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Slavery and Class

Thomas Habinek

1. Introduction. Slaves made Latin literature possible.  In a broad sense, the productive energies of slaves and other dependent laborers generated the surplus that sustained the leisure, or otium, necessary (in the Roman view) for the production and consumption of literary texts.  In a narrower sense, slaves and ex-slaves, functioning as readers, researchers, amanuenses, tutors, librarians, copyists, referees, and critics were integral to the creation and circulation of texts and to the transmission of the various kinds of knowledge that informed them.  Indeed, for all we know, a Roman author was no more responsible for the literary works attributed to him than a modern fashion designer can be said to have ‘made’ the clothing sold under his or her label.  The Roman ego was expandible, not limited by the boundaries of a single body.  Just as the pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ could signify ‘my slaves and I’ or ‘you and your slaves,’ so in practice a slave performed as a prosthesis of his master, even when that master was an esteemed writer (Reay 2002)  

     Given the indispensability of slaves to Roman literature (and to Roman culture more generally), we might expect surviving works of literature to display some anxiety with respect to slaves’ capabilities and their role in literary production.  We will not be disappointed.  From the clever slave of Plautine comedy, who often plays the part of theatrical impresario; to the slave who lectures the philosophical satirist Horace on commonplaces of philosophy (Satires 2.7); to the servile or all-but-servile shepherds of Virgil’s Eclogues, whom the ancient commentators regarded, not without reason, as allegories of the author and other poets; to the freedwoman conspirator (Annals 15.57) whose silence under torture mimes the silence of the young Tacitus (but he, unlike she, ‘survived himself’)--over and over again, slaves or freedmen serve as distorted counterparts of the author as creator.  Even the term that Latin writers use for playful rehearsal of serious composition, i.e. ludus, otherwise describes the activity of slaves and of children, the two categories of human beings expected always to modulate their actions to the rhythms of others.

     It is something of a truism that freedom is an absolute value only in societies that are or have been dependent on slaves (Patterson 1991).  The possibility of its loss makes freedom seem dear.  And rivalry between slaves and poor free citizens leads the latter to place a rhetorical and psychological premium on the one possession that distinguishes their condition from that of slaves.  In a similar vein,  Roman writers privilege precisely the characteristics that differentiate themselves from slaves as literary producers:  authoritative voice, potential to speak truth to power, and male potency, both literally (Ovid boasted of nine acts of sexual intercourse in a single night, Amores 3.7.25) and figuratively in the aspiration to poetic immortality.  

What a slave could not do is speak for himself, contradict a superior (except under specific circumstances, as in the case of a house-slave trained to be impertinent), or represent his life and labor as embedded in an unbroken chain of predecessors and descendants.  No slave could hope, insofar as he remained a slave, through production and reproduction, of texts or anything else, to be ‘sung throughout the whole world forever’ (in toto ut semper orbe canar, Am.1.15.8).  He was, qua slave, both ‘socially dead’ (a phrase made famous by Patterson (1982)) and socially unborn, deprived even of a name that would situate him within a family line and legitimate him as a discrete, autonomous member of the community.  Slaves had names, but these referred to ethnic background or occupation, not to the family ties that guaranteed legitimacy and determined status. How must a slave, separated forever from home and kin, have heard Horace’s boast to ‘have heaped up a monument more lasting than bronze,’ his claim to be able to escape death at Rome through poetic production and return to the land from which he came? (C. 3.30).  

     And yet the experience of individual poets and writers may have offered at least some slaves something to look forward to.  After all, many of the Roman writers whose names did come to matter, whose voices carried at least literary authority, who procreated within the literary tradition, were freed slaves or sons of slaves:  Livius Andronicus, Plautus, Terence, Horace, Phaedrus as well as less familiar figures such as Tiro, Parthenius, and Remmius Palaemon.  Their experience points to a critical difference between Roman slavery and the more familiar chattel slavery of the Americas, namely the relative frequency of manumission in the Roman world, at least among educated, urban slaves, and, more generally, the embeddedness of Roman slavery within a complex system of greater and lesser degrees of honor and shame, or abjection and elevation.  At the risk of oversimplification we might say that Roman slavery was, at least potentially, a rung on a ladder or a stage in reintegration into the community of the free, whereas New World slavery was an attempted rending of the human species into separate races.  Ancient slavery was a misfortune that could be visited on anyone of any natal status who had been captured in war or by slavers; New World slavery was a policy of racial subjugation for purposes of economic exploitation.  Such differences hardly constitute an apology for or amelioration of Roman slavery, but they must be kept in mind if we are to understand the place of slaves in the Roman literary imagination, especially in the creators’ representation of the processes and conditions of creation.  At any given moment, a slave was radically other with respect to a free person; yet it was at least possible to imagine a slave as some day becoming free.

