
From Ransom to Confiscation: Liberation, State Knowledge, and the Economics of 

Captivity, 1735-1813. 

 

This paper will examine the changing ways by which Christian states, increasingly 

with the cooperation of the Ottoman state, sought to liberate their captives in the 

Ottoman Empire after wars ended. I argue that in the eighteenth century, the Ottoman 

and Russian states worked out their own customary law of captivity under which the 

Ottoman state took responsibility for finding captives in its own lands, and handing them 

over to Russian diplomats. The same system was then extended to the Habsburg Empire, 

and to the French in 1802. This customary law prioritized new systems of knowledge, and 

empowered the central states at the expense of earlier intermediaries. This fundamentally 

altered the commerce in captives which had characterized the Muslim-Christian frontier 

since the rise of Islam, and indeed which had been endemic to the Mediterranean since 

early antiquity. 

The key to this system, I show, was the abolition of ransom. This meant that, in 

essence, the liberation of slaves was no longer a commodity to be bought and sold based 

on the individual captive’s connections to a diverse network of churches, states, and 

guilds, families, town councils, and ransoming monastic orders. Now, liberation became 

an entitlement for certain categories of captives based on their status as subjects of 

certain states (initially only Russia). In essence, “the market” had been displaced by 

increasing state involvement in the slave economy. 

The end of the ransom economy, in turn, led to the prioritization of a different 

system of knowledge. Now, state-defined categories would define captives’ status; in 

particular, because only unconverted captives were to be released, it was necessary to 

redefine conversion in terms which were “legible” (in James Scott’s term) to state officials. 

Thus circumcision was adopted as the official definition of conversion. After Russian 

objections, conversion was redefined to be based on a captive’s own words, regardless of 

prior behavior. This, too, was easily “legible,” but it violated traditional understandings of 

apostasy. 



The result of these new systems of knowledge, I argue was, to juxtapose official 

state categories against individual manipulations. In a very modern way, intermediaries 

and communities were shouldered aside. I use a number of specific case studies of 

captives in Ottoman wars from 1778 to 1812 to illustrate the ways that central state power, 

legalistic categories of identity, and individual assertions combined to manipulate and 

alter systems of captivity.  

I will close by suggesting that these systems should be seen as an early sort of 

international law, worked out between the Russians and Ottomans, and spreading to 

encompass every power which came in conflict with the latter. In this way, conflict 

strengthened central states’ ties with each other at the expense of intermediary 

institutions and border polities, pointing the way toward a modern world of sharp 

distinctions between legalistic, centralized states and atomistic individuals defined by 

their legal identities. 
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