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Abstract  

This contribution aims to investigate mobility in the context of Ottoman slavery. Mainly on 
the basis of seventeenth-century Istanbul court records, the study deals with the question of 
mobility by focusing on female household slaves in Ottoman Istanbul who originated from the 
Black Sea region. With a look at the actors who surrounded them, female slaves are analysed at 
different stages in their lives. These stages were marked by changes related to mobility. The en-
try as well as the exit from slavery meant a spatial and social mobility for the slave women. But 
even in the time in between, slave women remained mobile through aspects such as conversion 
and resale. This paper further shows that Ottoman slavery and the slave trade were part of the 
Transottoman context: it can be seen that spaces of interaction were created through the con-
nections and exchanges of actors beyond the Ottoman Empire. 

Key words: Slavery, mobility, Black Sea region, female household slaves, Ottoman Istanbul, Is-
tanbul court records 

1. Introduction 

Due to the death of her husband, Üftāde Hātūn bint ʿAbdullah came into the posses-
sion of ten slaves, as we learn from an entry in Istanbul court records from 1618. The 
document informs us that all her slaves were female and of Ukrainian origin. The 
document clarifying the estate of the deceased lists all slaves individually by name 
and bundles them together into small groups according to value.1  

This document shows us two topics relevant to this paper. First, it reflects the re-
gion from which most slaves came to the Ottoman Empire in the seventeenth centu-
ry. Second, it shows that it was mainly female slaves who were employed in Istanbul 
households.2 Although most Istanbul court documents illustrate that there were other 
regions from which slaves came and that there were also male slaves in households, 

 
1  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Galata Mahkemesi 46, 112 [43a-1], (20 August 1617). The exact date 

of the entries is not given for all documents. In some cases, even the year can only be de-
rived from the preceding and following entries. In the cases where an exact date is availa-
ble, I will mention them in the respective footnote. 

2  By household I mean here not large military-administrative households, but above all 
family households constituted by family members and at least one slave (other slaves or 
servants may have been attached). On military-administrative households, see Hathaway 
2013; for family households, see Zilfi 2004. 
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this entry gives an impression of the dominant tendency at that time. Most of the en-
tries in Istanbul court records from the seventeenth century involving slaves deal with 
females from the Black Sea region, mainly of Ukrainian origin.3 They are the focus of 
this essay, which deals with mobility in the context of Ottoman slavery. 

A large amount of the literature gives us an impression of the importance that the 
topic of slavery in the Ottoman Empire is currently assuming in research agendas. 
While the nineteenth century is already well researched,4 earlier centuries have re-
mained largely unconsidered for a long time, although the number of studies is now 
increasing. Different questions, regions and sources are being addressed, including in-
creased use of Istanbul court records as a source.5 This chapter is part of a larger pro-
ject that draws on these sources and deals with the spatial and social mobility of 
slaves in Early Modern Istanbul. As the research is still ongoing, we limit our focus 
here to non-elite female household slaves in seventeenth-century Istanbul who origi-
nated from the Black Sea region.6 The lives of female slaves differed from those of 
their male counterparts. Aspects such as sexual exploitation, escape attempts, conver-
sion, pregnancy, manumission and marriage were significantly distinct, as we will see 
below. By focusing on female slaves, this case study explores the link between mobili-
ty and Ottoman slavery. Following Van der Linden’s division of entry, extraction and 
exit, which he refers to as ‘moments’ characterising all forms of coerced labour,7 we 
will examine three phases in the lives of female slaves. These are sale into slavery, en-
slavement and manumission, all of which were characterised by change and mobility. 
In terms of enslavement, we also look at moments when slaves changed hands. These 
were mainly resales that took place for various reasons (for example, conversion un-
der certain conditions). Important at all stages were the actors – primarily slave tra-
ders and slave owners – who significantly shaped the lives of slaves and had an im-
pact on their mobility. They themselves were also mobile to varying degrees. From 
this study of mobility, conclusions will be drawn about Ottoman slavery as part of 

 
3  Ukrainian is used as a translation for rūs which literally means Ruthenian. Ruthenian is a 

conventional term for East Slavs in Poland-Lithuania, in opposition to those in Muscovy. 
In Istanbul court records, a distinction is made between rūs, which is usually translated as 
Ukrainian, and moskovī, which is translated as Russian. See Ostapchuk 2001, 51, fn. 84; 
Ostapchuk 2013, 128; Yaşa 2018, 201, fn. 13. 

4  The following are mainly representative of others: Toledano 2014; Ferguson and Toledano 
2017. 

5  On kadı sicilleri, see, for example, Sobers-Khan 2014; on slave agency, see Conermann and 
Şen 2020; with regard to various normative sources, see Güneş Yağcı and Yaşa 2017. A lit-
erature survey on slavery by Suraiya Faroqhi provides us with information on literature 
about Ottoman slavery up to 2017; Faroqhi 2017. 

6  The focus of this study is on female slaves originally from countries neighbouring the 
Crimea, such as Russia, Poland-Lithuania, Ukraine, Moldavia, Georgia, Mingrelia and 
Circassia. In the documents at hand, apart from these regions we can also find slaves of 
Hungarian, French, German, Spanish, Persian, Indian and African origin. 

7  Van der Linden labels the stages ‘The Three Moments of Coerced Labour’; Van der Lin-
den 2016, esp. 298. 
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Transottoman mobility dynamics that describe social and (trans)cultural interconnec-
tions between Muscovy and/or the Russian Empire, Poland-Lithuania, the Ottoman 
Empire and Persia.8 It is argued that the fact that both slaves and actors came from 
different regions and social groups made the slaving system a hub for Transottoman 
mobility dynamics. Istanbul society was constituted by diversity as a result of this 
mobility. 

This study will first introduce the Ottoman court records that documented those 
moments in the lives of slaves that usually implied change and therefore indicate spa-
tial or social mobility. This introduction is followed by a brief overview of the specif-
ics of Ottoman slavery. Then we trace the stages in the lives of female Black Sea slaves 
to see which actors played a role and to what extent slaves and related actors were en-
tangled with mobility.  

