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The idea that there can be histories of everything or anything has not yet taken root in
the field of Islamic history, which is still dominated by political history. There has been
a revival of women’s history, and gender studies is flourishing, but these developments
have brought about only one radical rethinking of mainstream narratives: Nadia Maria
El Cheikh’s Women, Islam, and Abbasid Identity, which argues that Abbasid society’s
construction of early Islam and of its own self-image is profoundly gendered, because
“Women, gender relations, and sexuality are at the heart of the cultural construction of
identity, as they are discursively used to fix moral boundaries and consolidate particu-
larities and differences.”1

If gender shapes identity, something just as fundamental—emotion—shapes motiva-
tion, and, to go one layer deeper, a good part of causality. A history of emotions is still
lacking in the spectrum of Islamic histories, but I believe it is an essential, whether we
see it as a type of history or, as William M. Reddy has put it, “a way of doing [emphasis
added] political, social, and cultural history, not something to be added to [them].”2

Since people act on what they believe and feel, a history of emotions seeks to explain
both why people act and what their actions mean to them. Historians of emotion hold
a range of positions but agree that thinking and feeling are connected; that neither is a
natural, ahistorical given; and—a view that sits well with Abbasid textual sources—that
emotions are specific not only to cultures but, within them, to “emotional communities,”
of which, Barbara H. Rosenwein argues, there will be several in any society.3 Identifying
and exploring emotional communities is something for which we have a large body of
early and medieval Arabic sources, including poetry and many types of narrative. Where
to begin?

More than thirty years ago, pre-empting Reddy’s maximalist stance on the role of
emotion in history, although without using the word “emotion,” Roy Mottahedeh tried
to show that moral commitment within politics under the Buyids was a genuine shaping
force across society.4 The maximalist history of emotions has Abbasid forerunners.
One example is Ibn al-Sa�i’s (1197–1276) Nisa� al-khulafa� (Consorts of the Caliphs),5

which portrays caliphal concubines from the beginning to nearly the end of the Abbasid
caliphate. Drawing largely on literary sources such as Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani’s 10th-
century Kitab al-Aghani (Book of Songs), it idealizes the concubines’ talents, feelings,
and character, presenting the women as contributors to the prestige of the dynasty. It
is a slim work,6 but nonetheless significant because of its dual focus on slavery and
emotion. It does not claim to explain great causes and effects, but it does demonstrate
that a serious historian took seriously literary accounts of the emotional strategies used
by women slaves to win affection, respect, and even power.

Slavery permeated not just elite Abbasid society but the whole of urban society, which
makes it in and of itself a point of departure for investigating that society. Furthermore,
some degree of quasi slavery, or legal incapacity, may well have been the norm for well
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over half the Muslim population: as Kecia Ali has argued, in early Abbasid legal thought,
“slavery . . . is inseparable from ideas about marriage.”7 Slavery, moreover, offers access
to that same society’s insights about itself, because it bulks so large not just in legal
thought, but also in Abbasid historiography and literature. We have just seen how Ibn
al-Sa�i made use of literary sources. How might we use them?

The sources for slaves as figures in Abbasid literature, particularly love literature, are
very rich, and are far from being fully tapped. Some five decades of modern scholarship
have explored Abbasid love theory, its vocabulary, and its conventions, but these studies
are largely descriptive, and either explain the social functions of literary love as a fashion
or an intellectual exercise, or view it as a form of mysticism,8 with the figures of women
slaves (or boys) simply as tools for thinking with.

That they are hooks to hang other things on is often true. I have argued that stories that
portray the vulnerability of women slaves as a form of moral authority used to teach men
to find fulfillment through restraint and faithfulness are fantasies. Such stories reflect, by
opposites, how elite civilian men tried to resolve the insecurities of their own position in
a violent and unpredictable hierarchy.9 These story types, in which anxieties are recast
fictionally to provide models of reassurance, were aids to psychological balance. They
also show how the literary staging of emotion could be used to do political theory:
happy-ever-after slave-and-master romances were a way of discerning kindness, care,
and rationality in the power structure.10

On the other hand, the same literary sources which romanticize master–slave love
also show the reality of Abbasid casual sexual relations with slaves as being often
brutal, consumerist,11 and callous.12 Just as two decades of research has disproved the
long-held axiom that autobiography and ego-documents are absent from premodern
Arabic life-writing,13 so a fresh approach may undermine the idea that the sorts of love
portrayed in poetry and storytelling are always symbols of, or metaphors for, something
else. There is social and psychological realism to be found in literary thinking about
slaves. Particularly useful are sources that juxtapose romantic and realistic depictions of
slaves in domestic settings, showing where they intersect and how they diverge. There is
enough of this material for it to be held up against not only love poetry, romantic story
telling, legal theory, and medical and philosophical theories of love as a malady or a
passion,14 but also manuals on buying slaves and documentary sources.

