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Chapter 1

Approaching Slavery in
Ancient Greece

Motivations, Methods and Definitions

◈

At some date in the fourth century BCE, a slave laboring in a
metal-casting workshop engraved (or had someone engrave for
him) a short letter on a piece of lead. The letter reads:

Lesis sends [this letter] to Xenocles and his mother,
[asking] that they not overlook at all the fact that he is
perishing in a foundry, but that they go to his masters and
find a better situation for him. For I have been handed
over to a thoroughly wicked man, and I am perishing
from being whipped. I am tied up. I am treated like dirt
… more and more!1

This letter is exceptional in that it provides direct access to the
voice of a slave who lived almost two and a half thousand
years ago. As we shall see, such direct evidence is exceedingly
rare.2 We learn in this letter that Lesis is a slave whose masters
have put him to work in a metal-casting workshop where he is
treated so brutally that he believes he will die.3 Lesis writes to



his mother, presumably also a slave, and Xenocles, her partner,
asking that they approach his masters and find new
employment for him.

The letter raises many questions. Most generally, we
might ask whether Lesis’ situation is typical of slaves in
ancient Greece.4 Notable features of Lesis’ condition are that
he seems to have more than one master, and that he is being
rented out to work in a metal-casting workshop. Moreover, he
is treated brutally, whipped and tied up (Fig. 1.2). We might
further wonder whether slaves typically labored in
manufacturing workshops or were employed primarily in other
sectors of the economy; for example, in agriculture and
domestic service. Similarly, we might ask whether Lesis’
overseer at the workshop was a particularly “wicked man,” as
Lesis claims, or whether such brutal treatment was typical.
Finally, we might wonder whether Lesis was literate. Did he
actually write the letter that he “sends” to Xenocles and his
mother, or did he find someone else to write it for him? Given
that teaching slaves to read was illegal in some slave-owning
societies (e.g., the American South), this question broaches the
larger issue of whether slaves were literate in ancient Greece.



Fig. 1.2 Fifth-century vase depicting a figure tied up
(suspended?) and beaten (?) in a pottery workshop. Black-
figure skyphos from Exarchos, Lokris.

Athens, National Archaeological Museum A 442.
Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports / Archaeological

Resources Fund.

These are just a few of the issues raised by this
exceptional document. But these queries provide an entry
point into some of the big questions that this book aims to
answer. In particular, we will ask what it was like to be a slave
in ancient Greece, and how the experience of slavery in
ancient Greece was different from or similar to the experiences
of slaves in other times and places. Key questions here include
how individuals became enslaved, how they worked and lived,
and the nature of their relations with other slaves – as well as
their masters. As far as possible, this book will attempt to
answer these questions from the point of view of the slaves
themselves rather than from that of their masters. This aim,
however, raises a crucial methodological challenge since most
of our sources derive from slave-owners rather than slaves.
This is a challenge that I address in more detail below.



Before proceeding further, however, it is necessary to
specify more precisely the chronological and geographical
scope of this study. The term “ancient Greece” is a general
one that can refer to a broad span of time from the great palace
cultures of the Late Bronze Age (c.1500–1200 BCE) to the
kingdoms of the successors of Alexander the Great (c.323–30
BCE). Within this time span, ancient Greek culture spread
across a huge swath of territory from southern Italy and Sicily
to Egypt and the Middle East. While slavery existed in all of
these times and places, the focus of this study will be on the
society of the ancient Greeks as it existed in the classical
period – that is, roughly 500–300 BCE – in the city-states of
mainland Greece and the islands and coasts of the Aegean Sea.
The reasons for this choice are pragmatic. This is the period
and these are the places for which we have the best evidence
and therefore for which we can understand the workings of
slavery best.

A central question that this book poses is the question of
the degree to which slave labor contributed to what we
identify today as the culture and society of ancient Greece.
This question can be posed in two ways. On the one hand, we
might ask to what extent was the labor of slaves crucial to the
prosperity that allowed free Greeks the leisure to engage in
politics, warfare and the intellectual and artistic pursuits for
which they are so famous? In other words, we might ask
whether any of the well-known features of ancient Greece
would have been possible without the labor of slaves,
including Athenian democracy, the Spartan army or the



literary and philosophical works of intellectuals such as
Sophocles and Aristotle?

Another, equally important way of posing the question is
to ask what direct contribution slaves made to the culture that
we tend to attribute to the (free, citizen) Greeks? Here we
might ask, who painted the vases that sit in our museums as
prime examples of the artistic achievement of the Greeks?
Who carved the stones that adorn the architectural wonders of
the ancient Greeks? Were these products of free labor, the
labor of enslaved groups or a combination of both? As we will
see, in each of these areas – and even in relation to the literary
and intellectual culture of Greece – slaves made a significant
direct contribution. In asking these questions, moreover, this
book aims not only to bring to the foreground the central role
of slaves in almost every sphere of Greek culture and society
but also to underscore the ways that the achievements of
Greece are inextricably tied to a system of brutal exploitation.

That said, a key argument of this book is that slaves
themselves were active in shaping the conditions of their
enslavement. While forceful control by others was obviously
the most fundamental aspect of the slave condition, this study
shows that slaves were very resourceful in exploiting whatever
opportunities existed for improving their situation. The most
important such opportunity, as we shall see, was the
dependence of slave-owners themselves on the slaves’ labor
and – most crucially – slave-owners’ frequent need to
acknowledge their slaves’ human capacity for rational self-
direction (paradoxically, the very thing that the ideology of



slave-ownership attempts to deny). This book, therefore, will
examine not only the most well-known types of slave
resistance such as flight and rebellion, but also the myriad
ways that slaves maneuvered to improve their conditions by
exploiting some of the tensions and contradictions within the
system of slavery itself.

The chapters of this book will address these questions and
many others. Like most historical questions worth asking,
however, the answers are complex and must be approached by
recognizing the diverse experiences of slaves in ancient
Greece. Generalizations can be made, but they should not be
allowed to obscure the startling range of experiences of slaves
in the ancient world. This book will therefore tread a fine line
between highlighting some fundamental features of slavery in
ancient Greece, and giving the reader a sense of the rich
diversity of experiences of individual slaves both within
particular Greek city-states and across the Greek landscape.
Some of this intriguing complexity can been grasped by the
following sample of a few aspects of slavery in ancient Greece
that may be surprising to some.

Slavery was not primarily based on notions of racial
difference, and the Greeks enslaved their fellow
Greeks, along with other ethnic groups.

Some slaves lived and worked independently from
their masters and were able to keep a portion of their
earnings. Some of these slaves even accumulated
considerable personal fortunes.



This list of some features of slavery in ancient Greece is not
comprehensive, of course, and is certainly not intended to
diminish our understanding of the cruelty, violence and
inhumanity of slavery. We will have plenty of opportunity to
observe the brutality of Greeks towards their slaves in the
chapters that follow. What the list does do, however, is to
caution us against simplistic readings of slavery in ancient
Greece that emphasize its violence without doing justice to the
complex relations between slaves and their owners. It is
altogether appropriate to feel moral outrage at the hypocrisy of
the ancient Greeks, who championed freedom in their political
discourse yet denied it to many members of their own
communities. Yet, frank acknowledgement of the failings of
Greek society must be carefully contextualized and balanced
with an examination of all the evidence in its perplexing
diversity.

Why Should We Care?

Some slaves were publicly owned by the state and
performed important civic roles. For example, publicly
owned slaves were responsible for ascertaining the
authenticity of coins used in the marketplace and
others served as a police force to keep public order.

Some slaves escaped their masters by seeking asylum
in religious sanctuaries and either becoming “slaves of
a god” or requesting sale to a new master.



Why should we care about slavery in ancient Greece, beyond
intellectual curiosity at best, or mere antiquarianism at worst?
In fact, there are two principal reasons why we should strive to
understand the role of slavery in ancient Greece.

The first reason is closely related to the point made above
about the diversity of the slave experience. Slavery is an
important aspect of the history of ancient Greece, and by
ignoring it not only do we fail to provide a complete picture of
Greek society but we also risk giving an unduly positive (or
negative) representation of it. Long gone are the days when
scholars heralded the “glory that was Greece,” yet ancient
Greece still occupies a privileged place in history. What if, as
hypothesized above, the great achievements attributed to the
free Greeks were underwritten by the brutal exploitation of
other human beings? Even if we do not discount these
achievements because of their entanglement with an unjust
and inhumane system of unfree labor, nevertheless,
acknowledgement of slavery puts ancient Greece in a more
balanced historical perspective. As Keith Bradley, an historian
of ancient Rome, puts it:

Ancient societies depended on slave labor. It does not
follow that what is admirable from the past is any less
admirable; it simply means that the price of the admirable
– an incalculable degree of human misery and suffering –
is given its full historical due.5

A second reason for studying ancient slavery is that it provides
a useful point of comparison and contrast to better-known
slave societies such as those arising from the transatlantic



slave trade. While there are considerable similarities between
ancient slave societies and their more recent counterparts, the
differences are as illuminating as the similarities. For example,
while in the American South in the nineteenth century, racial
ideas were the primary mode of distinguishing free from slave,
the Greeks (as we have already mentioned) were in fact rather
indiscriminate in subordinating individuals and groups to
slavery. Indeed, they frequently enslaved one another – that is
their fellow Greeks – and often found their largest sources of
slaves among fellow Europeans and peoples inhabiting the
broadly defined region of the eastern Mediterranean and
Middle East. These peoples were often not visibly different
from Greeks in skin color and other physical features, and
their submission to slavery, as we shall see, was not primarily
justified along racial lines.6

The larger point for current purposes is that the example
of ancient Greece illustrates the diverse ways that slavery was
justified in historical societies, and shows that biologically
based racist thought is not a given in slave owning societies.
Indeed, although nineteenth-century race-based slavery looms
large in modern historical consciousness, it is in fact the
exception rather than the norm among historical slave
societies. Recognition of the various forms of discrimination
that have underwritten slavery in historical societies,
moreover, allows us to better understand and acknowledge the
shifting contours of discriminatory thought in our own times.
As Benjamin Isaac puts it:



Racism has been with us for a long time and in various
cultures, adopting various different shapes. It continues
and will continue to be with us. If we recognize only one
variety that belongs to a restricted period, we may fail to
recognize it as it emerges in altered guise.7

In other words, the study of slavery in ancient Greece can
contribute to contemporary discussions of racism by
illustrating some of the myriad ways that constructions of
difference have been used to justify the unequal distribution of
power in society. Moreover, as we shall see, the patent
artificiality of these ideological structures in ancient Greece,
and the ways that they changed over time, are an important
reminder of the susceptibility of all societies – including our
own – to patterns of prejudicial thought. We will return to this
point in Chapter 6.

Sources and Methods
A key question in the study of slavery in ancient Greece is one
of evidence. Apart from a few sources such as the letter from
the slave with which this chapter began, there are no first-
person accounts of slavery surviving from ancient Greece. We
have no Solomon Northrup or Harriet Jacobs from Greek
antiquity.8 What we do have are the material remains and
literary works produced by the free-citizen population, and –
an important qualification – usually the most elite strata within
the citizen population. As we shall see, while evidence of
slavery is very scant in the material record, slaves and slavery



appear in literature with considerable frequency, confirming
the impression of the pervasiveness of slavery in ancient
Greece. Yet, as we might expect, neither do these depictions
give a complete account of slave life nor are they written from
a slave’s perspective. How, then, can we study the lives of
slaves given that our primary informants are free Greeks who
had no particular interest in recording the experiences and
perspectives of slaves? A few examples will illustrate the
difficulties of grasping the slaves’ experience from ancient
Greek literature.

In his epic poem The Odyssey, Homer provides a portrait
of one of Odysseus’ few loyal slaves, the swineherd Eumaeus.
Although this poem predates classical Greece by a few
centuries and therefore reflects a form of slavery that was in
some ways distinct from those of classical Greece, the figure
of the slave Eumaeus will serve to illustrate the
methodological issues at stake in understanding slavery from
literary sources.9 When we first meet Eumaeus in Book 14 of
the poem, he is desperately longing for the return of his master
from the Trojan War. In a brilliant deployment of dramatic
irony, Homer constructs a scene in which Eumaeus bemoans
the absence of Odysseus in the presence of Odysseus himself.
The latter, of course, is disguised as a wandering beggar in
order to avoid the risk of being murdered on his return by the
suitors of his wife, who believe him long dead. In this scene,
Eumaeus speaks of Odysseus as if he were a loving father, and
laments the loss of the benefactions that he believes that
Odysseus would have granted him on his return.



Indeed, the gods prevented the return of the man

who would love me kindly and would have given me 
property,

the sort that a benevolent master gives his slave

– a house and a plot of land, and a much-wooed wife –

who toils a great deal for him.10

Contrary to what we might expect, Eumaeus not only seems to
accept the necessity of working as a slave for Odysseus, but
even praises Odysseus for his generosity and kindness. Later
on in the story, Eumaeus makes several general criticisms of
his fellow slaves, noting their tendency to shirk work and
behave reprehensibly.

Slaves, when their masters cease to have power,

No longer want to do their fair share of work,

For, far-thundering Zeus takes away half of the 
excellence

of a man when the day of slavery overtakes him.11

It strikes the reader as odd that such criticism of slaves is put
in the mouth of a slave, albeit a loyal one. As scholars of
ancient slavery, we might ask if such words are a genuine
reflection of the voice or perspective of slave, or if they better
represent what Homer and his fellow free Greeks wanted to
believe about slaves?

These passages are most often interpreted as a reflection
of the paternalistic ideology of slave-owners who wished to



encourage a submissive attitude among their slaves.12 This
ideology included the notion that slaves not only needed
rational direction from their masters in order to live productive
and satisfying lives, but that their hard work and loyalty would
ultimately be fairly rewarded. On this reading, the passage is a
very partial reflection of the system by which slaves were
controlled. As we shall see in Chapter 5, although a system of
rewards was utilized by slave-owners to incentivize hard work
among their slaves, it existed alongside a system of
deprivation and punishment that played an equal or perhaps
even greater role in extracting labor from slaves. On this
interpretation, Eumaeus is a character thoroughly shaped by
the needs of Homer’s slave-owning audience, and certainly not
a reflection of the perspectives of real slaves concerning the
conditions of their servitude.

On the other hand, it is possible, of course, that Homer’s
character Eumaeus was created to appear historically plausible
and thus recognizable to Homer’s audience. Accordingly, we
might conclude that Eumaeus is representative of a certain
group of hardworking and loyal slaves who willingly accepted
their slavery in return for the promise of concrete rewards.
Furthermore, one could even detect an attempt, in Eumaeus’
first speech, to shape the institution of slavery in ways that
were beneficial to slaves. By articulating an ideal image of a
benevolent master, while not questioning his subordinate
status, the character of Eumaeus encourages his master to
provide benefits that come very close to the perquisites usually
reserved for the free – a family, house and land of their own.



Furthermore, by suggesting that this treatment is the proper
way that a master should reward a loyal slave, Eumaeus’
character may reflect the strategies of actual slaves to shape
the system of rewards by which, at least in part, they were
controlled.13 If this interpretation is correct, then, we see in
this passage an example of the slave agency that I highlighted
as a theme of this book.

But which of these two interpretations of the passage is
more plausible? Let’s look at a few more examples before
answering. At the beginning of Euripides’ tragic play Medea
of 431 BCE, the male slave-tutor of Medea’s children
addresses Medea’s slave-nurse as “the possession of my
mistress” and asks the slave-nurse why she is so upset. The
nurse responds by saying that “good slaves are disturbed by
the misfortunes of their masters and feel it in their hearts.”14

The Greek word for “possession,” ktema, is a term that
usually denotes movable property – furniture, money,
livestock and, of course, slaves.15 We might wonder,
nevertheless, whether an actual slave – rather than a slave
character in a play written by and for free Greeks – would
address another slave with such an impersonal and
dehumanizing form of address? Did some slaves openly accept
and affirm their status as property or does this word choice
express the slave-owners’ perspective on slaves as mere pieces
of property? As we shall see in more detail shortly, Aristotle, a
free and leisured Greek intellectual, provides perhaps the most
blunt expression of this conceptualization of slaves as property



when he classifies slaves as “living tools” (ὄργανα ἔμψυχα)
and “animate property” (κτῆμα ἔμψυχον).

Returning to Euripides’ play, we might further question
the nurse’s dictum that “good slaves” sympathize with the
sufferings of their masters. Again, we must ask whether this
saying expresses a slave’s perspective on slaves or only what
slave-owners wished to believe about (or encourage in) their
slaves? Alternatively, we might speculate that both the form of
address and the dictum represent the ways that actual slaves
might address one another, but only as they would speak in the
presence of slave-owners themselves. That is to say, this form
of speech represents what the political scientist James Scott
calls the “public transcript” – namely, the ways that
subordinate individuals speak in the presence of their superiors
in order to put on display their submission to the existing
power structure.16 When slaves speak among themselves,
Scott posits, they express a much more critical attitude
towards their masters and the institution of slavery. While
there are no free characters on the stage when the two slaves
speak to one another in the play, it is reasonable to consider
the audience of free Greeks watching the play as the target of
this form of subordinate speech. On this interpretation, then,
the slave-tutor and slave-nurse provide a window on to a
particular slave strategy – the performed deference that was
aimed at securing rewards for slaves from masters.

Whichever interpretation we choose, we are once again
confronted with the problem of literary evidence that is
produced by and for free Greeks. How are we to decide which,



if any, of this material is realistic and which is a product of the
slave-owners’ fantasies, desires and ideological needs?

A final example comes from the Athenian comic
playwright Menander. In his fourth-century play Aspis, or
“The Shield,” Menander depicts a loyal slave named Daos.
When Smikrines, a free character, tries to solicit the slave
Daos’ help in his scheme to marry his niece – who is due an
inheritance of land – Daos demurs in the following way:

Smikrines, this saying appears to me

To be thoroughly worth meditating upon:

“Know who you are!” Permit me to obey it

and refer to me those matters which are

appropriate for a good slave.

Daos then lists the knowledge that is appropriate for a slave,
and again refuses to play a role in matters that are above his
pay grade. These matters include marriages and their resulting
inheritances of land and other goods.

I am able to demonstrate that the seals are on the 
goods,

and show you the contracts my master made

with some men while abroad. These things, if someone

should command me, I will expound them one by one:

where they were made, how, and with what witnesses.

Concerning a piece of land, Smikrines, or, by Zeus, an 
heiress,



And marriages and kin affairs and disputes – don’t 
involve Daos.

You yourself engage in the matters of free men

for whom such matters are appropriate.17

Significantly, Daos acknowledges that slaves had considerable
knowledge of their masters’ business affairs. For
example,Daos claims precise knowledge of the contents of his
master’s property. Moreover, he claims that he has accurate
knowledge of all aspects of his master’s foreign business
deals: “where they were made, how and with what witnesses.”
This representation of the role of slaves in the financial
transactions of free Greek men accords well with a variety of
other evidence, as we shall discuss in Chapter 3, and seems to
capture one aspect of the reality of master-slave relations.

On the other hand, Daos’ repudiation of any role in the
marriage schemes of his master is not so easy to interpret, and
an understanding of the literary context and particularly, the
nature of ancient comedy is needed to grasp the scene’s
significance for interpreting Greek slavery. As in many Greek
comedies, there is a reversal of the normative hierarchy of
slave and master. Smikrines has asked his nephew’s slave for
help in matters of marriage and inheritance – matters that were
normally considered the prerogative of the free alone.
Furthermore, while Smikrines is driven by greed to transgress
the norms of master-slave relations, Daos, the slave, is
principled and refuses to become involved in matters that are



not within his sphere of competence according to Greek slave-
owners’ own ideology.

In observing these reversals, we might question whether a
real slave would be so eager to reinforce an ideology that kept
him firmly in a subordinate position. Or, is it possible that this
comic reversal aims to reinforce the normative order precisely
by reversing it in absurd ways? The ridiculousness of the
whole scene is particularly underlined by the depiction of the
slave rebuking a free Greek by deploying a celebrated piece of
Greek wisdom. Indeed, the saying – “Know who you are” –
was inscribed on the temple of Apollo at Delphi, an oracular
shrine that served as the religious center of the Greek world.

The interpretative dilemmas of this play are only
increased in the subsequent lines in which Daos both signals
his rejection of the morality of free Greeks, and affirms (albeit
sarcastically) the superior rationality of the free.

I am a Phrygian. Much of your “good” morality

appalls me and vice versa.

Why worry about my opinions? You are

more rational than I, of course.18

In this passage, we seem to get a slave’s perspective on the
cultural differences between his master and himself. Yet in the
next line, Daos affirms his acceptance of his own
subordination by acknowledging the master’s greater claim to
the supreme human quality of rationality. Or, is this another
example of Scott’s “public transcript” – namely, the way



subordinates speak in the presence of their superiors? Once
again, we are faced with the difficulties of deciding whether
the depiction of slavery in Greek literature reflects slave-
owners’ perceptions or projections, or, in fact, captures some
aspects of the actual lived experience of slaves in ancient
Greece.

The three examples that we have just analyzed from three
different texts – Homer’s Odyssey, Euripides’ Medea and
Menander’s Aspis – illustrate the general problem and
challenge of the study of ancient slavery.19 Epic poetry,
tragedy, comedy and other genres of Greek literature all
feature slaves, but none aims primarily to explain the origins,
roles and experiences of slaves per se, let alone represent
slavery from the slaves’ perspective. We are on slightly better
ground with philosophical and economic treatises of authors
such as Plato and Xenophon, since these works sometimes
discuss the role of slavery in society and the economy. But
even so, this evidence is written from a particular perspective
(elite, free, male) and usually forms part of an ideological or
philosophical agenda, rather than an historical one.

Furthermore, the scant evidence of archaeology provides
only meager insight into the living conditions of slaves.20

There are no clearly identifiable slave quarters or workshops,
since slaves often lived and worked in rooms that were used
interchangeably with the free. With a few exceptions, the
closest we come to the voice of a slave in the archaeological
record is the lead letter with which this chapter began. The
funeral monuments of skilled slaves and ex-slaves augment



this meager record since these sometimes recorded the ethnic
identity and occupations of the deceased.21 Vase painting and
the sculptural arts sometimes depict figures that might be
slaves, but identification is often problematic, since it is not
always easy to distinguish between free Greek and slave by
dress, occupation, ethnicity or race.22

With these meager or indirect pieces of evidence, what
options remain for the historian interested in understanding the
experience of slaves in ancient Greece?

First of all, the available evidence, though often indirect,
is still valuable. Most obviously, the views of slave-owners
themselves are revealed through their representations of
slaves. By understanding how slave-owners viewed – or
wished to view – their slaves, we can better see how slave-
owners’ ideological needs (to maintain and justify the slave
system) distort the actual experience of slavery. For example, a
constant theme in Greek literature is that slaves are foolish and
lazy and therefore need to be guided and disciplined in order
to live productive lives. This theme runs throughout Greek
literature from Homer’s Odyssey, as we have just seen, to
Aristotle’s notorious theory of natural slavery (discussed
below) according to which slaves lack reason and are better off
if their labor is subject to the rational direction of a free citizen
male.23

If we set aside the obvious justificatory aim behind the
frequent representation of slaves as foolish and lazy, however,
we might argue, as one scholar has done, that this portrait of
slaves reflects slave resistance to their masters, rather than



their actual inability to perform tasks without direction.24 As
we know from comparative evidence from countries like
Brazil, Cuba and the United States, slaves often resisted their
masters by purposely breaking tools, working slowly and
otherwise impeding the work that they were forced to
perform.25 In other words, the representation of slaves as
foolish and lazy does reflect some aspects of the behaviors of
slaves, but does not accurately capture the reasons for these
behaviors. This is just one example of how careful
consideration of the ideological context of representations of
slaves in Greek literature can reveal the experiences of slavery
from the slaves’ perspective. It also shows how comparative
evidence from more recent and better-documented slave-
owning societies can shed light on the partial evidence that we
have for slavery in ancient Greece.

A further source of information on slavery in ancient
Greece is inscriptions – that is, writings engraved on stone and
sometimes on other hard surfaces. This type of evidence has
some of the same biases as literary sources in so far as
inscriptions were often composed by and for the free male
citizen population. For example, we have lists of property –
including slaves – confiscated from citizens who had
committed crimes. Similarly, we have lists of payments to
skilled craftsmen – including slave-craftsmen – who worked
on various public building projects, as well as lists of rowers –
including slave-rowers – in the navy.26 Despite the primary
purpose of these documents to provide a public record of the
judicial, civic and military activities of the state – that is, the



community of free male citizens – these texts nevertheless
reveal key facts about slaves. For example, these public
documents reveal slave names, slave occupations and slave
sale prices, not to mention the fact of slave labor in some key
areas of the economy and civic life.

While these public records reveal a lot about slaves in
one particular Greek city-state – namely, Athens – other types
of public inscriptions come from a variety of Greek
communities and reveal aspects of slave experience
throughout Greece. For example, slaves freed at religious
sanctuaries and theaters sometimes left a permanent record of
their liberation. The best-known records of this type are a set
of over one thousand inscriptions from the temple of Apollo at
Delphi, relating to the grant of freedom to some thirteen
hundred slaves.27 Although these inscriptions are later in date
than the primary period under consideration in this book (they
date between 201 BCE and c.100 CE), they are nevertheless
an invaluable source of information for how some slaves
secured their freedom. Furthermore, these inscriptions may be
supplemented by records from other parts of Greece which
date anywhere from the sixth to the fourth century BCE.
Among these records is a set of inscriptions from fourth-
century Athens recording the dedication of silver bowls to
Athena by emancipated slaves.28 In the Peloponnesian city of
Epidaurus, an inscription provides the names of slaves who
were declared free in the theater.29 As already mentioned, we
have tombstones erected for slaves or recently liberated slaves,
who sometimes mention their profession, ethnic origin and



other personal qualities.30 Even monuments erected by free
men can sometimes attest to slave experiences. For example, a
tombstone for an ex-slave slave-dealer depicts slaves linked by
neck chains, and other funeral monuments depict a master
alongside his slaves (Fig. 1.3).31

Fig. 1.3 Tombstone of Aulos Kapreilios Timotheos, a slave-
trader. Aulos is depicted on the upper register, while scenes
from his profession – including a group of slaves being
transported – appear in the lower registers. For a discussion
and close-up image of the slaves, see Chapter 2 and Fig. 2.7.

(Line drawing by Sophie Forsdyke Larsen.)



By combining different types of evidence (literary,
epigraphical, archaeological), moreover, one can often make
more of the evidence than would be possible by relying on one
type alone. For example, sometimes the inscriptional evidence
provides confirmation of the testimony of literature, or
provides details of aspects of slavery that we know of only in
general terms from literature. On other occasions, the
inscriptional evidence can even correct the representations of
slavery in the literary sources. This is not to say that
inscriptions are factual “documents,” or that Greek literature
is merely literary or ideological fiction. Inscriptions, just as
literature, are a subjective representation of reality, and
literature does sometimes represent slavery in historically
realistic ways. Careful consideration of all the evidence,
however, can provide a more solid base for reconstructing
aspects of slavery than reliance on one type of evidence alone.

Beyond the use of all types of ancient evidence, a final
approach to understanding slavery in ancient Greece is to
compare and contrast the evidence for ancient slavery with
that from other, often better attested, slave societies.
Comparison with societies such as ancient Rome, and
nineteenth-century Brazil, the Caribbean and the Southern
United States can reveal many illuminating similarities and
differences. Furthermore, such comparisons can help us
understand what was distinctive about slavery in ancient
Greece, and what was more typical of slave-owning societies.
For example, comparison with these other societies shows that
Greece was fairly typical of slave societies in terms of the



infrequency of slave rebellions.32 In Greece, as in most slave-
owning societies except for the Caribbean, conditions were not
conducive to major slave rebellions.33 Instead, slaves resorted
to less risky forms of resistance, including working slowly,
breaking tools and otherwise thwarting the will of their
masters.34 By contrast, ancient Greece, along with Rome,
seems to be distinctive in permitting and even encouraging
literacy and numeracy in its slave population. For example,
some slaves served as archivists, accountants and bankers,
and, as we saw in the case of the comic Daos above, managed
the financial affairs of their owners.

One method which has been used to study more recent
slave-owning societies is not possible for ancient Greece –
namely, the quantitative, or, as it is known among scholars of
slavery in the American South, the “cliometric” method.35

This approach, introduced in the 1970s, attempts to study
slavery using the methods of formal economics rather than
“softer” sociological and historical methods. By attempting to
quantify aspects of slavery such as the productivity of slaves,
scholars employing this method challenge orthodox
interpretations of slavery in the American South as an
inefficient system of labor that would have fallen out of favor
even without the Civil War. While the particular conclusions
of this “quantitative turn” in slave studies are controversial,
and indeed rejected by many scholars today, the attempt to
establish the basic parameters of a system of slavery in terms
of numbers could potentially be illuminating.36 Unfortunately,
however, quantitative analysis of slavery in ancient Greece is



next to impossible for lack of sufficient data.37 We do not have
accurate population figures for slaves, let alone productivity
figures.38 Even if we had reliable numbers for economic
output, it would be hard to determine which portion of that
output was generated by slaves, since, as we shall see, slaves
and free persons often labored alongside one another in
ancient Greece.

What Is Slavery?
The ancient Greeks have not, for the most part, provided
modern scholars with neat definitions of the various groups in
their communities. The Greeks “lived” their social categories,
rather than theorized about them (Aristotle and a few other
intellectuals are exceptions). Modern historians, however,
generally require that fundamental concepts be clearly defined
as part of historical analysis. The historian is therefore faced
with the daunting task of trying to reconstruct the underlying
concepts behind a variety of different types of evidence
concerning slavery in ancient Greece.

Modern Definitions and Debates

One starting point is to look at modern definitions and
determine how far they apply to the ancient world. Modern
definitions of slavery, however, have themselves been subject
to debate and evolution. While originally based on ancient
Roman legal concepts of slavery – that is, of legal ownership
of one person by another – a strong movement of legal



scholars, historians and journalists has been lobbying to
broaden the definition of slavery to include the domination by
force of one person by another, whether or not legal ownership
is involved. This expansion of the definition of slavery is a
result of the recognition of the continued existence of slave-
like conditions despite the abolition of legal slavery
throughout the modern world.

Modern definitions of slavery begin with the League of
Nations Slavery Convention of 1926. Article 1 (1) of the
convention defined slavery as

The status or condition of a person over whom any or all
of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are
exercised.

While it is clear that the framers of the convention had the
genuine right of legal ownership in mind, it soon became a
matter of debate as to whether actual legal ownership was
required to constitute slavery or simply the exercise of “the
powers attaching to the right of ownership” without any legal
ownership.39 At stake was the question of whether practices
analogous to slavery where no legal ownership was involved –
such as forced labor, debt bondage and servile forms of
marriage – could be classified as slavery and hence regulated
by the convention.

This question was partially resolved in 1956 when the
United Nations enacted the Supplementary Convention on the
Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and
Practices Similar to Slavery. This resolution maintained the
definition of slavery from the 1926 convention, but added



other forms of “servitude” – debt bondage, serfdom, servile
forms of marriage and the exploitation of children and
adolescents – as institutions and practices so similar to slavery
that they were to be subject to similar legal regulation by
international law. Since 1956, moreover, the United Nations
has enacted further resolutions; for example, on forms of child
labor (1989) and child prostitution (2000) and trafficking in
persons (2000) that lead to enslavement.40

As part of the process that led to the 1956 supplementary
convention, the “powers attaching to the right of ownership”
were defined for the first time and provided criteria for
distinguishing between slavery and the “lesser servitudes”
regulated in the supplementary convention and the subsequent
resolutions. These powers included the right to purchase, use
and dispose of a person, as well as the ownership of the
products of the labor of the individual “without any
compensation commensurate to the value of the labour.”
Further criteria included the permanence of servile status (i.e.,
the individual subject to it cannot terminate it by his own will)
and the transmission of servile status to the descendants of an
individual having such a status.41

This action on the international legal stage has been
accompanied by calls by scholars, activists and journalists to
recognize a broader array of forms of exploitation as slavery.
The most influential reconceptualization of slavery in
scholarship has been that of the Harvard historical sociologist
Orlando Patterson. Patterson’s 1982 book Slavery and Social
Death was based on a comparative study of slavery in



historical societies ranging from ancient Mesopotamia to the
slave systems of the modern Atlantic. Patterson’s goal was “to
define and explore empirically … the nature and inner
dynamics of slavery and the institutional patterns that
supported it.”42 The definition of slavery that emerged from
this comparative sociological analysis is based on three
features: violence, natal alienation and dishonor. For Patterson,
“slavery is the permanent, violent domination of natally
alienated and generally dishonored persons.”43 Legal
ownership – rather than being the essence of slavery – is,
according to Patterson, simply one of the cultural mechanisms
through which slave-owners disguised the violence of slavery,
and tried to legitimize or naturalize its existence.

Along with the violence at the core of slavery, Patterson
pointed to the ways that slave-owners denied slaves a social
identity by destroying their ties to their birth families and by
not allowing any social or legal recognition of their
relationship to ancestors and descendants. This “natal
alienation” was accomplished in the first instance by the
removal of the slave from his or her birth family, culture or
country, and was also achieved by the renaming of the slave
and the denial of legal protections regarding their person or
property. Patterson’s focus on dishonor is based on the
observation not only that slaves lack honor in the societies in
which they are held but, more strikingly, that slaves played a
vital role in conferring honor upon their owners. In many
slave-owning societies, Patterson noted, the struggle for
prestige among the free requires a supply of honor-conferring



dishonored peoples – that is, slaves. The state of total dishonor
of slaves in these societies, therefore, played a crucial role in
defining the honor of the free. For Patterson, then, slavery
entails social death for the slave, and the condition of the slave
is analogous to death. Indeed, it is a sort of “living death.”

Similarly, Kevin Bales, a scholar and activist against
modern forms of slavery, argues in his 1999 book Disposable
People: New Slavery in the Global Economy that modern
slaves include all those who are “held against their will for the
purposes of exploitation.” As Bales notes, the abolition of
slavery entailing the legal ownership of one person by another
has meant that in all but a few countries, slavery in the
traditional sense no longer exists.44 Yet, Bales maintains that
there are over 27 million slaves in the world today, if we count
all those who “are held by violence or the threat of violence
for economic exploitation.”45 For Bales, then, it is the use of
violence and the lack of free will that defines the slave.

Journalists have also begun to call for “a new abolitionist
movement against twenty-first-century slavery.”46 A New
York Times article from 2009, for example, describes the
trafficking of girls into brothels in Thailand under the title “If
This Isn’t Slavery, What Is?”47 The article describes in horrific
detail how young girls are kidnapped and sold to brothels in
Phnom Penh, where they are beaten, tortured, confined and
forced to have sex with customers. Another article from 2013
entitled “Indentured Servitude in the Persian Gulf” describes
the plight of foreign workers from the Philippines who come
to countries such as Qatar with the belief that they have a



contract to work for wages, only to find that their employers
have almost total control over them. These workers are often
forced to labor seven days a week, with little or no wages, and
no ability to change or leave their jobs without their
employers’ permission.48 Instances of “new slavery,”
furthermore, are not confined to developing nations:
individuals who are held by violence and whose labor is
exploited have been found, for example, in the cities and farms
of Western Europe and the United States.49

The existence of forms of unfree labor that are slavery in
everything but legal ownership has led some scholars and
activists to call for further revision of the legal definitions of
slavery.50 For example, a group of scholars and activists who
call themselves the Research Network on the Legal Parameters
of Slavery have issued guidelines for the revision of
international laws on slavery. Included in this manifesto is a
call to recognize as slavery any form of possession of another
person in ways that result in “control over a person in such a
way to significantly deprive that person of his or her
individual liberty,” regardless of whether “the state supports a
property right in respect of persons.”51 Furthermore, the
Research Network calls on the international community to put
emphasis on whether the “substance” of slavery exists –
namely, whether “the powers attaching to the right of
ownership” are exercised – rather than the particular “form”
of slavery or slave-like institutions, whether debt bondage,
serfdom, child labor, or slave-like marriage practices.



Ancient Greek Conceptions and Debates

It is against the backdrop of the ongoing debate about the
nature of slavery that we must approach slavery in ancient
Greece. For, on the one hand, the idea of slaves as property is
well attested in ancient Greece, and is further developed as a
legal concept under the Romans. On the other hand, however,
the new perspectives raised by scholars about the fundamental
nature of slavery as one of violent domination seem also
relevant to understanding and explaining the practice of
slavery in ancient Greece, not least because many slaves were
produced through conquest in war. Furthermore, slave-like
practices, including debt bondage, serfdom and child labor
certainly existed in ancient Greece, and hence the question
arises of defining slavery, just as it does in the modern world.

It is conventional to start with Aristotle, since, as a
philosopher known for his systematic analyses of aspects of
Greek culture, he provides reasonably clear and convenient
categories. Yet Aristotle’s strength – the way that his
classifications help to make sense of the messy empirical data
of the behavior of individuals and states – is also his
weakness: he imposes order on material that is not necessarily
so clear and ordered in actual lived experience. Perhaps even
more problematic is the fact that Aristotle looks at slavery
from the perspective of a wealthy slave-owner. Indeed,
Aristotle moved in the highest social circles of ancient Greece.
His father was a court physician for Amyntas III, the
grandfather of Alexander the Great, and Aristotle himself was
sent to Athens – the cultural and intellectual center of ancient



Greece – to study at the Academy of Plato. Highlights of his
adult life included his position as tutor of Alexander the Great
amidst the wealth of the Macedonian court, and the foundation
of his own school of philosophy in Athens.52 While we have
little reliable information about his private life, it is highly
likely, as a Roman-era Greek source claims, that he owned
slaves, and that his leisured lifestyle was made possible at least
in part by the exploitation of slaves.53

It is therefore vital at the outset that we recognize that
Aristotle’s status results in emphasis on particular concerns
related to slavery – for example, his classification of slavery as
a feature of property rights – and neglect of other aspects – for
example, the violence that frequently sustained the
relationship between master and slave. Indeed, to read
Aristotle is almost to forget that many slaves were beaten and
tortured, and to think that slaves always gratefully accepted
their subordinate status. We only have to look at other sources,
however, to rectify this oversight. The beating of a slave was
always good for a laugh in Greek comedy, and Plato himself
remarks that masters often morally degrade their slaves by
subjecting them to constant whippings as if they were
animals.54

Furthermore, Aristotle’s account of slavery – one of the
longest and most notorious discussions of slavery surviving
from antiquity – is, like most of our evidence for slavery, not
primarily concerned with slavery. Slavery comes up almost
inadvertently, as it often does in Greek literature, as necessary
only for the understanding of the author’s real concern, which,



in Aristotle’s case, is the question of the best life for human
beings. According to Aristotle, various forms of association
are required to achieve the good life, starting from the
association of man and woman that allows for the perpetuation
of life itself and ending with the political formation of the city-
state (polis) in which alone the truly good life is possible.

Since the city-state is the final form of association and the
one in which the highest good is achieved, it is this form of
association that is the goal and end (telos) of all other
associations. Crucially for Aristotle, this final form of
association and all the other subordinate associations that
precede its formation exist “by nature;” that is, are natural
formations tending towards the highest human goal – namely,
the good life. Accordingly, man naturally strives to form the
political association of the city-state and consequently is a
“political animal” by nature. For Aristotle, the relationship of
the subordinate forms of association to the highest form of
association is like the relationship between a part of the body,
such as a foot or hand, and the whole body. Just as in the case
of a foot or hand, the subordinate associations cannot function
properly except in relation to the whole association that is the
city-state.

How does slavery fit into this analysis? The master-slave
relationship is one of the subordinate forms of association that
is deemed necessary for the formation of the city-state. Thus
we might acknowledge from the outset that, at least for
Aristotle, Greek civilization in its highest form (the city-state)
cannot exist without slavery. Furthermore, it turns out that for



Aristotle not all men are naturally suited to full participation in
this highest form of association. Rather, some men are
possessed of the capacity for rule, while others are naturally
suited to be ruled. The difference, for Aristotle, lies in the
quality of the mind or soul as opposed to the qualities of the
body:

For the one who has the ability to foresee things with his
mind is naturally ruler and naturally master, and the one
who can do things with his body is naturally subject and
slave.55

Those who are by nature suited to do things with their bodies,
therefore, partake of the one of the subsidiary associations –
namely, the master-slave relationship – that contributes to the
highest form of association – namely, the city-state. The
hierarchy of associations can be mapped according to the
diagram in Figure 1.4.

Fig. 1.4 Hierarchy of associations comprised by the city-
state (polis), according to Aristotle.

The master-slave partnership is therefore a key
component of the association of the household, alongside the
associations of husband and wife, and parent and child. In this
analytical framework, then, the slave is conceptualized as a



person partaking of a human relationship with his master,
albeit an unequal one. This classification is reflected in a
common Greek term for a slave, oiketes (οἰκέτης), or “member
of the household (οἶκος).”56

At this point, however, Aristotle shifts his analytical
frame slightly to focus on the art of household management,
oikonomia (οἰκονομία) – the ancient word that became the
modern term for “economics.” Aristotle’s particular concern is
the production of material goods that are needed for life. In
this analytical framework, slaves are classified as part of the
property of the household that is used for producing goods.

Of tools, some are inanimate, and others are animate. For
example, for a helmsman, the rudder is an inanimate tool,
while the lookout man is an animate tool … so also
property is a tool for the purpose of living, and property
is a collection of tools, and the slave is an animate piece
of property.57

In equating a slave to a tool (ὄργανον) and a piece of property
(κτῆμα) analogous to the inanimate possessions of a master,
Aristotle here dehumanizes the slave and conceptualizes him
as an object capable of being possessed and put to use by
another human being. Indeed, it is the classification of the
slave as the object of ownership that allows Aristotle to draw
the sharpest distinction between free men and slaves.

The term “article of property” is used in the same way as
the term “part.” For a part not only is part of something
else, but also completely belongs to that other thing. It is
the same with an article of property. Therefore, a master



is the master of a slave alone, and does not belong to the
slave. A slave, on the other hand, is not only the slave of
a master but also completely belongs to the master.58

Aristotle continues in the same vein,

From these considerations it is clear what the nature of a
slave is and what his essential quality is. For the human
being who is a slave by nature is a human being who
belongs not to himself by nature, but to another man. A
human being belongs to another man whenever he is an
article of property, although a human being.59

Interestingly, Aristotle’s definition focuses on complete
possession of the slave by the master. Aristotle does not,
however, put forth any legal standards of ownership, and it is
reasonable to assume that he would accept as slavery any
situation in which a master had possession and therefore
control over another human being. This interpretation is
strengthened by consideration of Aristotle’s description of the
attributes of a free man in another treatise, Rhetoric. Here
Aristotle defines a free man in part by contrast to the situation
of a slave. According to Aristotle, a free man is “one who does
not live in the service of another.”60 Aristotle’s focus on
“service” rather than “ownership” in this passage is
suggestive for modern attempts, discussed above, to redefine
slavery in terms of control rather than legal ownership.

Stepping back from this discussion, we can therefore see
that Aristotle classifies slaves both as persons partaking of one
of the human associations that make up the association of the
city-state, and as objects possessed by free men in order to



make the good life possible. While Aristotle justifies this
theoretical scheme through his goal of discovering the
foundations of the best possible life for mankind, it is equally
true that these foundations include – indeed require – the
denial of the best possible life to all of mankind. Aristotle
meets this objection with an argument that was to be reutilized
again and again by slaveholders in later ages. According to
this argument, slaves actually benefit by being governed by
the free, just as the body is governed by the mind.

Authority and subordination are not only necessary, but
also expedient … It is clear that it is natural and
expedient for the body to be governed by the soul, and for
the emotional part to be governed by the mind and the
part possessing reason. For it is harmful for the two to be
equal or to be opposed to one another. And it is the same
for man in relation to the other animals … It is better for
all these animals to be ruled by man, for thus security is
achieved. And again, men are by nature the stronger and
women the weaker and therefore men are the rulers and
women are subjects. Furthermore, as some men differ
from one another in as much as the soul differs from the
body, and man from beast … these men are slaves by
nature. For these men, it is better to be governed by this
kind of authority, in as much as it is advantageous to the
subjects already mentioned.61

The reason that slavery is advantageous to some human
beings, as Aristotle goes on to elaborate, is that they lack the
capacity for rational judgment, although (conveniently) they
can apprehend the rational judgments of others and therefore



obey the rational command of their masters.62 While slaves’
minds are ill-suited to rule, however, their bodies are (again
conveniently) designed by nature to provide the necessities of
life. Whereas a free man, according to Aristotle, has an erect
body unsuited to manual labor, the slave’s body is strong and
capable of productive use .

Here, we see Aristotle naturalizing the enslavement of
some individuals on the basis of a pseudoscientific theory of
inborn differences between human beings, strengthened by
analogy with man’s relations with other species, as well as
differences between genders Table 1.1 These observations of
“nature” provide the justification for Aristotle’s proposition
that slavery is not only natural but also expedient and just.63

Table 1.1 Aristotle’s analogies reinforcing the naturalness of
slavery.

RULING ELEMENT
SUBORDINATE
ELEMENT

master slave

mind body

rationality emotionality

man beast

male female

Aristotle’s argument continued to have currency in later
time periods. Indeed, slave-owners have frequently called
upon the authority of Aristotle to grant legitimacy to their



arguments for slavery. For example, in the famous debate that
took place in Valladolid, Spain, in 1550, regarding the justice
of enslaving the native peoples of the Americas, the Spanish
humanist Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda was clearly drawing on
Aristotle when he wrote that such native peoples were

barbarous, uncivilized, and inhuman people who are
natural slaves, refusing to admit the superiority of those
who are more prudent, powerful and perfect than
themselves. Their subordination would bring them
tremendous benefits and would, besides, be a good thing
by natural right as matter conforms to a mold, as the body
to the soul, the appetite to reason, brutes to gentlemen,
the wife to the husband, children to parents, the imperfect
to the perfect, the worse to the better, all for the universal
betterment of the whole. This is the natural order for
which divine and eternal law requires unqualified
acceptance.64

The resonances with Aristotle’s Politics are obvious, even
without the further knowledge that Sepúlveda was the author
of a translation into Latin of Aristotle’s Politics published in
1548. Fortunately, Sepúlveda was opposed in the debate by a
fellow Spaniard, the bishop Bartolomé de las Casas, who at
least articulated the idea that natives deserved to be treated as
free men, even if he was not successful in changing Spanish
policy in the Americas (Figs. 1.5a, b).



Fig. 1.5a Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda.
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Fig. 1.5b Bartolomé de las Casas.
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Images

Returning to Aristotle himself, we might sum up the
discussion so far by stating that he created a theory of the
origins of human society that justified and legitimized the
existence of slaves. Yet tensions are immediately evident. For
example, Aristotle acknowledges that “while nature intends to
make the bodies of free men and slaves different … it often
happens that slaves have the bodies of free men, and free men
possess only the souls.”65 In other words, Aristotle has to
admit that nature does not always conform to slave-owners’
ideological preferences, since slaves are often born with
bodies of free men, and free men with the bodies of slaves.
Furthermore, Aristotle’s attempt to categorize slaves as
articles of property analogous to livestock conflicts with the



distinctions that he also makes between humans and animals.
As we have seen, Aristotle classifies slaves alongside other
pieces of property, such as livestock, that are required for the
functioning of the household. This was in fact a common way
of classifying slaves, as is shown by the appearance in Greek
literature of the word andrapodon (ἀνδράποδον), meaning
“man-footed creature,” a coinage apparently based on the
similar word tetrapoda (τετράποδα), or “four-footed
creatures,” used of livestock.66 Yet, Aristotle recognizes that
mankind is different from other animals in so far as human
beings have the capacity not only for speech but also for moral
judgment.

Mankind is unique in this in relation to the other animals,
for mankind alone has perception of good and evil,
justice and injustice, as well as all the other moral
judgments. And the participation in these moral
judgments is what makes possible the household and the
city-state.67

In so far as slaves, as human beings, have the capacity for
moral judgment that Aristotle views as the key to civic life, it
becomes unclear why they are excluded from the highest form
of association – namely, political life in the city-state.68 The
classification of all human beings as moral beings in contrast
to the other animals, furthermore, is in conflict with Aristotle’s
distinction between men and beasts as justification for his
distinction between masters and slaves.

The most striking contradiction of all, however, is found
in Aristotle’s attempt to distinguish between what he calls



“natural slaves” and “slaves by convention.” This distinction
is Aristotle’s response to those who object to the idea of
natural slaves by saying there is no difference by nature
between human beings that would justify making some free
and others slaves.69 Aristotle reports this view before
attempting to refute it.

Some men believe that to be a master is contrary to nature
(φύσις) since one man is a slave and another man free by
convention (νόμος) only. And since there is no difference
by nature, mastership is not just but based on force.70

Aristotle responds to this argument first by conceding that it
has some merit, and by acknowledging that in fact many men
who are enslaved by force are not suited to slavery by nature.
On the other hand, Aristotle insists, the distinction between
free and slave by nature does in fact exist in some instances.
Just because nature and convention do not always coincide,
Aristotle asserts, there is no need to conclude that they never
do. Indeed, this coincidence between what is natural and what
is conventional occurs, Aristotle seems to imply, when Greeks
conquer non-Greeks, since, as he says elsewhere, non-Greeks
are slaves by nature.71 In such cases, Aristotle argues, slavery
is not only advantageous, but also just and proper.72

These tensions and contradictions in Aristotle’s
discussion illustrate the difficulty of creating a convincing
conceptual framework that classifies certain human beings as
natural slaves and as the legitimate property of others. They
also illustrate an early Greek attempt to define slavery on
racial lines, even though the practice of slavery in ancient



Greece clearly did not coincide in any comprehensive way
with race. Indeed, even to the extent that Greeks in general
(and not just Aristotle) considered non-Greeks as appropriate
subjects for slavery, it seems that the Greeks believed that the
slavish nature of non-Greeks was not due to any innate
biological inferiority but to environmental and cultural factors
– such as monarchical rule – that had diminished the human
capacities of non-Greeks by accustoming them to slavish
behavior.73

Ancient Greek Laws and Legal Conceptions of
Slavery

The same tensions between treating slaves as pieces of
property and as persons with human capacities are evident in
extant laws of Greek states relating to slavery.74 While the
Greeks never defined a slave in law, as did the Romans, the
conceptualization of slaves both as property and as human
beings may be gleaned from particular laws that treat property
rights of owners and offenses that involve slaves.75 Such laws
survive from classical Athens, our best-attested city-state, but
there is also a smattering of laws concerning slaves from other
city-states. One particularly extensive source for slavery in
Greek law is a lengthy law code inscribed on a wall in the city
of Gortyn, Crete, sometime in the fifth century BCE.76

In examining the treatment of slavery in surviving Greek
laws, it is immediately clear that – at least at Athens and at
Gortyn – slaves were conceptualized as property. The first
indication of this conceptualization is that slaves could be



bought and sold, just like any other piece of property,
including land, houses and farm animals. Laws regulating
sales were concerned to establish principles of fair dealing,
which, in the case of slaves, involved measures to ensure that
the seller was in fact the legal owner of the slave as well as the
disclosure of any disabilities that might not be apparent to the
purchaser.77 The first objective was secured through the
requirement that sales be proclaimed in a public place, or
declared, and sometimes preregistered, before a magistrate.78

In order to attain the second objective, sellers were required to
reveal diseases, such as epilepsy or diabetes, or any other
mental or physical disorders from which the slave might
suffer.79 If the seller failed to disclose any such disabilities, the
sale was rendered invalid.

A further area in which the status of the slave as a piece
of property is evident is in testamentary bequests. In Athens,
slaves were items of property that could be passed on to one’s
descendants and therefore are frequently listed along with
other assets such as land, houses and furniture in legal cases
having to do with inheritance. For example, the Athenian
orator Demosthenes, in his suit against his guardians for their
mismanagement of his inheritance, provides the following list
of goods that he should have inherited from his father:

My father left me two workshops … In one workshop,
there were thirty-two or thirty-three slaves who
manufactured knives. These slaves were worth about five
or six minas each, and not less than three minas. They
brought in a revenue of thirty minas net per year. The



other workshop had twenty slaves who made couches,
given to my father as security for a debt of forty minas.
These slaves brought in a net profit for him of twelve
minas per year … Apart from these things, my father left
behind the following: ivory and iron, for the factories,
and wood for chairs, worth eighty minas; gall and bronze
which he had bought for seventy minas; a house worth
three thousand drachmas; furniture and tableware;
jewelry and clothing; my mother’s ornaments, all worth
ten thousand drachmas; and silver in the house worth
eighty minas.80

In many other legal cases from Athens in which litigants have
cause to list their assets, slaves are counted among the items of
property. For example, Aeschines, Demosthenes’ political
rival, once accused a man of squandering his considerable
inheritance, the contents of which he recited in detail.

His father left behind property that would have caused
another man to be liable to expend his money for the
good of the state [i.e, be taxed heavily]. But this man was
not even able to preserve his money for himself! [The
property consisted of:] a house outside the city; a piece of
land in the deme [i.e., district] of Sphettos, and another
piece of land in Alopeke; nine or ten slaves skilled in
leatherwork … in addition to these, a slave woman
skilled at weaving linen … and a male slave skilled in
embroidery.81

At Athens again, we have lists of property surviving in the
records of the state auctioneers, whose job it was to sell off the
assets of citizens convicted of treason or those who owed



money to the public treasury. In one list, the property of men
convicted of treason or impiety in 414 BCE is recorded.82

Slaves feature prominently among their assets, as is clear from
the example below.

[Property sold from the assets] of Kephisodorus, a non-
citizen, residing in the Piraeus:

Thracian woman 165 drachmas

Thracian woman 135 drachmas

Thracian man 170 drachmas

Syrian man 240 drachmas

Carian man 105 drachmas

Illyrian man 161 drachmas

Thracian woman 220 drachmas

Thracian man 115 drachmas

Scythian man 144 drachmas

Illyrian man 121 drachmas

Colchian man 153 drachmas

Carian youth 174 drachmas

Carian child 72 drachmas

Syrian man 301 drachmas

Lydian woman 85 drachmas83



This list not only illustrates in stark terms the fact that slaves
at Athens were considered part of a free person’s property
alongside other material “goods,” but also gives us a sense of
their monetary values in relation to these other goods. It is
distressing, for example, to read in these lists that a wooden
box or chest (κιβωτός) was sold for 180 drachmas,
approximately the average price for a slave.84

Another striking illustration of the status of slaves as
property is the fact that they could serve as collateral to a
loan.85 Besides the example of Demosthenes’ knife workshop
mentioned above, we have three inscriptions on stone
publicizing the fact that the physical structure of a workshop
as well as the slaves who worked there were security for a
loan.86 In another example, we have a legal case concerning a
loan contracted on the security of an ore-crushing facility and
its thirty slaves.87

One consequence of the treatment of slaves as property is
that they had no legal personhood and could neither prosecute
nor defend themselves in court.88 As Plato says, “It is the
condition of slaves, for whom it is better to die than to live, to
be wronged. For when they are wronged and humiliated they
are neither able to help themselves nor to help someone whom
they care about.”89 In Athens, even the (often crucial)
testimony of slaves was not presented in court by the slaves
themselves, but read out from a transcript that was recorded
while the slave was questioned under torture. In fact, it was a
requirement that the testimony of slaves be extracted by
torture since otherwise it was thought that the slave would not



tell the truth. If the torture resulted in the death of the slave,
moreover, then monetary compensation had to be given to the
owner.90

The legal non-personhood of the slave meant that wrongs
done to a slave were subject to a suit for damage of property,
and it was up to the owner of the slave to initiate such a
procedure against the third party who caused the damage. If
the master chose not to prosecute, then the slave had no legal
redress. It follows, furthermore, that, if the master harmed his
own slave, then the slave had no legal means of redress against
his master.91

The flip side of the legal non-personhood of the slave was
that masters were liable for wrongs committed by their slaves.
Just as in the case of animals that caused damages (e.g., to a
neighbor’s property), it was the owner, not the slave, who was
required to pay the damages.92 This principle is stated
explicitly in an Athenian law, according to a speaker in a legal
case at Athens.