2. Ottoman Court Registers 

Ottoman court registers (kadı sicilleri or şerʿiyye sicilleri), which provide us with much 
information about the empire’s social, economic and cultural history, are an essential 
source for research into slavery.9 The registers contain a variety of documents record-
ed by a kadı (judge)10 concerning all kinds of transactions between actors from differ-
ent social classes, among Muslims and between Muslims and non-Muslims. The rec-
ords can be of an economic, legal or social nature, documenting agreements or 
disputes. The Early Modern registers provide an unparalleled record of daily life and 
unique insights into the institution of slavery.11 The Istanbul court records of the sev-
enteenth century are accessible online;12 keyword searches allow us to thematically 
sift through the data set.13 

 
8  For the project website, see www.transottomanica.de. 
9  For an overview of the existing sicils in the archives, see Akgündüz 1988. For an introduc-

tion to the topic, see Uğur 2010; İnalcık 1943; Ze’evi 1998. For studies drawing on the Is-
tanbul court registers, see Seng 1991; Yi 2004; Sobers-Khan 2014; Wagner 2020; White 
2020. 

10  While several kadıs were responsible for Istanbul and its different districts, in other parts 
of the empire there were kadıs who were solely responsible for larger regions. For more in-
formation, see Atar 2001 and Atar 2003.  

11  See also Seng 1998, 27. 
12  In 2019, in addition to the entries from the Istanbul court registers from the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries already digitised by the Centre for Islamic Studies (İslam Araştırma-
ları Merkezi, İSAM) between 2008 and 2012 and made available online in 40 volumes, 
another 60 volumes of the Istanbul court registers from 1557 to 1911 were digitised and 
made available online in their original form, as well as texts transcribed into Latin script; 
http://www.kadisicilleri.org. 

13  For the examples used in this contribution, terms individually or in combination such as 
‘cāriye’ and ‘memlūke’ (both for female slave), ‘bint/bt. ʿAbdullah’ (daughter of ʿAbd-
ullah), ‘esirci’ (slave trader), the terms for different regions, ‘leh’ (Polish-Lithuanian), ‘rūs’ 
(Ruthenian = Ukrainian), ‘moskovī’ (Muscovite), ‘gürcü’ (Georgian), were used. 
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The registers contain numerous entries where slaves appear as the subjects of dis-
putes about purchase contracts, estate inventories, purchase prices or credit issues. At 
the same time, slaves also appear as plaintiffs, agreement partners, defendants and 
beneficiaries.14 These records situate the legal status of slaves, not only categorising 
them as commodities, but also giving them a certain agency. While providing infor-
mation about the slaves themselves, the documents also shed light on relations and 
interactions between different actors involved in the institution of slavery. Most of 
the entries on slavery deal in some way with the relationships between slaves or for-
mer slaves and their owners, discussing topics such as manumissions, donations and 
the establishment of foundations from which (former) slaves could benefit. What can 
be noted, however, is that in seventeenth-century documents from the Istanbul court 
records, we most often encounter female slaves from the Black Sea region, which we 
therefore want to place at the centre of this study. 

3. Slavery in the Ottoman Empire 

Slavery was an integral part of Ottoman society and continued to exist until the twen-
tieth century.15 Ottoman slavery covered different areas: military-administrative slav-
ery, harem slavery, domestic slavery and agricultural slavery.16 It differed in several 
aspects from slavery in the Americas: its main feature was an ‘open system’, which 
drew no clear lines between ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ and enabled at least a few slaves to 
pursue economic and social advancement.17 Slaves could be found in different arenas 
and different classes; they came from different regions and were entrusted with differ-
ent tasks. Just as slaves could serve as high-ranking officials in government, they could 
also be employed in domestic service or serve as menial labourers in urban centres – 
as most of them did.18 Ottoman slavery can be categorised in terms of elite and non-
elite slaves,19 gender, or origin and ethnicity.20 The multitude of different terms used 
for slaves illustrates the diversity of the phenomenon.21 Due to the diversity of Ot-
toman slavery, which resulted from the variety of functions performed by slaves 
(among other things), researchers have suggested it is better to speak of a continuum 
of dependency or ‘Ottoman slaveries’ rather than a dichotomy between slavery and 
freedom.22  

 
14  This paper will not cover all cases, but only those that are directly related to aspects of 

mobility. 
15  Toledano 1998; Ferguson and Toledano 2017. 
16  Toledano 2000, 171. 
17  Zilfi 2000, 714. 
18  Toledano 2014, 207. 
19  For a discussion on the categorisation of elite slaves as slaves, see Toledano 2011b; 

Faroqhi 2020. 
20  Toledano 2011b, 200. 
21  Zilfi 2000, 716; İnalcık 1978. 
22  Toledano 2000, 173; Ferguson and Toledano 2017, 200. 
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An important dimension of Ottoman slavery was manumission, for which there 
were various forms.23 For slaves, manumission brought with it the possibility of inte-
gration into society. Manumitted slaves could stay attached as free servants to the 
households of their former owners or move to another household.24 Slaves and for-
mer slaves made up a large part of the population, at least in Early Modern Istanbul.25 
Therefore, they played a significant role in the constitution and shaping of society. 

3.1. The Procurement of Slaves from the Black Sea Region 

The Black Sea region whence the female slaves in question came has long been an ar-
ea for the trade of all kinds of goods. The military expansion of the Ottomans and 
the reconfiguration of Black Sea and Eastern Mediterranean spaces from the second 
half of the fifteenth century onwards led to increased control over the main slave 
trade routes. These routes had once passed through the Byzantine Empire and were 
dominated primarily by the Italian maritime republics.26 At the height of its territorial 
expansion, wartime capture was the main source of slaves for the Ottoman Empire.27 
Most captives came from South-Eastern Europe, present-day Russia and Ukraine and 
from the eastern fronts (Iran and the Caucasus). At the same time, raids in regions 
like the Black Sea also provided the empire with slaves. In addition to areas where the 
Ottomans dominated the slave trade, non-Ottoman subjects acted as traders and in-
termediaries in peripheral areas.28 Apart from the state and its civil servants,29 numer-

 
23  Firstly, manumission as a pious act was termed ʿıtḳ, namely a declaration of manumission 

by the owner. The second form was the mükātebe or kitābet, which was a contract between 
the slaveholder and the slave stating that they had agreed upon either an amount of 
money, time, or work a slave had to fulfill in order to gain his or her freedom. These two 
forms of manumission took place during the lifetime of the owner. The third form was 
the tedbīr, where the contract lay down that the slave was to be manumitted upon the 
death of their owner. Some owners stipulated in the manumission documents that their 
slaves were manumitted a certain time (usually forty days) before their death, in order to 
avoid their slaves becoming part of their property and thus their inheritance. The fourth 
form was the ümm-i veled, the term applied to a female slave who gave birth to an owner’s 
child and was therefore guaranteed her freedom upon the owner’s death; Sobers-Khan 
2014, 70–78. On this topic, see also Zilfi 2009, 532.  

