely respon-
sible for their training. As will be discussed below, one key role performed by
eunuchs was to raise and educate royal children.!2? Their supervision of under-
age eunuchs was a logical extension of these roles, especially if the boys lived
at the royal court. Nur al-ma‘arif also mentions a “tutor of the eunuchs” among
the state officials remunerated in late 7th/13th-century Ta‘izz,'?! providing fur-
ther evidence that many eunuchs who later became influential figures at the
medieval courts of Yemen were educated within the palace walls.

117 Asmentioned in chapter 2, instead of “al-jalb al-raqiq’, I chose to read the correct genitive
construction “jalb al-raqiq’, meaning “the import of slaves”.

118 Asnoted in chapter 2, this is a tentative translation of “kull ghaliz al-qit‘a” (Lane, 2338.)

119 Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘rif, 1.494 See also chapter 2.

120 Eunuchs in Mamluk Egypt were also charged with the training of young mamluks
(Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate; Petry, “From Slaves to Benefactors,” 59).
Yemeni eunuchs probably performed similar roles, but the source evidence is too thin to
confirm this hypothesis.

121 Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif, 1.550. Toledano has described a similar process for Ottoman
Turkey, where specialized schools prepared young African eunuchs for service at court
(“Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul,” 384).
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At the same time, the above passage also hints at a different trajectory that
could lead eunuchs into royal service. The Rasulid state not only reserved for
itself the right to buy the most promising eunuchs right after they had arrived
in Yemen but also kept a keen eye on the slave market, acquiring any eunuch
deemed suitable for government service — sometimes even against his owner’s
will. In this way, eunuchs who had formerly worked for other owners even-
tually made their way to the Rasulid court. For example, the eunuch Nizam
al-Din Mukhtass (d. 666/1267) had been the freed slave (mawla) of Ghazi b.
Jibril, a notorious amir who supposedly poisoned his owner, the Ayyubid ruler
al-Malik al-Nasir Ayyub (r. 608-10/ca. 1212-14).122 After the amir’s death in
610/1214,'23 Nizam al-Din Mukhtass entered into the service of the first Rasulid
sultan al-Manstr ‘Umar (r. 626—47/1229-50).

7 Eunuchs in the Rasulid Military and Political Administration

This section examines the tasks assigned to eunuchs in the Rasulid military
and political bureaucracy. The focus on the Rasulid era is due to the fact that
sources from this period offer incomparably richer data on the subject. Overall,
it can be observed that the role of eunuchs in the Najahid era pales in com-
parison to their strong position within the Rasulid state. Al-HakamT's account
of the Najahid dynasty mentions eunuchs chiefly in the orbit of royal women
and children.!?* In contrast to Rasulid Yemen, they seem to have been hardly
represented in the high ranks of the military, where uncastrated slaves domi-
nated instead.!?>

Al-KhazrajT's works suggest that the importance of eunuchs fluctuated
during the course of the Rasulid era. A case in point here is the reign of the
fifth sultan al-Mujahid ‘Ali (r. 721-64/1321-63) in which eleven eunuchs occu-
pied high positions in the military and political administration, compared to
only four eunuchs of similar standing recorded during the rule of his father

122 Robert B. Serjeant and Ronald B. Lewcock, “Early and Medieval History of San‘a, ca. 622—
953/1515,” in San‘@’: An Arabian Islamic City (London: World of Islamic Festival Trust, 1983),
63. See also Ghazi b. Jibril’s biography in al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 1688.

123 The amir died at the hands of his own mamluks, who were incited by al-Nasir Ayytib’s
mother.

124 E.g. al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 10, 72.

125 Interestingly, the founder of the Najahid dynasty was himself raised by a eunuch named
Marjan who had occupied the position of wazir in the late days of the Ziyadid reign
(al-Hakamli, 10). This suggests that during the Ziyadid era, eunuchs not only performed
roles with respect to elite women and children but were also appointed to the highest
political positions.
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and predecessor al-Mwayyad Dawud (r. 696-721/1296—1321). This shift can
be explained by the fact that upon ascending to the throne, al-Mujahid ‘Ali
deposed the mamluk advisors who had wielded great influence during his
father’s reign, upon which they rebelled and prevented him from exercising
full authority for a decade. When he finally secured his rule, al-Mujahid ‘Al
must have filled the top positions in his government and army with eunuchs.

Thanks to the courtly character of our written sources, the later lives of
eunuchs in Yemen are recorded in much greater detail than their beginnings.
Al-KhazrajT's work in particular is rich in detail about the public lives of elite
eunuchs. References to eunuchs are scattered throughout the author’s chron-
icle Al-‘Ugud al-lwlwiyya, showing how closely the lives of these individuals
were intertwined with the political and military events of their time. In addi-
tion, key data on eunuchs'’ lives are succinctly summarized in their biographies
and obituaries.

71 Biographical Texts as Windows into Eunuchs’ Public Lives

This section focuses on such biographical texts, a genre in which the politi-
cal and military contributions of eunuchs in the Rasulid era are particularly
visible. A close examination of key components of biographical texts reveals
that a subset of high-ranking eunuchs were respected members of the Rasulid
elite. The lives of sixteen eunuchs are documented in biographical texts,
some both in obituaries and in biographies. While the obituaries are embed-
ded in the historical narrative of al-Khazraji's chronicle Al-Uqud al-lu'lwiyya,
appearing at the end of each year described, Al-Iqd al-fakhir consists of over
four thousand biographies, arranged in alphabetical order.126 Otherwise, the
two text genres of obituary and biography are very similar in structure and
content. They are usually between one paragraph and three pages long and
contain rich information about the individual’s careers.?” This professional
information is usually prefaced by a string of favourable attributes describing
the person’s character and qualities, as this example from the biography of the

126 For a detailed analysis of the biographies contained in al-Khazraji's Al-Uqud al-lwlwi-
yva, see Daniel Mahoney, “Obituaries in the Service of the Rasulid State: A Biographical
Collection in an Early Fifteenth-Century Chronicle from South Arabia,” in Medieval
Biographical Collections in Comparison: Perspectives from the Buddhist, Christian and
Islamic Worlds (Leiden: Brill, 2022).

127  This chapter focuses on the biographies of eunuchs, examined in the broader context of
male biographies in al-KhazrajT’s work. It must be noted that the author also recorded a
number of women'’s biographies which Noha Sadek has analysed with respect to Rasulid
women’s patronage practices (“Rastlid Women: Power and Patronage,” Proceedings of the
Seminar for Arabian Studies 19 [1989]: 121-36).
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eunuch Taj al-Din Badr al-Muzaffari (d. 654/1256) illustrates: “He was an intelli-
gent eunuch (khadim), of sound judgement, perfect, brave, fearless, possessing
opinion and the skill of administration, management and leadership.”?® Later
in the text, this characterization is further elaborated upon: “He was generous,
highly determined, and of noble spirit. He loved knowledge and the learned.”2°
Adjectives commonly used to describe the character of eunuchs match
those of other high-ranking officials: generous, cultured, honourable, right-
eous, proud, intelligent and wise. Attributes expressing bravery, such as fear-
less, tough and determined, are also frequently used. Furthermore, as Badr’s
example has shown, political and administrative talent is often attributed to
eunuchs. These descriptions are to a large extent formulaic; much attention
is also given to poetic and rhetoric devices. Nevertheless, variations in the dif-
ferent biographical texts do reflect the individual characters of the eunuchs
described. Consider for example the following quote from the obituary of the
eunuch Iftikhar al-Din Yaqut: “He was a tyrannical and belligerent man. In
addition, he was very charitable, honouring the learned and the righteous.”30
Not only does the wording evoke a complex man; it also shows that not all
attributes used in biographical texts were necessarily favourable. In fact, if we
compare the adjectives commonly used to describe eunuchs with those found
in the biographies of free men, no difference can be discerned. Despite their
servile background and physical limitations, eunuchs were credited with the
same qualities as free men, whose entries make up the bulk of the biographical
texts recorded by al-Khazraji. Based on this evidence, we can strongly rebuke
Meillassoux’s assertion (regarding slaves in general) that “through their mode
of insertion into the receiving society and their univocal relationship with
their owners they are de-civilized and even de-personalized”3! While slavery
may have left a lasting stigma even on the most cultured and high-ranking
eunuch, his personal qualities were clearly acknowledged.

The greater portion of a biographical entry usually traces the steps in an
individual’s career over a lifetime. Tellingly, a eunuch’s professional advance-
ment is often directly attributed to the decisions of his owner, usually a sultan,
who looms large in the text.!®2 The biography of the eunuch Safi al-Din Jawhar

128  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 572.

129 Al-Khazraji, 573.

130 Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugud al-lw'lw’iyya, 1.249-1.250.

131 Anthropology of Slavery, 100, emphasis in the original.

132 The common phrasing is “he appointed him” (ja%ahu), “he” usually being a sultan, and
“him” the described eunuch (e.g. al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 2203; al-Khazraji, Al- Ugad
al-lwlwiyya, 1169).
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al-Ridwani (d. 755/1355) is exemplary in this respect. The quote has been short-
ened to highlight the underlying thread of royal appointments:

He served the noble lady [...], the mother of our lord, the sultan al-Malik
al-Mujahid. She appointed him to be the administrator (zimam) of her
household and assigned to him the command of her palace. His impor-
tance increased, and his power grew, and a good conduct and favourable
management manifested itself to him, until he obtained mercy from the
sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid. He [the sultan] entrusted many of his com-
mands to him and depended in many of his missions on him. [...] Then
he returned to Yemen, and the sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid charged him to
be envoy to the Egyptian lands [...]. Then the sultan charged him another
time in the year 755 [1355], and he boarded from the shore of al-Mukha.!33

This short quote elucidates how Jawhar’s royal owners — the sultan al-Malik
al-Mujahid and his mother Jihat Salah — were the driving force behind the
eunuch’s career. In fact, eunuchs’ biographies not only prove that eunuchs
could attain positions of high influence in Rasulid Yemen; they also illustrate
very clearly that their success depended entirely on their owners. Despite the
power, prestige and individual agency reverberating through these texts, career
decisions were usually imposed on the eunuch, reducing him to an executor
of his owner’s commands. It must be pointed out, however, that direct con-
trol of the sultan over his subjects was a general feature of the Rasulid state;
as such, even free members of the military and administrative elite were usu-
ally expected to perform whatever assignment their sovereign entrusted them
with.

A close reading of biographical texts from the Rasulid era provides rich
insights into the characters and careers of eunuchs during that time. It must be
noted, however, that the genre entails a strong selection mechanism, inasmuch
as it focuses exclusively on powerful and influential individuals. Biographical
entries offer a window into a very narrow subset of eunuchs in medieval Yemen
while ignoring eunuchs assigned to more modest tasks such as those por-
trayed in chapter 5. Among the eunuchs represented in the genre of biograph-
ical texts, a great majority had illustrious careers in the Rasulid military and
administration, and it is to their specific roles that we shall turn now. By com-
bining biographical entries with evidence from al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya’s narrative,
it is possible to gain a fairly detailed picture of the public lives of high-ranking
Rasulid eunuchs. As we shall see, the occupations and tasks assigned to these

133  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 628.
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men resemble the better-known cases of the Abbasid and Mamluk dynasties.
Eunuchs appear in Rasulid sources as top administrators, trusted advisors of
rulers, military commanders and governors over castles and districts.

7.2 Military and Political Positions Occupied by Eunuchs

The first recorded example of a eunuch holding an important military office
in Yemen stems from the late 4th/i0th century, when a certain Marjan acted
as vizier and de facto ruler over the crumbling Ziyadid reign.'®* During the
Najahid dynasty which took over power from the Ziyadids, eunuchs do not
appear to have been directly involved in politics and the military but rather
occupied tasks related to royal women and children.’®> Conversely, by the
time al-Khazraji penned his works, eunuchs were frequently found within the
army and administration, although their core responsibilities related to royal
women and children remained intact (see below). Their heightened presence
in the military in particular raises the question of whether Ayyubid or Mamluk
influence might have extended the scope of eunuchs’ employment in Yemen
beyond the female quarters. Since the Rasulid state built upon and further
elaborated the administrative system established by its predecessor and was in
close contact and strongly influenced by its Egyptian contemporary, this seems
very likely. Half of the thirty eunuchs recorded by name in al-Khazraji's writings
held high positions in the Rasulid military and/or political administration.136
Analysing the roles of these men in the broader institutional context is diffi-
cult because modern scholarship on medieval Yemen still lacks a comprehen-
sive analysis of the structure of the Rasulid army and government, as well as
a detailed understanding of the terminology pertaining to its manifold ranks
and positions. However, a number of publications have laid the groundwork in
this respect,'3” and a close reading of the sources describing the lives of these

134 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 10.

135 E.g. al-Hakami, 10, 72.

136 In addition, al-Khazraji mentions the eunuch Jawhar al-Mu‘azzami, who served the
Zuray‘id rulers Muhammad b. Saba’ and his son Imran Muhammad b. Saba’ in the
6th/12th century (Al-1qd al-fakhir, 632 ft.).

137 In his study on Rasulid commerce and trade, al-Shamrookh characterized the roles of
sultan, deputy and vizier (The Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen, 75-98).
Smith’s article on the Rasulid administration mainly focuses on institutions and positions
of political and economic administration, but a number of military offices and officials
are also described (“Rasulid Administration in Ninth/Fifteenth Century Yemen”). The
dynasty’s commercial administration is analysed in Vallet's work on the Rasulids as a
trading power (LArabie marchande). Varisco’s paper on bureaucracy in Rasulid Yemen
(2013) offers fresh insights into its overall workings (“Why the Sultan Is Rich”). Daniel
Mahoney’s doctoral thesis examines the extent to which Rasulid state power permeated
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eunuchs enables us to evaluate the nature of their professions through the nar-
rative context. In addition, Ayalon’s detailed studies on the role of eunuchs in
the Mamluk army will serve as a useful comparative resource.1®8

Amirs
The highest military rank in Rasulid Yemen was that of amir. This title was
awarded to members of the royal family, tribesmen and mamluks,!3° always
upon the sultan’s appointment. Only four Rasulid eunuchs are known to have
borne the title of amir: Amin al-Din Ahyaf, who will be portrayed in detail
below, Nizam al-Din Mukhtass, Safi al-Din Jawhar b. ‘Abd Allah al-Sini, and
Jamal al-Din Marjan.

The sources furnish only little information about Nizam al-Din Mukhtass
(d. 666/1267). All that is known about his previous responsibilities is that in
628/1230-1, he was acting administrator (zimam) to the Rasulid queen Bint
Hawza,#? and in 659/1260, the sultan sent him to Sana‘a to fill a power vacuum
caused by the arrest of the city’s governor.!*! His obituary and biographical
entry speak of his capabilities and of the honours bestowed upon him by the
sultan al-Malik al-Muzaffar, whose governor he had been in childhood. It can
be assumed that this closeness to al-Muzaffar won him the position of amir
once his protégé ascended to power.

The eunuch Safi al-Din Jawhar b. ‘Abd Allah al-Sini (date of death unknown)
appears three times in the narrative of the ‘Uqud but is remembered nei-
ther with an obituary nor with a biographical entry. In his first mention in
785/1383—4, he was captured by rebellious Ma‘aziba tribesmen and later

local power structures in the Dhamar plain (“The Political Landscape of the Dhamar Plain
in the Central Highlands of Yemen in the Late Medieval and Early Ottoman Periods” [PhD
diss., University of Chicago, 2014]).

138 David Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army 1,” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies, University of London 15, no. 2 (1953): 203—28; Ayalon, “Studies
on the Structure of the Mamluk Army 11,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies, University of London 15, no. 3 (1953): 448-76; Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure of
the Mamluk Army 111,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London 16, no. 1 (1954): 57—90.

139 For example, the amir Jamal al-Din Aqwas al-Alfi is identified as mamluk (al-Khazraji,
Al-Uqud al-lwlw’iyya, 1.127). The Turkic names of many other amirs strongly suggest that
these men were also mamluks.

140 Bint Hawza (also known as Bint Jawza) was the wife of the first Rasulid sultan al-Mansar
‘Umar (r. 626—47/1229—50) (al-Khazraji, 1.71).

141 The amir Shams al-Din ‘Al b. Yahya (al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lw’iyya, 1132).
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escaped.!#? Six years later, he reappears as governor (walt) of Ta‘izz, a highly
influential position. Finally, in 794/1392, Jawhar is presented as amir of the cas-
tle of Ta‘izz.

The last eunuch known to have held the position of amir is Jamal al-Din
Marjan (date of death unknown), who also lacks an obituary or biographical
entry but is well documented in the narrative of al- Ugqud al-lw’lwiyya. He was
appointed as amir of Zabid by the seventh Rasulid sultan al-Ashraf Isma‘l in
787/1385.143 Surprisingly, less than three months later al-Khazraji mentions
that another man was given the same position, only to be fired after a few years
on account of his bad conduct.!## Shortly afterwards, the eunuch Marjan was
reinstated as amir.'> Six years later, Marjan is mentioned as administrator of
a woman who became the sultan’s wife, attesting to his intimate association
with his owner.146

In sum, the appointment of a eunuch to the position of amir was rare
but not impossible. The four examples recorded by al-Khazraji confirm that
in exceptional cases, castrated slaves could attain the highest rank of the
Rasulid military.

Governors and Representatives
Chief eunuchs were frequently appointed as governors (sg. walt) of cities, cas-
tles and administrative regions.!4” Al-Khazraji's standard phrasing for a sultan’s
appointment of a governor is walahu.'*® Other expressions confer a similar
meaning. For instance, the eunuch Iftikhar al-Din Yaqut is both reported to
have ruled (malaka) al-Dumluwa castle on behalf of Sultan al-Muzaffar Yasuf'#?
and to have been his owner’s representative in it.15° The Rasulid capital city
of Zabid itself was successively governed by the eunuchs Jamal al-Din Bari‘

142  Al-Khazraji, Al--Ugad al-lwlu’iyya, 11.176.

143 Al-Khazraji, 11.184.

144 The amir Izz al-Din b. Muhammad b. al-Fakhr (‘Ali ibn Hasan Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd
al-Fakhir, 11.186).

145 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.196.

146  In796/1394, al-Khazraji, 11.256.

147 In pre-Rasulid times, the celebrated eunuch Jawhar al-Mu‘azzami had acted as governor
(wali) of al-Dumluwa castle during the late Zuray‘id period, al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-Fakhir,
1.632.

148 E.g. al-Khazraji, 571.

149 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.250.

150 Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-Fakhir, 2243.
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between 750/1349 and 751/1350,'®! and Amin al-Din Ahyaf between 771/1371
and 787/1385.152 Kamal al-Din Fatin (d. 794/1392) held the position of governor
(wali) of Tha‘bat.153

Evidence for eunuchs acting as governors over castles during the reign of
Sultan al-Mujahid (721-64/1322—63) is more abundant. Before going on a pil-
grimage to Mecca in 751/1350, the sultan installed Jamal al-Din Bari‘ as gover-
nor in the castle of Iryab near Yarim.'5* The biography of Shibl al-Dawla Kafar
in al-1qd al-fakhir mentions that he frequently acted as governor of the for-
tress of Ta‘izz and of the nearby castle al-Dumluwa.!5> Amin al-Din Ahyaf was
appointed as governor over Ta‘izz castle and other unnamed fortifications.'56

Owners of Revenue Estates

The Rasulids relied on the igta’ system inherited from their Ayyubid prede-
cessors in order to secure fiscal revenue, the loyalty of key actors and political
control over their territories.!>” It consisted of the sultan bestowing the right
to extract taxes from agricultural estates to members of the Rasulid family and
high officials in return for their loyalty and service.!® These revenue estates
were not hereditary and could be taken away at any time. As such, the igta’
system was an expression of the sultan’s absolute control over his subjects and
over Rasulid territory and figured as a powerful incentive for members of the
elite to comply with the sultan’s commands. Furthermore, it enabled the reign-
ing sultan to appease and keep at bay potential rivals from within his family —
chiefly his own brothers and sons.!5°

Four of the eunuchs portrayed by al-Khazraji were awarded revenue estates
by sultans, and not incidentally, these four are among the most prominent
eunuchs in the author’s works. Information on estate assignments is often pre-
sented in biographical entries, as the following example illustrates:

151 Al-Khazraji, 11.571.

152  Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwlu’iyya, 11.148.

153 Anarea east of Taizz and location of a Rasulid summer residence. Al-Khazraji, 11.239.

154 Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-Fakhir, 571.

155 Al-Khazraji, 1745.

156  Al-Khazraji, 560.

157 Sergeant and Lewcock, San'a, an Arabian Islamic City, 51. Smith, “Rasulid Administration
in Ninth/Fifteenth Century Yemen.”

158 Igta’is frequently translated as feudal system, which suggests misleading parallels to the
medieval European context. To avoid such unwarranted associations, I follow Varisco’s
more neutral translation of the term as revenue estates, “Why the Sultan Is Rich,” 14.

159 See, for example, al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lw’iyya, 5.
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The eunuch Nizam al-Din Mukhtass al-Muzaffari also died in [666/1267].
He had been the freed slavel®0 of al-Ghazi b. Jibril.16! Then he served
with the sultan Nar al-Din [al-Mansar ‘Umar], who made him educator
(lal@)'6? of his son al-Muzaffar, whom he educated in the best upbringing
and utmost courtesy. And when the sovereign command passed on to the
sultan al-Malik al-Muzaffar, he conferred upon him a kettledrum!63 and
made him owner of a yielding revenue estate. He was suitable for what he
was appointed for, being brave, fearless, and very determined.164

It has been noted that appointees in the igta’ system were usually relatives
of the sultan and that such appointments were given as a reward for loyalty
previously shown and expected in the future.!85 The above case can be consid-
ered a variation of this theme: having educated the young sultan al-Muzaffar,
Mukhtass was part of the royal household and in some ways part of the extended
Rasulid family network. Two other eunuchs were given revenue estates by sul-
tan al-Muzaffar after having supported the sultan’s quest for the throne when
it was severely challenged by multiple rivals.16¢ Iftikhar al-Din Yaqut, who won
back al-Dumluwa which the sultan’s brother al-Malik al-Mufaddal had taken
possession of,167 was appointed estate owner of the city of al-Mahjam,'68 and
Taj al-Din Badr was recompensed with unnamed estates.6? Finally, the sultan
al-Ashraf Isma‘ql awarded the revenue estate of al-Qahma to the prominent

160 Mawla. The term has multiple meanings but most commonly denotes both the ex-slave
and his former owner after manumission.

161 An infamous Ayyubid amir said to have poisoned the Ayyubid ruler al-Nasir Ayyub b.
Tughtakin (609-11/1212—-14). His biography is found in al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 1688.

162 The term lala is known from Mamluk sources, where it designated a guardian and edu-
cator of sultanic children (Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 272). Its use seems
to have been rare in medieval Yemen; I have found no further occurrence in my sources.
Perhaps the term came to Yemen with the Ayyubids and slowly fell out of use as the
Rasulid era progressed.

163 Kettledrums (tablkhana) were percussion instruments that originated in the Abbasid
empire and later became widespread symbols of authority in the Islamic realm (Cf. H. G.
Farmer, “Tabl—K_héna," in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition [Brill, 2012]).

164  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 1169—70.

165 Mahoney, “Political Landscape of the Dhamar Plain,” 9.

166 The context was a conflict of succession that broke out after the death of Sultan al-Mansur
‘Umar in 647/1250, al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lu’iyya, 1.88-121.

167 Al-Khazraji, 1.249.

168  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 2242.

169  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 1.120-1.
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eunuch Jamal al-Din Marjan in 791/1389, after he had successfully quelled sev-
eral tribal rebellions.170

Envoys

The Rasulid state regularly exchanged precious gifts with rulers in Egypt,
Mecca, India, China and elsewhere as part of its diplomatic activities.!”* These
lavish presents were usually accompanied by a group of high-ranking envoys
(sg. safir), among them a number of eunuchs. The role of Rasulid eunuchs
as diplomatic envoys mirrors the situation in contemporary Egypt, where
eunuchs were also favourite candidates for such tasks.'”? Al-Khazraji records
three eunuchs deployed to such expeditions. Two of them were assigned con-
secutively to a gift sent to Mamluk Cairo in 753/1352:

In the month of Shaban the honourable, the sultan sent a sublime pres-
ent. Along with it went his son al-Nasir Ahmad, and with him the judge
Fath al-Din ‘Umar b. Muhammad b. al-Khatb@’, the amir Shams al-Din
‘Ali b. Hatim, and the chief eunuch (tawashi) Nizam al-Din Khudayr.
They proceeded together to the Egyptian lands. The eunuch died in
‘Aydhab and was buried there. When the news of his death arrived, the
sultan hastened to send the chief eunuch Safi al-Din Jawhar al-Ridwani.
He proceeded in a hurry but reached them only when they had already
entered Cairo.'”

The profiles of the mentioned envoys — a son of the sultan, a judge, an amir
and an influential chief eunuch - reflect the importance of political rela-
tions between Rasulid Yemen and Mamluk Egypt. Upon the sudden death
of the chief eunuch Nizam al-Din Khudayr in the Egyptian port of ‘Aydhab,
another eunuch was sent to replace him, suggesting that eunuchs performed
specific functions that could not have been taken over by other members of
this expedition. This second eunuch, Saft al-Din Jawhar al-Ridwani, had occu-
pied top positions in the Rasulid military and had served as administrator

170  Al-Khazraji, 11.206.

171 E.g. anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.521-2. Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.83-4.
Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 628, 810. There is no evidence for similar gift exchanges by
Najahid rulers, attesting to their comparative isolation from the global political stage.

172 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 334.

173 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.93.
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(zimam)'7* to Jihat Salah, the mother of Sultan al-Mujahid.'”> Three years
after the above-described expedition, Jawhar was again tasked with bringing
a present to Mamluk Cairo but fell victim to the Red Sea’s notoriously treach-
erous waters:

In this year [755/1354-5], the sultan sent a magnificent present to the
lands of Egypt, and the chief eunuch Safi al-Din Jawhar al-Ridwani was in
charge of it. But a reef encountered them near the mountain of Zaqr'
[...] and he and those who were with him perished.!””

The third eunuch figuring as envoy is Sarim al-Din Najib, administrator
(zimam) of the royal household during the reign of Sultan al-Mujahid.!”® His
biographical entry states:

The sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid delegated him as envoy to Egypt in the
truce of 762 [1360/1],'7% and he carried out the order fully. For this, he
attained from the sultan a mighty position and weighty rank until the
sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid died.!8°

In the year 799/1396, the Mamluk historian Ibn Iyas reports that a gift from
Sultan al-Ashraf Ismafl arrived in Egypt, accompanied by a chief eunuch
named Iftikhar al-Din Fakhir.!8!

These examples show that only those eunuchs most intimately connected
to the Rasulid family were chosen to act as diplomatic envoys, and for a good
reason. To send a subject of foreign slave descent who had no family in Yemen

174  This term will be discussed in more detail below.

175 The eunuch’s biography is also found in the biographical collection attributed to
Sultan al-Afdal al-‘Abbas, Al-Ataya al-Saniyya Wa’l-Mawahib al-Haniyya Ft al-Managqib
al-Yamaniyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Wahid ‘Abd Allah Ahmad al-Khamiri (Sana‘a: Yemeni Ministry
of Culture and Tourism, 2004), 290-1.

176  Jabal Zuqar, the largest of the Hanish islands off the Yemeni coast.

177  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.101.

