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Black Morocco: A History of Slavery, Race, and Islam chronicles the
experiences, identity, and agency of enslaved black people in Morocco
from the sixteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth century.
Chouki El Hamel argues that we cannot rely solely on Islamic ideol-
ogy as the key to explain social relations, particularly the history of
black slavery in the Muslim world, for this viewpoint yields an inac-
curate historical record of the people, institutions, and social practices
of slavery in northwest Africa. El Hamel focuses on black Moroccans’
collective experience beginning with their enslavement as members of
the loyal army of Sultan Isma‘il. By the time the sultan died in 1727, the
army had become a political force, making and unmaking rulers well
into the nineteenth century. The emphasis on the political history of the
black army is augmented by a close examination of gender and concu-
binage as well as the continuity of black Moroccan identity through the
musical and cultural practices of the Gnawa.

Chouki El Hamel is an Associate Professor of history at Arizona State
University.
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To my mother and all the mothers of Morocco, for paradise

lies under their feet!

To Malaika and Kanza

In memory of the silenced members of the Soudani and the

Gania families
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The executioner kills twice, the second time [by silence].
Elie Wiesel*

We cannot sustain an open and free society if we do not remain
mindful of the lessons of the past. Because with ignorance comes
indifference. With indifference comes incomprehension. And with
incomprehension comes the foundation upon which systems of
injustice, exploitation and racism can flourish freely.

Michaélle Jean*

* Elie Wiesel, The Oath (New York: Random House, 1973), 237.
> Michaélle Jean’s speech on the occasion of inaugurating the Harriet Tubman Institute at
York University, Toronto, Sunday, March 25, 2007.
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A Summary

This study chronicles the experiences, identities, and achievements of
enslaved black people in Morocco. I examine the history of slavery in
Morocco from the beginning of the Islamic era through the reign of
Mawlay Isma‘il, with a special emphasis on the “black army” or ‘Abid
al-Bukhari. I have written the story of the black army to inform readers
beyond those with narrow specialist knowledge. I have explored how
the concept of integration in the name of Islam functioned as a source
of privilege as well as discrimination by focusing on the agency of black
Moroccans. The second part of the book, especially Chapters 4, 5, and
6, oscillates between narrative and analysis in order to give readers a
deeper sense of the historical and sociological implications of the story
being told across a long period of time, from the seventeenth to the twen-
tieth century. Though the strongest element of these chapters concerns
the black army, an important component of my discussion is the role of
female slaves. The shortcomings of this analysis rest on a limited “evi-
dentiary base.” My goal was to broaden this base and make clear the
importance of female slaves in relation to the army and to Moroccan
society at large.
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