24  Toledano 2011b, 29. 
25  It is estimated that slaves and former slaves made up about a fifth of Istanbul’s popula-

tion in the sixteenth century; Zilfi 2009, 531. 
26  Özkoray 2017, 104. 
27  In the sixteenth century, it was mainly Hungarians, Germans, Italians and Spanish who 

were captured in the border conflicts with the Habsburgs and in the Mediterranean War; 
Vatin 2015, 411; Özkoray 2017, 104. 

28  Peripheral areas from where slaves were brought to the Ottoman Empire include sub-
Saharan Africa (via the Maghreb), East Africa (via Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula) and 
the Caucasus (supplying the Anatolian Black Sea ports, Mesopotamia, and Egypt); 
Özkoray 2017, 106. 
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ous Ottoman merchants throughout the empire made profits from the slave trade.30 
From the sixteenth century onwards, Western traders were also involved in the trade 
as customers and even intermediaries, often circumventing state-imposed regulations 
by buying slaves illegally. Some Western traders had residence permits in Ottoman 
territory and interacted with local slave traders and slaves.31  

In the sixteenth century, most slaves came from the Balkan region,32 whereas the 
slave trade in the Black Sea region reached its peak in the seventeenth century and 
was fully comparable in size to the transatlantic slave trade.33 Crimea, where the slave 
trade made up a significant part of the economy, was the main supplier of slaves to 
the Ottoman Empire in this period. Once captured by the Tatars from neighbouring 
countries, men, women, and children were first brought to the Crimea. While some 
of the captives remained in Tatar hands and were used for domestic and agricultural 
labour, most were brought to Caffa, the largest port in the region, situated in the Ot-
toman part of the Crimea.34 From Caffa, numerous slaves were transported to other 
smaller and bigger cities in the Ottoman Empire.35  

Mobility determined the lives of captives on their way into slavery, just as it de-
termined the lives of merchants involved in the trade. The procurement of slaves for 
markets in the Ottoman Empire was based on networks and actors operating beyond 
the borders of the sultan’s realm. The Ottoman slave trade can therefore be seen as 
part of mobile dynamics that shaped the Transottoman context.  

3.2. The Sale and Purchase of Slaves: Slave Markets, Slave Traders and Other Participants 

Alongside the Black Sea ports, captives were purchased and sold in smaller markets 
and major centres such as Istanbul, Bursa, Edirne, Damascus, Cairo, Nova Zagora 
and Kazanlik in Bulgaria.36 Whereas in other cities the slave market was integrated in-
to other markets, Istanbul and Caffa featured separate slave markets.37 Istanbul and 
Caffa can thus be seen as two hubs of the slave trade, representing two fixed points 
within Transottoman mobility dynamics. For the female slaves studied here, Caffa 

 
29  Both the state and individual officers involved in battles seized defeated enemies to sell 

them on the domestic market; Toledano 2011a, 91. 
30  Vatin 2015, 412.  
31  Özkoray 2017, 119. 
32  Seng 1996, 164. 
33  Kołodziejczyk 2006, 152. 
34  Kizilov 2007, 10–11. 
35  The Treaty of Karlowitz, concluded in 1699 between the Ottoman Empire and the Holy 

League (consisting of the Habsburg Empire, Poland and Venice), changed the regulations 
on the Crimean slave trade. It prohibited the Tatars from entering Russian and Polish ter-
ritories, which considerably reduced the number of slaves sold in Caffa; Özkoray 2017, 
112. 

36  According to Kołodziejczyk 2006, 152. 
37  Fisher 1978, 150. 
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and Istanbul played significant roles as possible stopovers in their lives. Along the 
way, slaves changed hands several times until they ended up in the market in Istan-
bul. 

The slave market in Istanbul was the largest in the empire, the place where the new-
ly enslaved were sold and the already enslaved resold. It was thus a space where differ-
ent strands of mobility converged and diverged again. The Istanbul market mainly sat-
isfied local demand, while those in other locales functioned as points of entry, transit 
or re-export from Ottoman territory.38 Aside from the official recognition of slave 
traders that we will see below, a further regulation introduced in 1640 determined the 
place of sale.39 The exclusive sale of slaves in markets under the control of government 
officers was intended to prevent both the purchase of Muslim slaves and the potential 
loss of tax revenues.40 The government established procedures for ensuring equity and 
equality control, oversaw the operations of the slave merchants’ guild and set tax rates 
on import, export and transit transactions.41  

The slave traders in Istanbul were organised into a guild, as was the case with most 
merchants in Ottoman society.42 This guild included people with different functions 
in the domestic trade and sale of slaves. Concerning mobility, compared to the trad-
ers who brought the slaves to Istanbul, these merchants operated locally. From entries 
in the registers we can infer various functions and the terms used for them.  

