Esteemed Members of States, 

Representatives of the international and regional organizations, as well as of the civil societies,
Ladies and Gentleman,

I will present to you an overview of the history of the slavery and the slave trade in the Middle East, which makes a considerable part of the national history of a dozen  countries.
 I wish first and foremost, to sincerely apologies to the representatives of these countries, because I will certainly seem to overlook a number of facts of great importance regarding what the victims of slavery were to experience as well as all the struggles they carried out during these long centuries. 
It is obviously difficult to sum up in ten minutes the history of slavery and abolitions, which spans over several centuries and relates to the entire region ; each country with its own specificities and differences in course. 
Well, what about the histoiry of slavery middle eastern countries ? and what contributions of Africans does this long history highlight? 
Before approaching the contemporary era, which is my field of study as a historian of slavery and Anthropologist, I would invite you to keep in mind that while this practice of slavery was generalized and rampant in all regions of the world and although Islam tolerated this practice, certain Arab or Muslim individuals or groups, have tried to fight against it or at the very least reflected upon the means either to stop it, or about the different ways to limit the misdeeds resulting from it
.

Contrarily to what many recently published (Western or not) works suggest,  there are numerous examples to give regarding an intellectual base which is specific to the Muslim world, disapproving the practice of slavery ; this was even before the abolitionist wave of the 18th-20th (eighteenth to twentieth) centuries became widespread.
That being said, such attempts to limit the practices and evils of slavery have not succeeded in eradicating it completely, for the reason that an abolition of slavery remains above all a political act that had to emanate from a State in order to be generalized to an entire  territory under its authority, and not quite a moral, ethical act, resulting from individuals or small groups’ isolated initiatives.
Therefore, the history of slavery is an absolutly fundamental part of the history of the middle eastern societies, of their present days as well. 
Composition & Origins
A majority of the Black african folk living in the Middle East are descendants of enslaved people brought in the region during several centuries. It is not however the case for all of them, quite far from it in fact : some of these individuals arrived volountarily for various reasons such as, Muslim pilgimage to Mecca, business and trade, etc. then stelled permanently in the region. Another part stayed as the result of intermarriages between sailors and locals.

However they are generally considered to be all descendants of slaves as the complexity of the histories of their presence is largely misunderstood, which in turn obviously leads to many negative stereotypes. 

The trade
Prior to the 18th and 19th centuries, slaves in Iran and the Persian Gulf societies for instance, were in marginal numbers compared to the Persian, Arab and Indian population. They functioned out of the public sphere in houses and workshops, as only in the 18th and 19th centuries slaves and their trade became significant. The reasons for such a major change were the growth of trade and the labour shortage in the region, which created new demand for imported labour, and in particular, for slaves from East Africa. They came mainly to the small Arabian ports of Sharjah
, Dubai or Ras al-Khaimah. Direct slave trading between the Persian Gulf ports of Bandar Abbas
, Lingah
, Ras al-Khaimah and Basrah
 was also carried on.

 In the 19th Century three hundred thousands (300,000) of East african slaves were exported to the Muslim world, all across the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, and the Swahili coast
.
Increase of the number of slaves and explanations

The skyrocketting need for dependant workers in the 19th century was a consequence of industrialization and the growth of the international economy. The rising European demand for slaves also contributed to the expansion of the slave trade and to the sharp rise in prices for slaves. 

Roles of slaves
The male slave labor was used in great variety: soldiers, farm labourers, cash crop workers, irrigation canal workers, pearl divers, fishermen, maritime sailors, dock workers, porters and domestic servants in towns and villages on the both sides of the Gulf. The role of the imported female slave labourers was the same as it was in the previous centuries: they functioned as domestic servants or concubines, who often came from the upper Nile Valley and Abyssinia as youths under fifteen years of age
Thus in the 19th century, Slavery became an important part of the socio-economic system of the Middle East, most often based on pearl diving and the cultivation of palm trees. 

The importance of pearl diving
The largest number of male slaves sent to the Persian Gulf was absorbed in the pearl fisheries industry, which were the most important in the Persian Gulf. The Gulf pearls were in part taken to Europe directly, and in part were sent to Bombay where they were pierced, graded and exported to Europe. Paris was the European centre of the Gulf pearls. 