178  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 2203.

179 Rasulid Yemen and Mamluk Egypt had a long waxing and waning rivalry concerning influ-
ence over Mecca. As will be discussed below, the sultan al-Mujahid had been abducted
from the holy sites in 735/1334 and held in Cairo for one year, out of the Mamluks’ concern
that he might take possession of the city.

180  Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 2203.

181  Muhammad b. Ahmad Ibn Iyas al-Hanafl, Bada’i al-zuhur fi waqa’i‘ al-duhur, ed.
Muhammad Mustafa (Cairo: Al-hay’at al-masriya al-ama lil-kitab, 1974), 1: part 2, 487.
This present included ten chief eunuchs (khuddam tawashiya), four slaves (‘abid) and six
female slaves (jawart).
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to a faraway land entailed the risk of escape: only eunuchs whose loyalty was
tested and who had a standing to lose could be trusted to perform their duty
abroad and return to their sovereign. As such, the practice of appointing
eunuchs as envoys shows parallels to the deployment of slaves as their owners’
business agents documented in Geniza sources.!82

Treasurers and Paymasters
Ayalon has shown that eunuchs in Mamluk Egypt occupied important posi-
tions as financial administrators, chiefly as treasurers (sg. khazindar) and
paymasters (sg. shaddad).!®3 Our Rasulid evidence is limited in this respect
but indicates that eunuchs in Yemen performed similar tasks. A case in point
is the eunuch Jamal al-Din Thabit (d. 729/1328), whose obituary in Al-Uqud
al-lwlw’iyya records him as treasurer (khazindar) of Sultan al-Ashraf Isma‘l.!8+
Apart from this individual case, however, the documents contained in Nur
al-ma‘arif suggest that the title of treasurer was usually assigned to mamluk
amirs.18 The treasury’s general staff seems to also have been composed of
mamluks, as demonstrated by a salary list containing overwhelmingly Turkic

182 Geniza documents reveal that male slaves not only accompanied and supported mer-
chants on business travels but were also sent abroad to conduct commerce on their
behalf. The case study of the wealthy Jewish merchant Abraham Ben Yiju and his Indian
slave agent Bama in particular reveals a relationship of trust and affection (Goitein and
Friedman, India Traders of the Middle Ages, 66ff.). According to Goitein, merchants
acquired slave agents while their own children were still young and relied on their
help until they had adult sons who could join the trading enterprise. At this point, they
would free their slave agents, who would henceforth be able to conduct business for
their own profit. This dynamic explains why freedmen conducting business appear just
as frequently in the Geniza sources as slave agents (Goitein, Letters of Medieval Jewish
Traders,13). Labib has also noted that in late medieval Egypt, slaves supported merchants
in their business dealings. His research into the Karimi, a group of merchants active in
the trade between Egypt and the Indian Ocean during the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods,
reveals that merchants active in slave trading even sent their own slaves and freedmen
to various slave markets to purchase on their behalf (Labib, Handelsgeschichte Agyptens
im Spdtmittelalter, 12, 287, 489). On the Karimi's involvement in slave trading, see Sato
Tsugitaka, “Slave Traders and Karimi Merchants during the Mamluk Period,” Mamlik
Studies Review 10, n0. 1 (2006): 141-56.

183  Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 269—71; Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans,
92; Petry, “From Slaves to Benefactors,” 60.

184  Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugad al-lwluw’yya, 11.217.

185 Three amirs labelled as treasurers are mentioned in the Nur al-ma‘arif: Sayf al-Din Taghril,
Faris b. Aydamar and Sayf al-Din, anonymous, Nur al-maarif, 1.146, 1.576.
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names.!86 The chief eunuch Ahyaf whose biography will be analysed below car-
ried the title of paymaster (shaddad).’8” Another eunuch paymaster — Muftah
al-Shaddad - is mentioned in Nir al-maarif18® All other individuals perform-
ing this function seem to have been slaves, although it is unclear whether they
were eunuchs.!89

Supervisors of Mamluks
A last domain where eunuchs would be expected to be strongly involved,
namely the supervision and training of slave soldiers, remains somewhat of a
mystery. While in Mamluk Egypt this constituted one of the primary fields of
employment for eunuchs, Rasulid sources hardly offer any direct evidence for
the same practice in Yemen.!9 An exception is the eunuch Ahyaf discussed
below, who is described as having been appointed over soldiers several times.
Additionally, a number of hints indicate that eunuchs were in some form
involved in the supervision and training of slave soldiers. The best-documented
example here concerns a group of slaves labelled as jamdariya. Usually trans-
lated as “masters of the robe”,!"! these slaves were charged with clothing sul-
tans or high officials.192 Ayalon has noted that the jamdariya was one of the
most common fields of employment for eunuchs during the Mamluk dynasty.193

186 “Al-Khazindariyya — 540: Moghultay Hilali 22.5, Yasuf b. Lajin Badri 22.5, Lajin Hilali 22.5,
al-‘Asar 22.5, Bahadur Sulaymani 22.5. Moghultay Hasani 22.5, Taw‘an 22.5, Stidi Saghir
22.5, Moghultay ‘Alawi 22.5, Lajin Sulaymani 22.5, Moghultay Harmuzi 22.5, Taybagha
‘Alawi 22.5, Balbal Rami 22.5, Tarnatiyya Mahmudi 22.5, Muhammad b. Ahmad ‘Aziz
22.5, Aba Bakr Qaysar 22.5, al-Muhanna al-Taymani 22.5, Ali b. Lajin ‘Adani 22.5, ‘Uthman
b. Aybak al-‘Alawl 22.5, ‘All b. Andakin al-Haskar 22.5, Andakin ‘Alawi 22.5, Aydamar
al-Sharifi 22.5, Sunjur al-Mawsili 22.5, Iyas al-Matghari 22.5.” Anonymous, 1.568.

187  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.457.

188  Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘rif, 1.566.

189 The mihtar (chief) Badr (mentioned twice, anonymous, 11.128 (with the specification
“slave (ghulam) of the honourable khazana”), 11.147. The mihtar Muflih al-Shaddad and a
certain Sabih are mentioned by name (anonymous, 11.128, 1.566). Furthermore, the “pay-
master slaves” (al-‘abid al-shaddadiin) are mentioned twice (anonymous, 11.141, 11.149).

190 Reuven Amitai, “The Mamltk Institution, or One Thousand Years of Military Slavery in the
Islamic World,” in Arming Slaves: From Classical Times to the Modern Age, ed. Christopher
L. Brown and Philip D. Morgan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006).

191 Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army 1,” 214. Linda Northrup, From Slave
to Sultan: The Career of al-Mansur Qalawun and the Consolidation of Mamluk Rule in
Egypt and Syria (678-689 AH [1279-1290 AD) (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1998), 73.

192 Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif, 1.560.

193 Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 271.
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In Rasulid Yemen, the jamdariya seems to have been composed chiefly of
enslaved soldiers but headed by eunuchs. Nir al-ma‘arif contains convincing
evidence to this effect. A list of salaries disbursed to masters of the robe during
Ramadan in the year 693/1294 first mentions the chief eunuch Shibl al-Dawla
Kafar, who received one hundred dinars. Then follow a number of individuals
bearing Turkic names who were paid just over a fifth of Kafur’s salary.!%4 Such a
setup suggests that Kafar acted as supervisor to a group of mamluk masters of
the robe. This assumption is proven by al-Khazraji, who introduces the same
eunuch two years later as “commander (mugaddam) of the mamluks”195

Similar evidence can be gathered from a list of salaries disbursed to “the
small mamluks, house slaves and entourage” in the month of Dha al-Qa‘da
of the same year.!96 The first group mentioned here are the “eunuch masters
of the robe” (al-khuddam al-jamdariya), comprising six individuals receiving
higher salaries than the following categories. Furthermore, a list recording
the distribution of sweets for the festival of mid-Sha‘ban in 693/1294 includes
a paragraph on “mamluks and their like”!197 It again opens with the eunuch
Shibl al-Dawla Kafar, and then labels two unnamed individuals as “eunuch
masters of the robe”198 Eunuch masters of the robe also appear in a list of par-
ticipants at the Ramadan banquets held in the fortress of Ta‘izz in 692/1293.199
Another list reveals that eunuchs were represented among the royal bodyguard
(jandariya), perhaps in the function of training or supervising the mamluks
who formed its rank and file.200

Taken together, these scattered hints attest to the involvement of eunuchs
in the supervision of mamluks during the Rasulid era. More generally, the nar-
rative evidence discussed in this chapter documents in detail the pivotal roles
played by high-ranking eunuchs in the Rasulid army. Their frequent deploy-
ment on military missions only made sense if they wielded effective author-
ity over the sultan’s mamluk troops. Ayalon has remarked that mamluks in
contemporary Egypt accepted eunuchs as their military commanders, despite
their servile state and loss of masculinity, because they had been raised and

194 Another list entitled “al-jamdariya’, consisting of Turkic names and specifying salaries,
further substantiates the theory that mamluks constituted the bulk of masters of the
robe. Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.569, 1.567-1.568.

195 Al-Khazraji, Al--Uqud al-lwlu’iyya, 1.289.

196 “[A]l-mamalik al-sighar wa ‘abid al-buyutat’, anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.565.

197 “[A]l-mamalik wa sawahum’, anonymous, 11.146.

198 Here, the reverse term “al-jamdariya al-khuddam” is used, anonymous, 11.146.

199 Anonymous, I1.142.

200 Anonymous, I1.142.
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trained by eunuchs from a young age.2%! Although hard evidence to this effect
is difficult to come by, it is probable that a similar dynamic shaped the relation-
ship between eunuchs and mamluks in Rasulid Yemen.

As a final, exemplary piece of evidence for the strong involvement of
eunuchs in the highest ranks of the Rasulid military and political administra-
tion, let us now take a close look at the career of a remarkable individual.

7.3 Case Study: the Chief Eunuch Ahyaf

Among the eunuchs populating Rasulid sources is a man whose frequent
appearance and full name bear testimony to his political weight: Abti al-Hazim
Ahyaf b. ‘Abd Allah al-Ashrafi al-Afdali al-Mujahidi al-Mu‘ayyadi, also known
as Amin al-Din.202 His life story is highly instructive for the position of eunuchs
in the Rasulid military and government in general. Ahyaf’s biographical entry
in al-1qd al-fakhir opens with the following remarkable characterization:

He was a eunuch (khadim) of sound judgement, a horseman, energetic,
brave, audacious, a shedder of blood, cultured and solemn. He was one of
the senior amirs, highly determined, of great spirit, severe in attack and
of honest resolve.203

Ahyaf’s ambiguous personality is described even more bluntly in Al-Ugad
al-lwlwiyya:

In this year [787/1385] died the chief eunuch Amin al-Din Ahyaf
al-Mujahidi. He was resolute, courageous, tough, wayward, blood-
shedding, murderous, crude, uncouth, resolute, determined, canny,
haughty, of great prestige and of severe spirit. He was brave, fearless in
battle, and a good advisor to the sultan.204

Al-KhazrajT's description of Ahyaf evokes a complex character rather than a
static ideal type. As the writer and the eunuch were contemporaries, it is quite
probable that they knew each other; at the very least, al-Khazraji'’s account is
based on contemporary information. The author then traces in detail the steps
of Ahyaf’s remarkable career:

201 Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 33.

202 In addition to the sources below, Ahyaf’s biography is also included in al-Khazraji,
Al-‘asjad al-masbuk fiman wala al-Yaman min al-mulik, Ms 446, and in Ba Makhrama,
Qilada al-nahr fiwafayat a‘yan al-dahr (Bt Jum‘at Makari/Khalid Zawari, 2008), v1, 335.

203  Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 559.

204  Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’luwiyya, 11183,
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He served four kings, the first of whom was al-Mwayyad, then his son
al-Mujahid, then his son al-Afdal, then his son al-Ashraf. He was the only
one to advise the sultans, managing and controlling fully the matters
he had been entrusted with. He did not know partiality in his words or
deeds. He was the first whom the sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid promoted.
He entrusted him with the fortresses, charged him with the matters of
the missions, and appointed him over the soldiers. He was hard-headed
and did not turn away from his determined goal. He [al-Malik al-Mu-
jahid] also entrusted him with the Ta‘izz fortress more than once, and
the days of his rule were the best days because of the complete safety
and justice in the laws with which he surrounded the people. The strong
and the weak, the lowly and the honourable were on one level. He was
severe in punishment, reckless with the sword. He did not know forgive-
ness for anyone. [...] He killed many of the people of Ta‘izz and others.
When Zabid degenerated because of the multitude of corruptors present
in the Afdali state, the sultan al-Malik al-Afdal, God have mercy on him,
entrusted him with a division of soldiers. And he went there and stationed
with his soldiers outside the city and forbade the soldiers to enter it. His
lodging was at the Labiq wall, east of the city. He continued to mislead
its people until he made them come out with force, with the sword. He
killed a great number of them, and then the sultan entrusted him with his
famous assignment. He remained [Zabid’s] governor for fourteen years,
ten months and fifteen days. In the period of his rule over it, the sultan
al-Malik al-Afdal, may God have mercy on him, ordered the construction
of the wall and the trenches. He built the wall with a reinforced structure
and repaired the trenches with good reinforcements. [...] His mentioned
period as governor began on the 21st of Dhi al-Hijja in the year 772 [1371].
He died on Thursday, the 25th of Shawwal in the year 787 [1385]. [...] God,
who be exalted, have mercy on him.205

Ahyaf’s biography conveys the image of a remarkable man. The first striking
detail is that he served four Rasulid sultans consecutively: al-Mw’ayyad Dawiid,2%6
al-Mujahid ‘Al1,207 al-Afdal al-‘Abbas?°8 and al-Ashraf Isma‘il.2%9 Although his
date of birth is unknown, we can deduct from the information given that he

205
206
207
208
209

Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 559.

Reigned 696—721/1297-1322.
Reigned 721-64/1322-63.
Reigned 764-78/1363-76.
Reigned 778-803/1376-1400.
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must have served the Rasulid dynasty for an impressive minimum of sixty-six
years. This not only proves that Ahyaf was held in high regard by his successive
owners but also suggests an early start of his career, which would be consist-
ent with the previously discussed practice of bringing eunuchs to Yemen at
a young age. Furthermore, it is worth pointing out that Ahyaf contributed to
Rasulid rule in Yemen for a much longer timespan than his royal owners, albeit
at a lower level. His career was built on a combination of unwavering loyalty to
his owners and an impetus for decisive action. Information on his professional
advancement contained in his biography is confirmed and complemented by
frequent appearances in the narrative of al-Uqud al-lw’lwiyya. In 729/1328-9,
Ahyaf took possession of the city of Mansura?!® which had been the scene of
an insurgency.?!! For the following two decades, the eunuch is absent from the
historical record. In 751/1350, he reappears when the sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid
appoints him as commander (mugaddam)?'? and paymaster (shaddad)?®® in
the castle of Ta‘izz before leaving on a fateful pilgrimage to Mecca during which
he was deported to Egypt.2* In the ensuing political crisis, Ahyaf acted with
great assertiveness (see the section “Eunuchs and Rasulid women” below). He
put to death two men he suspected of plotting against the sultan, a eunuch and
a judge acting as vizier,?!> and subsequently appointed their successors, even
though such high-level positions were usually only filled by the sultan himself.
While both the sultan and his powerful mother Jihat Salah were absent from
Yemen (the latter being on her return journey from Mecca), Ahyaf acted as the
highest representative of Rasulid authority in Yemen and persecuted anyone
who challenged the established political order. Ahyaf’s unwavering loyalty to
the sultan and his mother was rewarded upon their return to Yemen.

In 753/1352, the sultan placed Ahyaf and two judges at the head of a mil-
itary campaign charged with crushing a revolt in Ba‘dan,?¢ an infamously

210 A city at the south foot of the Dumluwa mountains. Cf. Redhouse’s note in al-Khazraj,
Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 111.178.

211 Al-Khazraji, 11.52.

212 My translation of muqaddam as commander follows Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure of
the Mamluk Army 11,” 206.

213 Redhouse translates this term as “paymaster”. Vallet only mentions the function of shadd
and translates it as “inspecteur” (Vallet, LArabie marchande, 669).

214  Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 11.84.

215 The eunuch Jamal al-Din Bari‘and the judge Muwaffaq al-Din, al-Khazraji, 11.851f.

216 “[A] well-known range of difficult hills in about lat.14°N., long. 44°30" E., north of ’Ibb
and Habb, and east of Sahiil, mentioned in every one of the authorities, and marked on
all maps as “Baadan” (al-Khazraji, 11.178). The sultan’s military commanders had unsuc-
cessfully attempted to conquer this mountain region already in 727/1326—7 (al-Khaz-
raji, Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 11.36). In 752/1351-2, al-Khazraji reports, the people of Ba‘dan
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independent mountain region north of Ibb. Rasulid troops had already failed
to subjugate the people of Ba‘dan in 727/1326—7,2!7 and Ahyaf’s attempt was
equally fruitless. Nevertheless, his stellar career continued to advance.

After almost two decades of absence from the historical record, Ahyaf is
mentioned again in 771/1369. Sultan al-Mujahid ‘Alt had meanwhile been suc-
ceeded by his son Al-Afdal al-‘Abbas, who charged the eunuch with taking con-
trol of Zabid. The city had witnessed both a revolt by the ‘Awarin,?® a group
of tribesmen in the Rasulid service, and an attempted conquest by troops of
the Zaydi imam.?!® Ahyaf arrived in Zabid shortly after a Rasulid amir?2° had
persuaded the insurgents to reaffirm their loyalty to the sultan, and the Zaydi
troops had retreated northwards. Although the amir had promised them a gen-
eral amnesty, the ‘Awarin were so alarmed at the eunuch’s arrival that they
locked the city gates. Through decisiveness and cunning, Ahyaf succeeded
in storming the city and punished the insurgents brutally. After this suc-
cess, he was nominated governor (wali) over the city, a position he kept until
his death.22!

Ahyaf ruled Zabid with an iron fist, as the following episode illustrates.
In 7771375, the Zaydi imam al-Nasir Muhammad Salah al-Din?22 had advanced
far into the Tihama plain, prompting the governors of its smaller towns to flee
to Zabid. With no opposition standing in their way, the imam and his troops
swiftly advanced to Zabid and besieged it. Al-Khazraji provides the following
first-hand account of the events:

The eunuch Ahyaf was in those days the amir in the city. He had requested
the sheikhs of the villages and commanded them to gather their men
and have them in readiness until they receive his news, and that none

rebelled, and a year later, the sultan sent a force against them, placing at its head two
judges and the eunuch Ahyaf. Their operation failed. In 754/1353, finally, the conquest
of the Ba‘dan mountains was again attempted, this time through an extraordinary show
of force from the Rasulid military. Led by the eunuch al-Din Aba Mal‘aq and other top
military officials, 550 horsemen and twelve thousand foot soldiers surrounded the moun-
tains (al-Khazraji, 11.80). However, the leader of Ba‘dan devised a stratagem so clever that
it led to the sultan’s troops falling apart and fleeing. Finally, in 775/1373—4, the leader of
Ba‘dan was murdered in a plot and his head sent to the sultan. Even after this incident, the
Rasulids’ relationship with the people of Ba‘dan remained contentious.

217 Al-Khazraji, 11.36.

218  Al-Khazraji, 111.177.

219 Al-Khazraji, 11.141ff.

220  Sayf al-Din al-Khurasani; al-Khazraji, 1.144.

221  Al-Khazraji, 11.548.

222 Reigned 773-93/1371—-90.
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of them should delay, lest they face the most severe punishment. He was
determined to attack the [imam’s] camp in one of those nights, with the
soldiers who were in Zabid and all of the villagers. The news reached [the
imam] from one of the villagers, and he hastened to turn back. He did not
stay longer than three days and set out to return on the fourth.?23

As this anecdote shows, Ahyaf was able to command not only over the soldiers
stationed in Zabid but also over the tribal sheikhs and their men who had fled
to the city from surrounding areas. Furthermore, the mere threat of an immi-

nent attack by Ahyaf and his followers sufficed to put the imam to rout. Stories
like this one portray Ahyaf as a skilled and widely feared military commander.
In other source passages, his capacities as decisive administrator come to
the fore:

While he was in Zabid, he had authority over who was in Aden, Ta‘izz
and Harad. He had authority over who was beyond the sea, from the
people of ‘Awan?24 and Zayla‘ and other remote places. For if someone
had complained to him about a debtor of his who was absent from the
country and its territories, and was in any of the sultan’s countries, he
wrote a summons for him and sent with it a group of soldiers and guards.
Either [the debtor] satisfied his adversary, or he returned and tended to
his case. If he refused to come or to comply, the eunuch forced his family
and his relatives, or his representative (wakil) or slaves, to comply with
what was charged against him. If he had no party (‘agila) in the country,
he forced those arriving in Zabid from among the people of his country of
residence to comply with what was charged against him. The sultan had
set free his hand in the country, and no command was superior to his.22

This passage is striking in several ways. First, it indicates that Rasulid influence

extended to territories beyond Yemen,?26 specifically mentioning two ports on

223
224

225
226

Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lwiyya, 11.154—5.

‘Awan first appears in Yemeni sources in the 7th/13th century (Ibn al-Mujawir, Traveller
in Thirteenth-Century Arabia, 246). According to Vallet, this port city is last mentioned
in Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya (LArabie marchande, 403). The exact location of ‘Awan remains
unknown, but it seems to have temporarily functioned as alternative to Zayla“ in the trade
between Ethiopia and Yemen (Vallet, 402).

Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugqud al-lwluw’iyya, 11.149.

Vallet has examined Rasulid influence in the Red Sea, Mecca and India more closely, con-
ceding that a dearth of sources precludes a full understanding of its extent and nature
(Vallet, LArabie marchande, 4191t., 426ff., 562f.).
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the Ethiopian coast. Second, the text reinforces the image of Ahyaf as a pow-
erful political figure. Not only did he command obedience within the city
he governed; he also forced his citizens living abroad to meet their financial
duties. In a regionally mobile mercantile society like medieval Yemen, this
form of extensive governance was of great importance. The last sentence of
al-Khazraji's description states it boldly: “The sultan had set free his hand in
the country, and no command was superior to his.” The author clearly con-
sidered his contemporary to be among the highest officials of the Rasulid
state at the time and displayed admiration for him. However, al-Khazraji also
records anecdotes that cast a shadow on Ahyaf’s reputation. In 783/1381, for
example, the sultan deposed a judge who had been unjust to the people in the
Siham region and handed him over to Ahyaf, whose brutal treatment led to
the judge’s death.22” Two years later, Ahyaf mistreated his own scribe (katib)
until he died and confiscated his property.228 In the closing sentence of Ahyaf’s
obituary, al-Khazraji masterfully encapsulates the whole spectrum of Ahyaf’s
complex personality:

He honoured the learned and paid them respect. He possessed noble
traits, morals, and honest principles. He continued to be governor in
Zabid for just a few days less than fifteen years. He had little greed for
the people’s money. He was religious in his soul. He always remained in
complete purity. He knew nothing of hypocrisy but was reckless with the
sword. He destroyed many people, rightfully and without reason. May
God, who be exalted, forgive him.229

Combined evidence from narrative and biographical sources has enabled
us to reconstruct a life spent at the very centre of the Rasulid state appara-
tus. While Ahyaf was certainly an exceptional man, his career vividly illus-
trates the leading role assigned to eunuchs in the Rasulid military and political
administration more broadly.

8 Eunuchs and Rasulid Women

The demand for eunuchs at Islamic courts has commonly been linked to the
practice of secluding royal women from the public. Eunuchs, the argument

227  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.172.
228 In 785/1383, al-Khazraji, 11.176.
229 Al-Khazraji, 11.183.
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went, were the only male subordinates who could safely police the separa-
tion of women from the outside world and from male-dominated spheres of
the palace, without themselves posing a threat to their modesty. In Western
perception, then, eunuchs in Islamic societies became intrinsically linked to
the harem. As such, their role was long interpreted against the backdrop of a
widely misunderstood institution. A stereotyped image of the harem, based
largely on distorted accounts of the Ottoman imperial palace in 17th-century
French travelogues, became a popular trope in Western literature and schol-
arship.230 At the same time, widely held perceptions of the harem and the
seclusion of women in Islamic societies have been critically re-examined by
scholars of women'’s history.23! Since the early 2000s, detailed studies such as
El Cheikh’s analysis of the court of the eighteenth Abbasid caliph al-Mugqtadir
(r. 295—320/908-32) uncovered both the diversity of harems in different tem-
poral and spatial settings and the constant changes which these institutions
underwent over time.232 Such nuanced research, based on primary sources,
has confirmed that separate female and male spheres were indeed a consti-
tutive element of medieval Islamic courtly societies while at the same time
spurring a thorough reappraisal of the nature of the female domain. These
case studies rebuke the assumption that harems were merely the locus of sex
and family matters while political decision-making took place exclusively in
the male sphere. For instance, El Cheikh portrays al-Muqtadir’s harem as “first
and foremost a political arena in which high-positioned women participated
in major caliphal politics”.232 This assessment resonates strongly with anthro-
pological findings that gender segregation does not automatically reduce
the agency of women.234 Rather, as Yossef Rapoport has emphasized for the

230 Cf. Reina Lewis, Rethinking Orientalism: Women, Travel and the Ottoman Harem
(London: I. B. Tauris, 2004), 4, 183.

231 An early example is Nabia Abbott, Two Queens of Baghdad: Mother and Wife of Harun
al-Rashid (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1946 ); more recent studies include Leslie
P. Peirce, The Imperial Harem: Women and Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire, Studies in
Middle Eastern History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); Nadia Maria El Cheikh,
“Revisiting the Abbasid Harems,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 1, no. 3 (2005):
1-19; Bray, “Men, Women and Slaves in Abbasid Society”; Lewis, Rethinking Orientalism;
Delia Cortese and Simonetta Calderini, Women and the Fatimids in the World of Islam
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006).

232  El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate.”

233 El Cheikh, 11—12.

234 E.g. Carla Makhlouf, Changing Veils: Women and Modernisation in North Yemen (London:
Croom Helm, 1979); Lila Abu-Lughod, “A Community of Secrets: The Separate World of
Bedouin Women,” Signs 10, no. 4 (1985): 637-57.
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Mamluk era, “the gendered spheres of women were complementary, rather
than subordinate, to those of men”.235

Despite such thorough re-evaluations of the female sphere in Islamic courtly
societies, the roles of eunuchs in these settings have largely evaded critical
scrutiny. Scholarly portrayals of Islamic eunuchs are still too often fitted to an
antiquated understanding of the harem and its female inhabitants. El Cheikh,
who contributed a highly illuminating analysis of the various roles performed
by eunuchs at the court of Caliph al-Mugqtadir, nevertheless contends that
their large numbers are explained by “the need to keep an eye on women for
twenty-four hours a day”,236 evoking an old-fashioned idea of harem dwellers
as idle prisoners in a golden cage. She also contends that “[a]ccess to women
gave eunuchs opportunities to influence men in high positions by means of
their feminine connections within the harem”,23” without contemplating the
reverse possibility of royal women exercising influence through their eunuchs.
Conversely, Toledano notes in his seminal study of African eunuchs at the
Ottoman court that “the more powerful the ladies of the Court were, the more
influential the eunuchs became”.238 His observation suggests that royal women
may have used eunuchs to increase their political clout. Manuela Marin, exam-
ining the roles of women in Al-Andalus, remarks that eunuchs and elite women
joined forces to turn the inner spheres of the castle into a locus of power.239
De la Puente, also working on medieval Islamic Spain, raises the important
question of whether eunuchs might have served as representatives of women
outside the harem walls.249 Such nuanced assessments and questions lead the
way to a more differentiated appraisal of eunuchs’ roles vis-a-vis elite women
at medieval Islamic courts.

