How integral was slavery to the society and economy of ancient Rome?

Slaves formed an integral part of the Roman population[footnoteRef:1]. They were the lowest-class citizens who had no choice but to serve under someone else, either due to being brought in as a slave through warfare, born into it, or because they did not have the money to live independently[footnoteRef:2]. They contributed to both the society and to the economy whilst serving under their masters. To understand this, it is important to break down the different ways in which they functioned within the Roman world. It should be known that whilst they were not especially a favoured part of the Roman world, they were integral to the upkeep of the domus and thus the society as a whole. [1:  Shumka. 2014. Pp 74]  [2:  Shumka. 2014. Pp 80-81] 

Slaves were those who did not have freedom, they were brought into slavery because they had no other choice – either due to invasion[footnoteRef:3] or lack of money and a failing household[footnoteRef:4]. A Slave was essentially at the lowest part of the lower strata[footnoteRef:5]. They did not belong to themselves and would likely be treated as such[footnoteRef:6]. Often in modern scholarship, such as with Pomeroy and Parkin’s introductions in their sourcebook, we are given the view that slaves were always treated as little more than animals by their masters[footnoteRef:7]. However, this is not necessarily the absolute truth, there are sources, such as in the works of Pliny the Younger which illustrate a more fair and merciful treatment of the slaves[footnoteRef:8] and a disgust at mistreatment[footnoteRef:9]. Whilst the mistreatment of slaves is not frowned upon by others of the upper strata, there is a risk to being unkind in the form of uprising[footnoteRef:10]. However, their low status and ill treatment was not a complete reflection of how important they were. A slave was integral to the upkeep of even the smallest Roman household due to the severe reliance on them during the time[footnoteRef:11]. Slaves made up roughly an average of twenty per cent or more of the population of Rome[footnoteRef:12] and so that was nearly a quarter of the population that were serving people. Rome developed a reliance on slaves to help in the upkeep of the domus and become the background workhouse of the household[footnoteRef:13]. Whilst there were jobs that the other members of a domus did, all the unsavoury or frowned upon tasks would be performed by the slaves who were deigned as little more than useful labourers by the majority of Roman, slave owning, citizens[footnoteRef:14]. Nobody doubts the system of slavery in ancient Rome because it was such an integral part of the system used to uphold the entire nation[footnoteRef:15].  It was the belief of manumission which kept them motivated to work because then they could not only be Roman citizens but also become successful and leave their old life behind[footnoteRef:16]. Upon manumission, the person could then go on to create their own domus with legitimate offspring, contributing to Rome’s economy through their day jobs and employing their own slaves[footnoteRef:17]. [3:  Shumka. 2014. Pp 79]  [4:  Shumka. 2014. Pp 80-81]  [5:  Parkin and Pomeroy. 2007. Pp 154]  [6:  Marcus Sidonius Falx. How to Manage Your Slaves. Pp 55]  [7:  Parkin and Pomeroy. 2007. Pp 154]  [8:  Pliny the Younger. Letters 5.19.]  [9:  Pliny the Younger. Letters 8.16]  [10:  Pliny the Younger. Letters 3.14. ]  [11:  Jeppesen-Wigelsworth. 2014. Pp 107]  [12:  Shumka. 2014. Pp 74]  [13:  Jeppesen-Wigelsworth. 2014. Pp 107]  [14:  Hope. 2000. Pp 128]  [15:  Toner. 2014. XIII]  [16:  Shumka. 2014. Pp 91]  [17:  Hope. 2000. Pp 129] 

Whilst these citizens were lesser and generally frowned upon by the average Roman citizen, they would have contributed to the economy. A slave, like any worker in the modern age, was given pay and a general amount of upkeep by the master. However, whilst they were given a pay[footnoteRef:18], a large amount of that pay would not remain theirs. Slaves had to pay an amount to their master, any taxes, accommodation (for those living outside of the domus) and also for food. This meant that they were left with very little money to save – something which was necessary if they were going to try and buy their own freedom later on. However, as such, they were contributing to the Roman economy by paying their taxes and such. The different types of slaves also meant that they could contribute more or less to the economy. Because of the reliance on slaves or semi-free people for agricultural work and work in mines, there was a large workforce which contributed to the economy by these means[footnoteRef:19]. Slave trade also contributed to the economy, trade in general being an indicator of a successful economy[footnoteRef:20]. The agricultural economy was especially popular and required a plethora of paid labourers (slaves) in order to run them due to the labour-intensive jobs which were taking place. Their work on agricultural sites and mines also contributed to trade due to the resources which they were harvesting and then trading off[footnoteRef:21]. Furthermore, owning a lot of slaves was seen as a reflection of one’s economic status due to the money that it cost to purchase slaves and upkeep them[footnoteRef:22]. Through this collection of slaves, a master could then gain more revenue from their slaves, who would likely be rented out to perform tasks for others and could also be working in various sectors within the working world (such as doctors, teachers, agricultural workers etc)[footnoteRef:23]. Through evidence, it can thus be inferred that a slave would have been contributing to the Roman economy. [18:  Corpus Papyrorus Graecarum. 1.11]  [19:  Miguel and Núñez. 2006.]  [20:  Miguel and Núñez. 2006]  [21:  Parkin and Pomeroy. 2007. 247.]  [22:  Parkin and Pomeroy. 2007. 155.]  [23:  Parkin and Pomeroy. 2007. 157] 

To conclude, we can deduce that a slave, whilst being a lower-class citizen was integral to the society and the Roman economy. Not only did they serve to boost their master’s status, they functioned as the main labouring force in Roman society. Through their labour, they also contributed to the economy, dealing and providing produce for trades, paying taxes and through their own sale. Without the slave population, it is unlikely that the Roman’s would have thrived as they did.
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