In 1666, a record belonging to one Istanbul court states that a certain Ṣāliḥa bint 
Kenan gave Gülistān bint ʿAbdullah, her female slave of Ukrainian origin, to a certain 
ʿÖmer bin Hıżır, who belonged to the guild of slave merchants. He was supposed to 
sell Gülistān for her owner on the slave market, but when his attempt proved unsuc-
cessful, a dispute arose between ʿÖmer and Ṣāliḥa, which was settled by arbitrators. 
According to the entry documents, ʿÖmer had to pay a certain amount of money to 
Ṣāliḥa, who, upon receipt, would renounce the slave in question.43 ʿÖmer is not 
named as a slave trader (esirci) but as member of the slave traders’ guild (esirci tāifesin-
den). Presumably, he therefore had a different function than an official trader. Even if 
not explicitly mentioned, we can assume that ʿÖmer was a broker (dellāl) who acted as 
mediator and without whom slaves could not be sold on the market.44 But other 
people also played an important role in the sale of slaves while belonging to the 
guild. The chief of the slave traders’ guild (kethüdā-yı esirciyān or esirciler kethüdāsı) was 
supposed to be the most important personage. Another position within the guild was 
that of the attendant (emīn). The attendant of the slave traders was responsible for the 

 
38  Vatin 2015, 412. 
39  Refik 1931, 26. 
40  Fisher 1978, 159. 
41  Fisher 1978, 149. 
42  Fisher 1978, 156. 
43  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Bâb Mahkemesi 3, 15 [2b-4], (10 October 1666).  
44  Güneş Yağcı 2020, 326. 
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organisation of the markets and the purchase of slaves.45 The slave traders were under 
close government surveillance and had to stand as surety for one another.46  

A significant source of information about the Istanbul slave traders’ guild is found 
in a report by the seventeenth-century Ottoman traveller Evliyā Çelebī. According to 
his travel book, the slave market (esīr pāzārı) was run by a guild of slave traders, which 
at the time had about 2,000 members, most of whom were guards, gatekeepers, and 
apprentices – only a few were actual slave traders licensed by the government.47 There 
are indications that the guild of slave traders claimed that unregistered traders were try-
ing to sell slaves, a practice that seems to have occurred quite frequently.48 Therefore, 
to better regulate and control the slave trade in Istanbul, certain decisions were taken. 
The sale of slaves took place only at a market designated for trade, and slave dealers 
had to be officially registered. A price register for 1640 shows that only thirty-two men 
and seven women, all Muslims, were officially recognised as slave traders, along with 
nineteen brokers.49 According to Zilfi, this same register suggests that one third of 
these brokers had probably once been slaves themselves50 – an interesting point con-
cerning the social mobility of slaves that we will discuss below. In later times, the 
number of recognised slave traders increased. In the mid-eighteenth century, for ex-
ample, there were about five times as many merchants as there had been after the deli-
censing operation in 1640.51 The slave trade, centred in Istanbul, was characterised by 
traders and other local participants whose numbers varied over time. The regulations 
of the state and the complaints of traders indicate that more people were involved in 
the slave trade than was actually intended. The majority of slave traders or members of 
the slave traders’ guild were men, but the names of female slave traders can also be 
identified in the Istanbul court records in some cases. Take, for example, Şerīfe bint 
Yūsuf52 and Ümmühānī bint ʿĀlī,53 both of whom are mentioned in documents da-
ting back to the second half of the seventeenth century. In another entry that provides 
evidence of disputes between a merchant and a slave owner regarding payment claims, 
we come across yet one more female slave trader. The case concerns Māhıruhsār bint 

 
45  Akkaya 2011, 205. 
46  Faroqhi 2001, 129; Yi 2004, 43. 
47  Fisher 1978, 156. 
48  Fisher 1978, 159. 
49  Kütükoğlu 1983, 257. The other slave traders, who were denounced for malfeasance and 

bankruptcy, were removed from the list; Koçu 1971, 5273. The information given by 
Faroqhi varies slightly. She mentions thirty-three male and eight female merchants; 
Faroqhi 2001, 129. 

50  Zilfi 2010, 144. Presumably the patronymic bin ʿAbdullah, which these men bore, leads 
them to this statement, since the patronymic ‘bin ʿAbdullah’ or ‘bint ʿAbdullah’ shows 
that someone was very likely a ‘first-generation Muslim’. It marks status as a convert to Is-
lam and could therefore also signify a (former) slave; Faroqhi 2000, 10. For more infor-
mation on the names of slaves, see also Sobers-Khan 2014, 225–227. 

51  Faroqhi 2001, 131. 
52  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Bâb Mahkemesi 3, 569 [74a-4], (10 February 1667). 
53  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Bâb Mahkemesi 54, 349 [59a-3], (20 March 1691). 
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ʿAbdullah, a female slave of Ukrainian origin and a convert to Islam, as can be gath-
ered from her name and a note stating that she belonged to the Muslim community 
(müslimetü’l-mille). The nature of Māhıruhsār bint ʿAbdullah’s case was a dispute be-
tween her former mistress, Şāhbāz bint ʿAbdullah, and the female slave trader, Esirci 
Kerīme bint Mūsā, regarding underpayment of the slave’s purchase price. According to 
a court register entry for 1649, Şāhbāz appointed ʿĀyşe bint Muṣṭafa – another partici-
pant – as her attorney in order to sell Māhıruhsār, who was valued at five hundred ri-
yālī gurūş.54 ʿĀyşe sold Māhıruhsār for four hundred riyālī gurūş – below her market 
value – to the slave trader Kerīme bint Mūsā. The former mistress claimed the full sum 
from Kerīme. As recorded in the document, the slave’s erstwhile owner and the trader 
finally agreed on a sum of about four hundred and fifty riyālī gurūş that Kerīme paid 
before the end of the payment period.55  

Here we are confronted with another female slave trader, although one who buys a 
slave and does not sell her immediately. The slave owner herself uses an intermediary, 
namely ʿĀyşe bint Muṣṭafa. The document does not mention whether ʿĀyşe be-
longed to the slave traders’ guild. The sale itself did not take place in the slave mar-
ket, so we can assume that ʿĀyşe was just another actor involved in the transaction 
without belonging to the guild. Intermediaries were not involved in all transactions 
outside the market, but it can be assumed that this was still a common practice. The 
sale of slaves could therefore take place in the market by official persons belonging to 
the slave traders’ guild or, once purchased as a slave, outside the market. These trans-
actions could involve even more people, male and female alike, than just seller and 
purchaser. Thus, numerous individuals, official and unofficial, were involved in the 
Istanbul slave trade. 