[The Athenian lawgiver] Solon … passed a law, which
everyone admits is just, stating that any offences or
crimes committed by a slave shall be the responsibility of
the master who owns him at the time.93

The speaker in this case is concerned to show that some debts
owed by slaves he has just purchased were contracted before
he became owner and that therefore the previous owner, not
he, is liable for their repayment. A law from Gortyn in Crete,
however, suggests that in some city-states, an owner’s liability
could even encompass acts committed before he became



owner. According to this law, a person who purchases a slave
and does not terminate the sale within sixty days is liable for
wrongs committed by the slave both before and after he
became owner of the slave.94

Other legal cases from Athens, however, suggest that the
law made some distinction between wrongs committed by
slaves with their owners’ knowledge or consent, and those
committed without the knowledge of their masters. For
example, the speaker, in one case from Athens, argues that he
cannot have commanded his slave to take some silver from the
prosecutor’s slave, since he was out of town at the time.95 The
speaker then claims that it is not possible to accuse a slave but
sue his master. The implication, then, is that the master is not
liable for wrongs committed by his slave without his
knowledge. This argument shows that some ambiguity existed,
at least in Athenian law, regarding the status of a slave as a
piece of property belonging wholly to his master. Indeed, the
speaker in this case seems to acknowledge the slave as a
human being with a will of her own. For, if a slave can act
without the knowledge of her master, then she is not merely an
extension of the master himself, but a person in her own right.

Furthermore, a master could limit his liability for an
offence committed by a slave by handing over the offending
slave to the victim.96 In Roman law, this principle is known as
noxal surrender.97 Moreover, just as in Roman law, this
provision opened the way for collusion between a slave and
the “victim.” For an enterprising slave might collude with a
third party to be transferred to the third party in order to



escape her master or gain her freedom. If such cases of
collusion were detected, however, the original owner of the
slave could sue the allegedly injured party and, if successful,
win twice the value of the slave in compensation.98 For our
purposes, such laws against collusion not only attest to the
existence of clever slaves who were knowledgeable about the
law and capable of manipulating it to their own advantage, but
also constitute tacit admission once again that slaves were not
just extensions of the will of their masters (see Chapter 5).

The laws dealing with murder reveal further tensions
between the status of the slave as a piece of property and as a
human being. In Athens, for example, cases of murder of a
slave were held in one of the special courts for homicide rather
than in a regular court, where trials for damages took place.99

Furthermore, just as in cases of the murder of a free person,
the law required that the killer of a slave be purified so as not
to bring religious pollution into the community.100 The
particular homicide court that dealt with cases of murder of a
slave – the Palladion – reveals, however, that the murder of a
slave was considered less serious than the murder of a free
person. The Palladion was the court for unintentional
homicide, and penalties imposed in such cases were less grave
(temporary exile or a fine) than those imposed in cases of
intentional homicide (death or permanent exile).101 So, even
while classifying the death of the slave alongside those of free
persons, the law counted the death of a slave as less serious
than that of a free person. While a master might seek
compensation for the murder of his slave by a third party, there



was no legal protection for a slave murdered or otherwise
assaulted by her own master. In this case, the slave, as the
property of her master, could be used (abused) as the master
saw fit.

But, again this failure to recognize the personhood of the
slave is complicated by another law that protected slaves by
including them in laws covering certain types of assaults. For
example, at Athens it seems that in cases of gross assault on
the dignity of a person – free or slave – a third party (i.e., a
free citizen who was not the owner of a slave) could prosecute
on behalf of the slave. In this law then, as in the law dealing
with murder, slaves are classified as persons, alongside free
citizens.

If anyone commits an outrage (hybris, ὕβρις) against
anyone, whether child or woman or man, whether slave
or free, or if he does anything unlawful against any of
these, let anyone who wishes of the Athenians to whom
this is permitted bring an action before the magistrates.102

This Athenian law of hubris is often viewed as quite
extraordinary, since it seems to offer protection of the basic
human dignity of the slave. Indeed, if the essence of slavery is
a lack or deprivation of honor, as Orlando Patterson has
argued, then this law would suggest that slaves in ancient
Athens, at least, were quite extraordinary in the legal
protection they (in principle) enjoyed.103 No other such law
survives from ancient Greece and our ancient sources even
suggest that the law was exceptional and characteristic of the
unusual mildness of Athenian democratic rule.104 Therefore



we should be cautious in claiming that such recognition of the
human dignity of slaves was widespread in ancient Greece.105

Yet, there does seem to be one universal Greek institution
that protected slaves from excessive abuse, and that is the
religious sanctuaries that offered refuge to slaves. The best-
known slave sanctuary is the precinct of the hero Theseus at
Athens, but several others are attested and it is likely that such
slave refuges were quite widespread in the Greek world.106

While the evidence is meager, it appears that these sanctuaries
received slaves who fled from their masters due to extreme
abuse. At Athens, at least, it seems that some sort of trial was
held within the precincts and, depending on the outcome, the
slave could be subject to one of the following results: she
could be returned to her master; she could be sold to a new
master; she could be kept as a temple slave; and finally, it is
even possible that she could be liberated. What is important
for the present discussion, however, is that the institution of
religious refuges recognized the personhood of the slave by
granting him the same right to asylum that was enjoyed by free
individuals. Once again, the conception of the slave as a piece
of property wholly belonging to a master is destabilized by the
existence of laws that recognize the personhood – and in this
case, apparently, the basic human dignity – of the slave.

Yet, before we jump to conclusions about the humanity of
the Greeks towards their slaves, it is important to put these
slave refuges as well as the Athenian law of hubris in the
wider context of societal goals. Societal interest in stability
can be reasonably argued as the rationale of these practices



rather than the well-being of slaves per se. Extreme abuse of
slaves, like that of free people (note that the law of hubris
covers both free and slave), could be socially disruptive.
Abusive acts might lead to a generalized slave revolt (see
Chapter 5 ), or, in the case of citizens, tyranny or civil war. By
banning such behavior – whether towards slaves or citizens –
overall social stability was prioritized. Significantly, both the
existence of slave refuges and the inclusion of slaves in the
hubris law suggest that states were willing at times to
subordinate the interests of particular slave-owners to the good
of the larger community of slave-owners.

It is important to remember, however, that slave refuges
and the law of hubris were designed to prevent the potentially
unpleasant consequences of the most extreme forms of abuse
and did nothing to diminish more routine physical punishment
of slaves. Whipping and other everyday forms of violence
towards slaves were the accepted modes of dealing with
recalcitrant slaves, and do not seem to have led to a flood of
slaves seeking refuge at shrines or, in Athens, to public suits
for outrage (hybris, ὕβρις) against owners. The commonplace
assumption in Greek literature that whipping was the main
instrument of a master vis à vis his slaves shows that the law
of hubris and the existence of slave refuges were not viewed as
mechanisms for escaping the routine violence of slavery.107

The key point for the present discussion, however, is that the
law of hubris and the right of asylum for slaves at certain
sanctuaries introduces more conceptual fuzziness in Greek
thinking about slaves, since they seem to allow for – albeit



only as a side effect of their main goal of social stability – a
modicum of human dignity for slaves.

Consideration of the legal evidence is similarly revealing
about another aspect of the conception of slaves in ancient
Greece – namely, the lack of correlation between race and
slave status. This fact is especially evident from the legal cases
in which the status of an individual as free citizen, non-citizen
resident or slave is in question (see Chapter 4). For example,
in a speech against a man named Pancleon, the speaker argues
that Pancleon is a slave, while Pancleon himself claims that he
is an Athenian citizen.108 In another case, a litigant tries to
prove that he is in fact, a citizen, while his opponent alleges
that he is not.109 In a third case, a speaker argues that his
opponent is an ex-slave prostitute who has been illegally living
in marriage with an Athenian citizen.110 According to her
opponent, this woman even passed off her ex-slave daughter
as a citizen and married her off to another unsuspecting
citizen.

In one of these cases, a foreign accent is alleged as a sign
that the person in question is a slave.111 In none of the cases,
however, is race or physical appearance used as grounds for
confirming or denying a person’s slave status. Indeed, the very
fact these possible instances of “passing” flew under the radar
of the Athenian state for some time suggests that there was no
obvious way to tell who was a slave and who was not. Indeed,
one ancient source confirms this indistinguishability when he
writes (with some disgust) that you cannot identify a slave at
Athens since “the mass of citizens is no better dressed than



slaves.”112 Furthermore, it is remarkable that just as a slave
might “pass” as a free person, it was possible for a free person
to be falsely held as a slave. In fact, the Athenians developed a
special legal procedure for asserting the freedom of an
individual who was unjustly being held as a slave, known as
“removal to freedom” (ἐξαίρεσις εἰς ἐλευθερίαν).113 Finally, we
might recall that even Aristotle, in his theory of natural
slavery, admitted that often nature and legal status do not
coincide: it often happens that slaves have the bodies of free
people, and conversely that free people have the bodies of
slaves.114 It is clear from Aristotle’s admission that even for a
stalwart believer in the physical and mental differences
between free men and slaves, there were no convincing
empirical grounds for this distinction.

Ancient Greek Conceptions of Slavery

Summing up the Greek conception of slaves, we might
conclude that the Greeks primarily thought of them as pieces
of property that could be bought and sold just as livestock and
other material possessions. We have also observed, however, a
certain anxiety in our sources arising from a tension between
the conception of slaves as pieces of property and as human
beings. In political thought, law and some aspects of religion,
the human capacities of slaves continued to resurface and
disrupt the neat conceptual distinctions between slaves and
free men. The resulting anxiety may be attributed in part to the
fact that there was no empirical evidence upon which to base
this ideological distinction. There was no physical marker of



the difference between slave and free, and there was certainly
no consistent “racial” marker such as skin color. While
philosophers such as Aristotle insisted on the category of
natural slaves – and by the middle of the fifth century, many
Greeks seem to have thought of non-Greeks as naturally suited
to slavery – in practice, the Greeks enslaved other human
beings, including their fellow Greeks, indiscriminately.115

A definition of slavery that seems implicit to the
functioning of slavery in Greek society, might run something
like this: “The state of being controlled by force and/or by
social consensus (as expressed by laws, institutions and other
cultural practices) by another human being who makes use of
one’s labor and has total power to use, enjoy and abuse one as
they see fit.”

Following Orlando Patterson and other critics of
definitions of slavery that focus on legal ownership, this
definition makes use of the broader idea of “control” that can
be exercised by violence, or the threat of violence, and also by
all sorts of legitimizing social practices including not only
laws of property but, as we shall see in more detail in Chapter
4, the distinctions that are made in the everyday social,
political and religious life of the city-state.

On the other hand, this definition leaves out several key
aspects of Orlando Patterson’s cross-culturally derived
definition – namely, natal alienation and dishonor. There are
several reasons for these omissions. Firstly, while it is true that
most slaves in the Greek world were displaced from their
native lands and denied a social identity in their new Greek



communities, not all were. The fact that some chattel slaves
were ethnically Greek, and some others were born to slave
parents in Greece, meant that a number of slaves belonged to
kinship networks and participated in communal life in ways
that gave them a social identity.116 Furthermore, slaves who
were displaced to new communities often maintained
memories of their kinship relations and ethnic origins, and also
strove to create new bonds with slaves of similar ethnic origins
in their new communities.117 For these reasons, I suggest that
although natal alienation was a key method deployed by slave-
owners for controlling their slaves, natal alienation was not
characteristic of all slaves.

Secondly, as the discussion of the law on hubris and slave
refuges above has already hinted, slaves in Greece were not
necessarily without honor altogether. The existence, moreover,
of wealthy slaves and slaves who held positions of
responsibility in workshops, banks and in the administration of
the city-state (see Chapter 3) shows that while slaves lacked
political and legal rights, they could hold some social status.
Again, distinctions of honor and dishonor were cultural
mechanisms for reinforcing the ability of slave-owners to
dominate their slaves, but were not fundamental to
maintaining slavery.

With this definition of slavery in hand, we can now
address two further definitional problems that have plagued
the study of slavery. Firstly, what (if anything) is the difference
between slavery and other forms of unfree labor such as
serfdom, debt bondage and indentured servitude? Answering



this question will require examining the Spartan helots whose
status is sometimes equated with slavery and sometimes with
serfdom. Secondly, we must address the question of what
makes a society a “slave society” – a phrase that has been
used to designate societies in which slavery is thought to play
a highly significant, if not determining, role in contrast to
those for which slavery is judged to be of lesser significance.
As we shall see, although the term “slave society” has been
very influential in elevating ancient Greece to an exclusive yet
“macabre hall of fame” (as one scholar puts it), nevertheless,
the definition of what constitutes a “slave society” is fraught
with imprecision and arguably obscures rather than clarifies
the analysis of slavery in historical societies.118 Consequently,
some scholars are calling for the abolition of the term, and the
creation of a new model that puts societies on a spectrum that
allows for consideration of various factors.119

Serfdom and Other Forms of
Unfree Labor

Modern discussions of unfree labor delineate five basic
categories: slavery, serfdom, debt bondage, indentured
servitude and penal servitude.120 Of these five categories, the
last three were of minor importance in the systems of labor in
ancient Greece. The Athenians banned debt bondage in the
sixth century BCE, and, while it persisted in some other parts
of Greece, it seems have been marginal among the forms of
labor utilized.121 Indentured servitude – that is, contracting out



one’s labor for a set period of time – is also attested but
similarly rare.122 Finally, penal servitude is attested only for
the Roman period.123 The two main categories of unfree labor
in ancient Greece, therefore, were slavery and serfdom. Table
1.2 summarizes the main distinctions between these two
categories according to the standard classification.

Table 1.2 Standard distinctions between slavery and serfdom.

SLAVERY SERFDOM

Human property Status as a person: payment
of taxes and performance of
military service

Usually imported, ethnically
different from masters

Indigenous, not ethnically
different from masters

No legal rights Some legal rights, e.g.,
property ownership

Full-time labor for master Part-time labor for lords,
part-time labor for state, part
time for self

No family life Family life

Use of force to control Cooperation/reciprocity

Rural and urban; range of
occupations

Rural, predominantly
agricultural

Yet, once we begin to examine any particular group of
“slaves” or “serfs,” these neat distinctions seem to break
down. For example, as we have just seen, Greek laws exhibit



some confusion as to whether slaves were property or persons.
Furthermore, slaves in Greece were often, but not always,
ethnically distinct from their masters. Finally, some slaves in
Greece enjoyed de facto property rights, even if legally
speaking their possessions belonged to their masters. Most
strikingly, one class of slaves in classical Athens known as
“slaves of the demos (people)” (δημόσιοι) –that is, publicly
owned slaves – seem to have enjoyed special privileges
including the right to own goods and possibly even to initiate
legal proceedings on their own behalf. There is also evidence
not only that such slaves had families but that their children
were granted freedom and even citizenship.124

When we turn to the category of “serfdom” the
contradictions between the ideal type and historical realities
are especially glaring. This is particularly true of the most
famous category of “serfs,” the Spartan helots. The helots are
most commonly characterized as a sort of state owned, serf-
like, mainly agricultural population. This view is coupled with
the (ancient) conjecture that the status of helots originated
when the Spartans invaded and conquered the territory in
which this population lived. At that time (tenth century BCE),
the conquering Spartans subjected these people en masse and
distributed their land among the Spartans. Helots then worked
the land, handing over a fixed proportion of the fruits of their
labor to their Spartan overlords. On this traditional
interpretation, then, Spartan helots were distinct from slaves in
that they were collectively, not individually owned, and were
tied to the land on which they worked. As serfs, they enjoyed



certain minimal rights that elevated them above slaves: they
worked only part time for their masters, they could own
property, and they lived in family and village settings that
allowed them a certain independence from their masters.125

Yet, as scholars have recently observed, this view is at
least partially based on a preconception of what helots were
like (i.e., like medieval serfs) rather than a direct reflection of
what the ancient evidence suggests.126 For example, our
sources often refer to the helots with the same term that is
elsewhere used to designate slaves (δοῦλοι), sometimes with a
qualifier to designate that they were commonly or publicly
owned, rather than privately owned as was typical of slaves.
The second-century travel writer Pausanias, for example, calls
them “commonly held slaves” (δοῦλοι τοῦ κοινοῦ),127 while
the fourth-century BCE historian Ephorus suggests that the
helots were held privately by individual Spartans but – in so
far as there were restrictions on the right of individual
Spartans to liberate or sell them – they were a kind of publicly
owned slave.

The helots were defeated by force in war and were made
into slaves (δούλους) on specific conditions – namely,
that the person who possessed them could neither free
them nor sell them beyond the borders … The Spartans
held the helots as sort of public slaves (δημοσίους
δούλους) and appointed them to certain settlements and
tasks.128

Aristotle gives similarly ambiguous evidence, when he implies
that helots were privately owned, but shared in practice as the



need arose.

In Sparta, people use one another’s slaves (δούλοις) as if
they were their own … It is clear therefore that it is better
if property is privately owned but made available for
common use.129

What the ancient sources seems to reflect, then, is considerable
confusion about the kind of slavery represented by the
helots.130 The evidence that the Spartan helots shared
characteristics with slaves – for example, “possession” by
individual Spartans – is so strong that some scholars have
proposed that they were not, in fact, a different category.131

These scholars stress that the prohibition of sale beyond the
borders of Laconia implies that they could, like other chattel
slaves, be sold within Spartan territory, and were not, as were
serfs, tied to specific pieces of land. Furthermore, these
scholars point out that helots were not simply agricultural
slaves, but also performed other types of servile labor
characteristic of slaves, especially domestic service.132 Finally,
some of our sources suggest that helots were treated even
more brutally than chattel slaves, and were controlled by force
rather than the reciprocity that characterizes serf-like
arrangements in other societies.133

Yet, on the other hand, certain aspects of the condition of
the helots seem to distinguish them from slaves in other parts
of Greece. Most crucially, our sources suggest that the helots
were required to hand over one half of their crop to their
Spartan overlords, and therefore did not labor full time for
their masters.134 Furthermore, the helots were an indigenous,



self-reproducing population, rather than imported through
capture or purchase as chattel slaves were.135 Finally, at least
some of the helots seem to have lived in family units and
participated in communal life in nucleated settlements or
villages.136

Some of the lack of clarity in the portrayal of the helots in
our sources can be accounted for by the notorious secrecy of
Spartan society.137 Indeed, most of our sources for Spartan
history are non-Spartan, and, furthermore, they are influenced
by the Spartan myth of a brutally tough, militarized society in
which wealth was banned and property was shared. While
much of this “mirage” has been dismantled in recent years, it
is still difficult to reconstruct a detailed picture of the realities
of relations between Spartans and the helots. Some further
confusion might be due to the failure to distinguish between
the helots of Laconia – that is, the territory occupied by the
Spartans – and those of Messenia – a territory first conquered
by the Spartans sometime in the eighth century BCE. While
the Laconian helots may have been more similar to slaves in
that they served in the households of their Spartan masters as
well as in agricultural and other roles, Messenian helots lived
in a fertile plain separated from Laconia by a major mountain
range, and were primarily engaged in agriculture. The distance
separating Messenian helots from their masters, moreover,
would have been a key factor in their relative autonomy and,
as we shall see in Chapter 5, their propensity for revolt.

Yet, these distorting factors are not sufficient to obscure
the general conclusion that Spartan helots do not neatly fit into



either modern category of slaves or serfs. While the ancient
sources suggest that there was something distinctive about
Spartan helots, the particular collocation of attributes belies
easy classification.

Another, more vague, ancient classification is perhaps
useful here. The second-century CE Greek scholar Pollux,
who wrote a thesaurus of Greek terms and phrases, identifies a
class of persons “between free and slave” and provides the
Spartan helots, the Penestae of Thessaly and the Cretan
Klarotae, among others, as examples.138 In fact, many other
ancient authors, including earlier ones such as Plato and
Aristotle, categorized the helots alongside these other groups
of dependent labor.139 While different authors cite different
criteria for this grouping, and some cite none at all, it is clear
that the ancients themselves felt that these groups were distinct
from slaves.

In fact, once we start to look, we can see that there were
many gradations of status between free and slave, and that the
helots were just one such category.140 For example, freed
slaves in many city-states did not become fully free, but
continued to be subject to certain duties towards their masters,
as we shall discuss in more detail in Chapter 5. Newly freed
helots at Sparta were known as “newly-enrolled members of
the people” (νεοδαμώδεις) and freed slaves elsewhere in
Greece were given special labels derived from the Greek root
meaning “free” or “liberated” (ἀπελεύθερος, ἐξελεύθερος,
ἀπελευθερόμενοι). These labels show that these groups were
considered to be different from freeborn Greeks, and were



subject to a range of restrictions on full freedom, as the
following remarkable passage from Plato’s Laws suggests
(while Plato is creating laws for an imaginary state in this
work, his legislation is based on historical Greek laws,
especially those of his native state of Athens141):

A freedman (ἀπελεύθερος) may be arrested if he fails to
perform his services to the one who freed him, or fails to
perform them adequately. The services are these: three
times a month a freedman must proceed to the home of
the person who freed him and offer to do anything lawful
and practicable; and as for marrying he must do whatever
his former master thinks right. He must not grow
wealthier than his master; if he does, then the excess
becomes the property of his master. The freedman must
not stay in the state longer than twenty years, but like the
other foreigners he must then take all his property and
leave, unless he has gained permission from the state and
his former master to remain … If a freedman disobeys
these regulations and is taken to court and convicted, he
must be punished by death and his property confiscated
by the state.142

The case of the island of Crete provides a fascinating window
into the possible range and complexities of status distinctions
between fully free and fully enslaved in ancient Greece.
Thanks to the preservation of a legal code at the Cretan city-
state of Gortyn dating to the fifth century BCE, we have a
unique window on the various categories and privileges of
residents of this city-state. Within the category of free
residents (ἐλεύθεροι), for instance, there were both fully



enfranchised citizens (πολῖται) and lower-status free persons,
those “not of a hetaireia” (ἀπεταῖροι) – that is, not belonging
to the male citizen association known as the hetaireia
(ἑταιρεία). The category of slave (δῶλος – Cretan for the
standard Greek term, δοῦλος), moreover, seems to include not
only chattel slaves but also higher-status unfree laborers
known as “ϝοικεις” and commonly referred to as “serfs.”
Fascinatingly, these serfs are able to inherit a free person’s
estate in the absence of relatives, and both slave and serf in
Gortyn had the right to marry and enjoyed certain legal
capacities that far exceeded what was accorded to slaves in
classical Athens.143

It is at Gortyn, finally, where we have some rare evidence
for a category of “temporary servitude” or a “kind of
indentureship or debt-bondage” persisting into the classical
period.144 The laws show that free persons or slaves could
pledge themselves to another person for a certain period of
time until a debt was paid. If previously free, the pledged
person returned to freedom after a certain period of time. If
previously enslaved, the pledged person simply returned to
permanent slavery under his previous master. Persons who
were subject to this sort of temporary servitude for debt were
referred to as “katakeimenoi” or “those who lie under [an
obligation].”

The example of Gortyn should make us wary of assuming
a simple dichotomy between free and slave, or a fixed set of
privileges attached to each status. Gortyn illustrates not only
the complex range of statuses that might exist in a city-state,



but also the variation in privileges that could be attached to a
particular status in different parts of Greece. As we have seen,
slaves in Gortyn seem to have enjoyed a higher status and
significantly greater legal protection than the vast majority of
slaves in classical Athens. If we had more evidence from other
city-states, we might recognize even greater diversity of
statuses and more variation in the array of “rights” accorded
to each status.

The inevitable conclusion of this brief survey is that the
historian should avoid general conclusions about “slaves” in
Greece and even about “slaves” within a particular Greek city-
state. Tremendous variation existed both between and within
Greek city-states, and a single category (slave or serf) could
encompass a range of different levels of honor and privilege or
their opposites. The historian must therefore take each
community on a case-by-case basis, looking for commonalities
but always sensitive to the specificities of time and place.
While the terms slave, serf and freedman reflect fundamental
distinctions made in our sources and therefore shall be used in
this book, the reader should be aware that they represent a
simplification of a rather more messy reality, a theme that will
be emphasized throughout this book.

Slave Societies
A second concept that has recently come under attack is the
notion of a “slave society” as opposed to a “society with
slaves.” According to a commonly accepted distinction, “slave



societies” are those in which slaves not only comprise a
substantial proportion of the total population (above 20
percent) but also play a significant role in production of
wealth.145 M. I. Finley, who developed the concept as a tool of
analysis, judged that five historical societies met the criteria
for a slave society: classical Athens, Rome, the U.S. South, the
Caribbean and Brazil.

As a number of scholars have recently pointed out,
Finley’s definition of a slave society is problematic for several
reasons. Firstly, given the lack of reliable demographic
information for the ancient world, it is difficult to be sure of
the percentage of slaves relative to the total population.
Estimates of numbers of slaves in classical Athens range from
60,000 to over 300,000, and, depending on the estimates of the
total population one adopts, Athens either falls within or
outside Finley’s category of a “slave society.”146 Secondly, it
is unclear what constitutes a “significant” role in the
production of wealth and – even if we had better evidence for
the economy of ancient states – this is still a vague criterion
that makes it difficult to discriminate objectively between
societies.

Finley’s delineation of five historical states as fulfilling
the criteria for a slave society has also been criticized. Firstly,
it has been noted that this selection reflects a Western bias,
granting this dubious distinction to five Western states and
denying it to the many Eastern states that would seem to
qualify.147 Secondly, there are many Western states – both
ancient and modern – that probably ought to be included in the



category of a slave society. For example, several other ancient
Greek states beyond classical Athens seem to have had large
numbers of slaves and – if we had more information – would
probably be judged “slave societies.” Just to mention a few,
we might include Chios, Sparta, Corinth, Corcyra, Aegina,
Carthage and even pre-classical (Homeric) Greece.148 To this
list, one should probably add ancient Israel and Babylonia,
though again definitive evidence is lacking. In the modern
world – that is, the nineteenth century – dozens of states in
Africa, the Middle East and Asia would qualify as slave
societies.149

Given these valid criticisms of Finley’s concept of a slave
society, we are left with the choice of either accepting the
definition and expanding the number of states that qualify or
abandoning the concept altogether. If we abandon the concept,
we must ask what we should replace it with? Noel Lenski has
proposed a new model that takes better account of the
differences between slave societies, not just their similarities.
Even more importantly, this new model measures slave
societies in terms of their negative effects on slaves, and not
just their positive effects on masters. Recognizing that slavery
is a relationship between two parties, Lenski proposes a more
nuanced model that allows for different vectors of comparison.
In particular, Lenski is interested in measuring not just “the
benefits that the slave offers to the master” but also “the
disadvantages imposed by the master on the person of the
slave.”150 Under the first category, Lenski considers the use
and exchange value of the slave as a commodity and the



slave’s labor. Under the second category, Lenski quantifies
various factors affecting the slave, including the permanence
of the slave condition, the level of violent domination, the
degree of natal alienation and the level of dishonor. While for
ancient societies, these measures must be based on estimates,
for more recent societies quantitative date could be marshaled.
The resulting measures can then be aggregated and plotted
against one another to gauge the “degree of intensity of a slave
society.” Lenski adds a final measure – namely, the
“demographic significance” of slavery that indicates the
proportion of slaves relative to the total population without
imposing a strict cutoff point below which a society does not
qualify as a “slave society.”

On this new definition, classical Athens and – if we had
more evidence – many other Greek city-states would be
classified as “intensive slave societies.” This new index,
however, also allows us to acknowledge differences as well as
similarities in intensive slave systems. Slavery in classical
Greece, for example, resulted in less disadvantage to slaves,
than did slavery in the American South, primarily because
slaves in Greece were subject to less dishonor. Similarly,
slavery in Rome was also less disadvantageous to slaves than
in the American South, not only on the measure of dishonor
but also on the degree of permanence of the slave condition.

The new model is an improvement on Finley’s concept in
that it allows for comparison without flattening out
distinctions between slave societies. On the other hand, this
new model is vulnerable to criticism on the same grounds as



Finley’s original definitions in that – at least for the ancient
world, and arguably for much of the modern world – it relies
on educated guesses rather than accurate numbers. Despite this
weakness, Lenski’s model results in a more nuanced and less
biased assessment of ancient Greece in relation to other slave
societies. Furthermore, following Orlando Patterson’s lead, it
opens up a much wider array of slave systems for comparison.
And most importantly of all, it gives full weight to the
negative effects of slavery on the slave in its analysis of the
intensity of a slave system.

Conclusion
In sum, this book aims to provide a synchronic account of the
experiences of slaves and the systems of slavery in mainland
Greece and the Aegean islands in the central period of Greek
history from about 500–300 BCE. Such an account is valuable
because it demonstrates the key role that slaves played and
therefore provides a more complete and unvarnished picture of
ancient Greece. It is also valuable because it provides an
illuminating point of comparison to the systems of slavery and
discrimination of later periods, including our own.

In this book, moreover, particular attention is paid to the
experiences and perspectives of slaves themselves, and not just
slave-owners. While this goal is difficult to attain given the
nature of our sources, a consistent consideration of the
evidence from the slave point of view, along with perspectives
gained from better-attested modern slave-owning societies,



can reveal much about the lives of slaves in ancient Greece.
One of the important results of this approach, moreover –
besides acknowledging the extraordinary amount of cruelty
and suffering perpetrated on slaves – will be to show that
slaves in ancient Greece often acted strategically to improve
their conditions within the system of slavery and sometimes
even to escape slavery altogether. In other words, this study
will present slaves not just as passive victims of the system of
slavery but as active agents who used every means at their
disposal – including sometimes even the religious and legal
institutions of the Greek city-state itself – to reclaim their
basic freedoms and dignity as human beings.

In this chapter, ancient and modern conceptualizations of
slavery have been surveyed and the difficulties of classifying
certain human beings as slaves have been highlighted. It was
demonstrated that ancient conceptualizations of slaves
vacillate between the idea of slaves as property and the
recognition that slaves are persons with distinctive capacities
that they share with other human beings. Moreover, it has been
shown that, although legal concepts of ownership often
underwrote distinctions between slave and free, domination
and control – with or without legally enforceable property
rights – were fundamental to ancient understandings of the
master-slave relationship. Finally, it was recognized that
distinctions between slave and free and between slavery and
other forms of unfree labor were not always clear cut in lived
experience and that there was a range of statuses between
these categories.



While this book makes some broad claims about the
experience of slaves and the systems of slavery in ancient
Greece, it is important to acknowledge at the start that it is
difficult to generalize. There was no single slave experience,
but rather a multitude of individual experiences. This book,
therefore, does not attempt to tell a simple story, but a complex
one in which there are rebellious slaves and accommodating
slaves, privileged slaves and oppressed slaves, educated slaves
and laboring slaves. Similarly, some masters were kind, and
some brutal; many were both.
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Chapter 2

Becoming a Slave
“The Day of Slavery”

◈

While sailing along the shore, [the Athenians] conquered
Hykkara, a Sikanian city which was hostile to the
Egestaeans … After enslaving the population, they
handed over the city to the Egestaeans. They themselves
[the Athenians] went back through Sikanian territory on
foot until they reached Katane, while the ships sailed
around bringing the slaves … The Athenians then sold
the slaves and made a profit of one hundred and twenty
talents from them.

Thucydides 6.62.3–4

Our sources for the experience of enslavement typically reflect
the perspective of the enslavers, rather than the enslaved. In
the brief account above, for example, we are told that the
Athenians conquered and enslaved a native Sicilian city, but
we learn nothing of what the experience was like for the
enslaved Sicilians. Only the barest of practical details are
reported: the Sicilians were captured, transported to market by
ship and sold for a certain amount of money.



Modern scholars have also largely approached the
question of enslavement in Greece from the perspective of the
slave-owners. They ask how the Greeks acquired their slaves,
and address the question of “the slave supply.”1 While it is
certainly true that this focus simply reflects the bias of our
sources, it is not true that we cannot recover anything of the
experience of the slaves themselves. We can reconstruct their
experience through, firstly, the practical details of their
enslavement: the means of enslavement, mode of transport and
conditions of sale. In addition, cautious use of comparative
evidence can suggest possibilities for interpreting the evidence
that we have. Finally, free (i.e., non-enslaved) elite Greek
poets and other writers sometimes represented the experience
of enslavement in their works, thereby providing a
contemporary perspective on this most dire of human
experiences. While the writers themselves for the most part
never experienced enslavement, some Greeks were enslaved in
Greece and elsewhere – as we shall see. Greek representations
of the enslavement of Greeks and non-Greeks, therefore, are
not without value.

This chapter will address two key questions: How did one
become a slave in ancient Greece? What was the experience of
enslavement like? While the next chapter will address the
broader question of the experience of slavery over time, we
here examine the moment of enslavement itself. In addition,
we will address key questions about the slave population –
namely, the age profile, gender ratio and the ethnic origins of
slaves.



Capture in Raids by Bandits,
Pirates or Soldiers, and Sale into

Slavery
Probably the most common way of becoming a slave in the
ancient world was to be captured in a raid by bandits or pirates
(λῃστῆρες/λῃσταί) and then sold on the slave market. Armies
on campaign, moreover, also often conducted raids as a side
venture to the principal conflict in which they were engaged.

Enslavement by bandits and pirates was so common that
it appears as an element of the plot of early Greek myths and
heroic legends, as well as the later literary genres of Greek
New Comedy and the Greek novel.2 For example, in one
version of the myth of Demeter and Persephone, the goddess
Demeter arrives in the town of Eleusis in search of her
daughter Persephone, who had been kidnapped by Hades and
taken to the Underworld. Not wanting to reveal her identity,
Demeter invents a plausible story by evoking what would have
been a familiar occurrence in ancient Greece.

My name is Doso – that’s what my revered mother 
called me.

Yet now from Crete I’ve come upon the broad back of 
the sea,

Not willingly but rather unwillingly, through violence 
and compulsion,

pirate men carried me off.3



In Demeter’s fictive but plausible tale, she further recounts
how she anticipated being sold by her new masters but took
the opportunity to flee as soon as she had the chance:

when they beached their swift ship

At Thorikos, there the women together

Disembarked onto the land and the men

Were preparing a meal by the stern of the ship;

However, I felt no desire for the sweet savor of supper,

but instead, setting out secretly through the dark land,

I fled my arrogant commanders, so that they would not 
enjoy my sale price,

Bringing me overseas without having purchased me.

So here I’ve arrived in my wanderings, and I do not 
even know

What land this is and who lives here.4

While this story is a part of a myth and is furthermore a lie
intended to deceive the goddess’s host, it achieves its dramatic
goals by presenting a plausible scenario based on realistic
details drawn from the world of its audience. The tale not only
attests to the presence of pirates who carried off people from
one part of Greece to another, but it also imagines what this
experience was like from the perspective of the victim. Here
we catch a glimpse of what it might have been like to be
violently removed from one’s city and family, and to
experience a dramatic change of status from free to enslaved.



Demeter evokes the anger and even the indignation of the
captive towards her captors (note her description of her captors
as “arrogant”), as well as the bewildering loss of orientation
that comes from being lifted from one’s own territory and
transferred to an unknown land (“I don’t even know what land
this is and who lives here”).

Demeter’s captors apparently intend to sell her and enjoy
the profits, but the goddess represents herself as escaping this
fate by running away while her captors were not paying
attention. As we shall see, there are historical examples of
captives choosing to take their chances on flight rather than be
subject to sale. In Demeter’s case, she says that she wandered
from Thorikos to Eleusis (some seventy-five kilometers),
before offering to serve as trusted housekeeper for the local
ruling family. While this outcome still entails slavery, it is a
privileged kind of servitude, and represents an improvement
on the uncertain and potentially much worse conditions of sale
on the open market. Flight, as we shall see in Chapter 5, was
one of the most common ways of resisting slavery and, even
when it did not end slavery, it gave some control to slaves over
the conditions of their enslavement.

Demeter’s tale of capture by bandits reflects on an
individual scale an experience that must have been undergone
by many – both within and beyond Greece. In a legal speech
from 399, a speaker observes that during the Peloponnesian
War (431–404), many Greeks were seized by pirates and spent
the rest of their lives in slavery.5 Another speech from 368/7
refers to the fate of one Nicostratus, an Athenian who was



brought to the island of Aegina (a well-known slave market)
and sold into slavery after being captured by a trireme
(warship) while chasing after some of his own runaway
slaves.6 In this latter case, we know that Nicostratus, although
apparently “in bad shape,” was able to send letters to his
brother seeking rescue from slavery. Eventually, Nicostratus
was ransomed at an enormous price (26 minae, more than ten
times the average price of a slave).7 Nicostratus was able to
return to Athens a free man, though now burdened by a large
debt to his friend who had contributed to the ransom price.

While these anecdotes show that Greeks within Greece
were subject to the predations of pirates and brigands, it is
likely that a much larger number of non-Greeks suffered this
fate on the margins of the Greek world. Both literary and
archaeological evidence suggests that large numbers of
individuals from the hinterlands of Thrace, the Black Sea, and
Anatolia (including Phrygia, Caria, Cappadocia, Lydia and
Paphlagonia) were captured and sold to slave-dealers before
being transported to Greece. Xenophon provides an example
of how a local leader along with his hired army of Greek
mercenaries might contribute to the flow of slaves from inland
regions to coastal cities and then on to Greek city-states.

Xenophon’s story falls within his larger account of his
travels through Anatolia with a group of Greek mercenaries.
Originally hired by Cyrus, the younger brother of the Persian
King, he and his fellow soldiers marched as far as Babylonia,
before Cyrus was killed and the mission aborted. Towards the
end of their long march back to Greece, Xenophon describes



how Seuthes, a Thracian prince, hired Xenophon and his
fellow soldiers to help him regain his ancestral lands, which
had been usurped by another Thracian potentate. According to
Xenophon, the deal struck was that Xenophon and his men
would be paid from the proceeds generated by the sale of the
plunder they collected under Seuthes’ direction. As part of this
bargain, Seuthes promised that he would never lead the men
more than seven days march inland, a restriction that
nevertheless indicates the direction of these raids. Xenophon
describes how Seuthes led them to a cluster of villages up in
the mountains and together they captured the villages and
burned them to the ground, leaving not a single house
standing. In the process, he adds, “they gathered together 1000
slaves, 2000 cattle, and 10,000 sheep and goats.” Seuthes then
sent this human and animal plunder to the city of Perinthus on
the northern coast of the Propontis (Sea of Marmara) to be
sold to raise money for paying the men.8

While this is only a minor episode in Xenophon’s
account, it illustrates how rivalries among local leaders in
Thrace resulted in raids on inland villages and enslavement
and sale of Thracian captives into Greece via coastal cities
around the Propontis and Black Sea. The prevalence of such
raiding activity is suggested by Herodotus, who in his
ethnography of the Thracians, observes that among the
Thracians farming was considered dishonorable, whereas to
make one’s living from war and banditry was esteemed
(5.6.2). While Herodotus aims to shock his audience through
such cultural reportage, it is likely that his observation is based



on the prominence of such activity among the Thracians with
whom the Greeks came into contact – namely, the suppliers of
slaves (i.e., bandits or their agents).9

With the same almost clinical detachment from the
human suffering caused by such raids, Polybius, writing
several centuries later, observes how productive the Black Sea
region was for high quality slaves:

In regard to necessities, the regions around the Black Sea
supply both livestock and slaves in the greatest
abundance and of the best quality. In regard to luxuries,
they bring a never-ending supply of honey, wax and salt
fish. And from the surplus in our lands they receive olive
oil, and every type of wine. As far as grain is concerned,
sometimes they supply it and sometimes they import it.10

Archaeological evidence confirms that wine from Greece was
arriving deep into the hinterlands of the Black Sea region.
Amphoras, the ancient storage and transport vessels for wine,
are not only archaeologically visible, but traceable back to
their original source. On this basis, we know that wine from
Ionia and Aeolis, and particularly the offshore islands of Chios
and Lesbos, was being imported to the regions around the
Black Sea as early as the seventh century BCE.11

Archaeological evidence for Greek luxury goods, including
not just Chian wine, but also fine Attic pottery, is found from
the eighth century onward at Gordion, the capital of Phrygia,
one of the primary sources for slaves in Greece.12 Even the
remote eastern end of the Black Sea, the region of Colchis and
home of the legendary Golden Fleece, was connected to this



trade in slaves. In exchange for slaves, the Colchians sought
salt, among other necessities. Salt was also the item of choice
for the Thracians, who allegedly went so far as to sell their
own children in exchange for it.13

The literary and archaeological evidence together allows
scholars to conclude that a flourishing trade took place
between Greeks and non-Greek populations of Thrace and
Anatolia by which slaves were exchanged for both necessary
and luxury goods. It is likely, moreover, that the demand for
slaves and the goods for which they could be exchanged
stimulated raids in the interior and contributed to conflicts
between the inhabitants of these regions.14 This is precisely
how the African slave trade flourished, as C. R. L. James
describes:

The slavers scoured the coasts of Guinea. As they
devastated an area they moved westward and then south,
decade after decade, past the Niger, down the Congo
coast, past Loango and Angola, round the Cape of Good
Hope, and, by 1789, even as far as Mozambique on the
eastern side of Africa. Guinea remained their chief
hunting ground. From the coast, they organized
expeditions far into the interior. They set the simple
tribesmen fighting against each other with modern
weapons over thousands of square miles.15

We may compare this modern description with the account of
a native of the Black Sea region, Strabo of Amaseia, writing in
the late first century BCE, who provides the fullest ancient
account of the role of piracy and banditry in supplying slaves



to the Greeks. In this passage. he describes the activities of the
tribes of the inland regions east of the Black Sea, a part of
Colchis.

After the Sindic and Gorgippian territory, along the coast,
is the land of the Achaei, the Zygi and the Heniochi. The
majority of their land is without harbors and
mountainous, since it is part of the Caucasus. These
people gain their livelihood through piracy on the sea,
having boats that are light and narrow, holding up to
twenty-five people and occasionally up to thirty. The
Greeks call these boats “camarae” … After equipping
fleets of camarae, they attack cargo vessels or territories
or cities. Sometimes those who control the Bosporus aid
them, providing them with a harbor and a market to
dispose of the goods they have seized … And they do the
same thing also in the countries of others, since they
know this wooded territory well. Hiding their boats away,
they wander on foot at night and during the day for the
sake of kidnapping and enslaving people.16

Despite such descriptions of the role of indigenous tribes in
procuring slaves, it is important to stress that the Greeks
themselves were often instigators of such raids, and frequently
conducted them independently without the cooperation of
local groups. For example, Xenophon mentions that an
Athenian naval commander, on duty off the coast of Ionia in
409, made a spontaneous raid into Lydia.

The next day, they sailed to Notion, and from there, after
making preparations, they marched over to Colophon.
And the Colophonians joined them in alliance. When



night fell, they made a raid into Lydia, where the grain
was just ripening. They burned down many villages and
they seized money, slaves and much other booty.17

Since such raids were a standard side activity of Greek
military campaigns, they were seldom deemed worthy of
mention in our sources. We can therefore only assume that
such events happened with much more regularity than appears
in our evidence.

One other chance mention of such raids appears in
Thucydides’ account of the Athenian invasion of Sicily (see
epigraph above). Thucydides’ brief narrative reminds us that
such raiding activities were not confined to the East, and,
moreover, that captives were usually sold at market rather than
being kept as slaves of their captors. It is noteworthy that,
while this raid takes place during the Peloponnesian War, the
target is not one of the principal combatants. Rather, the
Athenians take the opportunity provided by their passage from
one part of the island to another to attack Hykkara, a city of
non-Greek Sicilians. In doing so, they capture and enslave the
entire population. After transporting them to the nearest
market, they then sell them for a profit. Assuming a sale price
of 100 drachmas per slave, there would have been over 7,000
people who became slaves as a result of this raid.18

Although the Athenian attack on Hykkara was not one of
the principal engagements of the Peloponnesian War, it does
illustrate the close connection between warfare and
enslavement in ancient Greece.19 If we now turn to warfare
proper, however, it is worth asking to what extent wars were



conducted for the purpose of acquiring slaves. First, however,
we must determine the extent to which wars did produce
slaves, since not all defeated combatants were enslaved.

Defeat in War and Enslavement
by Captors or Sale into Slavery

Enslavement was one of a number of possible fates for those
defeated in war. Those who lost battles could be killed, held
captive for ransoming or prisoner exchange, become the slave
of their captors or be sold into slavery.20 Some scholars have
argued that enslavement was in fact less common than other
outcomes – namely, a return to freedom through a prisoner
exchange or ransoming.21 These scholars point to the fact that
often the terms of a peace treaty between hostile states
included a provision to return or exchange captives. For
example, when the Athenians captured the Boeotian city of
Chaeronea in 447/6, they agreed, after suffering a reversal, to
exchange prisoners.22 Similarly, when the Athenians captured
two hundred and ninety-two men, including one hundred and
twenty Spartans, at Sphacteria in 425, they brought them to
Athens for safekeeping until they could exchange them for
some of their own men by the terms of a peace treaty in 421.23

If no enemy captives were available for exchange,
sometimes captives could be ransomed. The hundreds of
Boeotians and Chalcidians captured alive by the Athenians in
506 BCE were held in captivity and eventually released at the
price of 200 drachmas per man.24 Most famously, it appears



that the few hundred Athenians who survived and were held in
captivity at Syracuse after their disastrous defeat in Sicily in
413 were eventually ransomed and returned to freedom in
Athens. Thucydides vividly depicts the dire conditions of these
captives, who were held for eight months in a quarry and
deprived of both shelter and basic sanitation.25 Nevertheless,
we know from a commemorative inscription and several
literary sources that many of these men returned to Athens
after being ransomed. The inscription honors a wealthy trader
from Cyrene, by the name of Epikerdes, who gave money to
prevent the Athenians from dying in captivity in Sicily.

Epikerdes of Cyrene, benefactor.

The Council and the People decided …

to commend Epikerdes of Cyrene, because

he is a good man and he was responsible

for preventing the death of the captive

citizens from Sicily during the war,

since he willingly donated one hundred

minas for their salvation.26

The Athenian politician, Demosthenes, recalls this honorary
decree in a speech from 355/4, and suggests that Epikerdes’
donation was used to provide food for the captives until they
could eventually be ransomed by their families.27

Raising ransom money was sometimes difficult, and
some families were forced to rely on the generosity of



wealthier citizens to help them recover their relatives. In
return, these wealthy citizens could put their magnanimity
towards fellow citizens on display in public speeches for
political gain or even favor from jurors in their legal battles.
For example, Demosthenes, in his famous legal conflict with
his political rival Aeschines, boasts of having paid the ransom
of many fellow citizens.28 In reality, most families were
probably forced to contract loans to pay ransom. Strikingly, at
Athens there was even a law that a person ransomed from the
enemy belonged to the ransomer if he did not pay back the
amount of the ransom to his creditor.29 In this case, it would
seem that the ransomed soldier became a slave again, at least
temporarily in his home state, until he eventually paid back the
ransom. This outcome was particularly likely if the price of the
ransom was extortionate – as was allegedly the case with the
Athenian Nicostratus, mentioned above, who was captured by
pirates, and was ransomed with help from one Apollodorus for
the extraordinary sum of 26 minae.30

The Athenians captured in Sicily were held in a known
location. The difficulties of ransoming one’s relative, however,
were compounded if the location was unknown. Such
uncertainty obviously arose when captives were sold into
slavery and transported away from the site of the battle, before
being ransomed. In such cases, it could be years before
relatives might locate their lost family member and arrange for
ransom. This was apparently the case with the father of a man,
Euxitheus, who found his citizenship questioned. In a legal
appeal, Euxitheus refutes one of his opponent’s items of proof



of his non-citizenship: the fact that his father spoke with a
foreign accent. The reason for his father’s accent, says
Euxitheus, was that he was captured by the enemy during the
Decelean War (413–404) and sold into slavery on Leucas, a
relatively remote island in northwest Greece. It was only after
a chance encounter with a renowned Athenian actor that his
relatives learned of his location and he was ransomed “after a
great deal of time had passed.”31 According to the speaker,
then, his father had lived for many years as a slave in Leucas
and acquired a northwestern Greek accent, before he was
fortuitously located and, presumably, ransomed.32

A final example serves as a reminder that non-Greeks as
well as Greeks could be ransomed, rather than enslaved, after
capture in war. In another legal speech we learn that some
Thracians captured by the Athenians were taken on a boat
back to Thrace in order to exchange them for ransom.33

Presumably, the ransom offered was so lucrative that it was
more worthwhile for the Athenians to return the Thracians
than sell them into slavery or keep them as slaves themselves.

These cases of ransoming and prisoner exchanges
demonstrate that some captives in war regained their freedom
and found their way back to their homes. There is, however,
considerable evidence for the enslavement of captives by their
captors, or their sale into slavery. In these cases, captives did
not return to freedom, unless, of course, they were voluntarily
freed by their owners, or ran away – as seems to have
frequently happened.



The case of the Athenian defeat in Sicily is again
instructive. We have already seen that the Athenians kept in
quarries were eventually ransomed. However, these were not
the only captives. Thucydides tells us that the total number of
captives in the quarries was not less than seven thousand, and
that all were sold into slavery after seventy days except for the
Athenians and some of their Italian and Sicilian allies.34 If we
imagine the latter group to number not more than one
thousand, then the Spartans and their allies sold more than six
thousand of the soldiers captured in the war. In addition to
these captives sold by the state, however, many others
apparently were seized and held captive by their captors
privately. This was the fate of many of the men who retreated
overland under the command of the Athenian general Nicias,
according to Thucydides’ account.

Thucydides describes how Nicias’ men, after being
harassed relentlessly by the Spartans and Syracusans, were
eventually surrounded as they attempted to cross a river.
Thucydides paints the gruesome scene as many of Nicias’ men
were slaughtered in the riverbed and notes that the killing was
stopped only when Nicias made a personal plea to the Spartan
commander, Gylippus. After this, the survivors were rounded
up, including a renegade band of three hundred men who had
deserted Nicias’ army during the night. Significantly,
Thucydides observes that “the number of captives gathered
together as the property of the state was not large, but the
number stolen was very large, and all of Sicily is full of
them.”35 We can infer from the distinction made by



Thucydides that the vast number of those defeated during the
retreat were “stolen” by individual soldiers in Gylippus’ army
and sold as slaves in markets in Sicily. That said, we should
also note that Thucydides mentions that many of the defeated
escaped slavery, some at the moment of defeat and others after
serving as slaves for a while. These men fled to Catane, a city
on the coast, some fifty kilometers to the north of Syracuse,
from where they presumably hoped to find passage back
home.

If we turn now to the capture of entire cities, rather than
defeated armies, we can see that enslavement again was one of
several possible outcomes. Sometimes only the women and
children of a conquered city were sold into slavery. In these
cases, the men were held captive for ransoming or for a
prisoner exchange. For example, after the Athenians took
Torone in Chalcidike in northern Greece in 422 BCE, they
enslaved the women and children but sent back to Athens any
men who had not been killed in the initial assault. Some of
these men were released under the terms of the Peace of 421,
while others were exchanged for Athenian prisoners held by
the Olynthians.36 In other more extreme cases, the women and
children were enslaved while the men were executed. This was
the fate of the people of Scione in 421 and Melos in 415.37

These examples illustrate the many possible outcomes for
captured soldiers and conquered populations – only some of
which entailed enslavement. Yet thousands of men and women
were sold into slavery as a result of war, some by the state and
some by private individuals. Many were also kept as slaves by



individual soldiers in the victorious army. Such evidently was
the case with many of the Hykkarians captured by the
Athenians in 415 (discussed above). Indeed, Nicias, the
Athenian commander in Sicily, complained in a letter from the
field that his navy was being depleted by desertions and
substitutions of Hykkarian slaves as rowers in the place of
their owners.38 On the basis of this brief survey, we may
conclude that the production and acquisition of slaves was a
significant outcome of war. The question remains, however,
whether this outcome was a goal of war or a secondary
effect.39

The prospect of acquiring slaves among other booty is
frequently presented as an incentive for war in our sources.
For example, Herodotus, writing in the middle of the fifth
century, tells the story of the Greek ruler of Miletus, one
Aristagoras, who in c.500 enticed the Persian general
Artaphernes to help him restore some exiles to Naxos through
the prospect of “a great deal of money and slaves.”40 When
this mission failed, Aristagoras then made a similar appeal to
the Spartans to attack the Persian Empire. He tells the Spartans
that “The men who live there possess more good things than
all other men put together, including gold, silver, bronze, fancy
clothing, cattle and slaves. If you desire them, you yourselves
could have these things.”41 According to Herodotus,
Aristagoras brought with him a bronze plaque on which all the
lands, seas and rivers had been engraved. Pointing to this map,
he enumerated the various lands and their resources, beginning
with the Phrygians and running through other Asiatic



populations such as the Syrians and Cilicians, all of whom
were familiar sources of slaves for Herodotus’ audience.
Aristagoras ends his speech by pointing to the Persian
administrative capital of Susa, and suggests that, if the
Spartans conquer it, “you may take heart that you will rival
Zeus in wealth.”42

Aristagoras’ claim is intended to trigger notions of hubris
in Herodotus’ audience since it was well known that mortals
should never try to rival the gods. Yet, according to
Herodotus’ account, the Spartans were deterred from
attempting to obtain such wealth only when they learned how
far inland from the sea they would have to march to capture
Susa. Aristagoras himself, despite his rejection in Sparta, went
on to Athens and successfully persuaded the Athenians with
the same arguments for material gain.43 While Aristagoras is
clearly presented as manipulative and deceptive – especially in
his presentation of Persia as easily conquerable – the idea that
the promise of material gain could draw states into war is
clearly considered plausible.

It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that material
gain, in the form of slaves and other goods, was the only
motivation for war. Thucydides’ presentation of the motives
for the Sicilian expedition is one of the most explicit accounts
of the rationale for war, with material gain being presented
alongside other motives such as the desire for power and
prestige – for both individuals and states. For example,
Thucydides famously presents Alcibiades, the chief proponent
of the expedition, as driven by the desire for personal prestige



as well as enrichment. He is also motivated by a personal
rivalry with Nicias, an older and more conservative politician.

Alcibiades, the son of Kleinias, pushed most eagerly for
the expedition. He wished to oppose Nicias, with whom
he disagreed about other policies and by whom he had
been slandered. Most of all, he wanted to be given the
command and hoped that Sicily and even Carthage would
be conquered through his leadership. He also hoped to
benefit privately both in material wealth and reputation, if
successful.44

Similarly, Thucydides presents the motives of the mass of
ordinary Athenians as complex. Although the prospect of
material gain is prominent among their motives, Thucydides
presents the Athenians as also driven by the desire to increase
the power of their state.

A lust (ἔρως) to sail on the expedition fell upon all alike.
The older men thought that either they would succeed in
conquering what they set out after or they would do no
harm to their great power. The young men were filled
with a desire to see foreign sights and to travel, confident
that they would be safe. The mass of ordinary people and
soldiers hoped to make some money in the present
moment and to increase [Athenian] power, through which
they would secure a never-ending source of income.45

According to Thucydides, then, the expectation of material
profit was part of the Athenians’ calculus in voting for the
expedition. Even if Thucydides is keen to stress the
irrationality of the Athenian decision, given the great costs and



risks of the expedition, it is striking that both Alcibiades and
the Athenian masses are motivated by the prospect of material
gain. Indeed, while considerations of power, prestige and – on
an individual level – even adventure play a role, it is
reasonable to conclude that the expectation of acquiring slaves
along with other booty was a contributory motive for war
among leaders and soldiers alike.

In sum, capture in warfare, along with capture in raids by
pirates and bandits, were the most common ways of becoming
a slave in ancient Greece. We will examine what the
experience of capture and sale was like for individuals after
surveying the remaining, somewhat less common, routes into
slavery.

Birth into Slavery
A slave born into slavery was called “house-born” (οἰκογενής)
as opposed to a “bought slave” (δοῦλος ὠνητός/ἀργυρωνητός)
or a slave obtained through conquest or plunder (αἰχμαλώτος).
For example, Plato, in his philosophical dialogue Meno,
represents Socrates interrogating a slave who is identified as
house-born.46 Similarly, the records of auctions of confiscated
property from 415 BCE list two slaves as house-born.47

Indirectly, we can infer, from the evidence that female slaves
sometimes served as wet nurses (see Chapter 3), that slave
women were giving birth to house-born slaves, since lactation
requires pregnancy and childbirth.



Such house-born slaves could be the offspring of two
slaves or of a slave mother and a free member of the
household, usually the master. The first scenario raises the
question of the breeding of slaves as well as marriage-like
unions among slaves and the existence of slave families. The
second scenario relates to the more sinister topic of the sexual
exploitation of slaves – a horrific practice that, as we shall see,
is well attested in ancient Greece. Let’s look at each of these
scenarios in turn.

While previously considered only of minor significance,
some scholars now judge slave breeding to have been quite
widely practiced.48 Ancient sources, however, are somewhat
unclear as to whether masters engaged in breeding slaves as a
deliberate strategy to increase labor supply or capital (wealth).
Xenophon’s treatise on household management, for example,
is one of our best sources for the management of slaves, and
seems to conceive of sexual relations among slaves as a means
of control in the form of rewards and punishments rather than
an obvious or reliable way of increasing available labor and
capital.49 In describing the layout of his household, for
example, Xenophon’s character Ischomachus observes that
men’s quarters are separated from women’s quarters by a
locked door, “so that slaves do not produce children without
our consent.”50 He goes on to explain that “good slaves
become better behaved after they have produced children
whereas bad ones who mate become more badly behaved.”51

In so far as this passage acknowledges that sexual relations
between slaves were permitted by masters, the emphasis seems



to be on management concerns rather than on the potential of
breeding to increase a master’s wealth.