      2 : Slavery and Honor.  The hierarchical, as opposed to strictly categorical, nature of the Roman slave system reminds us that Roman literature could be implicated in the distribution of power among and between groups ranged across a broad spectrum of (dis)empowerment.   Through their literary efforts Roman writers sought to enhance their own honor, that of their patrons and allies, and that of the Roman elite more generally (however that elite might be defined at a given point in history).  In so doing they participated in the distribution of a key constituent of social power, namely honor.  Honor was not an incidental asset, as it sometimes seems to be in contemporary society; rather it was the means through which individuals and groups were motivated to take action and a measurable indicator of status.  For example, Cicero argued that it was his prestige as a speaker that allowed him to triumph over the Catilinarian conspirators, while under the empire we hear of emperors taking action to forestall potential rivals’ accumulation of honor, including honor from  literary production (Habinek 2000).  Indeed, the role of literature in the acquisition of honor seems to expand, rather than diminish over time, as certain political and military positions come to be defined as off-limits to the senatorial aristocracy.

       By continually emphasizing its role in the creation of honor, literature implicitly accepts and reinforces a system that is ultimately dependent on the radical dishonor of the slave.  This nexus of ideas is perhaps most clearly expressed in the idea of servitium amoris, or slavery of love, that characterizes the genre of Augustan elegy.  It is through celebration in poetry of his willing enslavement to the elegiac ‘mistress’ or domina that the poet hopes to achieve eternal renown.   Propertius goes so far as to imagine a tombstone inscription that, in describing him as ‘the slave of a single love’ will make his fame outstrip that even of Achilles.(Prop. 2.13.34-38).  What is more, the elegist’s renown stands in opposition to that of his rivals, such as the soldier (e.g. Ov. Am. 1.9) or the businessman (e.g. Prop. 1.6, 1.14)  In other words, the poet seeks not only to maximize his honor within the rules of the game, but also to reinforce honor as the basis of social authority at the expense of potential competing systems of distribution of power.  In particular, the poet resists the appeal of commerce or commodification, which would, in effect undermine the importance of honor.  Here again, elegy provides a ready illustration with its repeated denunciation of both rich male rivals and money-grubbing mistresses. For the mistress to prefer expensive gifts over poetry, or a rich rival to the allegedly resourceless poet, is a repudiation not just of the poet-lover’s love for her, but of the whole system of honor and shame that structures their relationship.   It turns her, in Ovid’s harsh language (e.g. Am. 1.10.42), into a prostitute, that is to say a figure, like the slave, who lacks honor altogether.  That such concerns are not unique to the Augustan period is suggested by the poetry of Martial, composed during the reign of Domitian.  While Martial represents himself as slave to no one, nonetheless his work is rife with anxiety over his status as a relative newcomer in the social and literary elite at Rome.  In its coarsest sense, it is Martial’s ability to penetrate others--whether slaves and social subordinates with his phallus or rivals and peers with his witty invective--that secures his honor.  Not surprisingly, this set of attitudes coincides with a disdain for the financial necessities of life in the imperial capital and the attempt to dishonor others precisely through publicization of their fondness for money.

         In effect,  its ability to convey honor may well be literature’s most important social role.  Mastery of the literary tradition was an important means through which relative newcomers established their legitimacy as Romans; and the cultural authority that literature vested in honor helped to sustain both the polarity of slave and free and the hierarchical distribution of honor and shame that characterized Roman society.

3 : Slaves in Latin literature.   While representations of slaves and other dependents abound throughout the entire history of Latin literature, a few examples taken from the chronological midsection of the tradition  give some sense of the challenge they pose to the reader and of the need for nuanced interpretation attentive to the specifics of historical circumstance and the complexity of Roman social relations.