The remainder of this section aims to undertake such an appraisal through a
critical examination of Yemeni source material. Unfortunately, this undertak-
ing is rendered difficult by the lack of foundational research concerning women
in the Rasulid era. While the theory and practice of gender segregation in
modern Yemen has been thoroughly analysed for various regions and social

235 Rapoport, “Women and Gender in Mamluk Society,” 45.

236  El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate,” 237.

237  El Cheikh, 237.

238 Toledano, “Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul,” 382.

239 Manuela Marin, Mujeres en Al-Andalus (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
Cientificas, 2000), 569.

240 Cristina de la Puente, Sin linaje, sin alcurnia, sin hogar: eunucos en al Andalus en la
época omeya, vol. Identidades marginales, EOBA, 13 (Madrid: Consejo Superior de
Investigaciones Cientificas, 2003), 172.



EUNUCHS 113

groups,?# the lived realities of women in the medieval period are still grossly
understudied. A notable exception is Noha Sadek’s work. Her articles of 1988
and 1993 in particular shed light on women of the Rasulid family, showcasing
their roles as founders of religious endowments and patrons of architecture.242
Otherwise, the scattered evidence on women’s life-worlds in medieval Yemeni
sources still awaits systematic study.?43 As examining the extent and exact
nature of female seclusion in the Rasulid era goes beyond the scope of this
study, we must content ourselves with a brief sketch based on the sources ana-
lysed for this book.

While the term harim is occasionally found in medieval Yemeni texts,?44 it
does not bear the spatial connotation of a “women’s quarter” but rather refers
to wives or female family members. Nor are other words used to denote parts
of a palace or household specifically allocated to women. Yet, as we shall see
below, Nur al-ma%Grif documents the households of Rasulid women and the
roles played by eunuchs therein in some detail. The exact spatial arrange-
ments remain unclear, but it seems that parts of royal residences were occu-
pied by female members of the sultan’s family together with their servants and
slaves. Rasulid women were not entirely confined to the royal residences but
are described as travelling both to perform the /qjj and to move between dif-
ferent palaces, castles and fortresses, usually accompanied by a eunuch and
their entourage.

Common portrayals of eunuchs as supervisors of princesses and queens
contain a central tension: How could they control the movements and actions
of their royal mistresses, who were their superiors in rank and often their
owners? This portrayal of the eunuch — women relationship not only presup-
poses a lack of female agency but also presumes a high degree of agency on the

241 E.g. Susan Dorsky, Women of Amran: A Middle Eastern Ethnographic Study (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah Press, 1986); Makhlouf, Changing Veils; Mundy, Domestic Government,
Anne Meneley, “Fashions and Fundamentalisms in Fin-de-Siécle Yemen: Chador Barbie
and Islamic Socks,” Cultural Anthropology 22, no. 2 (2012): 214—43; Anna Wiirth, As-Saria
fi Bab al-Yaman: Recht, Richter und Rechtspraxis in der familienrechtlichen Kammer des
Gerichts Siid-Sanaa (Republik Jemen), 1983-1995 (Berlin: Dincker & Humboldt, 2000);
Gingrich, “Ehre, Raum und Korper”; vom Bruck, Islam, Memory, and Morality in Yemen;
Marie-Christine Heinze, Weiblichkeit und iffentlicher Raum im Jemen, ed. Stephan
Conermann, Bonner Islamwissenschaftliche Hefte (Bonn: EB-Verlag, 2006).

242  Sadek, “Rastlid Women”; Noha Sadek, “In the Queen of Sheba’s Footsteps: Women Patrons
in Rasulid Yemen,” Asian Art 6, no. 2 (1993): 14—27.

243 ‘Abd Allah al-Hibshi has published a collection of women'’s biographical evidence gleaned
from various Yemeni sources (Mujam al-nisa@’ al-yamaniyat [Sana‘a: Dar al-fikr al-ma‘asir,
1988]).

244 E.g. anonymous, Nir al-maGrif, 11.139; al-Khazraji, Al--Ugud al-lw’lw’iyya, 1.194.
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part of eunuchs, despite their enslaved status. A more thorough examination
of this complex relationship can only be gained by examining the textual evi-
dence in detail, which will now be done for the Rasulid case.

8.1 The Naming of Rasulid Women after Their Eunuchs

The relationship between royal women and their eunuchs in Rasulid Yemen
is epitomized by a naming convention of the time. Despite being compara-
tively well documented in al-KhazrajT's works, the wives, sisters and daugh-
ters of the Rasulid elite are usually not known by their own given names.
Instead, they were referred to by the name of a eunuch, male family member
or husband. This was achieved with the help of the Arabic noun “jiha’, a term
generally denoting a place or direction. The related verb w-j-h signifies “to face”
(verb form 111), in the double sense of “to confront” and “to turn towards”
familiar from the English language, as well as “to surpass in dignity and rank”
(verb form 1).245 This latter meaning explains why jiha was first used at the
Seljuk and then at the Mamluk court as a honorific title for royal women, and
then acquired a similar meaning in Yemen.246 However, while in the Mamluk
context the title jiha was paired with the woman’s own name, in Yemen the
title usually preceded the name of the eunuch who was in charge of a wom-
an’s household.?4” A eunuch performing such a role usually carried the title
of zimam. Smith translates the term as “head of the court”,2*8 giving justice to
the frequent use of the composite “zimam al-bab” or “zimam al-bab al-sharif”
in Rasulid sources, which designated the zimam in charge of the sultanic
household.24® Other eunuchs bearing the title zimam were assigned over
smaller Rasulid residences such as castles and fortresses.25° Most frequently,
however, the term was used to describe a particular relationship between
eunuchs and royal women. In this context, scholars of Mamluk Egypt have

245 Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, supplement 3049. Steingass, Arabic-English Dictionary,
1200.

246 Hassan Hallaq and ‘Abbas Sabbagh, Al-Mujam al-jami‘fil-mustalahat al- uthmaniyya dhat
al-usul al-‘arabiyya wa al-farisiya wa al-turkiya (Beirut: Dar al-ilm lil-mal&’in, 1999), 69.
Sadek, “Rastlid Women,” 121. Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 525.

247 See also Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif, 525ff. As there is no agreed-upon translation for jiha,
the Arabic word will be retained or simply translated as “lady” throughout this book.

248  Smith, “Rasulid Administration in Ninth/Fifteenth Century Yemen,” 230.

249 E.g al-Khazraji, Al- Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.150. Similarly, in the Mamluk context, Petry trans-
lates the title as “chief eunuch and fiscal officer of the sultan’s household” (“From Slaves to
Benefactors,” 600). Varisco translates the term as “head” (Daniel M. Varisco, “Heirs of the
Ayyubids: The Formation of the Rasulid State in Yemen” [Annual meeting of the Middle
East Studies Association, New Orleans: unpublished, n.d.], 10).

250  Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 1.94.
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translated zimam as guardian or supervisor,?5! terms which in my opinion do
not accurately represent such relationships in the Rasulid context. For reasons
that will become increasingly clear, I suggest translating the title as “adminis-
trator” instead.

Rasulid royal women, then, were usually referred to by the name of their
eunuch administrator. The wife of Sultan al-Ashraf Isma‘il, for example, was
known by the name of Jihat Mu‘tab, after her zimam Jamal al-Din Mu‘tab
al-Ashrafi.?52 It appears that many eunuchs were both entrusted with the
administration of royal residences — including the households of royal women —
and pursued military careers. For example, the eunuch Nizam al-Din Mukhtass
is first mentioned as administrator of Bint Hawza, wife of Sultan al-Mansur
‘Umar?5® and thirty years later features as the leader of several military
expeditions.?5* Similarly, al-Khazraji’s chronicle mentions the chief eunuch
Marjan as engaged in military and political missions for Sultan al-Ashraf Isma‘il
between 786/1384 and 791/1389.255 A few years later, the sultan entrusted the
eunuch with the administration of his young bride, who became known as
Jihat Marjan.256

The practice of naming Rasulid women after their eunuch administrator is
conspicuous in the lists of allowances, provisions and gifts contained in Nir
al-ma‘arif. Similar evidence can also be found in Al-igd al-fakhir, which con-
tains a chapter devoted entirely to women. It consists of the biographies of
twelve women, five of whom carry the names of their eunuch administrators.257

251 Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society, 8.

252 Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’luw’iyya, 11180, 11.227-8.

253 This mention is from the year in 628/1230-1 (al-Khazraji, 1.47).

254 In658/1259-60 (al-Khazraji, 1.132), Mukhtass’s obituary also reveals that Sultan al-Mansar
‘Umar appointed him educator of his son and successor al-Muzaffar (al-Khazraji, Al-Igd
al-fakhir, 1169, see the following section).

255 In 786/1384 (al-Khazraji, Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 11180), 787/1385 (al-Khazraji, 11.184),
790/1388 (al-Khazraji, 11.196) and 791/1389 (al-Khazraji, 11.206).

256  This occurred in the year 796/1394 (al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 11.256).

257 Al-Dar al-Salahi or Jihat Salah, named after the chief eunuch (tawashi) Shihab al Din
Salah (al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 2499). Jihat Tugha, named after the chief eunuch
Jamal al-Din Tugha b. ‘Abd Allah al-Afdali (al-Khazraji, 2502). Al-Dar al-F&’iz, named after
Kamal al-Din F&’iz b. ‘Abd Allah al-Mu’ayyadi (2503). Al-Hurra Lu‘lu‘, whose eunuch is
not mentioned, but because the name Lu‘lu‘ (pearl) was only given to slaves, we can be
confident that she was called after a eunuch bearing this name (2504). Jihat al-Mu‘tabiya,
named after Jamal al-Din Mu‘tab b. ‘Abd Allah al-Ashrafi (2504). Of the other women,
two were named after their brothers (al-Dar al-Wathiqi: 2507, al-Dar al-Shamsi: 2497),
one after her husband (al-Dar al-Najmi: 2508) and one after her father (al-Hurra
al-Malika Sayyida Bint Ahmad al-Sulayhi: 2488). The names of two women are not
explained (al-Hurra Hilal: 2487, al-Dar al-Dumluwi: 2488), but it is likely that the former
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This peculiar naming practice figures as powerful metaphor for the nature
of the relationship between eunuchs and elite women: just as the names of
eunuchs substituted the women’s own names in public utterances and writing,
eunuchs represented their mistresses in male-dominated spheres.

8.2 Evidence from Nur al-ma‘arif

Nur al-ma‘arif offers rich evidence on the relationships between royal women
and their eunuchs, particularly in extensive lists of sweets and meat handed
out as gifts during religious celebrations,?%® and in lists of supplies allocated
to members of the royal family.25° In the former type of list, mentions of
royal women referred to by their eunuchs’ names abound but are difficult to
contextualize. The supply lists are often muddled and incomplete, and ambig-
uous vocabulary further hampers the analysis. Nevertheless, they can offer a
number of insights into the position of eunuchs in the households of Rasulid
women. Five such supply lists concern royal women referred to by their
eunuchs’ name: the lady of the chief eunuch Radi al-Din Fakhr (later spelled
Fakhir) residing in Zabid,?60 the lady of the chief eunuch ‘Aziz al-Dawla
Rayhan al-Luqmani in the castle of al-Dumluwa,?6! the lady of the chief
eunuch ‘Anbar in the fortress of al-Takar,262 and the lady of the chief eunuch
Shafi al-Dumluwi, presumably also residing in al-Dumluwa castle.263 The lists
specify in detail the food and monetary allocations given to these women and

was also named after a eunuch, and the latter after her residence, al-Dumluwa castle. The
only woman listed with her own name is the famed Sulayhid queen and regent Asma“
bint Shihab (248s).

258  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 11.119—41, 11.143-9.

259 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.525-33: presents and pensions given by the sultan; 1.534—9:
supply of the palace during times excluding Ramadan; 1.533—47: supply to royal women;
1.554—9: pensions given to the sultan’s nephews; 1.580—1: presents and pensions given by
the sultan; 11.88—9go: supplies during Ramadan; 11.119—30: distribution of sweets during
the mid-Sha‘ban festival; 11.132—3: gifts given to royal women during id; 11.145-50: sweets
distributed during ‘id. For an analysis of the network furnishing supplies to Rasulid
households, see Vallet, “Pouvoir, commerce et marchands,” 309-14. Tamon Baba, “Yemen
under the Rasulids during the 13th Century,” Chroniques du Manuscrit au Yémen 17 (2014),
consulted online on 11.10.2024 (https://doi.org/10.4000/cmy.2041).

260 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.525-9.

261  Anonymous, 1.529.

262  Anonymous, 1.548.

263 Anonymous, I.550. Additionally, shorter lists or mentions in supply and gift lists also fea-
ture royal women known by their eunuchs’ names: watermelon rations distributed to dif-
ferent eunuchs and royal women in Zabid (1.408); supplies given to the lady of the chief
eunuch Mubashar during Ramadan (11.90); drinks allocated to the lady of Shukr and the
lady of al-Tahawi (11.9).
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their entourage, mentioning the share of each person or category of persons
separately. In this way, they provide the reader with insights into the composi-
tion of Rasulid households and various occupations at the royal court as well
as the different types of servants and slaves working for elite women. However
fragmentary, the supply lists included in Nir al-ma‘arif augment our knowl-
edge of the eunuch institution in important ways.

To begin with, these documents prove that eunuch administrators were the
highest-ranking officials in the households of Rasulid women. Not only was the
royal woman and her household known by her chief eunuch’s name; he also
obtained a much larger salary than all other employees and slaves mentioned.
It also becomes clear that the household of a Rasulid woman comprised a
number of other eunuchs of lower rank. For example, lists of supplies given to
the lady of the chief eunuch Radi al-Din Fakhr specify clothing allowances for
“senior” and “junior eunuchs” (al-khuddam al-kibar/al-sighar).264 The differ-
ence in rank between various eunuchs is underlined by the unequal amounts
of salaries and allowances allocated to them. The chief eunuch Radi al-Din
Fakhr obtained a monthly salary of twenty dinars, while the other eunuchs in
his household were given between five and two dinars.26°> The following quote
from a list of supplies given to the lady of ‘Aziz al-Dawla Rayhan al-Lugmani
exemplifies the hierarchies that existed between eunuchs:

Clothing of the eunuchs and chief eunuchs: [for] a full year six hundred.

For the chief eunuch especially: one hundred per year.

The eunuchs under his supervision: fifteen persons, five hundred.

The owners of forty [those receiving forty dinars]: five persons, two
hundred.

The owners of thirty [those receiving thirty dinars]: ten persons, three
hundred.

Amount for heating?66 for the eunuchs: 150.267

Based on this and similar information, it becomes evident that the eunuch by
whose name a Rasulid woman was known stood at the head of her household.
He managed the other eunuchs living under the roof of his mistress who
occupied a variety of different ranks. What remains unclear is whether the

264 Anonymous, I1.525-6.

265 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif.

266 Jazim suggests that this amount was spent on blankets and firewood to protect the
eunuchs from the cold in al-Dumluwa castle (Anonymous, 1.530).

267 Anonymous, 11.529—30.
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differences in rank between lower-level eunuchs were due to diverging occu-
pations, age or other factors.

Finally, it is remarkable just how many eunuchs worked in the households
of Rasulid women. The smallest recorded female household, administered
by the chief eunuch Shafi* al-Dumluwi, comprised nine other, lower-ranking
eunuchs.268 Radi al-Din Fakhr had between seventeen and twenty-one
eunuchs under his supervision, and Rayhan Luqmant fifteen or sixteen.?69 The
household of Jihat ‘Anbar included sixty-three eunuchs whose names con-
sistently appear in several documents.2’0 Among the women recorded in the
sources analysed, Jihat ‘Anbar is also the only one who had more than one
chief eunuch at her service; in addition to ‘Anbar, her household also com-
prised the chief eunuchs Muhsin and Hilal, who however received less than
half of ‘Anbar’s salary?™ and clothing allowance.?7

What might justify the presence of so many eunuchs in the homes of Rasulid
women? Both Ayalon and El Cheikh explain the high numbers of eunuchs in
the Abbasid harem by the fact that women needed to be constantly monitored,
which required the eunuchs to take several shifts.2”® Toledano reports that in
late 13th/1gth-century Istanbul, 194 African eunuchs supervised four hundred
to five hundred female slaves by taking shifts guarding the doors of the Ottoman
harem.?”* However, large numbers of eunuchs cannot simply be explained by
large numbers of women in a given harem or similar living arrangement. The
household of Jihat ‘Anbar is a case in point and, being exceptionally well doc-
umented in the Nir al-ma‘arif, deserves a closer look.

This lady and her chief eunuch are mentioned fourteen times in various sup-
ply lists spanning from al-Muzaffar’s late years to the short reign of his succes-
sor al-Ashraf ‘Umar.2”> Her household was located in the fortress of al-Ta’kar,

268  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif.

269 Anonymous, 1.525-6, 1.529 The lists for salaries and those for clothes allocations are not
fully congruent. In the household of the lady of Radi al-Din Fakhr, twenty-one eunuchs
(khuddam) received salaries but only seventeen clothing allowances, while in the home
of the lady of Rayhan al-Lugmani, sixteen eunuchs are listed as salary receivers and fif-
teen as obtaining clothing allowances.

270 Anonymous, 1.546—7.

271 The chief eunuch Muhsin received thirty dinars per month, and the chief eunuch Hilal
ten (Anonymous, 1.546).

272 Anonymous, 1.547.

273  Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans; El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate.”

274 “Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul,” 383.

275 Anonymous, Niur al-ma‘rif. The eunuch and his lady are mentioned in the following
document segments: a section on the provisions of the palace during times excluding
Ramadan (1.534—9); a section on the private needs of the lady of the chief eunuch Shuja‘
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a Rasulid stronghold overlooking the port city of Aden.276 Various lists provide
a fascinating amount of detail on Jihat ‘Anbar’s household, from salaries for dif-
ferent categories of workers to food ratios and allowances for the acquisition of
candles and bread.?’” One section is entirely dedicated to the supplies received
in the year 691/1291—2.278 This document mentions seven other women named
after eunuchs living in Jihat ‘Anbar’s household.?”® Interestingly, while Jihat
‘Anbar received a monthly provision of one hundred dinars, the other women
were given only ten to thirty dinars per month. This stark difference prompts
the conclusion that the lady of ‘Anbar was at the time the highest-ranking
woman in her household.?80 In a similar vein, her administrator ‘Anbar occu-
pied a significantly higher position than the sixty-three other eunuchs in the
household, as is reflected in his generous salary and clothing allowance.?8!

In sum, evidence for Jihat ‘Anbar’s household confirms that it comprised sev-
eral other Rasulid noblewomen. Nevertheless, the fact that a total of sixty-four
eunuchs served in this household cannot simply be explained by the presence
of other female residents in it. Rather, the large number of eunuchs seems to
indicate the range of tasks and roles performed by eunuchs in elite house-
holds, which comprised the protection of the women’s quarters, personal

al-Din ‘Anbar (1.543-50); a list of supplies for the private kitchens (11.132—3); as well as a
list of gifts distributed during the festival of mid-Shaban (11.119-24).

276 A list of monthly waterskin allowances reveals that the lady and her eunuch must have
travelled to al-Mahjam regularly (anonymous, 1.535).

277 Anonymous, 1.548, 1.549. We also read that she possessed her own kitchen, which con-
sisted of different parts such as a bakery (anonymous, 1.539, 1.547).

278  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.543ff.

279 Jihat Rashiq, Jihat ‘Anbar (likely another lady whose eunuch was also called ‘Anbar), Jihat
Rashid, Jihat Bayan, Jihat Fatih (later spelled Fasih), Jihat Rayhan and Jihat Nafi‘ (anon-
ymous, 1.544). Another list provides four names of women that only partially match the
former: Jihat Rashid, Jihat Nada’ (or Bada’), Jihat Fasih and Jihat Rayhan (anonymous,
1.549).

280 It is also conceivable that the lady of ‘Anbar was given higher allowances because she
had more dependents — children, slaves, employees. However, as previously discussed,
the salaries given to different categories of male slaves and servants were meticulously
recorded in the Nur. It is therefore unlikely that Jihat ‘Anbar’s provisions included those
for her male staff. However, salaries or provisions of female slaves and staff are not men-
tioned anywhere. Furthermore, lists of allowances for royal women usually include the
category “al-‘iyal’, a term that can denote a family, household or “persons whom a man
feeds” (Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 2201). Today, it is commonly used in Yemen for small
boys and girls (Anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif, 1.550). It is likely that female slaves were sub-
sumed under this category, together with their children and the children of their mis-
tresses. Interestingly, these %yal are frequently mentioned together with eunuchs, which
could be a result of them living under one roof.

281  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.544, 1.547.
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service, the supervision of sultanic kitchens and storehouses (see chapter 5),
the education of royal children (see below), the representation of their mis-
tresses in public domains and most likely also the training and supervision of
female slaves.

A final point regarding Jihat ‘Anbar and her chief eunuch is worth contem-
plating. In the year 648/1250, al-Khazraji describes a eunuch named ‘Anbar as
administrator in the fortress of Ta‘izz, which at the time was under the con-
trol of al-Mufaddal, the rebellious brother of Sultan al-Muzaffar.282 Through a
crafty ruse, the sultan led the eunuch to join his side and surrender the fortress
to him.283 As reward for his loyalty, the sultan then made him administrator of
a certain “daughter of Asad al-Din".284 Only later in the narrative do we discover
that this elusive woman was in fact a wife of the sultan.?85 Could this queen be
the same Jihat ‘Anbar who surfaces forty years later in Nar al-ma‘rif together
with her eunuch administrator? While the evidence is insufficient to provide
a definite answer, it is easy to imagine that a young wife of Sultan al-Muzaffar
was placed under the guardianship of the eunuch ‘Anbar in 648/1250 and about
forty years later had become one of the most influential women of the Rasulid
family, residing in the fortress of al-Takar, commanding a large number of
servants and slaves, and obtaining generous allowances, provisions and gifts
from her husband and later from his successor al-Ashraf ‘Umar (who might
have been her son).286 Likewise, the eunuch ‘Anbar would have served his lady
for decades, his prestige and authority augmenting as he managed a growing
household and commanded over increasing numbers of eunuchs.

282  During the reign of the first Rasulid sultan al-Manstr ‘Umar, a rivalry had developed
between al-Muzaffar, the sultan’s first-born son, and his younger half-brother al-Mufaddal,
whose mother Bint Hawza actively promoted his career. When the sultan al-Mansuar
‘Umar died in 647/1250, neither al-Muzaffar nor his half-brother al-Mufaddal were able
to secure the throne right away. Instead, the royal mamluks swore allegiance to a paternal
cousin. Al-Muzaffar eventually emerged victorious, but al-Mufaddal retained authority
over parts of the country for a while longer (al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwlw’iyya, 1.88, 11.120;
al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 575).

283  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 1.94.

284 Al-Khazraji, 94.

285  Al-Khazraji, 11.23. She bore the sultan a daughter known by the poetic name Ma’ al-Sama’
(water of the sky), which had also been given to a prominent Yemeni pre-Islamic leader
(al-Khazraji, 1.36). Her father was the sultan’s paternal cousin Asad al-Din Muhammad b.
Hasan b. ‘Al1 b. Rasil, a notorious troublemaker during the early Rasulid era. He betrayed
both his uncle, the first sultan al-Manstar ‘Umar, and his cousin, the second sultan
al-Mugzaffar, on numerous occasions; what is more, he brought about al-Manstr ‘Umar’s
death by instigating the royal mamluks to kill their owner (al-Khazraji, 1.83).

286 Reigned 694—6/1295-6.
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The tedious task of analysing Nir al-ma‘arif’s lengthy lists of provisions, sal-
aries and gifts side by side has enabled a basic understanding of the setup of
Rasulid women’s households. Eunuchs were employed in these households on
different levels, organized in a strict hierarchy managed by a eunuch admin-
istrator. However, due to the particular source character of Nur al-ma‘arif, its
explanatory power ends here. To obtain a better understanding of the qual-
ity of relations between eunuchs and Rasulid women, we shall now turn to
al-Khazraji's chronicle and biographical collection.

8.3 Evidence from al-Khazraji's Works
Ten of the twenty-nine eunuchs found in al-Khazraji's works are described
as having some form of responsibility towards, or relationship with, courtly
women. The evidence could simply be contained in a woman’s name, as is
the case with the mother of Sultan al-Ashraf Isma‘il, who was identified with
the eunuch Jamal al-Din Tugha al-Afdali (the epithet indicating that he had
formally served this sultan’s father and predecessor al-Afdal).287 In other
instances, the relationship between a royal woman and her eunuch is explic-
itly described by a job title, usually that of zimam. Finally, a number of affili-
ations between Rasulid women and their eunuchs can be traced throughout
al-Khazraji's chronicle and biographies, offering rare glimpses into the nature
of their long-standing connection. One woman in particular is exceptionally
well documented. Her contributions to the political and social developments
of her time were remarkable and involved complex interactions with several
influential eunuchs. She was known as Jihat Salah.288

Jihat Salah was born as Amina, daughter of Ismail b. ‘Abd Allah al-Halabj,
a shaikh from Mecca.?89 She was the wife of the fourth Rasulid sul-
tan al-Mu’ayyad Dawud (r. 696—721/1297-1322) and mother of his successor
al-Mujahid ‘Ali (r. 721-64/1322-63). Jihat Salah was known by the name of the
eunuch Shihab al-Din Salah (d. 723/1323), about whom al-Khazraji merely
offers the following information: “He was the administrator (zimam) of
al-Malik al-Mu‘ayyad and then was made administrator of the mother of his
son, al-Malik-al-Mujahid.”29° This woman, of course, was Jihat Salah. We have
no further information about the relationship between the queen and Shihab
al-Din Salah, but it is interesting to note that despite having other eunuch
administrators later in life, she continued to be referred to by his name. Luckily,

287  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.174.

288  Occasionally, she is called al-Dar al-Salahi, cf. al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 2501.
289 Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 111.188. Sadek, “Rasalid Women,” 123.

290 Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwluwiyya, 11.17.
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her interactions with two other eunuchs are recorded in more detail, especially
in the context of a political crisis that unfolded in 735/1334. In this year, the
Rasulid sultan al-Mujahid set out on a pilgrimage to Mecca, followed by his
mother Jihat Salah. Al-Khazraji writes:

The honourable lady Jihat Salah travelled to Mecca, and with her trav-
elled the chief eunuch Safi al-Din Jawhar al-Ridwani, and the rest of the
ghilman of the sultan.?°!

This pilgrimage proved fateful for the sultan: the Mamluk caravan, fearing that
al-Mujahid might seize power in Mecca, abducted him to Egypt where he was
detained for a full year. Before we follow al-Khazraji’s narration further, let us
take a closer look at Jihat Salal’s travel companion, the eunuch Safi al-Din
Jawhar al-Ridwani.