So far, we have only encountered slave traders who were Muslim. But do the regis-
ters also tell us something about non-Muslim traders? In the Istanbul court records, we 
come across an interesting case that provides information on this topic. A short entry 
from 1678 deals with the manumission of Bāne bint Havader, a female slave of 
Ukrainian origin.56 The document states that Bāne was manumitted by Ṣāra bint 
Avrāhām. Ṣāra, the entry shows, was a Jewish slave trader (esirci). If we rely on the list 
from 1640, it would appear that there were no non-Muslim slave traders at the time. 
But, as this entry shows, at least one slave trader was Jewish in the second half of the 
seventeenth century. It thus seems that some non-Muslims may have entered the slave 
trade at some point after 1640. So, even though the majority of slave traders in Istan-
bul in the second half of the seventeenth century were male and Muslim, there were 
also some women and non-Muslims. This shows that it was not only members of the 
Muslim community who made their living through the slave trade. 

Other official persons involved in the slave business were the slave hunters (yavacı 
or zābıt-ı āvābık), who were officially appointed to recapture fugitive slaves. Primarily 

 
54  The term was used in the Ottoman Empire for the Spanish ‘piece of eight’; Pamuk 2014, 

176. 
55  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Rumeli Sadâret Mahkemesi 80, 51 [13a-2], (27 March 1649).  
56  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Hasköy Mahkemesi 10, 95 [56–4], (23 May 1678).  

https://doi.org/10.5771/2625-9842-2021-1-83 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.81, am 10.03.2026, 20:25:11. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/2625-9842-2021-1-83


Veruschka Wagner 92

for male slaves, flight was an attempt to escape from the circumstances of captivity: 
there are hardly any documented escape attempts for female slaves.57 There were strict 
regulations concerning the handling of runaway slaves (ʿabd-ı ābıḳ for male slaves and 
ʿabd-ı ābıḳa for female slaves). When a runaway slave was captured, s/he was handed 
over to the local kadı. The person who captured and delivered the slave was paid a cer-
tain amount of money. The kadı or another responsible person kept the slave in his 
custody until the latter’s owner came forward, whereupon the slave was handed over 
in exchange for a fee to cover the expenses incurred. If the rightful owner did not 
come forward after three months, the slave was auctioned off to the highest bidder.58 
The frequency of escape attempts among slaves can be deduced not only from court 
records documenting failed escape attempts (those that did not fail cannot be traced 
from these sources), but also from the precise provisions that regulated various aspects 
of dealing with recaptured slaves.59 The fact that there were fixed terms for escaped 
slaves and slave hunters also points to the frequency of this occurrence.60 Unless we 
assume that female slaves were more skilful in escaping and were not recaptured, we 
must assume that female slaves attempted to escape less than male slaves. This may 
have been for various reasons. Presumably, female slaves were  less protected and more 
vulnerable when on their own, or perhaps they simply attracted more attention and 
the risk of being recaptured was greater. However, there were options for the manumis-
sion of female slaves unavailable to males, as we will see below. 

As is now clear, the institution of slavery was a network in which numerous actors 
were involved. The network was established in the Ottoman realm, but also existed 
beyond its local structures and borders. The great need for slaves in the seventeenth 
century was mainly met through slave raids into regions surrounding the Crimea. The 
slave trade was based on well-established networks and dynamics of mobility that 
functioned across borders, thus illustrating the significance of the Transottoman con-
text for Ottoman slavery. At the same time, there were immobile spots, like the slave 
markets where domestic slave traders operated. However, mobility not only played an 
important role in slavery outside the empire, but also determined slavery within its 
borders. 

3.3. Enslavement: Slave Owners, Conversion and Resale 

While slave ownership was concentrated in the wealthier classes, modest families could 
own slaves as well. Research on the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries shows that 
even if not everyone owned slaves, it was not a rare phenomenon.61 Slave owners were 

 
57  On fugitive slaves and escape attempts, see Seng 1996.  
58  Erdem 1996, 160. 
59  For the sum that had to be paid for a runaway slave for the duration of his capture, see 

Erkek 2017, 73. 
60  For more information on the regulations concerning fugitive slaves, see Güneş Yağcı and 

Ataş 2007; Seng 1996; Erkek 2017. 
61  Vatin 2015, 412. 
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people of diverse professions, some of whom were wealthier than others, both men 
and women. Slaves were something of a status symbol. The more slaves a person held, 
the more important this person was.62 Depending on the wealth of the slave owners, 
there were different numbers of slaves in one household. The Istanbul court records 
show that in the seventeenth century there were slave owners – male and female alike 
– who owned both male and female slaves and not rarely more than one. For their 
slaves, this meant that they were in a household with others sharing the same lot. This 
certainly had an impact on their lives. If they originally came from the same region, 
they may have had a common language and culture. If not, they contributed to the 
heterogeneity of the household. 

It should be mentioned here that, most often, the slaves’ region of origin was in-
cluded in the court registers as a descriptor, although it must be taken into account 
that this regional label probably denoted the place of capture rather than the site of 
origin. Furthermore, it is assumed that this assignment provided information on the 
characteristics and attitudes of slaves.63 Therefore, these assignments contained infor-
mation for addressees rather than about the slaves themselves. This could explain why 
there are few entries on Polish-Lithuanian slaves in the seventeenth century, although 
they must have existed. They are unlikely to have all ended up in the sultan’s harem. 
Ruthenia (in the Istanbul court records as rūs) was commonly used as a regional term 
for modern Ukrainian and Belarusian territories within Poland-Lithuania.64 Neverthe-
less, these labels provide a picture of the regions that played a role in Ottoman slavery 
at various times and to differing extents. Households with slaves incorporated this di-
versity and contributed to the constitution of Transottoman society in Istanbul.  

The court records address male owners with a great diversity of titles, among them 
bey, pāşā, pāşābey, āğā, bābā, reīs, and emīr.65 These titles provide information about the 
position the bearer held within society and whether he was of religious, military or 
administrative rank. This gives us some idea about the possible positions in society 
slave owners could have. The documents also provide us with information about slave 
owners’ professions. Some were endowment administrators (mütevelli), medrese teach-
ers (müderris), or men of various military ranks such as sword-bearer (silāḥdār), soldier 
(sipāhī), and feudal cavalry captain (ṣūbāşı). There were also different craftsmen (ket-
hüdā), such as bakers, blacksmiths, tomb caretakers (türbedār), tavern keepers 
(meyhānecī), and butchers (ḳaṣab). However, most slaveholders did not have a specific 

 
62  See, among others, Fisher 1972, 586. 
63  Concerning the labelling of slaves according to origin, see, for example, Sobers-Khan 

2014, 109. Evidence of this can also be found in chapters on the treatment of slaves in 
books on morality by, for example, Kınalızâde 1964. 