       Consider first Virgil’s Eclogues--ten short poems, in extraordinarily refined language, seeking to adapt the conventions of Theocritean pastoral to the social and literary conditions of post-civil war Rome (see Heyworth, Chapter 10 above).  The Eclogues speak of dispossession and loss, of forced migration, of the vagaries of fortune, of unrequited longing, of the ultimately futile solidarity of the oppressed.  Many of the speakers in the poems are slaves, or likely to be understood as slaves by ancient audiences.  Like slaves to slave-owners, the characters in the Eclogues are both highly individualized and virtually interchangeable:  the lack of detailed characterization that is sometimes held against Latin literature more generally is really just another way of saying that it is a product of a slave-owning, feudalistic society, one long predating the invention of Enlightenment subjectivity.  Within the Eclogues, the selection of slaves as the focalizers for meditations on historical developments that affect all society (civil war, proscription, the spectacular growth of the city of Rome, Hellenization, emperor-cult, etc.) may be a way in which the elite poet and audience negotiate their own relations of dependency (slaves evidently being ‘good to think with’).  

But the poems may also really be about slaves.  One of the striking aspects of the opening poem in the collection is its indirect yet clear reference to the treatment of Octavian as a god.  According to the historian Appian, this novel welcome of the returning strongman was due in part to his success in clearing Italy of bandits--i.e. groups of shepherds, herdsmen, and runaway slaves who preyed upon the free.   In the light of such information, the Eclogues can be read as, among other things, an attempt to reassure an urban(e) audience of the passivity of the rural oppressed and/or a plea for the inclusion of the latter in the energizing vision of a unified Italy--not a call to liberation, to be sure, but a movement of the cultural discourse in the direction, we might say, of the hierarchical as opposed to the bipolar model of slavery discussed above.

       Indeed, there is some reason to believe that the material condition of slaves, like that of other marginalized groups, did improve with the transition from aristocratic republic to hegemonic principate.  And certainly the empire’s need for a more reliable commercial and administrative bureaucracy than privilege-obsessed senators could provide was a factor in the growth and influence of the freedman sector of the population.  Literature reflects the growing influence of freedmen as well as other aspects of the evolving status-system of Roman society, but again it does so through the distorting perspective of elite authors and audiences with their own particular interests and anxieties.  For example, Horace, in his verse epistle to Florus (Epist. 2.2), constructs a kind of allegorical autobiography by way of explaining his purported retreat from literary competition, one which evinces a disturbing ambivalence toward the condition of slaves. Within the poem, Horace manages to describe himself (in sequence) as both slave and slave vendor, as heroic and cowardly soldier, as cooperative dinner guest who sings for his supper, as victim of the distractions and obligations of life at Rome, and finally as lyric poet trapped in an unsought competition with an unnamed elegist.  The movement of examples follows the chronological movement of Horace’s own life story, at least as represented elsewhere in his poetry:  from son of freedman to slave owner, from cowardly soldier at Philippi to social striver, from deferential satirist to envied and attacked lyric poet, and beyond.  Yet the end result is not a celebration of upward mobility or even a compassionate commemoration of the youthful slave who started the chain of events,  but a narrowing of the definition of freedom.  For the second half of the poem turns out to be a denunciation of enslavement to desire, property, luxury goods, exaggerated fears, and so on.  The poem thus looks forward to a widespread tendency in imperial literature to insist on liberation of the spirit alongside legal and social liberation.  

The Greek notion that condition equals character (discussed by Just 1985) can’t quite be made to fit the Roman circumstances of manumission, mobility, and integration, and so the character of the free man, his refusal to let aspects of himself (such as desire) control himself, comes to be understood as constructed by a never-ending process of personal discipline.  Hence the appeal to Latin authors of philosophical sects such as Epicureanism and Stoicism, which offer what one scholar has described as a ‘therapy of desire’ (Nussbaum 1990) - not a quick fix, but a lifelong process of self-regulation.  As Seneca advises his correspondent at the very beginning of his moral epistles, composed several generations after the Horatian prototype, ‘take possession of yourself for yourself’ (Ep. 1.1)  The term he uses for self-possession is vindicatio, which describes the legal process whereby an owner lays claim to property (such as a slave) that has been wrongfully alienated from him.   As examples of escape from real slavery multiply, elite authors promulgate a new set of criteria for membership in the club of the ‘truly’ free.  In so doing they may be seen as commending the achievements and efforts of at least some slaves, who are in fact represented as being freer, due to character, than those who possess legal freedom.   But they are also raising the bar for membership in the elite and, perhaps too, seeking to cleanse themselves of any taint of slavish dishonor in their personal or familial past.