Jawhar first appears in al-KhazrajT's chronicle in the year 729/1328, when he
was tasked with reconquering the castle of al-Dumluwa which had been sold
by its defiant garrison.292 Interestingly, the order was not given by the sultan
but came from his mother Jihat Salah, testifying to her active involvement in
political and military affairs during her son’s reign. In the same year, Jawhar is
mentioned as holding the position of administrator of the sultan’s household
(zimam al-bab al-sharif).293 If we assume that the sultan’s widowed mother
Jihat Salah was the female head of the sultanic household, then Jawhar would
have acted as her administrator as well. And in fact, evidence for this can be
found in his obituary:

He served the noble lady, the lady of the eunuch Shihab al-Din Salah,
mother of our lord, the sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid. She appointed him
as administrator of her household and assigned to him all her affairs.294

The passage reveals that Jihat Salah herself had appointed Jawhar as her
guardian, not the sultan or another male relative as was common practice.
In 735/1334, we find Jawhar again at the queen mother’s side during her pil-
grimage to Mecca. Surprisingly, the narrative suggests that after the sultan’s
abduction, Jawhar did not return to Yemen with the queen mother but stayed
in Mecca instead. Perhaps the critical circumstances forced him to take

291 Al-Khazraji, 11.85.
292  Al-Khazraji, 11.47.
293 Al-Khazraji, 11.150.
294 Al-Khazraji, 11.101.
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up more pressing responsibilities. In any case, Jiha Salal’s ability to make
the homeward journey without him can be read as a sign of her autonomy.
Jawhar’s illustrious career ended tragically in 755/1355, when he died in ship-
wreck while on a diplomatic mission to Egypt. He had undoubtedly been one
of the most high-ranking officials of his time. In addition to governing the sul-
tanic household, he was charged with critical political and military missions
and held the position of governor (wali) in the castle of Yumayn.2% His ser-
vice to Jihat Salah spanned decades and earned him the following mention in
her biography: “Her administrator, the chief eunuch $afi al-Din Jawhar b. ‘Abd
Allah al-Ridwani, built two mosques, one of them in the city of Zabid [...] and
the other one in the city of Ta‘izz."2%¢

Returning to the narrative of 735/1334, al-Khazraji describes how after her
son’s abduction to Egypt, Jihat Salah gathered what was left of the sultan’s car-
avan in Mecca and set out for Yemen:

When they arrived in Harad [...], our lady, the honourable lady Jihat
Salah, ordered the Qadi Jamal al-Din Muhammad b. Hassan to stay there,
when they had learned about his sobriety and good administration. Then

she travelled among the rest of the troops until she arrived in the city
of Zabid.297

The first measure taken by Jihat Salah upon arrival in Yemen was to entrust
Harad, the northernmost city of the Rasulid state, to a well-respected judge.
This city lay on a major pilgrimage route from Yemen to Mecca, the so-called
jadda al-sultaniya.?°® The wording also suggests that she left parts of the sul-
tan’s troops there. Having thereby ensured that the state’s northern borders
were well protected, Jihat Salah proceeded to Zabid, one of the two capitals of
the Rasulid state. The narration continues:

She stayed there some days and then proceeded to Ta‘izz among those
troops that were with her. She arrived there in the night of Wednesday,
the 16th of the month of Safar, and remained in the Majalliya.2%° Their

295 Al-Khazraji, 11.423.

296  Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 2501.

297  Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 11.87-8.

298 Johann Heiss, “Caravans from South Arabia: Roads and Organization,” in Camels in Asia
and North Africa: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Their Past and Present Significance,
ed. Eva-Maria Knoll and Pamela Burger, Verdffentlichungen der Sozialanthropologie 18
(Vienna: Austrian Academy of Sciences Press, 2012), 131—9.

299 The Majalliya, sometimes rendered as Mahalliya, was a well-known quarter of Ta‘izz.
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high command was issued that the kettledrum be played, the military
music of Jalil,3%% and it had not been played before.30!

Upon Jihat Salal’s arrival in Ta‘izz, the Rasulid dynasty’s second capital, the
kettledrums (tablkhana) were played. In Rasulid Yemen, these percussion
instruments were used when a sultan entered a city after a longer absence, or
when he appointed or honoured high officials and dignitaries. In this situation,
we cannot be sure who gave the command for the playing of the drums; in any
case, Jihat Salah was clearly considered to possess sufficient royal authority — or
at least to be a worthy representative of her son’s authority — to deserve this
high honour.

The next passage describes Jihat Salah giving orders to the eunuch Amin
al-Din Ahyaf, whose remarkable career has previously been discussed. The sul-
tan had appointed him as commander and paymaster of the castle of Ta‘izz
before leaving for Mecca. In the political crisis following the sultan’s depor-
tation to Egypt, Ahyaf executed a eunuch and a vizier who had rebelled upon
the news of the sultan’s capture and then appointed a new vizier and a judge
of judges.3°2 These were bold moves, as it was usually the sultan’s prerogative
to decide such high-level appointments. Jihat Salah must have been well aware
of the challenge that Ahyaf’s autonomous behaviour posed to her authority.
As soon as she had set foot in Ta‘izz, she undertook the following manoeuvre:

She wrote to the eunuch Ahyaf to send her [the sultan’s sons] al-Malik
al-Muzaffar and al-Malik al-Salih to be handed over to her. They came
down, were handed over to her, and remained with her in al-Majalliyya.
When they had arrived at her place, she went up to the castle, sent for the
eunuch Ahyaf, made him swear an oath and proceeded with confidence
in him. She commanded him to demand the boys from al-Majalliyya. He
asked for them, and they came up on Thursday, the 17th of Safar.303

Behind Jihat Salah’s seemingly overcomplicated procedure lies a smart strategy.
The fact that the sultan’s underage sons were in Ahyaf’s hands posed a great

300 Nawbat jalil. The nawba was the type of military music played by the kettledrums
(tablkhana). Jalil might have been the chief of the military band (miéhtar al-tablkhana),
a position mentioned in Nuar al-ma‘arif (e.g. anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 11.124.) Cf. H. G.
Farmer, “Tabl-Khana,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Brill, 2012).

301 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.88.

302  The eunuch Jamal al-Din Bari‘ and the judge Muwaffaq al-Din, Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif,
11.85ft.

303  Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lu’iyya, 11.87-8.
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risk, as the eunuch could have used them as leverage in order to impose his
will on Jihat Salah. Worse, he could have gained direct access to supreme
authority by installing one of Jihat Salaly’'s grandsons on the throne and ruling
as his proxy, a dynamic that had had its precedents in Yemeni history.3%4 Jihat
Salah neutralized these risks by requesting the princes to be handed over to
her. Only after Ahyaf had complied with her order, she proceeded to the cas-
tle and faced him directly. To further validate that her authority was unchal-
lenged, she requested that Ahyaf swear an oath of fidelity to her. Having thus
assured herself of the eunuch’s loyalty, she allowed her grandsons to return to
the castle.

Two leading figures emerged in the power vacuum left by the sultan’s
abduction to Egypt: Jihat Salah and the eunuch Ahyaf. However, when Jihat
Salah returned to Yemen, she immediately asserted her authority over Ahyaf.
The eunuch complied with her orders right away, either because he recog-
nized the queen mother as the highest representative of Rasulid power in the
country or for tactical reasons. Jihat Salah henceforth held supreme command
until her son returned from Egypt a year later and retook the reins of power.
The Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi who describes the capture and abduction
of Sultan al-Mujahid from an Egyptian perspective also identifies Jihat Salah
as the person securing this fragile transition period.205 Ahyaf’s loyalty to the
Rasulid family paid off and ultimately won him the post of governor over
Zabid, a role he retained until his death in 787/1385.306

Now, what do these narratives tell us about relationships between eunuchs
and royal women in medieval Yemen? Remarkably, in all recorded interactions
between Jihat Salah and the chief eunuchs Jawhar and Ahyaf, she is described
as having the upper hand. In fact, there is not a single mention of a eunuch
giving orders to Jihat Salah, or of restricting the queen’s autonomy. Granted,
Jihat Salah was an exceptionally influential woman. Yet, a careful perusal
of al-Khazrajr's works produced no evidence for a eunuch giving orders to a
Rasulid woman,; rather, several other instances of royal women commanding
over eunuchs are recorded.?%” Even though a woman’s zimam was often chosen

304 In 371/981, the Ziyadid king Abu al-Jaysh, who had ruled over Yemen’s Tihama plain,
passed away. The royal title devolved upon his son, a child at the time. He was placed
under the guardianship of a Nubian slave called Husayn b. Salama, who thereupon acted
as de facto ruler of the Ziyadid polity.

305 Ahmad b. ‘Ali al-Magqrizi, Kitab al-Suluk li-ma‘rifat duwal al-mulitk, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd
al-Qadir‘Ata (Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-ilmiyya, 1997), 130-1, 134-6, 146.

306 Details of Ahyaf’s career are discussed in the previous subsection.

307 For example, Al-Iqd al-fakhir mentions in passing that during the Zuray‘id period, a

=«

eunuch named Jawhar al-Mwazzami “was governor (wali) in al-Dumluwa castle on the
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by a male relative, no instance of a eunuch controlling a Rasulid woman on
behalf of her father, brother or any other male figure could be found. This
textual evidence, while certainly not representative of interactions between
eunuchs and elite women in the whole medieval Islamic world, does challenge
commonly held assumptions about these relationships. Such assumptions are
often perpetuated by standard translations of Arabic terms, such as the con-
ventional rendition of zimam as “guardian” or “supervisor” which assigns the
woman a subordinate role. In the relationships examined above, the power
inequality clearly ran the other way. As we have seen, the wives, mothers and
sisters of sultans described by al-Khazraji used their eunuchs to expand their
political reach. Through her zimam, a Rasulid noblewoman could exert influ-
ence in domains that were not directly accessible to her, such as the army and
administration. As this case study has illustrated, loyalty and obedience were
exacted from eunuchs not only by their male owners but also by the women of
the Rasulid elite whose political projects they helped advance.

9 Eunuchs as Educators of Royal Children

Another responsibility that eunuchs tended to in the female quarters of royal
residences was the education of children. The earliest Yemeni example of such
a role stems from al-Hakami’s account of the death of Abu al-Jaysh, the last
Ziyadid3°8 king of southern Yemen:

This Abu al-Jaysh died in the year 371 [981—2], leaving behind a child called
‘Abd Allah, or, as was said, Ziyad. Guardianship over him was assumed by
his sister Hind, daughter of Abu al-Jaysh, and a slave of Abu al-Jaysh, an
Ethiopian eunuch called Rushd.3%9

When Rushd passed away, guardianship over the child king devolved upon
another eunuch, the Nubian Husayn b. Salama.3! Remarkably, he did not
merely act as an interim ruler until his protégé had reached maturity but held

part of the lady of Muhammad b. Saba.” Muhammad b. Saba’ b. Abt al-Sa‘ad b. Zuray* b.
Al-‘Abbas b. Al-Mukarram al-Hamdani was the sixth Zuray‘id ruler of Aden. Al-Khazraji,
Al-1qd al-fakhir, 633.

308 The Ziyadid dynasty had ruled Yemen’s Tihama region from its capital Zabid since
203/818. After the death of its last king Husayn b. Salama, the slave guardians of two suc-
cessive underage heirs acted as de facto rulers, until the Najahid dynasty superseded the
Ziyadids in 412/1022.

309 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 6.

310 Al-Hakami, 10.
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the reins of power for thirty years. Al-Hakam1’s lengthy description of his era is
full of praise for his capabilities.3!! Shortly after this episode, a eunuch called
Marjan was appointed guardian over another young Ziyadid prince. Several
similar instances are reported by al-Hakami: in the mid-6th/12th century, for
example, the Najahid queen ‘Alam placed her son into the care of his father’s
eunuchs before fleeing the royal palace.31?

Having gained the trust of future leaders when they were young, eunuchs
could easily exert influence over them once they had become sovereigns. What
is more, al-Hakami's accounts also highlight one far-reaching side effect of
the close relationship between eunuchs and royal sons, which would remain
a recurring theme up until the Rasulid era: eunuch-guardians were at times
entrusted with — or claimed for themselves — interim rule on behalf of under-
age sovereigns. The same political dynamic is well attested for other Islamic
polities such as the Abbasid caliphate and the Mamluk sultanate.3!3

A vivid example of the weighty responsibility which eunuchs carried with
respect to royal offspring comes from the Zuray‘id period (473-569/1080-1173).
Before passing away, the dynasty’s last ruler Tmran b. Ahmad (r. 561-9/1166—73)
appointed the eunuch Jawhar al-Mw’azzami as legal guardian (wast) over his
underage children.?* During the subsequent Ayyubid invasion of Yemen in
569/1173, Jawhar smuggled his late owner’s children out of the country, dis-
guised as a woman. The party likely sought exile in Ethiopia, for it is here that
Jawhar died around twenty years later.315

Rasulid obituaries and biographical entries document the roles of eunuchs
in the education of royal offspring during that era. Al-Khazraj1’s obituary of the
eunuch Nizam al-Din Mukhtass provides a vivid example here:

He possessed sound judgement, was great, a donor and an amir, highly
determined. He was the freed slave (mawla) of Ghazi b. Jibrll who has
been mentioned. Then he served the sultan Nar al-Din who made him
educator (atabak) of his son al-Muzaffar. He improved [al-Muzaffar’s]
education and courtesy, and he became an example of courtesy in Yemen.
And it is said: the courtesy of Mukhtass.316

311 Al-Hakami, 6-19.

312 Al-Hakami, 72.

313 E.g. El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate,” 235ff,; Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, 41;
Levanoni, A Turning Point in Mamluk History.

314 After the death of Imran b. Ahmad, slave ministers carried on the dynasty until it was
obliterated by the Ayyubids (Smith, “Political History of the Islamic Yemen,” 133.

315 Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 632—40.

316  Al-Khazraji, 2100.
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This passage is a rare mention of manumission in medieval Yemeni sources.
Nizam al-Din Mukhtass had already been liberated by his previous owner
when he joined the service of the Rasulid sultan al-Manstr ‘Umar (also known
as Nar al-Din). Later, he was appointed educator of the sultan’s son al-Muzaffar.
The eunuch clearly left an imprint on the young heir apparent, as he was the
one credited with teaching him courtesy. The title atabak, a Turkish composite,
was first given to high-ranking military men assigned as educators and tutors
over Turkish princes during the Saljuq period (5th—6th/1ith—12th century).317
The designation probably travelled to Yemen with the Ayyubids and survived
into the Rasulid period. While in Mamluk Egypt the meaning of atabak shifted
from educator of royal sons to army commander, in Yemen it clearly retained
its traditional significance of guardian or educator of royal offspring.3!® In
al-‘Uqud al-lwlw’iyya, al-Khazraji uses the title lala to describe Mukhtass’s role
in the upbringing of the young al-Muzaffar.3!° This title is of Turkmen origin
and was popularized by the Safavids to designate tutors of princes.32° Finally,
the role of tutor and guardian taken up by eunuchs is also often described in
Rasulid sources with the previously discussed title of zimam. Naturally, the
roles of administering the households of royal women and educating their
children were often combined.

Once married, Rasulid sultans often appointed their own educators and tutors
as administrators of their wives” households. For example, the eunuch Shihab
al-Din Salah (d. 723/1323) “was the administrator of al-Malik al-Mwayyad, and
then was made administrator of the mother of his son, al-Malik-al-Mujahid".32!
This woman was Jihat Salah, whose biography has been discussed above. The
eunuch thus accompanied his owner through childhood and, once al-Malik
al-Mu’ayyad had married and ascended to the throne, oversaw his wife’s house-
hold, likely acting as tutor of the couple’s children as well. This life trajectory
bears testimony to the trust placed in high-ranking eunuchs and to the depth
of their involvement in their owners’ lives.

317 Amalia Levanoni, “Atabak (Atabeg),” in Fleet et al., Encyclopaedia of Islam, Third Edition.

318 In Mamluk sources, the title was increasingly used in the phrase “atabak al-asakir”, com-
monly translated as “commander-in-chief of the army” (Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure
of the Mamluk Army 1,” 463).

319 Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army 1,” 463.

320 Cf. C. E. Bosworth, “Lala,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et
al., 2012. The title is also known from Mamluk sources, where it was given to guardians
and educators of sultanic children (Ayalon, Eunuchs in the Mamluk Sultanate, 272; Petry,
“From Slaves to Benefactors,” 60). The term appears to have been unusual in medieval
Yemen; I have found no further occurrence in my sources.

321 Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’luwiyya, 11.17.
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10 Scholarly and Religious Activities

In addition to the far-reaching responsibilities and tasks they performed for
the ruling family, some eunuchs also pursued scholarly, social and religious
interests. Similarly, it has been noted that a number of eunuchs in Mamluk Egypt
achieved scholarly fame.322 An early example from Yemen is Jawhar b. ‘Abd Allah
al-Mu‘azzami (d. 59?/119?), who served two consecutive Zuray‘id rulers:323

He was a pious, sensible, intelligent, knowledgeable, active, memorizing
eunuch. The jurists of his time agreed to calling him by the appellation
“the one who knows the Qur’an by heart”, because he never forgot some-
thing he memorized. He was a jurist and a Qur’an reciter. He had written
many works on Qur’an recitations, hadith and homilies. He used to love,
honour and respect the Sunni jurists, and hate the madhhab of his lords.324

This passage not only attests to Jawhar’s deep religious interest and knowledge
but also to his independent opinion when it came to Islamic legal thought:
unlike his Zuray‘id owners, who followed the Isma‘ili doctrine, Jawhar adhered
to Sunnism. Al-Janadi, who features Jawhar’s biography in his Sufiik, further
mentions that he was Ethiopian and had been freed by his owners.32> While
being governor in the castle of al-Dumluwa, Jawhar became an expert in reli-
gious knowledge and composed several books. He was well respected among
jurists. His literary talent is exemplified by the rich poetic imagery and rhymed
prose (saj) exhibited in the following quote from one of his sermons:

When I learned that death was my destination and the grave my prospect,
I took it as a warning for myself against negligence, and as a reminder to
myself before the arrival of the travel day. Perhaps God will shelter me
with his forgiveness from the repulsiveness of what I did and excuse my
odious actions.326

In his chronicle of Aden, Ba Makhrama relates several miracles that occurred
after Jawhar's death and were attributed to his blessing (baraka).32”

322  Petry, “From Slaves to Benefactors,” 62; Levanoni, A Turning Point in Mamluk History, 190.

323 Muhammad b. Saba’ (r. 534/1139-548/1153 and his son Imran Muhammad b. Saba’ (r.
548/1153-561/1166).

324 Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 632.

325 Al-Janadi, Al-Sulik fi tabaqat al-‘ulama’ wa al-muluk, 1.383.

326  Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 633.

327 BaMakhrama, “Tarikh taghr ‘Adan,” 73.
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Another eunuch with scholarly ambitions was Abu al-Misk Kafar (date of
death unknown), who served the second Ayyubid ruler Tughtakin b. Ayyub328
and bore the fitting epithet Mujir al-Din (defender of the faith):

He was a pious, kind, religious tutor (ustadh). He was one of the eunuchs
(khuddam) of the precious king Sayf al-Islam Tughtakin b. Ayyub. He
used to be preoccupied with Qur’an recitation, friendship with its peo-
ple [the learned], and the company of the scholars. His opinion of them
improved. He was a sheikh in the hadith, which a group of scholars
learned from him. He had a school built in the Maghraba329 of Ta‘izz,
which is known as al-Mujiriyya, in the city of Ta‘izz. He died in Ta‘izz and
his grave is there, close to al-Maharib.33° It is known and visited, and one
receives blessing (baraka) there. [...] God have mercy on him.33!

Not only was Kafur a teacher of religious learning; his grave also became a pil-
grimage site where blessing could be obtained. Other references to eunuchs’
interest in learning and religion are scattered throughout various biogra-
phies. Of the influential eunuch Taj al-Din Badr b. ‘Abd Allah al-Muzaffari,332
al-Khazraji writes that “he loved knowledge and the learned”333 Similarly,
Yaqut b. ‘Abd Allah al-Muzaffar1,33* governor of the castle of al-Dumluwa, “was
very generous honouring the learned and the religious”33% Safi al-Din Jawhar
al-Ridwani,336 a top military official and administrator of Queen Jihat Salah,
moved to Mecca later in life, most likely to pursue religious learning.337 Najib
b. ‘Abd Allah al-Mujahidi,33® administrator of Sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid’s
household, was said to have been a highly gifted calligrapher who helped the

sultan improve his handwriting.339

328 Reigned 571-9/1175-83.

329 A well-known neighbourhood in the western part of Ta‘izz.

330 Avillage near Ta‘izz.

331 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 1745. Al-KhazrajT's biography relies heavily on al-Janadi,
Al-Suluik fi tabagat al-‘ulama’wa al-muliik, 11.98.

332 Died 654/1256.

333 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 572—-3.

334 Died 687/1288.

335 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 2242.

336  Died 755/1355.

337 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 628.

338 Died 772/1371.

339 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 2203.
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1 Patronage of Pious Endowments

Many eunuchs who reached high positions in the Rasulid government and
army also contributed to Yemen’s architectural heritage. The common Islamic
practice of religious endowments (sg. waqf) was widespread during the Rasulid
era.340 Through this system, a patron financed the construction of a religious
or public monument and endowed it with an agricultural land or business, the
revenues of which served to maintain the monument in the future, pay the
salaries of its employees and, in the case of religious schools (sg. madrasa),
maintain its students. Among the patrons were members of the Rasulid family
including royal women, high officials, scholars and religious notables.3* The
Rasulids often bestowed wagqf status on territories whose inhabitants had
rebelled and were subsequently subdued; in this way, the endowment system
could be put at the service of state control.342 Every waqf was supervised by
government officials who managed its funds and ensured that the foundation’s
stipulations were met.343 Sadek has analysed the patronage practices of Rasulid
women, which attest to their financial independence and active contribution
to public life.3** Similarly, the fact that most of the prominent Rasulid eunuchs
appear to have sponsored religious endowments shows that these men must
have accumulated significant wealth. Nine of the sixteen eunuchs whose biog-
raphies and obituaries figure in al-Khazraji's works are known to have spon-
sored religious endowments.3*5 Collectively, they financed the construction
of twelve schools, nine mosques, one guesthouse (sg. dar madif) and one
public fountain (sg. sabil).346 Our sources clearly state that agricultural lands

340 Sadek, “Rasulid Women.”

341 Sadek, 121.

342 Varisco, “Why the Sultan Is Rich,” 33.

343 Smith, “Rasulid Administration in Ninth/Fifteenth Century Yemen,” 234—5.

344 Sadek, “Rasulid Women.”

345 Taj al-Din Badr (Al-Khazraji, Al-Tgd al-fakhir, 572—75; Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugqud al-lwlwi-
a, 1, 120-121); Mujir al-Din Kafar (Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 1745); Shibl al-Dawla
Kafar (Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 1745); Nizam al-Din Mukhtass (Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqgd
al-fakhir, 2100—2101); Al-Khazraji, Al- Uqud al-lwlw’iyya, 11, 169-170; Jawhar al-Mu‘azzami
(Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 632—5); Safi al-Din Jawhar al-Ridwani (Al-Khazraji,
Al-1qd al-fakhir, 628-30; Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.476); Yaqat al-Muzaffari
(Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 2242); Al-Khazraji, Al--Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 1, 249—250); F&'1z b.
‘Abd Allah (Al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 1697). Kamal al-Din Fatin (Al-Khazraji, Al- Ugad
al-lwlwiyya, 11, 239). Furthermore, al-Khazraji mentions that in 792/1390, renovations of
“the mosque of the eunuch Fakhir” were undertaken (Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lw’lwiyya,
11.188).

346 In comparison, Sadek has ascertained that nineteen Rasulid women sponsored forty-one
religious monuments, of which thirty-two were schools, six mosques, two public foun-
tains and one a sufi hostel (Sadek, “Rasalid Women,” 124).
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provided these monuments with the necessary income to secure their future
maintenance and remunerate their employees. This was in line with common
Islamic practice but poses a riddle in connection with eunuch sponsors: How
did these men gain full ownership over agricultural lands? As previously dis-
cussed, a number of high-ranking Rasulid eunuchs were given revenue estates
(sg. igta’) as reward for their service, but these estates remained the sultan’s
property and could not be bequeathed. Furthermore, slaves did not have full
ownership rights over their possessions. Therefore, it seems likely that these
eunuchs were manumitted and subsequently acquired enough wealth (includ-
ing land) to become sponsors of religious endowments.

Eunuchs appear to have commissioned the construction of monuments
at different stages in their lives; some left endowments despite having passed
away suddenly and prematurely, while others bequeathed none even though
they reached old age. For example, Jawhar al-Ridwani died unexpectedly in
shipwreck but left a school, a mosque and a public fountain, all secured through
religious endowments.347 Conversely, the eunuch Ahyaf portrayed earlier must
have accumulated a fortune during his illustrious life but seems to have spon-
sored no endowments at all. A detailed example of eunuchs’ generous patron-
age practices comes from the biography of Safi al-Din Jawhar al-Ridwani:

His are some religious monuments: a school in the city of Ta‘izz, in the
region of al-Asinfat, in which there is a fountain and lavatories and at its
gate a bathhouse. He installed there an imam, a muezzin, a custodian, a
teacher and orphans who study the Qur’an, and a tutor and his class. His
is a mosque in Zabid, east of al-Jami‘,34® entrusted with its own build-
ing, and he also bestowed land as endowment on it, and installed there
an imam, a muezzin, a custodian, a teacher, and orphans studying the
Quran. In it are also a fountain and lavatories. He had built during his
lifetime a drinking fountain on the al-Qartab road from Zabid, in the
junction of the two roads from the al-Qartab and the al-Shubariq gates
of Zabid, a big pool and two domes. He bestowed upon all of it a good
endowment, sufficient for all of them, according to the requirement.
God, who be exalted, have mercy on him.349

The editors of al-Iqd al-fakhir note that Jawhar’s mosque is known by this name
today, proving that financing religious endowments could indeed preserve

347 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 621.
348 A neighbourhood of Zabid.
349 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 628.
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one’s memory over centuries.350 Other patrons were not as lucky. Al-Khazraji
records a number of cases in which eunuchs’ endowments were seized by
unauthorized persons.3%! Jawhar's school in Ta‘izz is also mentioned in a sur-
viving Rasulid endowment deed (wagfiya), parts of which were published by
Isma‘l al-Akwa“.352 Of the six other schools described in this manuscript, three
were sponsored by sultans35® and three by royal women.3>* The inclusion of
a eunuch’s monument in a waqf donated by members of the Rasulid family
speaks volumes about the central role of court eunuchs in their royal owners’
households.355

Hathaway has argued that Ottoman chief eunuchs were not only key to
dynastic reproduction through their roles in the harem. By sponsoring reli-
gious schools and monuments, they also “achieved intellectual and religious
reproduction by shaping a new generation of Sunni Muslims”.356 For eunuchs,
who had no heirs to bequest their wealth to, patronage constituted a rare
opportunity to immortalize their name and memory.35” Biographical evidence
on the patronage of eunuchs is a remarkable testimony of these men’s contri-
butions to the public good.

12 Conclusion

A thorough analysis of all relevant evidence found in our sources has revealed
a number of key facts about the eunuch institution in medieval Yemen. The
trading practices that brought castrated boys from Eastern Africa to Yemen
could be partially reconstructed, although many questions concerning the

350 Al-Khazraji, 628. Sadek has noted that among the seven schools listed above, the Madrasat
al-ashrafiya and the Madrasat al-Mu‘tabiya survived in Ta‘izz (“Rasulid Women,” 125).