64  Concerning the number of captives of Polish-Lithuanian origin during the Polish-
Ottoman wars in 1620–1621 and 1672–1676, see Kołodziejczyk 2006, 153. On issues con-
cerning this region, see Rohdewald, Frick and Wiederkehr 2007. 

65  The examples given here show the wide range of different titles and appellations used in 
the Ottoman Empire. For a study on the variety of titles used in Ottoman court records, 
see Güllüdağ and Baş 2019. 
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title or were not named by profession. The same is true for female slaveholders, for 
whom hardly any titles (only hātūn and hānım) were used in the court records: if they 
were, they were employed only for Muslim owners. Yet, it is remarkable that many fe-
male slaveholders bear the patronym bint ʿAbdullah, which may indicate that they 
themselves had once been slaves. Concerning the slave owners, we can see that slaves 
were thus employed in households by individuals, both men and women, from differ-
ent socioeconomic backgrounds.66  

The slaveholders we have looked at came from different socio-economic back-
grounds, but so far they have all been Muslims. The Istanbul court records tell us that 
non-Muslims were involved in the trade and sale of slaves, but were there any non-
Muslim slave owners in Istanbul? Before the seventeenth century, non-Muslim sub-
jects of the Ottoman Empire were forbidden to own slaves.67 However, the payment of 
a special tax made this possible. Towards the end of the sixteenth century, Jewish 
communities, at least in the larger cities, apparently paid such a tax in return for the 
right to own slaves.68 In 1604, the judge (kadı) of Istanbul issued a ruling (ḥüküm) say-
ing that the purchase of slaves by unregistered dealers, Kızılbaş,69 Jews, Christians or 
‘other unbelievers’ was forbidden.70 Manumission documents from the 1620s, howev-
er, show that Jews in Istanbul could own slaves. Mūṣī veled Yāṣef, who was Jewish and 
lived in the district of Hasköy, for instance, manumitted his female slave of Ukrainian 
origin, Ḳālya bint Petrū, in 1620. Her manumission was based on a contract that she 
fulfilled by paying a certain amount of money that she and her owner had previously 
agreed upon.71 A 1622 entry shows that the three daughters of a Jew called Kemāl, 
who lived in the district of Karabaş, manumitted their female slave of Hungarian 
origin, Ḳatārīna bint Antūn, for pious reasons.72 Regardless of how they came into 
possession of slaves, Istanbul court records indicate that non-Muslims did own them 
in the first quarter of the seventeenth century. If European travel reports are to be be-
lieved, it was possible for non-Muslims to use Muslim intermediaries to purchase 
slaves on the slave market. Louis Deshayes, who visited the Istanbul slave market in 
1621, noted that Christians were not permitted to purchase slaves themselves, ‘but in 
this case’, he explains, ‘they make use of some Turkish compatriot, who buys them as if 
they were for himself ’.73  

 
66  For sixteenth-century Üsküdar, Seng draws similar conclusion; Seng 1996, 144. 
67  Seng 1996, 145. 
68  Ben-Naeh 2006, 322.  
69  Kızılbaş (literally ‘redhead’ – the name is derived from their red headgear) were mostly 

Shiite Turkmen who supported the Safavid brotherhood from the middle of the fifteenth 
century onwards. For further reading, see Baltacıoğlu-Brammer 2019; Karakaya-Stump 
2019. 

70  Refik 1931, 25. 
71  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Eyüb Mahkemesi (Havass-ı Refia) 19, 209 [31b-1].  
72  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Hasköy Mahkemesi 3, 157 [63–1], (14 March 1622).  
73  ‘…mais en ce cas ils se seruent de quelque Turc confident, qui les achete, comme si 

c’estoit pour luy’; Deshayes de Courmenin 1645, 113. My translation. 
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For the second half of the seventeenth century, there are numerous entries in the Is-
tanbul court records that mention dhimmīs – non-Muslims belonging to the protected 
minorities – as slave owners. A purchase contract from 1662, for instance, shows that a 
certain Meḥmed bin ʿAbdullah sold his female slave of Ukrainian origin to a dhimmī 
called Dīmū veled Yānī.74 His religious affiliation is not discussed further, but from his 
name it can be deduced that he presumably belonged to the Greek Orthodox com-
munity. From another court case regarding a jewellery theft in 1663, we learn that 
there were female slaves in the various dhimmī households involved in the incident.75 
However, most of the documents from the second half of the seventeenth century that 
indicate non-Muslims owned slaves are manumission documents, like that of the 
dhimmī and tavern owner Belūḥūrīn veled Yānī, from whom we learn that he had 
manumitted his Ukrainian-born female slave Mārūşḳa bint Aleksī in 1663.76 In the 
same year, the dhimmī Ṭūṭūrī veled Mihāl also manumitted his Christian female slave 
of Polish provenance, Mārīna bint Pāvlī.77 A Christian woman by the name Melekī 
bint Bedrūs manumitted in 1663 Mihribān bint Yuvān, a female slave with a Ukrainian 
background.78 In the same year, Pānye bint Ḳaplān, another Christian woman, manu-
mitted her Christian slave Fāṭinī bint Simūn, a woman of Georgian descent.79  

Concerning religious backgrounds, the documents provide information that, de-
spite the prohibition of 1604, owners could be non-Muslims in the first quarter of the 
seventeenth century and increasingly in the second half. Baer emphasises that in this 
period, there was a heightened awareness of the normative distinction between Mus-
lims and non-Muslims.80 This corresponds to an entry in the Istanbul court records 
from 1680 that explicitly states that non-Muslims were not allowed to own Muslim 
slaves.81 From this it can be concluded that non-Muslims were allowed to own non-
Muslim slaves.82 So the restriction preventing non-Muslims from buying and owning 
slaves was relaxed up to 1680.  

