
 

 

RELIGION on the EDGE 

SLAVERY AND ISLAM 

Slavery is a subject that has been touched on before in my column (refer to my 

article “slavery and religion” for a detailed analysis on the accusation of so-called 

‘sexual slavery’ in Islam). Nevertheless, slavery coupled with Islam, is an item that 

seems to appear with almost regular frequency on social media. Since William 

Shakespeare advises in ‘Hamlet’ that “brevity is the soul of wit” I shall endeavor 

to deal with aspects of this issue once again-BRIEFLY. 

It may be noted, that Islam, since its inception, tended to treat slavery as a ‘De 

Facto’ institution i.e. a FACT whether legally recognised or not. The reasons are 

obvious. Almost all nations in the ancient world indulged in slavery, viewing it as a 

compassionate alternative to Genocide during times of war. 

Slaves for the most part, were initially considered as ‘prisoners of war’ and 

regarded as part of “war booty”.  Prisoners of war were ultimately divided and 

designated to live and serve the families of the conquering tribe. This practice 

became deeply rooted in the very fabric of most primal societies. 

The Quran initially tackled the problem of slavery by alleviating the plight of 

slaves by placing captives within the ambit of “family law”. As J. Schacht points 

out in his book” An introduction to Islamic law” that “…In Islam Muslim slavery 

was Patriarchal, and belonged to the law of family and NOT to the law of 

property…” Thus slavery became a “sort of adoption” in Islam. 

 Further, the Quran encouraged Muslims to free slaves as a matter of good faith 

(Ch.2:177), or as an expiation for a sin, like breaking an oath for example. 

(Ch.5:92). It is interesting that in Ch.2:177 the line on the freeing of slaves is found 

in the verse proclaiming all the FUNDAMENTAL articles of faith. It should also be 

noted that Islamic as well as other societies of the time did NOT indulge in 



ECONOMIC and RACIAL slavery.That mode of slavery came to be practiced in 

LATER societies with the rise of Social Darwinism, and Pseudo-scientific racism. 

Early forms of Slavery were merely a means to enhance the power and stability of 

a tribe.  

Now back to Islam and the evolution of theology as regards slavery. 

When Islam became well solidified in Medina, the Quran established the 

collection and use of the ZAKAH tax-Ch.9:60 (as well as other taxes), as a 

component of the state economy. Zakat taxes for Muslims (as well as ‘Jizya Tax’ 

for Non-Muslims) had to be characterised and used in a certain way. Part of its 

utilisation was to “FREE THOSE IN BONDAGE…” 

It would be wise to note that verses of this nature are generally seen as 

CONTEXTUAL in nature (what it means in context) as well as NORMATIVE (what 

the verse PROJECTS the norm should be). Clearly, by using the taxes of slave 

owners to ironically free slaves, the Quran already forecasted the end of slavery. 

Towards furthering that end, the Quran then proceeded to deal the ultimate blow 

to slavery by revealing a REVOLUTIONARY verse. 

This verse is found in Ch.47:4 and reads: “… When you have subdued the enemy, 

Either FREE THEM (theprisoners of war) GENEROUSLY, or RANSOM them (for war 

reparations). 

 The reader should note that A THIRD alternative (namely that of SLAVERY) is NOT 

given in this verse. The further practice of slavery (activated through the KEEPING 

of prisoners of war) was thus STOPPED in Islam. 

Finally, one may wonder at the ‘step by step’ process of eradicating slavery 

employed in Islam, rather than the ‘one fell swoop’approach. The award winning 

book on the Liberation of slaves in America entitled “White rage” by Carol 

Anderson explains brilliantly the pitfalls of the ‘one fell swoop’ approach on a 

society that is not ready to let go of their exploitation and relentless persecution 

of their slaves on the one hand, and the desperation and heroism of freed slaves 

who SUDDENLY find themselves all on their own.  



In Arabia, the situation was even more intricate in that slaves were part of the 

extended family and tribal structure.  

A ‘on the spot’ release could have been potentially disastrous. Islam largely 

managed to avoid the perils of that course of action by taking it a “step at a time” 

and linking it to “sacred duties”. 
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