But what exactly did it mean, in personal terms, to be, or to have been, a slave?
Here is a depiction of a marriage in which an aristocratic wife has attributes of a jāriya
(a woman slave courtesan trained in music and literature), that is, her love of music,
knowledge of poetry, the capriciousness with which she treats her lover/husband, and
the refinement with which she entertains him. We may guess that she owes her power
over her husband, at least in part, to her ability to bring to the marriage the glamour and
excitement usually associated with slave courtesans. A wealthy landowner from near
Baghdad tells the story:

When I was young, I married a woman of the [vizieral] Wahb family, who was extremely rich,
pleasant, and well educated, and very spirited, and who surrounded herself with singing jāriyas.
I fell violently in love . . . and for a long time we lived happily together. Then one day we had the
sort of falling out that people have. In her anger, she rebuffed me, locked her chamber against me,
and refused me entry, and sent a message demanding a divorce.
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The husband abases himself, but to no avail. After three nights of grovelling outside his
wife’s door, he resolves to get a grip on himself. He has just had a bath and is getting
dressed when: “My wife appeared surrounded by her jāriyas, some holding instruments
and singing and others carrying trays with little pastries.” Over wine and music, the
couple are reconciled, and the wife explains:

I had no real cause to be unkind. I was simply in a mood to invent grievances, as lovers do,
growing more and more stubborn . . . until just now I took up a commonplace book [daftar] that
was at hand and leafed through it, and my eye fell upon these lines:

“Life is too short to waste settling scores:

Rather, seize the hour that passes like a cloud.”15

The story is striking in merging two contradictory strands of thinking about romantic
love that are applied to jāriyas, and applying them to a high-status wife. The wife initially
appears to have the upper hand over her husband-lover and to treat him heartlessly, as do
the courtesans of al-Jahiz’s satirical essay.16 Then, following her display of wilfulness,
she conforms to the fictional type of the self-sacrificing jāriya whose lover treats her as a
soulmate and may even end up marrying her and securing lasting, tranquil happiness.17

This one brief anecdote raises numerous questions about male and female emotions,
gender and marital relations, the education of women, and female role models (were
jāriyas held up as a pattern to free women? Was this woman perhaps the daughter of, and
brought up by, a jāriya?), female companionship and the presence of jāriyas in female
households, and, last but not least, marriage contracts.

A second story brings us to the other end of the social scale. It concerns the marriage
of Labib the Anchorite, an ex-slave, and a woman of unspecified social status. The
narrator, Labib, was a well-known figure in late 10th-century Baghdad. He explains how
he became a recluse:

I was a Byzantine slave. I belonged to a soldier who brought me up and taught me arms. When I
reached manhood, he manumitted me on his deathbed. I managed to find work to support myself
and married his widow, only so as to look after her, as God knows. One day, after living with her
for a while, I saw a snake enter her room.

Labib catches the snake, but it bites him. First one arm is paralysed, then the other, and
gradually,

both my legs were paralysed, and I lost my sight then my speech. For a whole year I was bedridden,
and all I had left was my hearing . . . it gave me little pleasure. For a whole year, I was given drink
and food when I was full and left alone and given nothing when I was thirsty and hungry. Then a
woman came to see my wife.

“How’s Labib?” she asked.

My wife replied: “There’s no hope that he’ll recover, or that he’ll die.”

This upset me and hurt me very much.

Labib does recover, however, unbeknownst to his wife, and the first thing he does is tell
her to bring him a razor to shave off his military moustache. She behaves as if nothing
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had happened to alter their relationship, teasing him about what his mates will say if
he shaves. He will have none of it. He leaves the house, divorces her, and becomes an
anchorite.18

Looking at things from the narrator’s point of view, it is unclear whether he is telling us
that his wife neglected him because he was her first husband’s slave, or simply because
he was a liability. As seen through the wife’s eyes, it may be that she was unable to
meet his needs because he could not make them known. The narrator’s own sense of
worth and autonomy does not seem to be impaired by his having been a slave: he says he
married his master’s widow out of a sense of responsibility (derived from what part of
his background?). He is clearly proud to have been able to earn a living, and chooses to
become an anchorite to please himself. The ex-slave of this story raises almost as many
questions as the jāriya-like wife of the first story.

Material of this sort offers prospects of coming to grips with the all-important question
of how, in Abbasid society, people thought about what it meant to be a human being,
whether a slave, free, or anything in between, and how they dealt with legal, physical,
and psychological limits and imbalances of personal power. That these were matters of
lively concern to one emotional community, people of cultivated sensibility—adab—is
evident in the subjects they chose to write about and how they wrote about them. How
far can their thinking about slavery and humanity take us, and how does it compare with
that of other emotional communities?
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