In this regard, it should be noted that there were costs and
risks to slave breeding. First, slave children required clothing,
shelter and food – not to mention care – all of which could be
for naught if the child died before becoming old enough to be
a productive member of the household or a valuable
commodity for sale.52 In addition, there was a significant risk
that the slave mother might die in childbirth. For these
reasons, some scholars have suggested that slave breeding was
a realistic option only for wealthier slave-owners who could
afford some losses.

An anecdote about a citizen of Acragas in Sicily in the
second half of the fifth century does indeed suggest that
breeding of slaves was a deliberate strategy among wealthy
slave-owners. The story concerns one Gellias, who had many
slaves and slave children in his home. When a visitor, who
was a stricter slave-owner than Gellias, asked him why he did
not put his slaves to work during the night, Gellias called forth
the slave children and declared “these are the profits from the
night work of my slaves!”53

In addition to deliberate slave breeding, we can assume
that slaves formed casual sexual relationships and even
informal partnerships, with or without the permission of their
owner(s), and that children resulted. Indeed, our sources often
take for granted sexual relations among slaves. For example,
Euripides, in his play Hecuba, presents Hecuba’s daughter
Polyxena as anticipating with dread not only the domestic



labor that she will be required to perform when she is sold into
slavery but also the fact that she will share a bed with another
slave.54 The presence of slave children is also assumed. For
example, several ancient sources mention situations in which
citizen women might present the newborn children of their
slaves as their own, if they were unable to conceive
themselves. Most strikingly, in Sophocles’ tragic play Oedipus
Tyrannus, the ill-fated Oedipus assumes that his mother was a
slave when he learns that he is not the child of the queen of
Corinth, as he had previously thought.55 Although the truth of
Oedipus’ birth is much more problematic than mere birth from
a slave, the fact that Oedipus makes this assumption reveals
that it was considered a plausible scenario at the time that this
play was performed in the last third of the fifth century.

While there was no legal recognition of slave marriages
in most Greek city-states (Gortyn in Crete seems to be the
exception56), there is some evidence for family-like groupings
of slaves including children in Sparta and Athens.57 For
example, recent archaeological work suggests that helots in
Messenia may have lived in family groups.58 Indeed, the
Spartan poet Tyrtaeus observed in the seventh century that the
helots “along with their wives” were required to mourn when
their masters died.59 In Athens, the lists of confiscated
property from 415 feature a grouping of a Thracian slave man,
woman and child who are sold together for a sum price – an
indication that they were considered a unit of some sort.60

More significantly, in the inscriptions recording grants of
freedom from 330, there are thirty-three family-like groupings



that contain male-female pairs of freed slaves, and sometimes
up to three children.61 These latter examples may be the
success stories, however, in which slaves managed to form ties
and pool resources in ways that were not typical. The rarity of
the family groupings compared to isolated slaves on the
property lists, however, and the fact that individual slaves are
still in the majority on the lists of freed slaves, suggest that in
Athens, at least, most slaves did not have the privilege of
family life. Nevertheless, casual and occasionally long-term
pairings among slaves would have been one source of house-
born slaves.

It is often impossible to tell whether slave children
mentioned in our sources were the product of relations
between slaves or between slaves and their masters. Most of
the latter would have been a result of sexual violence, although
it is possible that some of these relationships were consensual
or a means for a slave to exert influence over her master. The
story of Alcibiades’ production of children with a woman
enslaved after Athens’ conquest of Melos in 415 BCE
(discussed below) suggests violent domination. Indeed,
Xenophon represents his character Ischomachus as
distinguishing between the willingness of a wife to gratify her
husband sexually and the forced sexual services of a slave.62

In some cases, a master might have become infatuated
with his slave, possibly with active encouragement by the
slave. In these cases, there might have been genuine attraction
or affection, but in most cases, it is more likely the slave was
motivated to try to gain influence over the master. The slave



girl who is at the center of the dispute in a legal speech from
the early fourth century, for example, is represented as
vacillating in her affection between her two masters (she is
jointly owned, according to the speaker) and seems to have
been playing them off against one another for maximum
advantage.63 In any case, once again slave children could have
resulted from one or both of these relationships.

Exposure, Debt Slavery and
Enslavement as a Legal Penalty

There was an array of routes to becoming a slave that were
less common compared to the modes of enslavement discussed
so far. These can be discussed fairly quickly before turning to
the more important question of what the experience of
enslavement was like for the enslaved.

First of all, exposure (abandonment) of children, both
free and slave, was practiced as a means of dealing with
children born out of wedlock or of limiting family size.64 This
was done by setting out the infant in a remote location,
sometimes in an earthenware vessel.65 Such exposed children
were sometimes rescued before dying, thereby providing a
basis in reality for many a dramatic plot – most famously,
Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus. Some exposed children,
however, even if rescued from death, ended up in slavery.
Since evidence for this latter scenario is naturally scarce, we
can only make inferences from literary scenarios. In
Menander’s play Men at Arbitration, for example, a child of



freeborn parents is exposed then rescued by slave-shepherds.
In this story, the mother became pregnant after being raped at
a festival.66 While both the mother and father are free and
indeed wealthy, the child is unwanted since it is not the
product of a lawful marriage. The child is therefore set out to
die in a remote place. The child is picked up by a slave-
shepherd, who in turn hands it over to another slave who plans
to bring it up as his own – that is, as a slave.67 The play then
follows a familiar story pattern – namely, the child is
recognized as freeborn and reunited with his parents.

Despite the dramatic satisfactions of this literary plot, it is
unlikely that in reality exposed children were ever reunited
with their families. Most probably perished or became slaves
of others. While it is likely that female babies were exposed
more often than male ones, it is impossible to know the rates
or absolute numbers of persons entering slavery this way. In
all likelihood, however, it was of lesser importance than the
modes of enslavement surveyed so far.

It is also worth mentioning debt slavery in this regard. As
already noted, debt bondage was banned in Athens in the sixth
century, but persisted in Crete and even sporadically in Athens
in the classical period (Chapter 1). All indications are,
however, that it was not a major path to slavery in classical
Greece.68

Occasionally, enslavement appears as a penalty for
certain offenses. For example, a mid-fifth-century law from
Halicarnassus specifies that if any citizen tries to overturn a
particular law, his property shall be confiscated and he himself



is to go into exile. The law further specifies that if his property
is below a certain amount, he himself is to be sold into
slavery.69 In Athens, non-citizen residents (metics) who were
convicted of living in marriage with an Athenian citizen, or
who did not have a citizen patron or pay a special tax, were
sold into slavery.70 Finally, those who attempted to be enrolled
as a citizen but were found to be ineligible or illegally enrolled
were also sold into slavery.71 As in the case of debt bondage,
however, sale into slavery as a result of a judicial penalty was
not a common route into slavery.

The Experience of Enslavement
O mother, who came from royalty and saw the day of
slavery, just as you once prospered, so you now suffer.

Euripides, Hecuba 55–57.

What was the experience of enslavement like? Apart from
house-born slaves, who were born into slavery, most slaves
underwent a process of enslavement that entailed the loss of
almost everything that defined their previous existence,
including family and social ties, not to mention their personal
freedom. Although we have no first-hand accounts of the
experience from those who were enslaved through capture by
raiders or by conquest in war, we know enough about the
process of enslavement to be able to imagine some of the
physical and psychological trauma that it entailed. Moreover,
as mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, we have some
literary accounts of the experience of enslavement, and – even



if these are written by free Greek males – they reveal how the
ancient Greeks themselves (who were after all not unfamiliar
with the experience, as we have seen) imagined the experience
of enslavement. Let’s begin with the process of enslavement
before turning to the ways that the Greeks themselves
portrayed the experience.

After conquest in war, the defeated would be rounded up
in a central place for collective sale by the victorious state or
its military representatives. Before this, as we have seen, some
captives will have been seized by individual soldiers for
private use or sale, and others may have taken their chances on
escape and flight. Those who remained after these private
seizures and defections would be held together under guard.
Since the captors often hoped to sell the captives, they needed
to maintain them in reasonable condition. As we saw,
however, in the case of the captives held in the quarries at
Syracuse, provisions could be minimal, and problems of
crowding, sanitation and exposure to the elements could result
in great suffering, illness and even death.

Beyond this physical distress, the fear and foreboding of
what was to come must have been palpable. Captives will have
wondered where they would be taken, who would buy them
and whether they would be separated from friends and family
members. While facing these uncertainties, moreover, most
captives would still have been in shock from their capture and,
not infrequently, from the sight of the total destruction of their
homes, communities or army in the field. Some of them may
have witnessed the slaughter of family members or comrades



in arms, and would be experiencing – what we label today –
posttraumatic stress. The sense of loss would be particularly
stark in those cases of the capture of cities in which all the
men had killed, and only the women and children remained.
Cries of mourning and terror would have filled the air. It is
probable that some of the captives chose suicide over the
impending enslavement.

Transport

Most captives faced the prospect of transport to a market, if
they could not be sold on the spot. Sometimes they were
transported overland and sometimes by sea. Sometimes long
marches from deep inland were followed by transport by sea.
Slaves from Thrace, Scythia, Colchis and Anatolia, for
example, would be marched overland to port cities in the
Black Sea region or the Aegean where they would then be
transported by boat to mainland Greece. Prominent port cities
mentioned in our sources as entrepots for the slave trade
include Abydus, Byzantium, Cyzicus, Perinthus on the
Propontis and Chios, Ephesus and Clazomenae in the
Aegean.72 In the Hellenistic period, the Aegean island of
Delos seems to have been a major market for the slave trade.73

In central Greece, prominent slave markets included
Corinth and Athens, but also towns in Thessaly and Boeotia.74

In the mythical scenario with which this chapter began, the
captors of Demeter/Doso sailed from the island of Crete to the
Greek mainland and disembarked at the village of Thorikos in
the southern part of the Attic peninsula. The pirates may have



intended to sell the goddess in the city of Athens itself or at
Athens’ port, Phaleron. Alternatively, their destination may
have been Thorikos itself, or the nearby Sounion, both of
which were close to the mines where there was a great demand
for slave labor. In the West, we have seen that the native
Sicilians from the city of Hykkara were transported by sea to
the nearest major town, Catane, while those captured by the
Syracusans, were transported by land to Syracuse and sold
there (with the exception of the Athenians who were
ransomed).

It is likely that captives being transported to market on
land were forced to march in a line, chained together by the
neck.75 We have several representations of such coffles on
ancient monuments, including one on the famous Behistun
Inscription. This monument from the late sixth century BCE
commemorates the Persian King Darius’ victories over
rebellious subjects. The relief shows Darius receiving a group
of nine captives chained at the neck. Darius stands facing the
coffle and places his foot on top of a tenth captive in a clear
gesture of domination. Even more explicitly connected to
slavery is the funeral monument of a freedman slave-trader
named Aulos Kapreilios Timotheos, dating to the first century
CE (Fig. 1.3). This monument was found at Amphipolis, a
Greek colony in the northern Aegean strategically located to
exploit resources – including slaves – from Thrace.
Amphipolis was presumably Aulos’ base of operation for his
slave-trading business. On the lowest register of the
monument, a cloaked figure leads a group of ten slaves



chained at the neck (Fig. 2.1). It is hard to determine the
gender of the slaves, but it is clear that several children
accompany the coffle. One of the children is female, and it
also possible that the last adult figure in the coffle is also
female.

Fig. 2.1 Close-up of the lower register of the funeral
monument of Aulos Kapreilios Timotheos, a slave-trader.

(Drawing by Sophie Forsdyke Larsen.)

Such coffles were capable of travelling up to twenty
miles a day over rough terrain.76 Sometimes they might be
chained in pairs, and required to carry gear for the trip. In the
anonymous comic biography of Aesop, the slaves march in
pairs and carry a chest, reed mats, and bedding, as well as jars
and baskets of food and drink.77 While there is no mention of
chains, this may simply be a result of the literary nature of the
tale: the plot demands mention of the gear, but does not
require mention of the chains. A description of a slave coffle
in Virginia in 1843, however, shows that slaves not only were
commonly chained in pairs but had to sleep in their chains at
night in very rough conditions.

[The slave drivers] had about three hundred slaves with
them who had bivouacked the previous night in chains in
the woods … The female slaves were, some of them,
sitting on logs of wood, whilst others were standing, and



a great many little black children were warming
themselves at the fires of the bivouac. In front of them all,
and prepared for the march, stood, in double files, about
two hundred male slaves, manacled and chained to each
other.78

The chains, of course, minimized flight risk and lowered the
cost of transport since fewer supervisors were required.79 For
the slaves, however, these chains were a source of great
discomfort, typically causing lacerations that could fester and
leave lasting scars. A speaker in a lawsuit in Athens mentions
the still visible scars on the calves of his opponent, who had
wounds caused by the chains he wore as a slave.80

Sale

Once slaves arrived at a town with a market for slaves, they
would have been prepared for sale. After a journey that was
sometimes long and arduous, as we have seen, the seller might
wish to fatten up and rest his slaves, so that they might appear
stronger and healthier, and hence fetch a higher price.81

Slave-dealers, like many clever merchants, wanted to
present their goods in the best light, so they often took pains to
dress them in ways that accentuated their qualities and covered
their faults.82 The anonymous Life of Aesop, written in Greek
but dating to the Roman period (perhaps second century CE),
provides a description of the care which slave-dealers gave to
the clothing of their slaves for sale. In this fictional account, a
slave-dealer puts three slaves up for sale, including Aesop
himself.



[The slave-dealer] dressed the musician, who was good
looking in a white robe, put light shoes on him, combed
his hair, gave him a scarf for his shoulders, and put him
on the selling block. But since the teacher had spindly
legs, he put a long robe and high boots on him so that the
length of the robe and the protection of the boots would
hide his ugly shanks, and then, when he had combed his
hair and given him a scarf, he put him on the selling
block. But he couldn’t cover up or prettify Aesop, since
he was a completely misshapen pot, and so he dressed
him in a sackcloth robe, tied a strip of material around his
middle, and stood him between the two handsome
slaves.83

Although this is a fictional and ultimately comic account, it is
probably based on historical marketing practices in which
slave-dealers gave thought to the clothing and even poses
which slaves would hold on the auction block. They even took
pains to pair slaves in such a way as to present the best effect
and thereby command the highest prices. A similar instance of
attention to pose and pairing can be found in a fragmentary
play by Menander, which opens with a scene in which an adult
male slave and a four-year-old slave girl are placed together on
the selling block, the girl perched on the man’s arm, as he sits
in a comfortable pose. Perhaps the pairing and pose were
designed to suggest a stable and healthy father-child
relationship, when in fact the young girl was freeborn and had
been captured by pirates and sold into slavery along with her
former slave caregiver.84



An indication of the marketing tricks and care of slave-
dealers regarding the presentation of their slaves can be found
in the evidence for laws of sale. These laws specify that a
slave may be returned for full purchase price if the slave is
discovered to have some physical defect or disease of which
the buyer was not made aware in advance. For example, a
speaker in a legal case at Athens cites such a law and makes
explicit mention of the fact that slave-owners sometimes
deceive buyers by hiding physical defects.

[The law states that] whenever someone sells a slave he
must declare in advance if the slave has some weakness.
If he does not, the slave may be returned.85

In drafting legislation for his best possible state, Plato goes
even further in specifying the types of defects that might be
concealed and therefore might be grounds for return of the
slave.

If someone sells a slave who is sick with a wasting
disease [such as tuberculosis or pneumonia] or a urinary
tract disorder or epilepsy or with any other illness –
physical or mental – that is not readily apparent to most
people, although it is a serious and difficult to cure illness
… there is no right of return, not even if the seller
declares the truth in advance. But if the seller is a
professional and he sells such a slave to a lay person, the
buyer can return the slave within six months – except in
the case of epilepsy. In that case, the buyer has twelve
months to return the slave.86



At Athens, slaves were placed in circular pens or enclosures
known as “The Circles.”87 Since our sources mention multiple
“circles” we may imagine an area of the marketplace where
several groups of slaves might be displayed and auctioned at
once.88 It is likely that slaves were grouped (and priced) by
ethnicity, gender, age, size and/or skill level, although very
young children would need to be kept by an adult, as we have
seen in the case of the four-year-old slave girl.89 Some
evidence suggests that sales of slaves, along with livestock,
were held on a monthly basis, and it is likely, in any case, that
public sales (as opposed to private sales) were not held daily.90

The presence of livestock alongside slaves in the market
would have visually complemented the slaveholders’
assimilation of slaves to nonhuman animals.

What was the experience of sale like for the slave?

Early on in Aristophanes’ comic play Wealth, produced in
388, an Athenian master is waxing lyrical about how wealth is
the source of everything good in men’s lives and concludes
that “everything is subject to wealth.” His slave then quips:
“Indeed I myself have become a slave because of a small bit
of money, although I was free before!”91 In the opening lines
of the play, the same slave had lamented his fate of being a
slave and therefore obliged to follow the commands of his
master (who seemed to have lost his mind). He further
observes that a slave is not the master of his own body, but
rather the one who has bought him controls his body:

Zeus and the gods, what a difficult thing it is to be a slave
for a master who has lost his mind. For the slave



attendant who happens to provide the best advice does
not seem to do so to the one who has acquired him and
consequently the slave is compelled to share in the bad
results. For fortune does not allow the slave to have
control over his own body, but rather gives control to the
one who has bought it.92

While this testimony comes from a comedy written by a free
elite male for a mainly free and citizen audience, it purports to
represent the perspective of the slave and certainly touches on
some fundamental truths about slaves who are bought in the
market – they lose control over their body to the person who
pays “a small bit of money.” Moreover, slaves are compelled
to obey the commands of their new owner, even if these are
ill-advised.

This loss of control over the body is vividly present even
in the process of sale, as potential buyers feel free to poke and
prod the slave to determine his health. Aristophanes alludes to
such treatment of slaves in a scene in another play, the Birds.
Here, the main character is explaining to a chorus of birds that
they (the birds) used to be worshipped as gods by humans, but
now they are treated as ignorant slaves – mere “Manes-es”
(the plural of “Manes”, a common slave name in drama).93

So all men used to consider you to be great gods, but now
they think of you as ignorant slaves, “Manes-es.” And so
they throw stones at you just as they do with crazy
people, and even in holy places every bird catcher sets up
snares, traps, limed-twigs and nets. Then after catching



you they sell you all gathered together. And other men
buy you, feeling and squeezing you all over.94

For a sense of what this “feeling and squeezing” might entail,
we can compare this with the evidence for such examinations
in the slave market of nineteenth-century New Orleans.
Buyers, it seems, “ran their hands over the bodies of slaves,
rubbing their muscles, fingering their joints, and kneading
their flesh.”95 In addition, buyers “thumbed their way into
slaves’ mouths to look at their gums and teeth,” just as they
might do when buying a horse.96 Both male and female slaves
were often stripped so that buyers could have a closer look.
Buyers “palpated breasts and abdomens” as they tried to judge
the reproductive capacity of female slaves.97

To facilitate such physical examination, a slave might be
stripped naked, as a fragment from a lost comedy attests. In
the fragment, a slave imagines his future sale in the
marketplace.

By the gods, I already seem to see myself in the Circles,
having been stripped [of my clothes], walking in a circle
and being offered for sale.98

Once again, although this comedy is written by a free Greek
male, the representation is realistic, as the mention of the
“Circles” makes clear.

In addition to physical handling, prospective buyers may
have asked the slave questions. Through such questioning, the
buyer may have sought to determine not only the slave’s
comprehension of Greek but also his ethnicity, skills, character



and intelligence.99 In the fictional Life of Aesop, for example,
a buyer asks several slaves about their ethnicity, name and
skills, before enquiring of the slave-dealer about the price.100

While such direct questioning of the slave may not have been
possible in cases in which the slave was newly imported to
Greece (and hence not yet Greek-speaking), when it did take
place, it was one part of the process of sale that actually
acknowledged slaves’ human capacities (speech, rationality)
and hence their difference from livestock or inanimate objects
that were also bought and sold.

Moreover, although slaves were mostly treated as
inhuman objects in the process of sale, they did not necessarily
passively accept the process. Indeed, slaves might even
attempt to influence their sale either positively or negatively,
depending on their assessment of the buyer.101 Humorously,
Aesop, in his fictive biography, talks back to a potential buyer,
the philosopher Xanthos, and even ridicules his pretensions of
wisdom. In their extensive conversation, Aesop even gives the
buyer a lesson in slave management.

X A N T H O S : I wish to buy you, but you won’t try to run away
will you?

A E S O P : If I wish to do this, I will not make you my advisor
in this enterprise, as you take me as your advisor. But
who determines whether I run away? You or me?

X A N T H O S : Clearly, you do.

A E S O P : No, you do.

X A N T H O S : Why do I?



A E S O P : If you are a good master, no one, fleeing the good,
goes to the bad, giving himself over to wandering and the
expectation of hunger and fear. But if you are a bad
master, I will not stay one hour with you, not even half an
hour, not even a second.102

While this scene is an obvious comic reversal of actual real-
life roles of masters and slaves (a common feature of ancient
comedy), comparative evidence shows that the question of
whether a slave was “in the habit of running away” was at the
forefront of buyers’ mind as they examined a slave and tried to
discern their character.103 More importantly, the scene
acknowledges the fact that slaves – as human beings – had
some agency of their own, and sometimes used it to negotiate
the conditions of their enslavement (see Chapter 5). This
agency could be exercised even in the process of sale, such
that slaves might thwart the attempts of their sellers to present
them in the best light, or they might proactively bargain with a
potential buyer to attain a master who would give them the
maximum autonomy or – at a minimum – the least brutal
treatment.

Once again, evidence from better-documented slave
societies demonstrates that some slaves were not shy about
declaring their views of potential buyers and even went so far
as to reject certain buyers openly. In the slave market of
nineteenth-century New Orleans, a slave by the name of
Moses Roper told a buyer “that I would, on no account, live
with him if I could help it.”104 A slave buyer reported that she
did not purchase a slave named Virginia “because she [the



slave] had said that she would not come with her.”105 While
some slaves took this direct route to deterring potential buyers
whom they did not like, others did so indirectly by fabricating
or exaggerating a sickness, behaving in a sullen or
uncooperative way, or generally refusing to play the roles
assigned to them by their sellers. Of course, slaves who
behaved in these ways risked punishment from their sellers,
but evidently some judged the risk worth taking in order to
avoid a cruel master or gain a good-natured one. When all else
failed, some took the first opportunity to run from their new
owners right away. This was the case with one Mary, who “ran
away before she could be carried away from New Orleans.”106

Examples of slaves bargaining for better conditions – like
Aesop – can also be found in the record of slave sales in
nineteenth-century America. For example, slaves might entreat
a buyer to purchase a family member along with themselves or
appeal to slave-owners’ own professions of paternalistic
concern for their slaves.107 While the effect of such
negotiation should not be allowed to obscure the brutality of
the process of sale, the potential of slaves to influence their
own sale is a reminder of the human capacities of slaves and
their potential for independent agency. We will have much
more to say about slave agency in Chapter 5, where we
examine the constant struggle between master and slave for
control and freedom.

Separation of Families



A fascinating new piece of evidence for slave sales at Athens
recently came to light in the form of a fragment from a legal
speech by the fourth-century politician and speechwriter
Hyperides. This text was discovered in 2005 barely visible
underneath the print of a medieval prayer book. The
parchment used to copy the prayer book had previously been
used to copy Hyperides’ orations, as well as some treatises by
the famous third-century mathematician and scientist
Archimedes. The text has a bearing on the question of whether
slaves were usually sold individually or whether families were
kept together.

The legal case concerns one Timandros, who is accused
of mismanagement of the estate of four orphans of whom he
had been appointed guardian. Foremost among his misdeeds,
according to the speaker, was his separation of the young
siblings – an act of cruelty that the speaker alleges was beyond
what even slave-dealers were willing to do. The text is
fragmentary in places but reads roughly as follows:

When there were left these two brothers and sisters here,
the girls being orphans without a mother or father and all
of them small children … this man Timandros brought up
the younger sister in his own home, dragging her away
and taking her to Lemnos when she was perhaps seven.
And this is an act that no guardian nor any man of
goodwill would do, not even those who hold war captives
in their possession: even they sell them as far as possible
as a family. Further, those slave-retailers and traffickers
who do anything [shameless?] for profit, when they sell
children, who are siblings or a mother with children …



take a loss and sell them for less, [this being] the right
thing to do.108

The speaker claims that it was considered shameful even for
slave-dealers to separate slave families. The question becomes
whether this is a case of rhetorical exaggeration designed “to
drive home an advocate’s point” or reflects the actual practices
of slave-dealers.109

In fact, the scant evidence we have for slave sales
suggests that it was rare to respect family groupings. In the list
of slaves to be auctioned at Athens in 415 BCE, for example,
only one sale contains what appears to be a family – a
Thracian slave woman and her two children.110 Furthermore,
while there is some evidence of family groups among slaves in
classical Athens, it is difficult to tell in these cases whether the
slaves were sold together or were simply born in the same
household. For example, a legal speech by Andocides
mentions two slaves who are brothers and living in the same
household.111 Whether these brothers were sold as a pair or
born into slavery is unknown. A fragment from a lost play by
the comic poet Antiphanes, however, suggests that the
Athenians were familiar with the joint sales of siblings, since
the fragment concerns two sisters, transported from Syria to
Athens and sold there as a pair. One of the sisters tells the
story:

I arrived here in Athens, with my sister, as we were
brought by some trader. I am Syrian by birth. This guy, a
loan shark, happened along when we were being
auctioned, and bought us.112



This fictive example notwithstanding, the preponderance of
the evidence suggests that family groupings of slaves were
relatively rare, and that most slaves were sold as individuals,
separately from their biological families.113 We may conclude
that the speaker’s claim, in the speech above, about the
scruples of slave-dealers is a convenient fiction rather than a
reflection of social norms.

Comparative evidence strengthens this conclusion: “Of
the two thirds of a million interstate sales … in the decades
before the Civil War, twenty-five percent involved the
destruction of a first marriage and fifty percent destroyed a
nuclear family – many of these separating children under the
age of thirteen from their parents.”114 The much richer
evidence from the American Old South, moreover,
demonstrates not only the agony of slave families when they
were separated by the trade, but also the maneuvers of
slaveholders to avoid the difficulties – both ideological and
practical – resulting from this practice. For example, slave
holders constructed “a narrative of economic necessity” that –
they alleged – overrode their reluctance to sell a slave and
justified their brutal separation of families. Similarly,
slaveholders arranged for family members to be absent when a
slave was to be sold.115

There are exceptions, however, to the individualized sale
of slaves. One example can be found in purchases of publicly
owned slaves by the state. While most slaves in ancient Greece
were privately owned (with the notable exception of the
Spartan helots discussed in Chapter 1), Athens employed



public slaves to perform all sorts of basic government
functions, including keeping records, minting and testing
coins, and even providing basic policing of public spaces (see
Chapter 3).116 This latter function was filled by an ethnically
homogeneous group of slaves known as the Scythian archers.
With their distinctive patterned clothing and weaponry, these
slaves stood out from ordinary citizens and hence could
perform their duties without threatening the equality of
citizens in a democracy. Since Scythians were required, the
state occasionally made a purchase in bulk. For example, the
Athenians purchased 300 Scythian archers in the middle of the
fifth century.117 These slaves – imported from the Black Sea
region – may have gained some comfort at their collective
sale, transport and ultimate occupation in Athens. Awareness
of the possibility of the formation of a community among
Scythian slaves in Athens does not, however, lessen the
trauma of their separation from families and homeland, or the
disorientation of their new situation in a Greek urban center
(see below).

While the Scythian archers sold in bulk ultimately lived
in a stable albeit alien lifestyle in Athens, another group of
slaves, typically sold and bought in bulk, were not so
fortunate. These were slaves intended for the mines. With the
exception of certain skilled slaves who served as overseers or
managers of mining operations, the majority of slaves who
were sold to work in the mines were destined for a brutal and
dangerous existence (see Chapter 3). As we have seen, the
slaves who became workers in the mines in Attica would have



been transported and sold at markets at Sounion or Thorikos –
both close to the mining districts. These slaves typically
numbered in the hundreds and might have shared an ethnic
identity (see Chapter 4). Once again, while sale in bulk and
collective assignment may have allowed for the formation of
communities and mutual support among slaves, knowledge of
the ultimate destination must have led many to despair.

Slave Prices

As we have seen, a slave in one of Aristophanes’ comedies
grouses that he has become a slave after being bought for “a
tiny bit of money.”118 This is certainly a valid complaint from
a slave’s perspective, since even from a master’s perspective
slaves were relatively cheap in ancient Greece. Indeed, it is no
paradox that the owner of the aforementioned slave in
Aristophanes’ play describes himself as poor. In Athens,
ordinary citizens, even relatively poor ones, might own a slave
or two (see Chapter 3).119 It seems that low transport costs and
a steady supply kept prices down.120

Judging from the lists of confiscated property that was
put up for auction in Athens, the average price of a slave was
between 150 and 200 drachmas, an amount equal to about
100–150 days of work for a skilled craftsman.121 This price is
only an average, of course, and much depended on the age,
gender and skills of the slave. On the same list, a Carian child
goes for as little as 72 drachmas and a Lydian woman goes for
barely more (85 drachmas). At the other end of the scale, a
Thracian woman is sold for 220 drachmas and a Syrian man



for 301 drachmas.122 These latter slaves presumably possessed
valuable skills, judging from the evidence for prices of slave-
craftsmen. The fourth-century Athenian politician
Demosthenes claimed as part of his inheritance thirty-two
knife-making slaves worth 5 or 6 minas (500 or 600 drachmas)
each, and twenty couch-making slaves worth 2 minas (200
drachmas) each.123 Very highly prized slaves could go for
even more. The fifth-century Athenian politician Nicias is said
to have paid a talent (6,000 drachmas) for one Sosias, a
Thracian overseer who supervised mining operations on his
behalf.124 The high-class prostitute Neaira was worth 30 minas
(3,000 drachmas).125

Once the sale was concluded, slaves would wonder in
trepidation about the nature of the person who had acquired
them. Even in cases in which a slave succeeded in influencing
a sale, she might still worry about whether she had made the
right judgment of her buyer? Would he be a brutal or a kind
master? In the moments after the sale, the other slaves on sale
– particularly those who had been waiting for a sale for some
time and therefore might know some of the potential buyers –
might offer moral support to the slave who was about to be
removed to an unknown situation. This is the case in a scene
from a comic play, in which a nearby slave tells a recently sold
adult male and small child to “take courage” because the man
who has purchased them is “a military commander, a good
man and a wealthy one.”126

This anecdote raises the question of the slave’s
experience in the aftermath of a sale – not only the sense of



foreboding about the character of a new master but also the
experience of being transported to and integrated into a new
home.

Cultural Dislocation

Whether kept as slaves of their captors or sold on to others,
transport and cultural dislocation of greater or lesser
proportions were inevitable.127 Slaves captured and
transported to Greece from Thrace, Scythia or beyond left
behind small villages or a semi-nomadic life on the Eurasian
steppes for Greek urban centers and surrounding farms.
Language would have been only one of many differences that
the new slave would have had to navigate. There were also
new cults, lifestyles and individuals to which the slave would
have had to adapt.

One of the more disorienting Greek customs that a newly
acquired non-Greek slave would have encountered was the
ritual of entry into the household.128 On the day that he was
purchased, the slave was brought into the household and
placed by the hearth, the cultic center of the household. Next,
the mistress would pour nuts and dried figs over the head of
the slave. For the Greek members of the household, the casting
of dried figs and nuts symbolized the hope that the slave
would produce for the household lasting human and
agricultural fertility, abundance and wealth.129 For the master,
the ritual marked the integration of the slave – a new
productive force – into the community of the household under
his authority and that of his wife. For the slave, however, the



ritual signaled the end of his transition from his prior status
(free or servile) and his assumption of a servile status in a new
household. A moment of great hope and expectation for the
master, therefore, was simultaneously a moment of utter loss
and transformation for the slave. For a non-Greek slave who
did not understand the significance of the ritual, it must have
been a strange and even frightening experience.

Even more ominously, public slaves could meet with a
brutal initiation into their new lives: they were branded with a
mark signifying their status as publicly owned.130 This
branding was done to ensure that no one could claim a
publicly owned slave as their private slave, or sell them or
export them. For the slave, however, the application of a hot
iron against their skin and the smell of burning flesh served as
a violent and painful introduction to their new master: the
state. Paradoxically, publicly owned slaves sometimes lived a
relatively independent lifestyle and even sometimes
accumulated considerable wealth. This fact, however, does
little to mitigate the brutality and inhumanity of the process of
branding, a procedure associated primarily with marking the
possession of livestock.131

Greeks enslaved by fellow Greeks endured a smaller
geographical and cultural dislocation, but their change in
status must have been equally disorienting and shocking. A
particularly vivid example of enslavement of a Greek by
another Greek is described in a fourth-century legal speech
preserved under the name of Andocides, but probably a
rhetorical exercise composed by an unknown author at a later



date. The speech refers to the aftermath of Athens’ conquest of
the Greek island of Melos in 415 BCE, when the Athenians
killed the males and enslaved the women and children. The
speaker describes how the fifth-century Athenian politician
Alcibiades bought one of the Melian women and even had a
child by her. While the main point of this speech is to illustrate
Alcibiades’ outrageous behavior, it is notable that it does so by
representing, and implicitly calling on the sympathy of the
Athenian jurors for, the suffering of an enslaved woman and
her child.

[Alcibiades’] offensive behavior goes beyond all bounds.
After making a proposal for the enslavement of the
Melians, he bought one of the female prisoners and had a
son by her. That baby was born even more illicitly than
Aegisthus: his parents are each other’s greatest enemies,
and he has relatives of whom some inflicted and others
endured the utmost suffering. Let me make Alcibiades’
audacity even plainer. He had a child by a woman whom
he had made a slave instead of free, whose father and
relatives he had killed, and whose city he had destroyed;
thus he made his son a deadly enemy to himself and to
Athens, so compelling are his motives for loathing them.
But as for you, you think such deeds terrible when you
see them in tragedies, but when you see them happening
in Athens you don’t care a scrap. Yet in the one case you
don’t really know whether they did happen in that way or
have been invented by the poets; in the other case, when
you know very well that these outrageous deeds have
been done, you tolerate them easily.132



While we do not know whether this is a fictional example, it is
entirely plausible that an Athenian could have had a child by
one of the captive women of Melos. Remarkably, the speaker
invokes the jurors’ outrage and empathy not only for the
situation of a slave child, who was born from a liaison
between a master and his slave, but also for the slave mother
who lost her freedom and whose own relatives were
slaughtered or sold into slavery by her master. Revealingly, the
speaker chastises the Athenians for feeling empathy with
victims of enslavement in tragic plays (see the quotation from
Euripides’ Hecuba above), but showing indifference to actual
occurrences of enslavement in Athens.

While it suits the speaker’s partisan interest in vilifying
Alcibiades to take the perspective of the enslaved mother and
child, this passage is still a remarkable window onto Greek
views of the experience of enslavement. The author implies
that the child and her mother are caught in a terrible dilemma,
with the child particularly torn between its ties to its Athenian
father and its Melian mother. Since a child born of a slave
mother and a free father would become a slave, it is likely that
the child would have identified with his mother, and been
brought up to despise his father. On the other hand, a child
born into slavery would have had less connection to his
ancestral city on his mother’s side, and – unless his mother
managed to keep him in the same household and maintain
some of her native polis culture (in this case, Dorian cults and
dialect) in her new setting (see below) – the child may have



become more assimilated into Athenian culture than to that of
his mother’s homeland.

Sometimes our Greek sources provide insight into the
experience of enslavement through remarks made about
Greeks who had been enslaved by non-Greeks. These sources
illustrate both the shock of enslavement in a different culture
and the ways that slaves had to adapt linguistically to their
new masters. We can use these observations to understand the
inverse experience – that is, non-Greeks being enslaved by
Greeks.

The first example concerns a Greek woman who had been
enslaved by the Macedonians when they conquered her native
city of Olynthus in 348. In a legal speech aimed at discrediting
his political rival, Demosthenes describes a banquet that was
held shortly after the conquest in the home of a Macedonian
citizen and attended by his rival. Demosthenes vividly
describes the brutal and humiliating treatment of the Olynthian
woman and particularly her distress and desperation as she
tried to navigate the unknown mores of her new Macedonian
masters.

When they started drinking, [the host] brought in an
Olynthian woman who was beautiful, but also free by
birth and modest. At first, it seems, they compelled her
gently to drink and to eat something … As the night wore
on, however, and they grew heated with drink, they
compelled her to lie on a couch and even to sing
something. When the woman became distressed since she
neither wanted [to sing] nor knew how, [the hosts]



asserted that it was an outrage and not to be borne that
she – who was a war captive … – put on airs. They said,
“call a slave” and “bring a leather strap!” A slave came
holding a whip, and – since they were drunk and easily
provoked – when she said something and wept, the slave
tore off her clothes and flogged her back repeatedly.133

The episode ended when the woman fell at the knees of one of
the banqueters and begged for mercy. The banqueter took pity
on her and she was saved. If this man had not intervened, we
are told, the Olynthian woman would have been killed.
Despite this narrow escape, the language is telling. The
woman is publicly stripped of her clothing, a grave insult to a
Greek woman.134 She is then whipped with instruments used
also on animals, thus reducing her to an inhuman status. The
verb used to describe her flogging (ξαίνειν), moreover, means
“to mangle or lacerate,” and would have evoked an image of
raw and bloody flesh. And all this brutal treatment was
brought on by her inability to adapt quickly enough to the
demands of her new masters. While this account is admittedly
quite extreme – indeed, Demosthenes describes it in a way
designed to evoke pity and shock in his Athenian audience – it
captures not only the brutality but also some of the terror and
confusion that a newly enslaved person might have
experienced as they tried to navigate their new cultural context
and status.

In the case of the Olynthian woman, as in the case of the
Melian woman, language would not have been a major barrier
to communication, since the Macedonians spoke a dialect of



Greek or a closely related language. In other cases, however,
language would have been a major part of the cultural
disorientation of a slave. Again, we can get a sense of this
non-Greek experience from its inverse – the experience of
Greeks enslaved elsewhere. For example, an Athenian legal
speech mentioned earlier in this chapter concerns a citizenship
case in which the defendant was accused of being a foreigner
on the grounds that his father spoke with an accent. As we
saw, the defendant’s explanation for his father’s accent was
that he was captured by the Spartans and their allies during the
Peloponnesian War and spent many years in slavery.135 In this
case, as in the case of the Olynthian and Melian women, the
“accent” would have been simply a dialectical difference since
the father was enslaved on the Greek island of Leucas, off the
west coast of Greece. In any case, the anecdote is an indication
of the ways that enslaved persons in Greece would have been
exposed to new dialects and languages and would have had to
adapt linguistically in their new environment.

A remarkable example of complete language adaptation –
that is, learning a totally new language – by a slave in Athens
is found in Xenophon’s account of the expedition of some
Greek mercenaries to aid the Persian prince Cyrus in his bid
for the throne in 401 BCE. While the mission was ultimately
unsuccessful, Xenophon, who participated in the expedition,
reports a remarkable incident on the long march back to
Greece. As the soldiers neared the southeast corner of the
Black Sea, they found themselves confronted by a seemingly
hostile local people as they tried to ford a river. Anxious that



the Greeks had warlike intentions towards them, these people,
whom we later learn were called Macronians, stood on the
opposite bank of the river, shouting and throwing stones. At
this point, one of the light-armed troops (peltasts) in the Greek
army approached Xenophon (who was commanding) and
made a startling revelation. The soldier reported that he had
been a slave in Athens and that he recognized the language of
the hostile tribe. In what must have been a very emotional
moment for the soldier, he said, “I think this is my homeland.”
He then added, “If nothing prevents it, I would like to talk to
them.”136

Xenophon reports this incident only as a necessary detail
of the plot of his account – namely, that the soldier’s ability to
communicate with the Macronians allowed the Greeks to
explain that they were simply trying to return to Greece after
fighting against the Persian king. Upon clarifying this point,
the Greeks gained the assistance of the Macronians in crossing
the difficult terrain and reaching the Black Sea. What is
striking, however, is that this soldier’s revelation suggests that
he was captured many years ago in his homeland deep in the
hinterlands of the Black Sea region and sold into slavery at
Athens. Over the course of this man’s life in Athens, he had
apparently learned Greek and gained his freedom. And yet, he
had no knowledge of his origins or native culture until this
chance encounter.137 This lack of knowledge suggests that he
was captured at a relatively young age and transported to
Athens. On the other hand, the fact that he could remember his
native tongue when he first heard it, suggests that he was



captured at an age at which he had language facility in his
native tongue.

We can only imagine what the experience of this young
child would have been as he found himself enslaved at Athens
surrounded by people who spoke a different language,
worshipped different gods and had a radically different way of
life. While the outcome seems to have been relatively good –
the man assimilated and even gained his freedom – we cannot
underestimate the trauma caused by the experience of
violence, separation from family and country, and the initial
encounter with alien languages and behaviors. An indication
of the initial difficulty of language acquisition for recently
bought slaves is implied in the politician Demosthenes’
critique of his rival Aeschines, whom he frequently claimed
had slavish origins. Demosthenes alludes to Aeschines’ slavish
origins when he says that he engages in a lot of bluster and
noise about lawsuits – “two or three simple words that even a
slave bought yesterday could recite” – but doesn’t have the
rhetorical ability to see them through.138 Language, however,
was just one of the disorienting features of his new
environment – the urban landscape, the population density and
even the sounds of this bustling city must have been
overwhelming to a child born in the thickly forested terrain of
the Macronians.

Of course, a person born into slavery in Athens would
have experienced less or no linguistic or cultural disruption.
When Socrates wishes to interrogate a slave in Plato’s
philosophical dialogue Meno, his host provides him with a



house-born slave, since such a slave “is Greek and speaks
Greek.”139 Shockingly, but not surprisingly, a house-born
slave is considered “Greek” by its owner, regardless of their
mother’s ethnicity. It was inevitable and even compulsory, of
course, that the child learn the language and culture of its
owners, and it is not surprising that from the perspective of the
owners house-born slaves were simply “Greek” and “speakers
of Greek.” What is perhaps also unsurprising, however, is that
some slaves made efforts to retain the language and customs
of their homeland and teach them to their (enslaved, house-
born) children. An anecdote recounted by the fifth-century
historian Herodotus, for example, suggests that some slave
mothers taught their children the language and customs of
their homeland, in part, as a mode of resistance to their
enslavers.

Herodotus tells the story as an explanation for the
widespread Greek custom of referring to brutal acts as
“Lemnian deeds.” According to the Greek legend that
Herodotus reports, when the original inhabitants of the
territory of Athens, the Pelasgians, were expelled and settled
on the island of Lemnos, they sought revenge on the Athenians
by capturing and enslaving some Athenian women. These
women were held as concubines by their captors and soon
produced children who – as they grew up – refused to
associate with the Pelasgians’ legitimate children and behaved
as though they were superior to them. According to Herodotus,
this behavior was a consequence of the fact that the Athenian
women had taught their own children the Athenian language



(the Pelasgians were not Greek speakers) as well as their
customs. In response to the haughtiness of these children, the
Pelasgians murdered their Athenian concubines along with
their children – an act that gave the name of “Lemnian deed”
to any act of unusual brutality committed thereafter.140

Interestingly, enslaved women might even teach their
owners’ children their language and culture, perhaps as a
gesture of resistance or a desperate attempt to preserve their
memories of their origins. Such a scenario is implicit in the
Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, where Aphrodite in disguise
claims that she is a Phrygian princess, whose nurse, a slave
from Troy, taught her the Trojan tongue.141 This early
exposure to the Trojan language by her slave-nurse provides a
plausible explanation of why the disguised goddess is able to
speak fluently to the Trojan Anchises. For us, the point is that
these fictive stories suggest that while slaves were forced to
adapt to the language and culture of their masters, some slaves
may have made an effort to maintain their own language and
culture. We will return to this subject when we consider slave
identity (Chapter 4) and resistance (Chapter 5).

The Slave Population
Size

Turning now from the modes and experience of enslavement,
we can attempt to sketch a general profile of the slave
population in Greece. Of course, such a sketch will be very
rough, because data is scarce, and what we have relates



primarily to Athens and Sparta – just two out of the more than
one thousand Greek city-states. This evidentiary pattern leaves
us largely in the dark when it comes to slavery in Greece as a
whole. Nevertheless, scattered testimony shows that slavery
was widespread, from the little-known island of Leucas in
western Greece, as we have just seen, to the Greek cities of
coastal Asia Minor. In fact, the island of Chios, off the coast of
modern-day Turkey, was credited with originating the practice
of chattel slavery in ancient Greece, and was considered to
have one of the largest and best-managed slave population in
the Greek world.142 Moreover, the island of Aegina, off the
coast of Attica, was known for its slave market and its
allegedly enormous slave population. According to one
ancient source, there were 470,000 slaves on this island of
eighty-seven square kilometers!143 While this number, along
with other exaggerated numbers in this source, is to be
rejected, such numbers indicate that the Greeks themselves
thought there were very many slaves on this island and in
several other Greek city-states.

But how large? What was the proportion of slaves to free
people? As already noted, absolute numbers and ratios elude
us due to lack of evidence. We can, however, make rough
guesses for a few places, chiefly Athens and Sparta.

Athenian sources often assume that every Athenian has at
least one slave. For example, the fourth-century politician
Demosthenes exhorts the ordinary citizens who manned the
courts to “think to yourself about some slave you left at home
… some Syros or Manes or whatever name each has.”144 We



have a good sense of the number of male citizens in Athens,
which ranged from a maximum of 60,000 in the fifth century
to about 30,000 in the fourth century.145 If, as seems likely
from the evidence of slave labor (Chapter 3), at least 50
percent of this population had a slave or two, we start with a
minimum figure of c.30,000 to c.15,000 slaves in the fifth and
fourth centuries respectively.146 Of course, wealthy Athenians
owned dozens, and, in a few rare cases, hundreds of slaves, so
these figures are minimal numbers. To these minimum
numbers, we can add the large number of publicly owned
slaves – including the 300–1200 Scythian archers and the
many scribes, heralds and coin testers who performed many of
the state’s basic functions (see Chapter 3). The most recent
estimate of numbers of publicly owned slaves in Athens is
1,000–2,000.147 Next, we can add the very large number of
slaves who worked the mines at Laurion in southern Attica. In
the fourth century, Xenophon can imagine a scenario in which
the state owns 10,000 slaves in the mines – a figure
presumably based on the thousands of privately owned slaves
working in the mines during his time. This is plausible given
the fact that Nicias alone owned 1,000 slaves in the mines.148

If we halve Xenophon’s number, we come up with a low
estimate of 5,000 for the number of slaves in the mines.

Adding up these figures, we can estimate a minimum
total of 36,500 to 21,500 slaves in fifth and fourth-century
Athens respectively. Less conservative estimates range from
50,000 to 120,000 during the classical period.149 Numbers of
this order of magnitude correspond well with several of the



more plausible figures in our sources. First, Thucydides
reports that “more than 20,000 slaves, the majority of whom
were skilled workers, deserted” when the Spartans occupied
the deme of Deceleia in Athenian territory in 413.150 Second,
the fourth-century politician Hyperides proposes in one of his
speeches that in order to continue to resist the Macedonians
after the defeat at Chaeronea in 338, the Athenians should
enfranchise the slaves “in the countryside and in the mines”
who number “more than 150,000.”151 While it is unlikely that
either of these numbers is based on actual records, they must
have been plausible to Athenians during the fifth and fourth
centuries.152 On these bases, we can estimate a total slave
population ranging from 20,000 to 120,000, or somewhere
between 8 percent and 50 percent of the total population of
250,000 (including women, children and free non-citizens).
Taking the average, we might settle on 70,000 slaves or
roughly 30 percent of the total population. While this is
admittedly a very rough estimate, it gives us some sense of the
total size of the slave population and the ratio of slaves to
nonslaves. By any measure, there were a lot of slaves in
classical Athens.

If Athens had a lot of slaves, Sparta had even more.
Thucydides confidently asserts that the Spartans had the
greatest number of slaves of any city-state in Greece, and that
the island of Chios – considered the birthplace of chattel
slavery in Greece, as mentioned already – had the second-
largest slave population.153 While Thucydides does not
specify, this claim must refer to the size of the slave



population in relation to the citizen or the total population of
these states. Certainly, traditions about Sparta suggest that its
large slave population was a constant threat to the stability of
Sparta, and we know of at least one major helot revolt in
Sparta following an earthquake in c.464 (see Chapter 5).154 A
sense of the size of the imbalance between Spartans and helots
can be gleaned from Herodotus’ account of the Battle of
Plataea in 479, where he states that each Spartan soldier was
accompanied by seven helots.155 While this number may be
exaggerated, it reflects the fact that the helots outnumbered the
Spartans heavily. If the ratio between Athenian male citizens
and their slaves was 1:2 (according to the rough calculation
above), the ratio between Spartans and their slaves was even
higher.

Ethnicity

As we saw in Chapter 1, the Spartan helots shared a common
ethnicity since they were indigenous Greeks who were
conquered and enslaved en masse by the Spartans by the end
of the eighth century BCE. While there were several other
such groups who were enslaved in situ, this was not the norm
for most city-states. As we have seen, most slaves were
brought from elsewhere through conquest or sale. While some
of these slaves were fellow Greeks conquered in battle, they
joined servile populations from diverse ethnicities in the
communities to which they were taken. The question arises,
what was the ethnic makeup of the slave population? What



was the ratio between Greek and non-Greek slaves? Were any
ethnic groups particularly prominent?

Before addressing this question, we might first ask, why
does it matter? The ancients believed that – all else being
equal – revolts were more likely to happen among slaves of
the same ethnicity.156 As we shall see in Chapter 5, however,
the comparative study of slave revolts disproves this belief,
and suggests on the contrary that heterogeneous slave
populations imported from abroad are more likely to revolt.
Yet the significance of ethnicity goes beyond resistance to the
question of the experience of slavery itself. As we have seen,
the cultural gap between the birth culture of a slave and the
culture in which he is enslaved gives an indication of the
trauma experienced by the slave. Indeed, the experience of
slavery depended in part on the difficulty or ease of language
acquisition and other aspects of cultural assimilation.
Moreover, the numbers of slaves of the same ethnicity in a
community also affected the experience of enslavement. It
mattered a great deal if one was the only Egyptian slave in
one’s community or whether one was part of the large group
of Thracian slaves who worshipped the Thracian god Bendis at
Athens.157 Age of enslavement, among other factors, also
affects each of these points, of course, and therefore we will
also try to sketch the age profile of the slave population.

As with the overall population, we also lack good data for
determining the number and proportion of slaves of various
ethnicities. Yet, for Athens, we can make rough guesses based
on the patterns of ethnic names or other ethnic identifiers



found in state-generated lists of slaves, such as of those sold in
public auctions and of those who served as rowers in the
Athenian navy. The proportions derived from these lists can be
supplemented by a number of gravestones of slaves or ex-
slaves, as well as a substantial body of dedications of freed
slaves.158 Yet, before we can make use of these documents, we
must acknowledge that the data they present cannot be used as
a direct proxy for percentages of various ethnicities in the
slave population. This caveat is required because scholars have
realized that ethnic names do not always correlate with actual
foreign ethnicities and conversely that Greek names do not
always correspond to Greek ethnicity.

While it has long been recognized that slave-buyers or
slave-owners might give generic ethnic labels to slaves
regardless of their actual ethnicity, one of the most striking
breakthroughs of recent scholarship is the recognition that
most slaves (53 percent of surviving slave names) have Greek
names that are also borne by citizens.159 Interestingly, fictional
slave names such as those that appear in comedy and tragedy,
reverse this pattern. That is, most fictional slave names bear
ethnic or foreign names (57 percent). Finally, the vast majority
of freed persons bear names that are also attested for citizens
(70 percent). Whatever we make of these patterns, clearly we
cannot simply equate names with ethnicity.

The pattern in literature seems to confirm the ideological
tendency of free citizens to emphasize the gap between citizen
and slave in order to justify slavery.160 By representing slaves
with non-Greek names on the stage, Greeks naturalized



slavery in the same way Aristotle does when he – quoting
Euripides – claimed that Greeks were natural rulers and that
“barbarians” were natural slaves.161 Yet, the evidence for
historical slave names that are Greek and the same or similar
to citizen names shows that, in real life, Greeks did not always
try to “other” their slaves. In fact, Greeks may have conferred
citizen-style names upon slaves to facilitate their ability to
interact with citizens and hence enhance their performance of
their duties. It is particularly striking, in this regard, that slaves
who performed “white collar” jobs such as bankers and
scribes seem to have Greek names that citizens also possess,
while slaves in more menial positions have more clearly
foreign or ethnic names.

It is also possible that the slaves themselves actively
claimed Greek names for themselves and their children in
order to promote their integration and success in Greek
society, or even to escape detection as slaves (Chapter 4). This
possibility is strengthened by the frequency of Greek names
shared with citizens among historically attested freed persons.
This latter pattern suggests that freed persons often adopted or
retained names for themselves and their children that obscured
differences between themselves and citizens. We must be
cautious about the potential bias of our sources here, since
records of freed persons represent a particular subset of the
slave population – namely, those who were successful in
escaping it through formal mechanisms. We cannot assume
that most slaves were willing to abandon that part of their
ethnic identity that was reflected in their names, and indeed



some funeral monuments of foreigners who were probably
slaves or former slaves reveal that at least some retained not
only ethnic names but also a great deal of ethnic pride
(Chapter 4). The occurrence of at least one historical slave
with a foreign name (Skonus), yet also designated as “house-
born,” shows that even some slaves born in Greece took on
ethnic names.162

With these methodological problems in mind, what can
we say about slave ethnicity from the data we have? It seems
best not to expect to be able to draw any fine-grained results
about numbers or proportions of various ethnicities among the
slave population at Athens. Instead, we must accept that we
can draw only very limited conclusions about the ethnicity of
slaves in Athens.

First, even if slave-traders or slave-owners gave generic
ethnic names to their foreign slaves, these names probably still
indicate the broadly defined regions from which the slaves
were taken. If a slave is labelled “Thracian” or given an ethnic
name like “Thraix” (male) or “Thratta” (female), then it is
likely that the slave originated in the vast region that spreads
from the northern coast of the Aegean to deep into the
hinterlands of the areas west and north of the Black Sea. While
finer ethnic distinctions were sometimes made within this
category – for example, Getas (from the Getai of the coastal
areas of the northwestern Black Sea) – in most cases, it is not
possible to be more precise. That said, we can divide the
surviving slaves with ethnic identifiers into broadly defined
regions and roughly estimate their proportion in this wide-



brushstroke way. These broad regions include Anatolia,
especially Phrygia and Caria, and the Levant, notably Syria
and Phoenicia.

If we turn back to the evidence for slave names and
ethnic identifiers, we can see that although “Thrace” seems to
be the leading source of foreign slaves, the other regions are
also very significant sources.163 For example, a catalogue of
grave monuments of foreigners, some of whom were slaves or
ex-slaves, contains the following three ethnicities in the largest
numbers: Thracians 25, Phoenicians 18, Phrygians 14. Since at
least some of these are freed persons, we might ask whether
these proportions reflect society at large, or reflect particularly
successful ethnicities – like people of Indian or Korean
descent in the contemporary USA. The large number of
Phoenicians, for example, may reflect the success of this
ethnic group in the banking field (Chapter 3). On a broad
scale, however, it is significant that all three regions are
represented in significant numbers in this sample, and our
other data sets repeat this pattern. For example, in one of the
lists of property confiscated from men convicted of sacrilege
in 414 BCE, we encounter the following ethnicities and
numerical proportions among slaves belonging to the metic
Cephisodorus: of sixteen slaves in total, there are five
Thracians, three Carians, two Syrians, two Illyrians, one
Scythian, one Colchian, one Lydian and one from Melitene
(perhaps).164 On the lists of confiscated property as a whole,
forty-one slaves are listed, and there are twelve Thracians,
seven Carians, three Scythians, two Syrians, two Illyrians, and



one each from Colchis, Phrygia, Lydia, Macedonia, Messenia
(perhaps) and Cappadocia.165 Finally, of the forty-six slaves
with clearly foreign or ethnic names on the lists of crews of
ships (triremes) from 423, fourteen are Thracian, nine are
Phrygian, seven are Carian, six are Syrian, five are Lydian,
two are Paphlagonian, two are Phoenician and one is
Scythian.166 Summing up these lists, we can conclude that
there were diverse ethnicities represented in the slave
population of Athens, with Thracians, Phrygians, Carians,
Syrians and Phoenicians particularly prominent among them.