       The obsession with differentiating slave from free, with removing traces of servile origin, spills over from concern with ethical comportment to a re-evaluation of the resources of the Latin language itself.   Linguistic formalization had long been used as a means of differentiating elite from non-elite, insider from outsider, newcomer from old-time Roman.  The Hellenization of Latin verbal performance, it might be argued, was in part an attempt to create a type of speech that had to be learned, and thus was less accessible to those with fewer material resources (Habinek (1998) 60-68).  And the privileging of certain features of style was a means of differentiating the urbane from the non-urbane, the in from the out, by republican writers as different in temperament as Catullus and Cicero.   But with the emergence of the principate, and the social changes effected thereby, concern over linguistic propriety comes to be expressed in terms of real or imagined linguistic boundaries between slave, freedman, and free, or between ‘the mob’ (vulgus) and the better sort.  

       For example, the freedman Phaedrus, it has been argued, seeks acceptance in the literary society of Rome precisely by conveying a sense that he knows and observes the limits of freedman discourse (Bloomer (1997) 73-109).  Phaedrus’ choice of genre is the iambic animal fable--a type of communication that he and others attribute to the slave’s need to disguise his true opinions through ‘made up jests’ (fictis iocis, Phaedrus 3 prol. 37; see discussion by Marchesi (2002), and also Harrison, Chapter 13 above).  Phaedrus presents these fables in Latin verse, the accuracy of which he himself represents as unassailable.  Yet the content of the fables, rather than acknowledging or promoting social mobility through education, in fact seems to criticize those who use language to rise above their assigned station:  frogs are punished for abusing their king (Phaedrus 1.2); a jackdaw suffers for disparaging his peers (Phaedrus 1.3). Indeed, the emphasis Phaedrus places on correctness of language and loyal use of voice seems to build upon the more widespread association of bodiliness with slaves, voice with free citizens.  Is Phaedrus then a traitor to his former class, revealing to the master the self-protective strategies of the slave and co-opting potentially resistant slave discourse (of the sort some scholars find in the Greek Aesopic tradition) to elite ends?  Or is he a reformer of sorts, asserting the right of participation in Latin literary culture by members of an otherwise marginal or transitional class?  And to what extent is his concentration  on animal fables to be understood in psychological terms, perhaps as a conflicted working out of the consequences of enslavement, which forced a slave to speak of himself and his fellow-sufferers as beasts in order to exercise the human faculty of speech at all?

          Freedman psychology and the social valence of language are important factors as well in one of the most memorable literary passages to deal with relations among classes, namely the banquet of Trimalchio in Petronius’ Satyrica (on this novel see Harrison, Capter 15 above). The language of the freedman Trimalchio and his dinner guests has been extensively discussed, yet in the final analysis, as Bloomer suggests, it is not possible to maintain a strict distinction between the speech of freedmen and the speech of those born free (Bloomer (1997) 196ff).   Just as Phaedrus, Seneca the Elder, and countless students at rhetoric schools presuppose that mastery of speech can grant freedmen or provincials social authority, even among their betters, so Petronius illustrates how the free may be disconnected from cultural and linguistic tradition to the same extent as the freed slaves they despise.  But Trimalchio is much more than just a foil for his free dinner guests, even though they, not he, are the main characters of the fragmentary novel.  He constitutes an elite author’s use of literary realism to depict the character of a freedman as if taken from everyday life (D’Arms (1981) 97-120; Boyce 1991).  Language, setting, and characterization conspire to make Trimalchio seem like the kind of person one might actually encounter, in contrast to the slaves of Plautine comedy who constantly call attention to their own theatricality or the shepherds of Virgil’s Eclogues who illustrate situations rather than creating them.  

This realism, paradoxically, should put us on guard against reading the Satyrica as a source for social mores or aspects of everyday life.  It may well be more appropriate to regard it as an artistic strategy through which the author strives to make his own view of class relations appear inevitable.   As Erich Auerbach argued long ago, the realism of classical literary texts, in which characters of lower social status are consigned to the realm of the comic or satiric, was not the only realism available, even in the Roman era.  In contrast to classical texts, Biblical stories written in the same era allow for the possibility that a tragic, self-reflective character can emerge from the lower orders.   While Auerbach’s specific claims about the text of Petronius’ Satyrica have been modified by more recent scholars and critics, his larger social-historical point bears repeating:  namely, that the limited realism of classical literature, which by and large denies complex subjectivity to lower-class characters, corresponds to a limited historical consciousness that fails to probe ‘the social forces underlying the facts and conditions’ presented in literature (Auerbach (1953) 31).

