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Preface 

This is a revised and extend ed version of the Stanford Lectures which 
I had the honour to give at Trinity College Dublin in April 1995. I a m  
most grateful to John Dillon and Kathleen Coleman a n d  t o  their col­
leagues in the Classics Department for their kind invitation and war m  
welcome. I thoroughly enjoyed m y  stay in  their delightfu l campus and 
city. My audiences were livel y  and responsive, and I learned a gre a t  
deal from their comments and criticisms. 

I had an inkling that my hosts were expecting me to choose a quite 
different subject for my lectures, given that my vis i t  happened to coi n­
cide with the one h undred and fiftieth anniversar), of a catast roph ic  
event i n  Irish history - in which case I have to  thank them for their 
tolerance as  well as for their hospitality. 

My present subject has been creeping up on me for some time , in  
fact ever s ince, more than twenty years ago, when on the staff of  the 
Classics Department a t  Berkeley, I heard Moses Finley's Sather  
Lectures on the ancient economy and 'aud ited ' his class on slavery. 
That was my first introduction to Aristotelian slave theory. Not long 

afterwards, having in the meantime moved to Cambridge, I suc­
cumbed to an unexpected a nd perhaps mi�dir"cted invitation from 
Finley to lecture in h i s  stead, i n  collaboration with Richard Tuck, on 
Greek, Roman and early Christ ian Political Theory. This gave me a n  
opportunit); among other things,  to renew my acquaintance v,'ith 

r.atural slave theory a nd to encounter Augustine's thinking on slavery 
for the first time. More recendy I have benefited enormously from 
studying Augustine in the company of a number of talented graduate 
students and senior scholars i n  the context of seminars that I have 
organized, in the first instance on the new sermons discovered in 

XIII 



Preface 

Mainz by Franr;:ois Do!beau .  F i nally, I have had the very good fortune 
to join forces again with Richard T�ck in t�aching a course on Western 

Slavery Theory from Antiquity to :the American Civil War. This h as 
given me the chance to begin to plug some of the large gaps in my 
knowledge, while watching a master of political philosophy a t  work 

in his very extensive area of expertise, which includes my own. 
My debts, personal and intellectual, are many. I have benefited from 

the encouragement and assistance, given at various stages of the 
project, by a number of friends, especially Margaret Atkins, Myles 

Burnyeat , Paul Cartled ge ,  John Dil lon, Michael Frede, Richard 

Gordon, Verity Harte, Caroline Humfress, Geoffrey Lloyd, Michael 
O;J)rien, Christopher Rowland, Malcolm Schofield, David Sedley and 

Richard Tuck. 
I owe a great deal to my predecessors in the field, in particu lar, to 

M .  l. Finley, David Brion Davis and P. A. Milani.  At the same ti me, I 
have the impression that there is need of a work such as this which 

brings together the main strands of thought on slavery i n  antiquity. 
Those that I have identified and endeavoured to follow through in this 

book include natural slave theory, the Stoic wise man paradox, the 

Biblical foundation stories of slavery (Esau, Canaan), and the use of 

slavery as metaphor. 
The book is divided into two parts. Part [ presents a typology of 

attitudes to slavery. A n u m be r  of positions that are taken on slavery 

are distinguished and i l lustrated with citations from a wide catch­

ment-area of authors. (l cite extensively in translation from the origi­

nal works. The benefits are obvious in the case of texts that are 

relatively inaccessible, but  m y  general aim has been to facilitate the 

task of the reader in fol lowing  the argument.) Part I I  is made: up of 
studies of five individuals a n d  one group of thinkers of Stoic persua­

sion whom [ consider to have made a significant contribution to the 
theory and ideology of slavery. My choice of thinkers has a certain 
logic, which I hope wil l  be �een to be both transparent and compell ing. 
It has enabled me to fol low t hrough main themes and sample a number 
of different but intersecting intellectual traditions, while pointing to 
interesting contrasts in the approaches of contemporaries or near­
contemporaries of com mo n  culture and educational backgrou nd: 
Aristotle and the Stoics, Phi lo and Paul, Ambrose and Augustine. 

The argument of the book, and the format in which it is presented, 
require a word of i ntroduction. Anyone approaching this subject will 

xiv 



Preface 

soon become aware that the secondary literature i s  domir)3ted by the 
conviction that,  Aristotle's natural slave theory apar t, no �Iave theory 
worthy of the name survives from antiquity. With this is qften linked 
the assumption that an�ient societies were tolerant a nd accepti�g of 
slavery, neither questioning nor justifying its existence. (To be sure, 
other stances, usually more optimistic, and usually involving the 
supposedly corrosive effect of Stoicism and �hristianity on slavery, 
have been taken up, and will be considered i n  the course of the argu­
ment.) My a im is to test each of these assumptions. In this, the two 
P;;rts serve overlapping rather than distinct and sep a ra te functions. 

Part I add resses both the assumption of universa l and passive accep ­

tance, a nd the a l leged absence of systematic thought on slaver); Part 
I I  the latter thesis :  it gives extended treatment, in the form of detailed 
case-studies, to some positions on slavery that ha\'e been adumbrated 
in Part I, particu larly in chapters 3 ('Justifications of slavery') and 5 
('Fair \\lords').  No sharp conceptual distinctions are involved in the 
division betwee n  attitudes io slauery (Part I) and theories of slauery 

(Part Il). The word 'attitude', in my usage, embraces a broad range of 
meaning extending from opinion to settled mode of thinking, which 
may o r  may not  e ncompass or give rise to a 'theor y' or system of ideas. 

By employing 'atti tude' in this way, I can bo.h introduce major think­
ers on slavery, a nd draw on and exploit where approp riate unsvstCiTI­
atic treatments o f  s lavery in ancient texts, whether they occur in 
fragments or continuous passages. 

' . . .  where appropriate': it has not been my aim to produce a com­
plete catal ogue of 'thoughts on slavery'. This is a short book that has 
grown out of three lectures, rather than a l i fetime '5  work, I hope that 
readers who regret the lack of comprehensiveness wil l  neverthel<cJ> 
catch so methi n g o f  the excitement I have felt as I isolated Aristorle's 
natural sla\'e, diagnosed the intellectual schizoph renia of Philo, dis­
covered a 'lost' treatise on the Stoic wise man p aradox in Ambrose, 
and located a killd of na tural sla\'cr), in Paradise with the a id of a new 
sermon of Augustine. 

xv 





Introduction' 

I 

Slavery and slave theory in antiquity 

Slavery in practice 

The word 'power' has many meanings: . . . in the person of a slave it means 
ownership. Paulus, Rom an jurist, early third century.' 

As our trade esteemed Negroe labourers merely a commodity, or chose in 

merchandize, so the parliament of Great Britain has uniformly adhered to the 
same idea; and hence the planters were naturally induced to frame their 
colony acts and customs agreeable to this , which may be termed national 

sense, and declared their Negroes to be fit objects of purchase and sale, trans­

ferrable like any other goods or chattels: they conceived their right of prop­

erty to have and to hold, acquired by purchase, inheritance, or gram, to be as 
strong , just, legal, indefeasible and compleat; as that of any other British mer­

chant over the goods in his warehouse. 

(Edward Long, planter and lawyer. 1772)1 

A sl ave was p ropertj: The sla\'eowner's rights over his slave-property 
were total ,  cO\'ering the person as well as the labour of the slave. The 
s lave was k i n less, stripped of his or her o l d  soci a l  identity in the 
process of capture, sale and deracinat ion, and denied the capacity to 
forge new bonds of k inshi p  through marriage alliance. These are the 
three basic components of sla\'er): They reveal i ts u n iqueness and 

I Dig. 50, ,6.2' 5: Paulus, Ad legem F:tfi.1I17 Cml;lliam (an Augustan law of 2 BC restrict­
ing testamentary manumission), et. Dig 1.,,4.1; BuckJand (1908), ch. L 
E. Long, Cm,did Ref/ectio"s "pon the )"dgement lately ,w'arded by the Court of 
King:' Bench iN WestmiNster-Hall. On ,('hat is commonly c"lled the Negroe-Cal<se. 
Bya Planter. London. Cited in Shdlon (19"4). '50, CL Article I of the Slavery 
Convention of the League of Nations (1926): 'Slavery is a status or condition of 
person O\'er whom any or all the powers attaching to the rights of ownership are exer­
cised.' Cited in Greenidge (1958). 224. 



Slavery and slave theory in antiquity 

explain its appeal to owners. T here were other types of 'unfree'. 
C�attel slavery has been historically a rare mode of unfreedom. But 
no' other labour system offered a proprietor such flexibility and 
control over his labour force as did chattel s lavery.3 

There have been s laves in many societies, but ver y few slave soci­
eties. In a genuine slave society (as distinct from a s ociety with slaves, 
or a slave-owning society), slaves are numerous, but the crucial  issue 
is not s lave numbers, but whether slaves p l ay a vital role in produc­
tion. In a pre-industrial society with, inevitably, a n  agrarian base, this 
means that they should form the core of the agricultural l abour force, 
more particularl y  on the estates of the wealthy. Societies of the 
A ncient Near East do not meet this criterion; nor does most of the 
ter ritory that made up the Roman Empire in its prime.4 One might 
also expect to find (in slave societies) slaves in mining, another impor­
tant  sector of the economy, and in 'industry', wherever an enterprise 
was larger than could be manned by the m e mbers of a family. 
(,Industrial' enterprises in classical antiquity were not 'factories' in 
the moder n sense with an elaborate divisio n  of l abour, but small­
scale  assemblages of craftsmen doing basically the same kind of 
work. )  

Not a l l  s laves in a slave society were productively employed. Where 
significant wealth is gained from military activity or tr ibute, slaves can 
be afforded as consumers. In classical Rome s laves congregated in the 
households of the rich ,  doing domestic service and boosting the status 
of the owner by their presence in numbers. However, it is unwise to 
d raw a sharp distinction between household s laves and slaves 
e m ployed in agriculture. There existed also, in  Greece as wd! as in 
Rom e ,  an upper echelon of skilled slaves, based on the household but 

For definitions of slavery, see Davis (I966 ) ,  46-7; Patterson (1982.), 431; Finiey (1980), 
67 '78. A select bibliography on sl"very as practised in antiquity (as distin<t from 
slave theory) might include \�estermann (1955); Biezunska-Malowist (1974-7); 
Hopkins (1978); Finley (I980) (1981) (1985) (1987); de Ste Croix (1981); Bradley 
(1984) (1994); Garlan (1988). Brockmeyer ( 1 979) provides a useful bibliographical 
guide. 

4 The main labour force on the land ;n the Ancient Near East, e.g. in i".sia Minor and 
Mesopotamia, appears to have been semi·free 'serfs'; slaves were employed mainly in  
the  domestic sphere. See Mendelsohn (1949); Danda maev (1984); Powel! (1987). For 
Egypt, see e.g. Cruze-Uribe (1982); Biezunska-Malowist (1974-7); Bagnall (£993)· 
There is not much sign that slaves were employed in agriculture in Palestine in any 
period of Jewish history. See Kreissig (1973); Richter (1978); Cardellini (1981). For 
the Roman Empire, see n. 6. 

l 



Slauery and sla�'e theory i1l antiquity 

working outside it, bringing in monetary income from crafts, financial 
servIces or commerce. 

Athens in the fifth and fourth centuries BC is the best-known of the 
Greek city-st

1
ates whose ec�nomies were based on chattel slavery. In 

the course of the third century BC a slave society evolved in Italy and 
Sicily, centred on the imperial capital of Rome and its 'home 
provinces' in th� centre and south. Slaves maintained a significant 
presence in the ·rural economy of these areas at least as long as the 
Roman Empire remained intact. The system of tied tenancy (the 
'colonate') that is characteristic of the late Roman Empire may have 
made inroads into the slave system, but did not displace it.s 

However, eve'n allowing for significant gaps in our information for 
some other parts of the Mediterranean region, it can be confidently 

stated that in most of the classical world at most times slaves made up 
on Iy a small percentage of the labour force. 6 This means that the taxes 

and rents extracted from a free but dependent peasantry were often 
more important than the income that could be drawn through the 
exploitation of slaves. The challenge is to explain why chattel slavery 
arose when and where it did, displacing the more standard non-slave 
dependent labour constrained by economic or 'extra-economic' rela­
tionships. 

Factors relevant to the introduction of chattel slavery include mili­
tary strength, or the capacity to capture slaves as booty from other, 

weaker communities (and any defeated enemy population might in 
principle be enslaved) '; the presence of a properried eiire with the 
means to acquire slaves; and room for slaves in the economy of the 

host society. Ail three factors operated in the Roman case. Rome's 
victorious wars greatly swelled the :dPplv of slaves; leading Romans 
and Italians, e�riched by these wars, bought slaves cheapiy and in bulk 
or brought them home as booty; and conrinuous, large-scale conscrip­
tion of peasants over a long period of time left a large hole in the 

, The survival of rural slavery in Italy and Sicily in the late Empire is disputed. For 
MacMullen (1987), [ta!,. and Sicil,- remained, uniquely, slave societies: Whitt.ker 
(19g7) is essentially In agreement, but envisages mmedecline. 

6 Fin!er (1980),79; MacMuiien (1987); Whittaker (1980) in Garnsey (r980); \X'hittaker 
(1987). 

- On enslavement following capture, see Pritchetr (1991), 17D-2. 223-4+ A law 
ascribed to the Athenian sratesman Lycurgus prohibited the purchase by a citizen or 
resident of Athens of a captive who was of f,ee birth. See Plutarch, MOT. 84tA. The 
law is distinctly problematic. See Pritchett (1991), 416-I7. 

3 



Slavery and slave-theory in antiquity 

agricultural labou-r force in Italy. The prQ..cess by which chattel slavery 
was introduced into Greek city states from the sixth century BC (the 
island of Chios, in the historical tradit ion, leading the-way) cannot be 
followed closely. It seems that endemic warfare, generally small in 
scale,  together with piracy, produced a supply of slaves which could be 
tapped by proprietors who had the  resources to purchase them. It is 
l i kely enough that in some parts of  Greece slaves were employed in  the 
h o me as household servants before t hey  were introduced systemat­
ically into agriculture. However, Athenians, at any rate, in the late 
archaic period had need of slaves because the reforming law-giver 
Solon in the early sixth century outlawed debt-bondage and other 
forms of dependent labour affecting the  free residents of Attica, thus 
depriving rich Athenians of their workforce. In contrast, the main 
rivals to the Athenians in Greece, the S partans, did not need to imp()rt 
s laves. They were committed to helotage, a system uf forced labour 
involving the enslavement of the local, G reek i nhabitants to the com­
m u nity, not to individual Spartans. There are parallels to Spartan 
h elotage elsewhere in Greece, notably in the  penestai of Thessaly, and 
on the margins of the Greek world in colonized areas, for example in  
the territory of Heraclea Pontica on t h e  southern coast of  the Black 
Sea, where the Mariandyni worked their lands under the control of the 
H e racleots.8 

Even in those rural areas where slavery flourished free labour was 
not completely displaced. A permanent s lave labour force was com­
monly  supplemented by seasonal wage labour.9 This was a necessary 
response to the highly seasonal c l imate of the Mediterranean region 
and the growth cycle of the standard Mediterranean crops. Cereals 
and, more particularly, olives, require d  relatively low annual labour 
i n puts, and most of the work was requ i re d  for the harvest, and for 
p loughing in the case of arable. It would  have been uneconomic to 
Keep through the year, as slaves ,  the num ber of workers who were 
needed for harvesting. Harvesters were usually free men, who might 
be drawn from the landless or from smal lholders (working their own 
or someone else's iand) , seeking to s upplement their exiguous 

, On the ambiguous status of helots and similar groups, see F inley ( 1964); de Stc Croix 
( 1 98 1 ) ,  147-62, esp. 149-50; de Ste Croix ( 19&8); Carrledge ( 1988). For the 
Mariandyni, see pp. 146-50. 

, For Greece, see Amouretti ( 1986), 2 1 4- 1 5, and in general, for the location of the free 
poor, Jameson ( 1994). For Rome, see Garnsey (1980); Rathbon� ( 1981 ). 

4 
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in�omes. To this extent the s lave-s ystem and the peasant-system 
ex:isted s!de by side and were mutually supporting. Also, in the settin g  
of the urban e�onomy, s lave-owners who needed skilled workers in 
non-agri�ultural enterprises turned to slaves rather than free wage­
labourers, who made up the bulk o f  the unskilled, temporary and sea­
sonal workfor�e. 

This points to a paradox at the heart of the slave system. Slaver y  is 
the most degrading and exploitative institution invented by man. Yet 
many slaves in ancient societies (not all ,  not even all skilled slaves, a 
class that included miners) were more secure and economically  better 
off than the mass of the free poo r, whose employment was irregula r, 
low-grade and badly paid. The point was not lost on contempora ries, 
slaves and slaveowners a like. I t  \'I1as not unknown for free men to sell 
themselves into slavery to escape poverty and debt, or even to take u p  
posts o f  responsibility i n  the domestic sphere. In antebellum America 
some apologists for slave r y  based their case on a comparison between 
the blessings of slaver y  in the paternalistic south and the 'hunger 
slavery' or  'pauper s lavery' o f  the wage-labour system of the cap i ta l­
istic north (and England). \0 

Slavery, then, was far from being the universal o r  typical labour 
system in the ancient Mediterranean world. But it can hardly be dis­
missed as marginal, if  it  was e mbedded in the society and econom y  of 
Athens, the creator of  a rich and advanced political culture, and o f  
Rome, the most successful emp i re-builder the world had thus far 
known. The pro-slave theorists o f  the old south saw Athens and Rome 
as the standard-bearers of clas sical civilization and understandably 
called them up i n  support o f  their cause,l! along wirh the Biblical 
slaveowning societies of a ncient [srael and early Christianity. In any 

10 See e.g. Edmund Ruffin (I794-1865) in McKitrick (I963), 6�85, at 76-81. A key text 
fM Roman society is E pictetus 4.I.33-7 (= 87). Unlike Harrill (1993), I do not read 
this passage as simply an aspect of the ideology of the slaveownin,; dass; but i agre e 
with him that freedmen, for a \'ariety of reasons, to do either with financial inde­
pendence or, on the other hand, continued dependence on former masters, might be 
relatively secure after manumission. For vo luntary slal'ery, see Ramin and Veyne 
(1981). 