The money engaged in the pearl diving created a buying power and stimulated importations which guaranteed revenues from the customs for the local governments. This therefore shows the considerable economic contribution of these African slaves to countries as Oman, Bahrein or Dubai where they were located until the first third of the 20th century, bought and sold in local markets as pearl hunters. 
I would also mention, the fact that people brought by force from Africa were sent to work on oil rigs after World War II.
Nevertheless what about the other functions and therefore the military and political contributions of African slaves to the the Middle East societies ? These were all different categories of slaves and political roles..
Different categories of slaves and political roles:

According to the independent Kuwaiti historian, Abdulrahman Alebrahim, “slaves in the Gulf generally fell under four categories: (a) freed slaves, (b) labouring slaves, who usually had a home life independent of their work, (c) domestic, house slaves, mostly females, and finally, (d) the notable slaves. 
The condition of slaves and their social status also significantly differed depending on various contextual factors and social practices. Based on different historical sources Abdulrahman Alebrahim shows that « tribal leaders and sheikhs in the Peninsula have been known to use slaves as private secretaries, personal bodyguards or as military leaders, some of whom even serving as the backbone of the local armies. (…) » ; And it is also a characteristic of the muslim Ottoman world, therefore including Lebanon, Palestine, Irak, Syria etc.
The contribution of Africans in the military context 

Specialised military slavery grew fast in the muslim world from the early ninth-century, with an emphasis on recruiting Turks and Africans. 
In very early days, professionnal soldiers, whether slaves or mercenaries, prevented free Muslims men from carrying out their obligation to fight in holy war. 
For instance at the end of the 19th century, within the Emirate of al-Rasheed in the Arabian Peninsula, the emir’s guards comprised 400 enslaved individuals who were Egyptians and Africans, with unshakable obedience to their emir.
In the wake of what is reported by Abdulrahman Alebrahim whose very interesting research is part of a recent historical movement around these regions and consisting of focusing on the contribution of subordinate populations and no longer on the role of elites as has always been done… Therefore by focusing on this category of slaves or dependants, it becomes easy to notice that  important military and political figures who were originally slaves, punctuate the history of the countries of the region. For example, Salem al-Ḥarq, a “nubian slave” owned by Abdulaziz bin Saud in the first Saudi State, had a significant military contribution as one of the leaders of the Saudi troops. 
Another example, In Kuwait, towards the second half of the 19th century, during the reign of Sabah al-Sabah, a Black slave called ‘Anbar was appointed as the head of the customs.
In short, several examples shows us that as far as the position of slaves in the Middle East communities during the 19th and 20th centuries is concerned, several slaves gained notability. 
Abolitions

After these centuries of slavery and the suffering of thousands of individuals, slavery was abolished in Irak in 1924, in Transjordania and Iran in 1929. Bahrain was the first in the Gulf region to abolish slavery in 1937. Slavery was finally abolished in Kuwait in 1949 and in Qatar three years later. Slavery was banned as an institution in Saudi Arabia and Yemen in 1962, in Dubai in 1963, and with the creation of the United Arab Emirates in 1971, former slaves were granted the same privileges as other Emirati citizens, often taking on the names of prominent families.

There was no compensation for the slaves, but their ex-owners received 20 million pounds for their loss of unpaid labour. In Qatar for example Slave owners were compensated with money from British oil production.
If in some cases ex-slaves ceased to be called cabíd, but were instead known as khádim – helpers or servants.
Finally, I would like to emphasize that I deliberately ignored all the artistic and particularly musical contribution of slaves and their descendants to the local cultures of the Middle East countries. I didn't talk about it, firstly because researchers are already working on these questions and maybe i twill be presented during these two days, but above all because I can't help feeling embarrassed, and even disconcerted, by the fact that we systematically want to concede to these populations only this sector of folklore or even sport (therefore in connection with their physical performance), as if they could only be gifted for this type of 'activities. On the opposite, history and the little that we already know about it, shows us that it is certainly otherwise.

Conclusion

    In conclusion, I would say that it seems essential today, in order to initiate a real change in local perceptions of Afro-descendants, to encourage researches on the specificities of slavery in these arab-muslim coutries compared to transatlantic slavery and which was very different in terms of operations, considerations and treatments; It’s essential that there be research work  from local historians because the problem with reserach carried out by foreign researchers is that they study these societies starting from, and under the prism of foreign paradigms, in particular those Americans or used to study the transatlantic slavery, which do not always conform to the contexts and cultures specific to the countries of the Middle East.
    It’s important to also encourage research that would focus on how certain slaves also gained notability through education and religious knowledge. 

     Research in this area, despite its challenges, is still possible today as several key sources are available, including video-recorded interviews with freed slaves, especially from the mid-20th century, and Ottoman archives.

     It’s time that we dive deeper into the past. 
THANK YOU.
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