351 E.g. al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 1697.

352 Isma‘l b. ‘Ali al-Akwa‘, Al-Madaris al-islamiya fi al-Yaman (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 1980).
Jawhar's school is described on pp. 180—2.

353 Al-Afdal ‘Abbas, al-Ashraf Isma‘il and al-Zahir Yahya (al-Akwa, 186-8, 197—203, 219—-25).

354 All three of these women are recorded by their eunuchs’ names (see chapter 4): Jihat
Murshid Salama, daughter of Sultan al-Mujahid‘Alf; Jihat Mu‘tab, wife of Sultan al-Ashraf
Ismafl; and Jihat Ikhtiyar al-Din Yaqat, wife of Sultan al-Zahir Yahya (al-Akwa’, 1903,
208-11, 228-9).

355 While Sadek has suggested that the school bearing Jawhar’s name was built by his owner,
the Rasulid queen Jihat Salah, the eunuch’s obituary in the ‘Iqd clearly states that he spon-
sored the school’s construction himself (al-Khazraji, Al-Iqd al-fakhir, 628).

356  Chief Eunuch of the Ottoman Harem, 277.

357 Petry made this point in reference to the Mamluk eunuchs of Egypt (Petry, “From Slaves
to Benefactors,” 63ff.).



134 CHAPTER 3

origins and early lives of these individuals still remain unanswerable. It has
become clear that after arriving in Yemen, many eunuchs were incorporated
into the households of the ruling elites, where they were trained for a life of
service, often by senior eunuchs.

Eunuchs at the Najahid court usually performed tasks related to royal women
and children. Evidence for the Rasulid period is richer and more differenti-
ated, showing eunuchs working in sultanic kitchens and storage facilities (see
chapter 5) but also rising to the highest echelons of the army and government.
Having been raised in the palace from a young age, they often gained the inti-
mate trust of their royal owners, who charged them with political missions and
military campaigns. A number of high-ranking eunuchs served several sultans
successively, thereby shaping Rasulid history for longer timespans than their
royal owners themselves could. Eunuchs also contributed to the public good
by sponsoring public monuments, which would stand as symbols of their gen-
erosity and wealth for generations to come.

The sources also provide rich evidence on the important roles performed
by eunuchs at the service of Rasulid women. Unlike previous scholarship has
suggested, eunuchs did not simply ensure the seclusion of these women in
female-only spheres; rather, they were crucial to their mistresses’ ability to pur-
sue their political projects, since they represented them in male-dominated
spheres. Eunuchs also educated new generations of leaders, thereby leaving
a lasting imprint on Rasulid rule. Elite women also relied on the services of
lower-ranking eunuchs for the smooth running of their households. In sum,
eunuchs in Rasulid Yemen figured prominently both in the highest ranks of
the political, administrative and military hierarchy and in the most intimate
realms of royal households. As such, they had access to all central spheres of
Rasulid authority.

The rich evidence on Rasulid eunuchs lends itself to a reappraisal of
Meillassoux’s distinction between the unchangeable state of slaves as unfree
aliens, and their condition, which was determined by the roles and positions
assigned to them. This differentiation is useful in that it dissolves the apparent
paradox between the unfreedom of eunuchs which rendered them powerless
and dependent and the positions of influence and strength they commanded
in the Rasulid state. Meillassoux argues that the slaves’ utter powerlessness
was not an obstacle to their political careers but in fact a requirement for it:
“It was because of the permanent nature of their state that their condition
could be changed and they could even be placed close to power at minimal
risk to its holder.”35® This observation certainly rings true in light of Rasulid

358 Anthropology of Slavery, 139.
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evidence. However, Meillassoux’s model favours analytical elegance over the
recognition of complexities. For one, a eunuch’s state as slave could change
drastically through manumission. Although evidence on the freeing of slaves
is very scarce in the Rasulid context, it certainly did occur, as the example of
the manumitted eunuch cited above shows. Even if they were never manu-
mitted, the eunuchs presented in this chapter could not be characterized as
“unfree aliens”. Alienness was indeed a precondition for the enslavement of
these men as young boys. However, they could only be of use to their owners
if they became fully versed in the cultural context of the Rasulid court. The
textual evidence in fact shows that Rasulid sultans encouraged this process
by bringing young eunuchs up in the palace, thereby enabling them to navi-
gate elite circles and pursue elite habits such as patronage as adults. Rasulid
eunuchs were therefore required to engender elements of two contradicting
identities: as unfree aliens who were entirely dependent on their owners and
barred from ever acquiring full membership in local lineages and elites, and
as cultural insiders able to occupy the highest positions of the Rasulid state.
Biographical evidence shows the struggles and successes of these men to nav-
igate the highly complex social identity imposed on them as court eunuchs.

Scholarship on eunuchs has often pointed out their role as mediators of
boundaries. According to El Cheikh, eunuchs were essential to the functioning
of the Abbasid court because the caliph became increasingly secluded behind
an elaborate court ceremonial .35 In this setting, a person’s authority was not
measured by their rank but by their ability to gain direct access to the caliph.
Eunuchs acted as gatekeepers, both literally and metaphorically:

The eunuchs served as go-betweens in transactions between men and
women of the court and between the court and the outside world.
Eunuchs were involved in mediating, brokering, and transmitting mes-
sages between persons who were constrained by etiquette from meeting
the caliph directly.369

359 Nadia Maria El Cheikh, “The ‘Court’ of al-Muqtadir: Its Space and Its Occupants,” in
Abbasid Studies 11: Occasional Papers of the School of Abbasid Studies Leuven (Leuven:
Peeters Publishers, 2010), 332.

360 El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate,” 248. Toledano describes a similar dynamic for the
13th/19th-century Ottoman court: “[T]The eunuchs were advantageously positioned at the
crossroads of sensitive information, privy to the innermost secrets of many court figures.
Serving as conduit for such information was one of their main tasks at the palace. They
were trusted, suspected and manipulated at the same time, but if deft, often benefitted in
the process” (“Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul,” 388).
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Are these observations applicable to the Yemeni context? On the one hand,
the Rasulid sultans did not shield themselves from the public through a court
ceremonial to the extent of the Abbasid and Ottoman rulers. Rather, they par-
ticipated in military expeditions and travelled their territory extensively. They
displayed their authority by holding grand processions in capital cities after
longer absences®6! and generous public festivities to mark religious festivals or
the circumcisions of their sons.262 Despite the frequent appearances of Rasulid
sultans in the public domain, the royal court was the dynasty’s centre of power.
High-ranking eunuchs were the only subordinates who had full access to all
spheres of the court and entertained relations with all of its inhabitants — from
the royal family all the way down to the lowliest servants and slaves. As such,
they were certainly perfectly positioned to act as mediators of boundaries,
not just on behalf of their Rasulid owners but also in order to advance their
own interests.

Another claim frequently made is that the status of eunuchs as outsiders
ensured their full loyalty to their owners.363 The deracination suffered by
eunuchs was in fact extreme: they lost their families of origin when they were
trafficked to Yemen, and through castration were also robbed of the ability to
establish their own families as adults. Textual evidence does confirm that the
loss of family and country of origin and subsequent upbringing at court led
many eunuchs to develop close attachments to their royal owners. Unable to
procreate, eunuchs could only become part of the larger social fabric in Yemen
through association with their owners. Loyalty was thus primarily a matter
of survival. Nevertheless, the loyalty of eunuchs towards their owners could
not always be taken for granted, as Jamal al-Din Bari‘ proves. He was a chief
eunuch of Sultan al-Mujahid who was executed for treachery.364 Besides this
extreme example, it is quite likely that eunuchs made strategic use of their rep-
utation of absolute loyalty to subtly influence their owners’ decisions in order
to secure their own careers and leave a mark on the political developments
of their time.

The role of eunuchs as mediators and as mostly loyal servants can be
affirmed for the Yemeni context. However, some scholars have taken this
observation a step further, arguing that their physical condition made eunuchs
liminal figures considered to be intrinsically different from other humans.

361 E.g. al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-luw’lu’iyya, 232-8.

362 E.g. al-Khazraji, 11.232-8.

363 Lewis A. Coser was an early proponent of this theory (“The Political Functions of
Eunuchism,” American Sociological Review 29, no. 6 [1964]: 881).

364 Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugud al-lwlwiyya, 1.86.
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As Marmon put it, “[t]he category of eunuch — as indeterminate as his phys-
ical body — could be endowed with a positive just as easily as with a negative
value”265 On the one hand, their physical impairment could turn eunuchs into
targets of ridicule and disdain. The Greek statesman and philosopher Xenophon
called them “objects of contempt to other men”,366 and al-Jahiz (d. 255/868)
described at length the repulsive effects of castration on the eunuch’s phy-
sique, such as strong body odour and a distorted voice.367 On the other hand,
the eunuchs who guarded the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad in Medina
from the 6th/12th century onwards were considered holy figures.?68 The source
of this perceived liminality, scholars argue, lay in the eunuchs’ unclear gen-
der identity. El Cheikh labels them as “genderless”,36? while Ringrose argues
that eunuchs in Byzantium constituted a “third gender”.37? In contrast, Tolino
has shown that medieval Islamic jurists considered eunuchs to be men, albeit
imperfect men,3”! while medieval Islamic authors gendered eunuchs in differ-
ent ways, and often not at all.372

In view of this scholarly debate, it is worth examining the gender identity
of eunuchs in medieval Yemen. Two ways of approaching the sources can be
insightful in this respect. First, descriptions of individual eunuchs’ character
traits and actions found in biographical texts and chronicles reveal how con-
temporary authors perceived their gender identity. Second, by examining the
roles and contexts in which eunuchs appear in chronicles and administrative
documents, the lived practice of gender identity can be assessed. The first
set of evidence yields a clear-cut result: eunuchs are described as decidedly
masculine in all sources studied, with no ambiguity expressed by any of the
authors. In obituaries and biographical entries, eunuchs are portrayed with the
same adjectives used to characterize free men and receive an equal amount of
praise and respect. What is more, neither al-Hakam1’s nor al-Khazraji’s chron-
icle features any instances of eunuchs being denigrated, ridiculed or treated
disrespectfully. If we revise the roles given to eunuchs and the situations in
which they appear, however, a more complex picture emerges. For one thing,

365 Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society, 64.

366 Xenophon (quoted in Coser, “Political Functions of Eunuchism,” 881).

367 Tolino, “Eunuchs in the Fatimid Empire,” 248-9.

368 Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society.

369 El Cheikh, “Servants at the Gate,” 250.

370 Ringrose, Perfect Servant.

371 According to Tolino, premodern Islamic discourse did not conceptualize male and female
as binary opposites but as a gradual spectrum in which the masculine pole represented
human perfection. Eunuchs were considered to be closer to the masculine side and there-
fore “closer to perfection than women were” (“Eunuchs in the Fatimid Empire,” 252).

372  Tolino, “Eunuchs in the Fatimid Empire.”
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eunuchs worked directly for elite women and had access to the women’s quar-
ters, all things strictly prohibited to other men. Although Islamic law did not
prohibit eunuchs from getting married, no evidence to this effect was found in
the Yemeni sources.373 It is thus likely that eunuchs did not experience mar-
riage and fatherhood, two central milestones in the life of a man in this era. At
the same time, the bulk of eunuchs’ recorded activities were typical for elite
men in medieval Yemen: cultivating relationships with the sultan and execut-
ing his commands, engaging in politics and battle, competing with potential
rivals, and pursuing scholarly and religious interests.

Medieval Yemeni society therefore considered eunuchs to be men, and
judged them by the prevailing standards of masculinity, while at the same
time acknowledging their difference. Their physical limitation constituted
a key aspect of eunuchs’ social identity that opened up career opportunities
unavailable to other slaves or free men but simultaneously barred them from
leading a conventional family life. Their unfree state might have changed over
the course of their lifetime, but their physical condition would set them apart
from other men forever.

373 Evidence on eunuchs getting married has survived from the Mamluk era, see Levanoni,
A Turning Point in Mamluk History, 186.



CHAPTER 4

Enslaved Women and Girls

Scholars have long struggled to reconstruct the histories of women on the basis
of sources written largely by, for and about men.! This challenge is even greater
when studying female slaves and other marginalized women whose voices are
silenced by the double bias of male and elite narratives. Enslaved girls and
women who performed menial tasks for their owners are largely invisible in
medieval Arabic sources. At the same time, precisely the world of male elites
documented in the sources provided the stage for a select group of female
slaves to enter the limelight of history. Concubines and female entertainers of
slave origin are important characters in the Arabic literary tradition depicting
courtly life, as famously exemplified by the collection of folk stories known as
Alf laylawa layla (A thousand and one nights)? and the Abbasid Kitab al-aghani
(Book of songs) by Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani.® These works feature female slaves
and ex-slaves both in supporting roles meant to illustrate the prestige of influ-
ential men and as central figures with varying degrees of agency.

Medieval Yemeni sources also shed some light on the lives of enslaved women
and girls, albeit broken through several prisms. All sources were written by men
who belonged to the local intellectual and political elite. Female characters in
general are starkly underrepresented and mostly play minor parts, with the
notable exception of a number of influential Yemeni queens whose praise has
been sung throughout the centuries.# Unfortunately, enslaved girls and women
who performed menial tasks are hardly recorded in the sources at all. A few
scattered hints confirm the existence of this category of enslaved workers but
do not allow us to reconstruct their lives in any detail. Conversely, a number

1 E.g. Cortese and Calderini, Women and the Fatimids.

2 Dwight Reynolds, “A Thousand and One Nights: A History of the Text and Its Reception,” in
Arabic Literature in the Post-classical Period, ed. Roger Allen and D. S. Richards (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008).

3 Also known as al-Isbahani. Pernilla Myrne, Narrative, Gender and Authority in Abbasid
Literature on Women (Gothenburg: Orientalia et Africana Gothoburgensia, 2010); Bray, “Men,
Women and Slaves in Abbasid Society”; Matthew S. Gordon, “The Place of Competition:
The Careers of ‘Arib al-Ma’muniya and ‘Ulayya Bint al-Mahdji, Sisters in Song,” in Occasional
Papers of the School of Abbasid Studies, vol. 135 (Cambridge: Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta,
2004), 62—-81.

4 First and foremost among these is Bilgis, the legendary queen of Sheba. Other influential
Yemeni queens were Arwa bint Ahmad (d. 532/1137) of the Sulayhid dynasty and the Rasulid
queen mother known as Jihat Salah who has been discussed in chapter 3.

© AGDALENA MOORTHY KLOSS, 2024 | DOI:10.1163/9789004693784_006
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of concubines of elite men figure prominently in al-Hakam’s chronicle, and
al-Khazraji's writings on the Rasulid era mention concubines in passing. The
prominence of female slaves and ex-slaves in al-Hakam’s work in compari-
son with their rare appearances in other medieval Yemeni sources might be
due to the author’s intimate familiarity with the Najahid dynasty and the inner
workings of its court. More importantly, it reflects the stronger presence of
concubines in the public sphere during the Najahid as opposed to the Rasulid
period. One critical difference between these two dynasties concerned their
marriage policies. The Rasulids both married within their own extended fam-
ily and took daughters of high-ranking Yemeni families as wives. This strategy
of combining isogamy with hypergamy enabled them to forge alliances with
local elites and strengthen their links to a country which they claimed to be
their ancestral land.? In contrast, all Najahid wives mentioned by al-Hakami
had originally been concubines. This prompts the question of whether local
families refused to give their daughters in marriage to the Najahids, possi-
bly out of disdain for their African slave origins. Unfortunately, the evidence
is too scant to give a definitive answer. This difference in marriage policy is
exemplified by the titles given to the wives of the Najahid and Rasulid rulers.
Najahid queens bore the honorific “al-hurra’, which literally means “the free
one”; given their formerly enslaved state, their current freedom needed to be
emphasized. This naming convention is reminiscent of the Abbasid period,
when the caliphs’ wives — who were usually former concubines — carried the
same title.> Meanwhile, Rasulid queens were generally known by the names of
their eunuch administrators in combination with the Arabic noun “jiha” (see
chapter 3). This naming convention can be interpreted as one aspect of the
practice of female seclusion: just as elite women were generally kept from the
public’s view in order to mark their high status and honour, their names were
concealed behind those of their eunuch administrators.

Despite these important differences, enslaved women — both domestic
workers and concubines — were a common presence at the Najahid and Rasulid
courts. Al-Hakami's account also proves that the institution of concubinage
was practised by the Sulayhid dynasty (439-532/1047-1138). This is confirmed

5 Research into the genealogies of Rasulid wives is complicated by the fact that they are often
not mentioned by their names in the sources but identified through the names of their
chief eunuchs (see chapter 3). While the Rasulid royals may not have married their concu-
bines, some of their high officials did. Al-Khazraji mentions a manumitted woman who had
belonged to Sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar and then married a judge (al-Khazraji, Al- Ugad al-lw’lw’i-
yya,1.304). The Rasulids’ claim of Yemeni origins is analysed in Daniel Mahoney, “Writing the
Ethnic Origins of the Rasulids in Late Medieval South Arabia,” Medieval History Journal 21, no.
2 (2018): 380—99.

6 El Cheikh, “An Abbasid Caliphal Family,” 331.
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by subtle hints such as the remark that the third Sulayhid ruler Saba’ b. Ahmad
never had sexual intercourse with an enslaved girl (ama), a fact considered so
unusual that his wife al-Jumana described herself as the luckiest of all daugh-
ters of Eve.” In another anecdote, it is said that his successor al-Mufaddal died
of jealousy and sorrow when an opponent, who had seized his castle al-Ta’kar,
ordered his concubines to dress up and dance on the castle roofs while he
watched from below.® This narrative not only attests to the presence of concu-
bines in al-Mufaddal’s household but also to the value placed on them, either
emotionally or in the sense of prized possessions.

Given a source bias towards a historiography of the elites, it is difficult to
ascertain to what extent enslaved women and girls also formed part of more
modest households in medieval South Arabia. This is a question which schol-
ars of other medieval Islamic societies have also grappled with. In his mon-
umental work A Mediterranean Society, Goitein suggests that in 4th/ioth- to
6th/12th-century Egypt, only a small minority could have been wealthy enough
to afford a concubine.® Although Judaism did not endorse the institution of
concubinage, some Jewish men in medieval Egypt also entertained sexual rela-
tions with their female slaves.'® Among them were wealthy merchants active
in the Indian Ocean trade, such as a certain Abraham Ben Yiji, who acquired
the enslaved Indian girl Ashti in Mangalore and later probably married her.!! In
wealthier Egyptian households, certain domestic duties such as baking bread
and washing clothes were assigned to enslaved women and girls.!? Based on
her study of Maliki texts from al-Andalus, de la Puente concludes that concu-
bines were an integral part of the urban upper-class family, while sources on
lower-class and rural households are difficult to come by.!3

In the case of medieval Yemen, the possession of female slaves was certainly
not restricted to ruling families. During the Najahid and Rasulid eras, enslaved
women and girls were not only present in royal households but also in those
of the local elites. For instance, al-Khazraji reports that when an influential
judge fell from grace in 735/1335, the sultan ordered the confiscation of all his

7 Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 36.

8 Both Saba’ and al-Mufaddal ruled as proxies to the Sulayhid queen Arwa, who in the mid-
sth/uth century took power and ruled via henchmen until her death in 532/1138 (Smith,
“Political History of the Islamic Yemen,” 132).

9 Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 321.

10 Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves.”

11 Goitein and Friedman, India Traders of the Middle Ages, 55-8. The anthropologist and
author Amitav Ghosh turned Bama into a main character of his remarkable book I an
Antique Land (n.p.: Ravi Dayal Publisher, 1992).

12 Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 89.

13 De la Puente, “Free Fathers, Slave Mothers and Their Children.”
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goods, including his enslaved girls (jawari).1* In 744/1343, a boy with remarka-
ble physical features was born to a jariya called Ghanna™® living in the house-
hold of an amir.!® Had it not been for the unusual appearance of this child, we
would never have heard of this enslaved girl. The author’s chronicle of the year
799/1397 mentions a fire in the city of Fashal that killed a judge’s children and
his concubine.l” Scattered evidence suggests that less privileged households
also possessed female slaves. A telling example here is the following warning
which the Sulayhid ruler al-Mukarram Ahmad allegedly gave to his troops
before invading the Tihama, which was occupied by Najahid forces: “Be advised
that the Arabs of this desert render the Black enslaved girls (al-jawar al-sawd)
pregnant, and that black skin is common to the slave and the free.”’® In other
words, the Sulayhid troops would find it difficult to distinguish between their
enemies, the Ethiopian Najahids, and common Yemenis with African slave
ancestry. This anecdote encapsulates the pervasiveness of African concubi-
nage in the Tihama region at the time.

In short, despite the scant evidence, there is no doubt that enslaved girls
and women were a permanent fixture of elite households in medieval Yemen
and may have been part of lower-class households as well. In what follows,
the types of tasks performed by female slaves and the related terminology are
examined more closely. Four case studies will offer more nuanced insights into
the matter.

1 Types of Female Slave Labour in Medieval Yemen

While source limitations preclude us from gaining a full understanding of the
variety of tasks assigned to enslaved girls and women in medieval Yemen, two
categories of female slaves appear with some regularity: concubines and enter-
tainers on the one hand, and personal servants forming the entourage of elite
women on the other. It must be emphasized that these were certainly not the
only fields of female slave labour in medieval Yemen, and probably not even
the most prominent ones. Rather, available sources recorded only those female
slaves who were most closely associated with high-ranking men and women

14  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.64.

15  Ghanna means to sing and song but also wealth and abundance. It is thus a typical slave
name.

16 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.76. The story is also reported in al-Husayn, Ghayat
al-amani ft akhbar al-qutr al-yamant, 514.

17 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.290.

18  Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid ft akhbar Zabid, 26.
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in some detail. Conclusive statements can thus be made only about a small
subsection of female slaves, while the great majority remain hidden from view.

Concubines were female slaves who had sexual relations with their male
owners. The institutionalization of concubinage in Islamic societies came to
have far-reaching effects on Islamic households and families, calling for an
elaborate set of legal rules and regulations. On the one hand, the religious
sanctioning and institutionalization of concubinage probably led to its pro-
liferation in medieval Islamic societies. On the other hand, the detailed legal
framework around the practice provided concubines and their children with
a level of protection and legitimacy that was unavailable to their counterparts
in other contexts.!® Evidence suggests that concubines were present at the
Najahid court in large numbers. For example, al-Hakami relates that “Mansur
b. Fatik, his father Fatik b. Jayyash and others of the family of Jayyash left at
their death more than a thousand concubines (suriyya).”?? Describing a siege of
the royal palace in Zabid during the Najahid period, the author casually notes
that it housed one hundred concubines (jariya).2! Even more astonishing is
al-Khazraji's claim that the Rasulid sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar (r. 694—6/1295-6)
used to go on holidays to the date-gardens surrounding Zabid?2? accompanied
by three hundred camel-litters, each of which transported one concubine
(surriya). Otherwise, female slaves are not as omnipresent in the historical
record of the Rasulid reign as they had been in the Najahid era. Again, these
numbers should not be considered to be exact, and the term jariya comprised
both concubines and female household slaves (see the discussion below).
Compounded evidence does confirm, however, that they formed a constitutive
element of the royal Rasulid household. A marginal note also reveals that the
concubines of the Rasulid sultans were buried in the family grave, attesting to
their position as part of the sultans’ extended families.2? An anecdote analysed
below features both a jariya in the service of the Rasulid queen Jihat Salah and
a concubine of her husband sultan al-Mujahid.?*

19  For example, the fact that concubinage was prohibited by Jewish law meant that female
sexual slaves belonging to Jewish men in medieval Cairo found themselves in highly pre-
carious circumstances. Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 106-52.

20  Al-Hakami, 72.

21 Al-Hakami, 88.

22 These excursions to the date-gardens (al-nakhl) of Zabid became a regular custom dur-
ing the Rasulid era and usually occurred on Saturdays during the date-harvesting season
(al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lw’lu’yya, annotation 919.

23 Al-Khazraji, 1180: “[N]obody had previously been buried in [the grave] except those
closely connected with the Bani Rasul from the female relations, concubines (al-sarart)
and small children.”

24  Al-Khazraji, 11.385-7.
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Most of the enslaved women featured in al-Hakami’s description of the
Najahid court were identified as singers (mughanniya, pl. mughanniyat).?> The
source also reveals that enslaved girls were trained to become singers by trad-
ers who then sold them to the elites.26 As such, the role of the Najahid slave
singers is reminiscent of female singers and performers at the Abbasid court.
These women were usually slaves or ex-slaves and enjoyed high living stand-
ards and a certain level of autonomy — although they also suffered violence
and could quickly lose their standing.?” They performed at social gatherings of
high-class men and provided them with sexual services. Female singers owned
by the Najahid elite were also expected to entertain guests at nightly ban-
quets.?8 As concubines, they entertained sexual relations with their owners.
It is unclear whether, like their Abbasid and Mamluk counterparts, they also
engaged in sexual activities outside their relations of concubinage.?? Najahid
slave singers were also given as presents and seem to have changed owners
frequently during their lifetime. However, there is no evidence suggesting that
they engaged in the highly refined cultural production which the Abbasid
entertainers were famed for, such as poetry and music composition. The role
of female slave singers during the Rasulid period is less documented. In the
year 794/1392, a large celebration took place in Zabid on the occasion of the
circumcision of Sultan al-Ashraf Isma‘l’s sons. In addition to a large proces-
sion and lavish banquets, two different stages were set up, “and on each of it
were singers and dancing women who confounded the onlookers”.3° While the
dancers in this passage are clearly identified as female and were in all likeli-
hood enslaved, the masculine plural of the “singers” might also include the
presence of female singers among them. Al-Khazraji mentions enslaved female
singers (al-jawar al-maghant) specifically only once, in a biography that forms
part of Al-%iqd al-fakhir.3! Female singers are absent from Nur al-ma‘Grif, which
does mention a handful of individual male singers bearing names strongly

25  E.g. al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 38, 72.

26 Al-Hakami, 78.

27  Gordon, “Abbasid Courtesans and the Question of Social Mobility,” 28; Gordon, “Place
of Competition,” 62; Myrne, Narrative, Gender and Authority in Abbasid Literature on
Women, 60; Bray, “‘Men, Women and Slaves in Abbasid Society.”

28 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid ft akhbar Zabid, 8o.

29  Gordon, “Place of Competition,” 74. For the Mamluk era, Barker remarks that “[t]he sale
of female slave singers was not accompanied by a period of refusal at all because of their
strong association with sexual exploitation” (“Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the
Black Sea Slave Trade,” 349).

30  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqid al-lwlwiyya, 11.240.