I! See p. 2}i. Writing to Dr Johnson on I5 January I77S, Boswell showed his displeasure 
at the verdict of Lord Mansfield in the Somerset case, but expressed sHisfaction that 
'the Lord President, Lord Elliock, Lord Monboddo, and Lord Co\'ington resolutely 
maintained the lawfulness of a status which has been acknowledged in all ages and 
countries, and that when freedom flourished, as in old Greece and Rome'. Quoted in 
Sh�'lIon (1974), ISr. 
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case, the p resence of slavery extended far  beyond those parts of the 
Mediterranean where it was vital to the agricultural econ(>my. In par­
ticular, slaves were ab\.!ndant in the cities, the residential, centre a nd 
power-base of the social ,  cultural and p�litical leadership or the 
Graeco-Roman world. Thus, to i l lustrate only from late antique north 
Africa (an area where the rural labour force was predominantly free 
from Egypt to Morocco ) ,  Augustine bishoPc of Hippo Regius i n  
eastern Algeria and Synesius bishop o f  Cyrene could each assert that 
there were slaves in every household.12 M oreover, it was precisely in the 
dQmestic setting that slavery impinged m ost on the consciousness of 
slaveowners. The anxieties, fears, thoughts and theories that surface 
in the literary texts and that it is the business of this work to explore, 
are precipitates out of the day-to-day, fac e-ta-face contact of exploiter 
and exploited. Unfortun ately, the evidence is completely one-sided, 
for there a re no slave biographies from a ntiquity. The Life of Aesop, a 
comic fabrication of unknown authorship and purpose, whose centra! 
character is 'an invented, generalized c a ricature of a slave', is no sub­
stitute.13 

We should not expect slave systems to be identical from one society 
to another. There were subtle differences between Athenian and 
Roman chattel slavery. Athenian democracy and democratic ideology 
fed off slavery. The gross exploitation of a llegedly culturally inferior 
non-Greeks - and most slaves in Athens were ' barbarians', or foreign­
ers, from Thrace, the Black Sea region,  Asia M inor and Syria - facil i ­
tated a remarkable degree of pol itica l  p articipation of ordinary (adult 
maie) members of the society.14 S laver y  both provided the economic 
necessities of life for a number of Athenians, and gave them the 

12 Augustine, Ellarr. in Ps. 124.6-7 = CCL 40.1840-1841. '2-14; Synesius, De regno 15 = 
PG66.1091. 

IJ See Per ry (1951) for the text, Daly (196 1) for a translation, and Hopkins (1993) for a 
brilliant attempt to extract historical mean ing out of the text. Bradley (1994) gives 
part icular, sust�;'1ed attention to the problem of recovering the sbve's experience of 
slavery. 

14 The catalogue in Pritchett (1991), 2.16-34, contains many references to the enslave­
ment of Greeks by Greeks. It remains true that most slaves in Greece were non­
Greeks. Apart ftom Solon's law, there is no evidence and no likel ihood that the 
e m ployment of Greek slaves within Greece was illegal. In early Rome there was a law 
against the emplo)'mem within the community of Roman slaves, whose condition 
was a consequence of a legal penalty. See Levy-Bruhl (I9}4). The conviction that 
slaves should ideally be outsiders did not disappear altogether at Rome, but in the 
context of an ever-expanding empire the identity of the outsider was subject to con­
stant redefinition and revision. 
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freedom to pursue 'the good l i fe' in Jhe sphere of politics. In Rome 
there was a paradox o f  a rather different kind. Romans enslaved on a 
grand scale, but also free ly  emancipated slaves. IS Slaves were freed and 
in many cases became Roman c it izens, in considerable numbers. Why 
was th is so? 

The Romans were a p ractical people. They could see that the 
integration within  thei r community of conquered peoples, whether 
slaves or free subjects, was a recipe for growth and the consolidation 
of conquest. Roman cit izenship was inclusive. It was a device for 
expanding the demographic,  military and economic base of the com­
munity. Athenian citizensh ip  was exclusive, and the more democrati c  
the Athenian constitution a n d  political p ractice became, the harder i t  
was to get onto the ciri zen rolls. I t  was Pericles the champion of the  
radical democracy who was  behind the law that no one  could be an 
Athenian citizen who did not have two Athenian parents .  
Manum ission of slaves did happen in classical Athens, but i t  was not 
common, a nd freed slaves e ntered a l imbo-world in which ful l  polit­
ical and economic membership of the community was denied them . 
Their status in some ways resembled that of another marginal group, 
the metics, that is, resident foreigners o f  free birth. 

In general, whi le  the juridical status of chattel slaves was more o r  
less inrariable from o n e  soc iety t o  another, there was p l enty of scop e  
for the differential treatment o f  s laves. The variat ions i n  the practice 
and incidence of manu missi on raise the possibi l ity that these differ­
ences might be structural, and enable broad cross-societal compa ri­
sons to be made. We m ight want to speculate, for example, that the 
combination of tra d i t ional Roman pragmatism and Swic and 
Christian h umanitar ianism promoted better master/slave relat ion­
ships and a fforded slaves greater opportunities for socia l mobility in 
Roman or Graeco-Roman s ociety l:lan in Greek.!" There is a risk that  

1 <  For rhe rate o f  manum ission i n  Rome, see \X'iedemann 11985). Alrold,. (I972) 
exaggerates its frequenc;: 

I' The generallv benign and ameliorating effect of Christianitv was argued long ago b�' 
\X'allan (1847), while Allard (18-'6) was convinced that the Church was opposed to 
sla,'e,,: See Finle)' (1980), ch, I, for rhe earlv historiography of s!a,'er}: It is noteworrhv 

that Augustine claimed only that Chrisrianitv improved master/slave relations; see De 
mor. ea!, cath, I.30,63 (= PL F.1336): 'You teach slaves to be faithful to their 
masters from a love of duty rather than from the necessity imposed on them by their 
status, You make masters more benign towards their sl,,'es out of regard for the one 
God who is Master of both, and you dispose them to look after their interests rather 
than keep them down by force: Even this claim is unverifiable. 
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i n  entertaining such hypotheses we overlook the fact that the slave 
system was by its nature barbaric! Even slaves with good prospects of 
emancipation regularly suffered p�tty humil iations and cruelties, and 
occasionally appalling atrocities, as  when the Roman senate in Nero's 
reign invoked the full asperity of the law to put to death a large 
number of domestic slaves and freedmen (400, according to the 
source) in revenge for the assassination by one of them of the house­
hold head, who happened to be the prefect of RomeY 

There are broad comparisons to be made between societies in the 
way slaves were treated, but th is  issue should also be treated on an  
individual level, as  a function of the  relationship between particular 
masters and slaves. The origin of a slave, the job that a slave did, h i s  
or her usefulness t o  t h e  m aster, t h e  attitude and character of the 
master or mistress: these are the kinds of variables that are relevant 
here. Was a slave first-generation or born and raised in the household? 
Slave-breeding receives l i ttle mention in the sources before the Roman 
Principate. This migh t  seem to i mpiy that Romans of the imperial 
period were less inclined than Republican Romans or classical Greeks 
to regard individual slaves as a short-term investment, to be discarded 
and replaced after a relatively brief period of service. IS A slave born in 
the household could be trained and h i s  acquired skills exploited over 
an extended period of t i me,  first as a slave, then as a freedman. An 

1 7  Tacims, Ann. 14,42-5. 
18 T here were, however, slaves in democratic Athens and Republican Rome who 

achieved positions of responsibility. For Athens. an evocative source is the 'Old 
Oligarch', an anonymous Athenian writer from the fifth century BC. who disliked the 
radical democracy, and who alleges that Athenians were forced to give their slaves a 
considerable amount of freedom because they knew that otherwise they would not 
get the best out of them. He goes on to complain that it was impossible to tell slaves 
and citizens apart on the streets of Athens. See Ps.-Xenophon. COilS!. Ath. 1.[0-12.. 
Cohen (r992), esp. 73-100, collects and interprers the evidence from Athens for slaves 
in business, with special reference to banking. The evidena from Rome is mainly rel­
evant to the period of the Principate, but see the discussion, drawing on Cicero's cor­
respondence, in Bradle)' (1994). at 77-80. 

On slave-breeding, the presence, a Iso in the Republican period, of slaves born in 
the household (l'emae) can hardly be discounted, at any rate in the urban setting. 
(Much is made of Columella, De re rust,'ca 1.8.19 (of mid-nrst century AD date) refer­
ring in a rural setting to rewards for female slaves for bearing children. for which 
passage there is no equivalent in the  earlier treatises of Cato and Varro.) The biog­
rapher of Anicus claims that he used only uernae as servants in his household, see 
Cornelius Nepos, Att. 1 3 . 4. On uernae, see Schtaerman (1969). 36-70; Rawson 
(1986); Hopkins (1978). 1 39-4l. exploiting the Delphic manumission documents 
(around 1 ,000 documents referring to more than 1,200 slaves, from 2.0l BC to AD lOO). 
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educated secretary, a canny accountant or a skilled crafrsman were 
better off than men in the mines or in chain-gangs on largtestates. It 
does not follow that sl�ves with prospects .of advancement escaped 
punishment and abuse o f  various kinds.' Slaveowners strove for 
absolute o bedience fro m  their s laves, and they knew that the way to 
instil obedience was to combine i nducements to good behaviour with 
the ever-present threat of a nd not infrequent re�ort to violence. 

The reactions of slaves  t o  their condition and to their owners were 
similarly variable and for broadly speaking the same reasons. The 
sp�ctrum of responses range d  all the way from 'working the system'­
in the sense of co-operating to the full with the master in the in'terests 
of self-advancement - through passive acquies�ence and mildly n on­
ce-operative behaviour (laziness, pilfering, sabotage) to active resis­
tance (suicide, running away, assault on masters). All these were 
personal strategies pursued by individuals in what they conceived to 
be their own interest. Even when slaves banded together in open revolt, 
as they did in antiquity only ver y rareiy, the rebels were not seeking to 
abolish the institution of s lavery and restructure society in the i n ter­
ests of an exploited c lass.19 

Attitudes to slavery 

Slavery was a structural e l ement in the institutions, economy and 
consciousness of  ancient s o cieties. Within these societies slavery had 
won broad and deep acceptance,  in particular, among the propertied 
classes, who also formed the social and political elite. But what is 
implied in the 'acceptance' of slavery? For Robert Fogel, this signifies 
the absence not only o f  any move ment for the aboiitio n of slavery; 0u[ 
also of either critics or defenders of the institution. He writes: 

For 3,000 years - from the time of Moses to the end of the 17th century - vir­

tually every major statesman, phi losopher, theologian, writer and critic 
accepted the existence and legitimacy of slavery. The word 'accepted' is c�osen 

deliberately, for these men of affairs and molders of thought neither excused, 
condoned, pardoned, nor forgave the institution. They did not have to; they 
were not burdened by the view that slavery Was wrong, Slavery was considered 

to be part of the natural scheme of things. 'From the hour of their bir th', said 

Aristotle, 'some are marked OUt for subjection, others for rule.' 

19 Bradley (1994),107-31, is a good discussion of slave responses, 
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Fogel goes on to claim that t heologians saw a possible confli£t 
between divine and human l aw, but  a dds  that they headed this off by 
treating the spirit, as opposed to t he body, as free: 

It is true that some theologians were troubled by the possible dichotomy 
between servitude and the 'divine law of human brotherhood'. But this appar­
ent contradiction was neatly resolved in Christian theology by treating slavery 
as a condition of the body rather than of the spirit. In the spiritual realm, 'all 
men were brothers in union with God', but in the temporal realm, slavery was 
'a necessary part of the world of sin'. Thus the bondsman was inwardly free 
and spiritually equal to his master, but in things external, he was a mere 
chattel. 20 

Fogel is challenging students of the ancient world to ask a number 
of questions, including the follow i n g: Was there a debate or an 
exchange of views on the moral i ty  and  legitimacy of slavery? Were dis­
sentient views expressed? D i d  anyone say, or think, that slavery was 
wrong? Did spokesmen for the slave-owning societies emerge to justify 
the institution?  Are attitudes to slavery, whether critical or supportive, 
reflected in the way slave-systems were run? 

Part I of this v.ark addresses these questions. I find that alongside 
the many texts that take slavery for granted (ch. 2) there are some (few) 
attacks on slavery as an i nstitution (ch. 6) ,  as well as the more predict­
able (and numerous) critic isms of abuses or mismanagement in con­
temporary slave systems (ch.  4). Then there are a number of 
apparently progressive statements ( 'Fair words') centring on the 
notions of the humanity of s laves and their common kinship with 
m asters (ch. 5 ) .  The mean ing  a n d  ideological function of these utter­
ances have to be carefully evaluated, but there must be a suspicion that 
they relitct the moral anxieties a n d  tensions of a slave-owning class 
engaged in the thoroughgoing a n d  brutal exploitation of their fellow 
men.  The counterpart to the expression of these sentiments in l i tera­
ture is the measures taken by individual s lave own ers (especially in the 
urban setting, in the Rom a n  period) ,  with the backing of the law, to 
mitigate slavery (ch. 7). F i n ally, there are justifications of slavery, of 
which natural slave theory a s  expounded by Aristotle is the most 
famil iar (ch. 3), 

Al l  this adds up to much less than  a l ively, open debate over the exis­
tence and legitimacy of s lavery such as  was waged in the antebel lum 
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South, but also rather more than a universal, passive acceptance o f  the 
institution. The over t  critiques [of s la\:ery are on the surface fe,'\', weak 
and isolated, not oL the stuff, :one might imagine, to p rovoke a c o n­
certed and vigorou s  defe nce of the i nstitution. Yet Aristot le's theory -
[0 which Fogel refers ,  but i n  such a way as to imply that its expositio n  
lacked a specific context  - was apparently expounded in response t o  
one of those crit ic i sms. The origins o f  other theoretical defences o f  
slavery are more obscure, but Foge! points the way i n  a l luding to per­
ceived conflicts between d ivine a nd human law. In any case,  s lavery 
was defended by the s l ave-owning class, and not onlr by the practica l 
measures of coerc ion  a n d  concession (stick and carrot), but a l s o  by 
theory and ideology.2 1  

Theories of slavery 

And after Aristotle? The simple answer is that he produced not only the first 

but also the last formal, systematic analysis of the subject in antiquity, as far 
as we know.22 

Slave theory i n  a nt iqui ty  is commonly thought of as reducible to 
Aristotle and his n atural s lave theory, a defence of slavery a s  not  o n l y  
necessary but a l s o  j u st.  For this reason, a n d  because t h e  theory i s  con­
troversial, not to say offensive to modern moral sensibil ities, i t  has 
provoked a voluminous  l i terature. Few have tried to trace i ts  s ub­
sequent influence, o r  looked for s imi lar or rival patterns of thought o n  
slavery in  t h e  a n c i e n t  sources. A n y  enquiry into post-Ar i stotel ian 
thought on slavery  has evidently been thought as uniikely to  be p ro­
ductive. This assumpt ion i s  m i s taken, but one can see why it has  been 
harboured. There i s  no hint of an intel lectual confrontation over 

2 1  According to Thompson (1990). ideology is a designation for the 'ways in which the 
meaning mobiliud by svmbolic form, serves, in specific contexts, . . . to establ ish and 
sustain relations of domination' (p. 7). See Clark (1994) for a vigorous studr of the 
ideological construction of women in the works of the Church Fathers. 

" The citation is from Finley (1980), 110. Milan; (1972) provides a comprehensive dis­
cussion of post-Aristotelian (and pre-Aristotelian) writers. There are brief treat­
ments in Verlinden (1955/7) and D3\'is (1966). I admire the \-olumes of Orlando 
Parrerson on slaverv (1982) and {reed om (1991) , but cannot myself attempt work on 
such a monumental scale. On (Greek) freedom, Raatlaub (1985) is to be recom­
mended. The attitudes of Paul and Augustine have received a considerable amount 
of attention (see below, ad loc.). Combes (1991) surveys slave imagery in selected 
Christian wrilers. Klein (1988) deals in detail with Ambrose and Augustine and 
briefly with Basil, Phi lo and Aristotle. 
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slavery in the philosophical and theological literature after Aristotle 
(let alone a movement for abolition). In the Politics Aristotle refers to 
and refutes the assertions of  unnamed persons th�t slavery rested on 
man-made convention and brute force. In my view it  was precisely 
those criticisms which provoked him into setting out his natural slave 
theory. The philosophical movements that became fashionable in the 
period after Plato and Aristotle, far from continuing the debate over 
natural slavery, redefined slavery and freedom as properties of the 
mind or soul, thereby removing a t  a stroke the 'need' to justify or ques­
tion legal slavery, or investigate its origins. Christians similarly, it has 
been supposed, lacked any motive for theorizing about legal slavery, 
inasmuch as they too were preoccupied with the moral or spiritual 
dimension of human existence. In general, post-Aristotelian thinkers, 
in so far as they addressed themselves to legal slavery at all, confined 
themselves to urging masters to treat their slaves well and instructing 
slaves to obey their masters and be content with their lot. 

This summary of commonly held opinion fails to satisfy in ali the 
three areas it touches on: Aristotle's role in slave theory, the contribu­
tion of later writers, and the implications and significance of the 
redefinition of slavery in moral and spiritual terms. 

Aristotle's achievement needs to be put into perspective. It should 
first be noted that he did not compose a treatise on slavery.23 His 
thoughts on the subject are to be found in a few pages of Politics book 
1, apart from a few scattered paragraphs in his ethical works and in 
later books of the Politics.14 The last of  these 'fragments', in Politics 

book VB, is an unfulfilled promise of more to come, on slave employ­
ment and manumission (Pol. 1330a32.-4), and serves as a reminder of  
how partial his coverage was. 

Aristotle's analysis of slavery in book 1 comes in three instalments. 
One is a short, comparative, discussion of the main hierarchical rela­
tionships (three domestic, the other political) (Pol. I2.52.a2.4-br 5). The 
second, also short, returns to this topic, but gives special attention to 
the psychology of the three kinds of household depcadants (slave, 
female, child) and to their capacity for virtue (Pol. 1259<138-6ob2.6). 
The bulk of Aristotle's discussion is in chapters 3-7 of book t, taking 

2J Had he written such a work, it would not have been the first. The tradition refers to 
a lost work On Liberty and Slavery by Antisthenes, an associate of Socrates. 

