Everyday Life in Athens and Rome (HPAH4020)
Slave agency: Forms of resistance (and cooperation)
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In this workshop we will consider the ways in which slaves could resist and fight back, both in physical and psychological terms. However, it should be borne in mind that some slaves would have remained obedient to their so-called masters through fear, threats, and sadly a degree of numb hopelessness. Others will have sought to acquiesce or even tried to “advance their lot”, where possible (sometimes to the enmity of other slaves). 
On the following pages are a series of short extracts with accompanying questions that you should consider. Make some brief notes on these—feel free to discuss with others as you go along—so that we can consider these questions in collective discussion. 
For any who might be interested in subsequently following up this theme, you will find chapter 9 (“Everyday Conflict”) in Peter Hunt’s Ancient Greek and Roman Slavery (Wiley, 2018) a useful starting point. 


Source extracts and questions

Ostracizing those who acquiesce 
Euripides Alexander fragment 50 [Nauck 1889] [Euripides was a 5th century BC Athenian playwright, a writer of tragedies] 
“Slaves who love the class of masters provoke a great war with other slaves.”

Question to consider: why might a slaver courting the favour of their master earn the enmity of other slaves? What potential might there be for gossip, snitching, slander and backbiting? 

Using cunning, secretive speech, feigning illness, theft and avoiding work
Aristotle Rhetoric 3.14.10 [Trans. by Hunt 2018]
“Slaves never answer questions directly but talk in circles and don’t get to the point.”

Cato On Agriculture 2.4, 2.7 [Trans. by Hooper and Ash 1934]
“When the slaves were sick, such large rations should not have been issued.”
“Sell worn-out oxen, blemished cattle, blemished sheep, wool, hides, an old wagon, old tools, an old slave, a sickly slave, and whatever else is superfluous.”

Digest 21.1.17.14 [Trans. by Hunt 2018] [A Justinianic era complication of earlier Roman law]
[an erro was] “a slave who does not actually run away, but who often wanders aimlessly about and comes home late after wasting his time.” 

Theophrastus Characters 18.2 [Trans. by Hooper and Ash 1934] [A contemporary of Aristotle; among numerous works, he wrote a treatise about stereotypical personalities]
[The Suspicious Man] “sends out one slave to buy groceries and then another slave to check what everything cost…”

Xenophon Oeconmicus 20.16 [from Loeb Classical Library 1921] [A 4th century BC treatise on household management]
“Farming,’ he added, ‘may result in profit or in loss; it makes a great difference to the result, even when many labourers are employed, whether the farmer takes care that the men are working during the working hours or is careless about it.”

Xenophon Memorabilia 2.1.16-17 [Trans. by Hunt 2018]
“Let’s examine how masters treat such slaves. Don’t they starve them to rein in their horniness, lock things up to prevent them from stealing, chain them up to stop them from running away, and whip them to keep them from being lazy. Or what do you do if you get slaves like that?” [Aristippus replies:] “I punish them harshly in all ways until I reduce them to submission.” 

Columella On Agriculture 1.7.1, 6-7 [from Loeb Class. Lib. 1941] [A 1st century AD Roman writer] 
“… special care is demanded of the master not only in other matters, but most of all in the matter of the persons in his service; and these are either tenant-farmers or slaves, whether unfettered or in chains… On far distant estates… it is better for every kind of land to be under free farmers than under slave overseers, but this is particularly true of grain land. To such land a tenant farmer can do no great harm, as he can to plantations of vines and trees, while slaves do it tremendous damage: they let out oxen for hire, and keep them and other animals poorly fed; they do not plough the ground carefully, and they charge up the sowing of far more seed than they have actually sown; what they have committed to the earth they do not so nurture that it will grow properly; and when they have carried it to the threshing-floor, every day during the threshing they lessen the amount either by trickery or by carelessness. For they themselves steal it and do not guard it against the thieving of others, and even when it is stored away they do not enter it honestly in their accounts. The result is that both manager and [slave] hands are offenders, and that the land pretty often gets a bad name. Therefore, my opinion is that an estate of this sort should be leased if, as I have said, it cannot have the presence of the owner.