31 Al-Khazraji, Al-1qd al-fakhir, 2492.
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suggesting an enslaved state.32 A gth/i5th-century Yemeni administrative trea-
tise documents the arrival of enslaved female singers and dancers from India
(jawar hunud maghani, jawar raqasat hunud).33

In his widely read legal compendium, the 7th/i3th-century Shafi’i jurist
al-Nawaw1 expressly noted the right of a Muslim wife to have servants or slaves
at her disposal. Any husband, whether solvent or not, free or enslaved, had the
duty of providing his wife with a servant.3* Female slaves serving elite women
are mentioned frequently in sources from both the Najahid and Rasulid eras.
For example, al-Khazraji relates that upon her death, the mother of Sultan
al-Ashraf Isma‘ll manumitted “many enslaved girls ( jawari), eunuchs (khud-
dam) and male slaves (‘abid)".3% Together with eunuchs, these female domestic
slaves likely formed the core workforce in the households of Rasulid women.
Elite women were usually surrounded by an entourage of female slave servants,
but the exact nature and extent of these women’s tasks and responsibilities
remain unknown. It is important to note that the two main categories of female
slaves — concubines and personal servants — cannot be neatly separated, a fact
that is reflected in the terminology. Jariya (pl. jawart) principally means young
girl but is also a enphemism for a female slave.36 It is the most commonly used
term for enslaved women and girls in al-Hakam1's Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid.
Here, jawari frequently appear in the possession of both high-ranking men and
women. Their relationship to male owners is evidently one of sexual slavery,
while their role in the entourage of courtly women seems to have been that

32 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.566, 1.570. Three singers — mugribun — are mentioned by
name: Mujahid, Sunjur and Muflih, whose epithet “the dancer” (al-ragqas) reveals his
additional role of dancer.

33 Smith, Mulakhkhas al-Fitan, 40.

34  Al-Nawawi, Minhaj al-Talibin, 459.

35  (Al-1qd al-fakhir, 2502). She was known as “lady of the eunuch Jamal al-Din Tugha
al-Afdali al-Ashrafi” (al-Khazraji, Al- Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.175).

36  Nashwan b. Sald Al-Himyari, Shams al-‘ulum wa dawa’ kalam al-‘arab min al-kulim, ed.
Husayn b. ‘Abd Allah Al-‘Amr1, Mutahar b. ‘Ali Al-Iryani and Yasuf Muhammad ‘Abd Allah
(Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 1999), 1048. The word shares a root with the Arabic word for neigh-
bour (jar/jiran) which in the Yemeni context also designates a person not belonging to
but living under the protection of a tribe. Yosef Tobi considers this system of relations to
be pre-Islamic (Yosef Tobi, The Jews of Yemen: Studies in Their History and Culture, Etudes
Sur Le Judaisme Médiéval 21 [Leiden: Brill, 1999], 151). Moshe Piamenta, Dictionary of
Post-classical Yemeni Arabic (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 77-8. Among the Munebbih tribe of
Sa‘da and neighbouring tribes, juwara denotes the enclave within tribal territory inhab-
ited by non-tribal protégés. The head sheikh of the Munebbih referred to the juwara’s
inhabitants as his followers (ansar) and slaves (‘abid) (Andre Gingrich, personal corre-
spondence, 14 June 2019. See also Andre Gingrich, “Der Agrarkalender der Munebbih.
Eine ethnologische Studie zu sozialem Kontext und regionalem Vergleich eines tribalen
Sternenkalenders in Siidwestarabien” (PhD diss., Habilitationsschrift an der grund- und
integrativwissenschaftlichen Fakultit der Universitét Wien, 1989).
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of personal servants. The term is thus imprecise in that it denotes both concu-
bines and female slaves attending to elite women.?” It also appears that female
slave attendants could become concubines, and perhaps vice-versa. For exam-
ple, the Sulayhid queen Sayyida is said to have sent one of her jawart to her
husband, in order to avoid having to consummate her marriage.3® Similarly,
the daughter of a Najahid prince tried to evade the sexual advances of a pow-
erful vizier by handing over to him “forty virgins from among her jawari” (see
the section “Alam” below).3? Although conclusive evidence is lacking, it is con-
ceivable that some female slaves worked as household attendants when they
were underage, were reassigned to sexual duties upon attaining puberty and
resumed domestic work as older women.

The terms surriya and wasifa are more precise in meaning. Surriya appears
occasionally in Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid*° but only once in Al- Uqud al-lwlwiyya#
In all instances, it is strictly applied to concubines and never to female slaves
performing other functions. The word stems from the Arabic root s-r-r whose
cluster of meanings includes secret and concealment, sexual intercourse and
joy (surur).*?> Wasifa (pl. wasa’if) and its male counterpart wasif (pl. wusafa’)
are basic appellations for slaves that do not specify any age or occupation.*3
However, the compounded evidence from our sources suggests that in medi-
eval Yemen, the terms usually referred to household slaves. The difference
between concubine and wasifa becomes obvious when al-Hakami describes
the relocation of the Najahid sultan Jayyash to a new residency. He writes
that “the Indian concubine” (al-jariya al-hindiya) who was pregnant with his
child was relocated, as were “the female and male household slaves” (wasa@’if
wa al-wasaf).** Two other terms, harim and ama, are inconclusive but barely
relevant in the sources examined.*>

37  Unlike in medieval sources from al-Andalus, where jariya denoted both slave and free
female servant (Cristina de la Puente, “Mano de obra esclava en Al-Andalus,” Espacio
Tiempo y Forma. Serie 111, Historia Medieval 23 [2010]: 139), in the medieval Yemeni con-
text the term seems to have been used exclusively for slaves.

38  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 36.

39  Al-Hakami, 73.

40  E.g al-Hakami, 40, 72, 78.

41 Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 1.41.

42 The term has strong sexual overtones. Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘arab, 1989 (root s-r-r). Lane,
Arabic—English Lexicon, 1339.

43  For example, in his description of the Ziyadid dynasty (203-409/819-1018), al-Hakami
mentions that the tribute imposed by Ibn Ziyad on the ruler of Dahlak included five hun-
dred “Ethiopian and Nubian female slaves” (wasifat habashiya wa nubiya; Al-Mufid fi akh-
bar Zabid, 6).

44  Al-Hakami, 67.

45  The plural term harim can mean either wives or female slaves but appears rarely in
our sources (Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, 1339). Curiously, it is used twice in Al-Uguad
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Very little is known about lower-ranking tasks carried out by female slaves.
Salary lists from the Rasulid court survive in Nur al-ma‘arif and offer valuable
insights into the composition of its workforce at the lower levels (see chapter 5);
however, female slaves are starkly underrepresented. It appears that at least
some tasks carried out by enslaved women and girls were compensated mon-
etarily, while most others were performed unpaid. Minimal evidence proves
that female slaves worked in the sultanic kitchens. A list of provisions allo-
cated to the sultan’s nephew Salah al-Din in 690/1291 contains the salary for a
female cook and a female bread-maker, both unnamed.#¢ Their enslaved state
cannot be confirmed; however, a section in Nir al-ma‘arif describing the com-
position of the sultan’s meals includes “the bread of the enslaved girls” (khubz
al-jawart).4" 1t is thus quite plausible that female slaves were engaged in bread
baking.#® Furthermore, the female name Tayyiba appears in a salary list for
eunuch cooks (see chapter 5). Despite scant evidence, it is entirely possible
that female slaves and servants constituted a sizeable part of the workforce in
sultanic kitchens but have simply not left their mark in the sources because
they did not receive salaries.

al-lwlwiyya in connection with political prisoners. The first incident occurred around
674/1275, when Sultan al-Muzaffar Yasuf captured the Zaydi imam al-Mahdi Ibrahim
(d. 683/1284) during a battle in Sana‘a and imprisoned him in Ta‘izz. There, he was treated
with respect, provided with a daily allowance, food and “clothes for him and for those with
him, women (harim) and eunuchs (khuddam)” (al-Khazraji, Al- Ugud al-lwlw’iyya, 1.194).
Around fifty years later, in 721/1322, the newly installed sultan al-Malik al-Mujahid was
deposed by his paternal uncle al-Mansur Ayyub and imprisoned with all comforts and
necessities, including sarim (al-Khazraji, 11.5). It seems unlikely that the wives of these
two high-ranking men joined them in prison. Rather, they probably either travelled with
their own concubines who were subsequently captured with them, or their capturers pro-
vided them with enslaved female companions. Such confinements could last for a long
time — in fact, the imam remained in prison until he died, explaining why high-ranking
prisoners were provided with servants and possibly sexual partners. Ama, the standard
Qur’anic term for a female slave, only appears once in al-Hakam1's work to describe a con-
cubine (Brunschvig, “Abd”; Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic: [Arabic—
English], 4th ed. [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1979, 31; al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid,
36). Finally, umm walad — the legal term for a female slave who had born her owner a
child is at times used as a title for a particular woman or mentioned in connection with
her child’s name — Umm Faraj, Umm Fatik, etc. (85, 86). This introduces the woman in
question, clarifies her social standing and relates her directly to her owner through the
name of their child. However, the sources are not consistent in this practice: even female
slaves who had born their owner a child were occasionally referred to as jariya or suriyya
(al-Khazraji, Al--Uqud al-lwlw’iyya, 11.724, 1.174).

46 Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.557.

47 Anonymous, I1.92.

48  Alternatively, this mention could also refer to bread allocated specifically to the sultan’s
concubines, but I find this interpretation less plausible.
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Nur al-ma‘arif also offers minimal evidence for the deployment of female
slaves in artisanal work. A section enumerating the wages for different hand-
icrafts reveals that enslaved girls (jawari) produced buttons made of silk
thread.*® A female slave received 7.25 dinar for one mann5° of buttons. This
wage compensated her for the following steps in the production process: spin-
ning the silk thread, twisting it together to form buttons and sewing the buttons
on to shirts. This type of female slave labour is reminiscent of Mamluk Egypt,
where many free women and some concubines worked for wages in exclusively
female sectors of the economy.5! Women there were not only remunerated as
hairdressers, midwives and bath attendants but also dominated the textile
sector. On the basis of a collection of legal documents from Mamluk Jerusalem
known as the Haram al-Sharif collection, Huda Lutfi was able to prove that
a large proportion of women recorded, if not the majority, worked for wages
in the textile industry. Nevertheless, their profession was rarely noted by the
scribes.5? Rapoport also notes that “[f]ree women who provided non-skilled
services, such as wet-nurses, had to compete with the unsalaried services of
slave-girls”.53 Hence, enslaved women and girls in Mamluk Egypt worked for
free in certain domains of female wage labour but received salaries in the highly
skilled textile industry. Unfortunately, the financial situation of free women
in the Rasulid era is even more scarcely attested than that of unfree women.
Rasulid noblewomen possessed substantial wealth, as their patronage activi-
ties attest. Upon marriage, women obtained bridal trousseaux ( jikaz),>* which
according to Islamic jurisprudence could not be claimed by their husbands,
thereby allowing for a certain level of financial independence.>> However, the
sources are silent on the issue of female wage labour. It is therefore impossible
to compare the unpaid work of female slaves in the Rasulid palace and their
paid work in textile production to the working practices of free Yemeni women
at the time.

In addition to these documented fields of female slave labour, it is likely that
the majority of enslaved girls and women performed numerous other tasks
in households, such as childcare, agriculture and craftsmanship which have

49  Anonymous, Nir al-maGrif, 1.104. In Rasulid times, silk was imported from China and
India (al-Shamrookh, Commerce and Trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen, 139—40).

50  The mann was a unit of weight (Vallet, LArabie marchande, 207).

51  Rapoport, “Women and Gender in Mamluk Society,” 16ff.

52 Huda Lutfi, Al-Quds al-Mamlakiyya: A History of Mamlak Jerusalem Based on the Haram
Documents, Islamkundliche Untersuchungen 113 (Berlin: Schwarz, 1985), 64—7.

53  Rapoport, “‘Women and Gender in Mamluk Society,” 23.

54  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.580.

55  Jack Goody and Stanley J. Tambiah, Bridewealth and Dowry, Cambridge Papers in Social
Anthropology 7 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975).
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simply not been recorded in the sources analysed. The centrality of domestic
slavery in medieval Islamic societies is proven by the frequent discussions of
the subject in legal texts,56 but household slaves rarely figure in other types
of sources and have thus frequently been overlooked by historians. Barker’s
study of slavery in Egypt and Italy between the mid-7th/13th and the gth/i5th
century has revealed that most female slaves were engaged in domestic work,
which included “cooking; cleaning; washing and maintaining clothes and
linens; carrying water; buying food; collecting firewood and tending the fire;
spinning, sewing, weaving, running errands, caring for children, and personal
service”.57 Furthermore, some female slaves assisted their mistress in artisanal
work and trades such as hairdressing.5® Perry has noted that in Jewish house-
holds in 4th/ioth- to 7th/i13th-century Egypt, “female domestic slavery gen-
erally served the interests of free women, performing valuable labor for the
household and alleviating their burdens, much more than those of their male
spouses and relatives”5 The mastery over female slavery enabled free women
to maintain a largely secluded lifestyle that marked dignity, honour and high
status. It is hoped that additional Yemeni sources will become accessible in
the future, shedding more light on the extent of enslaved women'’s work in the
medieval Islamic context.

After this overview on the extent and nature of female slave labour in medi-
eval Yemen, selected case studies will provide rare insights into the lived reali-
ties of enslaved women during the Najahid and the Rasulid era.

2 Concubines’ Biographies in al-Hakam1’s Chronicle

Our knowledge of the Najahid period rests on one source alone, namely
al-Hakam's history of Yemen (see chapter 1). The following case studies relate
to a period of Najahid rule which the author witnessed at close quarters and
described in great detail. His position as court poet and confidant of both
Queen ‘Alam and her advisor Suriir permitted him to gain deep insights into
their lives but may also have led him to embellish his accounts. Furthermore,
al-Hakami1 wrote his history for an Egyptian audience at the Fatimid court,

56  Yahya b. Sharaf al-Nawawi, Minhaj al-talibin, ed. Muhammad Tahir Sha®ban, Dar al-Minhaj
(Beirut, 2005). Jonathan E. Brockopp, Early Maliki Law: Ibn ‘Abd al-hakam and His Major
Compendium of Jurisprudence (Leiden: Brill, 2000). De la Puente, “Slaves in Al-Andalus
through Maliki Watha’iq Works.”

57  Most of the evidence, however, stems from Italian sources.

58  Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 92; Perry, “Daily Life
of Slaves,” 172.

59  Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 68.



150 CHAPTER 4

decades after he had left Yemen. Eager to present his homeland in a positive
light and to live up to his reputation a poet, he favoured entertaining anecdotes
over hard facts. The strong presence of female slaves in his account, compared
to other medieval sources, can thus be credited both to his intimate knowledge
of dynamics at the Najahid court and to his literary choices. In order to illus-
trate the lived realities of female slaves in the Najahid period, the tumultuous
lives of two women will be presented in detail.

2.1 Alam: from Concubine to Queen

In the early 6th/12th century, the Najahid dynasty experienced a period of
instability and internal strife, with different factions of high-ranking slaves
competing for the reins of power. Among the most powerful slave viziers was a
certain Anis al-Fatiki from the Ethiopian tribe of Jizl1.6° He had been the owner
of ‘Alam, at the time an enslaved singer. Anis fell victim to his own hubris and
was beheaded by the Najahid sultan Mansuar, who then acquired part of Anis’s
possessions.®! As an eyewitness to the time, al-Hakami provides the following
description of ‘Alam’s stunning social advancement:

What became [Mansir’s] through acquisition from Anis’s inheritance
included an enslaved singing girl (jariya mughanniya) named ‘Alam.
Mansir rendered her pregnant with a son named Fatik. She is the free
and pious lady, who used to perform the pilgrimage by land and sea, with
the people of Yemen under her protection from perils and tolls, and from
the troop of the viziers.52

Al-Hakam’s wording neatly encapsulates the two stages of ‘Alam’s existence:
in her early life as enslaved performer, she is acted upon - first bought, then
rendered pregnant. As soon as she gains the state of free woman, al-HakamT’s
description changes: she appears assertive and powerful. From her humble
beginnings as enslaved singing girl, ‘Alam rose to prominence as the concu-
bine of the fifth Najahid sultan Manstr, whom she bore a son. She thereby
acquired the status of umm walad (pl. umam awlad, literally: “mother of the
child”).63 A female slave who bore her owner a child gained her freedom upon

60  Anonymous, Nur al-ma‘arif, 1.362; al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 0.

61 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 71.

62  Al-Hakami, 71.

63 Al-Nawawi, 601. For a detailed study of the umm walad in Maliki law, see Jonathan
E. Brockopp, Early Maliki Law: Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam and His Major Compendium of
Jurisprudence. Leiden: Brill, 2000, 162—205.
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her owner’s death and received a part of his legacy to cover her subsistence.5*
The child born of such a union was free and considered its father’s legitimate
offspring. Although she enjoyed an improved status, the umm walad remained
enslaved during her owner’s lifetime. While her sale was forbidden, she could
still be employed in her owner’s service and hired out to serve others.5> An
owner retained the right to have sexual intercourse with his umm walad.5
According to these legal guidelines, ‘Alam would have gained her freedom in
524/1130, when Mansir died. A cursory reference attests, however, that Mansur
freed and married her already during his lifetime.5” Consequently, she bore
the title “al-hurra” (“the free one”), which as discussed above was a common
epithet for Najahid wives.

Her relationship of concubinage and later her marriage to the Najahid ruler
Mansiur enabled ‘Alam to gain her freedom and to climb the social ladder.
Remarkably, she was able to continue exerting political influence through-
out the fierce power struggles at the early 6th/i2th-century Najahid court.
In 517/1123, the powerful vizier Man Allah poisoned Mansur and usurped
power from her underage son Fatik 11. Next, he sought to gain possession of
the women who had belonged to Mansur. Al-Hakam1’s narrative of his preda-
tory behaviour is revealing in many ways and calls for a short digression from
‘Alam’s life story:

Mansur b. Fatik, his father Fatik b. Jayyash and others from the family of
Najah left at their death more than a thousand concubines (suriyya). Not
one of them was safe from the vizier Man Allah, except for ten women
from among the favourites of Mansur b. Fatik. Among these was the free
lady, the queen (al-hurra al malika), mother of Fatik son of Mansur.68

The sheer number of concubines mentioned immediately attracts atten-
tion. The statement should probably not be read literally but as indicative
of the scale of concubinage during the Najahid period. Second, and more
importantly, al-Hakami documents the death of the concubines’ owner, a
precarious moment in their lives. According to medieval Islamic law, the
slaves of a deceased person formed part of their estate and would therefore

64  De la Puente, “Free Fathers, Slave Mothers and Their Children,” 37.

65  Marmon, Slavery in the Islamic Middle East, 4.

66  De la Puente, “Free Fathers, Slave Mothers and Their Children,” 35.

67 Mentioning a concubine called Tamanna, al-Hakami remarks: “The mother of Fatik had
no second wife (darra) except her (Tamanna)” (al-Hakamy, 73). The mother of Fatik is, of
course, ‘Alam.

68  Al-Hakami, 72.
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fall under a complex system of provisions regulating inheritance. As such,
Mansur’s concubines should have been bequeathed to his son, al-Fatik, and to
other close relatives. The fact that Man Allah could gain access to these women
attests to the disproportionate power held by individual enslaved ministers dur-
ing these turbulent times. Al-Hakam1 mentions ten women who Man Allah was
unable to gain possession of, most notably ‘Alam herself. And indeed, ‘Alam, who
at the time was a free woman and mother of the incumbent king, should have
been far beyond anyone’s claim of possession. Three of the other nine women
bore the title umm walad, and a fourth one is described as Mansur’s only other
wife (darra) next to ‘Alam.®® Man Allah spared only Mansur’s wives and his
concubines with umm walad status, which can be read as a proof that Islamic
legal principles pertaining to slavery were known and relevant at the time.
Nevertheless, Man Allah was not one to always obey the law. His pressure on
‘Alam was such that she took the following precautionary measures:

She withdrew from the palace, left the city and built a house for herself
where the vizier could not reach her, neither with an excuse nor with a
reason. Despite her son being king, she settled the matter by distancing
herself from his palace. She confided the custody of her son to his father’s
slaves, two eunuchs (ustadhayn).”

Faced with a critical situation, ‘Alam is described as taking forceful action in
order to ensure her own safety and independence. While physically removing
herself from the royal court, ‘Alam maintained her influence there through a
group of trusted slaves acting upon her command, who were also charged with
the care of her son. In this manner, ‘Alam successfully evaded Man Allah’s grip.
The passage also casually reveals that ‘Alam had until then resided in the royal
palace with her son, who was heir to the throne, and shows that she possessed
sufficient funds and influence to be able to build a house for herself.

The vizier’s transgressions did not merely extend to female slaves or for-
mer slaves. Al-Khazraji, who features the vizier in his biographical collection,
writes: “He was not satisfied with the concubines (sarari); he even meddled
with the virgin daughters of his masters (mawalihr)."”' Al-Hakami tells the
story in greater detail:

69 It is interesting that two of Manstr’s concubines were freed and became his wives, but
other concubines who also bore him children did not obtain the status of wives and only
acquired their freedom upon his death.

7o Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 72.

71 Al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 2189.
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When God wished the destruction of Man Allah al-Fatiki, he [Mann
Allah] sought to gain the daughter of Mu’arik b. Jayyash. He tried to
seduce her, and she was described as being beautiful. She ransomed her-
self to him with forty virgins from among her enslaved girls ( jawart).”

The forty women mentioned here were likely domestic slaves or attendants of
the Najahid princess who had caught Man Allah’s attention. Wishing to save
herself from the vizier, the princess handed her own enslaved women over to
him, thereby transforming them into concubines. Their fate perfectly illus-
trates the utter powerlessness that even more privileged female slaves could
suffer. Yet, in just the next passage, al-Hakam furnishes evidence of a former
slave’s remarkable agency.

Having failed to buy her way out of Man Allah’s coercion by delivering her
female slaves to him, the Najahid princess sought the help of powerful offi-
cials in the Najahid administration, but they were too frightened of the vizier
to oppose him. Help finally came from a certain Umm Abu al-Jaysh, an umm
walad of Mansur’s. She offered the girl shelter in her home and spun an intri-
cate plot around her persecutor, seducing and then poisoning him. Such was
the general disdain for this man that he was buried in a stable.”

In a period of political turmoil and diffuse state authority, Man Allah’s insa-
tiable desire provoked a moral crisis that the Najahid elite felt unable to resolve.
Itis clear from al-Hakam1's and al-KhazrajT's narratives that the public strongly
disapproved of the vizier’s covetous behaviour towards ‘Alam and the other
free widows and ummahat awlad of Mansur, and that his pursuit of an unmar-
ried Najahid princess provoked an outcry. Yet, the only person willing and able
to stop him was a former slave. Umm Abu al-Jaysh was a celebrated beauty and
accomplished singer who had born Mansur a daughter.”* Her career thus mir-
rors the advancement of ‘Alam from slave concubine to umm walad, although
falling short of a marriage with the king. While in the past, Umm Abi al-Jaysh
had possessed just as little standing and influence as the numerous unnamed
concubines who fell prey to Man Allah, her current position as freed mother
of her owner’s child afforded her sufficient agency to ward off and ultimately
kill the vizier. Her involvement can also be interpreted as an act of female sol-
idarity in the face of male exploitation and thus stands in stark contrast to the

72 Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 73.

73 Al-Hakami, 73.

74  Al-Hakami, 72. Umm Abd al Jaysh is described as Muwallada and was thus likely of both
African and Arab descent. See a longer discussion of the term below.
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decision of the unnamed Najahid princess who, in an attempt to save herself,
delivered her own enslaved girls to the predatory vizier.

After this brief digression, we return to ‘Alam’s life story. Mann Allah’s death
did not mark the end of lethal power games at the Najahid court. ‘Alam’s
son, the underage Najahid sultan Fatik 11, was killed by an enslaved vizier in
531/1136. He was succeeded by a paternal nephew who also bore the name Fatik
(111). Real authority, however, was held by different factions of powerful
slaves. ‘Alam’s political ambitions could have ended here. After the death
of both her husband and her son, she was no longer directly linked to the
throne. Nevertheless, she took advantage of the volatile political context and
sought to increase her influence by placing her own slaves in important posi-
tions. Al-Hakami writes:

Men from among the slaves (‘abid) of the free lady, Queen Umm Fatik
b. Mansur were raised in the palace of king Fatik b. Mansuar. They
were Sawab, Rayhan, Yumn,”® ‘Azz, and Rayhan the Elder. These gov-
ernors (azimma) were dignitaries, important personalities. Among the
non-castrated ones [were] Igbal, Masrar, Barih76 and Surar. [Surar] was
the amir of the two parties, given his capabilities and affluence. This
group were those who spoke with the sultan’s tongue.””

This short passage introduces nine of ‘Alam’s slaves who attained important
political roles, and some of them thereafter appear frequently in the chronicle.
Sawab, for example, held the position of principal zimam (al-zimam al-nazir)™®
in ‘Alam’s household. Similar to the relationship between Jihat Salah and her
azimma (sg. zimam) analysed in chapter 3, the role performed by Sawab is best
described as administrator of ‘Alam’s household. Al-HakamT’s remark that the
nine slaves “spoke with the sultan’s tongue” is interesting since sultanic power
had become practically irrelevant at the Najahid court since the beginning of
the 6th/12th century.”® Al-Hakami’s comment must therefore be understood

75  Vocalization unclear.

76 Vocalization unclear.

77  Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 82.

78 As outlined in chapter 4, a zimam was a eunuch administrator of an elite woman’s
household.

79  The author himself made this point eloquently, writing that “[t]he sons of Fatik (I) b.
Jayyash did not possess the rule except for outward reputation [...]. The absolute author-
ity and management, the adherence to prescribed rules (hudud), and the appointment
of delegations lay with their slaves, the viziers” (al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 70).
Hudud Allah are “[p]rescribed rules guiding behavior, which one should not transgress”
(Kimber, “Boundaries and Precepts.”)



ENSLAVED WOMEN AND GIRLS 155

not as ‘Alam’s slaves speaking as representatives of the ruling Najahid sover-
eign at the time, Fatik 111, but as appropriating the authority of sultanic speech
for themselves. As will become clear in the following example, however, the
power of these enslaved men was closely monitored and controlled by their
owner, Queen ‘Alam.

The passage above singles out a certain Surar as the leader of ‘Alam’s
slaves. And indeed, his relationship with the queen can be traced throughout
al-Hakam1’s description of the Najahid dynasty, beginning when Surir is still a
child. Al-Hakami writes that the queen

bought for her son two young enslaved boys (wasfanan) from Ethiopia.
This Surtar was one of them. She raised him in her care and protection,
and he quickly grew up and excelled. She entrusted him with controlling
(zamma) the enslaved soldiers (mamalik) and directed towards him the
leadership of everyone who was in the castle.8°

Surar’s full name, Abia Muhammad Surtir Amhara al-Fatiki, reveals that he was
an uncastrated slave of Amharic Ethiopian origin.8! ‘Alam orchestrated his rise
to power by installing him as head of both the enslaved army and the royal
household. His obituary mentions that he acted as go-between between the
sultan, Fatik 111, and the principal viziers, whose power surpassed that of their
lord.82 The evidence shows that ‘Alam made use of Suriir to gain direct political
influence in the army and in communications between the sultan and his pow-
erful enslaved viziers, two spheres otherwise inaccessible to women. ‘Alam’s
enslaved administrator Sawab purportedly stated that “the ga@’td [commander]
Abua Muhammad Surur is entrusted with absolute authority over me and over
our mistress,® and nobody should contradict his command”.84 This statement
implies that Surtir was given the authority to make decisions on behalf of
queen ‘Alam. Suriir’s obituary provides further details on interactions between
the two. As he entered the city of Zabid after an absence during Ramadan,
large crowds awaited him in the streets. Among them, he first greeted the
jurists, then the merchants and finally the soldiers. Al-Hakami writes:

8o Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid ft akhbar Zabid, 86.