2' Pol. Il78b3l-8: EN II6obl8-32.; II6Ia3o-bro; EE u4IbrS-14; 1242al8-32.. 
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up a little less than a third of the book (but sti l l  shorter than the tr�at­
ment of household property, not including slavery, a n d  the arc of 

acqui.sition) . 

In total this is not a negl igible amount. It is certainly more than  
might have been expected in  a work on  politics, in which the house­

hold is introduced s i mply a s  a basic bui ld ing-block of the pol is, and 
the master/slave re lat ionship as one of the three operating in this  
setting.25 As it is, d omestic m atters are soon left beh ind as  Aristotle 
becomes immersed i n  the p roper subject matter of the work. But it i s  
salutary to rem i n d  ourselves that Aristotle's discussion of s lavery i s  
(ather less than c o mprehensive and integrated. 

One consequence of th is  is that we should be less incl i ne d  than we 
otherwise m ight have bee n  to 'write off' other writers, whose thoughts  
on slavery might a ppear to be quantitatively unimpress ive and dis­
connected. It is p oss ible  to put together a fairly substantia l  collection 
of thoughts and theories about slavery from the works of philoso­

phers and theologians. While these texts do not bear witness to an 
open confrontation on s lavery such as arose in antebellu m  A merica, 
they include considered theoretical statements that offer justifications 

of s lavery, and on the other hand expressions of anxiety, doubt and 
criticism over both the  jus tice of the institution and the \ ... ay its victim s  
were treated. 

Secondly, natura l  s lave theory was not Aristotle's and h i s  a lone. The 
theory had a h istory both before and after him. If no form a l  presenta­
tion of the theory was made by a predecessor (and this is not 
certain,16) major ingredients can be found in the works of Plato. The 
essence of the theory as i t  appears in Aristotle is that there are people 
who ��e deficient i n  reason and need to be subordinated to their intel ­
lectual and moral  superiors in a master/slave relationsh ip. Plato had 

l' Aristotle has much less to sav about wife and children than abou t sla"es, desrite 
holding that 'household management takes marc interest ... in the excellence (arete) 
"f its free members than in that of slaves'(l2,59br8-21). (Students of slave theory can 
be gratefu l for this.) In the course of discussing the master/slave relationship Aristotle 
usually takes a side-glance at the other relationships, There is no implicarion that the 
\'arious relationships are dosel� .. comparable. On the contrarYl he is anxious to press 
the case for the particularity of each and e,'er), hierarchical relationship. Sce Schofield 
(I990). 

"Aristotle defends natural slave theory against certain unnamed critics 
(f'ol.I2\ 3b2D-3; 12.55 a3-I2\, If those critics were attacking a considered statement in 
support of the theory, which is possible but not provable, then Aristotle was not the 
first to present himself as a champion of natural slavery. 
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declared tbat certain individuals by nature had an inadequate grasp of 
reason, which made their enslavement to 'the best men' necess�ry anq 
advantageous for them; he preached the benefits to the individual of 
the body's enslavement to the soul, providing Aristotle with a para­
digm for the slave/master relationship; and he deplored the enslave­
ment of Greeks by Greeks and pointed to barbarians as a more 
appropriate source of slaves, thus preparing the ground for Aristotle's 
characterization of barbarians as natural slavesF 

- . 

As for the period after Aristotle, consider the following statements 
(beginning with one from Aristotle): 

1. 'It is manifest therefore rhat . . . some are free men and others 
slaves by nature' (Aristotle, Politics I25sar-2.). 

2.. 'No one is by nature a slave' (Philo, De specialibus legibu5, 2..69) . 

3. 'For in God's judgement that which is base and irrational is by 
nature a slave' (Philo, Legum allegoria 3.88). 

4. 'Slavery is an inst itution of the ius gentium, whereby someone is 
against nature made subject to the ownership of another' 
(Florentinus, Dig. I,S-4-I) .  

5.  'Being by nature slaves, we address the Father as Lord' 
(Athanasius, Contra Arianos l[ 5r, 253C). 

6. 'Do they not realize t hat even among men, no one is a slave by 
nature?' (Basil, On the Holy Spirit 2.0). 

7. 'Natura does not make a man a slave, folly does' (Ambrose, 
Epistulae 7.9; cf. De Jacob et vita beata 12.I2).28 

8. 'By nature, in the condition in which God created man, no man 
is the slave either of man or of s in' (Augustine , De civitate Dei 
19.15). 

It is unlikely that any of w riters 2-8 had read the Politics.29 Yet they 
are all, consciously or not, e ngaging in a debate on slavery and adopt-

27 See Plato, Rep. 590c--d, c f. Laws 966b; Phaedo 79b-8o<l, cf. Timaeus HC and Rep. 
444b; Rep. 469b-c. See also Ps.-Plato, Cieitophon 408a-b: a man who does not know 
how to use his soul should not live, or if he must he should be a slave, 'handing over 
the rudder of his will, as it were of a ship. to another man, who has learned the art 
of steering men'. See Vlastos (1973a) for the thesis that Plato's conception of a 
cosmic hierarchy of being based upon varying degrees of knowledge provided an 
acceptable framework for the location of slavery within the natural society. For 
slavery in Plato, see also Viastos (I973b); Morrow (r939), 30-46; Schiitrumpf (1993). 

28 For the meaning of Natura in Ambrose, see pp. 101-1. 
" For the transmission of the works of Aristotle see Gottschalk (1990). How far the 

Politics was available and used remains problematic. 
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ing ideological positions therein.  The appeal to nature, which they a l l  
make (even if their understanding of this concept differed), s uggests 
that the basic point at i ssue is whether slavery was to �e regard e d  as  an 
ephemeral socia l-historical p henomenon, or as something eternal and 
out  of time. 3 0  Aristotle, in p resenting slavery as  part of  the natural  
order, was opt ing for the second alternative and establishing i ts  legiti­
macy on the firmest poss ibl e  foundations. It is noteworthy that Philo 
and Ambrose deve l oped a rguments reminiscent of A ristotle ,  whi l e  
Augustine's discussion i n  places conta ins Aristotel ian echoes.31 Philo, 
a Hellenized Jew from Alexandria, offered nothing less than a rel i­
gious version of the natural  s lave thesis. Esau son of Isaac and brother 
of Jacob to who m  he was ens laved was a natural slave - a s  was Canaan 
grandson of Noah. It  was God who ordained their enslavemems and 
who created in fact a whole  class of natural slaves. 

Christian theologians inherited the problem of Biblical  enslave­
ments that were appa rently condoned or designed by God .  Many, 
Ambrose included (whose interpretation, however, closely fol lows tha t  
of Philo u p  to a certain point), agreed with Paul that the solution lay 
with God, whose ways, though mysteriOllS, are never unjust. The 
conspicllous inconsistency continued to trouble the more inquiring 
minds and sensitive spIrits. Augustine repeatedly agonized over it, 
eventually decid i n g  that s lavery was an aspect of the iudgement of 
God, but that the burden  of responsibility lay with man. Sin, specif­
ically the sin of A dam, was the cause of slavery. 

Slave theory i n  antiquity, therefore, does not begin and end with 
Aristotle. Nor does the idea of natural slavery. That said, Aristotle was 
undoubtedly the high p riest of natural slave theory, he elaborated i t ,  
and it was h is  canonical  version which reverberated down the  ages. 
The theory exercised Thomas Aquinas,32 tied Vitori3 in knots33 and 
was brought i nto the  service of European imperialism i [1 the early six­
teenth century by John Major, a Paris-based Scottish rheo!ogian and 
historian.34 A l ittl e  over three centuries later, \X'i!liam Harper, 

lO For the appeal to nature as a characteristic strategy of ideolog\', see C1ark (1994), 
r6r-2, drawing on Thompson (r990), 65--6. 

11 Augustine, De ciu. Dei 19.21: 'Plane hoc exemplo satis edoctum est quibusdam esse 
utilem servitutem . . .  ' s,," pp. 19""40. 

II For a summary of Aquinas' discussion see Davis (r966), 112-15. 
H F. de Vitoria, De Indis et D" I"re Belli Refectiones, in E. NI'S, ed. (1917), 125-9, 

150-62. Page 128 (paras. 3.,5-6) contains an interesting misre�dlng of Aristotle. 
l' Sce Hanke (1959); Pagden (1982); Nippel (1993). 
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American landowner, judge aild politician, in his Memoir o n  Slavery 
of 1838, recommended Aristotle's Politics to his fellow slaveowners in 
the deep South.J5

· -
i 

Slavery as metaphor 

One of the eig�t bans mats quoted earlier stands out from the rest. 
Athanasius, biihop of Alexandria in the first half of the fourth 
century, wrote: 

Being by nature slaves, we address the Father as Lord. 

Athanasius wa� using slavery as a metaphor for the relationship of 
humanity to God.36 In Christian theology from Paul onwards slavery 
to God was seen as the only alternative for men to slavery to sin. The 
Stoics had a counterpart - slavery to the passions and emotions.37 

We have here come upon an extra dimension of thinking about 
slavery, one not at all centred on legal or institutional slavery. If we 
ignored this dimension, we would be turning our backs on most think­
ing about slavery in the period after Aristotle. In the post-classical 
period moral slavery, or slavery of the soul, is given priority. 

Legal slavery is never far away. The Stoics needed legal slavery, in the 
first instance, to show what 'true' slavery was not. In addition, some 
Stoics at least were interested in and concerned about the way legal 
slaves were treated. Seneca offered an argument against cruelty by 
masters to slaves in terms of the common kinship of men as rational 

35 William Harper writes on Aristotle's Politic5 (cited in Tise (1987), 340): 'Little of 
what is just or profound on the principles of government has appeared since, of 
which the traces may not be found there.' 'The general context is advice given to 
slaveholders th.t they should derive inspiration and wisdom from the practice of 
slavery in Greece and Rome. 

J6 For the Christian use of metaphor in general, see Soskice (!98S). For slave/servant of 
God in (largely pagan) epigraphy, see PIcket (r981). The author does not sc: the 
inscriptions alongside philosophical or theological writings, and the possible 
connections between the two kinds of evidence remain to be explored. 

In philosophy, the concept is at least as old as Plato. See P/,aedo 62b-c: men as 
God's ktemata, i.e. iiving possessions, better slaves here than sheep or cattle, d. Laws 
777b (man as a difficult ktema). See also Phaedo osa-b: Socrates as fellow-slave 
(homodoulos) of the swans ana sacred to the same God - referred to as his master 
(despotes). For man as plaything of the God, see Laws 644d-e and 803c. 

For slave/servant of God in Epictetus see n. 41, below. 
r The idea goes back, in philosophy, at least as far as Plato's Socrates. See n. 17, above, 

and next note. It surfaces in a rhetorical context in Libanius, Or. 2.5.14-30. See 
Schouler (1973). 
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beings i� the moral/spiritual sphere, the world of gods and rnen. There 
is an issue whether these doccrines had an impact on the la\ys and !he 

practice of slavery. Christianity too is sometimes held to have influ­

enced legislators , slaveowners -and slaves (in reconciling them to their 
condition). Christian thought ran along lines parallel to Stoic, in the 
pre-eminence it gave to moral slavery or slavery of the sOIlI, its 
acknowledgem ent of the equalit�, of all men (in the eyes of God) and 
its interest in master/slave relations. 

In general, Christian thought moved easily from one kind of slavery 
to the other, sometimes confusingJ�: This is true also of Jewish think­

ing about slavery, although in the thought world of the authors of the 
Pentateuch the alternatives are slavery to men (legal or physical) and 
sla\'ery to God {spiritual}. Augustine in a tour de force produced a 
theory of the origins of slavery which brought legal and spiritual 
slavery together, deriving both from the sin of Adam. 

Let us look a little more closely at slavery as metaphor in Stoic and 
in Christian thought. The Stoics (as already indicated) deveioped a 
distinction between legal and moral slaver�: Both kinds were acknowl­
edged, but only moral slavery was of central, philosophical interest to 
them. True slaver:.; like true freedom, was held to be a p roperty of the 
mind, or soul. An individual was in the grip of slavery to the extent 

that he cared about externals, including anything that happened to his 

bod): Legal sla\'ery was assimilated into a general category of 'exter­
nal conditions', including poverty, sickness and death, that one might 

either ignore and be free, or allow to dominate one's thoughts and 
cares and be a slave. In this way, a legal slave might be also a moral 
s!al·e. 

As with Aristotle, so with the Stoics, one can exaggerate the novelty 
of their \·ie,>vs. The Stoics sa\\' themselves as disciples of Socrates, and 
read :->Iato and other authors to recover his teachings. 38 The�' took over 
the Socratic mind/body contrast. They developed the i deas - the seeds 
of which are perh aps already present in Plato, for example in Republic 
book IX - that enslavement to the passions is the lot of the mass of 
mankind , that only the just and wise are free, and that they are I'ery 
few. Th is was a central Sroic paradox, flov,-ing through, doubtless by 
way of a s equence of works now lost, to Cicero and Philo, who wrote 
the first extant treatises on the paradox . 

.IS See e.g. Long (1988); Striker (1994) 
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PART I 

ATTITUDES TO SLAVERY 
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Slavery accepted 

AI Plato, Laws 776b-c, 778a (347/6 BC) 
Wherefore a man a n d  h is  wife shall leave to his and her fa ther 
and mother their own dwellin g-places . . . and they shall beget 
and bring up children ,  h a nding on the torch of life from one  
generation to  another, and worshipping the Gods according to 
law for ever. 

In the next place, we have to consider what sort of property 
will be most convenient. There is no difficulty either i n  under­
standing or acqu ir ing most kinds of property, but there is g reat  
difficulty in  what  relates to slaves. And the reason i s  tha t  we 
speak about them in a way which is right and which is not right; 
for what we say about o u r  slaves is consistent and a lso inconsis­
tent with our p ractical experience of them . . .  

Now that each of the  ci tizens is provided, as far as poss ible, 
with a sufficient  number of suitable slaves who can help h im i n  
what he has to do, we may next proceed to describe their 
dwellings. 

A2 Aristotle, Politics I253bI-I8 (320S BC) 
And now that it is cle ar wh a t  a re the component parts of the 
state, we have first of a ll to d iscuss household management; for 
every state is composed of households. Household management 
falls into departments, corresponding to the parts of which the 
household in its turn is composed; and the household i n  its 
perfect form consists of s laves and freemen. The investigation of 
every thing should begin with i ts  s mallest parts, and the primary  
and smallest parts of  t h e  h ousehold are master and slave, 
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Slavery accepted 
husband and wife, father and children; we ought therefore to 
examine the proper constitution [and character of each of these 
three relationships, I mean that of mastership, that of marriage 
(there is no exact term denoting the relation uniting wife and 
husband), and thirdly the progenitive relationship (this too has 
not been designated by a special name). Let us then accept these 
three relationships that we have mentioned .. . Let us begin by 
discussing the relation of master' and slave, in order to observe 
the facts that have a bearing on practical utility, and also in the 
hope that we may be able to obtain something better than the 
notions at present entertained, with a view to a theoretical 
knowledge of the subject . 

. Plato first equips the citizen of his ideal state with a wife for pur­
poses of procreation, and then moves on to property. Under this 
head he discusses only slaves: each citizen is assigned as many 
slaves as he needs. Slaves are singled out because they are the only 
form of property that raises difficulties 'in understanding or 
acquiring'. 'Understanding' is suggestive of the philosopher's 
dilemma in conceptualizing a thing which is also a man, but Plato 
raises only the derivative, practical question of how slaves should 
be treated. 

Aristotle here sets slaves off against not other forms of property 
(that comes later) but free men. Of the domestic relationships he takes 
that between master and slave first in the discussion, but this has no 
special significance. Earlier he had mentioned 'the union of female 
and male for the continuance of the species' before 'the union of 
natural ruler and natural subject for the sake of security' (Pol. 
1252a26-33). Still, Aristotle's discussion of the household, taken as a 
whole, does give prominence to slavery. The reason for this is similar 
to Plato's for singling out slaves among property. In each context 
sla\'ery raises particular problems and is alone in this. But whereas 
Plato's concern is with the behavioural aspects of the slave question, 
Aristotle's is primarily with theory. Each philosopher is dissatisfied 
with the existing state d affairs in the domain in which he is inter­
ested. Neither is in any doubt that slavery is and should be an integral 
part of society, though Aristotle has in his sights a body of opinion 
that might appear to question this. His refutation of these views 
belongs in the next chapter. 
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A3 Varro, Res rusticae L I 7  ( l a te 30S BC) 
Now I turn to the  mean s  by which the land is ti lled. Some divide 
these into two p arts: men ; and those aids to n;en without which 
they cannot cult iva te; others into three: the class of  instruments 
which i s  articu late, the i n a r ticulate, and the mute; the articulate 
comprising the s la\'es, the i n articulate comprising,the cattle, and 
the mute comprising the veh icles. All agriculture is carried on by 
men - sla\'es or freemen or  both . . .  

A4 Gaius, Institutiones 1 .8-9 1 ; 2. I, 12-14,  1 4a (mid·secon d  century 
AD) 
The whole of the law observed by us relates either to perso n s  or 
to things or to a ctions.  Let  us first consider persons.  

The primary distinction in the law of persons i s  this,  that a l l  
human beings a re e i ther free men o r  s laves . . . .  

I n  the preceding book we treated of the law of persons .  Lee u s  

now consider t h i ngs. These are either in  private ownersh ip  or 
regarded as outside private ownership . . . .  

Further, th i n gs a re d ivided into corporeal and incorpore a l .  
Corporeal th ings  a r e  tangible things, such as land, a s lave, a 
garment, gold ,  s i lver, a n d  countless other things. Incorporea l 
are things that a re i nt a n gi ble,  sllch as exist merely in law, for 
example an i n heritance, a usufruct, obligations however con­
tracted . . . 

Things are further d iv ided into mallcipi and nee mancipi. 

lvt1l1cipi are l a n d s  a nd h ou ses  on Italic soi l ;  l i kewi s e  s laves a n d  
animals that a re commonly broken to draught o r  burden , such 
as oxen, horses,  m u l es ,  and asses; l ikewise :ustic praed i a l  
servitudes, whereas  urban praedial servitudes a re /lec mml­

cipi . . .  