However, the fact that non-Muslims were not allowed to own Muslim slaves meant 
that if their slaves converted to Islam, they had to sell them to Muslim owners. This 
change in ownership meant mobility, both spatial and social. In the court records we 
find entries showing that non-Muslim female slaves had converted to Islam. A Jewish 
female slave called Mārūste, for instance, converted to Islam and changed her name 
to Gülistān. What we learn from the court entry of 1676 is that her owner was Jewish 
as well.83 While some entries only document the conversion, others (before and after 

 
74  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 10, 362 [45b-3], (29 April 1662). 
75  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 12, 486 [44a-3], (30 July 1663). 
76  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 12, 466 [42a-4], (18 July 1663). 
77  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 12, 265 [23b-1], (11 June 1663). 
78  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 12, 95 [8b-1], (13 May 1663). 
79  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 12, 559 [50b-6], (06 August 1663). 
80  Baer 2004, 428. 
81  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Eyüb Mahkemesi (Havass-ı Refia) 90, 730 [110b-4]. 
82  On regulations concerning slavery in Islamic law, see Franz 2017; Oßwald 2017; Brown 

2019; Freamon 2019. 
83  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Hasköy Mahkemesi 10, 69 [41–3], (31 July 1676). 
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the restatement of 1680) state that conversion resulted in the slave having to be sold. 
One entry for 1675 provides information about the Christian (nasrāniyye) female slave 
Belise, who converted to Islam and changed her name to Gülistān. Thereupon she 
was sold to a Muslim without even mentioning her former owner’s name.84 In 1686, 
the female slave of the Jew Isāk veled Mūṣī converted to Islam and took the name 
Hadīce. The records note not only her conversion, but also her owner’s resulting ob-
ligation to sell her to a Muslim. She was sold to a Muslim named el-Hāc Mūsā bin 
Meḥmed.85 Thus, the effect of this ruling was that non-Muslim female slaves could 
use conversion to change hands. This gave them a certain agency to intervene in the 
course of their lives, even if only partially and temporarily, since they then became 
the property of another person once again.86 For the slaves of non-Muslim house-
holds, conversion thus meant that they changed owners.87 As for mobility, their lives 
changed through spatial mobility as the slave came to live with a new owner and 
household. Belonging to a Muslim owner might have changed the slave’s social status 
in terms of her position within the Muslim community.  

Conversion was not the only reason for further sales and resales, and thus not the 
only cause for mobility during enslavement. Some slaves who did not meet the re-
quirements or expectations of their new owners were returned to the sellers, who were 
either slave traders or previous owners. Reasons for the return of purchased slaves or 
demands for compensation included illness, injury or pregnancy, as indicated in the 
court documents. There are numerous entries documenting discussions about the 
buyers’ right to return slaves and demand their money back. In some cases, diseases 
or blemishes were discovered within a few days, but in others only after years. The 
claims, however, were not always granted. If no illness or disability was found after an 
examination of the slave, the request was rejected. In the case of the female slave 
Dilāver, for example, her new owner complained six months after he bought her that 
she was suffering from syphilis and that he therefore wanted to return her to her pre-
vious owner and get his money back. The document states that Dilāver had been 
medically examined and that it was concluded she did not suffer from said disease. 
Consequently, the claims of her owner were not granted.88 

It can be assumed that female slaves were bought for sexual purposes and after a 
certain time sold again. Although sexual exploitation was by no means limited to fe-
male slaves, it was they who, after their capture, were ‘legally subject to the disposi-
tion of male captors’.89 Sexual exploitation was one of the main aspects of the lives of 

 
84  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Hasköy Mahkemesi 10, 35 [25–1]. 
85  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. Bâb Mahkemesi 46, 409 [65a-1], (28 June 1686). 
86  Baer 2014, 427. 
87  For female slaves with Muslim owners, conversion was a way to quicken manumission 

and to help them integrate into the Muslim community and society; Sobers-Khan 2014, 
119. 

88  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 18, [73b–1], (03 October 1663). 
89  Zilfi 2010, 197. 
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female slaves.90 Indications of this are also provided by entries dealing with the status 
of female slaves as ümm-i veled (‘mother of the child’), that is, they bore a child to 
their owner.91 

While the slave trade can be seen as part of Transottoman mobility dynamics, the 
cultural background that slaves brought with them became part of Istanbul’s social 
fabric. Slavery was an integral part of society, permeating it in all areas and down to 
the smallest units, namely families. The more often a slave changed owner, the more 
families and households came into touch with them. Each of these families and 
households contributed to the constitution of a society characterised by its mobile 
members. Not only did the slaves often change hands several times between the place 
of capture and the urban markets, but their arrival in a family or household was rarely 
a final destination: rather, it was the first of several sales and resales. Thus, the mobile 
component that these slaves brought to society also affected immobile members, as 
they were part of a society determined by mobility. 

3.4. Manumission and After  

Manumission was a significant aspect of Ottoman slavery. It marked the end of en-
slavement for slaves and was characterised by mobility. The legal and social status of 
slaves changed through manumission. We come across numerous entries document-
ing the act of emancipation. There were different forms, based on different condi-
tions at different times (during or after the owner’s lifetime).92 It is assumed that a 
large number of slaves remained in Istanbul after their manumission and continued 
to live there as part of society. Manumission thus had an impact on both spatial and 
social mobility. In a legal sense, release meant a change in status from unfree to free. 
This had an impact on social status, albeit to varying degrees in each individual case. 
While some slaves became homeowners or even slave owners, others suffered from 
poverty. These two extremes illustrate the range of social mobility that slaves could 
experience after emancipation. 