Determining the ratio of Greek to non-Greek ethnicity in
the slave population is tricky because of the tendency, noted
above, for slaves to have Greek names, even if they are
otherwise known to be non-Greek. For example, in the lists of
confiscated property, a slave identified as Scythian is named
Dionysios, a common Greek name held by many citizens.167

Given that non-Greek slaves were given Greek names, it is
likely that the number of non-Greek slaves in the slave
population is higher than the number of ethnic or foreign
names on the lists would suggest. In other words, at least some
proportion of non-Greek slaves is “hidden” from our view
through the naming practices of masters, or perhaps the slaves
themselves. Beyond this acknowledgement we cannot go
much further.

In sum, we can conclude that there were many foreign
slaves in Athens, and they came from a wide variety of locales
in Thrace and the Eurasian steppe, Anatolia and the Levant.
While there were also slaves of Greek ethnicity, as we have



seen, it is difficult to judge how significant the number of
these were, given the tendency to give non-Greek slaves Greek
names. In a few cases, our lists specify the Greek ethnicity of
slaves. For example, on the lists of confiscated property, there
are slaves listed as “Polyxenus, Macedonian” and
“Sosimenus, Cretan.” We possibly even get an entry without a
proper name but with a Greek ethnicity: “Messenian man.”
Similarly, on the naval lists several slaves have Greek ethnic
names: Arcadion (“Arcadian”), Lacon (“Laconian”) and
Chionides (“Chian”). Proportionately, the number of slaves
with Greek ethnicities as opposed to non-Greek on these lists
is low (three out of thirty-four and three out of forty-five
respectively), and this might be taken as evidence that non-
Greeks predominate in the slave population. Yet we cannot be
certain, since many slaves are listed without an ethnicity at all.
For example, what are we to make of the following entry for a
slave sold among the confiscated properties: “a man,
Aristomachus”?168 Aristomachus is a good Greek name,
attested for many Greek citizens. Is this a slave of Greek
ethnicity who is given an appropriately Greek name? Or is this
a slave of non-Greek ethnicity whose ethnicity is obscured by
the Greek name? We cannot tell.

Our difficulties in determining ethnicities of slaves listed
in our sources are compounded by the nonuniform formulae
used in our sources. For example, a slave child of Carian
ethnicity might sometimes include a proper name (“a boy,
Peisistratus, Carian”) and sometimes just an ethnicity (“Carian
child”).169 The following two entries from the lists of



confiscated property further illustrate the wide range of
identifiers used in our sources.

Entry #1

From the property of those who committed impieties
concerning the Mysteries …

… slaves were sold.

Antigenes,

Thracian ethnicity

Strongulion,

Carian ethnicity

Simos,

Scythian ethnicity

Carion,

Carian ethnicity

Phanes,

Lydian ethnicity

Apollonides,

Thracian ethnicity.170

Entry #2

From the property of Adeimantus son of Leucolophides
of the deme of Skambonidai

Phrygian man

Apollophanes, man



Charias, blacksmith

Aristarchus, leather worker

Satyrus, leather worker

——on, houseborn.171

The first list is fairly systematic, providing proper names and
then ethnicities. This list clearly shows how slaves of non-
Greek ethnicity are given Greek names that are also held by
citizens. For example, Antigenes is a common Greek citizen
name, yet it belongs to a slave from Thrace in this case. Yet,
also on this list there are slaves of non-Greek ethnicity who are
given ethnic names (“Carion, of Carian ethnicity”) or names
that refer to bodily features (Strongulion, “round pot,” Simos,
“snub nose”).

The second list provides a whole new array of identifying
options: ethnicity, gender and a rough indication of age
(“Phrygian man”), proper name and rough indication of age
(“Apollophanes, a man”), proper name and profession
(“Charias, a blacksmith,” “Aristarchus, a leather worker”) or
proper name and status as chattel slave or houseborn (“——

on, houseborn”). Given this variety of presentation modes, we
cannot assume that the failure to mention an ethnicity means
that a slave is Greek, let alone that a Greek name implies
Greek ethnicity.

Gender Ratio and Age Profile

What can we say about the gender ratio and age profile of the
slave population? We might expect that adult male slaves were



more in demand and hence prevalent among the slave
population. Adult males, we might assume, were the best bet
from the slave-owner’s perspective, since they had survived
the more vulnerable childhood years, and could perform the
most demanding physical labor. Yet several bits of evidence
contradict this assumption.

First, as we have seen, in a number of notable instances
of conquest, it is the women and children who are enslaved,
whereas the men are executed.172 While adult men were
certainly also enslaved in many cases, warfare provided a
considerable supply of female and non-adult slaves as well.
Second, there is evidence for women and children for sale,
implying both a supply and a demand for such slaves. For
example, in the fragment of a fourth-century comic play
discussed above, a female character describes how she was
sold in Athens as a young girl, after being brought from Syria
by a trader, along with her sister.173

Although this source is a fictional play, it was presumably
a plausible scenario for the audience and shows that both
children and female slaves were bought and sold on the slave
market in Athens. The lists of confiscated property show,
moreover, that female slaves could be as expensive and hence
as highly valued as male slaves. A Macedonian woman, for
example, is auctioned off for 310 drachmas, well above the
average price for a slave.174 As the second most highly priced
slave on the lists, it is likely that she had some highly valued
skills. Comparison with the Carian gold-smithing slave
recorded just above her on the list is revealing: he is the most



expensive slave on the list at 360 drachmas and has a highly
specialized skill. It is possible that the Macedonian woman
was a highly valued prostitute, or textile worker. It is
noteworthy, however, that the Macedonian woman is sold for
far less than the most expensive prostitute we know of –
namely, Neaira, who, as we saw above, was valued at 3,000
drachmas.

We can conclude that there was a demand for female
slaves and that, therefore, there were significant numbers of
female slaves, as well as child slaves. But can we go further
and determine the ratio of male to female or adult to child
slaves? We might extrapolate from the ratios in some of our
evidence to the proportions in the larger population. Yet, as
with our evidence for ethnicities, these do not map easily onto
the wider population. In particular, much of the evidence is
biased in favor of men. For example, the naval lists record
only male slaves, since rowing in the fleet was a task given
only to men. Similarly, the slaves recorded on tombstones and
other types of inscriptions from the mining district of Laureion
are all males. Even bodies of evidence that contain female
slaves may also be skewed in favor of males. The lists of
confiscated property, for example, contain thirty-one adult
males and only seven females and three children. It is possible,
that females do not appear on these lists because they often
formed part of the wife’s dowry and therefore were subtracted
before the property was put up for auction.175

Yet, even on these lists, the estates of some individuals
are apparently gender balanced. For example, the following



entry records a slave-owner with two male and two female
slaves:

Slaves of Axiochus, the son of Alcibiades, of the deme
Skambonidai:

Arete, Thracian woman

Grulion, Thracian man

Habrosune, Thracian woman

Dionysios, bronzesmith, Scythian.176

If, moreover, this count represents what remained after
the wife’s female slaves were removed, then perhaps there
were even more female than male slaves in this household.

Another body of evidence comes closer perhaps to
representing the ratio of male to female slaves. The
dedications of silver bowls by freed persons from c.330 lists a
total of 158 individuals, 63 of whom are women (40
percent).177 But even in this case we must be careful. With few
exceptions, male slaves had greater chances of being
employed in professions in which they might accumulate
resources with which to purchase and publicize their freedom
(see Chapter 3). Indeed, of the women whose profession is
legible, 51 practice one apparently lucrative profession: wool
working.178 Moreover, when we consider the fact that some
professions – for example, wet nursing – were performed
exclusively by women, and mostly slave women, it seems
likely that the figure of 40 percent undercounts the number of
female slaves in the slave population.179



Conclusion
In this chapter, we have surveyed the principal ways that
individuals became slaves and also attempted to reconstruct
what the experience was like for the slaves themselves.
Despite the fact that our sources were (for the most part)
written by free Greek males, they nevertheless provide
evidence for the traumas of enslavement, including capture,
transport, sale and entry into an alien environment.
Comparative evidence helped flesh out some of the ancient
evidence and allowed us to understand the experience of
slaves more vividly. The experience of birth into slavery
revealed a different but comparable set of traumas, as the case
of the child of the enslaved Melian woman and her owner
Alcibiades poignantly illustrates. Even a child born from two
slaves would be raised in a difficult and unstable situation
since slave marriages were not legally recognized and families
could be separated at the whim of their owners.

The chapter also addressed the demography of the slave
population in ancient Greece. Here we encountered severe
problems because of the lack of reliable quantifiable data.
Beyond the general conclusion that slaves were ubiquitous in
Greece and that numerous Greek city-states (e.g., Sparta,
Chios, Athens, Aegina) had large slave populations, it is hard
to provide exact quantities. Similar problems were
encountered in assessing the ethnicities of slaves, principally
because our chief evidence – slave names – is not a reliable
indicator of ethnicity. Nevertheless, the evidence does suggest
that there were large numbers of imported slaves in Athens



and Chios, and that many slaves came from four regions: the
Northern Aegean (Thrace), the Eurasian steppe (Scythia),
Anatolia (Phrygia) and the Levant (Syria, Phoenicia). In
addition, our sources make clear that there were also ethnically
Greek slaves in Greece, not only the helots at Sparta, but also
enslaved captives from various conflicts between Greek states.
As we saw, home-born slaves stood in a middle ground
between the Greek ethnicity of their owners and the ethnicity
of their slave parent(s).

Finally, an attempt was made to assess the age and gender
profile of the slave population. Despite any assumptions that
we might have about a preference for adult male slaves, we
identified clear evidence of the importation of women and
children as slaves. Sale prices for female slaves, moreover,
indicate that they could be highly valued for their skills, and
the evidence of female slaves who gained their freedom shows
that some women used their skills to accumulate resources that
they controlled themselves (see Chapter 5). While the
evidence for child slaves is scanty, it is clear that they were
present in significant numbers not just as a result of birth into
slavery, but even through purchase on the market. Despite the
costs and risks associated with raising a slave child, they could
be employed in menial roles or trained in a craft in ways that
were ultimately profitable for their owners.

In the next chapter, we will survey the various roles of
male, female and child slaves in ancient Greece. As in the case
of the process of enslavement itself, we will attempt to recover
the slaves’ experiences of laboring. One of the most striking



results will be to expose the variety of radically different
laboring experiences of slaves in ancient Greece. While all
slaves shared some basic features of slavery – ownership and
control by another person or persons, as we saw in Chapter 1 –
the lived experience of slavery could be quite varied for
individual slaves, as we shall see.

1 See, however, now Braund (2011, 127–32) although his
chapter bears the traditional title, “The Slave Supply in
Classical Athens.” To frame the topic in this way not only
considers the issue from the slave-owners’ perspective but
reproduces the discriminatory ideology of slave-owners by
equating the human beings who were enslaved with other
commodities that they acquired.

2 The Homeric epics (probably reflecting conditions in
Greece in the eighth century) are full of such accounts. For
example, Odysseus, in his Cretan lies, tells of a plundering
mission in Egypt in which his men raided the fields, carried
off the women and children and killed the men (Odyssey
14.261–65). Odysseus also recounts several near escapes
from enslavement himself (Odyssey 14.295–97, 14.339–59).
At the other end of the chronological spectrum, in the fourth
century, Menander’s play Sicyonians 7–16 tells of a four-
year-old girl and her slave kidnapped from the coast of
Attica and transported for sale to Mylasa in Caria.

3 Homeric Hymn to Demeter, lines 121–24.

4 Homeric Hymn to Demeter, lines 127–33. The crucial
lines 131–32 are “as hard to follow in the Greek as they are
in English” (Foley 1994, 43), but this translation captures
its generally agreed meaning.



5 Andocides 1.138.

6 Pseudo-Demosthenes 53.6.

7 Braund 2011, 118.

8 Xenophon, Anabasis 7.3.44–48. An earlier raid on villages
in Bithynia in Anatolia follows the same pattern, though
without the intercession of local leaders: Xenophon and his
men march one day and one night inland and collect “many
slaves, sheep and goats,” which they then transport to
Chrysopolis on the Bosporus for sale and transport
(Anabasis 6.6.38).

9 For Herodotus’ view of other cultures as the inverse of
Greek culture, see Hartog 1988; Cartledge 2002. While
there is much validity to this interpretation, Pelling (1997)
and others have shown that Herodotus’ representations of
non-Greek cultures are not simply “mirrors” of Greek
culture and sometimes contest Greek claims of superiority
and difference.

10 Polybius 4.38.4–5; cf. Paulus Orosius 3.13.4.

11 Braund and Tsetskhladze 1989; Gavriljuk 2003; Braund
2008, 2011, 121.

12 Lewis 2016a. The comic poet Hermippus, for example,
observes that this region is remarkable for its slaves (fr.
63 K-A).

13 Braund and Tsetskhladze (1989) citing Pollux (7.14) s.v.
halonetos. Cf. Herodotus (5.6), who reports that the



Thracians sell their children for export, leaving out the
detail that they exchange them for salt.

14 Braund 2011, 115. A similar pattern is attested for the
Great Lakes region (Miles 2017): indigenous peoples
engaged in intertribal warfare and enslaved one another,
while French and British tapped into this slave supply for
their own needs.

15 James 1963, 6.

16 Strabo 11.2.12.

17 Xenophon, History of Greece 1.2.4–5.

18 Pritchett 1991, 243; Finley 1962; Hornblower 2008, 465.

19 Braund 2011, 120.

20 Ducrey 1999; Panagopoulos 1978; Pritchett 1991;
Bielman, 1994.

21 Ducrey 1999, 74–75. Ducrey tabulates that of 120 known
battles 28 resulted in enslavement en masse of the
conquered population. Note, however, that Ducrey includes
in his tabulation episodes of repression of revolts, raiding
and civil war (1999, 54).

22 Thucydides 1.113.3; Hunt 1998, 42–52.

23 Thucydides 4.38.5, 4.41.1, 5.18.7. Cf. 4.118.

24 Herodotus 5.77. This price is above the average attested
price of an adult male slave, which makes sense given that it
would have been easier to sell a captive than arrange for
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Chapter 3

Being a Slave
Experiences of Slavery

◈

What was it like to live as a slave in ancient Greece? This
chapter begins to address this question by exploring how
slaves spent the bulk of their days – that is toiling for their
owners in various types of labor. Subsequent chapters will
examine other aspects of the experience of slavery, especially
the ideologies and institutions that shaped the lives of slaves,
and the ways that slaves acted to minimize the restrictions on
their autonomy.

While labor is not the only category through which the
day-to-day experiences of slavery can be analyzed, it was
certainly a central part of those experiences. Other possible
analytical categories such as age, gender, ethnicity, level of
independence and status as house-born or bought were, of
course, important factors affecting the experience of slaves,
and some of these have already been touched upon in the
previous chapter. It is important to note, however, that these
other factors were often interdependent with the type of labor



that a slave performed. Female slaves, as we have seen, served
as wet nurses. Banking, by contrast, was performed by male
slaves. Similarly, there is evidence that certain ethnicities were
favored for particular tasks – Thracian women in wet nursing
and Phrygian men in mining, for example. While labor will be
the key analytical frame, therefore, this chapter will also
discuss the important role that these other factors played in the
experiences of slavery in ancient Greece.

The title to this chapter uses the plural “experiences” not
the singular “experience” of slavery. This is because there was
no single experience but a variety of individual experiences
which were correlated, as we have just seen, with a number of
other factors including occupation, but also depended on the
unique dispositions and characters of individual slaves. While
it would be impossible to analyze the experience of slavery at
the individual level, this chapter will aim to sketch some broad
patterns among the wide range of experiences of slavery. We
will begin with the four most prevalent slave occupations –
agriculture, manufacturing, mining and domestic labor –
before turning to less common but still prominent slave
occupations such as banking, commerce and the state
bureaucracy.

Finally, the presence of slaves in almost every aspect of
life in ancient Greek city-states will lead us to assess whether
the city-states were dependent on slavery: that is, whether the
different societies of ancient Greece could not have functioned
in the ways that they did without slavery.



Agriculture and Animal
Husbandry

Literary sources assume that slaves were present on small
farms and large. When slaves are absent, it is considered
remarkable – as in Menander’s play The Bad-Tempered Man
about a man who farms an estate worth two talents (12,000
drachmas), yet has neither slave nor hired help.1 Typically, the
average small farmer had one or two slaves who labored
alongside the free members of the family on the land and in
the household.2 Menander’s play provides an example of this
more customary arrangement in the character of Daos, a slave
who farms alongside his master Gorgias. Daos is the only
slave on the farm and divides his time between performing
service for his mistress in the house and working in the field
alongside his master. In one scene, Daos is depicted as
somewhat resentful at being detained in the house by his
owner’s mother, and eager to get out to the field. In protest, he
says: “I spent a lot of time here attending to you, while he [my
master] is digging. I must go to him.”3 Daos’ words suggest
that such slaves often found themselves torn between service
to their mistress(es) in the house and service to their master
outdoors. Daos may well have been afraid of the punishment
by the latter if he stayed too long inside. From the master’s
perspective, this lack of differentiation between domestic and
agricultural labor was economically rational, since there was
considerable variation in the amount of agricultural labor
required at each time of the year and this way masters could
get maximum benefit from their slave(s).4



Larger estates had more scope for specialization and
slaves might find themselves working alongside a handful of
other slaves under the supervision of an overseer. An example
of this type of farm is found in Xenophon’s treatise On
Household Management, in which the operation of the estate
of a wealthy Athenian citizen is described. While Xenophon’s
picture of the workings of this estate is certainly idealized, he
clearly bases his depiction on the reality of large-estate
ownership. One crucial aspect of this reality is the presence of
dozens of slaves and their division of labor by gender: female
slaves work in the house under the supervision of the mistress
and/or a slave steward (ταμίας), while male slaves work in the
fields and are supervised by a slave overseer (ἐπιτρόπος) and
sometimes the master himself. The presence of managerial
slaves such as housekeepers and overseers attests not only to
the size of the slave workforce on such estates, but also to the
existence of a hierarchy among slaves and differential
treatment. At the extreme ends of the spectrum of experiences,
ordinary slave laborers might be chained at night to prevent
them from running away, while managerial slaves might be
rewarded with a share of the profits of the estate.5

For agricultural slaves, whether they were employed on a
small or large estate, there were similar tasks to be performed.
Outdoor labor included not only ploughing, sowing, planting,
tending (such as vine dressing), harvesting, threshing and
winnowing, but also the digging of drainage ditches, breaking
up soil with hoes, weeding, manuring, and building or
repairing of the terrace walls that were used to make the often



rocky and steep terrain suitable for growing fruit-bearing
trees.6 Indoor work performed by female slaves included the
storing and preservation of agricultural produce, the
preparation of bread and other foodstuffs, and the production
of clothing out of wool (see below under Domestic Labor).7

Much of this work was physically demanding, as a
wealthy freeborn youth finds out in Menander’s comedy when
he tries to win over a girl’s stern father by presenting himself
as a hard worker on the farm: “But this mattock weighs a lot.
It will kill me in advance!”8 Later, the same youth appears on
stage nursing an aching back and complaining about the
burning sun.9 While such physical exhaustion was an
extraordinary and temporary feeling for this wealthy freeborn
youth, it was the daily experience of many slave farm laborers
(Fig. 3.1). In his comic biography, Aesop is depicted as a field
slave digging with a mattock in a field alongside other slaves.
Aesop and his fellow slaves are given two hours rest during
the heat of the day, but otherwise are forced to work
continuously under the watchful eye of an overseer who is not
sparing in his use of the whip.10 While Xenophon’s idealized
estate owner Ischomachus uses both rewards and punishments
to induce his slaves to work productively (see Chapter 5), the
reality for many slaves might have been quite different: basic
subsistence for hard work, and physical punishment for
anything less.



Fig. 3.1 Agricultural scene showing ploughing and sowing
grain. Note the figure to the left of the ploughman, who is
using a mattock to break up the soil. While it is difficult to
identify slaves definitively in vase painting (see Chapter 4),
a plausible interpretation is that these are slaves supervised
by their owner or a slave overseer. Attic black-figure cup,
c.530 BCE. Paris, Musée du Louvre.

Photograph by Hervé Lewandowski. © RMN Grand-
Palais / Art Resource, NY.

Here, it might be helpful to distinguish between the
experience of slaves on large estates and those on smaller
farms. The former might receive a reliable and sufficient
supply of food and even occasional rewards of more or better
food for good performance, as Xenophon suggests. The latter,
by contrast, might have an irregular or insufficient supply of
food. Such appears to be the case with Daos, the single slave
on a small plot of land whom we met above. In one scene in
Menander’s play, Daos exclaims “Evil Poverty! Why have we
encountered you for so long? Why do you reside with us
continuously and for so much time?”11 It is important to stress



that, in this case, unrewarding labor and insufficient food
supply is not something experienced by the slave alone, since
his master toils and eats alongside his slave. Indeed, Daos
generalizes his complaints, remarking on the lamentable fate
of the “Attic farmer” “who battles the rocks which produce
nothing more than thyme and sage.”12 While there is
undoubtedly some comic exaggeration in this statement, there
is a grain of truth that would have been recognizable to
Menander’s audience: many farms achieved only bare
subsistence and sometimes fell short of that. In such cases,
while both owner and slave suffered, it was likely the slaves
who felt food shortages first, as perhaps was the case with the
slave girl whom we encountered in the last chapter who
complained that her master brought nothing home to eat, not
even thyme.13 While this lament may again be a comic
exaggeration, it probably touches on the reality of food
shortages for some slaves.

Slaves on large estates might have several pairs of
clothing, or have the opportunity to earn better clothing as a
result of their good work. Ischomachus, in Xenophon’s
idealizing treatise, speaks of festival clothing as distinct from
daily wear for the slaves of his household.14 He also explains
his strategy of rewarding better workers with better clothing:
“I make sure that the clothing and shoes that I must supply for
the workers are not the same … I reward better workers with
better clothing and give worse clothes to those who are not
good workers.”15 Slaves on small farms might have only one
set of poor-quality work clothes, such as the leather shirt put



on by a freeborn youth who temporarily takes over the
agricultural labor of a slave in Menander’s comedy mentioned
above.16

Some slaves with skills in particular agricultural tasks
seem to have been able to live independently and even
sometimes to accumulate sufficient resources to purchase their
freedom. This is the implication of the appearance of two
“vine-dressers” on the lists of those who dedicated a silver
bowl in recognition of their attainment of freedom (330–320
BCE). Along with barley and olives, vines were an important
crop in Attica, as the chorus of citizen-farmers in
Aristophanes’ comedy Acharnians attests when they
repeatedly complain that the Spartans have cut down their
vines (Fig. 3.2).17 The vine-dressers on the lists of freed
slaves, along with eleven other individuals who are identified
as “farmers” (γεωργοί), are recorded as resident in the city
and hence probably living independently of their masters as
did other skilled slaves (see below under “Manufacturing”). It
is likely that the term “farmer” on these lists refers to slaves
who worked on large estates as overseers or farm managers, or
with some other specialized agricultural skill. As highly
valued slaves, their owners may have rewarded them with
independence and a share of the profit of the estate. It was
with these resources that these individuals managed to
purchase their freedom (Chapter 5).18



Fig. 3.2 Harvesting olives; four slaves (?) work together to
gather olives. Two beat the tree with sticks to shake off
loose olives, while one gathers olives from the ground and
another picks olives from the branches above. Attic black-
figure amphora, c.520 BCE.

British Museum.

Through these examples, we can already begin to see the
wide range of experiences of slavery in ancient Greece.
Moreover, it is striking that this wide range of experiences
exists within a single sphere of the economy (agriculture). The
gap is substantial between the experience of the slave Getas,
who farms a small plot of land with his master and
simultaneously serves his mistress in the household, and the
skilled slave “vine-dressers” and farm managers on large
estates who lived independently and eventually bought their



freedom. Likewise, we could point to the discrepant
experiences of the unskilled agricultural slaves, who
performed manual labor in groups under the supervision of an
overseer and were chained at night to prevent flight, and the
skilled slave steward (ταμίας) who stored and dispensed the
goods produced on the farm and was duly rewarded with a
share of honor and material possessions.

Animal husbandry was practiced alongside the cultivation
of crops on both small and large farms, and manure of animals
was often used to increase the fertility of the soil. The solitary
farmer Knemon in Menander’s play is depicted as seeking to
move a pile of manure in one scene in the play, and we can
assume that he had a few goats or sheep on his farm.19 Larger
estates might have flocks numbering fifty or more, as well as
specialized herdsmen to tend to them.20 Such appears to be the
case with the speaker in a fourth-century lawsuit who claims
that, as part of an ongoing legal dispute, his opponent unjustly
seized fifty “soft-woolled sheep,” along with the slave
herdsman who was attending them, as well as another slave
boy who happened to be present.21 The speaker’s farming
operations evidently included agricultural as well as pastoral
activity, since he mentions that he farms a plot of land and
claims that his opponent entered his property and tried to seize
his slaves who were working there. These slaves, like the
female slaves in his house, managed to flee and narrowly
evaded capture. For our purposes, the speech is important
because it attests to the mixed farming regime (agricultural



and pastoral) of wealthy Athenian citizens, as well as the
presence of specialized slaves.

The estate in question consisted of numerous male and
female slaves and operated according to a division of labor
that included not only gendered indoor and outdoor work, but
also a distinction between slave agriculturalists and
pastoralists. This latter distinction has implications for
assessing experiences of slavery, since slave herdsmen by
necessity had more freedom of movement than agricultural
slaves, as they constantly moved from one pasture to another
with little or no supervision. For this reason, slaves assigned to
animal husbandry not only would have had specialized skills,
but would have been selected for trustworthiness, like slave
managers and overseers. Odysseus’ loyal swineherd Eumaeus
in Homer’s Odyssey is a literary idealized type of this sort of
slave, and it is significant that he seems to have been honored
by Odysseus and promised significant rewards (a wife, land) if
his master should return. It is noteworthy, in this regard, that a
person whose profession is listed as a tender of yokes of oxen
(ζευγοτρόφος) appears among those who dedicated silver
bowls in recognition of their achievement of freedom.22

Evidently, this former slave’s skills in animal husbandry
resulted in financial rewards that earned him his freedom. That
said, it is striking that in the legal speech just mentioned,
pastoral slaves as well as agricultural and domestic slaves are
equally liable to seizure and sale, if their owners found
themselves in legal trouble. We will have more to say about
this aspect of the experience of slavery in the next chapter.



A special category of agricultural slaves existed at Sparta
and a few other regions of Greece (Crete, Thessaly). As we
saw in Chapter 1, almost all of the helots of Sparta farmed the
land of Laconia and Messenia and were required to hand over
one half of their crop to their Spartan owners. Freed from
agricultural labor, the Spartans were able to focus full time on
their political and especially their military duties. As such, the
experience of helots was different from that of most
agricultural slaves in Athens or Chios. Not only did they work
without the help of their masters, they also had control of one
half of the fruits of their labor. Moreover, as far as the
Messenian helots are concerned, they worked and lived quite
independently of their Spartan owners, being separated from
them by a mountain range. This latter situation, as we shall see
(Chapter 5), contributed to the propensity of the helots to
revolt – a risky and unusual strategy among slaves.

Skilled Trades and
Manufacturing

Slaves laboring in various skilled trades worked either
alongside their masters, just as in agriculture, or in workshops
with sometimes dozens of other slaves. These trades included
metalworking, carpentry and leatherworking, among many
other occupations. Such slaves were active even in the
production of ceramics (Fig. 1.2), which are some of the most
visible remains from ancient Greece.23 While evidence is
scarce for slaves working alongside their masters in small



household operations, one piece of indirect evidence is
suggestive. In a law-court, speech written in defense of a man
who was accused of accepting a public subsidy while allegedly
having sufficient resources to support himself, the defendant
gives proof of his poverty partially on the basis of the fact that
he practices a craft by himself and has not yet been able to
acquire someone (presumably a slave) to take it over.24 The
inference that may be drawn is that only the poorest of citizens
would not be able to acquire a slave to help them with their
trade.

That many Athenians practiced a trade themselves, with
or without a slave, is clear despite evident disdain in many of
our elite sources for such “slavish labor.”25 It has recently
been estimated that over 50 percent of the Athenian population
was engaged in various artisanal and commercial enterprises.
Moreover, only 12 of the over 170 different occupations
documented in Athens are associated with agriculture.26 Even
our elite sources occasionally acknowledge that free citizens
practice such crafts, as when Xenophon represents Socrates as
observing that the assembly where the citizens gather to
discuss and vote on public affairs is made up of not just
farmers and traders, but also blacksmiths, leatherworkers,
carpenters and those who process raw wool to prepare it for
weaving.27 We must imagine that most Athenians had a slave
or two working alongside them in these crafts, just as ordinary
citizen-farmers worked alongside their slaves.

One trade for which we have good evidence of slaves
working alongside citizens and resident non-citizens (metics)



is stone-masonry. In the many public works programs of the
fifth century, records of expenditures were inscribed on stone,
thus preserving the payments made to various workers.
Remarkably, these inscriptions also preserve the legal status of
the workers and so we can see not only that citizen, metic and
slave often performed the same skilled labor side-by-side, but
also that they were paid the same amount for their labor. For
example, consider the following entries in the records of the
building accounts for the Erechtheum:

For fluting of columns at the east, by the altar; the one by
the altar of Dione, Laossos of Alopeke, 20 dr.; Philon of
Erchia, 20 dr.; Parmenon [slave] of Laossos, 20 dr.;
Karion [slave] of Laossos, 20 dr.; Ikaros, 20 dr.;

The one next to it in order, Phalakros of Paiania, 20 dr.;
Philostratos of Paiania, 20 dr.; Thargelios [slave] of
Phalakros, 20 dr.; Philorgos [slave] of Phalakros, 20 dr.
…

The one next to it in order: Simias living in Alopeke,
14 dr. 2 ob.; Kerdon, 14 dr. 2 ob.; Sindron [slave] of
Simias, 14 dr. 2 ob.; Sokles [slave] of Axiopeithes, 14 dr.
2 ob.; Sannion [slave] of Simias, 14 dr. 2 ob.; Epieikes
[slave] of Simias, 14 dr. 1 ob.; Sosandros 14 dr. 1 ob.28

In the first entry, we find a citizen, Laossos, working alongside
two of his slaves. We know Laossos is a citizen because he is
identified by his political district (deme), Alopeke. In the
second case, we find another citizen, Phalakros, again
identified by his deme (Paiania), working alongside two of his
slaves. In the third entry, we find Simias, who is identified as a



non-citizen foreigner (metic) by his residence, working
alongside three of his slaves as well as the slave of a third
person. The implication of this data is that masters and slaves
worked together as teams of skilled workers, replicating in the
public sphere the small workshops that they also worked in
privately. In addition, the presence of a slave owned by
someone else in the last group suggests that some masters
“rented out” their slaves to the public work project. This
inference is confirmed by the presence of such rented-out
slaves on another building project, the sanctuary of Demeter
and Kore at Eleusis.29 Of course, the slave’s earnings on these
public projects would belong in principle to his owner, and it
would be a matter of the owner’s discretion as to whether he
allowed the slave to make use of his pay himself, in whole or
in part. Similarly, on the day-to-day work in a small workshop,
the master had the power to decide whether to share any of the
profits with the slave.

In contrast to the small workshops where free and slave-
craftsmen worked together, there were also larger workshops
owned by wealthy Athenians where anywhere from 10 to over
100 slaves might work under the supervision of a slave
manager. For example, the estate of an Athenian named
Komon consisted of two houses, and two workshops manned
by slaves. The slaves in the first workshop were weavers of
sack cloth (σακχυφάνται). Those in the second workshop were
grinders of colors for dyes (φαρμακοτρίβαι).30 Among the
color grinders, one slave named Moschion was particularly
trusted, and is claimed to be knowledgeable about all of



Komon’s business affairs. We may surmise that Moschion
served as a slave manager and business agent for his master in
addition to his specialized craft.31 While the total number of
slaves in each workshop is not provided in our source, the
mention of Moschion, the trusted manager, suggests that they
were sizeable enough to require supervision over and above
what the master could provide. It turns out, however, that
Moschion was not as trustworthy as Komon thought: he later
confessed to stealing more than 8,000 drachmas from his
master! Whether we consider this act as theft or simply a just
redistribution of the fruits of the labor of Moschion and the
other slaves is something that we will consider in Chapter 5.

More specific numbers of slaves in small workshops are
provided in two famous examples. The fourth-century
politician Demosthenes reveals that his father bequeathed him
two workshops, one composed of thirty-two or thirty-three
slaves skilled in knife making and another consisting of twenty
slaves who manufactured couches.32 Both these enterprises
were very profitable for their owner, bringing in, according to
Demosthenes, 3,000 and 1,200 drachmas respectively in
income per year. While Demosthenes had some incentive to
inflate his figures (he is suing his three guardians on the
grounds that they did not hand over his full inheritance), it is
unlikely that he is off by an order of magnitude. Once again,
we hear of a slave manager, Milyas, who oversaw the knife
factory. The presence of an overseer shows that a workshop
with more than thirty slaves required specialized supervision.
In this case, moreover, we know that Milyas was rewarded for



his management of the workshop by a grant of freedom in
Demosthenes’ father’s will.33

The largest workshop recorded in our sources belonged to
the resident non-citizen (metic) Lysias and his brother
Polemarchus. As many as one hundred and twenty slaves may
have worked in their workshop manufacturing shields.34 On
the other end of the scale, one Timarchus is said to have
inherited, in addition to a house and two pieces of land, “nine
or ten slaves, leather workers (or shoemakers), who paid him a
commission of two obols a day each, as well as a manager of
the workshop who paid him a commission of three obols a
day.” In addition to these slaves, Timarchus inherited “a
woman who was skilled in making fine linen and sold her
wares in the market and a man skilled in embroidery.”35

Timarchus’ slave operations are interesting, since they are the
first concrete examples we have encountered of artisanal
slaves who apparently live independently of their master and
pay him a commission (ἀποφορά) out of their profits.36 While
the text is not explicit that the woman skilled in making linen
and the male embroiderer enjoy this privilege, it is likely that
they do since the woman is said to sell her wares in the market
herself.

What was it like to labor in these workshops? As usual,
we have little or no direct evidence and must infer what
conditions were like from indirect comments in our sources.
One telling source is Xenophon who represents Socrates as
critical of the effects of practicing a craft on one’s body.



You speak well, Critoboulos, for the so-called
manufacturing occupations are infamous and rightly held
in low regard in cities. For they ruin the bodies of those
who practice them and those who supervise them, forcing
them to sit and to remain indoors. Some even spend the
whole day by the fire. When their bodies become
effeminate, even their souls become much weaker. In
addition, the so-called manufacturing occupations leave
men no leisure to care for either their friends or their city.
As a result, such men seem to be bad both in regard to
their treatment of friends and in their ability to defend
their country.37

While Xenophon’s point in this passage is to argue that
craftsmen are unsuitable for citizenship, it is significant that he
bases his claim on the detrimental physical effects of
practicing a craft on a person’s body as well as the constant
toil required. These points are likely derived from his
observations of the lives of actual craftsmen in Athens.
Aristotle echoes Xenophon’s comment on the negative effects
of practicing a craft on the body, as well as the unsuitability of
craftsmen for citizenship, when he writes that the body of the
ideal citizen is “erect and unsuited to such occupations.”38

As we have already seen, however, many citizens did in
fact, labor alongside slaves at such occupations. But more
important for us than this contradiction between elite ideals of
citizenship and the lived reality of ordinary citizens is the way
that Xenophon and Aristotle justify their idealized distinction
between citizen and slave labor: slave labor ruins men’s bodies
(and souls) and deprives them of the leisure needed to fulfill



their duties towards friends and state. We may infer that many
slaves (and free men) who worked in manufacturing found
themselves toiling for long hours in poor conditions. By being
forced to stay seated, crouched over in indoor spaces and
potentially exposed to extreme temperatures and toxic fumes,
slaves in workshops often endured poor working conditions.
This observation might be particularly true of those working in
iron-working workshops or ceramic production where slaves
worked at forges and hot kilns (Figs. 3.3 and 3.4). Fulling
shops where wool was processed used urine and sulfur to
clean the wool and were smelly and unhygienic as a result.
The same was true of dyeing and tanning workshops.39 Other
crafts, such as weaving or spinning might have “ruined men’s
bodies” by requiring constant physical effort at repetitive tasks
for hours on end.

Fig. 3.3 Slaves (?) working in a blacksmithing shop
specializing in bronze sculptures (Side A). Red-figure vase,
c.490–480, found at Vulci, Italy.

Photograph by Johannes Laurentius. ©
Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen Zu Berlin,

Preussischer Kulturbesitz, F2294.



Fig. 3.4 Slaves (?) working in a blacksmithing shop
specializing in bronze sculptures (Side B). Red-figure vase,
c.490–480, found at Vulci, Italy.

Photograph by Johannes Laurentius. ©
Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen Zu Berlin,

Preussischer Kulturbesitz, F2294.

The unique piece of direct evidence with which this book
began is relevant, again here since it concerns a slave, Lesis,
who is working in a foundry, or metal-casting factory (as in
Figs. 3.3 and 3.4). It consists of a letter written or dictated by
Lesis requesting transfer to a different workplace on the
grounds that his current condition is intolerable.

Lesis sends [this letter] to Xenocles and his mother,
[asking] that they not overlook at all the fact that he is
perishing in a foundry, but that they go to his masters and
find a better situation for him. For I have been handed
over to a thoroughly wicked man, and I am perishing
from being whipped. I am tied up. I am treated like dirt
… more and more!40



Whether Lesis’ suffering is caused primarily by the cruelty of
the overseer of the workshop, or by the conditions and nature
of the work, this letter provides a unique window onto a
slave’s experience in a workshop from his own point of view.
The constant whipping and degradation are an aspect of this
experience of slaves – not just those working in workshops –
that is most vividly represented in the letter. Unfortunately,
this is an almost unique piece of first-person written evidence
concerning slavery in ancient Greece. Nevertheless, it reminds
us of what might fill the silences that we so often encounter
when trying to understand the experiences of slaves in ancient
Greece.

Of course, probably not all slave-craftsmen’s experiences
were so dire. We have already encountered the small
shoemaking workshop owned by Timarchus where the slaves
worked and lived independently, rendering a portion of their
income back to their owner. Timarchus’ linen-weaving and
embroidery-specialist slaves may have similarly enjoyed
autonomy as one-person operations, as might the slave
“goldsmith” who was sold among the confiscated property of
a citizen in the late fifth century.41 Even a slave who makes
charcoal (ἀνθρακεύς) seems to operate independently of his
master, living on his own with a wife, and rendering a
commission to his master.42 Such slaves not only enjoyed
relative autonomy, but like managerial slaves, they seem to
have had greater potential to gain their freedom, either through
a grant from their master (as in the case of Milyas, mentioned
above) or by saving the portion of their profits that they were



permitted to keep in order to buy their freedom, as in the case
of the former slaves who made dedications of silver bowls on
the occasion of their attainment of freedom (see above).
Indeed, it is notable that two “goldsmiths” appear among
those who marked their freedom in this way (see Chapter 5).

Practitioners of numerous other crafts appear among the
dedicators of silver bowls, including nine leatherworkers, two
sandal makers, one tanner of hides, one cobbler, one
seamstress, one gem engraver, one jar maker, one furniture
maker and one glue maker.43 It is likely that such slave-
craftsmen rose to positions of management of workshops or
operated independently of their masters. Such slaves rendered
only a portion of their earnings to their masters, and thus were
able to accumulate enough resources to buy their freedom.
One category of craftsmanship stands out among the
dedicatees for the sheer number of practitioners, and that is
“wool-workers” (ταλασιουργοί). No fewer than fifty-one of
these women dedicate silver bowls to mark their attainment of
freedom. The remarkable number of women who seem to have
been successful enough at this trade to buy their freedom has
raised questions. Are these really wool-workers or was this
merely a polite way of avoiding mentioning the real source of
their income: prostitution?44

Indeed, some have doubted whether wool working was
profitable enough to allow a slave to buy their freedom. Others
doubt whether there could have been that many professional
wool-workers in Athens. Both these objections, however, seem
to be countered by a passage from Xenophon’s Memorabilia



where Socrates is represented as drawing on the example of
the owners of several clothes-manufacturing workshops, to
show how such establishments can be highly profitable for
their owners.

Socrates: Do you not know that from one of these
occupations, the milling of barley, Nausikudes feeds not
only himself and his household but also many pigs and
cattle in addition to these and makes such a surplus of
cash that he has often financed many public activities.
And similarly, Kurebos supports his whole household and
lives lavishly from bread making. And Demeas of the
deme of Kollytus does the same from cloak making, and
Menon from making women’s frocks, and most of the
people of Megara from making tunics?

Aristarchus: Yes, by Zeus, for these men own slaves,
having bought them, and force them to make what is
convenient.45

These examples are not of individual wool-workers, but of
larger workshops, but they demonstrate the demand for such
goods and the profitability of such enterprises.46 Moreover,
several pieces of evidence attest to the presence of individual
wool-workers, or wool-workers operating independently of
their masters and giving a commission to their masters, as in
the case of Timarchus’ weaver of linen and embroiderer.47 A
speaker in another lawsuit mentions that many citizen women
have been forced into spinning or weaving wool due to
financial need.48 Finally, tombstones of five apparently
professional wool-workers survive, attesting to a level of



wealth from this profession – judging by their ability to pay
for a substantial tombstone.49 It is certainly possible, therefore,
that women designated as “wool-workers” in the dedications
were professional wool spinners or weavers; that is, women
who sold wool or woolen products that they themselves
manufactured. That said, it is also possible that at least some
of these women earned money (also) through prostitution,
given the depiction of wool working equipment in some vase
paintings that also appear to represent prostitutes.50

Regardless of our interpretation of the “wool-workers,” it
is clear that these women, as well as the practitioners of the
other crafts who dedicated silver bowls, were able to keep
enough of their earnings to buy their freedom.51 Presumably,
such slaves lived independently of their masters, enjoyed
considerable autonomy in their day-to-day life and had some
property of their own. The late fifth-century author known as
the “Old Oligarch” seems to be referring to such slaves in his
critique of the license of slaves in democratic Athens. While
there is certainly ideologically motivated exaggeration in his
argument, his account reflects the reality that such slaves
enjoyed considerable autonomy and prosperity, and were
sometimes able to purchase their freedom.

The lack of restraint of slaves is greatest at Athens, and
there [in Athens] neither is it permitted to beat a slave nor
will a slave make way for you. I will tell you why this is
the local practice. If it were the custom for a slave or a
metic or a partially free person to be struck by a free
person then many times he would strike an Athenian,



thinking him to be a slave. For the people there [in
Athens] are dressed no better than the slaves and the
metics, and they are no better in appearance. If someone
is amazed at this also – namely, that they permit slaves to
indulge in luxury and some even live extravagantly – they
appear to allow even this by intelligent design. For
wherever power is based on the fleet, it is necessary to be
a slave to the slaves, in order that we may receive the
commission (ἀποφορά) from the slave’s labor. We even
let slaves go free for this reason. And wherever there are
rich slaves, it is no longer profitable for my slave to fear
you. In Sparta, my slave would fear you [but not in
Athens]. But if your slave fears me, he will run the risk of
handing over money [to buy] himself so that he does not
run a risk concerning his personal safety.52

This ideologically colored slave-owner’s representation of the
life of slaves in Athens corresponds in part with what we know
of a certain class of slaves in Athens: managerial or skilled
slaves who earned money for their work and rendered a
portion of it back to their master. The claim that slaves in
Athens are rich, indulge in luxury and even live extravagantly
– although ideologically convenient for the snobbish author’s
argument – may also touch on an element of the reality for
some slaves, as we shall see shortly in regard to slaves in
commerce, banking and public service. It is not out of the
question that certain highly skilled craftsmen and women also
became prosperous enough to provoke the ire of conservative
citizens like the Old Oligarch.



Mining and Quarrying
Mining and quarrying constituted some of the most physically
demanding labor performed in ancient Greece. The labor in
quarries was performed by mixed teams of free and slave
labor, not unlike the teams of masons working on building
sites such as the Erechtheum that we have already
encountered.53 Transporting the stone from the quarries to the
building site was done by ox team, and required little labor,
except an ox driver, who might be slave or free.54 It is
significant, in this regard, that a “keeper of yoke of oxen” is
listed among the dedicators of silver bowls recognizing grants
of freedom.55 While this man could have earned his freedom
by accumulating resources from working his team of oxen in
agriculture (see above), he could also have made money from
transporting stone.56 There was certainly money to be made in
the latter work, as transport costs were high relative to the cost
of quarrying and fitting the stone in place at a building site.57

While there is some evidence for free labor in mining, it
seems that the bulk of the work was performed by slaves.58

Plausible estimates of the numbers of slaves working in the
mining district of southern Attica at any one time range from
10,000 to 30,000 during the fifth and fourth centuries.59 These
slaves were typically leased out to mine operators by their
owners, as in the case most famously of Nicias who had 1,000
slaves working in mining operations. Xenophon lists a number
of other wealthy Athenians with slaves in mining, including
Hipponicus who had 600 and Philemonides who had 300.60

Other Athenians owned workshops in the mining districts



where the ore was processed into refined metal.61 One such
workshop became the subject of a legal dispute and from the
speech of the prosecution we learn that it consisted of thirty
slaves along with processing facilities for grinding, washing
and smelting the ore.62 This size was probably typical for such
workshops.

The archaeological evidence for ore-processing
workshops suggests the presence of slaves. Indeed, at several
locations in the mining districts of southern Attica,
archaeologists have uncovered walled complexes that include
not only areas for grinding, washing and smelting ore, but also
living spaces. Groups of small rectangular rooms may be
identified as sleeping quarters for slave-workers.63 Burials
nearby suggest that at least some slaves may have lived in
family groupings, and evidence from the Roman period
suggests that women as well as men may have worked in the
ore-processing workshops.64 Some complexes include a
private dining room (ἀνδρών), possibly an indication of the
presence of free workers who labored alongside slave-
workers, or of privileged slaves who enjoyed better living
conditions.65 The tasks performed in these workshops
involved both unskilled or semiskilled manual labor (grinding,
sorting and washing ore) and skilled labor (smelting and
resmelting at very high temperatures to separate high-value
metals such as gold and silver from base metals like lead and
copper). It is likely that slaves performed much of the
unskilled or semiskilled labor and even a large portion of the
more skilled labor, given the numbers of slaves employed in



mining as well as the evidence for slaves who worked their
way up to more skilled positions (see below).66 Working
conditions in these facilities, as in other workshops, could be
unhealthy. In addition to the physical labor and the high
temperatures of the furnaces, the process of smelting produced
noxious fumes such as sulphur dioxide.67

A sixth-century ceramic plaque from Pendeskouphia, a
hill near Corinth, depicts men excavating in an underground
pit or cavern (Fig. 3.5). Recent interpretations suggest that the
material being extracted is clay for use in pottery manufacture,
a Corinthian specialty.68 Others, however, interpret the scene
as a mining operation, and, whether the material is clay or
metal, the working conditions are likely to be broadly
similar.69 One worker in the scene wields a pickaxe or hammer
that is not dissimilar to the miner’s tools that have been found
in various mining locations in Greece.70 The three other
workers are collecting the mined material in baskets and
transporting it out of the pit. At least two of the figures are
smaller in stature and may be children or adolescents who
were able to maneuver through narrow tunnels and cramped
spaces.71 As often remains the case today, mining was a
dangerous business and potentially hazardous or even fatal to
the lives of the miners due to poor ventilation and the constant
threat of shaft collapse. Whether he is referring to these
dangers or the risk of financial failure, Plutarch is not wrong
when he notes that the Athenian general Nicias had acquired
much property in the mining district that provided great



revenues but also were “not without danger in their
operation.”72

Fig. 3.5 Slaves (?) in a clay pit or mine. Corinthian ceramic
plaque.

Photograph by Johannes Laurentius. ©
Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen Zu Berlin,

Preussischer Kulturbesitz, F871.

A later account of the mines in Spain during the Roman
period gives a vivid portrait of the hard labor demanded of
slaves in the mines and the extreme toll it took on the well-
being of such slaves. While the Spanish mines were richer and
more extensive than the mines in Attica (though not perhaps
than the highly productive mines of the Pangaeum district of
northern Greece), the conditions of workers are likely to be
similar.

The slaves working in the mines produce an abundance of
revenue for their masters, but they themselves wear out
their bodies night and day in pits under the ground. Many
die through the excess of suffering. For there is no relief
or pause in the work for them, but they are forced by the



blows of their overseers to endure the terrible evils and to
surrender their unfortunate lives. Some hold out for a
long time against the suffering through strength of body
and spirit. Indeed, death is more desirable than living for
them on account of the enormity of their hardships.73

Lest we think this report is exaggerated, a detail in the terms
for leases of slaves to mine operators confirms that there was a
high mortality rate for mining slaves. The terms for Nicias’
lease of his slaves, for example, contained a clause specifying
that – in addition to rendering Nicias one obol per slave per
day – the contractor was obliged to maintain the number of
slaves as equal to the number originally leased.74 This clause
has the ominous implication that at the outset it was likely that
a significant number of slaves would die during their work in
the mine. By adding this clause, Nicias required the mine
operator to assume the cost of replacing any slaves who died
while under contract in the mine. In this way, Nicias protected
his capital, while also reaping the rewards of the revenue
generated by his slaves.

Another significant detail in the description above is the
presence of overseers, who are represented as driving the
workers on with whips. We may recall the plea of Lesis, the
foundry slave, who said he was “perishing from being
whipped.” Besides the inherent dangers of mining (lack of
ventilation, noxious fumes, structural collapse), slave-miners
were evidently sometimes driven hard at the hands of
overseers and it is likely that some died of exhaustion.



As in the case of agricultural managers, these overseers
were often slaves themselves, but were valued more highly by
their owners than less skilled slaves. A Thracian slave named
Sosias, for example, oversaw the mining operations of Nicias.
Sosias must have been an extraordinarily skilled manager
(ἐπιστάτης) since Nicias is said to have paid a talent (6000
drachmas) – some thirty times the normal price – to purchase
him.75 Sosias’ Thracian background may partly explain his
high value. As a native of this mineral-rich area of northern
Greece, Sosias may have had a great deal of mining
experience. Perhaps he began as a manual laborer in a mine
and worked his way up to supervisor. Whatever his exact
trajectory, Sosias’ talents were such that he was eventually
freed by Nicias and operated his own mine in Attica, even
leasing slaves from Nicias himself.76 In a law-court speech,
we hear of another managerial slave who oversaw a mining
operation, this time an ore-processing workshop.77 While there
is no indication that the slave in this case was granted his
freedom, nevertheless the fact that he was trusted with large
sums of money and placed in charge of a workshop where
valuable metals were produced is indicative of his relatively
privileged position as a slave.78

The story of another miner confirms that not all slave-
miners lived in dire straits. Remarkably, an elaborately
decorated tombstone from the fourth century BCE, found in
the mining region of southern Attica, features an inscription in
grand poetic style commemorating a slave who worked as a
miner. Although we cannot be certain that this individual was



a slave (at least originally), there are several indications that
this status is likely. First, he bears a non-Greek name, Atotas,
and identifies himself as a native of Paphlagonia, a region
south of the Black Sea. Second, the inscription laments his
death “far from his homeland” – a hint perhaps that he was
removed unwillingly from his homeland. Despite this probable
status as a slave or former slave, however, Atotas boasts of his
skill as a miner and aggrandizes his foreign origins in a way
that evokes Greek heroic traditions.

Atotas, a miner

 From the Black Sea, a great-hearted Paphlagonian, 
Atotas,

Far from his homeland he released his body from 
toil.

No one rivalled me in skill. I am from the stock of 
Palaimenes,

Who died subdued by the hand of Achilles.79

It is clear that Atotas is proud of his profession and his skill as
a miner. Even more significant, however, are the implications
of this grand monument with its Greek inscription in heroic
style. First, Atotas or his relatives clearly had enough spare
money to afford a large and beautiful burial monument.
Second, Atotas knew enough of Greek culture to draw on
Homeric epic in order to champion his own non-Greek origins.
For example, the phrase “great-hearted Paphlagonian” and the
allusion to the fate of Palaimenes are both drawn from the
Iliad, although in that poem Palaimenes is killed by Menelaus



rather than Achilles. By identifying as a descendant of
Palaimenes, moreover, Atotas aligns himself with the Trojans,
since Palaimenes was a Trojan ally. This sophisticated
appropriation may suggest both integration with and resistance
to Greek culture in equal proportions (see Chapter 4).
Whatever we make of this remarkable grave marker, it is not
the monument of a wholly oppressed slave. Perhaps Atotas
rose to be a managerial slave, and, like Sosias, even won his
freedom.80

This record of a proud and independent possibly ex-slave
should not, however, cause us to disregard the fact that most
slaves who worked in mining endured back-breaking work
with little hope of relief. A stark reminder of this reality is
provided by the evidence for flight and even rebellion of
slaves working in the mines. Thucydides reports that more
than 20,000 slaves fled after the Spartans established a
garrison in the district (deme) of Deceleia in Athenian territory
in 413 BCE.81 He further notes that the slaves were skilled
manual workers (χειροτέχναι), a vague designation that could
include skilled slaves in the mining districts, as well as
agricultural slaves (e.g., vine-dressers) and artisanal slaves.82

If we accept that the larger part of these slaves were probably
mining slaves, then it seems that many of these preferred to
take their chances on flight rather than endure their slavery in
mining operations.83 More direct evidence that slaves in
mining found their conditions intolerable is to be seen in the
occurrence of an actual slave revolt there in a slightly later
time period (c.100 BCE).



Tens of thousands of Attic slaves worked in chains in
mining operations … [They] revolted and murdered those
who were guarding the mines. Then they captured the
acropolis at Sunium and plundered Attica for some
time.84

Presumably, the revolt – which may have been influenced by
similar occurrences in contemporary Sicily – was put down
eventually, as was the fate of most slave revolts in history. For
our current purposes, however, it is important to stress that
slave rebellions are rare in history, since they are so risky for
the slaves (see Chapter 5). Slaves who undertook such revolts,
therefore, were usually those who did not have much to lose.
This must have been the case with the slaves who revolted
c.100 BCE. The flight of the slaves in and after 413 BCE – if
indeed the preponderance were mining slaves – is another
indication that such slaves were willing to take considerable
risks to escape their conditions. While it is difficult to
generalize about the experience of slaves (and we have just
encountered several privileged and even liberated former
slaves in the mining industry), nevertheless it is not an
exaggeration to say that many mining slaves endured extreme
hardships and even died as a result of the abuse that they
suffered.

Domestic Labor
A final major area of slave labor in ancient Greece was in the
household. Such work consisted of a wide variety of



household tasks including preparing and serving food,
childcare, clothes production (weaving) and cleaning.
Moreover, except in the wealthiest households where there
might be half a dozen or more slaves, most domestic slaves
were jacks of all trades, expected to serve their masters not
only in routine domestic tasks but also outside the house in
agricultural work, shopping in the market and even attending
their owners on military campaigns. While it is impossible to
survey every service a domestic slave might perform, the
account below focuses on some of the most common tasks, as
well as those bits of evidence that most illuminate the
experience of domestic slaves.

Food preparation ran the gamut from grinding grain to
cooking feasts. While there were some commercial mills (see
below), the existence of small grindstones or representations
of them (Fig. 3.6) shows that such work was often done in
individual homes. A work song sung by a woman as she sat at
her grindstone similarly suggests a domestic context since she
works alone. Significantly, her song also suggests that this
labor was usually performed by lower-status individuals in so
far as she remarks on the paradox that Pittacus, who once
ruled Mytilene, used to grind his own grain.



Fig. 3.6 Woman grinding grain. Terracotta, c.450 BCE,
from Kameiros, Rhodes.

British Museum.

Grind, mill, grind.

For even Pittacus used to grind

When he was ruler of great Mytilene.85

Even, if is likely, “grind” has sexual connotations and is
intended to mock the political leader, it still reveals the
normative assumption that low-status females not powerful
male citizens performed this type of labor.86 We cannot be
certain that the woman who sang this song was a slave, but it
is likely that grinding grain was a task usually performed by
household slaves, as was the baking of bread.87 The song may,
moreover, hint at a critique of slave-owners or elites in general
in so far as it invokes the idea of role reversal (here between
master and slave), a common theme of popular culture.88



Male domestic slaves also engaged in food preparation.
For example, in a scene from a late fourth-century comedy, a
male slave, who serves as a kitchen hand to a cook, complains
about the effort of preparing a sacrificial meal for his owners
at a rural shrine to Pan.