The passage from Varro caprures nicel); in terms reminiscent o f  
those used by Aristot le  i n  the Nicomacheall Ethics,! the ambigu ity  o f  
the status o f  the s la\"e . For A ri stotle h e  is a ' l iving tool ' ,  for Varro ( i n  
the context o f  a treat ise  o n  far m i ng) h e  is at once a piece of  equ ip­
ment, to be distingui shed from a n imals ,  and vehicles, and a m a n ,  to 
be distinguished from a free man. The same ambiguitr operated I n  

I CL If 1 . 3  rref. 2 EN r r62b4. 
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legal, thwry and practice. There was no Greek or Roman law of 
slavery as  such.J ln Rome, slave law consisted of the very substantial 
bundle of regulations governing slaves as persons (personae) and as 
things' 

(res). Slaves are, more or less, everywhere in the law books - as 
they were in Roman society. The law of persons holds the greater 
potential interest for us, since it is the area where one might look for 
signs of morality, the operation o f  conscience, and the influence of 
philosophical or religious creeds. Of  two issues to be raised in later 
sections (chs. 5 and 7), the clash between the status of the slave in 
natural law as opposed to internati onal law and civil law, and the 
implications of initiatives taken by the state authorities against exces­
sive punishment of slaves by masters, Gaius is silent on the former but 
al ludes to the latter, i f  only to comment that a master who wilfully 
damages his own property is being a prodigal . This is in line with the 
severely pragmatic tone of his who le d iscussion. The key passage runs 
as follows: 

Let us consider first persons under another's authority (alieni iuris); for, 

knowing these, we shall at the same time know who are under their own 
authority (sui iuris). And fir�t let us consider those who are in another's power. 

Slaves are in the power of their owners. This power is in accordance with 

the law of nations (ius gentium), for it is observable that amo,!lg all nations 
alike masters have power of life and death over their slaves, and whatever is 

acquired by a slave is acquired for his master. 

But at the present day neither Roman citizens nor any other persons subject 

to the rule of the Roman People are allowed to treat their slaves with excessive 

and causeless harshness . . .  We ought not to abuse our lawful right-the prin­
ciple under which prodigals are interdicted from administering their own 

property. . . (1.50--3, part) 

AS Philo, De specialibus legibus (The Special Laws) 2.123 (early 
first century AD) 

The Law do es permit  the a c quisi tion of slaves from other 
natio!'s for two reasons: first, that  a d istinction should be made 
between fellow-countrymen a n d  aliens; secondly, that that most 
indispensable possession, domestic service, should not be 
absolutely excluded from his ,  M oses', polity . . .  For the course 

J Sec Watson ([971), [2, on 'the virtually total absence of any rule of law peculiar to 
the institution of slavery' (cf. 50)' On slavery in Roman law in general. see Buckland 
(1908); Robleda (1976); \'I;latson (1987). 

2.6 



Slauer)' accept�d 

of life contains a vast number of circumstances which demand 
the ministrations of slaves .  

The key passages in  the M osaic l aw to  which Philo refers a re Exodus 

2 1 : 1-6 (cf. Lev. 25 :39-43 ,  47-55;  Deut. I S : I2-IS) and Leviticus 
25:44-6, which run a s  fol lows: 

Exodus 2 1 :  1-6 

1 .  Now these are the ordinances which you sha l l  set before them . 
2. When you buy a Hebrew slave, he sha l l  serve six years: and in the seventh 

he shall go out free, for noth i ng. 
J. If he comes in s ing le , h e  shal l  go out s ingle: if he comes in married, then 

his wife sha l l  go out wi th h i m . 

4. If his master gives h im a wife a nd she bears him sons or daughters, the 
wife and her ch ildren sha l l  be her m aster's and he shal l  go out a lone. 

s .  But if  the slaVE plain l y  says, 'I love my master, my wife and m y  children; 

I w i l l not go out free ' ,  
6 .  Then h is master sh a l l b ring h im t o  God, and h e  shall bring h i m  t o  the 

door or the doorpost; and his m aster shal l bore h is ear through with an awl; 
and he sha l l  serve him for I jfe .  

Lev iticus 25 :44-6 

44. 'A s for your male and female s laves whom you may have : you may buy ma le 
and female slaves from among t he nations that are round about �·ou. 

45·  You may a lso buy from a mong the strangers who sojourn am ong rou 
and their families that are with :'OU, who h ave been born in your l and; and they 
may be your propert}: 

46. You may bequeath them to your sons after you , to inherit as a posses­
sion for ever; you may m ake s laves of them; but over your brethren the people 
of Israel you shal l  not rule, one over a nother. with harshness. 

In some s lave-owning soci eties it was felt that s laves should be o u t­
s iders and not origina te i n  the society in question .  Classical Greece was 
one such societ}: The a ncient Israelites practised a dual system of 
s laver)( The enslavement of Jews was considered regrettable a nd was 
l imited to s ix  years, unless  the s lave w ished to stay with his  m aster. The 
enslavement of non-Jews, on the o ther hand, was ful ly acceptable, and 
was for life. In fact, the  Jewis h  s l ave was  more of a n  indentured servan t  
tha n  a slave: in  contras t  wi th t h e  foreigner, h e  retained h i s  fami l y  t ies 
and standing and therefore essenrial independence from the house­

holder, with whom h i s  relat ionship was basicall y  contractual .  Only the 
foreign s lave was the property o f  the householder, his transfer out of his 

own biological family and  i ncorpora tion into h is  master's household 
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being marked by circumcision. Differential treatment of Hebrew and 
foreign slaves was a probable consequence of difference i n  status.� 

The policy of d iscriminating against foreigners in the �atter of 
enslavement a rose out  of a natural and predictable desire to shield 
one's own people from this most humiliating and abject condition. In 
the case of  the ancient Israelites, the professed justification is  to be 
found in the words of the Bible: 'You shall remember that you were a 
slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you.' 'For 
they are my servants, whom I brought forth out of the land of Egypt: 
they shall not be sold as s laves.' 'For tc me the people of Israel are ser­
vants; they are my servants whom I brought forth out of the land of 
Egypt: I am the Lord your God' (Deut .  15:15; Lev. 2 5:42 , 55) .  The 
Israelites had been reieased from bondage by the intervention of their 
God. They must never again be enslaved to men but rather fulfil their 
destiny, as  the chosen people of God, to be His servants. 

The insider/outsider d istinction alluded to in the Philo passage is 
conspicuous in the Mosaic law, much more conspicuous, as it 
happens, than in the Mishnah, a Jewish law code comp iied in the 
second century AD, where i t  appears as a distinction between Hebrew 
and Canaanite.5 For p resent purposes, however, it is  less central than 
Philo's second observation, to the effect that slavery was essential and 
necessary. This  basic  assumption underlies a l l  the d iscussion of slavery 
in the Jewish sources from antiquity - except where the beliefs and 
practices of  certain Jewish sects are in question (see below, pp. 78-9). 
It is noteworthy that the sources, in particular, Phi lo  and Josephus, 
which refer to the ( unconventional) views of the Essenes and 
Therapeutae, do  not convey the impression that their own view of 
slavery is being chal lenged a nd needs to be defended and j ustified. 

A6 Ephesians 6:5-8 (mid/late first century AD) 

5. Slaves, be obedient to those who are your earthly masters, 
with fear a n d  trembling, in singleness of heart, as to Christ; 

4 A man. apparently a Jew. who sold himself to someone out of poverty, WaS to be 
neared not as  a siave but a s  a temporary hired worker; cf. Philo, De spec. leg, r. IU, 
Again. Philo's message that masters should be considerate to their slaves and siaves 
should be respectful of their masters was directed especially at Hebrew sen'ants. On 
Philo's attitude, see ch. ro; for Essenes and Therapeutae, see pp. 78-9. 

5 The Mishna h gives less empha sis to the citizenfforeigner distinction, which it refers 
to as Hebrew/Can a a nite. Sec nesher (1988). Also on the Jewish law of slavery. see 
Urbach (1964); Lemche (I97(); Richter (19781. IjI-42; Kippenberg (r983). 
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\ 6. Not in the way of eye service, as men -p leasers ;  but as ser-
v�nts of Ch rist, doing the will of God from the hea rt, 
- ;.7. Rendering serv-ice with a good wi ll as  to the Lord and not 

to men, k n owing that whatever good anyone does, he wil l  receive 
the same again from the Lord, whether he is a s lave o r  free. 

S. Masters, do the same to them, a nd forbea r threatening, 
knowing that he who is both their M a ster and yours is in heaven, 
and there is no partiality with him. 

A7 Augustine, Efuzrrationes in Psa[mos 124.7 (e. A D  403) 

And what d oes the a postle say when he teaches that slaves are set 
under thei r masters ? 'Slaves be obedient to those who are your 
earth l y  masters.' For the Master is according to the spirit. He is 
the true and eterna l master; they are tempor a ry a nd of finite 
time. You,  whe n  you wa lk on a road, when you live i n  this l i fe, 
Christ does not want to make you proud .  He h a s  touched you so 
that you m ay be made a Christian , and treat your m aster as a 
man; you were not made a Christian so that  you might disdain to 
serve. When you serve a man, under Christ's o rders ,  you do not 
serve that man, but him who commanded you . And thi s  is what  
the apostle says: 'Be obedient to those who a re your earth l y  
masters, with fear and trembl i ng, i n  singleness o f  h eart, as  to 
Christ ,  renderi ng service with a good wil l  as to the Lord.' Look , 
he did not m ake free men out of slaves ,  but good s laves ou r of bad 
s !?ves . How much the rich owe to Christ, for creatin g  stability in 
their h o mes ! If there were an unfaithfu l  s lave therein , Christ  
would correct him and would not sa�' to h im:  'Get  r id o f  your 
m aster, for ?OU have recognized h i m  who is yo u r  tru e  master; he 
may be i m pious and hosri ie , but you a re fa ithful a n d  ju st; it i s  
unwonhr t h a t  a iust and faithfu l  m a n  serve one who is  unj ust a n d  
unfai thfu l . '  He d id n o t  say thar ta the s la\'C', but rather 'Be a s lave. ' 

AS Thom as Roderick Dew, Abolition of Negro S[,wery ( 1 8 32) , in 
Faust  ( I 98 1 ) ,  6r-26 
With regard to the assertion that slavery i s  :!gainst t h e  spirit of 
Chris t ian ity, we are ready to admit the gener a l  a ssertion , but 

6 In t h e  passage preceding t h i s  quotation Dew concedes t h a t  ' s ! an'ry is wrong, in th e  
abstract at least', b u t  retorts t h a t  ' a n y  question m u s t  b e  determined b y  its circum­
stances ' ,  b�- which he means the l ikelihood that 'we cannot get rid of slaven- without 
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deny most pQ.sitively that there is anything in the Old or New 
Testament which would go to show that slavery, when once 
introduced, o ught at all events to be abrogated , or that the 
master commits any offence in holding slaves. The Children of 
Israel themselves were slave-holders, and were not condemned 
for it  . . .  When we tur n to the New Testa ment, we find not one 
single passage a t  a l l  calculated to disturb the conscience of an 
h onest slave-holder. No one can read it without  seeing and 
admiring that the meek and humble Saviour o f  the world in no 
instance meddled with the established institutions of m ankind 
. . .  He was born in the Roman world, a world in which the most 
galling slavery existed, a thousand times more cruel than the 
slavery in o u r  own countr y  - and yet he nowhere encourages 
insurrection - he nowhere fosters discontent - but exhorts 
always to implicit obedielh.:e and fidelity . . .  'Let every m a n  (says 
Paul) abide in the same call ing wherein he is called. Ar t thou 
calied being a servant? Care not for it; but if thou m ayest be 
made free use it rather' ( I  Corinthians 7.20, 2 1 )  . . . Servants are 
even commanded in Scripture to be faithful and o bedient to 
unkind m asters. 'Servants (says Peter) ,  be subj ect  to your 
masters with a l l  fear; not only to the good and gen tle, but  to the 
forward .  For what glory is i t  if when ye shall be buffeted for your 
faults ye take it patiently; but if when ye do wel l  and s uffer for 
it, yet take i t  patiently, this is acceptable with God. '  (I Peter 2 :  18 ,  
20) . These and many other passages in the New Testament most 
convincingly p rove that s lavery in the Roman world was 
nowhere charged as a fault or crime upon the holder, and every­
where is the most implicit  obedience enjoined. 

Dew and other p ro-slave theorists in the antebel l u m  South knew 
their Bible well .  What is i nteresting about his treatment is his 
acknowledgement that  slaver y was inc0mpatible with Christianity -
'against the spiri t  of Christianity' .  In this he differs both from various 
other contemporary defenders of slavery such as Thomas 
Stringfel low, who p rod uced a much more thorough trcatment of the 
same theme in  his A Scriptural View of Slat/er)', and,  more signifi-

producing a greater i n jury to both the masters and slaves'. If this is the situation, then 
'there is no rule of conscience or revealed law of God which can condemn us'. And 
in any case, 'the original  sin of introduction rests not on our heads'. 

;0 
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cantly for us, from early Christian writers l ike the author of Letter to 
the Ephesia ns and Augustine. 

The Eph esians passage, which is completel y consistent with a 
number of other texts composed by Paul or his fol lowers including 
those cited by Dew, is uncritical of slavery.7 Nor did the Pau!ine 

writers, or a n y  other spokesmen for Christianity, for that matter, 
fol low the instruction of the authors of the Pentateuch that slavery to 
man was only proper for 'others'. If the 'chiidren of the flesh' were 
intended to be,  or saw themselves as, s laveowners rather than slaves, 
this was n o t  the  case with the 'chi ldren of the promise'. I t  was enough 
for Paul that  in the sight of God, that is, in the realm of the spirit, all 
barriers came down, including those between masters and slaves, 
Greeks a n d  Jews, men and women - as he puts i t  in Galatians 3:28.  If 
the Pauli n e  authors saw a clash between this doctrine and the message 
to slaves a n d  m asters in Ephesians they saw no need to co mment on it. 

Augustine i mmediately before developing the message o f  Ephesians 
expresses a sentiment inspired by Galatians: 'There are masters, there 
are slaves. The names are different, but they both bear, as men, the 
same name. '  In juxtaposing these texts he betrays no sign of 
embarrassment. There are close resemblances between the statements 
of Augustine a n d  Dew, but the Afflcan bishop goes further than the 
Southe rn judge and pol itician in putting into Christ's mouth words 

aimed at quieting the restless slave. Both a re concerned with the 
preservation of o rder: Dew's aversion to 'insurrection' a nd 'discon­
tent' is ma tched by Augustine's i nterest in domestic stab i l ity, which, as 

he indicates elsewhere, he sees as the key to civic tra nqui ll i ty (City of 
God 19 . 16 ) .  

A9 John Chrysostom, Ad illllmil1dl1dos catechesis 12 .25 
For th is word i s  a covenant w ith the M aster. A nd j ust as we, 
when we buy slaves, first ask those who a re being sold if they are 
wi l l ing  to be our slaves, so also does Christ . . .  And see the 
lovi ngki ndness of God. Our practice is, before we put down the 
p rice,  to ask those who are being sold if they are wil ling, a nd 
whe n  we h ave learned that they arc ,  then we put dO'wn the pr ice. 
Christ does not do this: rather he puts down price for us all, a nd 
it is h i s  precious blood. For he says, you were bought for a price. 

- See Col. 3:22-4 : 1 :  Tit. 2:9-10; Philemon; ( Tim. 6: I. 
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As for Theophilus, when Gregory says 'I have already manumitted 
the boy Theophi lus to remain with me', he is us ing the language of the 
law; he is refer�ing to-

paramone, a s tandard contract according to 
which a slave was freed, but for service in the household of the former 
master. The freedom of those emancipated on these terms was condi­
t ional on satisfactory service; the weakness of their position is 
exposed in this document, in Gregory's pronouncement that those 
who m ne had freed 'shall remain now in fre edom,  a nd . . .  retain their 
peculia i ntact without any restriction' - where peculia refers to quasi­
private funds, the funds under the control of s laves or freedmen, but 
technically belonging to the master. 

So, this is the household of a bishop: an enl ightened bishop, no 
doubt, one who frees slaves (or some slaves) a nd gives them his patron­
age ,  hut who a lso keeps them (or some of them) in his personal 
service, and in a legal status in which they a re free but vu lnerable. The 
household of an eminent and relatively humane secular administrator 
may not have looked very different.9 

, On this Wi l l ,  see Martroye ( 1 924); van Dam ( 1995).  On paramone, see Westermann 
( 1 948) ;  Samuel ( 1 965) ;  Hopkins ( 1 978), 14 1-58. 
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Justifications of  slavery 

If the existence and necessity of slavery were customarily accepted or  
taken for granted in the slave-ow ning societies of antiquity, some 
spokesmen for those societies made a point of defending and j ustify­
ing the institution. Aristotle in the Politics repeatedly asserted that 
s lavery was useful and necessar): The iogic of the argument is as 
follows: 

BI  Aristotle, Politics, bk I, passim 

l a  u54a3O-2 

In every composite thing . . .  there is always found a ruling and 
a subject factor, and this characterist ic  of l iving things is present 
in them as an o utcome of the whole of nature. 

rb 12. 54a2.2-3 

Authority and subordination a re conditions not only inevitable 
but also expedient. 

le I2.54b2S-27 

And also the usefulness of s l aves diverges little from that of 
animals; bodily service for the necessities of life is forthcoming 
from both, from s laves and from domestic animals alike. 

Id 1277a35-7 

One form of authority is  that of a m as ter; by this we mean the 
exercise of authority in regard to the necessary work of the 
house, which it is not necessary for the master to know how to 
execute, but rather how to ut i l ize; the other capacity, I mean the 
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abil ity actually to serve in tnese menia l  tasks, is in4eed a slave's 
quality. ! 

le  1 3 30az6-30 

Those who are to cu ltivate the soil should best of all, if the ideal 
system is to be stated, be slaves , , ,2 

If I}28an-s 

But s ince, j ust as with al l  other natural organisms those things 
that are indispensable for the existence of the whole are not 
parts of the whole organization , i t  is a lso clear that not all of the 
things that are necessary for states to possess are to be counted 
as parts of a state , . .  

Ig  127832-4 

Slaves also a re not in one of the classes mentioned, nor are freed­
men. For it is true that not a l l  the persons indispensable for the 
existence of the state are to be deemed citizens . . . 

