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Abstract

Slave-girls, and in particular singing slave-girls, hold a prominent place in Islamic 

literary sources. These sources provide quite a number of stories in which the 

masters of slave-girls fall deeply in love with them, and then, when faced with the 

prospect of separation or are indeed separated from them, humble themselves and 

risk losing their honour, all of their wealth, and even their own lives in order to 

be reunited with the girl whom they love. In some stories, intelligent and learned 

slave-girls take the initiative to preserve their relationships with their masters who 

are often depicted as inept and clueless. In the end, the girl is typically given her 

freedom and marries her master. Although the men are the legal masters of the 

slave-girls, it seems that there is an inversion of the master/slave roles in the tales 

and that it is the slave-girl who controls the destiny of both.

Keywords: 

Resumen

Las esclavas, y en particular las que cantan, han ocupando un lugar destacado 

en las fuentes literarias islámicas. Estas fuentes proporcionan un buen número de 

historias en las que los amos de las esclavas se enamoran profundamente de ellas, 

y luego, cuando se enfrentan a la perspectiva de la separación o de hecho están 

separados de ellas, se humillen y se arriesgan a perder su honor, toda sus riqueza, 

Las esclavas en algunas historias, inteligentes y sabias toman la iniciativa para 

preservar sus relaciones con sus amos, que a menudo son descritos como ineptos e 

Aunque los hombres son los dueños legales de las esclavas, parece que hay una 
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inversión de los papeles de amo / esclavo en las historias y que es la esclava quién 

controla el destino de ambos.

Palabras Clave:

Para citar este artículo: Shahin, Aram A. (2014). The slave-girls who enslaved 

the free-born: Slave-girls and their masters in Islamic literature. Revista de 

Humanidades

Sumario: 1. Introduction. 2. A Recurring Story of Regret and Generosity. 3. Love 

1. INTRODUCTION

There are numerous stories in Islamic literature in which men and women fall 

woman does not detract from the way in which she is portrayed in the story or the 
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2. A RECURRING STORY OF REGRET AND GENEROSITY

2.1 Relief  after Distress

 entitled al-Faraj ba‘da al-

Shidda
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2.1.1 Ibn Ma‘mar Reunites Two Lovers4

 

 realized that the two were in love with each 

Faraj ba‘da al-Shidda

Elisséeff lists the type of stories discussed here that appear in The Arabian Nights under the themes 

The Arabian 

Nights
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characters that appear in numerous tales of The Arabian Nights
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12

14

The Arabian Nights
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15

This tale is also found in The Arabian Nights
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th th

faraj ba‘da shidda
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2.2 Preferring Death over Separation
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2.3 The Enterprising Slave-Girl: Intelligent and Resourceful Slave-Girls 

Who Save Their Masters from Poverty or Death

old master who sells her, and it is the new one who, out of compassion, returns her 

The Arabian Nights
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th th

th

th century 
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The Arabian Nights

ibid. th th century 

th

ibid.

story in his play, La doncella Teodor
th

folheto th 

th th

variations to the story as it is found in The Arabian Nights
th th

The Arabian Nights
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and sent him instructions to prepare the two horses so that they may use them to 
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The Arabian Nights
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her master, who provides for the two, who escapes from her kidnappers, who rules 

turned into the frame story of the movie 
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Haft 

asked him to stay her death until he could see what effect the news of her death 

The Arabian Nights
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3. LOVE BETWEEN MASTER AND SLAVE AS ALLEGORY OF 

MYSTICAL LOVE

narrated in the 
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The 

summoned all the physicians of his realm and pleaded with them to help them 
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The earliest Islamic source in which is told the story of a master who falls 

In this 

th th century 
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the slave attempts to separate himself from the master, while the master, in a moment 

th and 
th



53

Revista de Humanidades, 23 (2014). p. 23-60. ISSN 1130-5029

The question that poses itself is how much of what occurs in these tales is of a 

factual inaccuracies, their descriptive realism is of immense value for the study 

folkloric motifs, shed of their more supernatural elements, made them more lifelike 

th th

, 
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 named 

 

hetairai

and the female slave commanded the male elite in what was considered a reversal 

 

 

 and their lives, the sources provide more information 
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The Arabian 

Nights

Nights incorporates some of the tales from the 

completely passive, in stories from the Nights

lead the way while the masters are almost entirely inert and other male characters 
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th th

The Arabian Nights: Tales of 1001 Nights

al-Faraj ba‘d al-shidda

, 1

 72

kh The 

, 
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 di 

71

Faraj Ba‘d al-Shidda

Pharos: 

 

 wa 

rd

 

al-Fihrist
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1

 

 

Hetairas y 

 

Doncella Teodor

Arabica 10
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Adab of the Elite Versus 

Relief after 

 18

Arabica, 