For female slaves, one means of manumission was known as ümm-i veled (‘mother 
of the child’), where the owner recognised the child of his female slave as his own. 
The female slave was then guaranteed her freedom upon the owner’s death. This form 
of manumission was accomplished either by a document drawn up during the own-
er’s lifetime or by witnesses who could confirm that the owner had recognised his 
slave as ümm-i veled.93 As mothers, their legal and social status changed; according to 

 
90  Toledano 2011b, 29. 
91  We will come back to this issue below.  
92  See fn. 22. 
93  However, there are also cases where female slaves appear as plaintiffs and claim to have 

been manumitted by their former masters as ümm-i veled. See for instance in the case of 
Gülsüm bint ʿAbdullah who gave birth to three sons from her former master but in order 
to proof her emancipation, two witnesses had to state that she was freed by this way of 
manumission; İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 12 [70b–3]. 
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Wilkins, for a female slave ‘one might argue that the key event of cultural and social 
integration was bearing a child by her master’.94  

Court records suggest that former slaves were no longer (at least legally) deter-
mined as slaves after their manumission, as designations that identified them as for-
mer slaves were no longer used. After manumission, the only indication of former 
slave status was the patronymic bint (= daughter) or bin (= son) ʿAbdullah – for 
those who converted to Islam. If no further information is given, it is not possible to 
clearly identify a former slave. There are several entries that show that certain bin or 
bint ʿAbdullahs, at least some of whom were probably former slaves, also owned 
slaves themselves. In the case of Gülruh bint ʿAbdullah – presumably a former slave – 
we can see from an entry for 1618 that after manumitting her female slave Eğlence 
bint ʿAbdullah, she donated to her a female slave of Russian provenance called 
Nevrūz bint ʿAbdullah, along with numerous objects and valuables like several blan-
kets, hundreds of cushions, various carpets, gold, jewellery, a silver belt and caftans.95 
Even if Gülruh herself was not a former slave, this entry still shows us that her man-
umitted slave Eğlence became a slave owner. This meant a full change of status, which 
seemed to be quite common in seventeenth-century Istanbul.  

If we assume that a certain number of slave owners with the patronym bin or bint 
ʿAbdullah, were once slaves themselves, then it is possible that a significant propor-
tion came from the Black Sea region, especially in the seventeenth century. We also 
see that their slaves came from various areas, including the Black Sea. The different 
regional backgrounds of slaves and, to some extent, slave owners played into the lives 
of households and thus into Istanbul society. Slaves, slavery and the slave trade en-
tailed social as well as spatial mobility. 

4. Conclusion 

This research has shown that numerous actors were involved in the Ottoman slave 
trade. The slave trade was part of Transottoman mobility dynamics that involved ac-
tors inside and outside the empire. The procurement and import of slaves into the Ot-
toman realm heavily relied on actors and networks outside its borders. The lives of ac-
tors were characterised by mobility, which was an important point of the slaving 
system. We can assume that numerous people – officially registered and unregistered – 
were involved in the slave trade and made their living from it. In addition to members 
of the slave traders’ guild, who regulated business in the market, sales also took place 
in other areas. 

The diversity of actors is also reflected in the profile of slave owners. The study 
shows that slave owners could be women or men in different positions, from different 
professions and with different religious backgrounds. It can be assumed that some 

 
94  Wilkins 2012, 302. We should not forget that the owner had to recognise the child as his 

own child for the manumission to be carried out.  
95  İstanbul Kadı Sicilleri. İstanbul Mahkemesi 3, [77a–1], (25 August 1618).  
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slave owners had been slaves themselves. This demonstrates not only the variety of 
slavery, but also its fluidity, since individual aspects of Ottoman slavery were subject to 
change.  

According to entries in the Istanbul court registers, slaves were brought to the city 
from various regions and were mainly used in households – the majority of them fe-
male slaves from the Black Sea region. Most frequently we come across female slaves 
labelled as ‘rūs’, which is translated as ‘Ukrainian’ but most probably stands for slaves 
from the broader region of Ruthenia. Female slaves were found in families from dif-
ferent social classes. These households made a serious contribution to social diversity. 
The lives of female slaves were characterised by mobility, but to different degrees at 
different stages. While entry into and exit from slavery were probably the most strik-
ing moments in the life of a slave, there was nevertheless scope for mobility during 
enslavement. Conversion among slave women with non-Muslim owners led to a 
change of ownership that involved spatial and social mobility. Conversion gave the 
female slaves a certain agency to intervene in the course of their lives and escape from 
slave owners. For slave women with Muslim owners, conversion could mean integra-
tion into the Muslim community and an acceleration of the manumission procedure. 
An important factor was the resale itself. As a result, slaves changed hands and the 
household to which they were attached. This brought even more individuals in Istan-
bul society into contact with slaves whose lives were marked by mobility. As societies 
characterised by mobility arise where part of the people are mobile, immobile mem-
bers become part of the same society through socialisation with mobile actors.  

Slave women from the Black Sea region were thus spread throughout Istanbul so-
ciety, and at some point most of them were manumitted. Presumably, the majority 
remained in Istanbul after their release, officially and legally belonging to free society. 
It was not uncommon for them to become slave owners themselves. Some even 
seemed to have been involved in the slave trade, a significant point concerning their 
social mobility.  

The lives of slave women from the Black Sea region were characterised by mobility. 
Enslavement began with a long journey to Istanbul. The slaves’ lives changed through 
spatial and social mobility as they were torn away from their places of origin and tak-
en elsewhere. As captives and later slaves, their social and legal status changed. They 
were now unfree. In Early Modern Ottoman Istanbul, their lives continued to be 
mobile. Slaves were mobile within society, willingly or unwillingly – through conver-
sion, resale, and manumission.  

The system of slavery was a fluid one characterised by mobility dynamics. But 
there were also hubs, such as the markets of Caffa or Istanbul, which were fixed 
points in the system. Istanbul was the eye of the needle for the slave trade, where dif-
ferent strands of slavery characterised by mobility converged. However, mobility also 
took place within the Istanbul slave market. Slaves were sold, resold and passed on to 
new owners, their families and households.  

People involved in Ottoman slavery interacted inside and outside the empire and 
were interconnected through various networks. Through their mobility, actors partic-
ipating in Ottoman slavery constituted changing and fluid contexts of interaction and 
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social networks. Just as Ottoman slavery can serve as an example to show how actors 
and their networks were part of Transottoman mobility dynamics, slaves can demon-
strate how mobile individuals shaped the social fabric in Ottoman Istanbul. Mobility 
was crucial for the Ottoman slave trade and Istanbul society. 
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