81 Suraris described as uncastrated slave (fahl) on page 82. The nisba Aba Muhammad sug-
gests that he had a son named Muhammad; we later learn that he married Warda, a con-
cubine who had belonged to his nemesis Muflih al-Fatiki (85).

82  Al-Hakami, 86.

83  Mawlat. The plural is often used in medieval Yemeni sources when referring to a single
high-status woman; it could thus either refer to one or to several royal women.

84  Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 87.
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When he had entered the city and paid honours to the sultan, he pro-
ceeded to the palace of his mistress, the free lady (mawlathu al-hurra).
And when he entered into her presence, the people scattered away from
her, the young and the old. Only Ghazal remained with her, her enslaved
girl (jariya), who was his wife’s sister,8> and two enslaved girls (jawart)
of her lord Mansur b. Fatik. These women walk in the right path, in her
manner, and imitate her deeds in righteousness. When he had reached
her, she descended from her throne, honouring him with her benevo-
lence, and out of reverence for his rank. She said to him: “You, Father of
Muhammad®6 are our vizier, nay, our master (mawla), nay, our man who
does not enjoy that we depart from obedience to you in anything.” He
overflowed with weeping in her presence and covered his cheeks with
earth, until she took upon lifting him from the ground with her hands.
Then the women retreated to the side of the sitting room, not far away, so
that [Surar] could inform her about what he considered good to do in the
management this year — successions, dismissals and favours. [Blank in
manuscript] He continued sitting in her presence and the three women
stood by his head until he stood up for his midday prayer and returned
to his mosque.8”

The reader is witness here to an intimate meeting between ‘Alam and Surur.
After all other visitors had left, the two shower each other with words and
gestures of reverence. Al-Hakam's mention of ‘Alam’s three enslaved female
attendants guarantees the decorum of this closed-door meeting; as will be dis-
cussed below, despite ‘Alam’s high rank, she was not spared the questioning
of her morality. It was therefore important to underline the ethical qualities
of the three women, which, given their enslaved state, could not be presup-
posed. After the exchange of elaborate expressions of respect, Suriir outlines
his political and administrative plans for the next year. ‘Alam is informed
about and possibly also involved in the decision-making on practical matters

85

86

87

Ghazal's sister was most likely Warda, who will be amply discussed below. Suriir’s mar-
riage to Ghazal’s sister is also mentioned in al-Khazraji, Al-Tqd al-fakhir, 944.

In Akwa“s edition of al-Hakami’s work, ‘Alam addresses Surtar with “Ya Ba Muhammad.” Ba
is a short form of Ab common to this day in the Hadramawt; the translation would thus
be “Oh Father of Muhammad” which is more convincing than Kay’s “Yaya Muhammad”
(Tarikh al-Yaman: Al-musamma al-mufid fi akhbar San‘a’ wa Zabid wa-shu‘ara® mulukiha
wa-a‘yaniha wa-udaba’iha, ed. Muhammad b. ‘All Al-Akwa*“ [San‘@™: Matba‘at al-ilm, 1989],
227). Surtir's kunya referring to a son by the name of Muhammad is also mentioned in
al-Hakami, 86.

Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 89—9o.
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of government. It should be pointed out that Surar’s prior meeting with the
sultan was not considered worth a description by al-Hakami. Surtr’s daily rou-
tine is described elsewhere and includes a note that after his evening prayer,
he “met with the noble lady, the queen, for counsel”®® In sum, the author
eloquently casts the relationship between ‘Alam and Surar as one marked by
mutual respect and trust, one between confidants consulting each other on
state affairs. Furthermore, al-Hakami claims that Surar’s scribes documented
in their notes that he conferred one-fourth of the revenue gained from his
provinces to ‘Alam and her entourage in the form of gifts.89

The queen’s quest for influence at court soon claimed its first victim. Muflih
al-Fatiki was a vizier of Ethiopian descent with an impeccable reputation of
virtue and sophistication. Al-Hakami writes: “The people used to say: if he
were of Quraysh descent, he would fulfil all conditions for succession [to the
caliphate].”° Muflih stood in the way of the political ambitions harboured by
the queen’s slaves and soon fell out with Surtr in particular.®! The earlier quote
describing ‘Alam’s nine slaves continues as follows:

Men from among the slaves (‘abid) of the free lady, queen Umm Fatik b.
Mansiur, were raised in the palace of King Fatik b. Mansur. [...] This group
were those who spoke with the sultan’s tongue.

The vizier [Muflih] became a stranger with them in the sultan’s affairs.
Through them, the side of the free lady became powerful, and many of
the horsemen and men became rich.92

The political vacuum caused by the absence of a powerful sultan saw ‘Alam’s
slaves and Muflih directly competing for influence at the Najahid court. Soon
enough, Surtir devised a plot aimed at discrediting Muflih and instigating his
downfall. His ruse reveals interesting gender dynamics and is thus reproduced
in full:

Then they devised a plot with which to expel Muflih from Zabid. Surar
said to them: “What better plot do you have than a conversation about
the pilgrimage (hajj) of our mistress (mawlana) to Mecca, and her equip-
ment for thirty thousand dinars?” When they wrote to him about this, he

88  Al-Hakami, go.
89  Al-Hakami, go.
9o  Al-Hakamy, 76. Quraysh was the tribal affiliation of the Prophet Muhammad.
91  Al-Hakami, 76.
92  Al-Hakami, 8.



158 CHAPTER 4

refused and said: “The money would first be directed to the enemies of
the state than to these fables. For our mistress, there is the spindle, and
the requirement that she be busily occupied in the corner of the house.”

They continued to reiterate this until he said: “Our lady needs some-
thing different than that. Support her in it, this will make her forget.” They
said: “And what is that?” He said: “A thing in this length”, grasped his palm
and stretched out the arm.%% This word caused injury in the souls, and
Mutflih could not correct it except by permitting her [to undertake] the
pilgrimage. He supplied her with thirty thousand dinars and sent his son
Mansur with her on the journey to Mecca.9*

Although this passage primarily concerns the bitter rivalry between Surar and
Muflih, it also throws into sharp relief the gendered power relations between
Muflih and ‘Alam. It is plainly evident that the vizier disdains the queen and
disapproves of her involvement in political affairs. What is more, he discounts
her intention to perform the Aajj as “fables” and considers the related expenses
to be a waste of government funds.%> Such an opinion is curious coming from
a man described as very pious, since performing the hajj at least once in a
lifetime is a religious duty for every Muslim who is able to afford it. It might
however have been unusual for women in 6th/12th-century Yemen to meet
this religious requirement.%6 In ‘Alam’s case, the pilgrimage was a central part
of her public engagement, which she “used to perform [...] by land and sea,
with the people of Yemen under her protection from perils and tolls, and from
the troop of the viziers”.97 ‘Alam acted as patroness of the yearly hqjj caravan
travelling from Yemen to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina.*® Given her
rank, she was certainly accompanied by guards and soldiers, which increased

93 While the exact meaning of the gesture is lost, it was obviously offensive and likely bore a
sexual connotation.

94  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 82—3.

95  Thirty thousand dinars was a sizeable sum. In comparison, a later passage praises Surtar
for giving gifts amounting to forty-seven thousand dinars annually to the scholarly and
religious elite, various court officials and members of the royal family including “his mis-
tress, the free lady (mawlathu al-hurra)” ‘Alam and her entourage. In addition, he paid
sixty thousand dinars of tributes obtained from his provinces into the royal treasury
(al-Hakami, 9o).

96 I have found no other evidence of a woman performing the /ajj in the Najahid era.
Al-Khazraji relates that during the Rasulid period, both the mother of Sultan al-Ma-
likal-Ashraf Isma‘il (known as jiha of the chief eunuch Jamal ad-Din Tugha al-Afdali
al-Ashrafi) and queen Jihat Salah performed the pilgrimage to Mecca (al-Khazraji, Al-Igd
al-fakhir, 2502; al-Khazraji, Al--Uqud al-lw’lu’iyya, 11.85).

97  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 71.

98  Around 538/1143, al-Hakami himself joined ‘Alam’s entourage as she undertook her yearly
pilgrimage (Derenbourg, ‘Oumara du Yémen, 66ft.).
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the safety of the whole caravan. Yet, Mulflih is clearly unimpressed by ‘Alam’s
support of Yemeni pilgrims. The misogynistic undertone is strong when the
vizier declares spindle and household to be ‘Alam’s only legitimate concerns.
His comment is clearly intended to put this exceptionally influential woman
in her place and must be read as a direct criticism of her active political and
social engagement. The passage also reveals that despite her powerful position,
‘Alam still required Muflily's permission to obtain a travel budget. The vizier’s
authority over the treasury was probably another reason why Surir sought to
usurp his power. After Suriir’s allies provocatively pressed him on the matter
of ‘Alam’s expenses, Muflih gave a sexually suggestive retort that questioned
the queen’s morality. This drastic break of decorum caused such offence that
Muflih was forced to cede to ‘Alam’s demands and even to appoint his own son
as her travel companion.

This incident irreparably damaged the vizier's reputation. Shortly after-
wards, he was sent on a fabricated military mission and thenceforth pre-
vented from returning to Zabid. He died in 529/1135 in the castle of al-Karish.%°
Muflih’s unhappy end is evidence of the power yielded by ‘Alam and her slaves
in early 6th/12th-century Zabid, but his bitter remarks also show that her asser-
tive behaviour did not please everyone. Suriir, meanwhile, had finally gained
the position of vizier, the highest-ranking official at the Najahid court, thereby
further increasing the political standing of his mistress ‘Alam, as the following
story illustrates. In 541/1146, the religious zealot ‘Ali ibn Mahdi wrote to her,
asking for protection. Al-Hakami writes:

He then wrote to Zabid and asked her to protect him and those who seek
shelter with him, and [let him] return to his home. This the free lady
(al-hurra) did, despite the reluctance of the people of her government
(ahl dawlatiha) and the jurists of her era, so that God might accomplish a
matter already ordained.1°°

It is remarkable that ‘Ali ibn Mahdi addressed his request to ‘Alam and not to
the ruling Najahid sovereign Fatik 111. She clearly had the authority to grant
protection to a highly controversial figure, thereby directly opposing the will
of government officials and jurists. Her decision to support ‘Ali ibn Mahdji,
however, proved to be a grave mistake. Soon after her death in 545/1150,1! the
religious fanatic and his troops began invading Najahid territories. In 551/1156,
a follower of ‘All ibn Mahdi stabbed Surar while he was performing his prayers

99  Al-Hakami, A-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 8s.
100 Thelast phrase is a quote from the Quran (8:42). Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid f akhbar Zabid, 93.
101 Al-Hakami, 93.
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in the mosque of Zabid.1°2 Soon thereafter, the ruling Najahid sultan Fatik 111
fell victim to an internal plot, and in 554/1159 ‘Ali ibn Mahdi conquered the city,
dealing the Najahid dynasty its final blow.

‘Alam’s remarkable rise to power was made possible both by the institu-
tion of concubinage which elevated her to the position of queen and by the
politically volatile situation at the Najahid court which she exploited ingen-
iously. Remarkably, she made use of the institution of slavery to advance her
political agenda, raising enslaved boys in her palace and later elevating them
into top administrative positions. As such, her strategy resembles that of the
Rasulid queen Jihat Salah discussed in chapter 3, who exercised political con-
trol through her eunuch administrators.

Another well-documented woman of the Najahid era is Warda, whose biog-
raphy illustrates both the inability of female slaves to control crucial transi-
tions in their lives and the opportunities for social advancement open to a
privileged few.

2.2 Warda: Object of Desire and Assertive Actor

Warda’s story is woven into a broader narrative describing the reign of Fatik 11,
‘Alam’s son who became the sixth Najahid sultan. As previously mentioned, he
had inherited the throne as a child, resulting in power falling into the hands
of rivalling factions of slaves competing for influence at the court. Warda
appears in a series of anecdotes concerning two of these viziers, Muflih and
Surar, whose rivalry has already been discussed. She mainly serves as a narra-
tive device illustrating the personalities of these two men. Nevertheless, the
compounded evidence offers rich insights into her situation in different life
stages, and her interactions with various men is highly instructive of complex
power relations shaped by gender and the institution of slavery.

The anecdotes involving Warda, Muflih and Surtir were reported to al-Hakami
by a certain Himyar b. As‘ad, a colourful character whom the author counts
among his closest friends. He worked as a scribe for Muflih and other local
potentates and sheikhs and was a popular storyteller as well as a sought-after
interlocutor who “repaired disorders and eased calamities”.!93 In addition, he
was active in a very different line of work:

None of the people of the Tihama were in the habit of hiding!®* from
Himyar either a singer (mughanniya) or an umm walad, because most

102 Al-Hakami, g1.
103 Al-Hakami, 79.
104 The verb used could also mean “to cover with a hijab (headscarf)".
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of their concubines (sara’ir) and singers (maghanihim) were trained and
brought up in his house.1%

Himyar was thus a slave trader. It appears that he acquired young girls who
showed potential to become musical performers and concubines and taught
them the necessary skills before selling them.196 This practice is reminiscent of
the training given to enslaved female singers (géyan) during the Abbasid period.
Qiyan were enslaved women and girls who performed music, dance and poetry
at elite gatherings and who were famed for their artistic accomplishments and
witty banter. Many famous Abbasid slave traders were themselves musicians
and thus able to teach enslaved girls to sing and play instruments. An Abbasid
slave broker from the 5th/11th century recommends buying enslaved girls aged
nine and training them for six years before reselling them.!19” The enslaved
performer ‘Arib, a noted celebrity at her time, had originally belonged to the
master of the caliph’s horses, who “trained her, educated her and taught her
singing”.198 Enslaved girls were also trained to become concubines in Mamluk
Egypt and at the 10th/16th-century Ottoman court.10°

Himyar acts both as the narrator and as the central go-between linking the
different characters in the plot surrounding Warda. The story begins with a
private conversation between Muflih and Himyar:

Himyar said: I remember of [Muflil’s] virtue that one day he invited me
when he was vizier and said: “Life became troubled for me for reason
of what I hear all the time about the singing of Warda, the concubine
(jariya) of the amir ‘Uthman al-Ghuzzi, and what is described to me
about her beauty. I leaned on all doors of tricks to get her to me.” I said: “If
you want her for fornication (sifak), I offer my best in the service of the
vizier” He replied: “By God, since I was created, I never disobeyed God the
exalted by my pleasure.” I asked: “For how much does the vizier buy her?”
He said: “For whatever her master (mawla) suggests.”0

105 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 78—9.

106 Inasimilar vein, a later passage describes a concubine as having been “raised by the trad-
ers” (al-Hakamy, 85). This fact obviously raised her profile, suggesting that she, too, had
received some sort of training. Besides being a scribe and selling enslaved girls, Himyar
also dealt in poison. “Everyone of the Najahids and of their viziers who died”, the author
remarks, “died from Himyar b. As’ad” (al-Hakamy, 78—9).

107 Yawanis al-Mukhtar ibn Butlan, Trattato generale sull'acquisto e 'esame degli schiavi,
trans. Antonella Ghersetti (Catanzaro: Abramo, 2001), 76-7.

108 Myrne, “Narrative, Gender and Authority in ‘Abbasid Literature on Women,” 98.

109 Rapoport, “Women and Gender in Mamluk Society,” 9. Peirce, Imperial Harem, 141.

110 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 76—7.
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This passage is part of a short chapter dedicated to Muflily’s life and achieve-
ments which is full of praise for his character.!! “Sensual desire was not dis-
cerned in him,” al-Hakami remarks, “neither in youth nor in maturity”'> And
yet, the above quote shows Muflih lusting after another man’s concubine. It
appears that at this point, Muflih had neither seen Warda nor heard her sing-
ing;'® rumours about Warda’s beauty and musical talent alone sufficed to
enflame his desires and seek the help of her former slave trader to gain access
to her.

The conversation between Himyar and Muflih quickly turns into a negoti-
ation, with Himyar freely peddling Warda’s sexual services. That Himyar feels
entitled to provide Muflih with sexual access to the concubine of another
man is remarkable. Islamic jurisprudence at the time condoned sexual relations
only between an owner and his own unmarried female slave. Sexual relations
between a man and someone else’s slave were prohibited; even his wife’s slaves
were off-limits. Nor could an owner force his slave to engage in sexual activi-
ties with someone other than himself. The only legitimate way to gain sexual
access to a female slave was thus to buy her. The two men are clearly aware of
this: Himyar speaks of “fornication” when offering to provide Muflih access
to Warda, and Muflih rejects this proposal in moral indignation. His reaction
underlines the vizier’s piety and decency: despite his ardent desire for Warda
and the access promised by Himyar, Muflih insists on following God’s com-
mand and buying Warda first. Only at the end of the conversation, Warda’s
owner is recognized as having the final say on her fate, possessing the right to
accept or decline her sale.

Although the whole paragraph revolves around Warda, she neither speaks
nor acts but features as a mere object of desire and of commercial transactions.
The reader is presented with al-HakamT's account of Himyar's narrative, who
in turn also reports Muflih’s words. The narrative thus consists of three layers
of transmission, and Warda remains mute in all of them. Himyar appears in
control of the situation, able to present several solutions to Muflih’s problem.
The subsequent paragraphs show his shrewdness at work. Warda was the prop-
erty of the amir ‘Uthman al-Ghuzzi, a commander of Turkic troops that had

111 Al-Hakami also relates, however, that “[t]he slaves (‘abid) of Fatik gave Muflih the derisive
name ‘the mule”, which bears connotation of low or “impure” birth, as well as of rough-
ness and an evil disposition (al-Hakami, 76. Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, 230).

112 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 76.

113 The wording cited above leaves open whether Muflih himself had heard Warda sing or
whether others had described her vocal skills to him. However, the next sentence suggests
that he had never attended one of her performances, since her beauty was only known to

him by hearsay. Alternatively, she might have performed behind a curtain or fully veiled.
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been brought to Yemen by the Najahid king Jayyash.!*# These Ghuzz controlled
vast territories around Zabid and collected taxes there; however, the first gen-
eration of soldiers had largely passed away, and their sons were of no use to
the Najahid state. Himyar therefore advised Muflih to suspend the Ghuzz’s
rights to these territories, which caused their leader ‘Uthman great distress.
Having thus orchestrated a conflict between the two men, Himyar positioned
himself as the mediator, promising ‘Uthman that he would facilitate a settle-
ment between him and Muflih. To that end, he arranged a series of visits to
‘Uthman’s luxurious residence, where the host attempted to win over his guest
with lavish banquets and expensive gifts. These passages aim at illustrating
the power play between Muflih and ‘Uthman. Both want something from the
other: Muflih desires Warda, while ‘Uthman hopes to regain his territories.
However, Muflih occupies the higher position in the Najahid hierarchy and
is thus angered by ‘Uthman’s conspicuous displays of wealth, which threaten
his social superiority.!’> Again, Himyar takes control of the situation, rebuking
‘Uthman in private:

When they withdrew, I said to ‘Uthman: “You are a beast, you have no
reason. Do you think that the vizier rather visited you for food and drink?
How reduced is your ambition and how blind your judgement?” He said:
“Direct me.” I said: “Exhibit what you have.” He spoke of the horses, the
equipment, the camels, gifts and treasures. I made apparent to him a
fault in everything and rebuked him for it. He said: “What do you see?”
I answered: “Look for a present that is not hidden in the storages, and
not hidden from his eyes. The intention is that he remembers you by
your gift.” And when he had paid attention to it, he said: “What do I have
except Warda, and she is my soul (hiya ruhi)? But if she is suitable for
him, I will give her up, even if I will die.”6

This passage revealingly lists Warda as one among ‘Uthman’s many posses-
sions, albeit as the most precious and beloved of them all. The melodramatic

114 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 77. 1t is likely that these Ghuzz soldiers were mer-
cenaries, but due to the dearth of evidence we cannot exclude that they might have been
enslaved. Al-Hakami reports that Jayyash had ordered two thousand Ghuzz to march
from Mecca to Zabid. He then regretted his decision fearing that they might seize his
sovereignty and had the majority of them poisoned before they reached Yemen. For the
role of the Ghuzz, and the Kurds in particular, in the Ayyubid and Rasulid periods, see
Mahoney, “Political Agency of Kurds as an Ethnic Group.”

115 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 8o.

116 Al-Hakami, 8o—1.
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exclamations attributed to ‘Uthman (“she is my soul [...] I will die”) ring
hollow, considering that he would rather regain his territories than keep
Warda. It was not uncommon in medieval Yemen to give away slaves as luxury
gifts, attesting to the wealth and generosity of the donor and honouring the
donee.!'” Himyar’s narration continues:

I'said: “If he [Muflih] accepts her, she is thus suitable for him.” He replied:
“Speak to him about her, and if he accepts her, you will receive one thou-
sand dinars from me.” Then we ordered her presence, as the tenth of ten
[enslaved girls]. They kissed the hands of the vizier and began to sing in
his presence, with uncovered faces. I advised the vizier to shun Warda
and to appreciate the others, which he did. Thereby the determination
of her owner that she would be accepted by him became strong. Then
‘Uthman became drunk and slept, and the women became drunk, except
Warda. I had wanted her to be alert. I went to the privy, called for Warda
and informed her of the story. She said: “I don't desire anything except
my owner."!18

After lengthy passages in which Warda is merely discussed, desired and bar-
gained over, she finally appears in person. More specifically, she is ordered to
appear, together with nine other enslaved girls. Having spent a long period
yearning and strategizing, Muflih can finally see the object of his desire. Again,
it is Himyar who takes charge, from requesting the enslaved girls’ presence and
advising Muflih to conceal his desire for Warda, to making sure that Warda
remain awake and sober. After the host and his other concubines have with-
drawn, Himyar finally lets Warda in on the plot surrounding her and gives her
the opportunity to speak. Her statement, while likely a fictional representa-
tion by al-Hakami, is nevertheless indicative of the precarious situation
female slaves faced when they transitioned from one owner to another. On
the outset, her wording appears like a formulaic declaration of loyalty to her
master ‘Uthman and a submission to his will. Warda might however also have

117 Muflih himself gave four Ethiopian slaves to an Egyptian sheikh (al-Hakami, 82.) The
famous Sulayhid queen and ruler Asma’ bint Shihab (d. 1087) gifted her favourite palace
page and confidant with singing girls, slaves and eunuchs (al-Hakami, 38). Other exam-
ples include al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lw’lw’iyya, 1.361, 11.294. This practice had a sinister
flipside: especially concubines given as presents were sometimes tasked with killing the
presentee. Najah, the founder of the eponymous Najahid dynasty, was allegedly poisoned
by a “beautiful enslaved girl” ( jariya) given to him by his rival al-Sulayh1 (al-Hakamy,
Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 18).

118  Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid ft akhbar Zabid, 81.
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addressed her former owner Himyar or her potential owner-to-be Muflih. In a
situation where she could become the property of an unknown new owner at
any minute, Warda’s answer is very diplomatic. Whatever the outcome, she has
expressed submission to whichever man might have authority over her next.
An alternative interpretation gives her statement a more rebellious undertone:
perhaps Warda expresses her discontent at being offered to Muflih for sexual
services, subtly reminding Himyar of the fact that she still belongs to ‘Uthman
and is not ready to submit to anyone else. Whatever Warda’s intention, it
remains without effect, as Himyar yet again steers the course of events:

I called the vizier into a sitting room, and Warda and I entered. He made
promises to her and awakened her desire. I intended to depart from them,
but he held me back and told me: “By God, this will never be!” Then we
returned together into the sitting room. And by God, he did not satisfy his
eyes with her, and did not enable her [to kiss] his hands upon farewell.
When her lord had sobered up, we asked him for permission to leave. It
was near the hour of the latest evening prayer, and before it ended, Warda
was in our possession.!1®

Again, Warda is the centre of attention but depicted as utterly passive. The
narrative focuses on Muflih’s personal qualities of piety and righteousness,
while Warda mainly provides a foil for his display of exemplary behaviour.
The passage closes with Warda becoming Muflily's possession, which for her
meant the relocation to a new household and submission under the authority
and the sexual desires of at least her third owner. Himyar, meanwhile, had suc-
cessfully brought to a close the textbook example of a ruse. While it has been
argued that women in medieval Arabic societies could mainly exercise control
through ruses,'2° in al-Hakam1’s chronicle this strategy is deployed by men and
women alike to secure their personal advantage.

The plot has an epilogue which reveals a lasting connection between Warda
and Himyar:

As for the vizier, he called for me at night, bestowed a robe of honour
on me and said: “Your daughter/girl (bintak) Warda swore to me that I
cannot approach her until I have sought to satisfy Himyar. So what is it

119 Al-Hakamj, 81.
120 Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word: Gender and Discourse in Arabo-
Islamic Writing, Princeton Paperbacks (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).
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that satisfies you?” I said: “The estate al-‘Abada with all the agriculture it
contains and the cows that belong to it.” And he registered it to me.!?!

Surprisingly, the statement ascribed to Warda in this passage expresses loy-
alty and obedience not to her new owner but to her former trader Himyar.
Both her appellation as his “girl” or “daughter” and the fact that she protects
his interests before submitting to the will of her new owner are testimony to
Warda’s lasting loyalty to Himyar. This fascinating dynamic is unique within
the sources analysed for this study: while sustained bonds between slaves
and their current owners are described in several instances (Surtr and ‘Alam
being a good example), I did not encounter any other evidence for such a
bond after an enslaved person had been sold on to a successive owner. The
well-documented lives of eunuchs at the Rasulid court usually involved sev-
eral changes of owner, but life-long relations with former owners are never
mentioned. This may be a mere coincidence due to scarce source material.
However, it is conceivable that female slaves had a greater need for a constant
male figure in their lives. In medieval Yemen, a woman was usually represented
in public by a male relative or guardian: her father, husband, brother or eunuch
administrator (see chapter 3). What we know about Warda portends that at
this stage in her life, she was unmarried and childless. Thus, according to medi-
eval Islamic law, her owner was responsible for her upkeep and acted as her
guardian. However, since she could be sold to someone else at any moment,
Warda would have been wise to sustain a more long-term relationship with
an influential man. Himyar was the obvious choice since she had lived in his
household as a child, perhaps right after having been enslaved and separated
from her family.!?2 He was therefore likely the only candidate for a father fig-
ure available to her and, as will be shown below, she explicitly called upon
him to fill this role. To Himyar, on the other hand, Warda provided opportu-
nities for profit even after he had sold her. In fact, the closing paragraph of
the anecdote above clearly shows that for Himyar, the ultimate goal of the
ruse involving Warda, Muflih and ‘Uthman was to amass more wealth. At this
point, it seems doubtful that the continued relationship with Himyar was in
fact beneficial to Warda. However, the narrative does not end here. The final
part of Warda'’s story as told by al-Hakami reveals a shift in the power dynamic
between the two.