What new evil? Do you think I have sixty hands, man? I
have lit the charcoal, I receive, I carry, I wash, I cut up
the entrails – I do everything at once. I knead, I carry
around the pots, by this deity [Pan] here, becoming blind
from the smoke. I seem to be the donkey who makes this
party for these folks.89

In this scene, we get a sense of the many demands put on
domestic slaves, particularly, in the preparation of festival
meals. A kitchen hand, like other domestic slaves, was a
dogsbody who was at the beck and call of his superiors – in
this case, the cook. In another comedy, a slave named
Cephisophon plays the role of doorman and general errand
boy, as he fetches various items from around the house at the
request of his master, Euripides.90 Slaves were even called on
to participate in cultic activities of the household, as in the
scene from a comedy in which a household slave named
Xanthias (“Blondy”) is made to carry the model phallus in the
procession in celebration of a rural festival of Dionysus (Fig.
3.7).91



Fig. 3.7 Phallus procession in honor of Dionysus. In the
household version of this rite, a single slave might carry a
model phallus. Attic black-figured cup, c.550 BCE.
Florence 3897.

Courtesy of the Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici.
Su concessione del Museo Archeologico Nazionale di

Firenze. (Direzione Regionale Musei della Toscana)

Household slaves also often attended their masters and
mistresses when they left the house to go to the market, for
example, or to a festival or on military campaign.92 As such,
they served as porters, carrying purchases, festival equipment
or other belongings for their owners. In a law-court speech, for
example, a slave woman is described as regularly going to the
market with her master.93 In a comedy, a man who wants to
participate in a women’s festival pretends to have a female
slave attendant as part of his disguise, indicating that such
attendants were the norm for women at festivals.94 In another
legal speech, a defendant is depicted as arrogant because he
always has no fewer than three slaves following him as he
goes about the town.95 The appearance of a slave carrying
loads for his master was apparently so common on the streets
of Athens that it became a standard scene in comic plays.
Menander, for example, depicts the slave Getas cursing his



mistress for the enormous load of pots, pans, rugs, cushions
and mattresses that he has to carry to a rural shrine of Pan for a
sacrifice.96 Aristophanes even made a metatheatrical parody of
such scenes in his play Frogs, of 405 BCE.

X A N T H I A S (a slave): Shall I say one of the customary things,
master, at which the audience always laughs?

D I O N Y S U S (master of Xanthias): By Zeus, say whatever you
want, but not “What a weight!” – I am wholly sick of that
by now.

X A N T H I A S : Then some other witty comment?

D I O N Y S U S : But not “It’s really chafing my shoulder!”

X A N T H I A S : What then – shall I say that really funny one?

D I O N Y S U S : By Zeus, of course. But as long as you don’t say
that one …

X A N T H I A S : Which one?

D I O N Y S U S : The one where you shift your burden to your
other shoulder and say that you want to take a shit.

X A N T H I A S : And not the one where I say that I’m carrying
such a load that if someone doesn’t relieve me, then I will
explode with farts!

D I O N Y S U S : Not that, I beg you, except when I am about to
puke anyway!

X A N T H I A S : Why, then, did I carry this stuff, if I am not
going to do anything of those things that [the comic



poets] Phrynichus, Lycis and even Ameipsias have their
slave characters do?97

While this scene was clearly intended to raise a laugh, a less
funny reality lies behind it – namely, that slaves were at the
beck and call of their masters and often loaded up with heavy
burdens to cart back and forth. Perhaps some of them even
cursed their masters as they toiled along under these heavy
loads.

On the other side of this equation, however, domestic
servants were sometimes entrusted with errands outside the
house or asked to deliver a message without the direct
supervision of their owners.98 While on such errands, they
might enjoy some freedom of movement, perhaps paying visits
to other slaves or spending time in the marketplace. Even
when in the company of their masters, they may have found
time to socialize with other slaves. For example, in the comic
scenario mentioned above, the man disguised as a woman at
the festival of Demeter dismisses his slave attendant when the
proceedings begin since only citizens can participate.99 At
such times, slave attendants would be unsupervised and we
can well imagine that they would make good use of their
autonomy. The relatively close proximity of domestic slaves to
their masters, therefore, must be balanced with the freedom
that resulted from the relationship of trust that sometimes
developed between them.

One of our most vivid descriptions of the life of a
domestic slave comes from a fourth-century legal speech that
concerns a murder resulting from an adulterous affair. In the



speech, we learn that a female domestic slave not only took
care of the master’s newborn baby but also – allegedly –
facilitated meetings between her mistress and her lover.100

According to the speaker, this female slave (we are never told
her name) induced the baby to cry in order to signal to her
mistress to come down to her lover whenever he was in the
house. When the master learned of the affair, his first action
was to interrogate the female slave. Under threat of
punishment, the master induced the female slave to tell him
about the affair, and even to arrange for him to catch her lover
in the act. The slave did so, and the husband then killed his
wife’s lover in flagrante delicto. The trial took place sometime
later and concerned the question of whether the husband’s act
was a justified homicide.

While the female domestic slave is only an accessory to
the case, we learn a fair amount about her life in the incidental
details of the story. Firstly, we learn that she lived in women’s
quarters in the house, and that these quarters were separated
from the men’s quarters, which were located on the second
floor.101 This is a pattern that is replicated in other houses; for
example, in the ideal household described by Xenophon
(above).102 Secondly, we learn that the female slave is
permitted to leave the house to go to the market and do
shopping for the family.103 Indeed, it is in the marketplace that
the wife’s future lover makes contact with the slave woman
and induces her to help him seduce her mistress. Thirdly, as
we have seen, we learn that the female slave is charged with
looking after the baby, although she does not breastfeed the



baby herself – as some domestic slaves did (see below).
Finally, we also learn that this female slave was subject to
sexual assault by the master, a horrific fact that is casually
reported in the speech as the mock-comic excuse given by the
wife for shutting her husband in his room while she goes to
see her lover. According to the speaker, the wife jokes that her
husband is sending her to tend to the baby “in order that you
can make an attempt on the slave girl. For another time when
you were drunk you assaulted her.”104 Distressingly – for
modern audiences, at least – the speaker reports that he
laughed at his wife’s joke, especially when she playfully
locked the door on him.

This legal speech also demonstrates how a domestic slave
could be caught between the commands of her mistress and
those of her master. While the slave woman may have
willingly helped her mistress conduct her affair in secret in the
hopes of a special reward for the trust placed in her, this
service put her in direct conflict with her master. Indeed, when
the master learned of the affair and confronted the slave
woman, he threatened her with severe punishment if she was
unwilling to betray her mistress and reveal the details of the
affair to him. Specifically, he threatens to send her to a mill,
where she will be “constantly whipped and never cease to be
oppressed by such toil.”105 Hard labor in a mill was clearly a
more brutal form of slave labor, perhaps not unlike toiling in
the mines, where, as we saw above, slaves were often driven
on by whips (see also below).



At first, the slave held out against this threat, refusing to
betray her mistress, but she later gave in and told her master
all. While, in this way, the female slave may have avoided
punishment, it is important to stress that such a painless
outcome was not always the case. Some slaves found
themselves in possession of key information for the legal
affairs of their masters and, as a result, were under threat of
being tortured as a necessary step of the legal process for
supplying usable witness testimony (see Chapter 4). The
important point for the moment is that domestic slaves often
found themselves caught between the demands of their master
and mistress or between those of their master and another
citizen. Such situations were difficult to navigate and probably
often resulted in physical punishment by their master or
judicial torture by the state – not to mention psychological
distress. Household slaves and managerial slaves seem to have
been particularly liable to such treatment, since they often had
knowledge of their owners’ affairs, including not just their
financial affairs but also their personal affairs (see Chapter 4).
On the flip side, slaves might make use of such knowledge to
blackmail the owner into granting privileges or even freedom
(see Chapter 5).106

Domestic slaves were sometimes tasked with
breastfeeding the master’s children as part of their childcare
duties. This intimate service often resulted in strong bonds
between the slave wet nurse and the master’s children. A
fourth-century legal speech provides a vivid portrait of such a
relationship and the potential benefits and risks for both master



and slave. The legal case is complicated, but the part of the
speech that concerns us is a description of how the speaker’s
opponent trespassed upon his property and seized his
belongings as compensation for a fine that was owed to him.
The speaker claims that his opponent barged into his house
and encountered his wife and his old wet nurse (τίτθη) who
were dining in the courtyard with his children. He goes on to
tell the story of his wet nurse as follows:

She is a benevolent and trusted woman, who had been
liberated by my father. She lived with her husband when
she was liberated. But when he [her husband] died and
she was an old woman and she had no child to take care
of her, she returned to live with me. For I was obliged not
to overlook the need of either the woman who had been
my wet nurse or the man who had attended me when I
was a boy. Besides, I was also about to sail as captain of a
ship, so that this way I was leaving with my wife … a
housekeeper of this fine sort.107

This brief vignette illustrates not only the affectionate
relationship between a slave and the free members of the
family but, significantly, that such loyal slaves could be
granted freedom as a reward. Interestingly, the male slave who
attended the master when he was a boy had also been granted
his freedom. The oversight of male children from boyhood to
adolescence was frequently assigned to a male household
slave, known as a paidagogos (παιδαγωγός), literally, the
“child-raiser.”108 These slaves were also responsible for
escorting their charges as they went about town, especially to
the gymnasia for athletic training.109 It is not surprising, then,



that slave-nurses and attendants developed such close
relationships with the children of the household that they
ultimately were granted their freedom. Even more striking,
however, in the passage above is the fact that the former
master (the speaker) affirms his obligation to care for both his
slave-nurse and his slave attendant in their old age.

The next part of the story, however, shows how the
nurse’s loyalty ultimately led to her death at the hands of the
speaker’s opponents. This example illustrates once again how
a master’s legal troubles can have terrible consequences for his
slaves. According to the speaker, in the skirmish with the
speaker’s opponent, his nurse tried to hide a small cup in her
bosom to save it from his opponent’s grasping hands. As a
result, his opponent viciously beat her as he wrenched the cup
away. Although the speaker brought in a doctor to treat her, the
nurse died some days later from the wounds.110

This example shows that such slave wet nurses often
served families well beyond the infancy of their charges, and
combined general child-rearing services with a variety of other
housekeeping roles. The often lifelong relationship between
these nurses and their masters’ families are well attested in a
remarkable series of grave monuments commemorating wet
nurses that have survived from Athens.111 While the erection
of funeral monuments alone suggests an unusual degree of
honor and respect towards these slaves, several of them are
quite elaborate and include not only fine sculptural relief but
also inscriptions attesting to the love felt by their owners
towards them. One fourth-century monument shows a nurse,



Melitta, and her young mistress, Hippostrata, below which is
written:

[In memory of] Melitta …

In this place, the earth covers up the good nurse of
Hippostrata. Even now she is longing for you. And just as
I used to love you when you were living, nurse, so now I
honor you even though you are beneath the earth and I
will honor you as long as I live. I know that if there is
respect for good people below the earth, honor will be
first to you in the house of Persephone and Hades.112

While it is difficult to determine the exact status of Melitta, it
is likely that she is a slave or former slave.113 While there is
some evidence indicating that free women sometimes worked
as wet nurses out of economic necessity, most evidence
suggests that this was considered a servile profession.114

A final central task of female domestic slaves was wool
production and weaving. As we have seen, while some slaves
spun and wove wool for sale in the marketplace, most
domestic wool production was aimed at supplying clothes for
members of the family, including free and slave. While in
smaller households female slaves would work alongside their
mistress at this task, in larger houses the mistress would
supervise the slaves engaged in spinning and weaving (Fig.
3.8). This latter situation appears to be the case in Xenophon’s
ideal household, where the wife is exhorted “not to be sitting
around always like a slave but to stand before the loom as a
mistress of the household should, and teach slaves whatever
she knows better than anyone else.”115 In the same source, the



wife is said to arrive at her husband’s house knowing only
“how to take wool and make a cloak out of it” and “how the
tasks of wool working are assigned to the slaves.”116

Similarly, among the tasks that the ideal wife undertakes is to
see that clothes are produced from the wool that is brought in
to her after shearing.117

Fig. 3.8 Slaves (?) spinning and weaving wool. Black-figure
oil flask (lekythos), 550–530 BCE.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

* * *
So far we have surveyed the experiences of slaves in the most
common types of labor. Now we turn to the less common slave
occupations, including civic administration, banking and
prostitution. Although slaves in these occupations were less
numerous, many of them were prominent in the civic



landscape because of their importance for the political and
economic functioning of the state. Others – for example,
prostitutes – were part of the street life of the ancient city, and
remarkably some among these moved in high social circles
and lived quite prosperously. That said, these categories
display a wide range of experiences, just as in the major slave
occupations.

Publicly Owned Slaves
One prominent group of slaves in Greek city-states was
publicly owned slaves (δημόσιοι).118 As opposed to the vast
majority of privately owned slaves, these slaves performed
various functions for the state ranging from menial tasks
related to the upkeep of public buildings and streets to skilled
labor such as testing state-minted coins and keeping public
records.

In Athens, there may have been as many as 2,000
publicly owned slaves at any one time. A large proportion of
these would have been engaged in routine policing activities,
including keeping the public order and assisting a group of
public officials known as the Eleven in overseeing the jail. For
the former task (as noted in Chapter 2), the Athenian state had
purchased 300 Scythian archers in the fifth century, a number
that may have risen to 1,200 by the fourth century.119 These
slaves were housed collectively in the center of the city and
could be called on by presiding magistrates to help them keep
order in the Assembly or Council, and at other public



gatherings.120 They even carried whips and small swords, as
well as their bows, which they could use to enforce order
among citizens.121 While the task of policing citizens may
seem inappropriate for a slave, it is important to stress that
these slaves were under the command of a citizen magistrate at
all times. They were simply enforcers and had no authority of
their own.122

Some of these slaves assisted magistrates as they made
arrests, confiscated property and oversaw citizens held in
prison.123 A scene from a comedy performed in 411 gives a
sense of the work of these slave assistants. In this scene, a
magistrate is accompanied by a single Scythian archer, whom
he instructs to arrest a citizen malefactor. The slave follows the
magistrate’s orders, including the command to prepare the
citizen for execution through exposure on a plank.

Magistrate: This is the criminal whom Cleisthenes told us
about! … Lead him away, Archer, and fix him to the
plank! Once you’ve positioned him there, guard him and
don’t allow anyone to approach him. If someone comes
near, holding your whip, beat him!124

That publicly owned slaves played a role in executions is
confirmed by the most famous execution of Greek history –
that of Socrates.125 According to Socrates’ student Plato, a
public slave not only took care of Socrates while he was in
jail, but also prepared and administered the deadly hemlock
potion that Socrates was required to drink. Apart from the
similarity of tasks performed by the public slave in each of
these accounts, however, the slaves themselves are



characterized quite differently. In Plato, the public slave who
attends Socrates speaks perfect Greek, admires Socrates’
fortitude in the face of death and even develops a friendship
with Socrates. In the comedy, by contrast, the Scythian slave is
portrayed not only as foreign but also as a buffoon, who –
although he obeys the magistrate’s orders – is ultimately lured
offstage by a young prostitute, thereby allowing the citizen to
escape execution.126 Furthermore, the Scythian archer is
depicted as only barely acculturated to Greek society, and
speaks a “garbled pidgin Greek.”127 While much of this
characterization can be dismissed as comic exaggeration, it
does raise the question of the level of integration of such
public slaves in Greek society. In all likelihood, there was a
range of ethnicities and levels of integration among public
slaves, just as there was among privately owned slaves.
Besides the public slave who attended Socrates in prison, two
further examples of particularly well-acculturated public
slaves are well attested in our sources (see below). Indeed,
these slaves raise the question of whether public slaves could
sometimes pass as citizens (see below and Chapter 4).

Another area in which public slaves performed routine
physical labor under the supervision of magistrates was in
keeping public spaces clean and clear of obstructions.
Ominously, a group of city magistrates used public slaves “to
remove the corpses of those who died in the streets.”128

Publicly owned slaves were also assigned to various
skilled tasks relating to the coining of silver and the
verification of the authenticity of coins in the marketplace.



This labor required not only some metallurgic competence but
also trustworthiness, since valuable metals were involved and,
even more importantly, the validity of transactions in the
marketplace depended on the reliable verification of coinage.
A remarkable law from Athens dated to 375/4 BCE provides
some details of the working conditions of the public slaves
who served as approvers of silver coinage and, indirectly, also
of mint workers. The first part of the law demonstrates the
great trust granted such slaves, who had authority over the
currency in both private and public transactions.

Attic silver shall be accepted when it is found to be silver
and has the public stamp. The public slave who is the
approver shall sit between the [bankers’] tables [in the
marketplace] and approve on these terms every day
except when there is a deposit of money [to the public
treasury] when he will sit in the Council house. If anyone
brings forward foreign silver having the same stamp as
the Attic —, he shall give it back to the man who brought
it forward; but if it has a bronze core or a lead core or is
counterfeit, he shall cut through it immediately … If
anyone does not accept the silver which the approver
approves, he shall be deprived of whatever he is selling
that day.129

In this part of the law, we see that a public slave was entrusted
with the task of approving coins used in the marketplace and
in payments to the public treasury. The slave who performed
this task would need knowledge and experience in
distinguishing valid from counterfeit coins by examining their
appearance and weight. Moreover, the law shows that the



decisions made by this slave were authoritative, since penalties
were set out for those who did not accept the coins that he
approved. The last part of the law reinforces the impression
that the public slave who was entrusted with the task of
approving coinage enjoyed a privileged status befitting the
responsibility that was invested in him. This privileged status
is also clear from the fact that the law makes provisions for the
payment of a salary to the coin approver, including a second
one who is to approve coinage in the port of Athens, as well as
the mint workers.

So that there shall also be in the [port of] Piraeus an
approver for the ship owners and the import traders and
all others, the Council shall appoint from the public
slaves if available or shall buy one …

The salary payment for the approver in the import
market shall start from whenever he is appointed … and
the treasurers shall allocate as much [in salary] as for the
approver in the city, and, for the future, the salary
payment shall be from the same source as for the mint
workers.130

The provision of a salary shows that these publicly owned
slaves were able to keep their earnings since they had no
private owners who might claim all or part of it. Such slaves,
therefore, may have lived independently and accumulated
resources, including slaves of their own. Slave-ownership by
public slaves is confirmed by the appearance of a publicly
owned slave among those who granted freedom to their
slaves.131 While it may seem paradoxical for a public slave to



grant freedom to his slaves rather than seeking freedom for
himself first, it, in fact, makes perfect sense in the context of
privileged public slaves. Such slaves had a salary and
considerable independence. Freedom might enhance their
independence, but would make them ineligible to serve as a
public slave and hence eliminate their salary. Some may have
been able to find employment in the private sector, but the
guaranteed work and salary of at least some of the more
privileged public slaves were not to be thrown away lightly.
This analysis underscores the relatively comfortable lifestyle
of certain slaves, including one Pittalacus, as we shall see
shortly.

One part of the law on silver coinage, however, shows
that these skilled public slaves, however privileged, did not
escape the standard violence that accompanied much slave
labor in classical Athens.

If the approver does not sit, or does not approve in
accordance with the law, he shall be beaten by the
convenors of the people with fifty lashes with the
whip.132

This provision illustrates that the public slave who performed
this duty was subject to the same kind of corporal punishment
that was reserved for slaves in Greek law.133 Furthermore, as
mentioned in Chapter 2, public slaves were branded with a
public mark, a brutal practice that stood as a lasting symbol of
the enslavement and dehumanization of these slaves. One
politician, for example, denigrates his opponent by claiming
that his father was a branded public slave who worked in the



mint.134 Similarly, Xenophon remarks that no one is likely to
steal a public slave since he is branded with a public mark.135

Besides the physical pain endured, such brands would mark
them out in daily life as publicly owned slaves and would have
remained with them even if they gained their freedom.

Another group of publicly owned slaves worked as
scribes, archivists and accountants in the civic
administration.136 For example, a public slave was in charge of
preserving and keeping order in public records such as decrees
of the assembly or records of payments made to the public
treasury. By the end of the fifth century, these records were
kept in a public archive known as the Metroön, or “Sanctuary
of the Mother of the Gods,” over which a public slave was
appointed, as the fourth-century politician Demosthenes
observes: “The matter … is in your public records in the
Metroön, of which the public slave has charge.”137 Regarding
financial records, pseudo-Aristotle provides a vignette of the
routine archival work of the public slaves as they bring
documents to magistrates from the public archive and return
them again after they have been used or updated.

The documents, written out according to the times of
payment, are brought into the Council and kept by the
public slave. When there is a payment of money, he [the
public slave] hands these same documents to the
receivers, taking down from the racks those relating to
the men who have to pay money … The receivers take
over the documents and delete the sums paid, in the
presence of the Council, and give back the documents to
the public slave again.138



In some cases, public slaves were charged with making the
records themselves, as is shown by a third-century decree in
which some magistrates are instructed to “choose a public
slave to make a record” of what they had done.139 Similarly,
public slaves served as clerks to financial officers who
accompanied the Athenian army on campaign.140 Some
evidence suggests that public slaves could serve as auditors of
financial records, thereby providing financial oversight of
citizens who served as magistrates or paid taxes.141 In this
sense, public slaves served as a kind of neutral professional
bureaucracy that prevented partisan manipulation of the state
apparatus for personal advantage.142 For our purposes, it is
significant that these tasks were entrusted to slaves who were
not only highly literate and numerate, but also granted
considerable trust. As such, these slaves would have enjoyed a
privileged status, probably entailing the receipt of a salary, and
the ability to live independently and accumulate wealth.

Public slaves also assisted magistrates in the routine
administration of the law courts, including the process of
selecting citizen-jurors by lot and their assignment to various
courts.143 Although citizen-jurors were assigned to oversee
administrative tasks during the trial – such as keeping time for
the litigant’s speeches and tallying the vote – it is likely that
they were assisted by slaves assigned to the court.144 Another
group of slaves assisted the Council, and evidently their role
was considered so important that they were honored alongside
the Councilors themselves for their work each year.145

Another indication of the relatively high status of these public



slaves is the fact that they enjoyed privileged seating in the
theater, judging by an inscription reserving certain seats for
“the public slaves of the Council.”146

Another remarkable source of evidence – the building
records for the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis –
reveals the important role that public slaves played on such
public works. In addition to the privately owned slaves who
were paid a daily wage for their labor, there were publicly
owned slaves who performed various tasks on the construction
site. One of these publicly owned slaves is identified as
overseer of the other publicly owned slaves, and another is in
charge of keeping records of expenses.147 Interestingly, these
two slaves were paid a salary in addition to the food allowance
that was allocated to the other public slaves (whose work is
unspecified). Strikingly, all the public slaves were provided
with a sacrificial victim and wine for the celebration of the
festival of the Choës (“Wine-Jugs”), in honor of Dionysus.148

This latter detail suggests a level of recognition and even
integration in the ritual life of the community that is rarely
attested for slaves (see Chapter 4).

The idea that among the publicly owned slaves there were
certain privileged ones who were honored and rewarded for
their skills, gains further illustration in the curious story of a
man named Pittalacus. According to the law-court speech in
which his story appears, Pittalacus was a public slave whose
love affair with a young Athenian citizen got him into legal
trouble. In the course of the speech, we learn that Pittalacus
had his own house and was in fact, very well-off financially. In



addition, he regularly socialized with freeborn citizens,
including members of prominent political families, at
gambling houses where cockfighting and dice games took
place. Pittalacus may even have used his own house as a
gambling establishment, since he is said to have both fighting
cocks and dicing equipment at his home. It was at one of these
gambling events that Pittalacus first gained and then later lost
the affections of the freeborn youth, Timarchus. In the struggle
over this young man with a citizen named Hegesandrus,
Pittalacus was savagely beaten with whips. When Pittalacus
brought a legal action against Hegesandrus for assault, the
latter tried to claim him as his privately owned slave,
presumably to prevent him from bringing suit. In response,
Pittalacus found another citizen to vouch for his freedom, and
continued to press charges against Hegesandrus. Eventually,
however, Pittalacus dropped the charges, realizing that the
arbitrator who was appointed to settle the case was a friend of
Hegesandrus.149

One of the most striking features of this account is the
indeterminacy of Pittalacus’ status.150 The speaker asserts
several times that he was a public slave, yet he is both claimed
as a private slave by a citizen and later redeemed as a free
person by another citizen. Moreover, Pittalacus appears to
enjoy legal rights, since he lodges a suit for assault against
Hegesandrus. The simplest way to resolve these contradictions
is to infer that Pittalacus began life in Athens as a publicly
owned slave, prospered enough to live independently and – at
some point – buy his freedom, after which he lived as a free



non-citizen resident (metic).151 If this reconstruction is correct,
Pittalacus represents a success story. Although we never learn
what task he performed as a public slave, he certainly
prospered and achieved the ultimate goal of many slaves:
freedom. Nevertheless, the fact that Pittalacus’ enemy
Hegesandros both beat him with a whip and tried to claim him
as a slave shows that even such successful and privileged
slaves or ex-slaves might be subjected to treatment as a slave
and find their freedom in jeopardy.

Commerce/Business/Banking
The precarious yet potentially privileged status of some slaves
is also evident in the areas of commerce, business and
banking.152 Such slaves worked as retailers in the business
enterprises of their owners and as business agents of their
masters in their domestic and overseas commercial operations.
They also managed banks for their owners, and sometimes
even rose to become owners of banks – after gaining their
freedom and (rarely) even citizenship. A few examples will
help flesh out the range of experiences of such slaves.

The first example concerns a slave named Midas who
managed a perfume shop for his owner, Athenogenes, a free,
but non-citizen, resident (metic) of Athens. Midas had two
children who were also owned by Athenogenes. Unfortunately
for Midas, a citizen named Epicrates became erotically
interested in one of his sons, and Athenogenes agreed to sell
the family to Epicrates for 4,000 drachmas. This sale, it turned



out, was part of an elaborate scheme by Athenogenes to rid
himself of some debts that Midas had contracted while running
the perfume shop. Epicrates then brought suit against
Athenogenes, arguing that the sale was invalid since the full
extent of the debts had not been disclosed. From the speech of
the plaintiff at this trial, we learn some details about Midas’
experiences as a manager of a shop.

Firstly, Midas had children. Although we learn nothing
about the mother of his children, it is likely that he was able to
enjoy family-like relations and form a stable family unit. This
certainly seems to be the implication of the fact that Midas
was sold together with his children. The fact of their sale, on
the other hand, underscores Midas’ status as a piece of
property and his lack of control over his circumstances.

Secondly, it appears that Midas exercised considerable
autonomy in managing the perfume shop. Indeed, he is able to
borrow large sums of money (5 talents = 30,000 drachmas),
apparently without consulting his owner, in order to purchase
supplies for the shop. While his owner remains legally liable
for the debts, Midas himself appears to be the one who
actively contracted the debts.153 According to the speaker,
Midas presented his accounts to Athenagoras only once a
month.154 Even more strikingly, the speaker alludes to his
opponent’s claim that Athenagoras had no knowledge
whatsoever of the debts that Midas had contracted. While the
speaker dismisses this claim as ludicrous, it is revealing that
such a claim could be considered to be plausible enough to
present to the jurors. Either way, the trust and responsibility in



which Midas was held – both by his owner and his creditors –
are remarkable.

The trust placed in slaves who were business agents for
their masters is also evident in the story of a slave named
Antigenes, who belonged to an Athenian citizen named
Nicobulus. Once again, our information about Antigenes’
activities comes from a legal case in which his master was
involved.155 The case is complicated, but the essential facts
are that Nicobulus and a partner leased out a mining workshop
to another citizen named Pantaenetus. According to Nicobulus,
who left town on a trading enterprise shortly after the lease
was contracted, Pantaenetus defaulted on his monthly payment
to him and his partner. Pantaenetus, by contrast, argued that
Nicobulus’ slave Antigenes had received the payment and, in
fact, Antigenes had appropriated a payment that Pantaenetus’
own slave had been conveying to the state treasury to pay rent
for a mine. It is unclear from the speech whether Panaenetus’
slave had confused the two payments and mistakenly handed
over the payment due to the state to Nicobulus’ slave, or
whether Antigenes had taken the initiative to collect the
money due to his master in any way possible. Either way, the
agency displayed by both slaves and their responsibility over
large sums of money are quite remarkable.

It was Antigenes’ intimate involvement with his master’s
business affairs, however, that also exposed him to the threat
of judicial torture and reveals his vulnerable status as a slave.
Indeed, according to Nicobulus, Pantaenetus challenged him to
allow Antigenes to be tortured to extract the truth about each



side’s claims. As we shall see in more detail in Chapter 4,
slave testimony was valid only if extracted under torture
according to terms prearranged by the slave’s owner and his
opponent. The details of the proposal for judicial torture reveal
the brutality of the process: if Antigenes supported his
master’s case, the parties agreed that Antigenes’ value would
be assessed in order that Nicobulus could be financially
compensated for any damage done to his slave.156 We may
assume that these damages included physical maiming,
potentially culminating in Antigenes’ death. In a cold act of
calculation, Nicobulus would have agreed to the level of
financial compensation that he would accept for Antigenes’
death. As it happens, Nicobulus claims that the judicial torture
was not ultimately performed, since Pantaenetus changed the
terms of his challenge and then rejected even the second
proposal. Pantaenetus’ alleged behavior in rejecting the
challenge – even if exaggerated by his opponent – illustrates
the additional extra-judicial abuse that slaves might endure as
a consequence of their knowledge of their master’s business
affairs. According to Nicobulus, Pantaenetus “grabbed hold of
Antigenes and treated him roughly, subjecting him to all kinds
of outrageous treatment.”157

An even more striking example of the paradoxical
position and incongruent experiences of slaves who served as
business agents for their masters can be found in another law-
court speech involving a slave named Lampis.158 Lampis, we
are told, was the slave of a man named Dion, and served as his
business agent in the port of the kingdom of Bosporus (now



Crimea on the Black Sea).159 Lampis was also a ship-captain
(ναύκληρος) who brought cargoes from Athens to the Black
Sea and back again. On the trading voyage from which the
legal case arose, Lampis was both captaining the ship and one
of the investors in its enterprise. Indeed, we are told that
Lampis lent 1,000 drachmas to the defendant in the case, a
metic named Phormion, who was a grain trader. Such loans
were risky but also very lucrative if successful. The fact that
Lampis was able to make such a substantial loan, therefore,
suggests that he was well-off financially and could afford to
take risks.

Lampis was not Phormion’s only creditor. Chrysippus,
another metic, had also lent Phormion money. The legal
dispute arose because Phormion claimed that, after he and
Lampis arrived in the Bosporus, they were unable to sell the
cargo right away. Phormion said that he had nevertheless given
a large sum of money to Lampis, in accordance with the
contract, with instructions to Lampis to bring it back to Athens
to pay off Chrysippus.160 According to Phormion, the ship had
sunk when barely out of the port and the money was lost
(although Lampis himself was rescued). Since trading
contracts stipulated that if a ship was lost at sea there was no
obligation to repay creditors (hence the riskiness of such
investments), Phormion claimed that he no longer owed
money to Chrysippus. Chrysippus argued, by contrast, that
Phormion had never given the money to Lampis and was
cheating him of his money. The important point for us is that
Phormion either entrusted Lampis with a large sum of money



(120 gold Cyzicene staters, the equivalent of 3,920 drachmas)
or expected the Athenian jury in the case to believe that he
had. Moreover, the fact that it had apparently been written in
the contract that Phormion should repay the loan to Lampis
confirms that it was considered normal business practice for
slaves to handle financial transactions involving large sums of
money.

Interestingly, Chrysippus himself also deployed a slave
agent in the Bosporus and gave him considerable
responsibility in overseeing his trading interests there.
Chrysippus claims that he had given Phormion letters for this
slave agent with detailed instructions for the oversight of his
trading deal with Phormion. From his brief account, we get a
sense of how much Chrysippus relied on this unnamed slave to
ensure that the contract was fulfilled according to his wishes.

Now [Phormion] went to the Bosporus with letters which
I gave to him to bring to my slave who was spending the
winter there and who is my business partner. I wrote in
the letter the amount of money I had lent and the security,
and I instructed him to inspect and keep track of the
goods as soon as they were unloaded.161

According to Chrysippus, however, these efforts to instruct his
slave were in vain, since Phormion never delivered the letters
to his slave. Regardless of the truth of this claim, the trust and
responsibility that Chrysippus invested in his slave are striking
and parallel to the trust allegedly placed by Phormion in
Lampis. It is unclear, however, whether Phormion’s
confidence in Lampis was warranted, since Chrysippus claims



that Lampis gave contradictory accounts of whether Phormion
had given him the money. According to Chrysippus, at first
Lampis denied that he had received the money and then agreed
that he had.

Whether Lampis behaved dishonestly or not, he
nevertheless had a reputation for trustworthiness in so far as
both sides had agreed to have it written in the original contract
that Phormion would hand over the money to Lampis. The
contract was written in Athens, moreover, where Lampis, we
learn, lived with his wife and children.162 Since slaves did not
enjoy legally recognized marriages (see Chapter 4), it is
striking that the speaker uses the term “wife.” Moreover, we
get the impression that Lampis circulated about the city freely
and was well known in business circles. When Chrysippus
initially tried to track down Phormion to claim repayment, his
strategy was to contact Lampis first since he assumed
(correctly) that Lampis would know where to find Phormion.
Indeed, Lampis escorted him directly to Phormion, who was
found in the area of the marketplace where perfumes were
sold.163 In sum, Lampis appears to have been a wealthy,
trusted slave who lived independently with his family in
Athens and enjoyed considerable autonomy both in the city
and abroad.

While Lampis was still a slave despite his financial
success, other slaves involved in overseas trading enterprises
apparently used their resources to claim their freedom. No
fewer than seven long-distance traders (ἔμποροι, φορτηγοί) are
listed among those who dedicated silver bowls to mark their



attainment of freedom. Even more impressive is the eight
retail merchants (κάπηλοι) and the twelve more specialized
merchants who also dedicated bowls. Among the latter we find
one bread-seller (ἀρτοπώλης), one wool-seller (ἐριοπώλης),
two fishmongers (ἰχθυοπῶλαι), three incense-sellers
(λιβανοπῶλαι), one honey-merchant (μελιτοπώλης), one pulse-
seller (ὀσπριοπώλης), one sesame-seller (σεσαμοπώλης), one
flax-seller (στυπειοπώλης) and one dealer in salt fish
(ταραχιπώλης). Yet once again, we must reconcile such
apparent success stories with evidence that reveals the
differential treatment and hence vulnerability of slave
merchants compared to their free counterparts in the same
profession. For example, the law on approvers of silver
coinage discussed above states that any free merchant who
does not accept coinage that has been approved will have his
or her merchandise confiscated for the day. A slave merchant,
by contrast, “shall be beaten with fifty lashes with the whip by
the magistrates.”164

Perhaps the most remarkably contradictory experiences
of slavery can be found among slave-bankers. Banking, like
long-distance trading, was a risky enterprise, but one that
could also bring great profits. Legal speeches mention a
number of bankers who went bankrupt, but also tell the story
of several who became very successful.165 These latter men
not only became wealthy, but were granted their freedom and
became owners of the banks in which they once served as
slave-accountants. Even more remarkably, some of these men
married the widows of their former owners and also gained



citizenship, a gift granted by the Athenian people in gratitude
for their many donations to the community.166 Let’s look at a
few examples to gain a sense of the texture of these slaves’
lives.

Let’s start with Pasion, perhaps the most extraordinary of
the banking slaves whose lives can be sketched in rough
outline.167 Although Pasion rose to become a wealthy citizen,
it is important to stress that he started off as a slave-accountant
in a bank owned by two men, Antisthenes and Archestratus,
who were probably Athenian citizens.168 Pasion’s origins are
unknown, but it is likely that he was non-Greek, perhaps
Phoenician or Syrian by birth.169 The bank was located in the
market of the port of Athens, Piraeus, and consisted of a
simple table at which Pasion, along with other slaves, provided
their services. These services would have consisted primarily
of currency exchanges, but also keeping records of deposits
and withdrawals. Bankers also kept copies of business
contracts, particularly loans made on trading voyages.170

Evidently Pasion was very skilled and rose up to become
“chief cashier and manager” of the bank.171 Whatever his
native tongue, he apparently overcame any linguistic and
cultural barriers quickly and made a lot of money for his
owners. At some point, his owners rewarded him with
freedom, and at some time after that he became owner of the
bank. It is likely that he first leased the bank from his former
owners and then bought it once he had accumulated sufficient
resources.172



Two other facts about Pasion’s life are significant for
assessing the range of experiences of slaves who worked in
banking. First, after gaining his freedom, and thus becoming a
free non-citizen resident (metic), Pasion married a woman
named Archippe, who was probably also a metic.173 With
Archippe, Pasion had two sons, Apollodorus and Pasicles, who
inherited his great wealth (70 talents = 420,000 drachmas)
upon his death.174 Second, Pasion and his children were
granted Athenian citizenship “on account of his good works
on behalf of the city.”175 From another law-court speech, we
learn that these good works consisted of some generous
financial contributions, and possibly service as trierarch
(captain of a warship) on several occasions.176 The
prominence of the family is evident from the fact that his elder
son, Apollodorus, became a well-known politician, who
moved in the highest social circles and became embroiled in
numerous legal cases. It is thanks to Apollodorus’ legal
troubles that we know so much about his family.

As owner of the bank, Pasion became the master of the
slaves who worked in the bank and performed the tasks that he
used to execute. We know a bit about the lives of two of the
slave-managers of his bank, both of whom also gained their
freedom and one of whom also became a citizen like Pasion.
The first slave-manager was named Cittus. We learn about
Cittus’ activities from a legal case in which Pasion was
accused of refusing to return money that had been deposited in
his bank. Pasion’s accuser in the case challenges Pasion to
have Cittus subjected to judicial torture so that they can learn



the truth about the deposit, since Cittus “knew all about it.”177

According to his accuser, Pasion first tried to avoid having
Cittus give testimony under torture by claiming that Cittus was
not a slave, but a free man and hence not subject to judicial
torture.178 Later, Pasion allegedly consented to the subjection
of Cittus to questioning, but not to physical torture.179 While
the speaker suggests that Pasion’s reluctance to have Cittus
tortured (whipping and the rack are mentioned) was because
he was afraid that Cittus would reveal the truth, one might
conjecture that Pasion’s reluctance might rather be due to his
own former status as a slave who similarly would have been
subject to judicial torture.180 Interestingly, Cittus is later sent
by Pasion as his business agent to the Bosporus where,
according to the speaker, he declared himself free and a
Milesian by birth.181 If this is an accurate account of Cittus’
trajectory, then he, like Pasion, achieved freedom, although he
continued to work as business agent or partner with Pasion
after his liberation. The next manager of Pasion’s bank was
Phormion, whose story is almost as remarkable as Pasion’s.
Indeed, Phormion’s story, along with those of several other
bankers who achieved freedom and citizenship, shows that
Pasion’s trajectory was not a complete anomaly.182 Phormion,
like Pasion, was of non-Greek origin. He had been purchased
by Pasion and trained to work in his bank.183 Several sources
mention that Phormion never learned to speak fluent Greek,
but this cultural deficit does not seem to have interfered with
his ability to run the bank and may well have been exaggerated
by his legal adversaries.184 Regardless, Phormion became
Pasion’s trusted slave, who managed the bank and became



“very useful in Pasion’s business affairs.”185 As his own
masters had done for him, Pasion granted Phormion his
freedom and allowed him to lease his bank and a shield factory
from him.186 These were very profitable enterprises generating
10,000 and 6,000 drachmas per year respectively.187

Phormion, like Pasion before him, became a very wealthy
man.188 While Phormion’s wealth was certainly derived
primarily from banking, he evidently diversified his operations
at some point, since, in addition to the management of the
shield factory, he also owned trading ships in the Bosporus.189

Apollodorus, Pasion’s eldest son, records how Pasion
taught Phormion the requisite skills of the banking trade that
made his meteoric rise in status possible. Apollodorus’
comments also reveal the great trust that Pasion placed in his
slave.

Since my father – the one who bought [Phormion] – was
a banker, and since he taught him to read and write and
trained him in the business and put him in control of vast
sums of money, Phormion has prospered.190

The great trust placed in Phormion by Pasion is especially
evident from the fact that, when Pasion died, he both betrothed
his wife, Archippe, to Phormion in his will and made him
guardian of his younger son, Pasicles.191 Remarkably, we learn
from a lawsuit that Apollodorus lodged against Phormion, that
it was not uncommon for bank owners to betroth their wives to
their former slaves.

Socrates, the well-known banker, after being released by
his masters just as Apollodorus’ father had been, gave his



own wife in marriage to Satyrus, who had once been his
slave. Socles was another banker who gave his own wife
in marriage to his former slave Timodemus, who is still
alive to this day. This is the practice of men engaged in
that business, not only here, men of Athens, but in
Aegina, where Strymodorus gave his wife to his slave
Hermaeus and after her death he went on to give him his
daughter. Many such instances could be mentioned.192

While this selective sample from a tendentious law-court
speech cannot be taken to show that this practice was typical,
it at least demonstrates that it was not unique to Pasion. The
aim, it would seem, was to co-opt the great financial skills of
these former slaves and keep the business in the family.193

While the speaker was clearly responding to prejudice against
ex-slaves marrying the widows of their former owners (see
Chapter 4), apparently the social stigma could be overcome
when financial interests were at stake. Moreover, it is worth
stressing that these marriages are not examples of freeborn
citizens marrying former slaves but rather in most cases
probably former slaves marrying other former slaves. In the
case of Phormion, for example, Archippe was probably a slave
earlier in her life, just as Pasion himself had been. This caveat
notwithstanding, it is testimony to the remarkable potential
mobility of banking slaves that some of them not only gained
freedom and became owners of the bank in which they
formerly worked as a slave, but also married the widows of
their former owners.



The final significant event in Phormion’s life was his
receipt of citizenship, like Pasion before him.194 The grant of
citizenship was likely in return for financial and other
contributions to the city.195 Moreover, it is apparent that, at
this point in his life, Phormion moved in the highest circles
among the wealthiest and most influential citizens.196 For
example, the politician Demosthenes wrote a speech in his
defense when he was prosecuted by Apollodorus, and
probably spoke at his trial.197 Phormion, therefore, like Pasion,
exemplifies the extraordinary potential of slaves who worked
in this sector of the economy to achieve not only wealth but
freedom, citizenship and elite social status. While the stories
of these two slaves are relatively well documented, we know
only the names of four others who also rose from banking
slaves to well-respected citizens.198 Although these
remarkable individuals are certainly not typical, they at least
demonstrate the possibilities for skilled and ambitious slaves
who happened to be put to work in this field.

Prostitution
While the field of banking was populated by male slaves,
prostitution was dominated by female slaves and ex-slaves.
Remarkably, moreover, some female slaves working in
prostitution experienced a degree of social mobility that was
almost as dramatic as that experienced by male slaves working
in banking. Indeed, we know the names and at least part of the
life stories of a few remarkable women who began as slaves



working in brothels and became wealthy and free. Moreover,
even if these women did not achieve citizenship as did their
male counterparts in banking, they at least socialized with
leading citizens. That said, the lives of these women were very
hard and their status precarious even after they achieved
considerable autonomy. In sketching the story of the most well
known of these women, it should be stressed that most slaves
in prostitution probably remained slaves and continued to be
exploited throughout their lives.199

The best-known example of a slave-prostitute is a woman
named Neaira, who began life as a brothel slave in Corinth.200

We know of her story because she was involved with a
prominent citizen, Stephanus, who became embroiled in a
lawsuit lodged by his political opponent Apollodorus (the son
of Pasion, mentioned above). In the lawsuit, Apollodorus
charged Neaira with the crime of living in marriage with a
citizen, although she herself was not a citizen. In his speech
for the prosecution, Apollodorus goes much further, however,
than simply proving that Neaira was not a citizen. Rather, he
presents an account of Neaira’s life that emphasizes her work
as a prostitute from childhood onward. The speech clearly
aims to discredit Neaira – and more importantly his rival
Stephanus – and therefore may exaggerate or even invent
some sordid events in her life. Nevertheless, the broad outlines
of Apollodorus’ account are plausible and provide a vivid
illustration of both the hardships and opportunities for slaves
engaged in this occupation.



In early childhood, Neaira and six other girls were
acquired by a freedwoman, Nicarete, and trained to work as
prostitutes in Corinth. We do not know how Nicarete gained
ownership of these girls, but she may have received them as
unwanted children either directly from their parents or
indirectly through exposure. Nicarete was apparently an expert
at detecting the potential of young girls for prostitution and
training them so that they brought in a good living for her.
According to Apollodorus, Nicarete passed them off as her
daughters, thereby enabling her to charge higher prices on the
pretext that they were free. Indeed, it appears that Neaira and
the other girls served elite customers, including the wealthy
Athenian metic Lysias, and prominent aristocrats and citizens
from throughout the Greek world. Nicarete even travelled with
her girls outside of Corinth to meet with clients.

At a certain point, two clients offered to buy Neaira for
their personal use. They offered the extraordinary payment of
3,000 drachmas for Neaira – a sum of money that attests to
Neaira’s skill in her trade and profitability for Nicarete.
Nicarete accepted the offer, nevertheless, perhaps because
Neaira was past her prime. Indeed, Apollodorus describes
Nicarete’s mercenary exploitation of the girls in this way:
“When she had profited from the youth of each of them, she
sold all seven of them outright.”201 The two men who had
bought Neaira shared her and made use of her sexually for
some time before they decided to get married. At this point,
the men could have sold her back to a brothel, as some men
did when they no longer have a use for their slave-



prostitutes.202 Instead, the men agreed to free her if she could
come up with two-thirds of her purchase price. While
Apollodorus presents this offer as initiated by the two men, it
is possible that Neaira played an active role in lobbying them
to help her take this step towards her own freedom.

Neaira’s active role in seeking her freedom is certainly
evident in the next phase of Apollodorus’ account, where
Neaira is said to have gathered together “the money that she
had collected from her other lovers as contributions towards
her freedom, together with money that she put aside from her
earnings.”203 Apparently, Neaira had been saving to buy her
freedom, and was also able to call on a circle of former lovers
to raise more cash. However, even after successfully
negotiating to bring down her purchase price, she was still
somewhat short of the full price and ultimately made an appeal
to another former lover, an Athenian named Phrynion, who
paid the remainder of the price for her freedom. Despite this
successful negotiation, however, Neaira’s status was
precarious, since Phrynion apparently felt entitled to abuse her
sexually as compensation for having paid the final installment
for her “freedom.” Indeed, we next hear of Neaira living with
Phrynion in Athens, where, according to Apollodorus, she was
compelled to have sex with Phrynion and other men.
Therefore, while Neaira had a comfortable lifestyle by this
point and had material possessions and even slaves of her own,
she evidently was not fully free. Perhaps for this reason, she
took the initiative again and fled to neighboring Megara. There



she worked as a prostitute for two years before returning to
Athens to live with the prominent Athenian Stephanus.

A key episode upon her return underscores Neaira’s
precarious position. When Phrynion learned that Neaira was
again in Athens, he came to claim her, presumably as his
slave, since he had paid the final installment of her “freedom”
price. In response, Stephanus asserted her freedom in a legal
procedure which required him to provide guarantees that she
would appear in court. The case never came to trial, however,
and was settled through arbitration. The settlement, moreover,
put Neaira in a somewhat ambiguous position between free
and slave. On the one hand, the arbitrators granted her
freedom and control over her own affairs. On the other hand,
they required her to live with each of the men on alternate
days or according to whatever arrangement the two men
reached between themselves.

According to Apollodorus, Neaira continued to work as a
prostitute while living in marriage with Stephanus. She was
also accused of trying to pass off her daughter as the legitimate
child of Stephanus, and hence a citizen. Whatever the truth of
these charges, it is clear from Apollodorus’ account of
Neaira’s life that she was both a victim of brutal sexual
exploitation from a very young age and also a clever strategist
who made use of her skills to earn money and influence from
powerful men in the hope of gaining freedom for herself and
her children. Arguably, she achieved as much freedom as a
woman was allowed in classical Athens, given the legal
constraints on free-citizen married women: arbitrators



confirmed her personal freedom and authority over her own
affairs, yet she was still subject to the (sexual) will of two men
and was not able to live independently. If we are to believe
Apollodorus, even her quest to gain freedom and citizenship
for her children was only partially successful: her daughter
was briefly married to two citizens in succession and, although
her grandson was acknowledged as legitimate by his citizen
father, his citizenship was denied by his father’s kinship
groups (phratry and genos) – the two social groups that served
as witnesses to citizenship status (see Chapter 4).

As ambiguous as Neaira’s final status was, therefore, it
represents one of the better scenarios for a woman who started
her working life as a prostitute. While we do not know the
outcome of Apollodorus’ suit against her, up to that point she
was apparently living as a free woman in Athens, possessing
wealth and slaves of her own, and socializing with leading
citizens of Athens. We know of a number of other women who
worked as prostitutes and rose from slave to wealthy free
women. Herodotus, for example, tells the story of a Thracian
woman named Rhodopis who was the slave of a Greek man
from the island of Samos, sometime in the early sixth century
BCE.204 At some point, she was sold to another Greek man
from Samos, who brought her to the Greek trading port of
Naucratis in Egypt where she worked as a prostitute. Like
Neaira, Rhodopis found a man (in fact, a brother of the poet
Sappho) to buy her freedom for a very high price, and, also
like Neaira, she apparently continued to practice prostitution
as a free woman. Rhodopis became wealthy enough to make a



dedication of ox-size iron spits at Delphi that were still on
display there in the late fifth century. Fragments from fifth-
and fourth-century comic plays preserve the names of a
number of other wealthy and independent prostitutes (hetairai)
and Socrates is depicted as conversing with one named
Theodote in a dialogue by Xenophon.205 Another of these
women, by the name of Phryne, seems to have risen from
destitution to great wealth and even had a golden statue of
herself dedicated at Delphi.206

Not all slave-prostitutes achieved such successes, and
indeed our sources tend to mention the exceptions rather than
the norm. Some ex-slave-prostitutes became managers of
brothels after gaining their freedom. For example, a law-court
speech mentions a woman named Alke who, after gaining her
freedom, seems to have become manager of the brothel in
which she had once worked.207 The same may be true of
Nicarete, the woman who acquired and trained Neaira. Like
Neaira, moreover, Alke seems to have lived with an Athenian
citizen and even, allegedly, had her child by another man
accepted as citizen. In spite of these many stories of slave-
prostitutes who achieved freedom, wealth and even fame, a
more typical experience was to remain in the brothel or to end
up in a brothel after being discarded by a citizen.

Facilities in brothels ranged from small rooms to
elaborate entertainment facilities. A building in Athens has
been identified as a brothel, and several of the artifacts reveal
aspects of the slaves’ experience there.208 Firstly, the presence
of loom-weights suggest that these women engaged in textile



production alongside prostitution.209 Secondly, various objects
associated with the worship of Astarte and Cybele suggest a
non-Greek origin for the residents. In all likelihood, the
women had been brought as slaves from the eastern
Mediterranean.210 A comic fragment celebrating the wide
availability of prostitutes in brothels inadvertently allows us to
visualize the experience of the typical brothel slave, although
not her own reactions to it.

You can look in broad daylight at them

lined up one after the other in a column – half-naked,

standing there in fine, sheer fabric, the type

of girls the sacred waters of the Eridanus make grow –

and purchase your pleasure for a small sum.211

Some brothel slaves who were trained as flute players and
dancers, were rented out by their owners to entertain at male
drinking parties (symposia).212 At such events, they provided
sexual as well as musical entertainment. This double duty is
crudely referenced in a portrait of an uncultured man who
boasts to his dinner guests that, “the delight of the guests has
been arranged … My slave is sending her now from the pimp
so that we may all be piped by her into happiness.”213 In
Athens, city magistrates had among their duties the obligation
to ensure that female musicians were not paid extravagantly,
presumably by men too inebriated to make good financial
decisions.214 Of course, any money such slaves earned was
their owner’s property, unless a portion was granted to them as
a favor or an incentive (see Chapter 5).



As well as female prostitutes there were, of course, male
prostitutes, and it is likely that many of these were slaves. One
law-court speech from Athens concerns a dispute over a rent
boy who may have been a slave.215 Another speech concerns a
freeborn youth who allegedly prostituted himself, and the
speaker evinces such disgust at such behavior by a free citizen
that we can infer that male prostitution, like female, was
generally associated with slaves.216 Indeed, the speaker cites
laws that prohibit citizens from practicing prostitution and
prescribe penalties for doing so.

Milling, Baking and Cooking
Our sources mention that being sent to labor in a mill was a
punishment meted out to disobedient slaves.217 From this
evidence, we can infer that the grinding of grain was primarily
performed by slaves. Moreover, the fact that such labor was
considered a punishment suggests that toiling in a mill was
one of the most physically demanding and undesirable of slave
jobs. It was perhaps akin to working in a mine which, as we
have seen, was characterized by extreme toil in unhealthy and
even deadly conditions. As one slave-owner says in
threatening to send a female household slave to a mill: once
she is thrown into the mill, she will “never have respite from
suffering.”218 Moreover, in addition to the physical suffering,
this sort of labor would have been especially psychologically
degrading since it reduced human beings to the level of
animals – namely, the beasts of burden (cattle, oxen) that were



also used to turn mills to grind grain. We can imagine slaves
being worked to death in these conditions, driven on
constantly by the whip.

Bread making was also a task performed by slaves.
Although we hear of several citizen bread makers, our sources
make clear that they employed slaves in their operations. A
character in Xenophon’s Memorabilia, for example, points out
that a citizen bread maker has become rich by “buying foreign
slaves” and “forcing them to toil.”219 A set of terracotta
figurines from Thebes in Boeotia, moreover, depicts a row of
five female workers kneading dough as another figure sets the
pace (Fig. 3.9). It is likely that the female kneaders are slaves.

Fig. 3.9 Slaves (?) kneading dough with a slave (?) flute
player setting the pace. Terracotta model from Thebes,
Boeotia, 525–475 BCE. CA804.

Photo: Gérard Blot. Louvre. © RMN Grand-Palais / Art
Resource, NY.

Bread selling was also a trade practiced by slaves, if we
are to judge from the appearance of a bread seller on the list of
donors of silver bowls in recognition of gaining freedom.220

Another dedication from the Athenian acropolis, moreover,
lists a female bread seller whose name (Phrygia – “Phrygian



woman”) suggests that she may be or once have been a
slave.221 It seems that slaves as well as citizens could become
prosperous from bread making and selling, and these last two
examples show that some slaves in this trade were able to keep
some of the profits of their labor, and perhaps lived
independently of their owners.

In addition to milling and baking, some slaves specialized
in cooking and were rented out by their owners to prepare
meals for dinner parties, weddings and also for festival
celebrations. Like slave bread sellers, slave-cooks may have
lived and worked independently from their owners, rendering
a portion of their fees back to the owners and keeping the rest.
Indeed, they appear frequently as characters in comic plays,
where they contract their own deals in the marketplace.222

Some cooks evidently earned enough to pay for their freedom,
since three such individuals are listed among the donors of
silver bowls marking their attainment of freedom.223

Child Labor
It is important to acknowledge that slave children labored in
almost all of the tasks discussed above.224 Of course, free
children from poor families might also be put to work tending
animals or performing menial tasks, so child labor was not
confined to slave children. Yet slave children performed many
more types of labor, and some types of work, such as
prostitution and work in the mines, were performed
exclusively by slaves. The case of Neaira shows that some



slave girls were made to start working in prostitution at a very
young age: Neaira is one of seven “small” children bought by
the brothel owner Nicarete, who raises them and trains them in
the arts of prostitution.225 As mentioned above, slave children
may have been used in mines because of their ability to work
in small spaces.

Vase painting shows what appear to be slave children
working in the full range of occupations (the diminutive size
of these figures clearly suggests that they are children and
cannot be attributed to a convention of depicting slaves as
smaller in stature (see Chapter 4)). Indeed, vase paintings
depict slave children attending their free owners in all sorts of
tasks, including personal hygiene, dressing, carrying
belongings, serving food and drink at dinner parties. Slave
girls are also depicted performing domestic labor, including
weaving and child-minding. Slave children might even be
rented out to workshops, as the case of Lesis in the foundry
suggests (see above).

