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Christian slaves, Muslim masters, and white slavery in the Mediterranean: The Barbary Coast and Italy
(1500-1800)

The early modern period between 1500 and 1800 was marked by significant socio-political upheaval and
cultural interchange in the Mediterranean, particularly along the Barbary Coast. This era saw a complex
interplay of power dynamics between Christian Europeans and Muslim North Africans, resulting in the
widespread practice of white slavery. Christian slaves, captured and sold by Muslim masters, navigated a
treacherous landscape of survival, cultural exchange, and resistance. In this article, we will explore the
historical context of Christian slavery in the Mediterranean, the role of the Barbary Coast, the experiences

of enslaved individuals, and the impact of these events on European and North African societies.

Historical Context

The Mediterranean has always been a crossroads of cultures, economies, and religions. The rise of the
Ottoman Empire in the 15th century expanded Muslim influence across Europe, leading to increased
conflict and competition for territorial control. The Barbary Coast, which includes modern-day Morocco,

Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya, became notorious for piracy and the enslavement of Christians.

1. Piracy and the Slave Trade:

- From the late 16th century to the early 18th century, Barbary pirates, also known as corsairs, conducted
raids on European coastal towns and ships.

- They targeted Christian populations, capturing men, women, and children to sell into slavery.

- The lucrative slave trade became a significant part of the Mediterranean economy.

2. Political and Religious Tensions:

- The rivalry between Christian and Muslim powers, particularly between the Catholic Church and the
Ottoman Empire, fueled animosity that justified the enslavement of enemy populations.

- Religious identities played a crucial role in how societies viewed slavery. Christians were considered

legitimate targets for capture and enslavement by many Muslim raiders.



The Barbary Coast: A Hub of Enslavement

The Barbary Coast was central to the trade of Christian slaves. The region's geography, combined with its

political independence from the Ottoman Empire, allowed piracy and the slave trade to flourish.

Key Players in the Slave Trade

1. Corsairs:

- Notable figures such as Hayreddin Barbarossa and other corsair leaders orchestrated large-scale raids on
European vessels and coastal settlements.

- Corsairs were often sanctioned by local rulers and sometimes even received the backing of the Ottoman

Empire.

2. Slave Markets:

- Major cities along the coast, such as Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, featured bustling slave markets where
captured Christians were sold to the highest bidder.

- Slave traders often specialized in certain demographics, including women for domestic servitude and men

for labor.

Life as a Christian Slave

The experience of Christian slaves varied widely depending on their circumstances, but many faced harsh

realities:

- Forced Labor: Most male slaves were put to work in agriculture, shipbuilding, or as oarsmen in galleys,
often enduring brutal conditions.

- Domestic Servitude: Women were frequently sold into domestic roles, including cooking, cleaning, and
sexual servitude.

- Cultural Assimilation: Some slaves adopted aspects of Muslim culture and language as a means of survival,

while others maintained their Christian faith in secret.

The Impact on Italy

Italy, particularly coastal regions like Genoa, Venice, and Naples, experienced significant repercussions from

the slave trade.



Italian Coastal Raids

1. Targets of Corsairs:
- Italian cities were frequently raided for slaves due to their proximity to the Barbary Coast.
- Corsairs often targeted small fishing villages and merchant vessels, leading to widespread fear and

disruption.

2. Responses from Italian States:

- In response to the ongoing threat, Italian states formed alliances and sought military assistance from other
Christian powers, including the Spanish Empire and the Papacy.

- The Holy League, established in 1571, aimed to combat piracy and protect Christian populations,

culminating in the famous Battle of Lepanto.

Enslavement and Ransom

1. Ransom Practices:

- Many families of enslaved individuals sought to ransom their loved ones, often involving significant
financial sacrifices or negotiations with slave traders.

- Religious organizations, such as the Trinitarians and the Mercedarians, emerged to assist in the ransom of

Christian captives.