Varro On Agriculture 2.10.5 [from Loeb Classical Library 1934] [Varro was a prolific writer and had been involved in the civil war between Pompey and Caesar] 
“In the purchase of slaves, it is customary for the peculium to go with the slave, unless it is expressly excepted; and for a guarantee to be given that he is sound and has not committed thefts or damage [sabotage]…”

Apuleius Golden Ass 8.31 [Trans. by Kline 2013] [Apuleius was the author of this 2nd century AD Latin novel, among other works]
“One of our host’s tenants had been out hunting and sent his master the gift of… venison from some mighty stag. This had been hung by the kitchen door but… not high enough off the ground, thus a hound, also a connoisseur of venison, snatched it on the quiet and overjoyed at his catch swiftly… When Hephaestion the cook realised his loss, he blamed himself and shed many a tear in vain. When his master requested the venison for dinner, the cook was plunged into deep terror and dejection. He found a rope and tied a noose in it, ready for suicide, then said a fond farewell to his little son, but his loyal wife, aware of her husband’s dreadful plight, seized the noose tightly in both hands. ‘Have you lost your mind,’ she cried, ‘from fear? Don’t you see, in this very situation, divine providence has provided the perfect remedy? If you can still see clearly, despite Fortune’s dreadful storm, wake up and listen to me. Take that ass [the man character of the novel had been transformed into an ass by magic early on in the novel and was involved in various capers around the Mediterranean] that’s just arrived to some out of the way spot and slit his throat. Then cut off a haunch to replace the one that’s lost, stew it till tender, add a really savoury gravy, and serve that to the master instead of the other.’
That worthless rascal was pleased with the thought of my dying to save his skin, and with lavish praise for his wife’s sagacity, began to sharpen his knife for the imminent butchery.”

Questions to consider: how easy is it to evaluate such acts – can they be viewed as ones of resistance or self-interest? What risks might be inherent for slaves in any of these activities?  

Violence and Revenge 
Pliny the Younger Letters 3.14.1-5 [Trans. by Firth 1900]
A shocking affair, worthy of more publicity than a letter can bestow, has befallen Largius Macedo, a man of praetorian rank, at the hands of his own slaves. He was known to be an overbearing and cruel master, and one who forgot - or rather remembered to keenly - that his own father had been a slave. He was bathing at his villa near Formiae, when he was suddenly surrounded by his slaves. One seized him by the throat, another struck him on the forehead, and others smote him in the chest, belly, and even - I am shocked to say - in the private parts. When they thought the breath had left his body they flung him on to the hot tiled floor to see if he was still alive…
… His slaves took to flight; most of them have been captured, but some are still being hunted. Thanks to the attentions he received, Macedo was kept alive for a few days and had the satisfaction of full vengeance before he died, for he exacted the same punishment while he still lived as is usually taken when the victim of a murder dies. You see the dangers, the affronts and insults we are exposed to, and no one can feel at all secure because he is an easy and mild-tempered master, for villainy not deliberation murders masters.

Columella On Agriculture 1.8.16-17 [from Loeb Classical Library 1941]
“For the overseer should be most observant of both points — not to release from shackles anyone whom the head of the house has subjected to that kind of punishment, except by his leave, and not to free one who he himself has chained on his own initiative until the master knows the circumstances; and the investigation of the householder should be the more painstaking in the interest of slaves of this sort, that they may not be treated unjustly in the matter of clothing or other allowances, inasmuch as, being liable to a greater number of people, such as overseers, taskmasters, and jailers, they are the more liable to unjust punishment, and again, when smarting under cruelty and greed, they are more to be feared.”

Xenophon Hiero 4.3 [Trans. by Marchant and Bowersock 1925]
“For citizens protect one another without pay from their slaves and from evildoers, with the purpose that none of the citizens may perish by a violent death.”

Antiphon On the murder of Herodes 5.69 [Trans. by Maidment 1941] [Antiphon was a 5th century BC Athenian writer of legal speeches, the earliest of the so-called Attic Orators] 
“Once more, a slave, not yet 12 years old, recently attempted to murder his master. Had he had the courage to stay put, instead of taking to his heels in terror at his victim's cries, leaving the knife in the wound, the entire household would have perished, as no one would have dreamed him capable of such audacity. As it was, he was caught, and later confessed his own guilt.

Questions to consider: What do you make of Pliny the Younger’s summarising comments about the incident or murder? Does it indicate psychological insecurity? Compare this to the advice of Columella and statement of Xenophon—what differences of tone do you note? What tactics might be used to counter such a threat? 

Use of magic and religious rites
Inscription: CIL XI.2 4639 = ILS 3001 [statue base, Tuder, Umbria, ca. 1st century AD]
For the well-being of the colony and the order of councillors and the people of Tuder, to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, guardian and preserver; because he [Jupiter] removed by his divine power the names of members of the order of councillors that had been affixed to tombs [ ??] by the outrageous criminal action of a most accursed public slave; and because he [Jupiter] vindicated and freed from fear of danger the colony and [its] citizens; Lucius Cancrius Primigenius, freedman of Clemens, sevir Augustalis and Flavialis, who was the first to be honoured in this way by the order of councillors, fulfilled his vow [to Jupiter by erecting this statue].

