
How Integral Was Slavery to the Society and Economy of Ancient Rome? 

 

Slavery was among the most pervasive and defining institutions in ancient Rome. From the early Republic 
to the height of the Roman Empire, enslaved individuals were present in nearly every aspect of Roman life, shaping 
economic production, social relations, legal frameworks, and cultural values. Roman society was not merely one that 
practised slavery; it was fundamentally structured around the ownership, exploitation, and control of enslaved 
labour. Slavery was integral to both the society and economy of ancient Rome, supporting agricultural output, urban 
development, domestic organisation, and imperial expansion. Furthermore, slavery played a crucial ideological role 
in shaping Roman concepts of freedom, citizenship, and social hierarchy. While historians continue to debate the 
precise economic efficiency of slave labour, there is little doubt that slavery was central to the functioning and self-
conception of the Roman world. 

 

In Roman law and thought, slavery was defined by the complete domination of one person by another. 
Slaves were categorised as res, or property, rather than as legal persons. The jurist Gaius stated that slavery was an 
institution of the ius gentium, whereby someone was subjected to the ownership of another contrary to nature 
(Institutes 1.52). This legal definition excluded enslaved individuals from any form of civic or political participation 
and placed them entirely under the authority (dominium) of their masters. 

The Roman conception of slavery differed significantly from modern forms of racialised slavery. In Rome, 
slavery was based on legal status rather than race, and enslaved individuals came from diverse ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds. However, the lack of a racial basis did not lessen the severity of Roman slavery. Enslaved people 
remained vulnerable to physical punishment, sexual exploitation, and family separation, all of which were 
sanctioned by law. Their legal invisibility rendered slavery a foundational element of Roman social organisation, 
reinforcing rigid hierarchies and social inequalities. 

 

The significance of slavery to Roman society is evident in its scale. Although precise demographic figures 
are difficult to establish, scholars estimate that enslaved people comprised between 15 and 30 percent of the 
population of Italy during the late Republic and early Empire (Scheidel, 2011). In urban centres such as Rome, the 
proportion may have been even higher. Consequently, slavery was not a marginal institution affecting only elites, but 
an ubiquitous presence encountered in households, workshops, farms, and public spaces. 

The expansionist policies of the Roman state contributed significantly to the scale of slavery. Roman 
slavery expanded dramatically as a direct consequence of conquest. Hopkins emphasises that “the major source of 
slaves in the Roman world was war”, with entire populations captured and sold following military victories 
(Hopkins, 1978, p. 12). The close relationship between warfare and enslavement intertwined slavery with Roman 
imperialism. Military victories brought both territorial expansion and human commodities that fuelled the economy 
and reinforced social hierarchies. 

Agriculture formed the backbone of the Roman economy, and slavery played a central role in agricultural 
production. Large estates, known as latifundia, relied heavily on enslaved labour, particularly in Italy and Sicily. 
These estates produced surplus crops such as grain, wine, and olive oil for urban markets and export. Ancient 
authors frequently commented on the rise of large estates worked by slaves at the expense of small free farmers. 
Pliny the Elder famously claimed that latifundia had ruined Italy (Natural History 18.35). 

The reliance on enslaved labour in agriculture produced significant economic and social consequences. 
Slaves were often subjected to intensive and coercive labour under harsh conditions, which increased output in the 
short term. Estate owners invested in infrastructure such as slave barracks, overseers, and disciplinary systems to 
maximise productivity. However, this reliance also contributed to rural depopulation and social instability, as 
displaced free farmers migrated to urban areas or became dependent on elite patronage. 



Despite the widespread use of enslaved labour, the efficiency of slave-based agriculture remains a subject 
of debate. Finley (1998) contended that reliance on coerced labour discouraged innovation and limited economic 
growth, as slaves had no incentive to improve productivity. In contrast, more recent scholars have argued that 
Roman agriculture could adapt to market demands and regional conditions, even within a slave-based system 
(Temin, 2013). Regardless of these debates, slavery fundamentally shaped agricultural organisation and labour 
relations in the Roman world. 