        Yet in one respect, at least, Petronius does seem to illuminate a genuine, class-specific practice attested by other sources.  I am referring to his depiction of Trimalchio’s concern with the circumstances of his own funeral and postmortem commemoration (Sat. 71-72, 78). For, as it turns out, besides animal fables, funeral epitaphs for freedmen and women, and to a lesser extent slaves, provide precious access to what  might be called subaltern subjectivity (for examples of such epitaphs, see Joshel 1992).  These texts themselves are of course conditioned by the expectations of elite practice and discourse, and thus in no sense constitute unmediated access to the thoughts and feelings of the oppressed.  But their very existence gives us some sense of what aspects of elite culture slaves and freedmen found it most important to claim for themselves.  As indicated above, the experience of the slave was one of uprooting from connections of place and community over time.  To this situation slaves and ex-slaves responded with the shared, coded discourse of fable and with ritual commemoration in the form of funerary monuments and epitaphs.  Petronius indicates awareness of both practices by introducing animal fables into the discourse of his freedmen and by having Trimalchio design his own monument and epitaph.  The epitaph parodies those of the elite, referring to honors accepted and rejected, and listing personal characteristics:  external and internal indicators of a life well led.  There is a final joke--’he never listened to a philosopher’--that is not so funny after all if we consider that philosophers might well have told Trimalchio that he wasn’t truly free.  And there is a heading for the whole monument, to be placed, as Trimalchio puts it, ‘before everything else,’ namely ‘this monument is not to pass to an heir’ (hoc monumentum heredem non sequatur, Sat. 71.7)  

       What are we to make of Trimalchio as end of his own line?  Of his request for depictions of a puppy and a dove where children might have been expected to appear?  Is Petronius mocking the greed and selfishness of this multimillionaire, who cannot bear the thought of ‘suffering injury’ (Sat. 71.8) even after he is dead?  Are we to laugh at his misapprehension of the conventions he seeks to appropriate?  Do we list Trimalchio with other examples of a supposed world-weariness brought on by the decadent luxury of Neronian Rome?  Or is it just possible that his life experience is something Trimalchio wants no heir to replicate?  that his final act of self-assertion is to deny the connection between reproduction and freedom, to re-write the script that would  equate condition with character?  For all that literature as a system reinforces the strongly hierarchical nature of Roman society and seeks to reproduce the conditions of its own production (i.e. dependence on slave labor), it can never fully contain the contradictory impulses and conflicting discourses that go into its creation.  Thus, now as always, it is the reader who is at least partially responsible for the ethics of the text as she or he decides what aspects to observe and value.

Guide to Further Reading

For background information on the legal and social conditions of slaves see Bradley (1987, 1994).  On the involvement of slaves and freedmen in the circulation of literary texts see Horsfall (1995) and Houston (2002). Kaster (1988) examines the social status of teachers of literature.  The role of slaves in the Roman literary imagination is the subject of Fitzgerald (2000).  Also relevant are the essays gathered in Murnaghan and Joshel (1998).   McCarthy (2000) is a careful consideration of the figure of the slave in relation to various forms of domination within the works of a single author, the comic playwright Plautus.  So too Garrido-Horry (1981, 1984) on Martial.  Essays in Giardina and Schiavone (1981) specifically relate texts by Cicero, Valerius Maximus, and others, to the tension between commerce and landowning as sources of wealth in the Roman world.  Roller (2001) provides an excellent account of elite authors’ use of slavery as a way of comprehending and constructing their own relationship to the emperor. 

The role of honor in the distribution of power at Rome is considered by Lendon (1997); its place in the psychology of Roman authors is the subject of Barton (2001).  Barton rightly notes that the slave himself may have felt honor or shame; but this does not change the fact that from the vantage point of ideology (not to mention law) the slave was without honor.  For more detailed discussion of the interconnection of literary form and social status throughout the history of Latin literature see Habinek (1998) as well as the essays in Habinek and Schiesaro (1997), especially those pertaining to the topic of ‘status anxiety.’  Bloomer (1997) discusses the politics of proper Latinity, while   Habinek (2000) provides a case study of the role of literary prestige in the reproduction of social power.  Joshel (1992) considers non-elite perspectives as presented in inscriptions.   Holzberg (2002) provides the raw material for a re-evaluation of the social dynamics of animal fable in the Greco-Roman world--a topic that has attracted much attention lately from widely differing perspectives, e.g. Hopkins (1993), Bloomer (1997), and Henderson (2001).  Williams (1995) makes an interesting (but in this author’s view, unsuccessful) attempt to remove Horace from the list of low status authors.  In general it seems fair to say that scholars are only beginning to clarify the degree to which anxiety about status and class permeates Latin literature and to understand the role of literature in the maintenance and distribution of power in the Roman world. 


