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Annotation: This article explores the historical role and significance of slave markets in the cities 

of Samarkand and Bukhara during the Middle Ages. It examines the economic, social, and cultural 

aspects of the slave trade in these important Central Asian hubs, highlighting how these markets 

influenced regional dynamics. Through analysis of historical records and scholarly research, the 

study sheds light on the mechanisms of slave trading, the demographics of slaves, and the impact 

on local societies. The article also discusses the broader implications of the slave trade on the 

development of trade routes and political relations in medieval Central Asia. 

Keywords: The article discusses slave markets in Samarkand and Bukhara during the Middle 

Ages, focusing on the slave trade, the economic and social aspects of Central Asia, and the impact 

of medieval slavery on regional history. 

 

Introduction. 

During the Middle Ages, Samarkand and Bukhara stood as two of the most prominent and 

prosperous cities along the Silk Road. As major centers of trade, culture, and political power in 

Central Asia, these cities attracted merchants, scholars, travelers, and rulers from across the 

Islamic world, China, India, and Europe. Their strategic location at the crossroads of civilizations 

made them vital hubs not only for the exchange of goods such as silk, spices, and precious metals, 

but also for the trade of human beings. Among the many commercial activities that flourished in 

medieval Samarkand and Bukhara, the slave trade held a central and complex role. Slave markets 

in these cities were well-organized institutions that operated under both local traditions and 

Islamic legal frameworks. The presence of slave markets reflected the socio-economic demands 

of the time, as slaves were considered essential to maintaining the labor force for agriculture, 

construction, domestic service, and military duties. Slaves were sourced from various regions 

including the steppes of Central Asia, the Caucasus, Persia, and even parts of Eastern Europe and 

Africa. This diversity of origin illustrates the wide reach of trade networks and the high level of 

integration between Central Asia and the broader medieval world. Moreover, the slave trade in 

Samarkand and Bukhara was not merely an economic phenomenon. It had far-reaching social and 

cultural consequences. Slaves often became part of the urban population, and in some cases, they 

assimilated into the local society through conversion to Islam, intermarriage, or manumission. 

The structure of slavery was influenced by both Islamic jurisprudence and local customs, which 

together shaped the daily lives and social status of slaves. This article aims to examine the 

historical development, organization, and impact of slave markets in Samarkand and Bukhara 

during the Middle Ages. By exploring historical sources and scholarly interpretations, the study 

seeks to shed light on how slavery functioned within these cities and how it contributed to the 

economic, social, and cultural evolution of medieval Central Asia. 

Main Body. 
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The existence and operation of slave markets in Samarkand and Bukhara during the Middle Ages 

were closely tied to the region’s geopolitical importance, economic development, and cultural 

complexity. Located along the Silk Road, these cities acted as key nodes in the global trade 

network, linking the Islamic world with China, India, the Russian steppes, and Europe. As major 

centers of commerce and governance under various dynasties such as the Samanids, Karakhanids, 

and Timurids, Samarkand and Bukhara became prominent venues for the exchange of not only 

goods but also people. The demand for slave labor was driven by both domestic and state needs, 

including agriculture, household service, military use, and administrative roles. Sources of Slaves: 

Slaves sold in Samarkand and Bukhara came from diverse regions. Many were captured in 

military campaigns or taken as prisoners during raids in the Eurasian steppes, particularly from 

Turkic and Mongol tribes. Others were acquired through trade from the Caucasus, Persia, India, 

and even Africa. Slave caravans often traveled long distances to reach the bazaars of Central Asia, 

passing through desert routes and mountain passes. These individuals were brought to market 

through both state-sponsored expeditions and private trading networks, highlighting the organized 

and commercialized nature of the slave trade. Structure and Function of Slave Markets: Slave 

markets in Samarkand and Bukhara were typically located near central bazaars, alongside 

merchants selling spices, textiles, livestock, and other goods. These markets followed established 

procedures, with public auctions overseen by market officials or local authorities to ensure 

adherence to Islamic and civil laws. Slaves were evaluated based on age, health, physical strength, 

beauty, and skills. Males were often sold for agricultural or military work, while females were 

frequently purchased for domestic service, concubinage, or as entertainers in wealthy households. 

Islamic law (Sharia) played a significant role in regulating the slave trade. Slavery was permitted 

under certain conditions—such as through warfare or trade with non-Muslim territories—but 

slaves were granted rights that required humane treatment. They were entitled to food, clothing, 

and rest, and their emancipation was considered a virtuous act in Islamic teaching. Legal 

mechanisms such as mukataba (contracts for eventual freedom) allowed some slaves to earn or 

negotiate their liberation. Roles and Contributions of Slaves: Slaves in Samarkand and Bukhara 

performed a wide range of functions. In agricultural estates (especially outside city limits), male 

slaves labored in fields and irrigation works. Within urban settings, slaves served as artisans, 

guards, cooks, cleaners, and attendants. Some were trained in religious or administrative roles 

and became influential within the courts of rulers and nobles. Female slaves often worked as 

domestic servants or became part of the family structure, sometimes gaining status through 

marriage or childbirth. Military slavery was another unique aspect of the region. Turkic and 

Central Asian slaves were frequently trained as soldiers or bodyguards (similar to the Mamluks 

in Egypt). These military slaves often earned the trust of rulers and were rewarded with power, 

land, and freedom, demonstrating the possibility of upward mobility within the slave system. 

Social and Cultural Impact: The presence of a large enslaved population affected the social 

structure of Samarkand and Bukhara. Slavery reinforced social hierarchies and helped maintain 

the economic dominance of elites. However, many slaves, especially those who converted to 

Islam, became integrated into society. This contributed to the multicultural and multilingual 

makeup of the population, as former slaves from different regions brought with them diverse 

customs, languages, and skills. Slavery also had religious and intellectual implications. Some 

slaves, once freed, contributed to religious life as scholars, scribes, or educators. Others left 

cultural legacies in the form of music, art, and craftsmanship. This integration of enslaved and 

freed individuals enriched the social fabric of both cities, even as the moral questions surrounding 
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slavery persisted. Decline of the Slave Trade:  By the later Middle Ages and early modern period, 

the significance of the slave markets in Samarkand and Bukhara began to decline due to a variety 

of factors. Changing trade routes, the rise of new empires, and shifts in political power reduced 

the inflow of slaves into Central Asia. Additionally, the growing influence of Islamic reform 

movements emphasized justice, morality, and the spiritual equality of all Muslims, leading to 

increased questioning of the institution of slavery. 

Conclusion: 

The slave markets in Samarkand and Bukhara during the Middle Ages were vital components of 

the region’s economic and social systems. These markets not only facilitated the trade of human 

beings but also reflected the diverse cultural and ethnic interactions that characterized Central 

Asia at the time. Slavery influenced many aspects of life, from labor and military service to social 

hierarchy and cultural integration. Understanding the role of these slave markets provides 

important insights into the historical development of trade routes, political power, and social 

structures in medieval Central Asia. Overall, the study of slavery in these cities reveals the 

complex dynamics of a region that was a crossroads of civilizations. 
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