Warfare
One final area of the slave experience must be mentioned –
namely, warfare. It has long been recognized that Greek
soldiers were often accompanied on campaign by their slaves,
who carried their equipment, prepared meals and served as
valets for their owners.226 More recently, however, it has been
recognized that slaves also sometimes served as combatants,
either as light-armed soldiers who reinforced the heavily



armed citizen-soldiers (hoplites) in the phalanx, or even as
hoplites themselves.227 Among naval powers such as Athens
and Chios, moreover, slaves were often deployed as rowers in
the fleet.228 This conclusion seems paradoxical, since relying
on slaves whose loyalty could be doubtful was risky and, in
any case, arming slaves could risk a slave uprising. There are,
however, plenty of parallels for this practice in other slave-
owning societies, and indeed it makes some sense to make use
of the manpower of slaves for this purpose.229 Moreover,
slaves were sometimes incentivized to fight loyally with their
owners by the promise of a grant of freedom (see Chapter 5).

One of the reasons that the role of slaves in Greek land
and naval warfare was not fully recognized is that our sources
mention it only occasionally in passing and put emphasis on
the connection between citizenship and military service, as
Greek civic ideology demanded.230 Even though free non-
citizen resident foreigners were required to perform military
service in some states such as Athens (see Chapter 4), they
tended to serve in separate regiments, and pride of place was
given to the citizen soldier in both practice and in
representations of Greek warfare. Nevertheless, there are
striking indications of the role of slaves in our sources,
beginning in the Persian Wars and intensifying over the course
of the fifth century.

For example, slaves served as light-armed soldiers
fighting alongside their owners at two major land battles in the
Persian Wars, Marathon (490) and Plataea (479). At Marathon,
a separate funeral mound for the slaves killed in battle was still



visible in the Roman era alongside that of the Athenian citizen
dead.231 In addition to this remarkable privilege of a war
monument, the slaves who fought were offered freedom by the
Athenians in return.232 At Plataea, moreover, seven helots
accompanied each Spartan hoplite and a good case has been
made that they served as light-armed troops alongside their
Spartan masters.233 By the time of the great conflict between
Athens and Sparta in the last third of the fifth century (the
Peloponnesian War), it appears that helots sometimes served
as heavily-armed hoplites as well. For example, the Athenian
historian Thucydides is very explicit that the 700 helots who
accompanied the Spartans’ crack-commander Brasidas on
campaign in Thrace in 424 served “as hoplites.”234 Moreover,
Thucydides also records that the Spartans voted to grant
freedom to these helots and the right to live wherever they
chose.235 These helots therefore became “newly-enrolled
members of the people” (νεοδαμώδεις), the usual Spartan term
for helots who had been granted their freedom (see Chapter 1).

While the land power Sparta deployed slaves as infantry,
naval powers such as Corcyra, Chios and Athens deployed
slaves as rowers. Thucydides reveals this detail when he
describes the differential treatment of slaves compared to their
citizen owners when ships were captured by their enemies. For
example, when the Corinthians captured some Corcyrean ships
with over one thousand rowers aboard in 433, they sold eight
hundred of the men who were slaves and kept captive some
two hundred and fifty men who were Corcyrean citizens.236

Similarly, in 411 the Athenians treated the rowers aboard some



captive Chian ships differently according to their status: they
freed the slaves and imprisoned the citizens.237

The evidence for the Athenians’ use of slaves as rowers
in their fleet is both direct and indirect. Most significantly, a
long honorary inscription lists the men who served in the
Athenian fleet between 410 and 390.238 For each ship, the
crew includes both citizen rowers, free non-citizen rowers and
slave-rowers, besides the commander and hoplite marines on
board. From these lists, it appears that between 20 and 40
percent of the crew of each ship was composed of slaves.239

More indirectly, the fact that two special ships used for
religious and diplomatic missions were “manned exclusively
by free Athenian citizens” suggests that this was not true of
other ships in the Athenian fleet.240 Moreover, while it appears
that the Athenians did not normally offer slaves freedom for
service in the fleet, slave-rowers could be so rewarded in times
of exceptional need. The evidence for this claim is the Battle
of Arginusae in 406 when the Athenians appear to have
rewarded slave rowers not only with freedom but also with
citizenship for their role in this important victory during the
final difficult years of the Peloponnesian War.241

What was it like for a slave to be called upon or
compelled to fight with his owner in a conflict that he had no
role in initiating? On the one hand, we might imagine that a
slave would resent being forced to put his life on the line for a
cause that was not his own, and seek an opportunity to flee.
This, apparently, was the choice of one helot, who, after
leading his Spartan owner (who was suffering from an eye



infection) into battle at Thermopylae in 479, fled from
sight.242 Similarly, slaves in the Athenian navy at Syracuse
deserted in great numbers as the Athenian situation
deteriorated in 413.243 On the other hand, some slaves may
have identified with the cause of their masters, or judged that
compliance was the best option or have been motivated by the
potential reward of freedom. In any case, once committed to
fighting, we must imagine that the circumstances of extreme
danger and the need to depend on each other would have at
least temporarily broken down distinctions of status and
created some degree of an emotional bond between slave and
owner.

Conclusion
This chapter has surveyed the principal areas of slave labor
and has attempted to reconstruct the experiences of slaves. It
should be stressed that this survey is not comprehensive, and
that slaves performed so many tasks that it is not possible to
mention them all. Nevertheless, the survey demonstrates that
slaves were active in almost every area of the social, political
and economic life of the Greek state. This is not to say that
there were not differences between city-states in the roles of
slaves. In Sparta, for example, helots were primarily active in
agriculture, although, as we have just seen, they also
sometimes served as soldiers in the Spartan army, and the
Laconian helots performed some domestic labor for their
owners in addition to agricultural labor. In Athens, by contrast,



slaves were present in these and all other spheres of life,
including skilled crafts and manufacturing, commerce and
banking, as well as civic administration and the navy. Most
other Greek states fell somewhere between these two extremes
in their deployment of slaves.

While this chapter – and indeed this book – is focused on
slave experiences and slave perspectives, after surveying the
evidence for slave labor, it is worth briefly addressing a key
question that has often been asked about slavery in ancient
Greece: was Greek civilization dependent (in the sense spelled
out at the beginning of this chapter) on slavery? This is not a
simple question, and a proper answer would require better data
than is available for ancient Greece. In the absence of data
such as numbers of slaves and productivity, we are reduced to
more qualitative judgments concerning the centrality of
slavery. By this measure, the answer must be a resounding yes,
although some distinctions should be made between different
states with their various institutional arrangements and
economic bases. For example, the Spartan way of life, with its
focus on military training, would not have been possible
without the agricultural labor of helots. The Athenians, on the
other hand, often worked alongside their slaves on the land or
in the workshop. Nevertheless, without slave labor, it is
unlikely that the Athenians would have enjoyed the quality of
life – the material prosperity and the opportunities for civic
engagement – that they clearly did during the classical period.
This is a point to which we will return in the final chapter.



A further question, however, follows on from this
judgment of the dependence of Greeks on the domination and
exploitation of slaves: what leverage, if any, did this
dependence provide for the slaves? It is this question that the
next two chapters will address.
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Chapter 4

Slaves and Status
◈

Our forefathers … forbade slaves from doing things
which they thought to be fitting for free men to do. The
law says that a slave is not to exercise in the gymnasium
nor to rub himself down with oil in wrestling grounds.
For when they observed the fine things that are derived
from exercise in the gymnasia, they barred slaves from
partaking of them.

Aeschines, Against Timarchus 138

There is very great license among the slaves and resident
non-citizens (metics) in Athens. Indeed, it is not possible
to strike them in Athens, nor will a slave get out of the
way for you. I will tell you why this is the custom. If
there were a law that a slave, or metic or freedman could
be struck by a free citizen, often someone would strike a
citizen, thinking he was a slave. For the mass of citizens
is no better dressed there than the slaves or metics.

Pseudo-Xenophon (or the “Old Oligarch”),
Constitution of the Athenians 1.10–12



The law cited in the first quotation above implies that the
Athenians were acutely aware of status distinctions between
slave and citizen and strenuously reinforced these distinctions
through legislation. The second quotation, however, suggests
that in everyday encounters between citizens and slaves on the
streets of Athens, status distinctions were invisible. Indeed,
according to the author of this observation, it was impossible
to tell by dress or by behavior who was slave and who was
citizen.

These quotations raise the question of the distinctions that
were made between slaves and citizens in ancient Greece. The
importance of this question is reinforced by some of the facts
that we have established in the previous two chapters –
namely, that slaves came from populations that were not
physically distinct (e.g., in skin color) from their masters and
often worked in many of the same professions as their free and
citizen owners. Moreover, as we have seen, some slaves were
relatively independent of their masters, and even well-off
financially. As such, slaves may have been indistinguishable
from their masters in appearance, profession and lifestyle.
How did one tell who was a slave and who was not?

In order to answer this question, this chapter will explore
the ways that the Greeks drew ideological distinctions between
free and slave and reinforced them through their differential
treatment in the laws and through institutional structures.1

Conversely, the chapter will show that these efforts were
sometimes futile, as the reality of a common humanity, as well
as the centrality of slaves to all aspects of life, continually



undermined these distinctions. Moreover, in line with a central
theme of this book, we will examine how slaves themselves
actively challenged attempts to impose artificial distinctions.
For example, might the law cited above be a response (rather
than a preemptive injunction) to the fact that some slaves were
usurping the privileges and behaviors through which free
citizens performed their identity?2 That is to say, were some
slaves – perhaps the relatively independent and even
prosperous ones discussed in the last chapter – exercising in
the gymnasia and rubbing themselves down with oil? If so, did
they intend their actions to be understood as an explicit
challenge to status distinctions between slave and free?

Ideological Distinctions
We have already seen how Aristotle developed a theory of
natural slavery that attempted to establish differences between
slave and free that were grounded in nature (Chapter 1). We
also saw how this theory ran afoul of the obvious objective
truths – namely, that there were no consistent, natural
differences in physical and mental characteristics between
slave and free, and, moreover, that many individuals became
slaves merely through conquest.

Despite these evident facts and the consequent failure (at
least to most modern sensibilities and even to some ancient
critics) of Aristotle’s quasi-racialized theory of slavery, it is
necessary to acknowledge that ideas of natural slavery and
even arguments based on race or ethnicity underwrote widely



held Greek justifications of slavery. Indeed, although the
Greeks tended to emphasize the environmental and cultural –
rather than racial – factors that they believed led to “slavish”
characteristics, these claims easily slid into statements about
the propriety or “naturalness” of the enslavement of certain
racial or ethnic groups. In other words, even though the
Greeks routinely enslaved other Greeks, they tended to
assimilate all slaves to non-Greeks, whom they viewed as
having a slavish nature as a result of either their natural or
their cultural environment.

To see how this slippage worked, let’s examine a medical
text, the Hippocratic Airs, Waters, Places. This text is
preserved among the writings attributed to the doctor
Hippocrates of Cos, who lived in the fifth century BCE, but
may have been composed by a member of his school, rather
than Hippocrates himself.3 For our purposes, the important
point is that the author’s explanations are scientific versions of
more widespread beliefs about connections between the
environment – including the climate, wind exposure, water
quality and even mode of government and lifestyle – and the
physical, mental and moral qualities of a people.4 In some
cases, these connections are explicitly said to make certain
groups of people more suitable for slavery.

In the first part of the treatise, the author concerns himself
with the physical effects of the environment on its inhabitants.
For example, he writes that the inhabitants of a city that is
exposed to hot winds have humid and flabby bodies, while
those whose city is exposed to cold winds have firm and



slender bodies.5 As the analysis progresses, however, mental
and moral qualities are added to the catalogue of
environmental effects. For example, those who live in
moderate climates not only are physically healthier, according
to the author, but also have better tempers and are more
intelligent than those who live in colder climates.6 By the
middle of the treatise, moreover, the author is ready to draw
sweeping distinctions between those who live in “Europe” and
those who live in “Asia,” based on environmental conditions.
Interestingly, not all distinctions reflect badly on non-
Europeans. For example, the mild climate of Asia produces
both beautiful and abundant plants, as well as a gentle and
affectionate people.7

Yet, it is precisely this mildness of character that is
correlated with certain qualities that make “Asians” more
susceptible to slavery than Europeans. Whereas the rough and
infertile landscape of Europeans makes them spirited and
courageous, the temperate climate of the Asians makes them
prone to indolence and passivity. Moreover, the prevailing
political conditions also contribute to the character of Asians,
as monarchic rule conditions men to avoid risks since any
effort results in benefits for the king rather than themselves.8

The Europeans, by contrast, are free and therefore undertake
risks on their own account.9 While the direction of causality is
sometimes vague and contradictory in the course of the
treatise, it is clear that the author associates certain
environmental and political conditions with character traits
that result in free or slavish dispositions. It is a short step, then,



to equate the character of Europeans with a suitability for
freedom and that of Asians with a suitability for slavery.

Aristotle makes this connection explicit when he writes,

The people of Asia are intelligent and skilled with respect
to their temperament, but lacking in spirit and for this
reason are continually subject to rule and live as slaves.
By contrast, the Greeks both live in a middle position
geographically and have a share of both intelligence and
spirit. For this reason, they are continually free and have
the best constitutions and are capable of ruling all men.10

Aristotelian philosophical texts and the Hippocratic
“scientific” treatise have clear correspondences with more
widespread ideas about the relation between slavery and race
or ethnicity, as expressed, for example, in Euripides’ tragic
play Iphigeneia in Aulis where the character Iphigeneia
defends her decision to die for the sake of the good of Greece
by saying,

It is fitting … that the Greeks rule the Barbarians, but not
that the Barbarians rule the Greeks. For the one is slavish,
but the other is free.11

Aristotle, in fact, quotes the first sentence of these lines in his
more philosophical justification of slavery, as an illustration of
his claim that “[t]he barbarian/non-Greek and the slave are the
same thing by nature.”12

It is important to point out that there were some critics of
these blatantly racist views of non-Greeks as natural slaves.
Indeed, Aristotle was explicitly arguing against those who



argued that all slavery, because it was based on violence, was
morally wrong. The Greek historian Herodotus, moreover,
provides a nuanced portrait of non-Greeks in his many
ethnographic digressions, and often challenges Greek
ethnocentric views.13 In addition, some of the theories of the
evolution of human society promulgated by a group of late
fifth-century intellectuals known as sophists posited some
uniquely human characteristics – such as a sense of justice –
that allow all men to form political communities and
distinguish them from animals.14 As we saw in Chapter 1,
even Aristotle draws some distinctions between humans and
animals (such as the capacity for speech and moral reasoning)
that are in tension with his attempt to assimilate slaves to
beasts. More pointedly, one of the late fifth-century sophists,
Antiphon, challenges the Greek-Barbarian dichotomy
precisely on the grounds of the common humanity of all
mankind. While the context is a discussion of natural law and
human conventions rather than slavery per se, his declaration
of the essential commonality of Greeks and Barbarians is
striking.

It is possible to examine what is necessary of the things
that exist by nature for all humans and what is provided
to them in conformity with the same properties. In regard
to these same things, none of us is defined as either
Barbarian or Greek. For we all breathe into the air
through our mouth and nose. And we laugh when we are
happy in our mind or we cry when we are pained. And we
take in sounds through our hearing. And by means of



light, we see through vision. And we work with our hands
and we walk with our feet.15

Admittedly, this text is somewhat difficult to understand and
exists only on a papyrus fragment whose gaps have been filled
with scholarly conjectures. Nevertheless, it represents a
challenge to easy dichotomies between Greeks and non-
Greeks, including implicitly the free-slave distinction.

More explicit, however, is the statement of an otherwise
unknown philosopher, Alcidamas, from Elaea in the region of
Aeolis – on the coast of modern-day Turkey. Alcidamas is
reported to have written that “the divinity left everyone free,
nature made no one a slave.”16 Even though this statement
was probably made in the context of the liberation of the
Messenian helots after the Battle of Leuctra in 371, it is clearly
framed as a more general condemnation of the idea of natural
slavery.17 As such, it is probably as close as we can get to the
anonymous opponents of slavery mentioned by Aristotle in the
Politics.

Needless to say, these sophistic explorations were
marginal to mainstream Greek beliefs about the necessity and
propriety of slavery, especially of non-Greeks. As we have
seen, this belief rested on imagined physical, mental and moral
traits that distinguished slave from free. In fact, Aristotle tied
himself in knots trying to explain why the bodies of slaves
were sometimes indistinguishable from those of the free,
despite his claim that physical traits such as a stooped posture
differentiated slave from free.18 We might ask, however,
whether these imagined distinctions between slave and free



were replicated in Greek visual media as well as textual
sources? While it is true that it may have been difficult to
depict mental or moral characteristics (e.g., intelligence) in
Greek art, we might well imagine that slaves would be
portrayed as physically different from free persons. Moreover,
figures could be designated as slaves or non-Greeks through
clothing, hairstyle or other attributes such as bodily
modifications (e.g., tattoos or branding marks).

Interestingly, visual representations of slaves rarely depict
them as physically different from free persons, and indeed
scholars have struggled to find clear criteria for distinguishing
slave from free in Greek vase painting and sculpture.19 One
might wonder whether this lack of discrimination reflects the
reality that slaves were not physically distinct from free. Or
one might even posit that the lack of distinction reflects the
fact that slaves themselves played a role in the production of
Greek vase paintings and sculpture (see Chapter 3) and
resisted the imposition of imagined differences between slave
and free. On the other hand, these objects were produced
primarily for free consumers, who may have wished to see
status differences displayed, even if based on imaginary
differences.

In light of this last observation, it is worth noting that
distinctions were sometimes made in Greek art. Perhaps the
most frequent method of designating slave status in Greek art
is size: slaves are sometimes depicted as smaller in stature
than their free counterparts. For example, figures who attend
to other figures in typical servile roles (carrying baggage,



serving food or helping a woman dress) are sometimes
depicted as half the size of those whom they are serving (Fig.
4.1). Sometimes these figures have physical characteristics
like snub noses and thick lips that seem to mark them as
different. Other such figures are depicted as old, bent over or
otherwise physically misshapen.20 The slave Aesop, for
example, is depicted in art and in literary sources as
hunchbacked and “turnip-like.” Moreover, some scholars have
posited that women with short-cropped hair are slaves, or that
certain states of dress or undress are markers of slaves.
However, as in the case of size and other physical features,
these criteria are not consistently applied. Indeed, it must be
emphasized that most slaves are depicted in Greek art as
indistinguishable from their masters in appearance.



Fig. 4.1 Sostratus, an Athenian citizen, and his slave, who is
holding an oil flask for his master to scrape himself down
after exercise in the gymnasium. Grave marker of Sostratus,
Athens, c.375.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

A potential area of status distinction between slaves and
nonslaves in life and in art is body modification such as
tattooing or branding. Certain non-Greek populations from
which the Greeks obtained slaves, such as Thracians and
Scythians, practiced decorative tattooing.21 Moreover, we
know that the Greeks branded slaves for particular offenses,
especially running away.22 While far from all slaves were
tattooed or branded, textual evidence suggests that tattoos and
brands became associated with slave status. For example,
many Athenian politicians were accused by their opponents of
being slaves, and one way to do this was to suggest that they
had brand or tattoo marks. For example, the late fifth-century



Athenian politician Hyperbolus was derided in a comic play as
a slave by suggesting he bore such marks.23 Similarly, some
figures on Greek vases display tattoos which mark them as
non-Greek (especially Thracian), and possibly as slaves.

Finally, it is perhaps worth considering a few physical
features that are not evident in our written and visual sources
but may have characterized slave bodies in reality, regardless
of the Old Oligarch’s claims about their indistinguishability at
Athens. Besides a stooped posture that might be a product of
continuous hard labor, slaves’ bodies must often have been
marked by bruises, gashes and scars as a result of whipping or
other corporal punishment (Fig. 4.2). These marks may not
always have been visible beneath clothing, however. What
may have been more visible were signs of malnutrition, at
least among slaves who were not relatively privileged. As we
saw in Chapter 3, however, even relatively privileged slaves
were subject to violence, and whipping was the standard
punishment for both private and public slaves.



Fig. 4.2 Peter, a slave in Louisiana, photographed in April
1863 during the Civil War.

Smith Collection / Gado / Getty Images.

Language and Ethnicity
If we now turn from physical and bodily markers of slave
status to cultural ones, we might ask whether slaves were
marked out in daily life or in the Greek imagination as
different in terms of language and other cultural practices
associated with particular ethnicities? Did slaves speak non-
Greek languages or speak Greek with a foreign accent? What
about slave names? Did slave names reveal particular origins
or ethnic identities? Did masters (re)name their slaves and, if
so, did their naming practices distinguish slave from free?



Let us begin with language. Since most slaves, even
Greek ones, were brought from other regions and either were
not native speakers of Greek, or spoke a different dialect of
Greek, it was an easy ideological move to slip inferentially
from incorrect/different Greek to non-native origins to slave
status. Just as not all slaves were branded, yet brands became
associated with slave status, so in the case of language: not all
slaves spoke Greek badly, but an inability to speak Greek
correctly, or in the correct dialect, became a marker of slave
status. For example, as we saw in Chapter 2, the speaker in a
law-court case over the issue of citizenship has to defend
himself in part by rejecting the claim that his father’s foreign
accent connotes non-Greek and even slavish origins.24

Interestingly, the speaker does not deny that his father was a
slave, but explains that he was captured in battle and sold into
slavery on the island of Leucas, off the coast of Acarnania, a
region in which the dialect of Doric Greek, as opposed to Attic
Greek, was spoken. After his ransom and return to Attica
many years later, his enemies attacked him for speaking with a
“foreign” accent and therefore not being a citizen. This
anecdote is significant in that it suggests that slaves did
develop fluency in the native languages or dialects of their
place of enslavement, but also, paradoxically, that speaking
with a foreign accent was thought of as a marker of slave
status. This association between slavery and inability to speak
Greek or the proper dialect of Greek goes all the way back to
the sixth century BCE when the Athenian reformer Solon
decried the fact that Athenians were being sold into slavery
abroad and, upon return, no longer spoke Attic Greek.25 As we



saw in Chapter 3, in a law-court speech from the fourth
century, a former slave (Phormion) was criticized for not
speaking Greek correctly. Similarly, in a fifth-century comedy,
an Athenian politician was tarnished with associations of
slavery on the grounds that he did not speak the Attic dialect
of Greek properly.26

The paradox that slaves did learn Greek in order to
perform their duties, yet were also marked out ideologically as
imperfect speakers of Greek, is reflected in comic
representations of slaves. That is to say that in comedy,
although most slave characters speak in exactly the same
proper Greek as their masters, there are a few examples where
slaves are portrayed as speaking non-Greek languages or
garbled Greek.27 The Scythian archers (who were public
slaves), for example, speak garbled Greek in Aristophanes’
comedy Women of the Thesmophoria.28 The fact that most
comic slaves are indistinguishable from their masters
linguistically may of course, be simply a theatrical
convenience for the sake of comprehensibility. But it probably
also reflects the reality that most slaves spoke perfectly good
Greek, despite stereotypes to the contrary.

Indeed, even imported slaves must have had to learn
Greek in order to take commands and be useful to their
masters (see Chapter 2). Xenophon notes the importance of the
ability of a slave net-keeper to know Greek as he assists on the
hunt, and even Aristotle allows that slaves can understand
rational commands from their Greek-speaking masters even if
slaves are not fully rational themselves.29 Some slaves,



moreover, worked in professions such as banking or public
administration that demanded high literacy. Others would have
been born slaves and spoken the correct form of Greek from
birth. Plato, for example, assumes that house-born slaves
speak Greek.30 As we shall discuss in the next chapter, the
Greek language competency of slaves has important
implications for their capacity to form a collective identity,
despite diverse origins, and resist their domination. Another
relevant question is whether slaves retained their native
languages and dialects, while also speaking Greek in their day-
to-day working lives. We will return to this question shortly,
since it bears on the larger inquiry into whether slaves were
culturally distinct from their masters.

It is worth examining slave names to determine whether
they served to mark slave status in everyday life.31 As we have
seen in Chapter 2, there is a revealing discrepancy in name
types depending on the source of evidence. In literary sources,
fictional slave characters tend to have names that suggest non-
Greek origins. In comedy, for example, slaves have names
such as Carion (“from Caria”), Syros (“Syrian”), Manes
(associated with the Phrygian divinity Men), Daos (“from the
Daoi,” a tribe near the Danube) or Xanthias (“Blondy”). By
contrast, the names of slaves preserved in inscriptions show
that although some historical slaves had ethnic names such as
Thratta (“Thracian woman”), most had names that were
indistinguishable from citizen names. For example, slaves and
citizens alike bore names such as Apollodorus, Callias, Nicias
and Philocrates.32 The divergence in naming patterns between



literary and historical sources reveals a gap between ideology
(“all slaves are foreign”) and reality (“slaves are frequently
indistinguishable from Greeks”). The pattern can perhaps be
explained through recognition of the variety of circumstances
through which individuals became enslaved, but also the ways
that master’s interests in naming may have sometimes
diverged but sometimes also converged with slaves’ own
interest in choosing their names. Let’s briefly unpack each of
these points.

First, some slaves were themselves Greek and
presumably would have retained their original Greek names
upon enslavement, unless their master or mistress willfully
decided to change them. Secondly, there is no reason to doubt
that masters, as part of their rights of ownership, had the
power to rename slaves who came to them from other parts of
Greece or from non-Greek locations. Plato, for example (in an
otherwise thematically unrelated philosophical discussion of
the “correctness” of the words), assumes that masters change
the names of individuals who become their slaves.33 This
power to name would presumably extend also to slaves born
within the household, unless the master gave permission – as a
privilege – to the slave parent(s) to name their child. It is likely
that the evidence for historical slaves with generic slave names
such as Manes or Daos or Thratta is the result of the choices of
the masters themselves since it is hard to imagine slaves
choosing such homogenizing and degrading names for
themselves. But how are we to explain the many instances of
slaves with Greek names? It is unlikely that all of these can be



explained by the presence of ethnically Greek individuals in
the slave population.

Here we might note that the bestowal of a Greek name on
a slave (or allowing a slave to choose such a name) might be
of practical value in increasing the utility of the slave to his or
her master.34 In so far as slaves working in high-skill
occupations such as banking and government administration
seem to bear names that are indistinguishable from citizen
names more frequently than those working in low-skill
occupations such as mining or wet nursing, it is likely that the
utility and value of slaves were signaled in part through their
names. A master, therefore, might well grant a citizen name to
a slave. On the other hand, we might also note that slaves
might themselves be eager to adopt Greek names in order to
obscure their identity as slaves (at least in interactions beyond
their households) and hence pass as free.35 The fact that slaves
who had been freed, as well as their children, tend to have
citizen-attested names strengthens this hypothesis.36

The accusations of servile birth that elite politicians flung
at one another provide further evidence. For example, the
politician Demosthenes claims that his opponent Aeschines
deployed precisely this strategy of renaming his parents with
Greek names to hide the fact that they were slaves.

I am at a loss as to what to mention first! Shall I mention
that your father Tromes was a slave in the house of
Elpias? … Indeed, it was only yesterday and the day
before he became both Athenian and a public speaker and
by putting two syllables together he renamed his father



Atrometus instead of Tromes. Similarly, he gave his
mother the high-sounding name Glaukotheia, although
everyone knew her as Empousa.37

Of course, Demosthenes has no proof of Aeschines’ servile
birth, and he is simply imputing this name-changing behavior
to Aeschines as part of his assault on his character. Yet the
strategy had to be plausible to the Athenians in order to
discredit Aeschines, and, indeed, the use of such a strategy is
attributed to several other fictive and historical individuals.
For example, Theophrastus recounts an allegation that an
individual changed his name from the name Sosias (which is
exclusively associated with slaves) to Sosistratus and then
Sosidemos (which are characteristic of citizen names).38

Similarly, the former slave Neaira is said in a law-court speech
to have renamed her daughter Phano, dispensing with her
former name, Strybele, which was likely associated with
prostitution and slavery.39

That said, not all slaves would have wished to lose their
individual and ethnic identity in this way, and some may even
have resisted. Indeed, we have some examples of individuals
who were either slaves or ex-slaves who proudly proclaimed
their non-Greek names and ethnic origins on their
tombstones.40 Interestingly, these figures evince a hybrid
identity, evoking both non-Greek and Greek associations in
their funeral monuments. This double identity suggests that
these individuals sought a middle ground between their two
cultures and hence that neither “resistance” nor



“accommodation” fully captures the sentiment behind their
monuments.

A prime example is the fourth-century funeral monument
of the probable slave or ex-slave Atotas from the region of
Paphlagonia, just south of the Black Sea. As we saw in
Chapter 3, Atotas seems to have been very successful at his
profession (mining) and reasonably prosperous. More
significant for our current purposes is the fact that he
highlights his Paphlagonian ethnicity in his epitaph, yet uses
the Greek language and Greek cultural references to do so.

Atotas, a miner

The great-hearted Paphlagonian Atotas, from the Black 
Sea,

Released his body from toil far from his homeland.

No one rivalled me in skill. I am from the stock of 
Pylaimenes,

Who died subdued by the hand of Achilles.41

The name Atotas, which is repeated twice in the inscription, is
not a Greek name and is in fact attested frequently in
inscriptions from Paphlagonia.42 This emphasis on his non-
Greek origins continues with the explicit reference to his
Paphlagonian ethnicity and homeland in the region of the
Black (Euxine) Sea.

Despite these features evoking Atotas’ non-Greek
identity, however, it is striking that the epitaph is written in
Greek and in high-epic style with numerous allusions to the



Iliad, the great Greek epic poem by Homer. The adjective
“great-hearted” is applied to many heroes in Homeric epic,
and the phrase “great-hearted Paphlagonians” occurs twice in
the Iliad.43 Moreover, the inscription alludes to the death of
Pylaimenes, the leader of the Paphlagonians – who were allied
with the Trojans in the Trojan War. As mentioned in Chapter
3, there is a small discrepancy between the epitaph and the
Homeric poem since, in the former, Pylaimenes is killed by
none other than Achilles, the greatest of the Greek fighters,
while in the latter, he is killed by Menelaus, a mediocre fighter
at best. Perhaps this discrepancy is an error, showing imperfect
knowledge of the Greek epic, or perhaps it reflects a strategy
to elevate his ancestor by matching him with the greatest
Greek warrior. The latter scenario is perhaps more likely given
the overall self-congratulatory tone of the epitaph. In whatever
way we interpret this inscription, however, it should be
stressed that Atotas is laying claim both to non-Greek origins
as well as deep familiarity with Greek cultural traditions.

Yet, what is perhaps the most striking feature of the
inscription is Atotas’ emphatic stress on his occupation and
skill as a miner. Indeed, his profession as a miner is
prominently placed in the first large-letter line of the
inscription, alongside his name. Whereas a citizen epitaph
typically lists the father’s name (patronymic) and political
district (deme), Atotas states only his profession. Furthermore,
Atotas evinces a marked self-confidence and pride in his
expertise. For example, he boasts that “no one rivalled me in
skill.”



The mention of occupation is in fact a common way –
alongside mention of owners’ names – of identifying slaves
and ex-slaves in Greek public inscriptions.44 For example,
some of the slaves listed in the records of confiscated property
in 414 are identified by their names followed by their
professions. Hence, among the confiscated slaves is Sconus, a
table-maker, Alexitimus, a mule-driver and Poteinus, a
goldsmith.45 Perhaps even more significantly, the ex-slaves
who recorded their grant of freedom in Athens c.330 list their
professions as leatherworking, sandal-making, hide-tanning,
furniture-making and so on.46 By contrast, citizens are never
identified by occupation on public inscriptions, but rather by
patronymic or political district (deme).

Indeed, for this reason and several others, it is likely that
Atotas is a slave or an ex-slave. The fact that mining
operations were mostly performed by slaves strengthens this
identification, as does the existence of a number of ex-slaves
with managerial or supervisory roles (see Chapter 3). The fact
that Atotas was able to afford an expensive and well-crafted
funerary monument suggests that he was a relatively
privileged slave, at the very least, who was able to keep a
share of his earnings. What is notable then is that Atotas does
not mention his legal status as slave or freedman, yet also does
not distance himself either from his profession with its
associations with slavery or from the practice of naming slaves
on inscriptions through reference to their profession. If Atotas
was a slave, it is significant that the name of his master is
absent – perhaps a deliberate omission. If he was a freedman,



we might expect him to lay claim to this enhanced – yet still
tarnished-by-association-with-slavery – status. He does
neither, as we have seen, and instead emphasizes three aspects
of his identity: his Paphlagonian origins, his facility with
Greek culture and his occupational prowess. In doing so, he
forges his own unique identity and status.

In this regard, we might use the modern concept of
intersectionality to describe Atotas’ identity, since he
advertises multiple intersecting identities. For example, he
presents himself as an (unwilling?) immigrant to Athens of
Paphlagonian origins, yet also as Greek-speaking and an
acculturated resident of Athens. Furthermore, his self-
presentation identifies him both as a relatively low-status slave
or former slave and yet also as a successful professional with
personal pride in his expertise. Indeed, Atotas’ self-
presentation suggests the complex “processes of multicultural
adjustment” that slavery imposed on its victims.47 In the
straitened circumstances in which slaves often found
themselves, slaves created a middle ground between
“resistance” to the loss of their original identities and
“accommodation” to the new conditions of their existence.
Indeed, it was often a matter of their survival to find this
compromise position between former and present selves. More
will be said about this in the next chapter.

A second example will illustrate the importance of
occupational identities in cutting across other status categories,
but also may point to ethnic enclaves of slaves or former
slaves who maintained a hybrid identity between their native



origins and their status in Greek society. They did so, it seems,
by clustering in certain neighborhoods (by force or by choice)
and by maintaining certain practices of their native culture
such as religious cults.48

This second example concerns the monument of a
Phrygian woodcutter and dates to the third quarter of the fifth-
century BCE. His tombstone reads:

The best of the Phrygians in spacious Athens was

Mannes Orumaios, whose fine monument this is.

And, by Zeus, I never saw a better woodcutter than 
myself!

He died in battle.49

Once again this monument combines assertions of non-Greek
identity with references to Greek culture. Mannes’ Phrygian
heritage is highlighted explicitly in the opening words of the
inscription, yet it simultaneously references the Homeric epic
formulation “the best of the Achaeans” used to designate the
great Greek hero Achilles. Significantly, “Phrygians” is
substituted for “Achaeans” [Greeks], and implicitly Mannes
thereby equates himself with Achilles. In the second line, we
get Mannes’ personal name, followed perhaps by a patronymic
(Orumaios) imitating citizen naming practices.50 Yet Mannes
is a typical slave name with ethnic associations since it is
derived from the Phrygian god Men.

Like Atotas, Mannes is proud of his skill, and uses a
typical Greek exclamation (“by Zeus”) to underline his



superiority. Interestingly, he claims that he is the “best” of the
Phrygians in “spacious Athens,” using an adjective to modify
a place name in characteristic Greek epic style. What is even
more significant for our purposes is that Mannes seems to
reference a community of Phrygians in Athens. The question
of whether this community took the shape of a particular
location in Athenian territory where Phrygians lived or
associated with one another is raised by the fact that
Thucydides mentions a cavalry battle that took place during
the Peloponnesian War “in Phrygia,” and several ancient
sources identify Phrygia with a region in Attica.51 Some
scholars locate this place to the north of the city, where
charcoal was produced and hence woodcutting was in high
demand. Others locate it in the mining district of Laurium to
the south, where large quantities of wood were also needed for
smelting ore.52 Either way, we possibly here have a reference
to an ethnic enclave, a “Little Phrygia” within the community
of Athens.

Before we expand on this observation, two further points
should be noted about Mannes’ epitaph. First, despite his
likely status as a slave or freedman, Mannes makes no mention
of his legal status. Like Atotas, he emphasizes his non-Greek
ethnic identity, while also displaying his virtuosity within
Greek cultural conventions and boasting of his occupational
prowess. As in the case of Atotas, Mannes’ use of his
occupational identity affiliates him with a marker of slave, as
opposed to citizen, identity. Yet, like Atotas and the ex-slaves
who claimed their freedom in 330, Mannes lays claim to his



occupation as a badge of honor. Secondly, we should note that
Mannes died in battle. Like all free non-citizen residents of
Athens (metics), freed slaves were required to perform
military service (see below). In addition, slaves were often
conscripted in informal ways to fight alongside their masters
(see Chapter 3). It is not unlikely, then, that Mannes died
fighting alongside the Athenians, perhaps against the Spartans
in the skirmish mentioned by Thucydides.

The prospect of a “Little Phrygia” in Attica raises the
question of whether slaves were distinguished by their
residence in or frequenting of certain ethnic enclaves, and the
broader question of whether they had cultural practices – cults
and festivals – that were distinctive.53

The first thing to note is that, whether slave or free, there
were large numbers of non-Athenians – that is, resident
foreigners or metics – living in Athens. Even if a slave could
not find slaves of the same ethnic and cultural background to
associate with, there was still a possibility of finding
associates among the metic population, some of whom will
have been former slaves themselves. Many of these metics
were involved in commercial enterprises, since (with a few
exceptions) land ownership and farming were not an option for
them by law. As a consequence, most metics resided in the
chief commercial hub of the city, the harbor area known as the
Piraeus.

Secondly, it is striking that we have evidence of cults of
foreign gods in the Piraeus and elsewhere that suggest a
vigorous cultic life among some groups of foreigners at



Athens. Indeed, some of these cults were so strong that they
even became popular among the citizen population. For
example, Plato famously depicts Socrates’ enthusiasm for the
festivities associated with the worship of the Thracian goddess
Bendis in the Piraeus.54 These included a torch race on
horseback and an “all-night rite.” An inscription, moreover,
reveals that the cult was officially recognized and granted land
on which to build a shrine.55 A further sign of its official status
is that a procession was authorized from the Prytaneum, the
symbolic center of the city, to the shrine of Bendis. By 430
BCE, the cult had enough funds to be one of the many temples
from which the state contracted loans.56 By the early fourth
century, moreover, the shrine of Bendis was a familiar
landmark in the Piraeus.57

Significantly, for our purposes, this cult seems to have
arisen from an association of slaves or ex-slaves, judging from
the names listed on decrees regulating the cult.58 Strikingly, a
dedication to the goddess Bendis in thanks for victory in the
torch race is made by a man with a characteristic slave name:
Daos (see above).59 Moreover, although there were many
Thracians who were metics – mercenaries, for example, are
well attested – they seem to be particularly prominent as
slaves or ex-slaves.60 As we saw in Chapter 3, Xenophon
mentions a Thracian mine operator by the name of Sosias, who
was probably a slave before rising to this position.61 In
addition, the twenty-five surviving funeral monuments of
Thracian men and women are also likely for slaves or ex-
slaves. Some of them, for example, bear the adjective “useful”



or “worthy” (χρηστός) often used to designate slaves, while
others perform occupations often associated with slavery such
as wet nursing.62

If Thracian slaves joined together in the Piraeus to
worship, it is possible that Phrygians similarly gathered in the
mining area of Laurium. There we find two dedications to the
Phrygian god Men, likely made by slaves working in the
mines.63 In addition, fourteen grave monuments of Phrygians
survive, again many with names typical of slaves including
numerous “Manes”-es – a name that Demosthenes uses in a
speech to indicate a generic slave.64 While the provenance of
many of these gravestones is unfortunately unknown, the
number of monuments suggest a considerable population of
Phrygian slaves and ex-slaves in Athens. Furthermore, the
appearance of cults to several other Phrygian divinities
suggests a collective identity that, like the cult of the Thracian
Bendis, had some influence on Greek culture. Inscriptions and
other evidence attest to the worship at Athens of the Phrygian
“mother of all,” a goddess whose worship took on features of
Gaia and even Demeter in its Greek context.65 Furthermore,
literary sources make mention of the rites of the Phrygian god
Sabazius, an ecstatic cult similar in some ways to the cult of
Dionysus.66 A comic reference to this god by two slaves
suggests that slaves were particularly invested in this cult.67

Interestingly, just as the worship of foreign deities
influenced Greek culture, so Greek culture shaped certain
aspects of the cultic associations of non-Greeks. For example,
these groups used the Greek language and terminology to



describe their association, and erected dedications and decrees
regulating their cult just as did citizen cultic associations.
Indeed, groups of slaves and ex-slaves sometimes made
collective dedications to Greek gods in ways that were exactly
parallel to citizen dedications. A striking example is a
dedication to Pan dating to the fourth century.68 The
monument is similar to other votives to Pan in decoration and
dedicatory inscription, yet the list of names of dedicators
suggests that they are likely slaves and former slaves.69

Fourth-century dedications to the Nymphs and other gods and
heroes (e.g., Heracles) by cultic associations seem to include
slaves, ex-slaves and citizens.70 Indeed, it is notable that
distinctions of legal status are absent from these dedications,
and scholars have resorted to inferring status from the names
alone (an imperfect guide as we have seen). However, the
presence on these lists of characteristic slave names, such as
Daos, Lydos and Syros, suggests at least some of the
dedicators were slaves or freed slaves. Remarkably, it appears
that citizenship and freedom were not considered significant
enough to be marked in this context.71

Besides cultic associations, moreover, slaves and ex-
slaves also joined together for mutual aid to help pay for a
funeral monument, for example, or the freedom of one of their
members.72 Interestingly, such clubs borrowed the structure of
similar Greek associations, and referred to their club using the
Greek terminology (κοινὸν ἐρανιστῶν “an association of joint-
contributors”).



In regard to the Thracians and Phrygians who gathered
together to celebrate their native gods, it is likely that they also
maintained some other features of their indigenous cultures, in
particular, their language. This possibility is suggested by the
concentration of certain ethnicities in certain professions and
neighborhoods. In addition to the Thracians in the Piraeus and
the Phrygians and Paphlagonians in the mining region of
Laurium, it seems that Phoenicians were especially well
represented in banking and commerce – enterprises associated
with the port of Piraeus. Indeed, eighteen funeral monuments
of Phoenicians have been discovered (the second highest
number of monuments to foreigners after the Thracians), and
of those whose find spot is known, six were found in the
Piraeus.73 As we saw in Chapter 3, Pasion, the most famous
ex-slave banker in Athens, was possibly of Phoenician origin.
Pasion’s own slave, Phormion, apparently never learned to
speak Greek properly, suggesting that he learned Greek
relatively late and probably spoke his mother tongue
(Phoenician?) throughout his life in Athens.74

A perhaps even more striking example, when considering
the retention of native culture among slave and ex-slave
foreigners at Athens, is the funeral monument of a Phoenician
trader from the fourth century.75 While not necessarily of slave
or ex-slave status, his monument illustrates the possibility of
maintaining native language and culture in a Greek setting,
while still conforming to some conventions of Greek culture.
Indeed, this monument contains the Greek name of the
deceased in the Greek language followed by the Phoenician



name in Phoenician language and script. Moreover, the dual
names are followed by an epigram in (slightly ungrammatical)
Greek and the whole monument is decorated with a relief with
Semitic religious symbolism.76 In other words, the blending of
Greek and Phoenician elements is quite astounding and
illustrates the delicate balance that foreigners – including
slaves and ex-slaves – strove to obtain between their native
cultures and their residence in Greece.

Also revealing in this regard is the stunning story of the
ex-slave mercenary soldier whom we encountered in Chapter
2.77 While travelling with an army of Greek mercenaries near
the eastern end of the Black Sea, this man encountered a
people whose language he understood. Delighted, he begged
his Greek commander to be allowed to speak to these people
since he thought he might have found his native land. The
brief story ends there, unfortunately, leaving many unanswered
questions and possibilities. A few conjectures may be
proposed nevertheless. As suggested in Chapter 2, we might
assume that the man had been enslaved at a young age and
brought to Athens, given that he appears surprised by the
discovery of his homeland. Yet, the fact that he could
understand the language of his native people when he
encountered them would seem to indicate that he was old
enough to be a fluent speaker before he was removed. It is
unlikely that there was a community of Macronians at Athens
that maintained the language and other Macronian cultural
practices (hence his ignorance of his ethnic identity until this



chance encounter). Most likely, he spoke fluent Attic Greek at
the time of the incident in question.

In sum, we might note that the degree to which slaves
were able to maintain their native language and culture after
being brought to Greece would depend on various factors such
as age of enslavement and the existence of other members of
one’s culture in the community to which one was transferred.
It would also depend on the type of labor to which one was
assigned, and the chances for upward mobility to positions of
privilege or even freedom. A slave working in relative
isolation on a small farm in rural Attica might have fewer
chances to find communities of shared ethnicity than a slave
working among thousands of other slaves, some of the same
ethnicity, in the mining region of Laurium. Slaves in urban
households who had opportunities to frequent the marketplace,
and slaves who worked in banking or commerce in the port of
Piraeus perhaps had the best chances of maintaining their
culture and identity.

It is important to stress, however, that slaves and ex-
slaves may have had as much interest in assimilating to Greek
cultural norms as in resisting them. The complex negotiation
between their native and Greek identities means that
distinctions were often apparent in some contexts, blurred in
others and simultaneously marked and elided in others (e.g.,
funerary monuments).

Household and Civic Religion



In discussing cultural markers of difference between slave and
free we have noted that slaves sometimes worshipped non-
Greek divinities, sometimes alongside free Greek citizens, and
also sometimes worshipped Greek gods and heroes, along with
free and citizen worshippers. As a result, differences between
slave and free are sometimes marked, but often unmarked.
That is to say, that in the ritual spheres discussed so far, there
does not seem to be a great concern to enforce distinctions
between slave and free.78

But what about household cults of the Greeks? Were
household slaves included in domestic cult and, if included,
did they have distinct roles? And what about the major civic
festivals of the Olympian gods? Again, were slaves included
and, if so, was their participation differentiated in any way?

Beginning with household cults, it is important to
emphasize that slaves were a constituent part of the household
(οἶκος), the fundamental building block of Greek society. As
we saw in Chapter 1, for Aristotle, the household consists of a
series of paired relationships comprising husband-wife, parent-
child and master-slave. Although subordinate and the receiver
of commands, the slave was nevertheless an integral part of
the household and vital to its operation. It is noteworthy in this
regard that newly acquired slaves were ritually introduced to
the household in a ceremony that was parallel to the
introduction of wives to their husbands’ households.79 As we
have seen in Chapter 2, in this ceremony, slaves, like wives,
were led to the hearth, the symbolic center of the house, and
showered with figs and nuts.80 This ritual marked the



acceptance of the new slave into the household unit and
signalled the hoped-for prosperity that would continue and
even increase as a result of the new addition. It was perhaps at
this time that slaves received their new names, if a new name
was deemed necessary by the master.

In terms of the day-to-day ritual life of the household, it
seems that slaves participated, and not just in menial roles that
echoed their service for their master in other spheres of daily
life.81 For example, as we saw in Chapter 3, slaves
participated in the ritual procession from the house to the altar
at the celebration of the rural festival in honor of Dionysus.82

They carry the phallus pole in the procession just as the master
and the master’s daughter carry other ritual objects (Fig. 3.7).
Another ritual in honor of Dionysus that probably included
slaves was the drinking competition known as the Choës on
the second day of the Anthesteria. This at least is the inference
from the fact that in the accounts of the temple of Eleusis there
is an entry for the cost of providing public slaves with a
sacrificial victim, wine and even the specialized wine jugs for
the festival.83 In the case of privately owned slaves, it is likely
that they feasted and drank alongside their masters in their
homes.84 Another common household ritual that included
slaves involved sacrifices to Zeus Ktesios or Zeus, the
protector of household wealth. This again is the inference from
the fact that a speaker in a law-court case implies that one
head of household was unusual in excluding slaves from
participation.85



A central household festival that definitely included
slaves was the Kronia, an annual festival celebrating the
mythical era of the pre-Olympian god Kronos. According to
myth, the age of Kronos was a time when the earth gave up its
bounty without the toil of men.86 As a celebration of plenty,
the festival took place at the time of the harvest, and masters
and slaves feasted together on the bounty of the harvest.87

According to some of our sources, masters even served their
slaves in a reversal of the social order that is characteristic of
numerous festivals from ancient to modern times.88 According
to some interpretations of these rituals, they served to
temporarily release social tensions caused by the hierarchical
social order. According to other interpretations, they provided
models and opportunity for real protest by peasants and slaves
and thereby played an important role in negotiating the limits
of domination and exploitation in these hierarchical
societies.89 We will return to these issues in the next chapter.
For current purposes, however, the important point is that the
Kronia was a festival that included slaves and celebrated the
results of their (often joint) labor with their masters. In this
ritual context, distinctions between slave and free were
eliminated or even reversed. Elsewhere in Greece, festivals of
Hermes and of Apollo (e.g., at the Hyacinthia at Sparta)
feature similar inclusions of slaves in feasting alongside their
masters and also, sometimes, reversals.90

Finally, we must consider rituals associated with death
since the proper burial of the dead and the tending to tombs
were an important duty of households. Were slaves treated



differently in death? A law cited in an inheritance case at
Athens suggests that masters were responsible for ensuring
that their deceased slaves, just as the deceased free members
of their household, were duly buried in order to avoid
pollution.91 But besides the minimum requirement of burial,
most slaves were probably not given elaborate funeral rites, let
alone the expensive tombstones that served as focal points for
ongoing funerary ritual by the free members of the household.
Certainly, as we saw in Chapter 2, there were some favored
slaves, such as nurses and childminders, who were treated as
family, and some tombstones for beloved nurses do survive.
Yet, the vast majority of slaves – household and other – were
probably buried in unmarked graves or graves marked only
with temporary perishable materials. That said, it is important
to note that far from all free Greeks received fancy
tombstones, and the Athenian law mentioned above provides
penalties for kinsmen who fail to bury their free relatives,
suggesting that it was not just slaves but also sometimes poor
or neglected citizens who failed to receive burial rites.

The (at least minimally) inclusive picture that emerges
from the household cult contrasts fairly sharply with the
evidence from the civic cult where strong distinctions between
free and slave are made. Indeed, at Athens speakers in law
courts stir up great outrage by alleging violations of
restrictions on participation in civic cult. For example, a
speaker denounces the audacity of a woman named Acte, who,
although formerly a slave and a prostitute, dared to join a
procession and sacrifice in honor of Demeter and



Persephone.92 The speaker even refers to a law that apparently
prohibited such a woman from entering the sacred precinct and
participating in the rites of the Thesmophoria. Even more
pointed is another speaker’s hyperbolic outrage at another
former slave and prostitute who passed herself off as a citizen
and not only married a citizen but performed sacred rites on
behalf of the entire community when her husband was chosen
by lot to serve as chief magistrate of the city.93

These outcries against violations of the ban on slave
participation in civic cult are complemented by evidence for a
ban on participation by slaves in the athletic competitions in
honor of the gods in both civic and panhellenic cults. For
example, slaves and foreigners were barred from competing in
one of the most prestigious sports in the Panathenaic Games –
the competition in mounting and dismounting a moving
chariot.94 Similarly, slaves were barred from participating in
the athletic competitions in honor of Zeus at Olympia.95 These
prohibitions recall the law cited at the beginning of this
chapter banning slaves from the gymnasia. It seems that
athletics and the festivals in which athletic prowess was
displayed were key arenas for the policing and promulgation
of distinctions between free and slave.96

That said, it is important to acknowledge that slaves
would have been present in the civic cult at least in so far as
they performed some of the key menial tasks required for
celebrating the gods.97 At the great panhellenic festivals, for
example, slaves would have prepared the equipment for
sacrifices and maintained the facilities, including temples,



altars, baths, wrestling grounds and tracks.98 In regard to the
athletic competitions themselves, slaves may even have served
as jockeys and charioteers in equestrian competitions.99 As in
the case of other slaves performing services at cult sites,
however, slaves who participated in horse races were part of
the “equipment” and the acts of worship in which they were
involved, including victories, were credited to their free
owners. More striking, however, is the admission by one law-
court speaker that slave women and foreign women can
observe and offer supplications at civic festivals, even if, it is
implied, they cannot participate directly.100 Furthermore,
slaves could be initiated by their masters into the Mysteries in
honor of Demeter at Eleusis. Indeed, such initiation was
required for the slaves who actually worked in the sanctuary at
Eleusis since the uninitiated were forbidden to witness the
proceedings. Yet occasionally, the privilege of initiation was
granted to favored slaves who were not needed for the
performance of the rites.101 The fourth-century speechwriter
and metic Lysias, for example, had a slave prostitute named
Metaneira initiated in the Mysteries as a personal favor to her.
As our source explains, he did this as a benefaction to her that
was distinct from the money that he paid to her owner for her
services.102

In sum, the evidence for household and civic cult at
Athens presents a mixed picture. While slaves and ex-slaves
seem to have engaged in private worship of both non-Greek
and Greek divinities, and even to have been included in most
household cultic activity, they were explicitly barred from



active participation in major civic cults to Athena, Demeter
and Dionysus, as well as the principal panhellenic festivals. If
we glance at other city-states such as Sparta, the situation is
similar: slaves were included in household cult but excluded
from major civic festivals which were the prerogative of free
citizens. In the case of Sparta, moreover, the participation of
the Spartan slave-like helots in their own private cults is
exemplified in several cases. First, as we shall see in Chapter
5, helots sometimes sought refuge from their owners at the
sanctuary of Poseidon at Tainaron in southern Laconia.103

Such behavior suggests that cults of Poseidon may have been
particularly important to them. Even more striking is the case
of the helots who resided in the region of Messenia. As
mentioned in Chapter 1, in contrast to Laconian helots,
Messenian helots lived independently from their masters (as
was natural given their geographical distance from Laconia)
and formed their own communities and households. As such,
Messenian helots (as well as those in Laconia) practiced their
own religion, even if, as Greeks themselves, their cults were
Greek and centered on the Olympian gods just as the Spartans’
cults were.104

A key question, in the case of the Messenian helots, but
also in the case of slave religion in general, is whether slaves
experienced religion differently from their masters and the
free? Whether worshipping Greek gods or non-Greek gods,
whether alongside their masters or within slave or ex-slave
communities, what meanings did slaves draw from cultic
worship and how was it similar to or different from those of



citizens and the freeborn? Comparatively speaking, we might
note that slaves in the American South repurposed Christianity
to meet their need not only to endure their slavery, but also to
resist it.105 Should we expect something similar in ancient
Greece?106

While evidence is mostly lacking for the perspectives of
slaves, a few conjectures may be made. For example, as we
saw in Chapter 2, a new slave’s introduction into the
household was accompanied by a rite that aimed to promote
the human and agricultural fertility of the household. Newly
imported non-Greek slaves might be confused and frightened
by the rite, while culturally Greek slaves would have
understood the significance yet felt a similar profound sense of
loss of independence and identity as they became a
subordinate member and piece of property in the household of
another. Celebration of the household cult throughout the year
would continually evoke this initial loss, yet we might imagine
that slave members of the household reacted to household
ritual in a range of ways, from identification with the prayers
of their owners, to heartfelt opposition to their masters.

Similarly, we might ask what Lysias’ slave mistress,
Metaneira, made of her initiation into the mystery cult at
Eleusis? Since she had been raised in a brothel in the Greek
city of Corinth, we can assume that she was familiar with the
basic practices of Greek religion, including mystery cults.107

Indeed, Metaneira seems to have actively desired initiation, in
so far as Lysias pays for it “as a favor” to her. Therefore, she
would have been familiar with the goals of this cult – namely,



to ensure a better afterlife for worshippers. Yet, we might ask
whether a slave initiate would conceptualize what was
desirable in the afterlife differently from a free worshipper?
For example, might a slave view death as an emancipation
from the control of others? Did slaves even imagine their fate
in the afterlife as different from that of their owners who (they
might hope) would suffer? Or did some slaves identify more
fully with their masters and join together in celebrating the
Mysteries without thoughts of opposition or resistance?
Whatever meaning Metaneira derived from her initiation into
the Mysteries, it is significant nonetheless that she was able to
get a freeborn Greek metic (Lysias) to pay for it. Such
financial outlay – while undoubtedly a minor expense to the
rich Lysias – is an indication of the (albeit small) measure of
influence that she wielded over those who paid for her
services.

Mystery cults raise an interesting issue since they were
widespread in the ancient Mediterranean and even non-Greek
slaves may have been familiar with them prior to encountering
them in Greece. More generally, the fact that the Greek culture
and the cultures from whom the Greeks imported slaves were
alike polytheistic means that slaves could more easily accept
the worship of Greek gods alongside their own, and vice
versa.108 Indeed, in addition to the participation of slaves in
the cults of Pan and the Mysteries at Eleusis, we have
evidence that slaves consulted Greek oracles just as did
citizens and the freeborn.109 At the oracle of Zeus at Dodona,
for example, both slave men and slave women sought advice



from the oracle and their questions reveal that their concerns
were quite distinct from those of the free. Specifically, some of
them inquire about their freedom or the question of whether
they should flee their masters or not.110 Oracular consultation,
therefore, demonstrates very clearly that slaves made use of
Greek religious institutions for their own distinct purposes.