Slavery was not confined to rural estates but was also integral to non-agricultural sectors of the Roman 
economy. Enslaved people worked in mines, quarries, workshops, construction sites, and transport networks. Mining 
relied heavily on enslaved labour and was often characterised by extreme brutality. Slaves in mines were subjected 
to exhausting work, poor living conditions, and high mortality rates. Despite this, mining operations in regions such 
as Spain and Dacia generated substantial wealth for the Roman state and private entrepreneurs (Scheidel, 2011). 

In urban settings, enslaved labour encompassed a wide range of roles. Skilled slaves served as craftsmen, 
scribes, accountants, teachers, and doctors, with some receiving extensive training and generating substantial income 
for their owners. In workshops, enslaved and free labourers often worked alongside one another, blurring economic 
distinctions while maintaining social divisions. The presence of skilled slaves challenges the perception that Roman 
slavery was exclusively unskilled or inefficient, highlighting its adaptability across economic sectors. 

Beyond its role in private economic activity, slavery was also integral to the functioning of the Roman state 
itself. Enslaved individuals were employed extensively in public administration, infrastructure, and imperial 
governance. The Roman state owned large numbers of public slaves (servi publici), who worked in temples, baths, 
archives, and administrative offices. These slaves performed essential bureaucratic and technical tasks, including 
record-keeping, maintenance of public buildings, and assistance to magistrates. Their presence demonstrates that 
slavery was not merely a private institution but one embedded within the machinery of Roman government. 

 

In the Imperial period, enslaved labour became particularly important within the Emperor's household. 
Imperial slaves and freedmen held significant administrative responsibilities, managing finances, correspondence, 
and even provincial affairs. As Weaver (1972) has shown, members of the imperial household wielded substantial 
power, sometimes rivalling that of senators. This reliance on enslaved and formerly enslaved individuals reveals a 
paradox at the heart of Roman society: while slaves were legally excluded from citizenship and honour, they could 
nonetheless occupy positions of considerable practical influence. This paradox underscores the extent to which 
Roman political and administrative systems depended on slavery, even as they publicly celebrated aristocratic ideals 
of freedom and virtue. 

The employment of enslaved labour in public contexts also carried significant ideological implications. By 
assigning slaves to visible state functions, Rome reinforced the association between domination and social order. 
The effective operation of public services depended on the unquestioned subordination of enslaved workers, thereby 
normalising hierarchy as a fundamental aspect of social stability. In this way, slavery supported both economic 
productivity and the symbolic authority of the Roman state. 

Although slavery was integral to Roman society, its significance varied across different regions of the 
empire. In Italy and parts of the western provinces, large-scale slave labour was especially prominent in agriculture 
and urban production. Conversely, some eastern provinces relied more on tenant farmers and dependent free 
labourers. These regional variations indicate that slavery was not the only labour system in the Roman world but 
was one component of a diverse economic landscape. 

Nevertheless, even in regions where enslaved labour was less dominant, slavery retained symbolic and 
social importance. The legal distinction between slave and free remained universal across the empire, reinforcing 
Roman concepts of hierarchy and authority. Moreover, the integration of provincial elites into Roman culture often 
involved adopting slave ownership as a marker of status, thereby further spreading Roman social norms (Hopkins, 
1978). Slavery, therefore, functioned as a unifying institution, helping to impose a shared social structure across 
diverse populations. 



These regional variations complicate the argument that Rome could have functioned without slavery. 
Although alternative labour systems existed, the economic, social, and ideological centrality of slavery rendered it 
deeply resistant to change. Its adaptability across regions and sectors contributed to its longevity and resilience as an 
institution. 

In the late Roman Empire, the nature of slavery began to change, although it did not disappear. Economic 
pressures, reduced territorial expansion, and demographic shifts limited the supply of enslaved people, prompting 
increased reliance on other forms of dependent labour, such as the coloni. Some historians interpret this transition as 
evidence that slavery was no longer economically viable. Nevertheless, this transformation does not obscure the fact 
that Roman society had been shaped for centuries by slavery and its associated values. As labour systems evolved, 
the social hierarchies and attitudes formed under slavery persisted. Legal inequality, coercive labour relations, and 
elite dominance remained defining features of late Roman society. Slavery’s legacy thus extended beyond its 
immediate economic function, influencing patterns of dependence and inequality long after its prominence declined 
(Finley, 1998). This long-term impact further supports the argument that slavery was integral not only to the 
operation but also to the historical development of Roman civilisation. 

