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“Soon afterwards one of his own slaves murdered the city-prefect, Pedanius Secundus, either because he had been refused his freedom, for which he made a bargain, or in the jealousy of a love in which he had made a bargain, or in the jealousy of a love in which he could not tolerate his master’s rivalry. Ancient custom required that the whole slave-establishment which had dwelt under the same roof should be dragged to execution, when a sudden gathering of the populace, which was for saving so many innocent lives, brought to actual insurrection…. Still, the party which voted for their execution prevailed.”- Tacitus Annals 14.42- Trans.by J. Jackson (1937)

I will try to show in this gobbet, that Tacitus, uses the story of the murder of Lucius Pedanius Secundus, 
and the subsequent execution of his 400 domestic slaves, to highlight the shortcomings of Rome in the
 morally inferior present time, comparing it with the morale and spiritual strength of character as 
demonstrated by its laws, and the loyalty of the slaves in the morally superior past. 

This excerpt from Tacitus’s Annals of Rome book 14.42, describes one of only two events that he writes upon from AD61, and the consequences of it of that event. Tacitus did not view the murder in question, as he had only been born in AD56/7, in either the south of France or Northern Italy,[footnoteRef:1] it is not known which for definite. This second event written of during AD61,[footnoteRef:2] was the murder of Lucius Pedanius Secundus, ex-consul and Urban-prefect of Rome had been murdered by one of his domestic slaves.[footnoteRef:3] According to the Senatus Consulta Silanianum AD10,[footnoteRef:4] a slave dwelling under the same roof as their master at the same time as his murder was presumed guilty of the murder by virtue of not having done everything in their power to protect their master, this made them all subject to torture and finally execution.[footnoteRef:5] Torture was used to discover the murderer and to find out if anyone had incited them to the act.[footnoteRef:6]Execution followed for all, used as a deterrent against any future inactions by slaves in defending their master.[footnoteRef:7] [1:  Tac.Ann.14.42.]  [2:  Tac.Ann.14.40.1.]  [3:  Tac.Ann.14.42.]  [4:  Bauman.]  [5:  Nippel.]  [6:  Robinson.]  [7:  Bauman.] 

Fear of their slaves and the possibility of slave revolts was quite a real fear for Romans, the last revolt by slaves had only been won in 71BC after a series of defeats. The two reasons cited by Tacitus for the murder of Pedanius Secundus might have been reasons for murders in the past, but appears to serve the purpose trivialising the possible justification in this case.[footnoteRef:8] Tacitus uses a Stoic orator named Gaius Cassius Longinus to put the case of no leniency for any of the slaves and that they must all be executed. Longinus explains how no slave could have gone undetected both in their word, intent or their completion in the act of murder. from the observation of their fellow slaves in the household., therefore they must all be complicit in the murder as none had prevented it. The threat of execution from the Senatorial act, Senatus Consulta Silanianum, had not been enough to prevent the murder of a former consul and Urban-prefect, with a household of 400 slaves, who would be safe, how many slaves would be enough protection.[footnoteRef:9]   [8:  Tac.Ann.14.43.]  [9:  Tac.Ann.14.43.] 

     ‘I have often been here, Senators, when decrees deviating from our ancestral laws and customs were mooted. I have not opposed them.’[footnoteRef:10]This excerpt from the longer speech by Longinus sets the tone of no mercy and no exceptions to execution for all the slaves. Longinus, during his oration, espouses the superiority of the past, in the Roman strength of moral character, in its laws and the strength to use them. Longinus compares the act of Decimation, as used by the army to punish cowardly soldiers for their defeat, with the execution of all the household slaves. He goes on to compare the slaves of today to be inferior to the slaves of the past. That the slaves of now were to international, had strange religions or no religion at all. This he followed with his view that the only way to keep these inferior slaves in their place was with intimidation and finishes with saying, [10:  Tac.Ann.14.43.] 

‘Exemplary punishment always contains an element of injustice. But individual wrongs are           outweighed by the advantage of the community’.[footnoteRef:11]      [11:  Tac.Ann.14.44.] 

The use of the Senatus Consultus Slianianum in this case is for the purpose of “Shock and awe”, for all the slaves of Rome. The punishment and execution of all, however draconian, is better if it prevents the murder of any other masters at the hands of their slaves.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Bauman. 	] 

According to Nippel, during the Senators meeting, the Plebs Urbana, became angry at the vote of execution for all the slaves and rioted. Threatening to set fire to the Senate House. Nero was forced to intervene by calling out the soldiers to line the route to be taken by the slaves for execution.    Bauman in his notes, describes how the heir or heirs of Secundus, would be inheriting a hereditas damnosa., or the inheritance bringing a bigger burden than benefit. [footnoteRef:13]The rioting by the Plebs urbana might be considered differently in this light of economics and less an act of justice.  [13:  Bauman. ] 

 Ultimately slaves were property, they might have been born in the same house as their master, raised alongside his own children, they might have been bought to educate the master’s children. This did not alter the fact that they were a possession, to be bought and sold and treated as the master saw fit. As property they were wealth, and social standing in Roman society, so the execution of so many slaves and therefore the loss of so much wealth would have been disturbing to Romans. 
I consider Longinus in the passage, serving the purpose for Tacitus to point to the Glories of the Rome of old. The laws were superior, the slaves were trustworthy, citizens moral character was stronger. This Tacitus appears to use this to admonish the character of the modern Roman citizen and attempt to force them, through fear of treachery from within their own households, by their slaves, to not let that superior Roman citizen of the past to be forgotten.  
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