Another example of slaves making distinctive use of
Greek religious practices can be seen in the foundation of a
hero cult to a runaway slave named Drimakos on the island of
Chios. Chios was famous in antiquity for its importation of
large numbers of slaves, and we can be fairly certain that the
majority were non-Greek. It is remarkable, therefore, that
slaves on Chios made use of the Greek institution of hero cult
to celebrate the leader of a band of runaway slaves upon his
death. Moreover, this cult was not only a focal point for the
slave community, but also served as a symbol of a social
contract of sorts between masters and slaves.111 According to
the foundation myth of the cult, Drimakos successfully
negotiated a truce between masters and slaves by only
accepting into his colony of runaways those slaves who had
been mistreated by their masters, and only stealing as much
food from the masters’ crops as was needed to sustain the
colony.112 In recognition of this modus vivendi between the
slaves and their masters, the cult to Drimakos was founded
after his death and both sides made offerings to the dead slave:
the slaves dedicated a share of whatever they stole from their
masters, and the masters made sacrifices in Drimakos’ honor



in thanks for the warnings of uprisings of their slaves that they
received from him in their dreams.

In sum, slaves in ancient Greece made use of Greek
religious practices to articulate their identity, reinforce their
sense of community, negotiate the terms of their slavery or
even to seek freedom altogether. In the next chapter, we will
see that slaves also made use of the widespread Greek practice
of offering asylum at shrines in order to seek protection from
abusive masters, gain transfer to new masters and possibly to
obtain freedom itself.

Political and Legal Distinctions
The attempt by Greek city-states to draw strong distinctions
between slave and free is most clearly visible in the sphere of
politics and law.113 Slaves were marked off from both citizens
and the free non-citizen population in numerous ways. As non-
citizens, slaves could not participate in the political assembly
where the decisions by which the city-state was ordered were
made. Nor, obviously, could they hold any of the public offices
through which citizens took turns administering the state. In
Athens, these offices included serving as a member of the
Council or as one of the hundreds of magistrates who ran the
machinery of the state. That said, as we have seen in Chapter
3, many of these magistrates were assisted by publicly owned
slaves, who served as bureaucrats in the civic administration
and played a surprisingly crucial function in many ways.
Public slaves made records of decrees and laws, managed the



public archives, kept financial records and even minted and
validated the coinage. In other words, slaves were ubiquitous
in the political, legal and financial apparatus of the state. Yet it
is important to stress that these slaves were conceptualized (at
least by the citizens) as precisely part of the “apparatus,” in
contrast to the magistrates themselves who were viewed as
autonomous politically empowered citizens.

Acknowledgment, therefore, of the strong distinctions
made between citizen and slave in politics and law must be
tempered by the ever presence and indeed central function of
slaves in these spheres of civic life. We might well ask how
public slaves perceived their role in the state? Did public
slaves and their fellow privately owned slaves use their
evident capabilities to counter (at least ideologically among
themselves) their political and legal disenfranchisement? One
might conjecture that these skilled slaves felt pride in their
skills, upon which the citizens were dependent. A close look at
the Athenian citizenship law reveals the clear distinctions
made between citizens and slaves, but also possibly hints at
slave resistance to these distinctions.

In the middle of the fifth century BCE, the Athenians
adopted a new law on citizenship that required citizens to have
citizen parents on both sides. What is significant for our
purposes, however, is the fact that the law also required
applicants for citizenship to prove that they were free – that is,
not slaves seeking to enter the citizen rolls surreptitiously.
Here is how the Aristotelian treatise the Constitution of the



Athenians describes the procedure for determining the
parentage and free status of would-be citizens:

Men who are born from two citizen parents and have
obtained the age of eighteen are enrolled as citizens. And
when they are enrolled, the men of the deme [local
district] vote on them, having sworn an oath about them
first as to whether they are the age required by law. And
if they do not seem to be, they go back to the class of
children. Secondly, the men of the deme take an oath that
the person is free and was born according to the laws.
And if they vote against him on the grounds that he is not
free, he makes an appeal to a court, and the men of the
deme choose five men from among themselves as
prosecutors. And if he seems not to be enrolled justly, the
city sells him into slavery. But if he wins his suit, it is
necessary for the men of the deme to enroll him as a
citizen.114

The citizenship law and the procedures that it specifies clearly
enforce the distinction between citizen and slave. Citizens
must have (free) citizen parents, have obtained the age of
eighteen, and have their free birth attested on oath by the
citizens of their district. The distinctions between citizen and
slave therefore were forcefully articulated every time this law
was referred to in political assemblies of the state or local
district. Moreover, the distinction would be reenforced every
time a potential citizen came up for a vote in his local district.
Indeed, cases in which an applicant was denied citizenship and
sold into slavery would be particularly vivid illustrations of the
distinct and privileged status of citizens.



Yet, despite the evident force of this law in maintaining
political distinctions, it is worth asking why the law spells out
in such precise detail the procedure for resolving cases in
which the citizens of a district vote against a candidate on the
grounds that he is not free. Are these procedural details a
product of an exaggerated fear that slaves might infiltrate the
citizen rolls, or a reasonable response to the reality that some
slaves did in fact try to pass as citizens? While we cannot
answer this question definitively, there are several bits of
evidence that suggest that slaves did sometimes seek to pass as
citizens.

First, we might observe that the Athenians deemed it
necessary to review the citizen rolls on three occasions (510,
445/4 and 346 BCE), and a speaker in a lawsuit claims that
many were expelled from the rolls on the last occasion on the
grounds of not being citizens.115 Moreover, several lawsuits
survive that concern individuals who, it is alleged, were slaves
or former slaves who attempted to pass as citizens.116 Before
examining some of these cases, a few preliminary observations
are needed.

First, it is important to note that successful passing leaves
no trace, so we cannot be certain how often it happened.117 It
is reasonable to assume, however, that not all slaves would
have the opportunity to generate the support among citizens
that a formal application for citizenship required. Moreover,
not all slaves would have the legal and political knowledge to
present themselves for citizenship and defend themselves in
the trial that would follow if their application was challenged.



We must therefore assume that only particularly privileged
slaves – such as household slaves who had the opportunity to
move about the civic spaces of the city, skilled slaves who
lived apart from their masters and public slaves who became
familiar with the legal and political culture of the state – would
seek formal recognition as citizens. That some did in fact
attempt or even succeed in breaching the divide between
citizen and slave is probable, and several sources provide hints
about how slaves or former slaves might persuade or compel
citizens to support their citizenship or the citizenship of their
offspring, falsely.

For example, a speaker in a lawsuit describes how a
citizen, Euktemon, became intimate with a freedwoman and
was persuaded by her to introduce her eldest child into his
“brotherhood” (phratry), which was the key basis of support
for the citizenship of its members and their relatives.118 When
Euktemon’s son objected and the men of the phratry refused to
admit him, Euktemon countered with a threat to remarry and
produce new heirs. Euktemon’s son then relented and the child
of the freedwoman was admitted to the phratry. In this case, it
appears that the freedwoman used ties of affection to influence
a citizen to have a non-citizen enrolled as a citizen. In other
cases, it appears that the same result could be achieved
through bribery. For example, the speaker in another lawsuit
responds to the accusation that he had bribed men into
presenting themselves as relatives and testifying at his
enrollment as a citizen although he had slavish origins.119

Even if the speaker denies this claim, it must be assumed that



his opponent thought that this charge was at least a plausible
scenario to the jurors who were to judge the case. Indeed, the
adjudication of cases in which bribery is used to attain
citizenship falsely was among the duties of the chief judicial
magistrates at Athens.120

Again, it should be noted that bribery was a possibility
only for a certain privileged subset of slaves; namely, well-off
slaves – such as skilled slaves who lived independently of
their masters and public slaves – who had de facto control of
at least a portion of their earnings. Nevertheless, these
examples suggest that some slaves did attempt to become or
indeed succeed in becoming citizens, thereby challenging or
undermining the distinctions between citizen and slave. In
what is undoubtedly comic exaggeration, in a line from a lost
comedy dating to the fourth century, it is claimed that many
who are slaves today will be citizens tomorrow by enrolling as
citizens in the district of Sounion: “many are currently not
free, but tomorrow they will be demesmen of Sounion.”121

While the number of slaves who presented themselves for
citizenship was probably not as large as this line suggests, the
joke is probably based on a kernel of truth that some slaves did
so.

If we turn to another important legal status in the Greek
city-state – the status of resident foreigner or metic (from
metoikos “one who has changed his residence”) – we can see
the same pattern of distinctions made in politics and law, as
well as challenges by slaves to the imposition of these
distinctions by the Greek city-state. In the case of metic status,



moreover, the crossing of boundaries was made easier by the
fact that some metics came from the same places that slaves
were imported from, and therefore shared culture and language
with slaves. Those lucky slaves who were granted freedom,
joined the metic population rather than becoming citizens (as
was the case at Rome), and therefore many metics were former
slaves.122 How did the state enforce the distinction between
metic and slave given the strong overlap between these
populations?

Perhaps the most striking features of metic status were
the requirements that metics have a citizen representative or
patron (προστάτης) in Athens, and that they pay an annual
“metic tax” to a special magistrate – the polemarch – who
oversaw their affairs. In the case of a metic who was a former
slave, the former master took the role of patron.123 A free
migrant by contrast, would choose his patron independently.
As non-citizens, metics had no political rights and therefore
were similar to slaves in their exclusion from the political
assembly and ineligibility for public office. On the other hand,
metics, like citizens, had legal rights, and could prosecute and
defend themselves in court, either through their patron or in
their own person.124 However, cases involving metics were
overseen by the polemarch as opposed to the various
magistrates who oversaw cases of citizens. Moreover, metics
could not own land, unless by special grant from the Athenian
people. As a result, metics tended to be employed in the crafts
and trades, rather than agriculture. Ex-slaves who became
metics probably worked in the same professions that they had



practiced as slaves, potentially further blurring the lines
between metics and slaves in everyday life. Was it always well
known who was a slave working independently from his
master and who was a metic working the same profession?

One surviving law-court case from Athens is revealing in
this regard.125 It concerns a young man named Pancleon
whose legal status came under scrutiny when he got into a
dispute with a citizen. In his speech, the citizen explains how
he decided to prosecute Pancleon because he was continually
wronging him. Assuming that Pancleon was a metic, he went
to the fulling shop where Pancleon worked and summoned
him to appear before the polemarch to hear the charges against
him. Pancleon responded by claiming that he was a citizen,
and more specifically that he was one of the Plataeans who
had been granted Athenian citizenship when the Thebans
destroyed their city in 426 BCE. However, according to the
speaker, when enquiries were made among the enfranchised
citizens among whom Pancleon said he belonged, no one had
any knowledge of him.

The plot thickened, according to the speaker, when one of
these new citizens said that although he knew of no citizen by
the name of Pancleon, he did know of a slave of that name,
age and profession. Later in the same speech we learn that two
other individuals both laid claim to Pancleon as their slave. We
never learn which of these two, if either, succeeded in
asserting their ownership of Pancleon, but it is clear in any
case that Pancleon’s status as citizen, metic or slave was in
dispute: Pancleon claimed he was a citizen, the speaker



thought he was a metic, and at least three other people thought
he was a slave. Significantly, Pancleon’s trade as a fuller is
ambiguous as to his status. The speaker assumes he is a metic,
while the anonymous informant indicates he is a slave.
Perhaps he was at different times both of these statuses? In
other words, he perhaps worked initially as a slave in a fulling
shop, earned his freedom and continued working as a metic in
the same shop.

Another potential area of status blurring between metics
and slaves was in military service. Metics were required to
perform military service, and were regularly employed both as
hoplites and as rowers in the fleet, just as were slaves, as we
have seen in Chapter 3. A key difference, of course, is that the
service of metics was officially recognized, whereas that of
slaves was generally kept obscure so as not to disturb the
official ideology of the citizen as defender of the city-state.126

As a consequence of this ideological need, moreover, the
service of metics was distinguished from that of citizens by
enrolling them in separate units.127 The primary aim of this
compromise was to make use of metic manpower without
collapsing distinctions between citizen and metic. Yet, a
secondary effect may have been to collapse distinctions
between metic and slave and even citizen, since it would not
always have been clear, in the heat of battle, who held which
status.

A similar pattern can be seen in the field of civic religion
where metics were official participants alongside citizens, yet
their roles were different from those of citizens. For example,



in the Panathenaic festival, male and female metics were
permitted to carry particular ritual objects in the procession to
the altar, and stood out from citizens due to their red
clothing.128 As we have seen, slaves were excluded from
official participation in most civic cults, yet were ubiquitous as
attendants and assistants in the ritual acts. Once again, then,
while the city-state was most concerned to draw distinctions
between citizens and metics, the official participation of
metics also marked them off from slaves. Yet once again, the
reality on the ground would have been that citizens, metics and
slaves were all active (albeit in different roles) in the
performance of the civic cult. As mentioned above, foreign
cults such as that of the Thracian goddess Bendis would have
served as focal points for Thracians in Athens, whether they
were metics or slaves. In the performance of a private cult,
however, status differences were less marked, and we see
citizens, metics and slaves all worshipping together.

If we turn now to the legal sphere, the most fundamental
difference must be stated. Whereas citizens and metics had
legal rights, slaves had no legal rights. They had no legal
personhood and their “marriages” and “families” were not
legally recognized. Moreover, with but few and debatable
exceptions, slaves could not defend themselves in court or
prosecute those who wronged them.129 Neither could they
appear as witnesses in courts, and certainly they (like metics)
could not serve as one of the hundreds of jurors who
adjudicated cases on a daily basis. This latter right was
reserved for citizens and was considered one of the key rights



of citizenship alongside the right to hold public office.130 Yet,
while the differences between citizens, metics and slaves were
marked in these and other ways, we shall see in Chapter 5 that
slaves sometimes found ways to overcome their legal
disabilities and leverage the law to their advantage. But before
we get to this paradox, it is important to observe the ways that
the Greek city-state reinforced distinctions between slaves,
metics and citizens in the legal sphere.

Perhaps the most striking example of the marking of
difference is the requirement that slave testimony be extracted
through torture and that any testimony so obtained be read out
in court by a clerk rather than spoken in person, as citizens and
metics were permitted to do. The legal requirement for
extraction of slave testimony through torture arises from the
ideological need of the state to draw distinctions between slave
and free combined with the recognition that slaves were often
key witnesses to the affairs of the citizens, whether in their
homes or the public spaces of the city.131 The state struck a
compromise therefore that allowed litigants to make use of
vital slave testimony, yet denied slaves legal personhood by
having their testimony read out in court by others after it had
been extracted through torture.

In law-court speeches, we hear of litigants offering their
slaves for torture as a sign of their own innocence, or,
conversely, accusing their opponents of refusing to have their
slaves tortured as proof of guilt.132 It appears that at least some
citizens were reluctant to let their fate rest on the testimony of
slaves, since the speeches frequently mention challenges to



have slaves tortured that were not granted and none that were
granted. Nevertheless, significantly, litigants were not averse
to making rhetorical use of the rejection of a challenge in a
subsequent trial.133 The repeated reference to this procedure in
law-court cases that were judged by hundreds of citizens (and
witnessed by many more onlookers) would have served as a
constant reminder of the difference between a slave and free
citizen or metic according to civic ideology.134

When such torture took place, it often happened in a
public space of the city, such as the sanctuary of Hephaestus in
the central market place.135 In such places, it would have been
witnessed not only by the litigants themselves and their
witnesses, but also by any others who happened to be in that
part of the center of the city. It is worth stressing the gruesome
nature of such torture of slaves, and the visual spectacle that it
provided of the treatment of slaves.136 Whipping and
stretching on the rack were typical means of torture, and we
can imagine with horror the sufferings of such slaves and the
sounds of agony that emanated from the scene.137 Moreover,
such torture could even result in the death of a slave, since in
one case, we are told that litigants agree on the value of the
slave prior to performing the torture so that the owner can be
compensated if he wins the case but his slave dies.138

Another area of the law in which distinctions of status are
made is in punishments. While citizens typically paid fines in
compensation for their misdeeds, slaves were held physically
liable. Indeed, the Athenian Demosthenes claims – with some
rhetorical exaggeration – that the greatest difference between



slave and free is this difference between monetary and
physical punishment.

And, in fact, if you wish to examine the difference
between a slave and a free person, you would find the
following to be the greatest thing: the bodies of slaves are
accountable for all their crimes whereas the bodies of free
persons are spared, even if they are extremely
unfortunate. For it is fitting for the free to be punished
through fines of their property.139

While Demosthenes’ statement is a simplification of a more
complex reality, it captures one strand of Greek penal logic
that is concerned to make distinctions between slaves and
citizens.140 One of the most striking examples of this feature is
the Athenian law on silver coinage, discussed already in
Chapter 3.141 As we saw, this law specifies penalties not only
for the public slave who was in tasked to verify coinage, but
also to both free and slave merchants who refused to accept
verified coinage. Regarding the public slave who serves as
approver, the law reads,

The public slave who is approver shall sit in between the
tables [in the marketplace] and approve on these terms …
If the approver does not sit or does not approve [coinage]
in accordance with the law, let the magistrates of the
people beat him with fifty lashes of the whip.142

Later in the same law, penalties are spelled out for merchants
who refuse to accept verified coinage. After specifying that
merchants who do not accept genuine coinage shall have their
merchandise confiscated, the law further specifies the



penalties for slave merchants: “If the seller is a slave-man or
slave-woman, let him submit to be beaten with fifty lashes of
the whip by the magistrates to whom each matter is
assigned.”143 In this last provision, we see very clearly the
difference between the financial penalty of free merchants and
the physical punishment of slave merchants.

It is important to stress that this distinction in penalties is
not due to the fact that slaves lacked the financial resources
with which to pay fines. As we will see in Chapter 5, masters
were liable for offenses committed by their slaves and
routinely paid compensation for damages inflicted by their
slaves. Moreover, public slaves such as the coin approver were
among a group of privileged slaves who were able to keep a
portion of the fruits of their labor (Chapter 3). Indeed, the last
part of the law on silver coinage makes provisions for the
payment from the public treasury of a salary for the public
slave who serves as approver.144 Therefore, public slaves such
as the approver, and slaves in general, could have been made
to pay a fine, if the state desired to extract one. It seems that in
imposing punishments the state was more concerned with
reinforcing status distinctions than in generating additional
revenue through fines. Moreover, the display of the law itself
in the highly trafficked space of the marketplace, as well as the
enforcement of these differentiated penalties, would have been
daily illustrations of the weight that the state placed on
differences of status.

The distinctions between slave and free in the legal
procedure were, of course, echoed in the private sphere as



owners were free to whip, torture and even kill their own
slaves with impunity, whereas free persons could not be so
treated.145 As we saw in Chapter 1, the Athenian law on
outrageous treatment, or hubris, did little to mitigate the
routine brutality towards slaves in public and private life.
Nevertheless, as also sketched briefly in Chapter 1 and
discussed in more detail in the next chapter, the attempts of
Greek law to relegate slaves to legal non-personhood and their
assimilation to inanimate pieces of property were sometimes
frustrated by the reality of the humanity of slaves. As
discussed in the next chapter, slaves obviously had human
capacities for agency independent of the will of their masters.
It must be acknowledged, therefore, that the mechanisms by
which the Greek state reinforced status distinctions through
law are only part of the story.

Conclusion
In sum, we have seen how the Greeks constructed imagined
mental, moral and physical traits that supposedly distinguished
slave from free. We have also seen that the Greeks made
strenuous efforts to enforce these distinctions in law, politics
and religion. Yet, this chapter has demonstrated that these
efforts were constantly destabilized by the reality that there
was often little difference between slave and free in everyday
life. Slaves often performed the same labor as citizens –
especially farming and skilled crafts – and were also often
indistinguishable from metic traders and retailers in their



working lives. Even in the sphere of politics and the law,
slaves were central to the apparatus of the state even if they
did not have political or legal rights. Moreover, slave bodies
were largely indistinguishable from those of the free, both in
physical features and dress. Furthermore, slaves mostly spoke
Greek (although sometimes with an accent), and often bore the
same Greek names that citizens held. In this regard, it was
observed that slaves and ex-slaves may have had as much
interest in assimilating to Greek cultural norms as resisting
them.

That said, we have seen that some non-Greek slaves
made efforts to preserve elements of their birth culture,
including language, cults and ethnic identity. Indeed, the cases
of Atotas the Paphlagonian and Mannes the Phrygian
demonstrate strikingly not only the potential for slaves or ex-
slaves to lay claim to their ethnic heritage but also their
willingness to assert their command of Greek culture as well
as their skills in a particular profession. The presence of cultic
associations devoted to foreign deities attests to the formation
of communities of slaves and ex-slaves and even possibly the
existence of ethnic enclaves in the Greek state. Moreover,
slaves seem to have participated in cults to some Greek gods
and heroes, despite their prohibition from direct participation
in major civic cults. While the participation of free non-
citizens (metics) in civic festivals was marked off from that of
citizens in various ways, the presence of slaves (who often
shared ethnicity with metics) in various functions at civic



festivals further undermined the distinctions between slave and
free in the field of religion.

Finally, we observed that slaves participated in private
cult as members of citizen households, and even made use of
Greek religion (hero cults, oracles) for their own distinct
purposes. Most strikingly, the Athenian citizenship law reveals
that slaves sometimes sought to enter surreptitiously into the
ranks of citizens. The next chapter will follow up on these
observations to examine examples of slaves using their
intimate knowledge of Greek institutions and culture either to
improve their conditions in slavery or to escape slavery
altogether.
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Chapter 5

Resourceful Slaves and
Controlling Masters

◈

It is clear that a slave is a difficult piece of property to
own, since a human being is a troublesome creature and
does not wish to conform to the necessary distinction
between slave and free person and master.

Plato, Laws 777b4–8

A central tension runs through all slave-owning societies. On
the one hand, slave-owners are compelled to deny the
humanity of their slaves in order to justify the subjection of
their fellow human beings. On the other hand, slave-owners
simultaneously desire to exploit the human capabilities of their
slaves so as to maximize their utility and profitability. In the
quotation above, Plato both asserts the necessity and
acknowledges the difficulties of classifying some humans as
slaves and pieces of property. In response to this difficulty, the
Greeks sometimes fantasized about automata that could
perform labor for them without the pesky features of human



slaves who could equally thwart as well as follow their
owner’s commands.1

It is this central tension between denial and recognition of
the humanity of slaves that provided an opening for slaves to
advance their interests within the system of slavery and
sometimes to resist or escape the system of slavery altogether.
In other words, it was the human capabilities of slaves that
gave them the ability both to conceptualize themselves as
more than mere automata and to leverage their human talents
to carve out a livable space for themselves. Slave-owners, on
the other hand, struggled to find a balance between exploiting
the human capacities of their slaves and avoiding the threat to
the system that acknowledgement of the humanity of slaves
could present.

In this chapter we will examine this delicate dance
between slaves and their owners. In the process, we will see
that accommodation in various degrees to the system of
slavery was often the best way for slaves to survive and
advance their interests. This fact is clear from the general
absence of slave revolts in Greece in the fifth and fourth
centuries BCE. One exception is the helot revolts at Sparta,
where, as we will see, particular conditions existed that were
conducive to such extreme action. In most cases, however,
slaves avoided overt or violent resistance to slavery or their
personal enslavement. Instead, slaves resorted to a variety of
strategies, ranging from cooperation with their masters in
order to gain rewards (including the ultimate reward of
emancipation) to various forms of under-the-radar resistance



such as working slowly, playing sick or engaging in verbal
games that on the surface presented themselves as docile, but
that often sent coded messages of resistance to fellow slaves.

One strategy that lies between conformity and low-level
resistance was, of course, desertion or flight from one’s
master. Indeed, flight represents perhaps the most common
form of overt resistance to slavery in ancient Greece. Yet, as
we shall see, even flight could be risky, since slave-owners
pursued runaways and often offered rewards for their
apprehension. Moreover, a slave had to weigh the uncertainties
of travelling to one’s homeland or finding refuge in a new
community against the certainties (not always dire) of her
present condition. Some slaves avoided these difficulties by
forming colonies of runaways that could defend them against
attacks by their owners and provide their collective livelihood.
One of the best-known accounts of a slave revolt that survives
from ancient Greece – the story of the runaway slave
Drimakos, mentioned already in Chapter 4 and discussed
further in this chapter – illustrates the potential success of this
strategy.

In sum, this chapter will emphasize the resourcefulness of
slaves both in living within the system of slavery and in
escaping from it. In the process, we shall see that slaves found
ways to communicate among each other, build networks of
support even among the free population and make use of
features of Greek culture – the legal system and beliefs about
the gods, for example – to optimize their personal advantages.
In particular, this chapter will highlight two examples of the



ingenious ways that slaves used Greek culture against itself to
improve their conditions in slavery. In these examples, we
shall see that slaves sometimes maneuvered to be transferred
to new, presumably better owners, rather than to escape
slavery altogether. The chapter will also examine the ways in
which owners attempted to control their slaves, including both
punishments for “misbehavior” and rewards for loyal service.
The final part of the chapter focuses on grants of freedom, and
shows how these were an effective tool that incentivized
certain slaves to work hard in their owner’s interest. It is also
demonstrated that the reward of freedom was realized by
relatively few slaves overall.

Accommodation
The majority of slaves accommodated to their situation of
enslavement. Some were born into slavery and knew no other
life. Others became enslaved at some point in their lives and
found the risks of attempting to resist too overwhelming.
Slaves of both types may have found it more profitable to
accept their condition and work within the system to pursue
their goals, whether these were a basic level of well-being and
personal security or wealth and freedom. Slaves whose
circumstances were relatively comfortable – household slaves
with kind masters, for instance – seem often to have
accommodated to their situation. Conversely, however, slaves
who lived under constant compulsion in brutal circumstances
– slave-miners, for instance – had little choice but to accept



their situation since they were constantly monitored, often
chained in barracks at night and subject to vicious whipping
for the slightest infractions. Such slaves may have become
resigned to their situation and aimed at survival alone – getting
enough food and avoiding punishment as much as possible.

Privileged slaves – such as skilled slaves living
independently of their masters and some categories of public
slaves – would also have relatively good incentives to
accommodate to their enslavement. As we have seen (Chapter
3), such slaves were able to keep a portion of their earnings or
draw a salary from the public treasury. Although these slaves
lacked the benefit of political or legal rights, they seem to have
enjoyed de facto control of their earnings. Some of them even
became prosperous, as in the case of the public slave Pittalacus
or the slave-banker Pasion (see Chapter 3). Indeed, Pasion’s is
a striking (if exceptional) case that illustrates the potential
rewards for skilled slaves who played the system well: he was
rewarded for his good service with freedom, ownership of the
bank and ultimately citizenship for himself and his family
members. While Pasion’s case is truly exceptional, since very
few slaves gained citizenship, the award of freedom was
presumably the ultimate dream of most slaves who tried to
work within the system of slavery (see below).

The fact of accommodation, however, does not mean that
slaves accepted their enslavement psychologically, or refrained
from resisting – even in covert ways. As we shall see, there
were many ways in which slaves could resist their masters
without being detected. Even Pasion, whose biography



suggests that he suppressed any opposition that he felt to his
enslavement for the purpose of advancement, may have
harbored objections to slavery in private. Indeed, one detail in
a law-court speech suggests that Pasion, after gaining his
freedom and ownership of the bank, objected to the
examination of his slave under torture to obtain testimony in a
court case.2 It is unlikely that Pasion developed such qualms
only later in life. Pasion’s son Apollodorus, by contrast, seems
to have embraced the privileges of freedom and citizenship
with great exuberance, if we are to believe our sources (which
include some of his own speeches), since his treatment of his
father’s former slave Phormion shows that he was as eager as
any native-born citizen to police the boundaries of status once
he himself had obtained citizenship.3

Let us now survey the ways that even accommodating
slaves may have covertly resisted slavery, before turning to
more overt forms such as flight and rebellion.

Weapons of the Weak
In Xenophon’s treatise on the management of estates, he
argues that the difference between productive and
unproductive estates depends on whether the owner is
concerned to ensure that his slaves are working effectively. He
then proceeds to enumerate the ways in which slaves can work
ineffectively, essentially providing a catalogue of low-level
strategies of slave resistance – namely, starting work late or



leaving work early, taking breaks during working hours or
working slowly.

In farming large estates with many slaves, it makes a big
difference in regard to profitability or unprofitability if
the overseer is mindful or not of whether the slaves are
working during working hours or not. For it is easy for
one man in ten to make a difference by working during
the proper time, while another man will make a difference
by leaving early … Therefore, in work, there is a great
difference in achievement between those who work at
what they are assigned and those who do not, but find
excuses for not working or are allowed to work slowly.4

Xenophon’s advice to large landowners is based on
experience, and therefore likely reflects the actual strategies
used by slaves. Such resistance, moreover, might go
unnoticed, which is why Xenophon is concerned to highlight
to his readership the importance of having a vigilant overseer.
For slaves, however, finding covert ways to decrease
productivity was a key way of resisting their domination and
thwarting the will of their owners. Stopping work or working
slowly, moreover, might be facilitated by other techniques
such as playing sick or breaking tools, both of which are well
attested in both slave-owning and peasant societies in which
the fruits of the labor go to elite landowners rather than the
workers themselves.5 We might well wonder whether some of
the “sick” slaves whose care Xenophon entrusts to the estate
owner’s wife, really were sick?6



A further technique of covert resistance was the
deliberate misunderstanding of instructions by slaves. In other
words, slaves played dumb in order to thwart their masters’
will. The anonymous comic biography of Aesop provides a
brilliant parody of this technique and is the principal surviving
evidence of this strategy among slaves in ancient Greece. For
example, when Aesop’s master commands him to “pick up the
oil flask and towels” for a visit to the public baths, Aesop gets
the oil flask but neglects to fill it with oil. When his flustered
master complains, Aesop reminds him of his earlier instruction
not to harm him “by doing anything more or less” than he is
told:

You told me to “take the oil flask and the towels” but you
didn’t mention oil. I wasn’t supposed to do anything more
than I was told. If I slipped up on my instructions, I was
going to be answerable at the cost of a beating.7

A series of further “misunderstandings” ensues until Aesop
teaches his master a lesson in slave management: “If you had
not been so strict in setting down the rules, I would have
served you much better.” One way of interpreting this
conclusion is to observe that the fictional Aesop uses the
strategy of playing dumb to force his master into granting him
more leeway in following his orders. In other words, Aesop
forces his master to acknowledge that he is not a mere tool, but
a human being with the capacity for using his initiative to
serve his master better.8

This comic fantasy aside, in real life the slave strategy of
playing dumb was used by slave-owners as evidence that



slaves were lazy, unintelligent or unskilled.9 This superficial
interpretation of slaves’ deliberate acts of subversion was, of
course, far from the truth. Nevertheless, this view was
convenient for slave-owners, since it contributed to their sense
of superiority and helped them to justify the institution of
slavery.10

A final important technique of covert resistance was to
“steal” from one’s owner. Of course, from the perspective of
slaves, such acts were not theft but justified reappropriation of
the fruits of their own labor. That such acts of repossession
were common is indicated by their frequent depiction in comic
literature. For example, in a comic oxymoron, a master tells
his slave that he is both “his most trusted slave and his most
thievish slave.”11 The comic biography of Aesop, moreover,
depicts theft of food by slaves, in this case a basket of ripe
figs.12 When Aesop’s fellow slaves accuse him of eating the
figs that they had in fact consumed, Aesop outwits them by
sticking his fingers down his throat and vomiting to prove to
their master that he did not in fact eat them. This comic scene
reflects undoubtedly one of the most common objects of slave
theft: food. Whether taking food directly from the field or
plundering the storerooms, slaves would have secretly
accessed this vital sustenance out of necessity or a sense of
rightful ownership, or both.

Theft of foodstuffs by slaves was apparently such a
rampant problem that Plato felt it necessary to specify the
punishment in his regulations for his thought experiment of
founding a colony: “If a slave takes anything of this sort [i.e.,



fruit] without the consent of the owner of the land, he shall be
whipped with as many strokes as the number of grapes or figs
that he has taken.”13 Even slave managers or overseers might
avail themselves of the master’s property, since Xenophon
names among the criteria of a good overseer “keeping clear of
the master’s property and not stealing.”14

In contrast to such petty theft, some slaves were bold
enough to appropriate assets on a grand scale. As mentioned in
Chapter 3, a slave named Moschion stole more than 8,000
drachmas from his master. Although Moschion worked in a
drug-making shop owned by his master, he also served as
household slave. It was this latter position that seems to have
given him the opportunity to appropriate such a large amount
of money.

Komon had a slave named Moschion whom he
considered very trustworthy. This household slave knew
almost all of the affairs of Komon and especially where
his money was – that is, the money that was stored in his
house. Komon, being rather old and trusting his slave, did
not notice that his household slave was secretly taking the
money. First, Moschion stole one thousand drachmas
which was stored separately from the rest of the money,
then he stole the remaining seven thousand drachmas.
And Komon did not notice his slave doing these things.
And the household slave himself kept the entire
amount.15

Even though Moschion acquired an enormous sum, he
correctly judged that his thefts would go unnoticed by his



elderly and trusting master. While Moschion’s “theft” later
became known when the heirs of Komon’s estate became
suspicious, we might wonder how many other trusted slaves
managed to pull off such acts unnoticed? It is noteworthy that
Moschion proceeded with caution: first he appropriated a
smaller sum, and then – when the first act went unnoticed – a
much larger sum. By stealing in two stages, he was able to
monitor the level of risk before engaging in his major
appropriation. He might have judged that, if the first act failed,
the penalty would be lower. And, of course, Moschion might
also have expected to be able to deny the charge. Indeed,
several sources indicate that slaves routinely defended
themselves before their masters against accusations of
wrongdoing. For example, Xenophon says that he practices
public speaking by cross-examining his slaves “when they are
making an accusation or defending themselves.”16

Two passages in Aristotle’s Rhetoric confirm the
impression that slaves were not passive in their own defense
when accused (rightly or wrongly). In the first passage,
Aristotle is describing the causes of anger, and mentions, as an
example, the anger of owners against slaves who deny their
wrongdoing.

And [one becomes angry] more at those of no account, if
they belittle [one] in some way; for anger resulting from
being belittled is … against those who have no right to do
it, and inferiors have no right to belittle. A sign [of how
belittlement causes anger] is seen in the punishment of
slaves; for we punish all the more those who argue and



deny, but we cease our wrath towards those who confess
themselves justly punished.17

In a second passage, Aristotle makes a comparison between
the slave who avoids answering his master directly and the
introductions to law-court speeches in which the speaker
brings up extraneous matters in order to distract the jurors
from the facts of the case.

The introductions (προοίμια) to judicial speeches address
things outside the real argument … [they] address a
hearer who is morally weak … since if he were not such a
person, there would be no need of an introduction, except
for setting out the headings of the speech … Those who
do this … have or seem to have a bad case in which it is
better to spend words on anything other than the subject.
That is why slaves do not answer questions but go around
in a circle and proem-ize.18

In these passages we have evidence of slaves actively
defending themselves against accusations of wrongdoing. Yet
these same passages also show that some slaves chose the
opposite strategy – namely, deference to their owners and
acceptance of guilt and punishment. Specifically, Aristotle
follows up on the first passage above with the statement that
some slaves show respect for their owners by humbling
themselves before their masters and not contradicting them. In
doing so, they “admit to being inferiors” and therefore are no
threat to the dignity of their owners. If we consider this
strategy from the point of view of slaves, we can recognize the
efficacy of defusing an owner’s anger through an outward



display of deference. In fact, this strategy is well attested
among subordinate groups, and is one aspect of a larger sphere
of verbal obfuscation that is sometimes referred to as the
“hidden transcript.” While the owner views the slave’s
confession as submission, the slave (and her fellow slaves)
understand it as a strategy to deflect or minimize punishment.
In other words, expressions that appear deferential to the
owner have quite a different meaning to slaves.

Hidden Transcripts
The idea that slaves embedded coded messages of resistance in
speech that was outwardly submissive or innocuous is well
accepted in the study of slavery across time.19 In particular,
scholars have recognized that slaves even developed genres of
oral performance – for instance, the trickster tales of Brer
Rabbit in the American South – that appeared to be harmless
tales to masters but often contained messages of resistance for
the slaves who told them. As Lawrence Levine writes, such
tales were “the vehicle through which slaves rehearsed their
tactics, laughed at the foibles of their masters … and taught
their young the means that they would have to adopt in order
to survive.”20 Several types of such slave tales have survived
from ancient Greece, and the animal fables attributed to the
slave Aesop are a prime example. Yet we can also excavate
from Greek literature some other forms of oral tales that are
likely to have originated among slaves but have been
appropriated by elite writers without endorsing (or even



recognizing) their subversive messages.21 It is also possible
that some of these tales were acted out in popular forms of
performance art such as mimes. Let’s look at examples of each
of these types.22

Aesop’s fable about the Eagle and the Dung beetle is
referred to in several comedies dating to the fifth and fourth
centuries.23 In the fable, a lowly dung beetle gets revenge on a
mighty eagle who had wronged him. The beetle avenged
himself by finding the eagle’s nest and rolling the eggs out so
that they fell to the ground and were smashed. When the eagle
sought refuge in the lap of Zeus (with whom the eagle was
associated in Greek culture), the dung beetle flew up to Zeus
and dropped a pellet of dung in his lap. Zeus jumped up to
shake off the dung pellet and caused the eggs to fall, smashing
them to the ground once again.

This fable makes comic use of the skill of the dung beetle
– rolling dung pellets (Fig. 5.1) – to tell a story about the
revenge of the low on the high. When recited among slaves,
we might surmise, slaves understood the lowly dung beetle to
stand for themselves, and the mighty eagle to refer to their
powerful owners. When the same fable was performed among
citizens – such as the audience of a comic play – it was
presumably merely a humorous tale, an animal story without
threatening implications for the system of slavery.



Fig. 5.1 A dung beetle rolling a pellet of dung.

Paul Souders / Getty Images.

Another genre of slave tale is the extended oral narrative
recounting the story of a heroic slave. One example of such a
narrative is the comic biography of Aesop himself – a source
that we have referred to on several occasions already. For
present purposes, it is important to observe that, as this
fictional biography survives for us today, it contains themes
relevant primarily to free citizens. For example, some of the
episodes poke fun at the pretensions of philosophers, and
others provide advice to slave-owners about the correct
management of slaves. Yet a case can be made that elements
of an original slave tale that celebrated the clever slave Aesop
are embedded in a text written for free Greek audiences. For
example, Aesop constantly outwits his master, the philosopher
Xanthos, and proves that his master is utterly dependent on his
slave rather than the other way around. In one episode, for
example, when Xanthos is called upon by the citizenry to
interpret a portent, he is in despair until Aesop agrees to
provide an interpretation. When the citizenry complains that a
mere slave is offering an interpretation of a matter of such



importance, Aesop manipulates his master into freeing him.
Although Aesop ultimately dies unjustly through an act of
treachery, his wrongful death is avenged by Zeus and both
Greeks and foreigners are forced to recognize Aesop’s
greatness.

Another narrative that is likely a product of a slave
tradition is the account of the slave Drimakos mentioned in the
previous chapter. In this narrative, Drimakos deserts his
master and forms a colony of runaways in the mountains of the
island of Chios. What is remarkable about Drimakos is that he
is a skilled commander of men and he and his fellow rebels are
represented as defeating their owners repeatedly in battle.
Moreover, Drimakos negotiates a contract of sorts with the
owners, securing a guaranteed supply of food for his
“maroon” colony in return for sending back any runaways
who had not been mistreated by their owners. When Drimakos
dies, finally, as an old man, a hero cult is founded in his honor
and both slaves and slave-owners celebrate the greatness of the
slave.

As in the biography of Aesop, the central focus of the
story of Drimakos is on the feats of a slave, his repeated
victories over the masters, his depiction as just and his final
heroization. It is not hard to see that these are themes that
would particularly resonate with slaves. These features, then,
are suggestive of an original oral tale circulating among
slaves. On the other hand, the tale survives as a small episode
in a very extensive written text that was directed at the
concerns of the free Greek population. Specifically, the larger



text addresses the problems of slave ownership, and
particularly the management of large numbers of slaves that
was characteristic of slavery in Roman times when the text
was written. Within this narrative framework, the tale of
Drimakos serves as an historical example from ancient Greece
of the problems of managing slaves. As the story survives
today, therefore, embedded as it is in a literary text written for
free citizens, the story is made to fit a theme relevant for
contemporary slave-owners – namely, how to manage your
slaves. In particular, the literary version aims to inculcate a
central lesson for slave-owners: “treat your slaves well or they
will rebel.” In the original slave tale, performed before an
audience of slaves, however, it might be hypothesized that the
feats of a heroic slave were the central focus and that the
theme of skillful and successful resistance was the dominant
message.

An anecdote in another Roman-era account of a slave
rebellion provides a hint of a third performative genre in
which slaves may have acted out their fantasies of revenge on
their masters. In Diodorus Siculus’ account of a slave war
which took place in the native Sicilian city of Enna in the first
century BCE, he mentions that during the revolt, the slave
leader Eunus and his fellow slaves put on dramatic mime
performances that depicted the slave rebellion for the citizens
of Enna. According to Diodorus, the slaves themselves acted
out the skits and depicted the events of their very own
rebellion against their masters. Furthermore, Diodorus writes,
“the slaves poured contempt on the arrogance and outrageous



insolence that had led to the slave-owners’ self-destruction.”24

Once again this anecdote is embedded in a longer written text,
and one of the main themes of this larger text is the instruction
of slave-owners on the management of their slaves.
Nevertheless, the anecdote is suggestive of a performance
culture among slaves in which dreams of revenge were
enacted. As a form of drama, and a lowly one at that, the
contents could be dismissed as mere absurdist fantasy. For
slaves, however, such performances may have been a
community-building expression of their perspectives and even
a medium for rehearsing real protest.25

Flight
If we turn now from indirect forms of resistance to more overt
ones, flight from one’s owner comes to the fore as one of the
most common responses to slavery. Literary sources mention
runaways in passing as incidental to the events that they
narrate, and give an impression not only that slaves often ran
away, but that masters spent time hunting them down. For
example, a character in a dialogue by Plato explains his
absence from the city by the fact that he had gone to Oenoe, a
town on the border of Athenian territory, in pursuit of his slave
Satyrus, who had run away.26 Similarly, a speaker in a law-
court speech mentions that his co-prosecutor, a citizen named
Apollodorus, had been falsely accused of murder after he had
gone to Aphidna, another town near the border, in pursuit of a
runaway slave.27 The fact that both these sources mention



towns in northern Attica suggests that slaves in Athenian
territory often fled on foot and took the most direct land route
to escape.

Some masters offered rewards for the capture and return
of runaway slaves. Xenophon attests to this practice, for
example, in his record of a conversation between Socrates and
another Athenian named Diodorus.

“Tell me, Diodorus,” [Socrates] said, “If one of your
slaves runs away, do you take steps to recover him?”

“Of course, by Zeus,” he said, “and I summon others
to help by proclaiming a reward for the recovery of the
slave.”28

Presumably such proclamations would be spread both by word
of mouth and through written notices – on wood or papyrus –
posted in public places. Since these materials are perishable,
they have not survived from ancient Greece. Such records
have survived, however, in the dry sands of Egypt from the
Hellenistic and Roman periods, and are well attested in later
slave societies (Fig. 5.2). These later documents can give us
some idea of what such announcements might have looked
like, and particularly the characteristics that owners considered
useful for identifying runaways. One example from Egypt,
dating to the second century BCE, reads:

A slave belonging to Aristogenes, son of Chrysippos,
ambassador from Alabanda, has run off to Alexandria.

Name, Hermon, also known as Neilos; Syrian by birth,
from the city of Bambyke, age about eighteen; medium



height, no beard, well-formed legs, cleft in his chin, mark
near the left side of his nose, scar above the left corner of
his mouth, right wrist tattooed with barbarian letters.

Took with him when he fled: a belt containing three
gold coins weighing three minae and ten pearls; an iron
ring on which were an oil flask and some body scrapers;
clothing on his body – a short riding cloak and a
loincloth.

The one who returns him shall receive two (later raised
to three) talents of bronze.29

Fig. 5.2 Advertisement for a reward for the recapture of a
runaway slave, 1853.

Smith Collection / Gado / Getty Images.

These examples demonstrate that slaves were identified
by gender, age, physical features including both natural
features (height, nose shape etc.) and acquired features (scars,
tattoos). In addition, they might be identified through the
clothing they wore or the objects that they took with them. We
might conjecture that slaves who were given some freedom of



movement (such as household slaves and skilled slaves
working in crafts, business or trade) had more opportunities to
flee than slaves who were constrained to remain in barracks at
night (such as agricultural slaves working on large estates and
slaves working in mining or milling).

While many slaves undoubtedly escaped successfully,
some did not. Such slaves were branded on the forehead.
Presumably such treatment was designed both as a punishment
and also a visible marker of their status as slaves in case they
should try to flee again. Once again, we know of this practice
only through an incidental reference: a character in comedy is
accused of growing his hair long to cover up the brand on his
forehead that marks him as a runaway slave.30 Citizens were
encouraged to seize runaways and return them to their masters,
and some states required public heralds to issue warnings not
to help runaways escape.31 Plato reflects such public concern
about apprehending runaways in his legislation for the
imaginary ideal state of Magnesia: he allows for both the
apprehension and punishment of runaways by their own
masters, and by third parties who might “acting for another,
lay hold of a runaway slave for safe keeping.”32

In addition to these incidental comments on single
runaways, we also know of instances when large numbers of
slaves fled at the same time. Typically, such incidents occurred
during times of crisis, such as external or internal war, when
conditions were unstable.33 The most remarkable instance of
such mass desertion happened in and after 413 BCE, when the
Spartans established a successful base in Athenian territory



during the long war between these two rival states. Because of
this occupation, Thucydides tells us, the Athenians were
forced to retreat within their walls and suffered great harm.

For they had been deprived of the whole countryside, and
more than 20,000 slaves had run away and a large
number of those were skilled laborers, and all the
livestock and beasts of burden had been lost.34

A few years later, the Athenians were the beneficiaries of a
similar mass desertion of slaves on the island of Chios, which
had rebelled against the Athenian empire. When the Athenians
established a stronghold on Chian territory, “straightaway, the
majority [of the slaves of the Chians] deserted to the
Athenians and these slaves did the most damage [to the
Chians] since they knew the landscape.”35

Invading enemies and rival factions in civil wars might
even encourage desertion by slaves by offering freedom to
deserters, as happened during a brutal conflict between
oligarchs and democrats on the island of Corcyra in 427 BCE.
When both sides had gained control of different parts of the
city, they each “sent messengers into the countryside inviting
the slaves to join them and promising them freedom. The
majority of the slaves became allies of the democrats, but the
oligarchs obtained eight hundred mercenaries from the
countryside.”36

In these examples, we see slaves taking advantage of
unstable conditions to flee their masters, escape enslavement
and sometimes even gain a grant of freedom. The fact that
they did so en masse is testimony not only to the incentives



offered by rival factions, but also to the channels of
communication between slaves, as information about
conditions and opportunities for desertion spread through the
slave population. This point needs to be emphasized, since
scholars have long dismissed the evidence for communication
and coordination among slaves in ancient Greece. Indeed, it
has often been thought that slaves in Greece had no sense of
common identity or ability to organize collective resistance
due to their “heterogenous character” and lack of a “common
language or culture.”37 As we have seen, there is evidence for
common culture among slaves if one looks hard enough
(Chapters 3 and 4). Moreover, the examples just discussed
serve as concrete evidence of the fact of coordination. It is no
coincidence that 20,000 (or some large number) of slaves in
Athens fled to the Spartans in 413 BCE, or that the majority of
slaves on Corcyra fled to the side of the democrats in the civil
war of 427 BCE. In both cases, it is likely that the slave
population shared information about the opportunity for
desertion and the incentives offered by each side.

An example of how knowledge of an opportunity for
flight and escape from slavery could spread among a slave
population can be found in a remarkable episode in American
history. As a more recent, better-documented episode in
history, it provides comparative historical evidence suggestive
of the possibilities for communication between slaves across a
wide geographical space. One morning in 1861, in the early
days of the Civil War, three young slaves rowed across the
James River in Virginia and asked for asylum in a citadel,



named Fort Monroe, belonging to the Union. These slaves had
been leased out to the Confederate Army to construct defenses
at a strategic point across the river from Fort Monroe.
Although Virginia had seceded from the Union earlier that
year, the Union had retained control of Fort Monroe. The
commander at Fort Monroe was one Benjamin Butler, a
lawyer by training and an opponent of slavery. Butler declared
the fugitives “contraband of war,” shrewdly arguing that, if
Virginia considered itself to be a foreign power by seceding
from the Union, then he was under no obligation to return the
fugitives, as would otherwise be required by the Fugitive
Slave Act of 1850.

Almost immediately after this decision, a massive flood
of slaves began streaming towards Fort Monroe. According to
one account of this incident, “within weeks … slaves were
reported flocking to the Union lines just about anywhere there
were Union lines.”38 A soldier who was present at Fort
Monroe wrote to his family in wonderment at what he called
the “mysterious spiritual telegraph which runs through the
slave population.” The soldier wrote that it was enough to
“proclaim an edict of emancipation in the hearing of a single
slave on the Potomac, and in a few days it will be known by
his brethren on the gulf.”

It is likely that a similar “mysterious spiritual telegraph”
existed among slaves in ancient Greece, despite differences in
native language and ethnicity. Like slaves in the American
South, slaves developed facility in the language of their
masters and formed communities (Chapters 3 and 4). The



ability of slaves to communicate regarding opportunities for
flight is exemplified by two more remarkable examples of
coordinated action by slaves in ancient Greece. First, is the
famous example of the revolt of the Spartan helots in around
464 BCE.39 The revolt began among the helots in Laconia (the
region of Sparta itself) and soon spread to helots of Messenia
(the territory held by the Spartans but separated from Laconia
by a mountain range). In Messenia, the helots established a
stronghold on Mount Ithome from which they held out against
their masters possibly for as many as ten years before being
resubjugated. A second example of slave communication and
coordination is the revolt of slaves on Chios sometime in the
third century BCE that is probably the historical incident upon
which the heroic slave tale of Drimakos, mentioned above,
was based. In this episode, once again a large group of slaves
fled from their masters and established a stronghold in the
mountains from which they resisted their owners for many
years.

In both of these cases, the slaves did not flee the state
entirely but sought independence and freedom within the
territory of the state that had formerly held them as slaves.
Such a strategy is well attested in other slave-owning societies
such as Rome, Brazil and the Caribbean, where the territory
was favorable to the quick establishment of a stronghold by
fugitive slaves.40 What is remarkable about these incidents,
however, is the ability of slaves to coordinate their action.
Granted the Spartan helots were all of the same ethnicity and
language (Greek), in the other examples, notably Chios, the



slaves were of heterogenous origins. Indeed, Chios was
famous in antiquity for being the first state to import large
numbers of bought (chattel) slaves rather than enslaving the
indigenous inhabitants of their lands, as did the Spartans. As
such, slaves on Chios would have come from a variety of
places and spoken a variety of languages.41

Slave Rebellion
While several of the cases discussed above could be classified
as slave rebellions rather than instances of flight, it is generally
the case that there were few instances of full-scale slave
rebellion in classical Greece.42 The case of the Spartan helots
in 464 is one generally accepted instance, and the particular
conditions in Sparta, as we shall see, help explain why this is
one of very few examples. In general, however, it seems that
slaves in Greece avoided the risks of full-scale rebellion in
favor of less dangerous and more covert methods. Therefore,
in this section we will identify the factors that rendered revolt
risky in ancient Greece, and conversely explain why Sparta
was an exception to this general rule. In the next section,
moreover, we will examine several strategies by which slaves
sought to improve their conditions in slavery rather than
escape slavery altogether, let alone take the precarious step of
risking a violent uprising.

The study of slave rebellions in comparative perspective
has revealed that certain conditions have been conducive to
slave rebellion throughout history and that such conditions



explain its prevalence in some regions rather than others.43 In
particular, the conditions which prevailed in the Caribbean
were more favorable to slaves organizing a rebellion than
those in the American South. Foremost among these
conditions are the following:

1. A depersonalized relationship between master and
slave.

2. The existence of economic distress and famine.

3. Large slave-holding units.

4. The existence of conflict within the slave-owning
population due to external or internal war.

5. A high ratio of slave to free in the population.

6. A high ratio of imported slaves to home-born slaves in
the population.

7. The emergence of a leadership class among slaves.

8. Geographical factors such as easily defensible
mountains or islands.

We have already had cause to mention a few of these
conditions in the examples already discussed. The earthquake
in Sparta in 464 BCE caused great disruption and probably
economic distress which the helots duly exploited to rebel
from their Spartan masters. Later in the fifth century, the
conflict between Athens and Sparta provided many
opportunities for slaves on both sides to flee to the enemy side.
In addition to the examples already discussed, our sources
preserve several examples of Athenian support of rebellion of



helots at Sparta. For example, the Athenians sheltered and
resettled runaway helots after the Spartans suppressed their
revolt in about 454.44 Moreover, in 425, during the first phase
of the Peloponnesian War, the Athenians established a base in
Spartan territory at Pylos, to which many helots deserted.45

The Spartans, in turn, tried to preempt helot revolt by sending
some seven hundred of them to northern Greece to fight as
heavy-armed infantry (hoplites) in the Spartan army under
their crack commander, Brasidas.

The Spartans were glad for a pretext to send some of their
helots away, since they were worried that the [Athenian]
occupation of Pylos might encourage the helots to start a
rebellion. Indeed, in their fear of the intransigence and
numerical strength of the helots (for at all times most of
the Spartans’ relations with the helots were based mainly
on security) … they eagerly sent seven hundred helots out
as hoplites with Brasidas as their commander.46

The conditions of war between Sparta and Athens therefore
favored slave rebellions in both societies. Moreover, the
geography of both states – particularly the presence of easily
defensible mountains – was another factor that enabled slave
rebellion, as it did on Chios. Why then, did helots revolt at
Sparta but slaves at Athens did not? Consideration of the
remaining conditions provides at least a partial answer, since
several favorable conditions existed at Sparta but not at
Athens. Foremost among these conditions were a
depersonalized master-slave relationship and a high ratio of
slave to free in the population.



Starting with the first factor, we might observe that the
revolt in 464 was centered on the Messenian helots who lived
quite far from the center of the Spartan state and were
separated by a high mountain range (Figs. 5.3 and 5.4).

Fig. 5.3 Topographical map of Greece.
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Fig. 5.4 View of Mt. Taygetus.
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Given the geographical separation of the Messenian
helots from their Spartan masters, it is likely that they had



little or no personal acquaintance with one another. Indeed,
Messenian helots were obliged to hand over half of the
produce of their fields to their Spartan masters, but otherwise
seem to have lived quite independently. Archaeological
evidence suggests that helots lived in family and village units
and had their own cults and other communal activities (see
Chapter 4).47 While these latter factors may have made the life
of the Messenian helots less harsh than that of many other
servile populations, the basic fact of depersonalized relations
is a significant condition favoring revolt. Moreover, it presents
a stark contrast to Athens, where slaves often lived and
worked side-by-side with their masters, and knew them
intimately.

If we consider treatment of helots by the Spartan state, we
find further evidence for depersonalized relations. First, there
was the annual declaration of war against the helots by the
Spartan officials known as Ephors.48 By treating the helots as
the “enemy within,” the Spartans not only reinforced a hostile
relationship but also legitimized the killing of helots by
Spartans without penalty or religious pollution for the killer.
Indeed, it was part of the training of Spartan youths to be sent
out at night to kill helots whom they found on the road.49

Finally, the Spartans made periodic efforts to kill off helots
who stood out for their strength and spirit, thereby not only
terrorizing the helots but also removing any potential leaders
of rebellion.50 While the latter result helped eliminate one
potential favoring condition for rebellion (#7 the emergence of
a leadership class among slaves), the overall brutal treatment



of helots would have done much to destroy any potential
personal sentiments between helots and their masters. It is
important, however, to keep in mind a possible distinction
between the treatment of Laconian as opposed to Messenian
helots. The latter may have been less terrorized due to their
distance from their Spartan masters.

A second crucial factor favoring slave rebellion at Sparta
was the ratio of slaves to free in the population. In his classic
study of slave rebellions in comparative perspective, Eugene
Genovese observed that slaves heavily outnumbered the free
on the sugar plantations in the Caribbean where rebellions
were relatively frequent.51 In Jamaica, for example, the ratio
was 10 slaves for every free person. By contrast, in the
American South, where revolts were less frequent, slaves
outnumbered free in only two states (South Carolina and
Mississippi) and then only by a small margin (55%). In most
states, slaves constituted 20–40% of the population, a number
that compares well with that of classical Athens where, as we
have seen (Chapter 2), slaves comprised 25–33% of the
population.