Domestic slavery represented one of the most socially visible and culturally significant forms of slavery in 
Rome. Enslaved individuals performed a wide array of household tasks, including cooking, cleaning, personal 
grooming, and childcare. Elite households often contained dozens or even hundreds of slaves, organised into 
complex hierarchies with specialised roles. This domestic labour enabled elite Romans to engage in political careers, 
leisure, and cultural activities, thereby reinforcing class distinctions. 

Domestic slavery also served as a means of social display. The number, appearance, and behaviour of 
household slaves reflected the wealth and status of their masters. Wallace-Hadrill (1994) argued that Roman houses 
functioned as spaces where social hierarchy was continually enacted, with slaves serving as living symbols of elite 
authority. The presence of enslaved attendants in public spaces further reinforced the visibility of inequality and the 
normalisation of domination. 

 

One of the distinctive features of Roman slavery was the practice of manumission, whereby enslaved 
individuals could be freed by their masters. Manumission was relatively common and could occur for various 
reasons, including loyalty, service, or economic calculation. Freed slaves, known as liberti, became Roman citizens, 
although they were subject to social stigma and legal restrictions. 

Manumission served to reinforce rather than undermine the institution of slavery. By offering the 
possibility of freedom, it encouraged enslaved people to comply and remain loyal. At the same time, “freedmen 
often remained economically and socially dependent on their former masters, maintaining ties of patronage that 
strengthened elite power” (Bradley, 1994). The success of some freedmen, particularly in commerce and 
administration, demonstrates the economic importance of former slaves while highlighting the enduring social 
boundaries that structured Roman society. 

Slavery was central to Roman conceptions of freedom and citizenship. Roman identity was fundamentally 
associated with freedom, which was defined in direct opposition to slavery. This binary distinction structured Roman 
political thought and social relations. Enslaved individuals were excluded from civic life, ensuring that citizenship 
remained a privileged and meaningful status. 

Patterson’s concept of slavery as “social death” is particularly useful for understanding Roman attitudes 
(Patterson, 1982). Enslaved individuals were stripped of their previous identities and relationships and incorporated 
into Roman households as outsiders without kinship or ancestry. This condition reinforced the authority of the 
master and the cohesion of the free community. Slavery thus played a crucial ideological role in sustaining Roman 
social order. 

Despite its central role, slavery was not uncontested. Enslaved individuals resisted their condition through 
various actions, ranging from subtle disobedience to open rebellion. The most notable example is the revolt led by 



Spartacus between 73 and 71 BCE. Although ultimately suppressed, this rebellion demonstrated the vulnerability of 
a society heavily dependent on enslaved labour (Bradley, 1989). 

Roman responses to resistance further illustrate the significance of slavery. Harsh punishments, such as 
crucifixion and collective reprisals, were intended to deter rebellion and maintain control. These measures reveal 
both the brutality of the institution and the anxiety it generated among Roman elites. The persistent fear of unrest 
underscores the extent to which Roman society relied on slavery for stability and prosperity. 

Although Roman society generally accepted slavery as natural and necessary, some authors expressed 
moral unease regarding its treatment. Philosophers such as Seneca advocated for the humane treatment of slaves, 
emphasising their shared moral nature (Letters 47). However, these critiques seldom questioned the legitimacy of 
slavery itself, focusing instead on individual behaviour rather than systemic injustice. 

This limited moral criticism underscores the depth of slavery’s integration into Roman thought. Even those 
who acknowledged the humanity of enslaved individuals struggled to envision a society without slavery. Such 
ideological entrenchment further demonstrates the extent to which slavery was integral to Roman social and 
economic life. 

 

Slavery was integral to the society and economy of ancient Rome, both in practice and in ideology. 
Economically, enslaved labour underpinned agricultural production, mining, urban industry, and domestic life, 
contributing significantly to wealth generation and imperial expansion. Socially, slavery structured hierarchies, 
defined citizenship, and shaped elite identity. While debates continue regarding the efficiency of slave labour and its 
long-term economic impact, its centrality to Roman life is undeniable. Slavery was not merely a labour system but a 
foundational institution that shaped Roman values, identities, and power structures. Without slavery, Roman society 
as it existed would have been fundamentally altered, underscoring its essential role in the ancient Roman world. 
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