Curse tablet from Amorgos [Cyclades], from Hellenistic period [trans. from Versnel 1999]
“[Epaphroditus] has taken off my slave, has led them into evil ways, indoctrinated them, advised them, misled them, he/rejoiced (in my misery) … he has them wandering round the marketplace, he persuaded them to run away… The same man has bewitched my handmaid so he could take her as his wife against my wishes. And for this reason, he had her flee together with others… may he come to an evil end together with all that belongs to him.”

[bookmark: _Hlk99100878]Questions to consider: why might curse tablets have been a popular form of “resistance” for slaves? Why might it also be sometimes done by “masters”? 

Running away
[bookmark: _Hlk99101786]Thucydides 7.27.5 [trans. by Weidemann 1981] [Spartan forces occupying the Decelea] 
“Then Athenians suffered greatly; they were deprived of the use of the whole of the countryside; more than 20,000 slaves deserted (and a substantial number of these were craftsmen); and they lost all their herds and draught animals.” 

Aristophanes Horae fragment 567 Koerte [in Weidemann 1981, no. 223] [Aristophanes was a 5th century BC Athenian playwright, a writer of so-called “Old Comedy”] 
“The best thing for me to do is to run to the Temple of Theseus for refuge and stay there until I manage to find someone to buy me.”

Justinian Institutes 1.8.2 ] [Trans. by Weidemann] [The Institutes is a Justinianic era codification of earlier Roman law – here we have a rescript issued by the Emperor Antoninus Pius, r. AD 138-161]
“The Power of owners over their slaves ought to be absolute, and no man’s right should be impaired. But it is in the interest of owners that protection against brutality or striation [marking] or intolerable injustice should not be denied to those who rightly appeal against them. You should therefore try complaints of those slave of Julius Sabinus who fled for refuge to the statue [of the Emperor], and if your finding is that they have been treated more harshly than is proper, or that some disgraceful injustice has been done to them, then order them to be sold with the proviso that they should not return into the power of their present owner.” 

Digest 11.4.4 [Ulpian On Edicts book 1] [Trans. by Weidemann] [As noted above the Digest was a legal compilation of earlier Roman law; Ulpian was a late 2nd to early 3rd century Jurist]
“Anyone who has hidden a runaway slave is guilty of theft…
[2] …if anyone restores such runaways to their owners within 20 days or brings them before the authorities, their previous behaviour is to be overlooked.
[8] They are kept under guard up to the time when they can be taken before the Prefect of the Vigiles or the provincial governor.
[9] Their names and distinguishing features and the names of the persons whom they may claim as their owners should be submitted to the authorities, so that runaway slaves can be more easily recognised and dealt with…” 

Papyrus from Ptolemaic Egypt (dated 146 BC) – Bruns 159.3 [in Weidemann 1981, no. 214]
“A boy called Hermon has run away at Alexandria, age about 15, wearing a cloak and a belt. Anyone who brings him back will receive [2 corrected to:] 3 talents; anyone who gives information that he is at a shrine, [1 corrected to:] 2 talents; if he is with a man who can be trusted to accept a court ruling, [3 corrected to:] 5 talents. Whoever wishes to inform the governor’s officials. There is also another slave who has run away with him, Bion. Whoever brings him back will receive the same as for the one specified above. Inform the governor’s officials above him as well.”

Symmachus Letters 9.140 [trans. by Weidemann 1981] [Symmachus was a late 4th century AD senator from Rome]
“My first reason for writing is to express my respect… The second is to claim the benefit of your proven friendship towards me with a reasonable request. Several of the slaves in my household have disappeared as runaways and are hiding in places under your authority. I ask you to listen to the evidence submitted by my agent and return these people to me… and to deny refuge to dishonest slaves.” 

Pliny the Elder Natural History 28.3 [trans. by Weidemann 1981] [The famous Pliny who died in connection with the eruption of Vesuvius, AD 79] 
“We still believe today that by their prayers our Vestal Virgins can make slaves who have run away but haven’t yet got out of Rome stay where they are.”

ILS 8726 [trans. by Weidemann 1981] [An inscription on a slave collar]
“I am called Januarius. I am the slave of Dexter, Recorder of the Senate, who lives in the Fifth Region, at the field of Marcarius.” 

Questions to consider: how easy or not might it be to runaway (depending upon circumstances)? Do the steps taken to retrieve runaway slaves by their (so-called) “owners”, and the authorities, seem effective?
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