While precision is impossible in assessing the size of the
helot population, it is likely that the helots outnumbered the
Spartans by at least 2:1. Indeed, as noted in Chapter 2, the
historian Herodotus records that each Spartan was
accompanied by seven helots at the Battle of Plataea in 479,
suggesting a much higher ratio.52 Even more striking is the
ratio suggested in an anecdote about an (ultimately
unsuccessful) conspiracy against the Spartan state that took



place sometime around 399. According to Xenophon, the
leader of the conspiracy was one Kinadon – a Spartan who had
failed to become a full Spartan citizen, namely, one of the
“Equals.” Kinadon gained support for his rebellion by
counting how many Spartans were in the marketplace on a
given day and comparing this number to the number of non-
Spartans. The result was a ratio of 1:100. Granted this latter
number included not just helots, but also those Spartans who
had failed to gain full Spartan citizenship, and the Spartan
equivalent of the metics at Athens – the “dwellers-around” or
perioikoi. Nevertheless, the anecdote assumes that the full
Spartan citizens were heavily outnumbered. More specifically,
Kinadon is said to have pointed to the estates of the Spartans
and observed that there was one on each estate who was the
enemy (the master) but many (helots) who would be allies to
the revolt. Colorfully, Kinadon claimed that each of these
latter would “gladly eat the Spartans even raw!”53

We might imagine that Plato was thinking of the situation
of the Spartans when he imagined the fear that a slave-owner
might feel if he were to be whisked away by a god from his
fellow citizens and put down with his many slaves in a
deserted place: “Can you imagine the terrible fear he would
feel for himself, his children and his wife – fear that they
would all be killed by his slaves?”54 Indeed, the
preponderance of helots in comparison to free citizens
provides the context for Thucydides’ statement cited above
that the Spartans were always fearful of the “numerical
strength of the helots.” It also explains the extreme measures



the Spartans took to terrorize the helots into submission. The
revolt of 464 and the conspiracy of Kinadon show that the
Spartans were only partially successful in this effort to subdue
the helots and that the helots were constantly ready to rise up
when conditions were favorable.

Indeed, when Spartan power was checked decisively by
the Thebans after the Battle of Leuctra in 371 and the Thebans
led a huge invasion of Sparta’s home territory, the Messenian
helots revolted en masse and were able to establish the free
state of Messene in 369. It is often said that the only successful
slave rebellion in history was that led by Toussaint
L’Ouverture, that resulted in the creation of the free state of
Haiti in 1804 (Fig. 5.5). However, the long struggle of the
Messenian helots that culminated in their collective
achievement of freedom arguably deserves a place alongside
that of the slaves who fought successfully to found Haiti.



Fig. 5.5 Toussaint L’Ouverture, the leader of a successful
slave rebellion that led to the establishment of the modern
state of Haiti in 1804.
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If we consider the remaining conditions favoring revolt,
we see that they were absent at Sparta and largely also in other
Greek states. In contrast to the large sugar plantations of the
Caribbean, slaves in ancient Greece were dispersed in the
homes, farms and small manufacturing operations of their
masters. While the tens of thousands of slaves in the mines at
Laurium in southern Attica are one exception, there are few
examples of slave-owners in Athens possessing more than a
few dozen slaves. Moreover, the helots of Sparta were a
homegrown slave population rather than a heterogenous
imported one, a factor unfavorable to revolt (contrary to what



Plato thought55). By contrast, we might expect the imported
slaves of Athens or Chios to be more likely to revolt. The
existence of other factors disfavoring revolt at Athens (e.g.,
personal relations between slaves and masters; a lower ratio of
slaves to free) explains the relative absence of revolt compared
to Chios.

In sum, the general absence of slave rebellion in classical
Greece, and indeed in history generally, can be explained by
the conditions which tended to make violent uprising
dangerous. While the Spartan helots and the slaves of the
Caribbean are exceptions, this result prompts us to look harder
for other ways that slaves dealt with the system of slavery that
helped them cope or even improve their living conditions. In
particular, the next section examines slave strategies that form
a middle ground between the low-level and common forms of
resistance discussed above and full-scale rebellion. These
examples are revealing, because they illustrate the ingenious
ways that slaves maneuvered to create a living space for
themselves, and particularly how they leveraged prominent
features of Greek culture – the legal system and religious
beliefs – to improve their living conditions.

Transfer to a New Master or
Creating a “Living Space”

It was observed at the beginning of this chapter that a central
tension running through all slave-owning societies is the need
to both deny and accept the humanity of slaves. Moreover, as



we saw in Chapter 1, this tension is especially apparent in the
sphere of the law where the attempt to classify slaves as pieces
of property that were completely subject to the will of their
owners was undermined by the need of masters to deny
liability for acts committed by slaves without their consent.
Closer examination of several laws on legal liability regarding
slaves reveals some of the ways that slaves exploited the law
to improve their conditions. In particular, these laws show how
slaves took advantage of the provision for the surrender of the
slave to the victim in order to arrange for their transfer to a
new and hopefully better master. Strikingly, moreover, the
evidence of these laws shows that slaves themselves were
active agents in this legal maneuver, suggesting not only that
some slaves had considerable legal knowledge but also that
they were able to recruit members of the citizen population to
support their efforts to improve their conditions.56

Our evidence for Greek laws on the surrender of slaves to
victims (often referred to as “noxal surrender,” or surrender of
the offending object – “noxa” – to the victim, according to
later Roman usage) comes from two laws, both of which
appear in Plato’s treatise the Laws. The legislation in Plato’s
Laws is, of course, not a direct record of historical legislation,
but rather a creative reworking of contemporary legislation in
service of Plato’s vision of a well-ordered society.57 We must
be cautious, therefore, in assuming that any Platonic law
reflects directly or precisely historical legislation. In the case
of Plato’s laws on slavery, however, it has been convincingly
demonstrated that they have many parallels with existing



historical legislation.58 Specifically, the two laws discussed
below have verbal and substantive parallels with Athenian
laws, suggesting a close relation.59

The laws in question concern procedures for dealing with
damage or wounding caused by slaves. The first part of each
law specifies that owners are responsible for damage, and
requires them to make amends.

If a male or female slave does damage to someone else’s
property [and] if the person who was harmed is not
himself also to blame due to lack of experience or some
other use that is not prudent, let the master of the slave
who did the damage make full amends for the damage or
let him hand over the slave who did the damage.60

If a slave wounds a free man in anger, let the owner
hand over the slave to the wounded man to treat as he
sees fit. If the owner does not hand the slave over, let the
owner himself make full amends for the damage.61

The first part of each law lays out remedies for damages or
wounding caused by the slave of one citizen to the property or
person of a second citizen. In such cases, the master of the
slave is responsible for making amends for the damages or he
must hand over the slave to the victim. In this part of the laws,
then, provision is made for compensating a citizen for
damages caused by the slave of another citizen, either through
direct transfer of money or by handing over the slave as the
equivalent of a certain monetary value. This part of the law,
therefore, corresponds closely to the provision in Athenian law
that masters were responsible for compensating victims of



crimes committed by their slaves.62 The law on wounding,
moreover, suggests that the slave – besides serving as
monetary compensation – might also be physically punished
by the victim of the crime (“the victim may treat the slave as
he sees fit”).

It is the provision for handing over a slave to an injured
party that gives rise to the second part of each law. In this part
of the laws, the lawgiver seems to envision a scenario in which
a slave actively conspires with the victim in order to get
transferred to a new owner.

But if the master who is accused asserts that the slave is
to blame through a joint intrigue of the slave doing the
damage and the one who was harmed for the purpose of
depriving him of his slave, let him make a suit for evil
scheming against the one who says that he was harmed. If
he wins, let him receive twice the value of the slave that
the court assesses. If he loses, let him repair the damage
and let him hand over the slave.63

If anyone contends that the affair is a scheme resulting
from an agreement between the slave and the wounded
party, let him bring a suit. And if he does not win the
case, let him pay three times the damages. And if he wins
the case, let him prosecute the one who colluded with the
slave on a charge of kidnapping.64

The second part of each law therefore provides remedies for
the master whose slave has conspired to get transferred to a
new master. Indeed, the laws suggest that slaves themselves,
and citizens who coveted slaves belonging to others,



sometimes contrived together to take advantage of the
provisions in the first part of each law in order to remove a
slave from the ownership of his master. In fact, it is likely that
the second part of each law is an addition to the original law,
and aimed to prevent the previously unforeseen strategic
exploitation of the first part of the law by imposing a new
legal procedure and stiff penalties to deter or punish such cases
of collusion. The second part of the law on damage caused by
a slave, for example, provides for a new suit against the
alleged victim for “evil scheming”, and grants the master
twice the value of his slave if he is able to win the case. In the
law on wounding, moreover, the reward for a successful
prosecution in a new suit for “kidnapping” is not specified,
but we can imagine it to be comparably harsh. Interestingly,
the law on wounding does specify a penalty for the master if
he loses his suit for alleged kidnapping. In this case, the victim
wins three times the damages.

There are several possible scenarios that might have
given rise to the second part of the law. One scenario is that a
citizen schemed to deprive another citizen of his slave by
colluding with the slave to make a claim for damages or
wounding. In such cases, the first citizen would hope that the
master would rather settle the case by handing over his slave
than by paying for damages, so that in that way he would gain
possession of the slave. In such cases, the citizen presumably
would have to make a claim for damages worth at least the
value of the slave, if he expected to have a chance of gaining
possession of the slave. A second possible scenario is that it



was the slaves themselves who arranged with a third-party
citizen to make a claim for damages in the hope that they
would be “handed over” to a new master who they expected
would be a more lenient owner, or even one who was willing
to grant them their freedom. Again, the claim would have to be
fairly high if the slave expected his master to be willing to
hand him over to a new owner in compensation.

Several details of the laws suggest that the slave was an
active collaborator, and possibly the prime mover, in these
schemes. The law on damage, for example, specifies that the
slave himself and the third-party citizen engage in a “joint
intrigue.” In the law on wounding, moreover, the ruse is
described as a “scheme” resulting from “an agreement
between the slave and the wounded party.” Even more striking
is the fact that the law on damage appears to envision that the
slave is to blame when it states “If the master who is accused
says that the slave is to blame.”

It is important to stress, however, that – even if the third-
party citizen was contriving to gain a new slave – it would
seem that the citizen would have to offer the slave something
in order to gain his or her cooperation. If the slave were
initiating the ruse, she too would have to offer her new master
something in return – loyal service or continued good service
after emancipation. The important point is that, either way, the
slave would expect to improve her situation and thus must be
recognized as an active player in this legal game.

That said, it is crucial to remember that slaves did not
have legal rights and therefore could not initiate a legal claim



themselves.65 Rather, slaves wishing to exploit the law on
damage needed to conscript a citizen to make the legal claim.
Without the cooperation of a citizen, a slave could not initiate
this ruse. This fact shows that slaves would have had to have
developed close relationships with free persons who were not
their masters and negotiated skillfully with them to entice
them to act in their interests, or at least for their own mutual
benefit. As we saw in the case of attempts by slaves to enroll
as citizens (Chapter 4), and as we will see in the case of
appeals for asylum (below), slaves needed to build networks
of support among citizens to engage in some of the tactics that
they deployed to improve their situations. This was
particularly true when these tactics involved the political and
legal institutions of the state, to which slaves were officially
denied access.

One plausible situation in which such a sort of
collaboration between a slave and a citizen might occur is in
the case of a romantic or sexual relation between the third-
party citizen and the slave. In such cases, it is possible that a
slave granted sexual favors in order to gain the cooperation of
the free citizen in the legal ruse. In this regard, it is noteworthy
that the law on damages explicitly envisions either male or
female slaves as participants in this legal dodge. This fact
strengthens the likelihood that romantic or sexual relations
could be a motivating factor for the perpetration of such ruses.

But how did slaves gain knowledge of the potential to
manipulate the law in this way? They might have been
instructed by self-interested citizens, of course, but it is



equally likely that they learned the law as they performed their
duties as slaves. As we have seen, slaves were essential to the
machinery of the Greek state, just as they were essential to the
operation of many Greek households and businesses. In
particular, publicly owned slaves assisted magistrates as they
went about their duties and worked as scribes, archivists and
accountants in the civic administration. Even privately owned
household slaves frequented the market place and might have
stopped by the court or the Council house to observe the
proceedings.66 In short, slaves were ubiquitous in the civic
spaces of the Greek state and had ample opportunity to learn
the workings of the law. Moreover, as we saw above in the
case of opportunities for flight, information could spread very
rapidly through the slave population, and the opportunity to
exploit laws of noxal surrender would be no exception. Indeed,
the fact that the laws on damage and wounding were both
supplemented with an extra provision to deal with cases of
collusion suggests that such exploitation was frequent enough
an occurrence to necessitate legislation.

Consideration of a second example illustrates how slaves
made use of Greek religious customs, particularly the right of
asylum at sanctuaries, to maneuver for better living conditions.
As briefly mentioned in Chapter 1, Greek sanctuaries offered
refuge to slaves, thereby recognizing the personhood of slaves
alongside that of free persons. A close look at several
examples, however, reveals how slaves might use the right of
asylum to escape a brutal master and negotiate transfer to a
new master. These examples again demonstrate that slaves,



whether Greek or non-Greek, had deep knowledge of Greek
culture and exploited this familiarity to their own advantage.
Before illustrating this claim, some background is needed.

It was a long-established Greek custom that suppliants at
religious sanctuaries could be granted asylum and thereby
protected from any reprisals that might threaten them.67 In
many cases, the right of asylum would have been invoked by
free persons. For example, Thucydides recounts the story of
Cylon, the would-be Athenian tyrant, whose partisans fled to
the sanctuary of the Reverent Goddesses (Semnai Theai) when
their coup failed c.630 BCE.68 Similarly, Thucydides relates
the story of the Spartan regent, Pausanias, who sought refuge
in the “Brazen House,” a temple of Athena, when he was
detected in seditious activity in Sparta c.470.69 In both these
cases, famously, the right of asylum was violated, and the
suppliants were dragged from the sanctuaries and killed.70

Indeed, our sources usually report incidents only when the
right of asylum was violated.71

Slaves were also protected by this right of asylum, and
particular shrines were known to give refuge to slaves. The
shrine of Poseidon at Tainaron in Laconia and the sanctuary of
Theseus at Athens are two well-known examples.72

Thucydides mentions that the Spartans expelled a group of
helots who were presenting themselves as suppliants at the
shrine of Poseidon at Tainaron in the 460s.73 The Spartans
then executed the helots and Thucydides reports that “even the
Spartans believe that the great earthquake [of 464] was a result
of this impiety.”74 Aristophanes alludes to the function of the



sanctuary of Theseus as a place of refuge in his comic play
Knights of 424, and an ancient commentator on the play
explains that slaves who fled to the precinct of Theseus gained
asylum.75 In the fourth century, Aeschines mentions the
sanctuary of Theseus as the place where magistracies were
allotted, and an ancient commentator adds a reference to a law
regarding slaves who fled to the shrine: “There was a law that
those who fled to the precinct of Theseus should be
inviolate.”76 A long lexicographic tradition echoes and
confirms this function of the sanctuary of Theseus in classical
Athens.77

On the basis of the surviving literary and epigraphic
evidence, one scholar has summarized the process of
requesting asylum as follows:

If someone … wished to avail himself of the protection of
a sanctuary, he had to appear openly and set forth the
reasons for his coming. After such a presentation, the
sanctuary was in turn obliged to work towards a solution
of the problem, as a rule by undertaking the role of a go-
between.78

While this description of the process concerns all types of
suppliants including free persons fleeing violence at the hands
of their political opponents, as well as criminals, it also holds
for slave suppliants. But what reasons might a slave set forth
for fleeing his master? On the basis of the scant surviving
evidence, it seems that a slave needed to accuse his or her
master of unjust treatment. For example, in Achilles Tatius’
novel, Leukippe and Kleitophon (second century CE), we learn



that female slaves who fled to the temple of Artemis at
Ephesus made formal accusations of wrongdoing against their
masters.79 A fragment of Eupolis’ late fifth-century BCE
comic play Cities, moreover, features a female slave who
prefaces her reasons for fleeing to the sanctuary of Theseus by
saying that she is suffering the evil things of the sort that she
will now enumerate.80 Unfortunately, the fragment breaks off
before the specific offenses are listed!

As observed already in Chapter 1, at Athens slaves were
covered by the law on hubris, which forbade outrageous
treatment of one human being by another. Acts of hubris,
therefore, were possibly cited by slaves to justify a claim to
asylum at the shrine of Theseus.81 While it is difficult to
discern what exactly constituted hubris towards slaves at
Athens, it is likely, however, that intolerable physical abuse by
the slave’s master – beating or starving a slave to the point of
death – was the basis of a slave’s request for asylum.82

Plutarch’s Life of Theseus comments on the general humanity
exhibited at the shrine of Theseus towards the vulnerable,
including slaves. The shrine of Theseus, Plutarch writes, was
“a place of refuge for slaves and all the weak who fear the
stronger, since Theseus himself was an advocate and helper
and he received humanely the appeals of the lowly.”83

Cases of asylum were decided by the priests of the
sanctuary themselves, or by other magistrates in the polis.84

An inscription from Andania in Messenia dating to 92 BCE,
for example, indicates that the sanctuary is to serve as a refuge
for slaves and specifies that priests are to adjudicate the cases



of slaves.85 On Samos in the third century BCE, temple
officials preside over the court responsible for interrogating
the master and his slave.86 In Achilles Tatius’ novel (second
century CE), “magistrates” arbitrate between the slave and her
master.87

There were three possible outcomes of the process. If the
master won the case, then the suppliant slave was to be handed
back to him. If the slave won, then either the slave was
dedicated to the god and became a slave of the god or the slave
was sold to a new master.88 Herodotus reports that, even up to
his own time, any slave who fled to the sanctuary of Heracles
at the mouth of the Nile became inviolate if he permitted
himself to be branded with sacred marks and gave himself
over to the god.89 Herodotus seems to suggest that the slave
became a servant at the shrine, and this seems plausible given
that both branding and temple servants are well attested for
ancient Egypt.90

A similar outcome may have resulted for helots who fled
to the temple of Poseidon at Tainaron. A remarkable set of six
inscriptions dating to the fourth century BCE records the
dedication of individuals to the god.91 While there is some
question whether these individuals are Spartan helots or slaves
belonging to the free non-citizen inhabitants of Laconia (the
perioikoi), it is nevertheless clear that these inscriptions
involve dedications of slaves. A further question, however, is
whether, by entrusting themselves to the god, helots became
temple slaves or free persons? This question arises because in



later periods consecration at a temple became a standard mode
of liberating a slave (see below).92

In regard to the temple at Tainaron, it has been argued
that there is no need to consider dedication and liberation as
exclusive options. By dedicating the slave to the god, the slave
gained the god as his new master, and the god protected the
slave from being seized by his former master. The slave is
therefore free with regard to his former master, but is bound to
perform certain services for the god. This paradoxical
condition is exemplified in an inscription from Cos (third
century BCE) in which a slave, Libys, and his descendants are
dedicated to a sanctuary of Heracles and declared free, if they
perform certain services.93 In several other inscriptions,
moreover, specific services, such as assistance with sacrifices,
are enumerated.94 For our purposes, what is clear is that this
sort of partially free status was an amelioration of the slave’s
former condition.95

Such an improvement of one’s condition was also
probably the effect of the third possible outcome of a slave’s
flight to a sanctuary – namely, sale to a new master. This
outcome seems to have been the expectation of slaves who
fled to the shrine of Theseus at Athens. The second century
CE lexicographer Pollux cites two fragments from lost
comedies that attest to the fact that slave fugitives at this
sanctuary were given the opportunity to seek a new master.
They did this by formally “requesting a sale.”96

What people now say is that slaves “request” a sale, but
in Aristophanes’ [comedy] Horai they “find” a sale:



“It is best for me to flee to the shrine of Theseus

and there to remain, until I find a sale.”

Conversely, in Eupolis’ [comedy] Cities, [a character
says]

“Such evils

I suffer and so should I not request a sale?”

This comic evidence suggests that slaves took the initiative to
flee to sanctuaries in order to seek sale to a new master. Yet
one might reasonably wonder who would buy “a slave who
had caused his master trouble by alleging ill-treatment and
seeking sanctuary?”97 One possible answer to this question is
that “only slaveholders whose operations were based on brute
violence and physical constraint, such as mill or mine
operators,” would be willing to buy such slaves.98 But this
answer fails to satisfy, since we might equally pose a different
question, looking from the perspective of the slave: what slave
would flee to a sanctuary, if he were bound to be sold to a
master whose operations were based on brute violence and
physical constraint, including the two most brutal and
dangerous slave occupations of milling and mining? In other
words, what was in it for slaves, if their conditions were bound
to be bad and probably worse than those they had escaped? We
might further observe, along with the character Aesop in his
comic biography, that “no one, fleeing the good, goes to the
bad.”99

The answer to this puzzle is to acknowledge a slave’s
capacity for negotiation with a potential new owner in such a



way as to ensure that both parties’ interests were met. In fact,
there is comparative evidence for just such negotiations
between a potential owner and slave in the process of sale. In
his study of slave markets in the antebellum American South,
Walter Johnson demonstrates how slaves – despite their
weaker position – were able to influence the outcome of sales
in significant ways. Indeed, Johnson writes that “many slave
sales had to be negotiated twice through – once with the buyer
and once with the merchandise.”100 One example from
Johnson’s book will help illustrate how this worked, and may
shed light on the sort of negotiations that might have taken
place between a slave who had taken refuge in a sanctuary in
ancient Greece and a potential new master.

Johnson relates the story of a slave named Edward Hicks,
who “used flight to renegotiate the terms of his own sale.”
When Hicks learned that he had been sold to a slave-trader, he
ran away. Hiding out in the woods, Hicks remained in contact
with his “friends and brothers” in town “who told him that he
had been advertised as a runaway” and “advised him to go to
an old house where the cotton was kept and there to stay until
the advertisement was over.” Hicks followed these instructions
and hid out in the house until “the slave-trader gave up and set
off for New Orleans without him.” When the slave-trader
returned for another season of buying the next spring,
somehow there was a white man in the town who wanted to
buy Hicks. The trader then sold to this white man “the chance
of Hicks’ capture in the woods” – a common practice at the
time. The price for Hicks was set at 800 dollars and, once the



deal was made, the white man sent out some of his boys to tell
Hicks, and a few days later Hicks presented himself to his new
owner.101

By hiding out, yet remaining in contact with his fellow
slaves – and apparently also with potential buyers – Hicks
avoided being sold away from his community and even
exerted some control over the terms of his purchase. As
Johnson writes,

The connection between Hicks and the man who
eventually bought the chance of his capture is obscure …
What is clear is that he had plenty of help from
neighboring slaves in escaping, hiding and deciding when
to come out. With the help of the very community from
which he was to be separated by the trade, Hicks stayed
away until he was satisfied with the terms of his own
sale.102

For Hicks, the key condition for allowing himself to be
captured would likely have been a prohibition on future sale.
In return, Hicks would have promised his new master loyal
service.103

Mutatis mutandis, this scenario sheds light on how slaves
might negotiate their sale to a new master by seeking refuge in
a sanctuary. It is noteworthy, moreover, that one might
reasonably ask in the modern example, as of the ancient
example, “who would buy a runaway”? The modern example
emphatically shows that there were buyers even for runaways
and, more importantly, that such sales were a product of



negotiations between potential buyers and the slaves
themselves.104

A fifth-century law from Gortyn may have implications
for this reconstruction of negotiations between suppliant slaves
and potential buyers. The law forbids the sale of suppliant
slaves for a year after they have fled to the sanctuary.105 Some
scholars think that this delay was intended to allow time for
extensive negotiation between the master and his slave before
a sale was allowed.106 Looking at the law from the slave-
owner’s perspective, some scholars suggest that the interval of
up to a year was intended to allow the slave’s master time to
persuade the slave to return to his service. They suggest that if
this persuasion was unsuccessful, then the slave would be
sold.107 But if we look at the law from the slave’s point of
view, it is equally true that such an extensive waiting period
allowed a slave suppliant plenty of time to identify a potential
new buyer and conduct the necessary negotiations regarding
future treatment. Aristophanes’ coinage of a term for one who
hangs out in the shrine of Theseus, a “shrine-of-Theseus-
loiterer,” similarly suggests a long period of waiting and hence
ample time for such negotiations.108

Summing up, one might conclude from this discussion
that slaves in ancient Greece exploited Greek beliefs about the
sanctity of temples and the right of divine protection in order
to improve their conditions of enslavement. It is obvious that
slaves would not have fled to sanctuaries if their conditions
were bound only to get worse. Knowledge of the outcomes for
slaves who fled to sanctuaries would have spread quickly



among the slave community and the practice would have
ended if it regularly resulted in worse outcomes for slaves than
their previous conditions. That the practice did not end, and
indeed was a common feature of life in fifth-century Athens, is
again suggested by Aristophanes’ coinage mentioned above –
the “shrine-of-Theseus-loiterer.” The most likely outcome of
such situations, one might suggest, is that slaves would have
been sold to new masters who entered into a bargain to swap
humane treatment for loyalty.

Once again, we see in this example how slaves may have
exploited Greek laws – this time religious laws – to improve
their conditions in slavery. The example illustrates slaves’
knowledge of Greek law and customs, as well as their ability
to negotiate successfully with potential new masters. A big
question that remains, however, is how frequently slaves
actively manipulated sacred and secular law in order to
improve their conditions. If the examples discussed above are
simply rare cases, then there is reason to conclude that, in most
cases, slaves were unable to exercise control over their fate.
Moreover, it should be acknowledged that slaves in ancient
Greece were variously situated and may not all have had the
opportunity to exploit these tactics. A slave chained in the
mines or imprisoned in a mill is unlikely to have had the
opportunity to flee to a sanctuary, let alone engage in the type
of legal ruse mentioned in the laws on damage and wounding.
On the other hand, many slaves were embedded in the
everyday life of the state and would have had ample
opportunity not only to gain knowledge of the laws and



customs of their owners but also to develop social ties with
citizens as well as other slaves (networks).109 Some slaves, of
course, were fellow Greeks in which case they would have
been familiar with Greek customs concerning asylum and
might even have had similar laws in their own states to
Athenian laws on damage and wounding.110

Furthermore, the evidence we do have suggests that these
actions by slaves were not rare. The existence of laws
responding to the problem of collusion between slaves and
third parties in suits for damage and wounding indicate that
the problem was common enough to require legislation. The
ubiquity of slave refuges in the Greek world, moreover, and
the plentiful evidence for its importance at Athens and Sparta,
suggest that slaves not infrequently resorted to this option. In
short, while it would be rash to say all or even most slaves
engaged in these tactics of resistance, there is enough evidence
to show that they were a significant venue for slaves’
maneuvers in their efforts to improve their conditions in
slavery.

Controlling Masters: The Stick
and the Carrot

Corresponding to the various modes of resistance by slaves
surveyed above was a system of control that attempted to
render slaves docile and obedient. While authors like Plato and
Xenophon foreground the ways that masters could induce
obedience through rewards and humane treatment, these same



authors also reveal a much more brutal side of slave
management involving chains, whipping and deprivation of
food – among other cruel practices. In one of his works,
Xenophon, for example, represents Socrates as exhorting his
companion to

consider how masters treat slaves … they bring their
lustfulness under control through starvation; they prevent
them from stealing by locking up the places from which
they could take anything; they stop them running away by
chaining them; they drive out their laziness by blows.111

Similarly, Plato observes that some slave-owners treat slaves
“like animals, using goads and whips, making the souls of
their slaves slavish not once but many times over.”112

Despite such stark portraits of the management of slaves,
in his treatise on estate management, Xenophon is at pains to
advocate a system of rewards rather than punishment as a
better way of incentivizing slaves. Indeed, he begins his
discussion of slave management by having his character
Ischomachus, a wealthy Athenian citizen, observe the paradox
that

[i]n some households the slaves are all chained yet run
away frequently; whereas elsewhere they are unchained
and wish to work and to remain.113

The implication of this observation is that brutal physical
constraint is often insufficient to create obedience, and that
positive incentives are a better management tool. Indeed,
Xenophon’s character Ischomachus stresses that slaves –
especially managerial slaves such as the household manager or



steward (ταμίας) and the male overseer (ἐπίτροπος) – need
positive inducements, e.g., praise or a share of the profits, just
like free men, if they are to be productive and loyal.114

Similarly, Plato in the Laws advocates treating one’s slaves
justly, rather than degrading their souls so they become less
virtuous and more slavish. In these passages, both authors
recognize the potential of slaves to act virtuously and in doing
so come dangerously close to acknowledging the basic
humanity and equality of slaves with the free. Plato even
observes that some slaves have been superior to their free
owners in terms of human goodness.115

Nevertheless, both Xenophon and Plato acknowledge that
physical punishment is also a useful tool and that distinctions
between slave and free should not be undermined by treating
them as equals.116 In particular, Xenophon emphasizes the
similarity between training animals and slaves – a parallel that
evokes the essential equation made by the Greeks between
domesticated animals and slaves (see Chapter 1). Xenophon’s
character Ischomachus bluntly states, “The method of training
that seems best for wild animals is also useful for teaching
obedience to slaves.”117 In another work, moreover, Xenophon
attributes this practice to the Persian king, who allegedly fed
his slaves from his own table on the grounds that this practice
would “implant in them a certain amount of goodwill, just as
it does in dogs [emphasis mine].”118 While Xenophon
emphasizes the method of rewarding of both animals and
slaves with food, we should not ignore the more brutal
implications of the equation between slaves and animals:



slaves, like animals, could be physically punished with goads,
whips and other cruel methods of constraint and compulsion.
Moreover, while Xenophon emphasizes the technique of
granting better food and clothing to well-behaved slaves, his
stress on rewards obscures the opposite end of these
management tools: starvation and deprivation of adequate
clothing and shelter.

Another cruel tool of control is implied by Xenophon’s
character Ischomachus in an episode in which he takes his
young wife on a tour of the slave quarters on his estate. He
points out that the female slaves are separated from the male
ones “so that they not produce children without his
permission.”119 He then justifies the reward of well-behaved
slaves with the opportunity to reproduce by arguing that good
slaves become more loyal when they have children, whereas
bad slaves become more troublesome. In other words, a slave-
owner’s control over his slaves was enhanced through the
granting or withholding of reproductive rights – a practice that
made some slaves more loyal presumably out of fear of the
consequences of “misbehavior” for their families. This sort of
psychological manipulation could undoubtedly be as cruel and
traumatizing for slaves as more overt physical torture.

Masters also controlled their slaves through the threat of
sale. In order to be effective, such a threat must have implied
that the change would entail a move from a better to a worse
condition of slavery, or equally would result in a rupture of
whatever informal familial or other bonds of affection that a
slave had formed. As we saw in Chapter 2, slave-owners



typically showed no concern for the affective bonds of slaves
when making a sale. Moreover, the threat that one Athenian
slave-owner made to a female household slave, as we saw in
Chapter 3, makes clear the implications of the sale for the
well-being of the slave. According to the speaker in this law-
court case, the owner threatened that, if the slave woman did
not tell him all that she knew about his wife’s adulterous
affair, “she would be whipped and thrown in a grain mill with
no respite from suffering.”120 A comic character, moreover,
confirms that sale to a mill was a punishment for slaves who
misbehaved, since “the mills are full of us Thracian slaves,
since we are real men [i.e., unwilling to submit].”121 As we
have seen in Chapter 3, grain mills, like mines, were
physically punishing and often dangerous places to labor. As
the threat above implies, slaves who were sent to such places
were required to toil continuously, driven on by the whip,
suffering both exhaustion and physical pain. While we have no
evidence for the ultimate fate of such slaves, it is likely that
they, like many slaves in the mines, were literally worked to
death and quite quickly too.

Just as slaves could be rendered obedient through
punishment, they could also be incentivized to work hard
through rewards. On a small scale, these rewards could be
better food or clothing, as we have seen, and even words of
praise from the master. On a more significant scale, masters
could reward their slaves with greater responsibilities; for
instance, with managerial roles on a farm, or in a workshop or
bank. Such slaves were often granted greater personal



autonomy, such as the right to reproduce, form a family or live
independently from their masters.122 One of the most
significant perks for such slaves, moreover, was the privilege
of keeping a share of the profits of their labor. It is important
to stress that a slave’s earnings were granted as a reward that
could be retracted at any time. In other words, a slave’s
income was not legally secure but subject to the continued
goodwill of his owner. Nevertheless, the de facto control of a
portion of their earnings was a huge incentive to slaves to
work loyally and profitably for their masters. The
effectiveness of this tool derived not only from its
capitalization on the slave’s desire for some financial
autonomy but also from the slave’s goal of freedom itself.
Indeed, if the master was willing, the slave could save up her
earnings and purchase herself (or a family member) from her
master.

Grants of Freedom
The ultimate carrot that a master could offer for the hard work
of his slave was a grant of freedom. Indeed, the effectiveness
of this incentive was recognized not just by private owners but
also by the state, which sometimes offered freedom to slaves
in return for military service or information about subversive
plots in times of crisis (see below). Unfortunately, however,
the evidence suggests that most slaves were never offered this
reward, and only those slaves who managed to obtain their
master’s goodwill and were very enterprising in gathering



resources to purchase their freedom were able to obtain this
reward. Moreover, of those who were freed, many were
granted this privilege only on the death of their masters, or
even after a period of continued service to the family
following the death of their masters. A few examples will
illustrate these points.

One extraordinary example of a slave who managed to
purchase her freedom was the prostitute Neaira, whom we
have already encountered (Chapter 3). Neaira’s case, however,
illustrates the relatively rarity of such grants of freedom, as
well as the often limited scope of the grant and the
precariousness of freedom once attained. First, it is important
to stress that, according to our source, Neaira was given the
opportunity to purchase her freedom only due to the
extraordinary goodwill of her owners who appear to have
grown fond of her (after many years of sexually exploiting
her) and were willing to do her a favor.123 As a result, her
owners offered to forgive one third of her purchase price if she
could raise the remaining two thirds. Since Neaira was a
valuable slave this meant that she had to raise 2,000 drachmas
– a very considerable sum.

As we saw in Chapter 3, Neaira was a resourceful woman
and she succeeded in raising her purchase price. She did so by
canvassing her former clients and persuading them to donate
towards her freedom. Putting together these contributions with
money she had saved from her own earnings, she further
appealed to one of her former clients, an Athenian named
Phrynion, to make the actual purchase. As a slave, Neaira



herself did not have the legal standing to make a purchase,
even when it concerned “purchasing herself.” The process of
gaining freedom therefore took the form of a sale, but with the
legal purchaser “buying” the slave “for the purpose of
freedom” from funds gathered by the slave herself.124 As
such, the sale was a legal fiction and such sales for the
purposes of freedom are sometimes referred to as fictive
sales.125 Such “sales” were witnessed by third parties who
could later attest to the freedom of the former slave if it were
ever challenged.126 That such protections against
reenslavement were needed is illustrated by the next phase of
Neaira’s life story.

Indeed, despite the willingness of her owners to allow her
to purchase herself as well as her own success in both raising
the funds and finding a sponsor to transact the sale, Neaira’s
freedom was precarious. She was in fact very nearly re-
enslaved. Indeed, the Athenian Phrynion, who had contributed
a portion of her purchase price and transacted the actual
purchase from her former owners, claimed her as his slave
when she deserted him and took up with another Athenian
named Stephanus. Neaira was only saved from re-enslavement
by Stephanus, who defended her freedom before the
polemarch, the magistrate in charge of the affairs of non-
citizen residents (metics) at Athens. Phrynion, however, did
not give up in his attempt to re enslave Neaira and responded
to Stephanus’ support of Neaira’s freedom by prosecuting
Stephanus. When both sides submitted the dispute to private
arbitration, it was decided that Neaira was in fact free but that



she was required to spend alternate days living with each man,
or to conform to whatever arrangement these men should
agree between them.127 Neaira’s “freedom,” therefore was not
only precarious but also conditional upon this very significant
restraint on her place and mode of residence.

As noted in Chapter 3, no fewer than sixty-three women
number among the one hundred and fifty-eight (legible)
individuals on the inscriptions recording the dedications of
silver bowls in commemoration of the grant of freedom at
Athens.128 This number shows that there were a significant
number of women who secured the resources to gain freedom.
Many of these women appear to be textile workers (fifty-one),
and it would be fascinating to know their personal stories.
Unfortunately, the stone inscriptions reveal only their
profession and the fact of their attainment of freedom. We may
well admire their industry and yet also wonder whether there
were limitations on their freedom and whether their freedom
was as precarious as Neaira’s appears to have been.

The slave-bankers Pasion and Phormion are further
illustrations of slaves who were permitted to keep a portion of
their earnings and used the money to purchase their freedom
from their masters. While Pasion is certainly not typical in the
extent of his wealth and his ultimate attainment of citizenship
in addition to freedom, his life story as revealed in several
law-court speeches suggests that he was rewarded for his
extraordinary skill in banking operations with both a
handsome salary and the opportunity to purchase his
freedom.129 Moreover, Pasion later offered his own slave



Phormion the same opportunities to keep a share of his
earnings and ultimately purchase his freedom.130 The
examples of Neaira, Pasion and Phormion suggest that it was
only relatively “privileged” slaves who had the opportunity to
purchase their freedom, both because of their ability to
accumulate resources and due to the goodwill that their
services generated in their owners.

While these examples illustrate grants of freedom that
were extended during the lifetime of the owner, some slaves
were freed only on the death of their owners. Demosthenes,
for example, mentions that his father freed his trusted slave
Milyas, the manager of his knife factory, only on his
deathbed.131 Moreover, literary accounts of the lives of some
famous fourth-century philosophers suggest that some owners
made provision for the freedom of their slaves in their wills.132

For example, Aristotle freed some (not all) of his slaves,
specifying different time frames for each. A slave girl named
Ambracis is freed immediately upon his death, whereas three
other slaves – Tycho, Philo and Olympios, as well as an
unnamed child – are granted their freedom only upon the
marriage of his daughter. With regard to his other slaves,
Aristotle states, somewhat vaguely, that they are not to be sold
and should be given their freedom “at the proper age” and “if
they deserve it.”133 In the wills of other philosophers,
moreover, freedom is granted only after a specified term of
service following the death of the master and “if they are
blameless.”134



The practice of setting some conditions – such as a period
of continued loyal service – on a grant of freedom is best
known from the Hellenistic and Roman periods (see below),
although it existed at least by the fourth century.135 Moreover,
it has given rise to some debate about whether such grants of
conditional freedom created an in-between status of “partially
free” individuals.136 For current purposes, the key point is that
by freeing a slave, fully or conditionally in his will, an owner
maximized the incentive for the slave to work hard for the
owner’s entire lifetime and sometimes for some period
afterwards. The owner thereby gained a potentially very long
period of profit from his slave, who often will have used his
prime working years in service to his master. By offering this
incentive to hard work, the master thereby optimized his use of
the slave, freeing him only in his later years when he was
likely to be less productive anyway.

Of course, some slaves may still have been in their prime
when freed, and these had the most to gain from this reward.
Yet, as we saw in Neaira’s case, the grant of freedom was not
necessarily secure, and many slaves may have had to defend
themselves against attempts to reenslave them.137 In the law-
court case on the disputed status of Pancleon (Chapter 4), for
example, no fewer than three people tried to claim Pancleon as
their slave, while Pancleon himself claimed that he was a free
citizen. Another law-court speech mentions two cases in which
it is alleged that men were executed for enslaving individuals
who were actually free. According to this account, the
Athenian people executed Menon the miller because he kept a



free boy from Pellene (in the Peloponnesus) in his mill.
Similarly, one Euthymachus was executed because he put a
free woman from Olynthus in a brothel.138 The fact that these
two individuals were not Athenians but metics presumably
made it easier for potential enslavers to assimilate them to
slaves. The seriousness with which the Athenians took the
crime of enslavement of the free, moreover, is indicated by the
task given to magistrates responsible for enforcing the law to
arrest “enslavers” (ἀνδραποδισταί).139 Sadly, we cannot
assume that all such cases of wrongful enslavement were
checked, and many former slaves may have found themselves
unable to defend themselves against re-enslavement.

Such outcomes were possible, in part because grants of
freedom were largely private acts, with at most a few
witnesses to support a claim to freedom if it were later
contested.140 For example, when Milyas’ freedom was
disputed, Demosthenes is able to offer only the testimony of
some female slaves in his household to prove that his father
had emancipated Milyas on his deathbed.141 Some owners
(possibly at the suggestion of their soon-to-be-freed favored
slaves) apparently tried to buttress a grant of freedom by
having it proclaimed publicly in the theater, thereby gaining
thousands of witnesses to the act. According to the Athenian
politician Aeschines, such announcements had become an
inconvenience to the performances in the theater and were
banned by the fourth century in Athens.142

Another method of attempting to secure a grant of
freedom was to enlist the support of the gods. One way



masters did this was by “selling” their slave to a god. Just as
in the case of the fictive sales discussed above, so called
“sacral fictive sales” were not real sales but transactions
through which a slave was “sold” for the purposes of freedom.
The key difference in the case of sacred fictive sales was that
the god served as “buyer” of the slave, and thereby became
divine protector of the resulting freedom of the slave. Any
attempt to enslave such a slave risked divine vengeance.
Moreover, records of such “sales” were kept in temples and
served as further proof of a grant of freedom. This method of
publicizing grants of freedom goes back to at least the sixth
century in Boeotia, but becomes prevalent in the Hellenistic
and Roman periods.143 Most strikingly, inscriptions on stone at
the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi dating to the period between
201 BCE and 100 CE record grants of freedom to over 1350
slaves.144 Most of these record “sales” to the god Apollo, but
some also record “sales” to private individuals for the purpose
of freedom.145 Either way, the god served as witness and
guarantor of freedom of the former slave. Similarly, the
records of the silver bowls dedicated by freedmen at the
sanctuary of Athena on the Athenian acropolis not only
created a public record of a former slave’s free status, but
enlisted the goddess herself as witness and by extension
guarantor of this fact.

Despite the seemingly high number of slaves freed at
Delphi, it is important to stress that only a small proportion of
the tens of thousands of slaves who lived in classical Greece
ever gained their freedom. Most toiled in slavery until they



died, and only the few relatively favored slaves avoided this
fate. Nevertheless, the offer of freedom was an important
instrument in the slave-owner’s toolbox, and one that the state
itself took advantage of on occasion. It is to these state-
initiated grants of freedom, and the ways that slaves took
advantage of them, that this chapter now turns.

Grants of Freedom to Slaves by
the State in Times of Crisis

We have already seen (Chapter 3), that Greek states sometimes
called on slaves to serve as soldiers and rowers, and that they
sometimes offered the reward of freedom and even citizenship
in return. Typically, such appeals to slaves occurred in times of
crisis, although arming slaves is surprisingly common in other
historical periods and it makes some sense that states or
factions within states might try to tap this large population in
its war efforts.

Yet slaves had a potentially even more important asset in
the state’s self-preservation. Since slaves often lived and
worked in close proximity to their owners, they often had
intimate knowledge of their owner’s affairs.146 In particular,
they were aware of any activities that might threaten the
security of the state, such as political conspiracies or
sacrilegious behavior that might bring the wrath of the gods
down on the community. Obviously, states had a great interest
in gathering such intelligence and were willing to offer great
rewards in return. Indeed, some states offered slaves freedom,



money and even citizenship in return for such information.147

Moreover, while states incentivized slaves to report on their
owners through such rewards, slaves themselves could in some
cases take the initiative to exploit these opportunities, and
potentially even blackmail their owners. The practice of
offering freedom to slaves for informing on their owners,
therefore, was a double-edged sword in that it gave slaves a
bargaining chip in their relations with their owners. It is in any
case remarkable that the state had the power to violate a
citizen’s property rights when the well-being of the state was
under threat.

A few examples will illustrate these points. On the eve of
the launching of an invasion of Sicily in 415, the Athenians
woke up to find that some persons had mutilated the stone
statues of Hermes, the god of travelers, that stood in various
public and private spaces in the city. Determined to get to the
bottom of this sacrilegious act that could threaten the success
of the expedition, they passed a decree offering rewards to any
citizen, foreigner or slave who might have information about
the perpetrators of this act or any other act of impiety.148 Two
slaves, among other individuals, came forward and laid
information against their owners. One Andromachus informed
against his owner Alcibiades, and Lydus informed against his
owner Pherecles.149 Besides being granted immunity for their
testimony, they were given a monetary reward and probably
freedom as well. Indeed, it is clear from several other pieces of
evidence that freedom was the standard reward for slaves for
providing information. For example, a speaker in a law-court



speech uses the assumption that his slaves would denounce
him and claim freedom, as proof that he did not commit an
impiety.150 Plato, furthermore, probably reflects Athenian law
when he sets freedom as the reward for slaves who denounce
their masters for unjust acts such as mistreatment of one’s
parents and failure to disclose the discovery of treasure.151

These examples raise the question of the potential for slaves to
take the initiative in denouncing their masters. Were slaves
able to “police” their owners and even manipulate them into
granting concessions or even freedom itself?152

Indications of the potential for slaves to use their ability
to testify as a means to extract concessions from their owners
can be found in the frequent accusations in law-court cases
that an opponent had freed his slave in order to avoid a
challenge to have the slave tortured for testimony.153 While
such a challenge could always be rejected by the slave’s
owner, as we saw in Chapter 4, such a refusal gave the
appearance of having something to hide and hence guilt. One
way to avoid such implications was to free a slave. Seen from
the slave’s perspective, this result could be the outcome of
manipulation or suggestion by the slave.

It is important, however, not to exaggerate the power of
the slave over her master through her testimony. As just noted,
in private cases, owners had sole power to decide whether
their slaves testified and owners could always reject
challenges to have their slaves examined under torture for
testimony. Moreover, public cases such as treason or impiety
in which the state encouraged slaves to denounce their masters



were relatively rare. Moreover, if a slave’s testimony proved
false and his master was exonerated, the slave risked severe
punishment from his master and possibly execution by the
state.154 Nevertheless, warfare and public inquiries into acts
that threatened the security of the state, not to mention
misbehavior in private, represented opportunities for slaves to
maneuver within the cracks in the ideology and practice of
slavery in order to claim freedom.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have examined the range of ways that
slaves worked within the system of slavery in order to advance
their interests, and conversely, the ways that slave-owners
attempted to control their slaves. We have seen that slave
tactics ranged from accommodation to modes of covert and
overt resistance. Moreover, while violent rebellion was rare,
there were occasions when slaves took advantage of moments
of crisis to flee their owners en masse and – in the case of the
Spartan helots – engage in prolonged revolt. Comparative
evidence explains this pattern by showing that the conditions
for slave rebellion were largely present at Sparta but absent
elsewhere.

Recognition of the rarity of full-blown slave rebellion in
history cleared the way for examining the more common
methods of coping with life in slavery, including the formation
of slave communities and culture that expressed the hopes,
fears and fantasies of the enslaved. Traces of slave culture



were found in animal trickster fables, heroic slave narratives
such as the tale of Drimakos and performative genres such as
mimes. Each of these modes of expression articulated slaves’
hopes of revenge and helped build a sense of self-worth and
even superiority among slaves.

Finally, this chapter examined the sophisticated tactics
used by some slaves to leverage Greek legal, political and
religious institutions to improve their conditions in slavery or
even escape slavery altogether. The ability of slaves to exploit
these tactics was a consequence of the embeddedness of slaves
in the fabric of Greek society, an embeddedness that allowed
slaves ample opportunity to gain intimate knowledge of the
laws and customs of their place of enslavement. Moreover,
despite the attempts of slave-owners to deny the rationality
and humanity of their slaves, slaves showed an almost
uncanny ability to upset these ideological constructions of
difference and exploit the very capacities that their owners
simultaneously both denied and – in practice – often utilized.
Indeed, it was this fault line in the system of slavery that
provided the opening for the various techniques by which
slaves attempted to make their life liveable.
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Chapter 6

Why Should We Care?
◈

It is said that when Gandhi was asked by a reporter what
he thought of Western Civilization, he replied, “I think it
would be a good idea.”1

The past is never dead. It isn’t even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

It is fitting to end a study of slavery in ancient Greece by
asking why – in the twenty-first century – we should care.
This question was broached already in Chapter 1, but the
answers sketched there lacked the support of the evidence and
arguments presented throughout this book. It is now time to
take stock and flesh out these justifications.

The first justification for this book was to give “historical
due” to a segment of the population of ancient Greece that –
although often briefly acknowledged – is seldom placed front
and center of an historical study. Indeed, those books that do
concern themselves with slavery tend to adopt the perspectives
and experiences of slave-owners rather than slaves. By
contrast, this book has attempted to recover the perspectives,



agency and experiences of slaves themselves, from the
moment of enslavement, through their laboring lives until their
deaths or, in some cases, their attainment of freedom. This
goal has required reading our sources “against the grain,” as
well as the use of evidence from other time periods to
illuminate relatively scanty evidence from ancient Greece. It
has often required frank admission of the inadequacy of our
evidence and sometimes even liberal use of the imagination.

The result of these efforts has been first and foremost to
reveal the great variety of experiences of slavery. We have
encountered slaves who were whipped, tortured and chained.
We have also encountered slaves who lived independently of
their owners, were able to keep a portion of the fruits of their
labor and enjoyed a good, sometimes even very high, standard
of living. Between these extremes existed the vast majority of
slaves – the farm laborers, skilled craftsmen and the household
slaves who labored day-in, day-out at the command of their
owners. At Sparta and in many other city-states, the vast
majority of slaves worked the land. In Athens, in addition to
agricultural work, many slaves labored at specialized crafts
such as metalworking, stonemasonry and carpentry. Some
slaves even supervised other slaves as managers of estates,
workshops or mining operations. Thousands of slaves spent
their days laboring in the mines, washing the ore or stoking the
smelting furnaces.

Our sources enable us to reconstruct vivid portraits of
some slaves. The experiences of others can be sketched only in
broad outline. Nevertheless, the attempt to describe the lives of



tens of thousands of individuals who lived as slaves in ancient
Greece is an important part of a full historical account of
ancient Greece. Such an account acknowledges the true scale
of human suffering that Greek “civilization” engendered. A
full account of ancient Greece, in sum, acknowledges how
Greeks conquered, captured and enslaved thousands of
individuals, both fellow Greeks and non-Greeks. A full
account of ancient Greece, moreover, acknowledges how
Greeks deprived countless individuals of their freedom, forced
them to work, and appropriated (stole) all or part of the fruits
of their labor. A full account of ancient Greece, in other words,
acknowledges the violence, suffering and injustice at the heart
of the ancient Greek state.

A full account of ancient Greece also acknowledges the
enormous contribution that slave labor made directly or
indirectly to the features of Greek society that are so often
heralded – its material prosperity, its sophisticated political
systems, its military victories and its artistic and intellectual
accomplishments. As we have seen, slave labor was central to
agricultural production, manufacturing and commerce.
Moreover, slaves were essential to the operation of the
Athenian democracy – for example, they assisted magistrates,
maintained public records and kept order in public spaces.
More importantly, it was slave labor that provided citizens
with the leisure to practice politics. In addition, slaves fought
in the armies and rowed in the ships that won some of the most
famous battles of antiquity – Marathon, Plataea, Salamis and
Arginusae. Slaves sculpted the columns of the architectural



marvels of ancient Greece, and painted the pots that are
displayed in museums around the world.2

When it comes to intellectual accomplishments – the
poetry, the philosophy and the drama – it must at least be
acknowledged that slaves enabled the leisure that allowed the
free to develop such fields. A more generous assessment
would allow for the influence of popular culture, including
slave culture, on literature written by elites.3 Not only does
Plato give a laudatory account of the Thracian cult of Bendis,
for example, at the beginning of his famed work the Republic,
but his representation of Socrates often draws on themes from
popular culture, including traditions about the slave Aesop.4 A
full account of ancient Greece, therefore, also brings to light
the very significant contribution that slaves – many of them
from lands further east – made to what we call “Greek”
culture. Indeed, given that many slaves were brought to
Greece from non-Greek lands, one might even ask in what
sense “Greek civilization” was wholly “Greek.”5

A second major goal of focusing on the experience of
slaves in ancient Greece is to recover their voices and agency
in the historical record. Indeed, integral to giving slaves their
“historical due” is to grant them dignity as historical agents
alongside their owners. While their choices were often
constrained by their conditions of slavery, we have seen how
slaves strategized, sometimes in ingenious ways, to increase
their autonomy and improve their conditions in slavery, or
even to escape slavery altogether. Such an approach
acknowledges the intelligence of slaves, their ability to master



not only the Greek language but also other aspects of the
culture of their owners (e.g., religion and the law) in order to
leverage them to their own advantage. As we have seen, Greek
religion reflects these efforts in the existence of shrines that
served as places of refuge for abused slaves. Greek laws
reflect these efforts not only in acknowledging the right of
slaves to seek refuge and transfer to a new master, but also in
the ways in which the laws on such acts as damage and
wounding reveal that slaves could and did act in their own
interest against the will of their owners. The Athenian law on
citizenship itself shows that slaves sometimes even tried to
surreptitiously cross the most fiercely guarded of status
boundaries – the boundary between citizen and slave. We
cannot know how many slaves succeeded in passing as
citizens, but the traces of such efforts suggest that some did.

Thirdly and finally, an inquiry into slavery in ancient
Greece is justified by the light that it sheds on patterns of
discriminatory thought in ancient and modern times. As we
have seen, the Greeks justified the enslavement of individuals
primarily on the basis of imagined physical, mental and moral
qualities that they believed to be caused by environmental and
cultural conditions, including political regime. Although these
views developed into blatantly racist beliefs about the
suitability of non-Greeks for slavery, the Greeks continued to
enslave other Greeks as well as non-Greeks, and never
justified slavery on the basis of superficial biological
differences such as skin color. Indeed, because there was no
obvious physical marker by which the Greeks determined who



was a slave and who was not, they had to work hard to
construct imagined differences such as poor posture,
irrationality and “a slavish nature.” In this sense, the
justification for subjecting a portion of humanity to
enslavement in ancient Greece was different from the
dominant paradigm of biological racism, with its focus on skin
color, that has characterized modern racist thought since the
nineteenth century.6

The difference between ancient Greek and modern
justifications of slavery, moreover, provides an instructive
perspective on the artificiality of such ideologies and the ways
that they can change over time. Indeed, ancient Greece is a
startling example of how purportedly rational people – as the
Greeks are conventionally judged to have been, and as we also
pride ourselves on being – are capable of believing in wholly
arbitrary and also wholly convenient constructions of
difference. We are forced to ask ourselves how the Greeks
could dismiss the individuals on whom they relied to run the
machinery of the state, manage their businesses and build their
temples – not to mention grow their food, manufacture their
swords and care for their children – as not rational or needing
guidance from the free? The fact that the Greeks justified the
enslavement of individuals in ways that are so obviously faulty
and self-serving cautions us to look carefully at our own
conscious and unconscious biases and the ways that these
biases undergird the differences of power and resources that
continue to plague our own societies.



Finally, a study that places slaves front and center in the
history of ancient Greece can play a role in confronting
modern appropriations of the past to justify discriminatory
beliefs. By demonstrating not only the arbitrariness and
injustice of the subjection of some individuals to slavery but
also the incredible resourcefulness of slaves in both enduring
and resisting their enslavement, the history of slaves in ancient
Greece refutes easy assumptions about inferiority or
unsuitability of certain groups for citizenship and full political
enfranchisement. The views of Aristotle – and indeed the
Greeks in general – have cast a long shadow over the modern
world, from justifications of slavery in nineteenth century
America to the far-right political groups of today who
appropriate the example of ancient Greece to justify white
supremacy.7 An account of the past that grants slaves a central
place in the legacy of ancient Greece can go some way to
countering the false narratives upon which such appropriations
are based.

1 This anecdote has been associated with Gandhi since the
1960s, and, although possibly apocryphal, is quite apt.

2 See DuBois (2003, 59–81) for an excellent discussion of
the ways that museums erase slavery from the history of
ancient Greece.

3 Forsdyke 2012.

4 Kurke 2011. For the Life of Aesop as a partial reflection of
slave culture, see Forsdyke 2012.



5 This question was raised provocatively by Bernal (1987)
although he did not focus on slavery, but rather on broader
patterns of migration and settlement from Egypt and
Phoenicia beginning in prehistoric times.

6 Other excellent explorations of racism in the ancient world
include Isaac 2004; Lape 2010; McCoskey 2012.

7 See Zuckerberg (2018) for a powerful critique of
appropriations of (false ideas about) ancient Greece and
Rome by white supremacists and other far-right groups.
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