Ih 1 328b37-1 329a3  

It is therefore clear from t h ese considerations that in the  most 
nobly constituted state, and the one that possesses men that a re 
absolutely just . . .  the citizens must not l ive a mechanic or a mer­
cantile life - for such a l i fe is ignoble and inimical to virtue; nor 
yet must those who are to be citizens in the best state be ti l lers 

of the soil - for leisure is needed both for the development of 
virtue and for active part ic ipat io n  in  pol itics. 3 

1 The services of slaves arc qual i ta tively different from those of 'other' household 
tools. They arc instruments c: action (praxis, doing things) rather than instruments 
of product;G" (poiesis, making things ) .  See Aristotle, Pol. 1 2 5 3 1:> 3  3-11 54a8.  
Sce also Aristotle, Pol. 1 3 2932.\-9. Craftsmen and thetes were preferably slaves too, 
,ee I278a6-8: 'In ancient times in fact the artisan class consisted of sl al'es or a l iens, 
owing to which the great mass of artisans are so even now.' CL 127ia38-9: slaves 
m i ght also be handcraftsmen. See in general Lev}' ( ' 979); and next note. 

l For services to individuals as distinct from se rvices to the polis, see Aristotle. Pol. 
I 27 8 a l l- 1 3 :  'Among menial occupations those who render such services to <lll indi· 
" id""l a rc slaves, and those who do so (or the community a re artisans and hired 
l a bourers.' On the other hand, Aristotle talks of the production of fond (by farmers) 
and tools (by a rtisans) as requirements of the polis (I 328b6-7). He does envisage the 
possibility that sl aves will work common land. 
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11 I 328a36-8 

The polis is on� form -of p artnership of similar people, and its  
object i s  the best l i fe that i s  possible. And . . .  the greatest good 
is  happiness, and th is  is some perfect activity or employment of 
virtue . . . 4 

To summarize: every . complex thing h a s  an inbuilt ruling principle 
which is  both necessary and usefu l  for its existence. Within the house­
hold, slaves render bodi ly  s e rvices, in the first instance to an individ u a l ,  
t h e  master, t o  ensure t h e  necessities o f  l i fe in this sphere. These services 
extend into the master's fields. Slaves are aim indispensable to the pol is, 
but indirectly, as a by-product of their services to the master a nd the 
household. Although master and household are integral parts of  the 
polis, this status is not extended to the s laves. Being indispensable to i s  
quite distinct from being part  o f  o r  being a partner in.  The latter status ,  
in the case o f  the p a l  i s ,  i s  u nava i lable t o  s l aves: free status i s  a necessary 
(but not sufficient) condi tion of citizenship. Br performing essentiai  
bodily labours for masters,  slaves free those masters for the pursuit of 
the best life within the fra mework of the polis. For those who take part 
in politics must be a leisu red class ,  and the end of politics and the pol is  
is the best l ife that i s  possible,  and the greatest good , happiness. 

For Aristotle, then, s laver y  sen·es two purposes, one economic, the  
other political. The economic end i s  s ubordinate to the political :  it i s  
the difference between l i fe ,  a nd the good (or best) ! ife.s As  rega rds the  
economic end, there is of course no trace of  an argument for the super­
ior p rofitability and efficiency of s la,'ery over other forms of dependent 
labour.6 At one point a p reference i s  stated for slaves a s  the agricultural 
labour-force, with foreign workers or perioikoi (presu mably envisaged 

, Cf. Aristotle, Pol. I280a:l I-2: ' If, on th e othe r  hand , the polis was formed n ot for the 
sake of life only but rather fo r the good l ife . . . . .  

< Aristotle's prime concern i s  w i t h  the pol itics. not  t he  economy, of SLI\'er�: See Ke lsen 
( 19�7), 172-5. 

• Nor does anyone else in ant iquity. The Rom a n  a rgument against using sla'·es i n  agri­
cu l ture is a morai one. See Fi nley ( 1 980), 91-2. The antebellum d ebate o\"er slavery 
provides a contrast. See e.g. Edmund Ruffin in McKitrick (196 � ) ,  72.: 'It is manifest 
that slave labor . . .  wil l  be cheapest a nd most profitable to the employer, and to the 
whole commun ity, and will yield more towa rds the general increase of production 
and public wealth. '  Foge! and E n german (1 9-';) argued that the sla\'tO system of the 
South was highly efficient compared with the employment of free labour of the 
North. Cf. David ( 1 976); \X'right ( 1 9781 .  chs. 1-2. For the economy of ancient Greek 
slavery, see most recently Osborne ( 1995 ) .  
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a s  technically free but dependent) classed as a second-best 
(I 3 30a2.6-3o).7 No reasons are given,  but they are unlikely to have been 
conceived as economic. Slavery is to be preferred, in each and every 
sphere of l ife where human l abour is needed : essentially because \r is  
rooted in nature: 'and nature is  a n  end, . . .  that which each thing is 
when its growth is completed '(I252bH-S) .  

However, Aristotle considered i t  i mportant to show, not just tha� 
slavery was rooted in nature, but also that there existed a class of 
people who were naturally fitted t o  b e  s laves: ' It  i s  manifest . . .  that 
. . .  some are free men :lnd others s l aves by nature' (12.5Sal-2). It is  at 
this point that moral considerations, and in particular the justice of 
reducing people to slavery, come into the reckoning. ' 

A ristotle's theory of natural s lavery is analysed in, detail in a later 
chapter. In essence, the natural slave is said to suffer from a deficiency 
o f  the reasoning part of the soul .  This has  moral and intellectual 
implications: it means that he is incapable of l iving a life of autonomy 
a n d  independence, in other words,  the l ife of a free man. His best hope 
of fulfill ing his (l imited) potentia l  is to serve a natural master, who can 
guarantee him security, while harnessing h i s  capacities, essentially for 
bodi ly service, to his own ends a n d  those of the household. Such 
service is useful and beneficial for the s lave. There are echoes of the 
theory in  a number of later writers , who h owever are operating in 
q uite d ifferent intellectual environments and do not acknowledge (nor 
in all probability feel)  a debt to Ar istotle. 

B2 Cicero, De re publica 3 . 3  5ff. (405 BC) (from Augustine et al.) 

2a Augustine, De civitate Dei (City of God) 1 9.2 1 

There is certainly in that same work, tne De re publica, a very 
sharp and vigorous argument a gainst in justice and on behalf of 
j ustice. And since, when an argument was put forward earl ier on 
the side of injustice against j ustice and it was maintained that a 
state cannot exist or be adm i nistered except through injustice, 
this was laid down as the strongest link in the argument that it 
i s  unjust for some men to serve other men as masters (and yet an 
i mperial city, embracing a mighty state, cannot command 
provinces without pursuing such injustice); to all this argument 
the reply on the side of justice was that  the rule over provincials 

, Cf. Aristotle, Pol. I3L9alS-9, where no preference is clearly stated. 
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is just, precisely because  servitude is the interest of such men, 
and i s  established for their wel fare when rightly established; t h a t  

is, when licence to d o  wrong i s  taken a\vay from wicked men; 
and that those subdued will  b e  better off, because when n o t  
subdued they were wo rse o ff. I n support o f  the reasoning a stri k ­

ing example i s  i n troduced, as  i f  drawn from nature, a n d  stated 
as fol lows: 'Why, thell. is it that God commands man, the soul 

cOl1ll1lmzds the body, the reason commands lust and the other 
vicious parts of the soul? ' By this example i t  is taught clearly 
enough that servitude i s  the interest of some men, and that 

service, to God a t  any rate ,  i s  the interest of a lL  

2b Augustine, Cont ra julianlll1t 4. 12.61 (c .  A D  421)  
But if you are d efending these things as lesser goods to  which the 
soul should not  give way i n  preference to higher goods, i f  you are 

representing l u st as n ot a \·i ce but as an inferior good, then pa)' 
attention to the clea r  mess age of Cicero in the same book of Dc 
re publica, book three, where he was presenting the case for 

empire. 'Do we not obserl'e', he says, 'that dominion has been 
granted by Nature to euerythil1g that is best, to the great ,1d1't11l­

tage of the inferior? For why else does God rule ol'er man, the 

mind ol'er the body, and re:<50n ol 'er lllst and anger and the other 

euil elements of the mind? ' \X'i l l  you now at  least concede, fo l ­

lowing h i s  instructio n ,  t h a t  those parts of the soul that rou ins ist  
are good are ,'icio u s ?  And n o w  l i s ten to what he says a little later: 

'But we must ', he says , '£list inguish different kinds of domill.1tioll 

and subjection. For the mind is said to mle ouer the b ody, .md also 

ouer lllst; but it rules m 'er the body as a king gOl'erns his subject 5 

ora {.Ither his children, whereas it mles Ol'er lust <IS a II1dster rllles 
his sf.wes, rest raining it ,md brei/kil1g its power. :-'0 kings, 

commanders, m.,gistrateo, senators, and pop/{l<lr assemblies 
gove rn citizens as the mind gOl 'erns the body; but the l/1ilster 's 
restraint of his slal'es is like the restraint exercised by the best part 

of the mind, the reaS011, m'e r  its own el'il and U'e<lk efemCllts, such 
as the lustflll desires, <mger, and the other disquieting emotions. ' 

2C Augustine, De cit'it,lte Dei 1 4 . 2 3 (c. AD 4 I 8 )  
When in h i s  d iscuss ion o f  t h e  d i fferent forms o f  rule in his work 
De re publica Cicero d rew an a n a logy for his purpose from t h e  
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n_ature of man, did he not say that  the members of the body are 
ruled like children beca use of thei r readiness to obey, whereas 
the depraved parts of the soul  a re constrained by a ha�sher rule, 
l ike slaves? 

2d Is idorus, OrigiHes 1 8 . 1  (early  seventh century AD); Nonius, p. 
498. 13 ( ?fourth century AD) 

Those wars are unjust that a re undertaken without provocation. 
For only a war waged for revenge o r  d efence can actually be just 

But our people by defendi n g  their  a l l ies  have gained dominion 
over the whole world. 

In  the fragmentary third book of C icero's De re publica, a debate is 
staged between Phi Ius and Lael i u s  on the i ssue of justice in a state, 
with special reference to Rome and its relat ions with its empire. It fel l  
t o  Lael ius to defend justice aga i nst the

' 
arguments marshalled b y  

Philu5 i n  favour o f  the thesi s  that a s tate cannot b e  governed without 
i n j u stice. In the process Lael ius  advances the doctrine that slavery can 
be beneficial to some people. I n  fact, the p a ssages cited above furnish 
a double endorsement of  th is  view, because Augustine also gives it h is 
backing, as in the following senten ce i n  City of God: 'By this example 
i t  is taught clearly enough that servitude is  the interest of some men, 
and that service, to God at any r a te ,  is the interest of all . '  

There is  an immediate problem of how to penetrate to Cicero's text. 
We have access to it largely through Augustine, and Augustine was 
using h im for his  own purposes.8  In the a bove citations, those words 
which purport to be Cicero's own are i ta l icized , 9  They amount to only 

, I n  the City of God passage as a whole , August ine  i s  concerned to refute C icero's 
ciaim that the Roman res publica was a res populi. where popt/lt/s is defined as ' 3  
nu merous gathering united in fel lowship b y  a com m o n  Sense of right and a commu­
nit)' of interest', He does '0 on the gro u nds that there i s  no such community where 
there is no JUStice, chere is no j ustice where each is  not given :,is due, and in Cicero's 
state God is not given his due, Augustine then evokes the Phi luslLae!ius debate, 
implicitly rejecting the argument of Phi lus  that  serving other men as masters is 
unj ust,  in  favom of the position of La e l i u s  that ru l ing men can be iust. 

In the Contra }ulianum the debate i s  over the status of libido, sexual lust, whether 
it i s  a ' lesser good' or an our-and-out vice. 

, Note, however, the mi nor discrepancies between Augustine's t\l'O versions of the 'Cur 
igitur Deus homini' sentence: 

C. }1I/.: 'Cur igitur Deus hom ini,  animlls imperat corpori, ratio !ihidini iracundi­
aeqlle et ateris " itiosis eiusdem animi partibu s ? '  
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a small part of the whole:  This means, for example, that we cannot be 
sure how Cicero characterized those for whom slavery i s  beneficial. In  
some heavily abbreviated s e ntences from the City of God, Augustine 
refers to them as provinci a l s ,  a s  the wicked (improbi) , and as people 
who might do harm if  not t amed.lo This should not be taken to imply 
that Cicero lumped a l l  p rovincials together as  deservi ng of enslave­
ment, and defined them s imp ly  as a rebellious or crimina l  element who 
must be subdued because o f  their capacity to cause inju q: But injury 
to whom? Just to pose this  question is to raise the possibil ity that 
Cicero recogn ized d ifferen t  k i nds of subjects who merited different 
kinds of treatment, that there were some who had to be protected 
rather than constrained. Thi s  turns out to be a central theme of the 
whole passage (see below) .  

"Meanwhile, we d o  have, in the Contra Julianum, something that i s  
presented a s  a direct quotat ion from Cicero, and  i t  throws a d ifferent 
l ight on the character of those who deserved to be slaves : they a re infe­
riors (in(imi), 1 1 whose domination by the best men to their own very 
great advantage has been o rd ained by nature. The inferiors of Cicero 
beg to be compared with t h e  i nferiors or fools of Stoic doctrine, who 
are many, and inferior to the few wise men.l! In general ,  this text bears 
witness to an interest iil Cicero to l ink the debate over imperial ism, 
which might seem to be a n a rrowly pol it ical issue, with the traditional 
philosophical discussions c�ncerning the nature of h ierarchical rela­
tionships both pol it ical and d omestic. A s imi lar function is performed 
by the analogy with the s o u l ,  v,,·h ich so impresses Augustine (who cal l s  
i t  noble and cites i t  twice) , and which is also undoubtedl y  Ciceronian.  
The soul  is  said to rule over l ust as a master over siaves ,  'coercing i t  
and breaking i ts  hold' ,  \'/hereas  the soul rules over the body a s  a king 
over his citizens or a pare n t  over his children. Augustin e  goes on to 

De cit'. Dei: 'Cur ig i tur  Deus homini, ani m us imperat corpori, ratio l ib id in i ceter' 
isque l'itiosis animi  partibus? '  

The latter aprears to be a m i l d l y  rruncated version of  the  former, which was presum­
ahly the original. 

W CL De cit'. DeI 14.23, referring to a lack of capacity to obey on the pa r t  of the vicio us 
elements of the soul (cf. slave s ) ,  in comparison with bodily members (cf. childre n , "  

I !  The reading i,,/imorum r a t h e r  tha n in/irmorum in C. 11ft. seems certain, in  view of 
infimum bonum " . .  minom bona earlier in the same t�xt. 

11 For Stoic inferiors, see ch. 9" There is a superficial resemblance between this  passage 
and the fragment of Posid o n i u s '  Histories on the submission of the Mariandyni to 
the Heracleots" But, despite accepted opinion , Posidonius does not ha"e natural 
slaver)" i n  mind here" See pp. I 46-50. 
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supply, also in the Contra Juli�nui;z, a fuller but emended statement of 
the same point. The analogy b�t�een soul/body and the political rela­
tionship is maintained , but  rotnanized: to kings IS added, on the side 
of the rulers, gJnerals, m agist'rates, senate and popular assemblies, 
and to citizens, on the s ide of the ruled, al lies. Meanwhile the rule of 
the soul over lust is given a more precise formulation in terms of the 
rule of 'the best part of the soul', that is, intelligence or reason over 
' its own vicious and weak elements, such as the lustful desires, anger, 
and the other disquieting emotions'. 

We are now in a better position to assess the content and thrust of 

Laelius' argument. The Roman focus of the discussion is clear. 
Laelius' defence ofJu stice in a state, and in the Roman state in partic­
ular, led into a favourable account of Roman imperialism, to the effect 
that its moving spirit was the desire to defend and protect Rome's a llies 
(see B2d above). It is likely that this was the aspect of the argument 
which Cicero himself wished ro stress. I t  is  interesting in this  connec­
tion that when he speaks  in his own voice about Roman imperialis m ,  
in the passage of the De officiis (On Duties) that runs parallel t o  the 
one under discussion ,  the language of overlordship (dominatio) i s  
deliberately replaced by that of patronage (patrocinium) :  

A s  l ong as the empi re of the Roman People maintained itself by acts of service 
not of oppression, wars were waged in the interest of our allies or to safeguard 
our supremacy: the end of ou r wars was marked by acts of clemency or by 
only a necessary degree of severity; the senate was a haven of refuge for kings, 
tribes and nations; and the highest ambit i on of our magistrates and geo",rals 
was to defend our provinces and allies with justice and honour. And s o  our 
government could be called more accurately a protectorate of the world than 
a dominion. (De off. 1..1.6) 13 

This was the idea l .  In the passage from the De re publica, Cicero 
was more prepared to confront reality, the existence of unwilling and 
rebellious subjects alongside friends and allies. Different responses to 
Roman rule required d i fferent styles of treatment.14 Cicero developed 
this line of argument with the aid of illustrations from the family and 
the state, underpinned by the analogy of the sou! . This part of the 
argument incorporates ingredients from earlier j ustifications of 
slavery. There is a distinct Aristotelian ring in the idea that slavery is 

13  Contrast the more jingoistic comments in Cicero, Phil. 6.7. 19; Io. ro.r�'-o. 
" Cf. Virgil, Aen. 6 . 8 5 3 :  'parcere subiectis et debellare superbos.' 
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beneficial to tue slaues, the placing of this idea in the general con (ext 
of the natural advantage to i n feriors to be ruled by their  superiors, and 
the analogy between slaves· and the l ibidinous elements of the s�u l . 
There are also divergencies from Aristotle, and contributions from 
other sources are l ikely.IS The i nfl uence of the Middle Stoics Panaetius 
and Posidonius has been s uspected, but this is a false trail .  We have i n  
any case little direct knowledge of their works. \X'ith regard . to 
Panaetius, who i s  often seen a s  a dominant influence over Cicero, at 
i east in Dc officiis, there is  the attendant risk of denying Cicero a m i n d  
o f  h i s  own. 16 Not that Cicero gives Laelius anything very n ovel to say 
here. I" Meanwhile, we should not forget that Carneades, notorious ly, 
had put both sides of the case. Philus advanced arguments associated 
with him - and disowned them. IS  Was Carneades also a source for 
Laelius, at any rate for the more traditional philosophical side of the 
argument? 