121 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid f akhbar Zabid, 81.
122 Alternatively, if Warda was not trafficked to Yemen as a child, she might have been born
to slaves.
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After the incidents related above, Warda temporarily disappears from the
historical narrative and only re-emerges after Muflily's death. This time, she is
the narrator of her own story. Al-Hakami does not mention whether he knew
Warda personally, but considering his strong ties to many of the men she inter-
acted with, it is certainly possible. Warda thus either conveyed her perspective
directly to the author, or he imagined her side of the story as such:

Warda, the concubine ( jariya) of the vizier Muflih said: “When my master
(mawla) died in the mountains at the castle of al-Karish!22 or Mukarrish,
the vizier Igbal, the leader (ga’%id)'?* Surur, the leader Ishaq b. Marziq
and the leader Ali b Mas‘tid, lord of Hays, asked for my hand in marriage.
I made a nice promise to the messenger of each one of them and sought
the advice of my master (mawla’) Mansur, son of my master Muflih,
regarding the people’s messages. He indicated Surar and said: “Seek the
help of sheikh Himyar b As‘ad’s advice.” She said: “I summoned him from
the Tihama to the mountains.”2%

At this point in her life, Warda clearly possessed greater influence and agency
than when she first appeared in the chronicle of the Najahid dynasty. No longer
was she about to be sold to a new owner without her consent; rather, she now
had the choice between four suitors of high rank who wished to marry her.
Although al-Hakami still introduces her as “Warda, the concubine of Muflily’,
she must have been a free woman by now. Most Islamic legal schools stipulate
that a free Muslim man can marry an enslaved woman only if he is absolutely
unable to marry a free woman or to acquire a concubine.'?6 Warda’s suitors
were certainly able to marry free women and to acquire concubines (see
below). Hence, if we assume that this legal principle was respected, it follows
that Warda was free at the time of receiving her marriage proposals.’?” Muflih

123  The vocalization is unclear, as the source only gives the consonants k-r-sh.

124 In the medieval Yemeni context, the title ga’id is usually given to high-ranking military
leaders.

125 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 85.

126  Al-Nawawi, Minhaj al-Talibin, 385. Only the Hanafl school permits marriages between a
free man and an enslaved woman unconditionally, provided the man does not already
have a free wife (Mohammed Hocine Benkheira, “Un libre peut-il épouser une esclave?
Esquisse d’histoire d'un débat, des origines a al-Shafil [m.204/820],” Der Islam 84, no. 2
[2008]: 246—355). If a free man wished to marry his own female slave, he had to manumit
her first, after which she could choose whether to accept or refuse his marriage proposal
(de la Puente, “Slaves in Al-Andalus through Maliki Watha’iq Works,” 204).

127 The evidence examined for this study shows that the Islamic legal principles governing
slavery were certainly well known and usually followed.
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must have either manumitted her during his lifetime or through a provision in
his testament, or she had born him a child and as umm walad automatically
gained her freedom upon her owner’s death. Al-Hakami no longer features her
in a supporting role but as actively shaping her own future. Nevertheless, she
seeks the advice of two men to whom she was presumably closely connected:
the son of her last owner Muflih, whom she calls “mawla1”, and Himyar, the
trader who had raised her. A marriage in medieval Yemen was customarily con-
tracted by a woman'’s guardian on her behalf, and in Warda’s case, this respon-
sibility fell on Muflih’s son. An enslaved person’s manumission resulted in a
relation of patronage (wala’) wherein the freed slave and their former owner
became forever linked by a relationship that has been characterized as “arti-
ficial kinship”!?8 entailing mutual (albeit unequal) responsibilities. The legal
scholar al-Nawaw1 specifies that a former owner was obliged to perform duties
usuallyundertaken by relatives, such as marriage tutelage, for his formerslave.129
In the case of the former owner’s death, the wala’ relationship was carried on
by family members. In line with this principle, Warda turns to Muflil’s son,
who inherited this responsibility vis-a-vis Warda from his father. He recom-
mends her to choose Surur, ‘Alam’s slave whose remarkable career and bitter
rivalry with Warda’s former owner Muflih has been analysed above. He then
redirects her to Himyar, as if wanting to defer the guardian responsibility to
him. Consequently, Warda “summons” Himyar to her residence in the moun-
tains. The wording conveys authority, in stark contrast to her sparse earlier
statements. Himyar complies and provides her with the requested advice.
His lengthy justification of why Surar is the most suitable marriage partner
deserves a closer look:

He said: “Regarding ‘Ali b. Mas‘ad, he has ninety concubines (suriyya)
and four wives (zawjat). As to Iqbal, he has twenty singers (mughanniya).
Further, he has Nahir, raised by the traders, and her son Mansir is in his
sight up to this time.!3? Regarding the leader Ishaq b. Marzig, he has
the daughter of ‘Awayd,'3! mother of his son Faraj, and he has his female
paternal cousin Uhdual: by God, none walking the earth of the Tihama
is her equal. But I recommend to you the leader Abia Muhammad Surar

128 Marmon, Slavery in the Islamic Middle East, 15. It is important to keep in mind that wala’
and related terms have described vastly different relationships throughout Islamic history
(Urban, “Early Islamic Mawali”).

129 Yahya b. Sharaf Al-Nawaw1, Minhaj al-talibin, 590.

130 This phrasing probably means that Manstr was still a minor and under the direct super-
vision of his father.

131 Vocalization unclear.
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al-Fatiki, because he has wide ambition and was raised by King Fatik b
Mansur, and by our lady, the mother of Fatik b Mansar.” She said: “The
leader Abti Muhammad Surir al-Fatiki married me.”32

The crucial criterion setting Surar apart is the absence of love interests in
his household, while the complex relationships entertained by Warda’s other
suitors are related by al-Hakami in detail. The lord of Hays possessed ninety
concubines besides the four wives legally permitted to a Muslim man.!33 His
inclusion in the list of suitors poses a riddle: As he was unable to take another
wife, what role could Warda have played in his household? Had she been
enslaved, she could have become his concubine, but as a free woman, her
only option to legally cohabit with a man was marriage. Perhaps this is the
reason why Himyar was quick to discount him as a candidate. The second
suitor, a vizier, possessed twenty female enslaved singers and one umm walad
whose good reputation is underlined by the comment that she was “raised by
the traders (al-tujjar)”. It is probable that she underwent a similar training as
Warda did in Himyar’s house. The third suitor enjoyed the company of both
an umm walad and a paternal cousin, evidently his wife. In contrast to his
three rivals, Surtir was not emotionally involved — although he did own concu-
bines, as we learn later on. Additionally, that Surtir had been raised by ‘Alam,
a woman of high social standing, was certainly seen as a guarantee of his
refined character.

This passage attests to the strikingly complex family arrangements of
6th/12th-century Najahid elites and the strong presence of female slaves in
them. It was common for wealthy men to entertain sexual relations with free
wives, concubines and liberated former slaves. The available evidence does
not reveal whether these women all cohabited under one roof or whether
separate residences were established for individual wives and/or concubines
and their respective children. In any case, the husband/owner was required
to provide for these women and for the children fathered with them, who
were all considered his legitimate offspring. As such, concubinage was
indeed “one of the pillars of the Muslim family”!3* among the elites of the
Najahid era.

132  Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 85.

133 “Ninety concubines” should probably be understood not as an exact count but as express-
ing a large number.

134 De la Puente, “Free Fathers, Slave Mothers and Their Children,” 43.
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Turning our focus back to Warda, the above passage marks yet another step
in her tumultuous life, as she moves from her third owner and household to
the fourth.135 Again, her lasting bond with Himyar is noteworthy, especially
since she was now presumably a free woman. It is often assumed that slave
traders were a fleeting presence in slaves’ lives, but the case of Himyar strongly
contests this notion. Warda’s story is reminiscent of Barker’s remark that in
Mamluk Egypt, “there was a merchant — slave relationship of patronage paral-
lel to the owner — slave relationship of patronage”136 Warda’s story offers a rare
glimpse into the relationships that could develop between female slaves and
slave traders in the medieval Yemeni setting.

It is worth noting that although Warda was able to freely choose her mar-
riage partner from among a number of suitors, al-Hakami depicts the groom as
in charge at the moment of the wedding (“The leader Aba Muhammad Surar
al-Fatiki married me”). Thereafter, Warda attempts to gain influence over Surar:

I found [Surar to be] a man diverted from the world, from women and
prosperity, by attention to the highest matters. I did not let up on him
until I loosened him, progressed in his intimacy, and took possession of
him. For all his roughness and rigidity and the anguish of his concubines
from him, he does not oppose me when I see him. If I became angry at
him, he was as if he had disengaged from life.!3”

This paragraph features a literary trope often found in Abbasid adab literature,
namely the inversion of gendered power relations.’®® The remark that Surar
was feared by his concubines further underscores the fact that his submission
to Warda contradicts the usual gendered hierarchy between powerful men and
their (former) slaves. It also stands in stark contrast to earlier descriptions of Surtr
as an austere and dominant military leader. Such is the discrepancy between
the vizier's reputation and his submission to his new wife that al-Hakami

135 Al-Hakami mentions that Warda had been part of Himyar’s, ‘Uthman’s and Muflih’s
household. It is of course possible that she was owned by, or married to, additional men
not mentioned in the source.

136 Barker, “Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade,” 253. Barker even
detects a dynamic she calls “reversible patronage” between slaves and their traders: “[T]
he career prospects of young slaves, both male and female, depended on the initiative
taken by their traders to market them in elite circles and place them with powerful own-
ers. [...] If successful, the adult mamluk or concubine might then show gratitude towards
the trader through gifts and patronage” (251). Yemeni source evidence on slave traders is
too thin to examine whether a similar dynamic existed here, as well.

137 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid ft akhbar Zabid, 85.

138 Myrne, Narrative, Gender and Authority in ‘Abbasid Literature on Women, 36, 67.
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calls upon another witness to corroborate Warda’s account. This man supports
her claims with the full weight of his elevated rank as vizier and envoy of the
Hasani sharif of Mecca:!39

I came from my country as messenger to the leader Surar al-Fatiki, to
conclude a truce between us and him. His vizier ‘Ubayd b. Bahr said: “If
only your arrival had been later or earlier! By chance, you met the leader
very occupied in his mind.” I stayed two or three days, and when I had not
met with the leader, Himyar b. Asad came to us. ‘Ubayd b. Bahr, the vizier
of Surir, said to me: “Now your knot became dissolved, after the arrival of
Himyar." I asked: “How is that?” He replied: “Indeed, the mother of Amr,
Warda, is angry at him and swore not to talk to him and does not allow
him to come to her until her father (abitha) comes, and he is the sheikh
Himyar b. As‘ad.” [...]

And when it became night, we were invited to a meeting at which
there was wine, singing and perfume. We sat down and when the leader
had come to us, we greeted him. Then we heard clamour and pleasant
sound from behind the curtain, as never had been before, and there was
Warda. Himyar had made amends between her and the leader and she
came to sing for him. After what had happened, I was impacted in my
heart by the weak state of the ga’id and the feebleness of his determina-
tion. As if guessing what was on my mind, he spontaneously uttered a
poet’s saying about her:

“We are people whom the glance of large black eyes melt / Even though
we melt iron.40

This final chapter in the documented interactions between Warda and Surtir
contains a number of interesting points. Unbeknown to the envoy, Surir was
caught up in a domestic drama which left him unable to attend to his political
duties. The anecdote thus confirms Warda’s previous claim that she had gained
full control over her husband. Al-Hakam1 also mentions in passing that Warda
had a son by the name of Amr. Based on our information, three possible fathers
come to mind: ‘Uthman, Muflih and Surar.!*! If she had become an umm walad

139 Al-Hakami gives his name as Sheikh Muslim b. Yashjub, vizier of the Sharif Ghanim b.
Yahya al-Hasani (al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 85).

140 Al-Hakami, Al-Mufid fi akhbar Zabid, 85-6.

141 Itis likely that Himyar sold the enslaved girls he raised and trained as virgins in order to
yield a higher price. The fact that Himyar and Warda referred to each other as father and
daughter also suggests that. Similarly, the famous Abbasid slave singer ‘Arib portrayed
in Abu al-Faraj ‘Ali ibn al-Husayn al-Isfahant’s Kitab al-Aghani was first owned by the
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while in ‘Uthman’s possession, her sale would have been illegal by Islamic law.
Nevertheless, we cannot rule out the possibility that such principles were at
times disregarded. A paternity by Muflih would explain why Warda’s position
was significantly strengthened after his death — as umm walad, she would
have gained her freedom and the right to choose a husband, as in fact she did.
However, she would have lost the right of custody over her son if she remar-
ried, and the boy would have stayed in Muflil’s family. It is unlikely that she
would have retained the kunya “mother of Amr” if she had left her son behind.
Furthermore, this is the first mention of the child in al-Hakami’s chronicle,
making it most plausible that Suriir was his father. The passage yet again illus-
trates the relationship between the former enslaved girl and the man who had
trained and sold her. Surtr’s vizier refers to Himyar as Warda’s father, mirroring
the earlier passage where Warda is called his daughter/girl. Himyar seems to be
the only one able to reconcile Warda and her husband and yet again performs
the role of go-between.

Finally, in the last part of the passage, the narrating visitor expresses his
disapproval for the “weakening” and “feebleness of determination” of the
renowned vizier. His condemnation of Suriir's behaviour indicates that it
transgressed prevailing gender roles of the time. His submission to Warda
also starkly contradicts his reputation as a tough military leader and highly
respected politician. Surtr is well aware of his guests’ disapproval. His poetic
retort attempts to generalize man'’s susceptibility to female beauty (“we are the
people whom the large black eyes melt”) and eloquently dissolves the contra-
diction between such emotional vulnerability and virile force (“even though
we melt iron”).

Unlike ‘Alam, who figures in al-Hakam’s chronicle as a character in her own
right, Warda mainly plays a supporting role in the author’s portrayal of vari-
ous influential men. Her appearances first as an object of desire and later as a
dominating wife serve to illustrate the complex characters of Muflih and Surir,
two of the most influential political figures of the time. As such, al-Hakam1’s
representation of Warda might be less factual than literary. Nevertheless, her
story offers a number of insights into the institution of concubinage in the
Najahid era more generally. The recurring role played by Himyar in Warda’s
life shows that slave traders not only trained enslaved girls before selling them
but that this practice could result in sustained relations between female slaves
and their former traders. Lacking the support of kin and unable to control who
would own them next, some enslaved women likely sought protection from

master of the caliph’s horses who raised her, taught her how to sing and sold her as a vir-
gin (Myrne, Narrative, Gender and Authority in Abbasid Literature on Women, 98).
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the slave traders who had raised them from a young age. Warda’s life story also
strongly attests to the fact that even the most privileged concubines led a pre-
carious existence and were ultimately at the mercy of whichever man owned
them at any given moment. Moments of transition from one owner to another
left enslaved women particularly vulnerable, as they had to adapt to a new
household and succumb to the authority of another stranger.

At the same time, Warda’s biography also exemplifies the possibilities of
social advancement open to a select number of female slaves. The personifi-
cation of the powerless female slave at the beginning of the narrative — owned
by one man today, sold on to another tomorrow — she gradually improved
her social standing and expanded her autonomy. At the end of al-Hakam1’s
account, she was a free woman and wife of a Najahid vizier who indulged
her every whim. In this regard, Warda’s story resembles that of ‘Alam, who
as enslaved performer gained first fame, then freedom and lastly formida-
ble political influence. Marriage, motherhood and manumission were three
crucial turning points in the biographies of concubines. A female slave who
became her owner’s wife or bore him a child had thereby won her freedom and
the chance to improve her social standing. These opportunities were not reg-
ularly available, however, to the majority of enslaved women who are largely
absent from the historiographic record.

3 Rasulid Case Studies

Let us now turn to two case studies from the Rasulid period. Female slaves
hardly appear at all in al-Khazraj1's chronicle, making it nearly impossible to
offer any detailed information on their lives. It takes a rare event and a beauti-
ful poem to bring women of slave descent into the foreground of the narrative.

3.1 Nukhba’s Story: Female Slavery at the Rasulid Court

Nukhba,#? an enslaved domestic of Queen Jihat Salah, appears as the source
and narrator of a story set during the reign of Sultan al-Mujahid (r. 721-64/
1321-63). In the year 724/1324, the castle of Ta‘izz was besieged by a certain
‘Umarb. Taliyal al-‘Alami, known as “son of the duwaydar”*3 who was supported

142 Nukhba (meaning choice or selected item) is a typical slave name. Al-Khazraji pro-
vides exact information on its pronunciation, perhaps to distinguish it from Nakhba,
which is the bite of an ant (Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 2776; al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud
al-lwluwiyya, 385).

143 Al-Khazraji, Al-Ugqid al-lwlw’iyya, 11.19. His father’s non-Arabic name suggests that he
had been a mamluk. The position of dawaydar was known in Mamluk Egypt as dawadar
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by the sultan’s rebellious paternal cousin al-Zahir b. Mansar Ayyub. The sul-
tan and his mother Jihat Salah were trapped in the castle, moving from one
place to the next to avoid heavy ballista attacks. Nukhba relates that she had
just brought the sultan water to perform his ablutions when suddenly a wall
split open and a beautiful young man emerged, swiftly carrying the sultan to
another location. Immediately thereafter, the spot where the sultan had been
sitting was hit by a rock. Having barely escaped death through the stranger’s
intervention, the sultan asked him:

“Who are you, brother, with whom God has blessed me?” He replied: “By
God, I really am your brother, and my father is by God your father, Dawud
al-Mu’ayyad, and my mother is the enslaved girl (jariya) so-and-so. But I
was taken from my mother’s womb and raised with the jinns'## until 1
became like you see me.”145

The stranger reveals himself as the sultan’s brother, conceived by a concubine of
al-Mujahid’s father and predecessor al-Mu’ayyad Dawud (r. 696—721/1296—1321).
Jihat Salah, who had been at her son’s side during his miraculous salvation,
confirms and elaborates on this curious story:

Truth, by God. She [the jariya] was pregnant by your father until she was
near to giving birth. On one of those days, she woke up and her child
was taken from her body. It was as if she had never been pregnant, and
no trace of the pregnancy appeared after that. Thereafter, she lived for a
while and then died.!46

(“the bearer and keeper of the royal inkwell”) and usually given to mamluk amirs (Ayalon,
“Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army 111,” 62). The position is mentioned sev-
eral times in anonymous, Nir al-ma‘arif, 11.120, 11141, 11.146, but its exact role in medieval
Yemen remains unclear.

144  According to Islamic thought, jinns are shape-shifting creatures made of fire that are usu-
ally evil. For their perception in the Yemeni context, see G. Rex Smith, “Magic, Jinn and
the Supernatural in Medieval Yemen: Examples from Ibn Al-Mugawir’s 7th/13th Century
Guide,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 13 (1995): 7-18; Andre Gingrich, “Spirits of the Border:
Some Remarks on the Connotation of Jinn in North-Western Yemen,” Quaderni di Studi
Arabi 13 (1995): 199—212; Huda Seif, “Marginality and Allegories of Gendered Resistance:
Experiences from Southern Yemen,” in Gendered Resistance: Women, Slavery, and the
Legacy of Margaret Garner, ed. Mary E. Frederickson and Delores Walters (Champaign,
IL: University of Illinois Press, 2013).

145 Al-Khazraji, Al--Uqud al-lwlwiyya, 11.20.

146  Al-Khazraji, 21.
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The tale’s veracity is certainly doubtful, although al-Khazraj insists on provid-
ing its full chain of transmission: he heard it from one man who had heard
it from another to whom Nukhba herself had told the story.!4” The enslaved
woman’s credibility as a source certainly does not stem from her social stand-
ing but from the fact that she witnessed the event at close range. Her task of
carrying water led her to be present during the intimate moment of the sultan
performing his ritual purification. As such, the episode underlines the fact that
enslaved women and girls worked in the most private parts of elite households
where they certainly saw and heard many things that the public was excluded
from. Their servile state and ensuing dependence on their owners meant they
could be assigned to lowly tasks and trusted with sensitive information. At the
same time, attributing this tale to an enslaved woman might also have been
a strategy to ascribe a fabrication to a purported eyewitness who could not
object. The story of the sultan’s supernatural rescue can be read as a piece of
political propaganda claiming that even supernatural beings supported his
God-given right to rule. With the jinn'’s help, al-Mujahid’s men were able to deal
their besiegers a heavy blow. Nevertheless, the siege remained in place for over
eight months until ‘Umar’s mamluks abandoned him, forcing him to retreat.148

Besides Nukhba, the anecdote features a nameless concubine who became
pregnant by Sultan al-Muayyad Dawud, Jihat Salah’s late husband. Such a liai-
son is presented as unsurprising and wholly acceptable not only by al-Khazraji
but also by Jihat Salah herself and in no way diminishes the late sultan’s rep-
utation. As such, the story is further evidence for the pervasiveness of concu-
binage among the Rasulid elites. It also exemplifies the dual role of enslaved
women as domestic workers on the one hand and concubines on the other.
The following case study addresses the impact of concubinage on Yemeni
society more broadly and highlights the complex social standing of women of
African slave descent in this setting.

3.2 A Poet’s Perspective on the Impact of Concubinage

Poems and sayings are frequently interspersed into Al- Ugud al-lw’lwiyya. In his
account of the year 679/ca. 1280, al-Khazraji portrays a tribesman called Yahya
b. al-Ammak who was famed for his wisdom and literary talent. Among his

147 Thave found no further information on these two men, Husayn b. ‘Abd Allah b. Mansar
and Hassan b. Misa b. Balan. Al-Khazraji himself was born around six years after the
siege, in ca. 730/1330.

148  Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlw’iyya, 11.23.
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surviving works is a poem entitled “In Praise of Blackness” ( fi madhi-l-sawad),
which al-Khazraji transmitted in part. It opens with the following verses:

Relate to me your tale of the day of the sand dune!#®
And console me therewith from my desolate heart.
At black nightfall,'50 after she had first

stolen a glance at me from nearby

And felt safe from the ambush of the secret enemy,
The ear of his denouncer, and the eyes of the observer,!5!
She appeared to us between the houses

Trailing the abundance of her new robe,

Showing us the best parts:'52 the hooked nose,

The body of a twig and buttocks of a dune.

A Muwallada of the Mawali's daughters,!53

Like a strange gazelle, raised in the house.!4

In style and content, this poem falls within the tradition of the ghazal, a
classical genre of Arabic love poetry.!5° It is written in a metre (bakhr) known

149

150

151

152

153

154

155

Al-kathib, likely a reference to al-kathib al-abyad, a large sand dune in Abyan that had

been an important pilgrimage site since pre-Islamic times. It is mentioned in a number
of sources, including in al-Janadi (Al-Suluk fi tabaqat al-‘ulama wa al-mulik, 11.447) and
al-Sharji (Tabagat al-khawass ahl al-sidq wa-l-ikhlas, 72, 101, 142). Perhaps the poet first
saw the object of his admiration on the “day of al-kathib”, when large crowds gathered at
the dune to receive the baraka it was famed for. See also Robert B. Serjeant, “The ‘White
Dune’ at Abyan: An Ancient Place of Pilgrimage in Southern Arabia,” Journal of Semitic
Studies 16, no. 1 (1971): 74-83.

Either the scribe or the editor chose to add a fatha to sawda’, indicating an idafa with a
diptotic nomen rectum expressing an adverbial expression of time. However, without the
fatha, sawda would be the noun, in which case the sentence could read: “At nightfall, a
black woman approached.”

The secret enemy (kashih) and the observer (ragib) are stock characters of the Arabic
ghazal poem (Serjeant, “Al-Shihr”).

Al-nuga’. 1 thank Stephan Prochazka for correcting my earlier, less convincing translation
of this word.

The line reads “muwallada, min banat al-mawal”. Perhaps the final “ya” of mawali was
shortened for metric reasons, or simply due to an editor’s mistake.

Al-Khazraji, Al-Uqud al-lwlw’iyya, 1182. T thank Johann Heiss and Lorenz Nigst for their
advice on this translation. Parts of the poem’s translation were first published in Moorthy
Kloss, “Race and the Legacy of Slavery in Yemen.’, where I analyse it in the context of Yemen’s
history of racialized rhethoric. Permission to reprint was granted by tandfonline.com.

R. Blachére and A. Bausani, “GAhazal," in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed.
P. Bearman et al., 2012. Thomas Bauer and Angelika Neuwirth, eds., Ghazal as World
Literature I: Transformations of a Literary Genre (Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut, 2005).
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as mutaqarib (lit. tripping, taking short steps).1>¢ A chance encounter with
a beautiful woman, unbeknownst of enemies and observers, constitutes
the typical point of departure for a ghazal. A woman is the active but silent
subject in these verses; her furtive glance and beautiful appearance cap-
tivate the poet’s heart. However, the reader soon learns that the object of
the poet’s desire is not of impeccable ancestry as the ghazal’s convention
would dictate. Rather, her origins are described with the two Arabic terms
Muwallada and Mawali, which both encompass a broad spectrum of mean-
ings. Muwallada is commonly used to denote either a woman of both Arab
and non-Arab descent, or a non-Arab born and raised in an Arabic house-
hold.’57 The common theme in these variants is a focus on the non-Arabness
of the person described. In the medieval Arabic context, the designation
Muwallad and its female version Muwallada were usually deployed in the
context of slavery and often referred to individuals born of illicit unions
between enslaved women and free men who were not their owners.!>® The
term Mawali, with the singular Mawla, is equally complex and can be read in
several ways.!%® Given these terminological intricacies, the exact social sta-
tus of the poem’s female protagonist remains a mystery. Nevertheless, her
association with slavery is alluded to throughout the text. The last line above
vividly paints the woman’s liminal position between in- and out-group: “Like
a strange gazelle, raised in the house.” The gazelle is a well-known symbol of
female beauty and grace in the Arabic literary tradition; however, the two
adjectives “strange” and “raised in the house” add another layer of meaning
to the metaphor. The Arabic word for strange, gharib, has the same dual
denotations of “foreign” and “different” as its English equivalent. The second

156 William Wright, A Grammar of the Arabic Language, ed. William Robertson Smith and
Michael J. de Goeje, 3rd ed. (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1996), 2: 363—4.

157 Ragib translates the term as raised in the master’s house, which fits neatly with the poem'’s
next line “raised in the house” (Ragib, Actes de Vente desclaves et danimaux d’Egypte
médiévale, 6-8). Gordon has noted that in the Abbasid context, the term Muwalladat
is frequently used for Qiyan who had a free father and an enslaved mother (“Abbasid
Courtesans and the Question of Social Mobility”).

158  Perry, “Daily Life of Slaves,” 161-62; Ragib, Actes de Vente d’esclaves et d’animaux d'Egypte
médiévale, 1.

159 For a detailed analysis of the shifting meanings of the term mawla in the early Islamic
period, see Urban, “Early Islamic Mawali.” Shaun Marmon discusses the use of these
terms in the medieval Egyptian context, concluding that unrecognized children of
enslaved women were labelled as Muwallad/a and sold, while the freeborn children of
African concubines were never associated with this label (“Intersections of Gender, Sex,
and Slavery: Female Sexual Slavery,” in Perry et al., Cambridge World History of Slavery, 2:
205-10).
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adjective, rabib, when used for horses and gazelles, signifies that they were
raised in a household rather than in the wild.1° While the first adjective epit-
omizes the woman’s alterity, the second denotes her familiarity. As such, the
verse is an apt metaphor for the status of the Muwallada, who belonged to
a local household but was nevertheless considered to be foreign. The image
of a wild animal raised in the house evokes connotations of capture and
domestication, and thus, of slavery. Given these contextual clues, it is likely
that the poet’s beloved was the daughter of an enslaved woman of African
descent and a free Yemeni man. While we do not know whether she was born
in a legitimate relation of concubinage and therefore free, or the result of
an illegitimate union and thus born a slave, it is clear that her African slave
ancestry negatively affected her social position.
The poem continues:

If people reproach me for loving her,

they are never right.

They say “[she