2. Cultural Exchange:
- Despite the brutal nature of slavery, interactions between Christian slaves and their Muslim captors

sometimes led to cultural exchange and blending, as enslaved individuals adapted to their new realities.

Resistance and Rebellion

Christian slaves did not passively accept their fates. Many engaged in acts of resistance, both overt and

covert.

1. Escape Attempts:
- Some enslaved individuals attempted to escape, risking severe punishment if caught.
- Underground networks occasionally formed to assist with escapes, often relying on sympathetic locals or

fellow slaves.

2. Revolts:
- There were instances of organized revolts among enslaved populations, although these were often met
with brutal reprisals.

- The most notable revolt occurred in 1607 in the city of Algiers, where a group of Christian slaves



attempted to overthrow their captors.

Decline of Christian Slavery in the Mediterranean

By the late 18th century, several factors contributed to the decline of Christian slavery in the

Mediterranean.

1. Changing Political Dynamics:

- The weakening of the Ottoman Empire and shifting European power dynamics reduced the influence of
Barbary corsairs.

- European nations began to strengthen naval capabilities and engage more aggressively in anti-piracy

campaigns.

2. Abolition Movements:

- The rise of Enlightenment thought and humanitarian movements in Europe began to challenge the
moral justifications for slavery.

- Increasing pressure from abolitionist groups ultimately led to a decline in the acceptance of slavery,

including in the Mediterranean.

Conclusion

The period of Christian slavery under Muslim masters along the Barbary Coast and in Italy from 1500 to
1800 represents a complex and often brutal chapter in early modern history. The interplay of political
rivalry, religious conflict, and economic interests created a climate where enslavement became a
commonplace reality for many individuals. While the legacy of this era is fraught with suffering and
injustice, it also offers a reflection on the resilience of the human spirit, the capacity for cultural exchange,
and the eventual triumph of abolitionist thought. Understanding this history is crucial to acknowledging
the intertwined destinies of Christian and Muslim populations in the Mediterranean and the lasting impact

of these dynamics on contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What was the role of Christian slaves in the Mediterranean during the
early modern period?

Christian slaves in the Mediterranean, particularly between 1500 and 1800, were often captured during

raids by Barbary pirates. They were forced to work in various capacities, including galley rowers, laborers,



and domestic servants, and their experiences varied widely depending on their masters and locations.

How did the Barbary Coast contribute to the institution of white slavery?

The Barbary Coast, comprising parts of North Africa, was notorious for its piracy and slave trade. Muslim
corsairs captured Europeans, primarily Christians, and sold them into slavery as laborers or for ransom,

significantly impacting European coastal communities and leading to a widespread fear of piracy.

What were the living conditions like for Christian slaves under Muslim

masters?

Living conditions for Christian slaves varied widely; some experienced brutal treatment and harsh labor,
while others might have had relatively better conditions. Many faced physical abuse, poor nutrition, and a

lack of freedom, with their fates often dependent on the disposition of their masters.

What impact did the slave trade in the Mediterranean have on European
society?

The Mediterranean slave trade significantly impacted European society by fostering a climate of fear and
insecurity along the coasts, leading to military responses and the establishment of naval squadrons to combat

piracy. It also influenced cultural exchanges and perceptions of the 'Other’ in Europe.

How did Christian states respond to the threat of Barbary piracy and
slavery?

Christian states, particularly Spain and Italy, responded to Barbary piracy and the threat of slavery by
organizing naval expeditions, forming treaties, and sometimes paying tributes to secure the release of
captured citizens. Efforts to combat piracy included military actions and the establishment of coastal

defenses.

‘What were some notable cases of Christian slaves escaping from their
Muslim masters?

Notable escape stories include those of individuals who managed to flee through cunning, forming alliances
with sympathetic locals, or being rescued by European naval expeditions. These stories often featured in

contemporary literature, highlighting the plight and resilience of Christian captives.
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