83 Philo, Legum a!legor;a (Allegorical Interpretation of Genesis) 
3 , 88 (early first century AD) 
Once again, of Jacob a n d  Esau, when still  in the womb, God 
declares that the  one  is  a ru ler  and leader and master, but that 
Esau i s  a subject and a slave. For God the maker of living beings 
knows well the different pieces of his own handiwork, even 
before He has thoroughly chiselled and consummated them, a n d  
the faculties which they a r e  to display at a later time, i n  a word, 
thei r  deeds and experiences .  And so when Rebecca, the soul that 
waits on God, goes to inquire of God, He teUs her in repl); 'Two 
nations are in yo ur womb, and two peoples, born o f  YOll. shal l  
be divided; the one s hall  be stronger than the othe r, the e lder 
shall serve the younger' [Gen. 25:231 .  For in God's judgement 
that which is base a n d  i rrational i s  by nature a s lave, bu t that  

15 B u t  i n  Cicero's formulation A ri stotle's soul a nalogies are reversed. See Ferra r�' ! 1988 ) ,  
;71-4' Cicero mdicates elsewhere tha t he thought of h imself a s  fol low i n g  
(Pyth agorean a n d )  Platonic psychology. See Tusc. 4.10. 

16  See Atkins ( 1 989); G riffin and A tkins  ( r99 I ) ,  introduction. Against the influence of 
Pana et iu s  or Pos idonius i n  th i s  passage, see Ferrary ( 1 988), 363-Rr. 

,- Here I differ from Dumont (198 , )  (r989), 693-;24; cf. Ferrary ( 1 988) ( r9951, 6::. n .  30: 
'He [se. CiceroJ replaces the Aristotel ian  notion of a slave by nalure with that of a 
slave by defect of character.' 

In general. C icero appears to haye h a d  l i ttle to contribute to slave theor)� 
" See De re pub. _1 .8.  
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which is of fine character  a nd endowed with reason and better, 
is  princely and free. A nd this not only when either is full-grown 
in :soul, but even if their development is still uncertain. 

B4 Origen, Homiiy on Genesis 16. I (mid third century AD) 

r. According to the trustworthiness of scripture, no Egyptia n  
was free. For 'Pharaoh red uced the people to slavery to h imself', 
nor did he leave anyo n e  free within the borders of the Egyptians, 
but freedom was taken away in all the land of Egypt. And 
perhaps for this reason i t  i s  written: ' I  am the Lord your GQd 
who brought you out  o f  the land of Egypt, out of the house o f  
bondage. ' Egypt, therefore, became the house o f  bondage and,  
what is  more unfortunate,  of voluntary bondage. 

For aithough it is related of the Hebrews that they were 
reduced to bondage, a nd that ,  freedom having been snatched 
away, they bore the yoke of tyranny, nevertheiess they are said t o  
have been brought t o  th i s  state 'violently' . . .  There was a 
natural freedom in t h e m  which was not wrenched away from 
them easily or by some d eception, but by force. 

But Pharaoh easily reduced the Egyptian people to bondage 
to h imself, nor i s  it  written that he did this by force-. For the 
Egyptians are prone t o  a degenerate life and quickly sink to 
every slavery of the vices. Look a t  the origin of the race and you 
will discover that the ir  father Ham, who had laughed at h is  
father's nakedness, deserved a j ud gement of this kind, that  h i s  
son Canaan should be a servant to  his brothers, in which case 
the condition of bondage would prove the wickedness of  h i s  
conduct. Not without  merit ,  therefore, does the d iscoloured 
posterity imitate the ignobi l ity of the race. 

But the Hebrews, even if they be reduced to bondage . . .  suffer 
'violently' and by necessity. For this reason, therefore, they are 
freed 'from the house of bondage' and recalled to the original 
freedom which they h a d  lost against their wil l .  For i t  is even pro­
vided for in the divin e  laws that i f  perhaps someone buy a 
Hebrew slave, he may not possess h i m  in perpetual bondage, but 
the slave may serve him for six years and in the seventh year he 
may depart free. Noth ing  l ike this is proposed concerning the 
Egyptians. Nowhere does  the divine Law enterta in concern for 
Egyptian freedom, because they had lost it willingly. It leaves 
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them to the etern a l  yoke of ttheir condition and to perpe tual 
bondage . _ 

2. If there fore , we understanq these words spiritually, what the 
bondage of t h e' 

Egypti ans is, we recognize that to serve the 
Egyptians i s noth ing other than to become submissive to carnal  
vices and to be subjected to demons. 

B5 Basil of Caesarea,  On the Holy Spirif20 (late fourth century AD) 

Some say that  t h e  Spir it  is neither master nor slave, but l ike a 

freeman.  What mi serable nonsense ! What pitifu l a udac i ty ! 
What shall I l amen t, their  ignorance or their blasphemy? They 
insult the dogmas pertain ing to the divine nature by confin i ng 

them within h u m an categories. They think they sec d i ffere n ces 
of dignity a mong men,  and then apply such variation to the inef­
fable n a ture of G od .  Do they not realize that even among m e n ,  
no one is a s lave by n ature ? ;'.len are brought under t h e  yoke of 

slavery either becau se th ey are captured in bartle or e lse they sell 

themseh-es i nto slaver)' owing to povert}; as the Egyptians 
became the slaves of Pharaoh.  Sometimes, by a wi se a nd 

inscrutable p rovidence, worth less ch ildren are commanded by 
their father to serve their more intel l igent brothers and sisters. 
Any upright person i nvestigating th� circumstances would 

realize that s uch situat ions bring much benefit, and are not a 

sentence of condem n at ion for those inl'olved. It is better for a 
man who lack s i ntel l igence and self-control ro become another's 
possession. Governed by his master's intelligence, he v/ i l l 

become l ike a cha riot driven by a skil led horseman, or a sh ip 
with a seaso n ed sa i lor a t  the oi ler, Th3>is why J acob o btained 

his  father's b l e ss i 'lg and became E sa u 's master: so  that t h i s  
fool ish son ,  who had no intel l igence properly t o  guide him, 
might p rofit from his prudent brother, even against his  w i l l .  

Canaan became ' a  slal'e of slaves to  this brother ' ,  beca use h i s  
£;nher H a m  was vo id o f  understand ing, unable t o  teach his son 
any virtue. That i s  why men become s iaves, but those wh o 
escape poverty, war, or rhe need of a guardian,  are free. And even 

though one  man i s  cai/ed a master, and another a slave, we are 
all the possessions of our C reator; we ail sh are the rank of 51 aye 
. . .  So whom w i l l  you ca l l  a freeman ) Someone who sen'es no 
King? Someone who l acks both the strength to  ru le  or th e w i l l -
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ingness to be ruled? No such nature �xists, and i t  is blasphemous 
to think that the spirit is such a being. Either He is a creature, 
a nd therefore a slave, or else He is above creation and shares the 
Kingship. 

86 A mbrose, De Jacob et vita beata 2 .3 . I I  (cf. AMB6) 

The one who could not command and rule the other ought to 
h ave served him, in order to be ruied by the one who was more 
wise. It was not the role of the holy patri arch to deliver his own 
son to the ignoble state of slavery. But  since he had two sons, one 
without moderation and the other m oderate and wise, in order 
to take care of both l ike a good father, h e  p laced the moderate 
son over the son without moderation ,  and h e  ordered the foolish 
one to obey the one who was wise. For the fool i sh  man cannot 
of his own accord be a disciple of virtue or persevere in his 
intent, because the fool changes l ike the moon. I saac was right 
to deny Esau freedom to make h i s  own choices: else he might 
dr ift l ike a ship in the waves without a helmsman.  

These passages treat the classic Old Testament enslavements of 
Canaan and Esau, and in a way that evokes Aristotle's natural slave 
theory. We are presented with, in effect, a theological version of the 
theory:  each account accepts that Divine P rovidence is at work. 

Phi lo ,  considering the words of God to Rebecca and their outcome 
in the  enslavement of Esau to his brother J a cob,  concludes that this is 
a case of the subjection of a 'natural slave' ,  j udged by God to be infe­
rior and lacking in reason, to a natural free man who is  endowed with 
virtue and reason. Other passages from Ph i lo  (to be discussed in ch. 
IQ) e laborate on Esau's vicious nature, add the idea that he benefited 
from his enslavement, and suggest that he stands for a class of people 
I:3turally suited to serve. The fact that God is c reator as well as judge 
of Esau and his like is not treated as at a l l  problematic. 

O r igen on the basis of scriptural testimony classes the Hebrews as 
naturally free and the Egyptians by strong implication as natural 
s laves .  He specifical ly notes the contrast ing ways in which they alleg­
edly s u b m itted to slavery (the Egyptians vol u ntari ly, the Hebrews only 
under constra int) , and the six-year l imit placed on Hebrew slavery. 
Origen explains that the Egyptians only too eas i ly became slaves to 
vice, a p ropensity al ready present in their p u tative a ncestor Ham, and 
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i n  h i s  case punished by his  son's s lavery. 19  
Basirs analysis is  complex and confused.  Having declared initially 

tha t  slavery is  not natural but is  rather a consequence of  capture or 
se lf-sale, he introduces natural s lavery a longside these other means of 
entry into the slave condition (to which  i s  later added the need of a 
guardian) in order to explain another form o f  enslavement, of which 
Esau and Canaan serve as exam ples.20 The basic elements in the 
accou�t are the superior intell igence of the masters, the l ack of intel­
l igence and a natura/ lack of self-control in the ensla\·ed and (in some 
deta i l )  the benefits accruing to them from their subject condirion. 
Bas i l  rounds off his discussion with the assertion that every created 
thing  is a s lave of the Creator anyway.21 A l l  this is in service of the 
theological argument that the Holy Spirit  is not a s lave (nor for that 
m atter free, this being another human category) ,  but divine, as being 
a b ove creation. 

A mbrose returns on several occasions to the story of Esau's enslave­
ment,  but only in the De Jacob does h e  pause over the patriarch's 
actio n  - the role of God is never questioned. Any suggestion of crit­
ic ism is quickly dispel led, as Ambro s e  m oves into a Philonian explana­
t ion stressing the deficiencies of Esau and the benefits that accrued to 
h i m  from his enslavement to a \\'i se  m a n .  In this accoun't Esau and 
Jacob are natural slave and natural m aster in a l l  but name, 

87 Augustine, De ciuitate Dei 19 . 1 5  (part; see AUG 10) (AD 425) 

The prime cause of s lavery, then, is s in,  so that man was put 
under man in a state of bondage; a n d  this can be only by a judge­
ment of God, in whom there is no unrighteousness, and who 
knows how to assign d ivers  punishments according to the 
deserts of the sinners. 

Augustine, unlike the writers just cited (B3-6), does see a moral 
dilemma in a just God imposing s l avery on a section of his creation, 
and he resolves it by representing this  a s  a punishment for sin. The 
finger is pointed decisively at man :  because of Adam's sin, man 

19 For Philo's rather similar treatment of Ep'pt, See pp, r�o-!. According to Basil, the 
Egyptians sold themselves into slavery out of poverty. 

20 Basil contradicts himself. unless he i s  using phttsis in the sense of 'bird,' - as Ambrose 
uses natura, See ch. 1L 

21 For the development of this idea in  Origen, Athanasius .r.d Augustine, see pp. 
227-.1 L 
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deserves slavery. Moreover, a few chapters further on, Augustinf! wil l  
say that for some people, a t  any rate, slavery is beneficial (cf. B2a � end ) 
- a declaration that carries a whiff of natural slave theory. 

. 
- : 

B8 Florenti nus, i n  Dig. 1 .  5 . 4 . 2 (second century AD) 

Slaves ( se rvi) a re so-called because generals have a custom of 
selling their prisoners and t hereby preserving rather than kil l ing 
them: and indeed they a re said to be mancipia, because they are 
captives in the h a nd (manus) of their  enemies. 

Natural slave theory represented slavery as a blessing to natural 
sl aves. Other weaker assertions along the same J ines surface i n  
certain a uthors. Jurists, perhaps feeling the need to justify the exis­
tence ot slavery by the ' l aw o f  nations' ( ius gentium) , suggested o n  
the basis o f  a false etymology that for war captives slavery was a 
benefit, in as much as they h a d  been rescued from death at the 
hands of their captors. Alan Watson i ntroduces the texts in this 
way: 

The declaration t hat s lavery is an i nst i tution of the law of nations that is con­
trary to nature . . .  betrays an uneasiness over the morality of s la\'ery which 
ray account for t he placing of the next text both by Florentinus . . .  and in 
Justinian's Institutes (lJ 1 . 3 .})  . . .  The correctness of the etymologies need not 
detain us, bur the existence of the text j ust i n  thi s  position suggests that  slavery 
i s  bein g  morally  j ustified: s laves are persons who have received a benefit - t he ir  
l ives have been preserved when t hey would otherwise have been violently 
endedY 

A nother severely p ractic a l  j u s t i fication of slavery, in terms of the 
greater security available t o  s laves i n  comparison with the free poor, 
su rfaces in the Discourses of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus, who had 
h i mself been a slave (his  name means 'acquired in addition'):  

B9 Epictetus 4· 1. 3 3-7 

The slave wishes to be set free i mmediately. Why ? Do you th ink 
that he wishes to pay money to the col lectors of twentieths?  No; 
but because he imagines that hitherto throllgh not having 

" Watson ( 1 987), 8. See a i s o  Augustine, De (it". Dei 1 9 . 1 , .  Fragment 102 o f  Herac1 itus 
sanctions the enslavement which i s  a n  outcome of w;r: strife is necessaf\' for exis·  
tence, it necessarily takes the for m  of war, slavery is the inevitabie cons."quence of 
war, and is therefore justified. See Sch l a  i fer ( 1 9 \6 ) ,  1 1 3. 
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obtained this,  h e  i s  h indered and unfort!JJlate. ' I f  I shal l  be set 
free, im med iately it is all happiness,  I care for no man,  i speak 

to all as an equal a nd, like to them, I go where I choose, I come 
from any place I ch oose, a nd I go where I choose . '  T h e n  he is set 
free; and forthwith having no place where h e  can eat,  he  looks 
for some m a n  to fla tter, some one with whom he sha l l sup: the n  
h e  . . .  wo rks w i t h  h is  body and endures t h e  most dreadful 
things; and if  he can find someone to feed him he fa l l s  into a 
s lavery much worse than h is former slal'ery . . .  He says, \X/ha t  
evil did I suffer in  my state o f  slavery ?  Another clothed me, 
another s upplied me with shoes, another fed me, another l ooked 
after me i n  sickness; and I did onl y a few services for h i m ,  But 
now a wretched man, what things I suffer, being a s lave o f  m a ny 
instead of to o ne . 

The theme occurs  elsewhere in l iterature, in Roman comedy, perhaps 
drawing on G re ek models, and i n  Christian sourcesY Advocates of 
slaver:' i n  the A m erica n South l iked to contrast the misera ble , 's lavi s h '  
condition o f  the poor, ' free' worke rs o f  the North and o f  E ngl a nd with 

their own Ivell-ca re d -for slaves, Thus, Edmund Ruffin wrote: 

Herice, II'hile all of the m i ll i ons  of pauper populations of Englan d  a re truly 
sla\'es, and as much u nder constraint  as if  each one and h is fami ly  belonged 

[0 an individual m a ster, or as negro slaves are here, they have not the fa m i l i a r  

comforts, or t h e  ca re for t h e  preservation of their health and J i l-es , en joyed by 
every negro sl a\'e in Virginia  and !\1ississippi .!4 

From the other s i d e  o f  the fence, Pats�' Mitchner, a ch i ld of e ight at 

emancipa tion, told an i nten·jewer in 1937:  

Slaver\' was better for uS than rhings i s  no\\', in s o m e  cases. Niggers t he n d idn' t  
ha\'e no respoT1 S i b i ) i r�', just  work. obe:' and eat .  No\\' rhe)" got  to  s h u ffle a ro u nd 

and l ive on jus t  wh a t  the wh i te folks  mind to gi\'c them. Slaves pra�'ed fo r 
freedom .  Then tht'\' got i t  a n d  d idn' t  know what to do with  i t .  Th e,' '\,IS 
tu rned out wi th  nowhe re to go and noth i ng to ! i \'C on.  They had ,,0 experience 

in looking out for the mseh"es, and nothing to l ive on. They had no experience 

in  looking out for rhem seh"es, and nothing to work w i th , and no l a ndY 

23 See Plaurus, Cas. 2 9 3 ;  Epid. 725 : Paliddius, Hisl. Lms. 6 1 . 5 .  
2< Cited from I\kKitrick ( [ 96.1 1 ,  79. 
2'  Cited from Hurrnence ( 1 984) , 79. The s la\'es' pra)"ers for freedom were too success­

fu l ,  according to Patsy I\! i tchner, comparing them to the pra)'ers for rain that produce 
a Hood . She concludes: 'Slavery was a bad thing, and freedom, of the k i nd we got ,  
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We have no means of telling how common it was for slaves in Greece 
and Rome to suffer a deterioration in thei r  material circumstances 

. a fter manumission. For the argument �o hav� a chance of achieving its 
end,  namely, to persuade slaves to be contented with their lot, it had 
at l east to sound plausible. For some s laves no doubt it did. But they 
p resumably went on 'praying for freedom' .  

The p a rallel argument or conceit, that  a s lave i s  better off than his 
master, is advanced by two- writers 6f late antiquity, Libanius, the 
o rator from Antioch, and Theodoret, another A ntiochene, who 
became bishop of Cyrrhus.26 Libanius (b. 3 14) was a n  old man or 
recently deceased when Theodoret (b. ?383-93) appeared on the scene. 
Though on different sides of the pagan/Christian divide, the two men 
were self-evidently products of the same educational system. 

BIO Libanius, 'On slavery', Orationes 25.66-7 (AD 383-93) 

Menander, son of Diopeithes, was not lacking in shrewdness. 
He very often found himself in thrali to his  own slaves, and thus 
felt able to say: 'There is only one s lave i n  the house: the master. '  
And certainiy, keeping a slave, in  good seasons and i n  bad, i s  a 
real worry. All the slave has to do i s  cast h is  eyes towards his 
master's hands, whereas the master is obli ged to hold out his 
h a nds to the slave. He may well com pla in  about the weather, the 
anger of Zeus, the failure of the w inds to blow, and all that 
hinders the ripening of the crop. But none of these things release 
h im from the performance of h is  duty to the slave. On the con­
trary, the land always provides the s lave w ith something, even 
when it provides nothing. As for clothes and shoes, the cloth is 
woven and the leather stitched up while he sleeps. If the slave 
faBs ill ,  he has nothing to be anxious about except his illness; to 
another fails the worry of seeing to remedies, doctors, incanta· 
tions. And at the moment of death, there is no need for fear on 
the subject of burial; the burden of that w i l! faU on the man who, 
for a l l  that he appears to be a master, is  in actual fact a slave. 

with nothing to live on, was bad. Two snakes full of poison. One lying with his head 
pointing north, the other with his head pointing south, and the snake called freedom 
lay with his head pointed north. Both bit the nigger, and they was both bad.' See 
Escott (1979), ch. 7. 

