
The Unjust Trade: White Slavery in the
Barbary States

For centuries, the Barbary Coast of North Africa (comprising present-day
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya) was a hotbed of piracy and slave
trading. The Barbary States, as they were known, terrorized the
Mediterranean Sea, capturing and enslaving thousands of innocent
Europeans. This cruel practice, known as "white slavery," cast a dark
shadow over the region's history.
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Origins of White Slavery

The roots of white slavery in the Barbary States can be traced back to the
early 16th century. As the Ottoman Empire expanded its reach into North
Africa, it encountered a thriving slave trade centered around the capture
and sale of black Africans. The Barbary corsairs, who were often allied with
the Ottomans, adopted this practice and began targeting European ships.

Initially, the corsairs primarily captured Mediterranean coastal populations,
such as Spaniards and Italians. However, as their reach extended, they
ventured further into the Atlantic, raiding English, Dutch, and French
vessels. The allure of quick profits and the perceived weakness of
European powers encouraged these raids.

Methods of Capture

Barbary corsairs employed various tactics to capture their victims. They
often used fast and maneuverable ships called galleys, which could
outpace merchant vessels. They would typically attack while their targets
were at sea, using their superior firepower to force them into submission.

Once captured, the Europeans were taken to Barbary ports where they
were sold as slaves in bustling slave markets. The demand for white slaves
was high, as they were seen as a valuable commodity due to their skills
and labor.
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Life in Captivity

The life of a white slave in the Barbary States was grim and merciless.
They were subjected to harsh treatment, including beatings, torture, and
sexual abuse. They were forced to perform arduous labor, often in the
mines or on plantations.

The living conditions were squalid, with slaves often housed in
overcrowded dungeons without proper sanitation. Disease was rampant,
and many died from malnutrition and lack of medical care.
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Diplomatic Negotiations

Faced with the growing threat of Barbary piracy, European powers
attempted to negotiate with the Barbary States. They paid tribute and
ransomed back their captured citizens. However, these diplomatic efforts
often proved futile, as the corsairs continued their raids.

In some cases, European nations resorted to military force. In 1815, a
combined British, Dutch, and American fleet bombarded Algiers and forced
its ruler to release all Christian slaves. However, such actions were costly
and did little to deter the Barbary corsairs in the long run.
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Abolition of White Slavery

The practice of white slavery in the Barbary States continued well into the
19th century. It was not until the 1830s that the French conquest of Algeria
finally put an end to this cruel trade. Other European powers followed suit,
establishing protectorates over the Barbary States and imposing anti-
slavery laws.

In 1868, the Ottoman Empire officially abolished slavery in its territories,
including the Barbary States. This marked the end of an era of human
suffering and exploitation that had plagued the Mediterranean for centuries.

Legacy of White Slavery

The legacy of white slavery in the Barbary States is a reminder of the
horrors of human trafficking and the enduring struggle for human rights. It
highlights the importance of vigilance against all forms of slavery and the
need to protect the innocent from exploitation.

The Barbary slave trade also had a significant impact on the development
of international law. The need to combat piracy and protect merchant
shipping led to the establishment of international agreements and the
formation of naval patrols to safeguard sea routes.

White slavery in the Barbary States was a dark chapter in history,
characterized by the brutal capture and enslavement of thousands of
innocent Europeans. It was a practice driven by greed and fueled by the
weakness of European powers.

The abolition of white slavery in the 19th century was a triumph for human
rights and a testament to the determination of those who fought to end this



heinous trade. Its legacy serves as a reminder of the importance of
freedom, justice, and the enduring struggle against all forms of human
bondage.
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