26 For Libanius, Or. 2.5, see the edition and French translation of Schouler (I973); for the 
treatise of Theodoret see PG 83.665-85, and the English translation of Halron (I988) . 
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S I !  Theodoret, 'That the d ivis ion into slaves and masters is
' 

an 
advantage in l ife', On Dilline Prol'idence 7, at 677�-68oB (pim) 
(430S AD) 

If in the interests of truth you were p repared to review all that 
we have said, leaving mere controversy aside, you would find 
that the role of master is fraught with care whi le  that of slave 
has  numerous advantages. The master of the house, beset by 
many worries, considers h ow to provide for the needs of the 
s laves, how to pay the state taxes, how to sell his surpius produce 
and buy what he needs. If the  land is u n kind to f�rmers, imitat­
ing in  this the ingratitude of men to the Creator, the master is 
distressed, looks around h is  creditors, pays his accounts, and 
goes into vol untary slavery . . .  

The slave, on the other hand, t hough a s lave in body, enjoys 
freedom of soul and has none of these worries . .  , He takes his 
food, rationed no doubt, but h e  has n o  anxieties. 

He l ies down to sleep on the pa\'ement, but wo rry does not 
banish sleep: on the contrary, its sweetness on his eyelids keeps 
h i m  from feeling the hardness of the ground. Wisdom, speaking 
in accordance with nature, sa id:  'Sleep is sweet to the slave.' 
[Eccles. pJ . . .  

His master is consta ntly bothered by indigestion: he takes 
more than enough, bolts h i s  food, and forces it  down. The slave 
consumes only what he needs, takes what is  given to him with 
moderation, enjoys what h e  reeei,'es, d i gests it  slowly, and it for­
tifies him for his work. 

You consider only the slavery of this man; you do not consider 
his health. You see the work, but not the recompense im'oJved; 
you complain of toi l ,  but forget the happiness of a carefree life 

Both discourses are at one !evel rhetorical exercises, but that does 
n ot mean that they are value-free. Theodoret brings to the thesis That 
the maste r/slave d ivision is an advantage in l ife '  a strong degree of per­
sonal  e ngagement. The positions he advances may be taken to derive 
from his  own moral and rel igious convictions and to reflect the (con­
servative) views of other Christi ans  i n  his ci rde. The mai n  thrust of 
Libani us' discourse or dialexis, that  free men and slaves are equally 
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slaves pec;!use in one way o r  another they cannot control their lives, is 
simply:a more subtle way of soothing troubled consciences or  heading 
off chaiIenges, real or potential , to s lavery. For if we are all slaves, there 
is no point in our exercising ourselves over the supposed disadvantages 
suffered by some of us, namely, physical or institutional slavesY 

27 Libanius admits that physical slaves might be worse off than 'other' slav�s, that there 
might be 'degrees of slavery" but only in passing. See §S30, 3 5 .  

I 

j 
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Slave systems criticized 

A number of authors find fault  with the slave system as it operated i n  

practice, including t h e  way s laves were treated, and with cert a i n  

aspects o f  slave-acquisition.  The criticisms that are levelled a re c o n ­
crete and raise practica l  concerns. They a r e  l imited in objective a nd do 

not  question the existence o f  siavery as an institution. Hence they h ave 

to be careful ly distinguished from what appear to be genuine critiques 

of slavery (see ch. 6) .  What they suggest is an awareness a mo n g  
society's leaders t h a t  the sl ave system had t o  be monitored a nd c o n ­

troJled if society was to remain stable or even survive i n  its prese n t  

form. (It does n o t  fol low that intervention b y  political o r  i n  the 
Christian era ecclesiastical a uthorities was common or effeccive . )  At 

most, that is ,  when such criticisms are combined (as  in Seneca) with 
an assertion of the common humanity of masters and slaves, they 

appear to point to a degree of moral  an xiety over slaver): This a nxiety 

may be only ski n-deep, and can happi ly coexist with the view that  
slavery is perfectly acceptable, so long as  it  is remembered that  slaves 
are people as wel l  as thi ngs .  In genera l ,  the texts are interesting in 

helping us to understa nd at what points s lavery as a organization o r  

system became unacceptable i n  t h e  m i nds o f  certain observers,  wh o 
were themselves participants .  

e r  Plato, Lall's 776c-778a ( 347/6 BC) 

Megillus (Spartan) .  I do not understand, stranger, what you 
mean.  

Athel1ian. I a m  not surprised, Megillus, for the state o f  the 

Helots among the Lacedaemon ians  is of al l  Hellenic forms 
of slavery the most controverted and disputed about, some 
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approving and some condemning it; there is less dispute about 
the s lavery which exists among the Heracleots, who have sub­
jugated the Mariandynians, and about the Thessalian penestai 
. . .  Different persons have got these two different notions of 
slaves in the i r  minds - some of them utterly distrust their ser­
v:mts, and, as if they were wild beasts, chastise them with goads 
and whips, a nd make their souls three times, or rather many 
times, as slavish as they were before; and others do the oppo­
site . . .  

Cleinias (Cretan) . Then what are we to do in our own country, 
stranger, as regards the right to own and punish slaves, seeing 
that there are such differences in the treatment of the m ?  

Athenian. Well, Cleinias, there can b e  n o  doubt that m a n  i s  a 
troublesome animal, and therefore he is not very manageable, 
nor likely to become so, when you attempt to introduce the nec­
essary division of slave, and freeman, and master; that is 
obvious. He i s  a troublesome piece of goods, as has been often 
shown by the frequent revolts of the Messenians,  and the real 
mischiefs which happen in states having many slaves who speak 
the same language, and the numerous robberies and lawless life 
of the Italian banditti as they are called. A man who considers 
al\ this i s  fairly at a loss. Two remedies alone remain to us - not 
to have the s laves of the same country, nor if possible, speaking 
the same language;  in this way they will more easi ly be held in 
subjection; secondly, we should tend them carefully, not only out 
of regard for them, but yet more out of respect for ourselves . . .  
Slaves ought to be punished as they deserve, and not admon­
ished as i f  they were freemen, which will only m ake them con­
ceited. The language used to a servant ought a lways to be that 
of a com mand, and we ought not to jest with them, whether they 
are males or females - this is a foolish way which many people 
have of setting up their slaves, and making t�e l ife of servitude 
more disagreeable both for them and for thei r  masters. 

C2 Diodorus Siculus 34.2.25-6, 3 3  (mid first century BC) 

There was never a sedition of slaves so great as that which 
occurred in Sic i ly . . .  To most people these events came as an 
unexpected a nd- sudden surprise, but to those who were capable 
of j udging a ffairs realistically they did not seem to happen 
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\",i th�u t  reason. Because of the superabun d a nt prosperity of 
those who exploited the products of this migh ty i sland, nearly 
aH who had risen rn wealth affected first � l u xurious mode of 
l i�i ng ,  then arrogance and insolence. As a result of this, s ince 
both the ma !treatment of the slaves and their estrangement from 
their masters increased at an equal rate, there wa, at last, when 
occas ion offered, a violent outburst of hatred . . .  

Not only in  the exercise of political power should men of 
prominence be considerate towards those of low estate, but so 
also i n  private l i te they should - if they are sensible - treat their 
s laves gently. For heavy-handed arrogance leads states i nto civil 
strife a n d  bctionalism between citizens,  and in individual 
households i t  paves the way for plots of s l aves against masters 
and for terrible uprisings in concert against the whole state. The 
more p ower is perverted to cruelty and lawles sness, the more the 
charac ter of those subject to that power i s  brutalized to the 
pcin t  o f  desperation. Anyone whom fortune  has  set in low estate 
w i l li ngly yields place to his superiors in point  of gentil ity and 
esteem, but if he is deprived of due considerat ion,  he comes to 
regard those who harshly lord it over him with b itter enmity. 

C3 Senec a ,  Epistulae 47.2-5, I I- I 3  (mid first century AD) 

That is why I smile at those who think it degrad ing for a man to 
d i ne w ith his slave. But why should they think it degrading? It is 
on ly beca use purse-proud etiquette surrounds a householder at 
his d inner with a mob of standing s l aves. The master eats more 
than h e  can hold, and with monstrous greed loads h i s  belly until 
i t  i s  strctc,",,:d and at length ceases to do the work of a belly; so 
that he is at greater pains ro discharge a l l  the food than he was 
to stuff it down. All this time the poor slaves may not move their 
l ips,  e ven  to speak. The sl ighte';, murmur i s  repressed by the rod; 
even a chance sound - a cough, a sneeze, or a hiccup - is visited 
with the lash .  There is a grievous penal ty for the s l ightest breach 
of s i lence .  Al l  night long they must stand abou t, hungry and 
d umb. 

The result  of it  all is that these s laves ,  who may not talk in 
their master's presence, talk about their master. But the siaves of 
former d ays, who were permitted to converse n ot only in their 
master's presence, but actually with h im,  whose mouths were 
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not sti!.Ched up tight, were ready to bare their necks for their 
m aster, to bring upon their own heads any danger that threat­
ened him; they spoke at the feast, but kep t  s i lence during torture. 
Finally, the saying, in allusion to th i s  s a me high-handed treat­
ment, becomes current: 'As many enemies as you have slaves.' 
They a re not enemies when we acqu ire them; we make them 
enemies. 

I shall  pass over other cruel and i nh u man conduct towards 
them; for we maltreat them, as if they were not men, but beasts 
of burden . . .  

I do not wish to involve myself i n  too large a q uestion, and to 
discuss the treatment of slaves, towards whom we Romans are 
excessively haughty, cruel and insult ing.  But this is the kernel of 
my advice: treat your inferiors as you would be treated by your 
betters. And as oftca as you reflect h ow m uch power you have 
over a slave, remember that your m a ster h a s  j ust as much power 
over you.  'But I have no master ' ,  you say. You are still young; 
perhaps you will  have one. Do you not k now at what age Hecuba 
entered captivity, or Croesus, or the  mother of Darius, or Plato, 
or D iogenes? 

Associate with your slave on kindly, even on affable, terms; let 
h i m  talk with you, plan with you ,  l i ve w it h  you . . .  

Plato i ntroduces two distinct themes. At one level he  is criticising 
helotage (or state serfdom) in Sparta, whi c h  was  notoriously unstable: 
he identifies the cause of the prob lem i n  enslavement wit/JOut 

deracination.  The Helots, who were G reeks, Laconian or Messenian, 
h a d  been subjected in situ, and a l lowed to m a intain their culture 
intact . In this context revolts were l ikely o r  i nevitable, moreover, 
revo l ts with a 'national istic' air about them. The second theme is the 
proper treatment of slaves. This is not  d e ve loped specifically in 
connection w ith helotage, though there can. be no doubt that harsh 
treatment exacerbated the helot problem. Rather, Plato issues a 
general d i rective applicable to the operation of domestic slavery, 
namely, that masters should never unbend towards their slaves, but 
communicate with them only through comm a nds.  

T h e  d isc uss ion of the First  Sic i l ian S lave Wa r in  the universal 
h i story of D iodorus of Sicily (preserved in s u bstantial fragments in 
Byzantine works) begs comparison with the p assage of Plato. It traces 
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the origins of the War to, on t h e  one h a nd, systemic errors (the s laves 
were too man�', and a number o f  them were employed as more or less 
free-range herdsmen, and were a l l owed to i ndulge i n  band)trr), and, 
on the other, the brutality of m a s te r s  (who freely used marks, brands 
and fetters, and provided m i n i mal  subs istence) .  Diodorus, un l ike 
Plato, shows some interest i n  and u nderstanding of the mental ity of 
s laves, and this has led schola rs to detect the influence of the histori­
cal works of Posidonius the Stoic philosopher (among others). Thi s  i s  

a reasonable enough supposit ion,  even i f  only  one passage can be  
securely identified as Posidon i a n ,  a n  unsympathetic portraya l of the 
s lave-owner Damophilus . In any case ,  Diodorus' discussion, though 
balanced and evenhanded, conta i n s  no p h i losophical, let alone specif­
ical ly Stoic, argument - unl ike that  of Seneca i n  his  47th Letter and 
the third book of the De belleficiis. 1 

If Plato adopts a cold and severe tone i n  h is  discuss ion of slave­
treatment, and Diodorus writes w i th some sympathy for the rebell ious 
s laves, Seneca, focusing on slave rr in the household, is passionate and 
h umane.2 This does not mean that his  approach i s  di rect. The basic 

message of the three writers is  s i m il a r, the risk of slave-violence, but 
i n  Seneca it has to be read between the l ines. Se nee a attacks the behav­
i o u r  of masters, but he pulls  h i s  punches. The charge is made that 
ma sters are bruta l to the i r  s la\·cs .  Howe\'cr, Scncc a backs away from a 

ful l  and emotive d i scllssion ,  restr ict ing h i mself to a tepid example o f  
m a l treatment, namely, Q\'erwe e n i n g  beha\'iour at the d inner-table. A s  
for the theme of slave-reta l i a t i o n ,  t h i s  i s  soft-pedal led . Seneca directs 
the gaze of his readers to the future, rem inding them that fortune i s  
fickle and can quick ly convert a n  arroga nt master i nto a s la\'e o r  a slave 

i nto a n  a rrogant master (someth i n g  of a topm) . :\5 for the present, we 

hear only that abused sla\'es become enem ies. Need he say more' The 

ri sk of assassination was rea l  and ever-present. In Seneca's own l ife­

t ime,  in a celebrated inc ident c a r rying grave pol itical repercussions ,  
t h e  prefect o f  the city o f  Rom e  was k i l led b y  a member o f  h i s  huge 
urban «m/ilia of s la\'es (and freed men ) .3 Considering that his subject 

I A thenaeus, Deipn. 540b = fj9 EK " Edeistei n and Kidd i I 9-1)); cf. Diodorus 34·2. ·)4 · 
On sources, see Dumont ( 1 98 9 1 ,  203- 1 .1 , 2 3 9-4 1 ;  Kidd, Cont"'. on f59 EK and F262. 
EK. See Garnser (forthco m i n g ! .  

2 He also in fp. 4�.5 (quoted) a nd elsewhere su pports his case by appealing t o  t h e  
common kinship o f  m a n .  For th,s  reason other parrs o f  Ep. 47 are treated below, i n  
ch. 5 .  J Tacirus. A nn. '4 -42.- 5 '  
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was domestic slavery, he probably calculated that\wh"t he had said was 
q ui te enough to disturb his audience. : -

Seneca, steering clear of close analysis, a l so mi�sed the opportuni-ty 
to make the ohvious suggestion that the quality

' 
of the relationship 

between master and slaves was to some extent a function of the 
number of slaves in the household. The murdered city prefect had had 
( in round figures) 400 domestic slaves. ,5eneca does address the subject 
o f  the size of a slave household in D� tranquillitate animi, but only - ­
with a view to demonstrating that ownership of a large contingent of 
slaves is  incompatible with happiness: 

If  anyone has any doubt about the hapPiness of D iogenes, he may likewise 
have doubt about the condition of the imfuortal gods as well . . .  Would you 

say that Demetrius, the freedman o f  Pompey, who was not ashamed to be 

richer than Pompey, was a happier man? He, to whom two underlings and a 

room ier cell would once have been wealth, used to have the number of his 
s laves reported to him every day a s  if he were the general of an army. But the 

only slave Diogenes had ran away from h i m  once, and, when he was pGinted 

out to him, he did not think it worthwhile to fetch h im back. 'It would be a 
shame', he said, ' i f  Diogenes is not able to live without Iv1anes when Manes is 
able to live without Diogenes.' But he seems to me to have cried: 'Fortune, 
mind your own business; Diogenes has now nothing of yours. My slave has 

run away - nay, it is I that have got away free. '  (De tranql<. an. 8.5-7) 

Moreover, in the passage that follows, dealing with the dis­
advantages of owning many slaves, it i s  the economic burden, and the 
nuisance value, of having slaves which a re brought to the fore. Physical 
danger to the master, and indeed slave-treatment in general, are not 
a l luded to: 

A h ousehold of slaves requires clothes and food;  so many beiiies 6f creatures 
that a re a lways hungry have to be fi l led, we have to buy clothing for them, and 

watch their most thievish hands, and use the services of people weeping and 
cur s i n g. How much happier is he whose only obl igation is to one whom he can 
most e��i ly refuse - himself. Since, however, we do not have such strength of 
character, we ought at least to reduce our possessions, so as to be less exposed 
to the i njuries of Fortune. (De tranqu. an. 8.8-;1) 

The message that we should reduce our po ssession s - including pre­
sumably the number of slaves we own - may serve as

' 
a reminder that 

Seneca, j ust as much as plato and D iodorus, took for granted the con­
tinued presence of slaves. Even Diogenes the Cynic had had a slave, 
once. 
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C4 Aristotle, Politics 125 sau=9 

But some persons, doing their  best to cling to some principle of  
justice (for the law is a pr incip le  of j ustice) , assert that the 
enslavement of prisoners of war is j ust; yet at the same time they 
deny the assertion, for there is the possibility that wars may be 
unjust in their origin, and one would by no means admit that a 
man who does not deserve s l avery can be real ly a slave - other­
wise we shal l  have the resu l t  tha t  persons reputed of the highest 
nobility are slaves and the d escendants of slaves if they happen 
to be taken prisoners of war a nd sold. Therefore they do not 
mean to assert that Greeks themse lves if taken p risoners are 
slaves, but that barbarians are .  

cs Cicero, De re publica 3 . 3 8 (quoted in Nonius, p. 1°9.1 )  

For there i s  a kind of  unjust s lavery, when those who are capable 
of governing themselves are under the domination of  another . . .  

c6 Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 26 S b-266f, part (early third century 
AD) (citing Theopompus a nd others on the Chians) 

The first Greeks, so far as I know, who made use of purchased 
slaves were the Chians. This  is  recorded by Theopompus in the 
seventeenth book of his Histories: 'The Chians were the first 
Greeks, after the Thessal ians  and Lacedaemonians, to use s laves, 
but they did not acquire them in the same way. For the 
Lacedaemonians and Thessa l ians ,  as will be seen, constituted 
their slave-class out of the G reeks who had earlier inhabited the 
territories which they themselves  possess today, the Lacedaemon­
ians taking the land of the Achaeans, the Thessalians that of  the 
Perrhaebians and Iv1ag!'esians.  The people reduced to s lavery 
were in the first instance ca l l ed helots,  in the second pellestai. But 
the slaves whom the Chians own are derived from non-Greek 
peoples, and they pay a price for them,' This, then , is  the account 
given by Theopompus. But I bel ieve that the Deity became angry 
at the Chians for this practice,  s ince ,  at a later time, they were 
disastrously involved in war on account of their slaves . . .  4 

I imagine that none of you is ignorant either of the story told  

• There follows in Athenaeus a narrari,'e of the s l ave revolt o n  Chios h y  Nymphodorus 
of Syracuse, 
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by the noble Herodotus concerning:Panionius of Chios and the 
just deserts which he suffered for having made eunuchs of free­
born boys, and selling _ them. Ni�o laos 

-
the Peripatetic and 

Posidonius the Stoic both say in their Histories that the Chians 
were enslaved by Mithridates the Cappadocian and handed over 
in chains to their own slaves, to be transported to Colchis. So 
truly did the Deity vent h is wrath upon them for being the first 
to use purchased slaves, a-Ithough most people did their own 
work when it came to menial services . . .  

C7 Diodorus Siculus 36.3 .2-3 

The senate then issued a decree that no citizen of an allied state 
should be held in slavery in a Roman province, and that the prae­
tors should provide for their  l iberation .  I n  compliance with the 
decree Licinius Nerva, who was at this time governor of Sicily, 
appointed hearings and set free a number of siaves, with the 
result that in a few days more than eight hundred persons 
obtained their freedom. And all who were in slavery throughout 
the island were agog with hopes of freedom. The notables, 
however, assembled in haste and entreated the praetor to desist 
from this course. Whether he was won over by their bribes or 
weakly succumbed in his desire to favour them, in any case he 
ceased to show interest in these tribunals, and when men 
approached him to obtain freedo m ,  he rebuked them and 
ordered them to return to their masters. The slaves, banding 
together, departed from Syracuse, and taking refuge in the sanc­
tuary of the Pal ic i ,  canvassed the question  of revolution. 

cS Augustine, Epistulae 10" .2,  to Alypius (early 4205 AD) 

There are so many of those in Africa who are commonly called 
'slave dealers' that they seem to be draining Africa of much of 
its human population and transferring their 'merchandise' to 
the provinces across the sea. Almost all of these are free persons. 
Only a few are found to have been sold by their parents, and 
these people buy them, not as Roman laws permit, as indentured 
servants for a period of twenty-five years, but in fact they buy 
them as slaves and sell them across the sea as slaves. True slaves 
are sold by their masters only rarely. Now from this bunch of 
merchants has grown up a m ultitude of pil laging and corrupt-
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ing 'dealers' so that i n  herds, s ho uting, in frightening military of 
barbarian attire they i nvade sparsely populated and remote, 
rural areas and they violently_carry off those who;m they would , 
sell to these merchants . . .  

c9 Augustine, Epistulae 24" . 1 ,  to Eustochius (early 4205 AD) 
Therefore, since the Apostl e  commanded that legal disputes i n  
this world, i f  they take pl ace a m o ng Christians, be settled not in  
court but  in church , there i s  a necessity for us to  put  up with 
wrangling over such issues.  The re even earthiy judgements ;lre 
sought from us, especiallr concerning the temporal �{)t of men , 

because we are able, according to the apostolic discipline, to  
command slaves to  be subject to  their  masters, but  not  to  i mpose 
the yoke of sl avery on free men. With this in mind, I ask ram 
m ost pure charity to b e  so kind a s  to instruct me what is to be 

obsen'ed concerning those who a re born of a free woman a nd a 
male slave. For I am a lready aware that those born of a slave girl 

and a free man are s laves . . .  

These texts between them cover most of the ways in which slaves 

were m'lde. They point to pos sible ' faults '  in the system of sl ave-acqui­
sition ,  without, however, questioning t h e  existence of slavery as such. 

The passage of Athenaeus o n  t h e  people  of Chios is on the surface 
cri tical of chattel slavery, but is problematic, and has to be treated as 
a 'wild card '  (see below). 

For A ristotle (q) operating within the framework of natural sl ave 
theory, there are people who deserve to be slaves and peop le who do 
not.  A s  he p uts it elsewhere: 'there exist  certa i n  persons who are essen­
tia l l, slaves everywhere, and certa i n  o thers who are so nowhere ' (Pol. 

1 2 5 5a 3 1-2 ) .  In fact the undeservi ng a re sometimes caugh t i n  the net. 

So A ristotle is compelled to meet those who criticize the doctrine of 

n atural sla" ery half-way and admit  the deficiencies of the  standard 
method of obtaining slaves, capture i n  wa r. This method works prop­
erly ani), when a war is  just, as it wi l l  be wheneve r  Greek fights barbar­
ian .  Th e Cicero fragment (cs) is ,  at least o n  the surface (for it lacks a 

context) , compati ble with these sent ime nts.s 
The people of Chios, says Theopomplls in  Athenaeus, i ntroduced 

5 The fragment is placed by editors together with others In the context of Laehus' 
defence of  justice. Note that: 
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chattel slav�ry (c6). They broke with the tradition according to which 
a conqueri�g people 'helotized' (or 'enserfed') the native, generally 
G reek, inh�bitants. The Chians acquired · non-Greeks, and paid for 
them. Arist�t!e would not have been d isturbed by any of this, unless 
we are to suppose that he regarded any m ethod of slave-acquisition 
other than capture in war as less than ideal. In practice most war cap­
tives whose lives were preserved would have been sold as slaves unless 
ransom-money was made available.6 

Athenaeus goes on to say that an angry Deity involved Chios in a 
p rotracted war with their slaves 'because of this ' ,  and in a later inci­
dent a rranged for Mithridates to hand them over to their own slaves for 
transportation abroad. Athenaeus (or h is  Deipnosoph ist spokesman) 
deliberately signals these views as h is own, and avoids any suggestion 
that  he was merely endorsing received opinion.  What moves our opin­
ionated compiler to moralize in this way? Was this an 'emotional reac­
tion experienced in the face of chattel-slavery' ,  as has  been suggested?? 

It was no secret that chattel-slavery was largely unregulated and 
open to a great deal of abuse. Virtuaily anyone could be waylaid and 
carted off to a slave-market, and terrible th ings could happen to him 
in  the process. Athenaeus picks up the story told in Herodotus 
(8 . IOS-6) of Panionius of Chios, 'a man who made his living by the 
abominable trade of castrating any good-looking boys he could get 
hold of, and taking them to Sardis or Ephesus, where he sold them at 
a h igh  p rice', and of the terrible revenge exacted by  one of his victims, 
Hermotimus, on h im and his four sons . 

At the dose of the second century BC, the Roman senate, for political 
rather than humanitarian reasons one m ay assume, stepped in to protect 
cit izens of aiiied citie< -in Sicily from enslavement. However, its chosen 
agent, the praetorian governor of the prm'ince, crumpled in the face of 
powerful vested interests - and so a second terrible s lave war erupted. 

Augustine as bishop of Hippo in easten .  Algeria describes in a letter 

( i )  Natural slave, as defined by Aristotle are a iso incompetent to govern them­
selves. 

(ii) Cicero in another fragment distinguishes between iust and unjust wars - the 
Romans fight only the former. See Isidorus, Orig. 1 8 . 1  (= B2d). 

(iii)  in Phii. 6.7. 19 ;  10. ro. I9-2.0, Cicero sets up an Aristotelian-style dichotomy 
between Romans, who cannot be slaves, and orhers. 

6 On ransoming, see Pritchett ( 1 99 1 ) ,  245-3 1 1 .  
See Vidal-Naquet ( 1 972), p. 4 1  n .  16, referring to Momigliano's suggestion made to 
h im.  Both historians attribute the sentiment not to Athenaeus but to 'certains 
m i lieux intellectuels de la fin de I 'epoque hellenistique.' 
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how he saved a boatload of his parishioners from sale abroad through 
the agency of unscrupulous slave-traders, and put ch�rch funds into 
bringing back others seized by barbarians (c8) .  In a second letter he 
a sks a friend Eustochius for advice as to the status of the issue of a 
certain kind of mixed union (C9) . It i s  in this second letter that he sets 
out the two general principles that guide him, namely, that the free 
should not be enslaved and that s laves should obey thei r  masters. By 

'free' he means free provincials, o r  a s  h� puts it  i� Letter 10" , 'Romans 
from the provinces', as  distinct from ' barbarians', who are fair game. 
(S5 ) .  The Roman army can resist genuine barbarian forces, motivated 
by the fear 'that Romans will  be held i n  barbarian captivity', and by 

implication, by the desire to take man-booty themselves. But, in what 
Augustine dresses up rhetoricaiiy as a role  reversal ,  there is a plague of 
evil traders who 'invade' Africa in the garb of barbarian soldiers, 
' e mptyi;;g' it of 'its native inhabitants' .  Augustine is not attacking 
slave-trading as such, but only the 'cowboys' in  the trade who have 
extended it into unacceptable and i l legiti mate areas, that is, beyond 
traffic in slaves and barbarians. I n  th i s  h e  was in step with the imper­
ial government, which had a decade o r  two earlier issued an edict in 
the n a me of the emperor Honorius  ' re p ressing traffic of this sort, sen­
tencing such wicked "businessmen "  to be flogged with leaden thongs, 
proscribed, and sent into perpetual exile'  ( §3 ) .  Sim i lar!); in the letter 
to Eusrochius, Augustine shows himself  perfectly prepared to rule, in  
h is  capacity as  episcopal judge, that the chi ldren of a free woman and 
a male slave are slaves, if  that  i s  the l aw. 

To return to the Chians: what we h ave i n  Athenaeus is something 
less  than a root-and-branch criticism of the operation of the slave 
m a rker; and slavery could nor h aye su rvived without it. Whr did the 
Chians  have trouble with their slaves?  If we were not dependent on the 
s ni ppets of Athenaeus, if we had the quali ty and quantity of informa­
tion about Chios that we h ave about Sici ly, w c  would no doubt find 
that the roor of rhe trouble lay i n  the num bers o f  slaves (there were , 
presumably proportionately, mo re s l aves i n  Chios  than anywhere else 
i n  Greece apart from Sparta ,  acco rd i ng to Thucydides) , their mode of 
employment and the way they were treated . 8  

8 See Thucydides 8. 40.2 on slawry in Chios. Athenaeus is a l ive to t h e  issue of treat­
ment, as  is  shown both by his use of Herodotus' story concerning Panionius and by 
the d i rection that his discussion ta kes a fter he has finished with the Chians: 'The 
Athenians took measures to ptotect the condition of their sl aves . .  .' . 
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The abolition of s lavery was not contemplated in a n tiquity. But some 
voiced opinions that  might  have led to a campai gn against the institu­
tion in a d i fferent h i storical cortext. These incl uded men of power: 
Seneca, for example, adviser to the emperor Nero and a leading 
senator, o r  Ulpian,  whose service to the Severan d ynasty culminated 
in h is  tenure of the p raetorian prefecture, in which capacity he was the 
highest legal authority in the empire after the e mperor. Both men were 
theoretically wel l  p laced to work for reform i n  the  area  of s lave law. To 
say that they were disinclined to do so would be  i n accurate: more 
l ikely, the possibi l i ty never occurred to (hem. 

The surviving evidence for attitudes to slavery offers a number of 
'progressive' u tterances (this chapter) and a few crit ical comments on 
slavery (ch .  6) .  Thi s  d istinction may be il lustrated from a comparison 
between a com ment of Aristotle and two legal texts from the Roman 
period, which run as foliows: 

Dl Florent inus ,  in Digest 1 . 5 .4 ,  pref. (second century AD) 

S lavery is an i nstitution of the iaw of nat ions ( ius gentium) ,  
whereby som eone, against nature, is made subject to the owner­
sh ip  of another. 

D2 Ulpian ,  i n  Digest 50.17 .}2. (early third century AD) 

Wit h  respect to the civi l  law (ius ciui/e) slaves are h eld to have no 
standing. But  as regards natural law ( illS naturale) that i s  not the 
case. Accord i ng to natural law all men are equal.  

In  the v iew of  these jurists, the status of slaves in  civi l  law and in 
natural law did not tally. In making this observation ther were not 
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engaging in a depatc on the morality of slavery, but making a formal 
distinction between different kinds of law. Their  com m itment to pos­
itive law, which 'upheld, administered and legit imated slavery, was 
tot�1 .  In contrast, 'Aristo£le, writing i n  Athens five centuries previously, 
knew of men 'versed in the law' who condemned slavery as a n  unj ust 
institution based on force (n) . 

DJ Sophocles, fr. 8S4 (late fifth century BC) 

The body is servile, but the mind is free. 

D4 Euripides, fr. 8 }I (cf. Ion 854-6; fr. 5 I I ) ( late fifth century BC) 
'M any a slave is  dishonoured by nothing but the n a me,  while his 
soul m ay be more free than that of a non-slave. 

D5 Euripides, Helen 72.8-3 3 

Messenger: 

Though I was born a siave, with a s lave's name,  
M y  mind is my own, and I should l ike to be ranked 
A mong the noble slaves. Far better that way 
Than for one man to be twice handicapped -
Having to obey the people round about h im 
And to  be  cursed with a serVIle spi rit  too. 

D6 Comparatio Aiel/andri et Philistionis 11. I 17 ( late fourth century 
BC) 

Be free i n  spirit, even i f  you are a s lave: then you will no longer 
be a s lave. 

D7 Bion,  i n Stobaeus, Fl�rilegiul1! 3.2..2.8 (early third century BC) 

Good sla\'es are free, but bad free men a re slaves of many pas­
s [ons. 

D8 Zeno, cited by D iogenes Laertius 7. }2.-3 ,  part (cf. S I )  (early third 
century BC) 
Some people criticize Zeno extensively . . . for his statement [se. 
in  h i s  Republic] that all who are not virtuous are foes, enemies, 
s l aves and estranged from one another, i ncluding parents and 
chi ldren, brothers and brothers, relations a nd rel ations. They 
cri t icize him again for presenting onl1' vi rtuous people in the 
Republ ic  as citizens, friend s, relation s  and free . . . 
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09 Seneca, De beneficii.! (On Benefits) 3 .2.0.1 

It is a mistake for anyone to believe that the condition of s lavery 
penetrates into the whole being of a man. The better part of him 
is exempt. Only the body is at the mercy and disposition of a 
master. The mind, however, is its own master. 

010 Dio Chrysostom, Orationes I5.29 (c. AD 100) 

But perhaps it was not in this way that the term 'slave' was orig­
inally applied -that is, to a person for whose body someone paid 
money, or, as the majority think, to one who was sprung from 
persons who were called slaves, but rather to the man who 
lacked a free man's spirit and was o f  a servile nature. For of 
those who are called slaves we will, I presume, admit that many 
have the spirit of free men , and that among free men there are 
many who are altogether servile. The case is the same with those 
known as 'noble' and 'well-born.' 

These texts, some of them mere fragments, distinguish between 
legal and moral slavery.l This distinction is especialiy associated with 
Stoicism. I cite above Zeno the founder o f  Stoicism, Seneca, a promi­
nent late Stoic, and from the next generation Dio Chrysostom, a 
Stoicizing philosopher and rhetorician from Prusa in north-west Asia 
Minor. According to this school of thought, in the sphere of the mind 
or soul master and slave are on equal terms. Their positions might 
actually be reversed if the 'master' is servile in  spirit and the 'slave' 
free .  The slavery that is a property of the mind is true s lavery, and its 
counterpart, freedom, true freedom. Dio speculates that the concepts 
of freedom and slavery might originally have been applied in this way. 
However, wel l  before the emergence of Stoicism, these same semi­
ments had made an ap;Jearance in Greek l iterature, in tragedy in the 
first instance,2 circulating therefore quite w ideiy, before they passed by 
way of a Cynic filter into Stoicism.) 

I On the fragments, see Schlaifer ( 1936), 199-200; Garlan ( 1 988) ,  12.5-6; C�mbiano 

( 1 987), 2.4-6. Antisthenes, an associate of Socrates, is credited with a work On 
Liberty and Slavery, but we have no information about its contents. 

Antiphon 87 !!44 as reinterpreted by Bamc; ( 1 987) does not refer to slavery. On the 
significance of slaveless utopias, mainly a creation of Attic comedians, see Vidal· 
Naquet ( 1 972.) ; Garlan ( 1988),  1 16-38. 

1 For slavery in Euripides, see e.g. Synodinou (1977). The message that comes from the 
dramatists, including Euripides, is, however, mixed. See e.g. Milani ( 1972.), 68-78. 

J Bion (cf. D7) was heavily influenced by Cynicism. See in general Kindstrand (1976). 
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These doctrines were the cheapest form of control at the disposal of 
the master class, and control was their primary function. There was 
no need to bring force into play against s l aves ,  i f  they could be per­
suaded that virtue was of greater value than legal s tatus and was 
within their grasp. The virtue attai n able by the slave, however, was 
d i fferent and at a lower level from that to which a free man could 
aspire: i t  was reducible to loyal service of the master. Whereas the 
defining characteristic of a free ma n  was independence, a slave, 
whether good or bad, was necessari l y  caught u p  in his or her master's 
o rbit .  This remained true through a ntiquity, f,om Homer, whose 
E u maeus, the faithful swineherd of Odysseus,  i s  the prototype of the 
good slave, to Seneca, who filled pages of On Benefits with exempla 
of specia l  services of individuai slaves to their  masters, and beyond. 
The l i terature from antiquity abounds i n  edifying stories of good 
slaves who loyally served their masters even unto death.4 

This points to a second function of the doctrines in question, to 
bring comfort and reassurance to masters (rather than to slaves) . If 
m asters could persuade themselves that their  slaves - those with 
whom they were in daily contact and on whom they were most depen­
dent - were trustworthy and obedient,  this ease d  their fears of suffer­
i n g  death or injury at their hands. More than this, the moral authority 
of a ma�ter who received singular service from a slave was felt to be 

enhanced. When (to cite a favourite story) Urbi nius Panapio set up an 
inscribed monument to the piety of a s lave who had put on his master's 
clothing and ring and been murdered in h i s  stead, honour redounded 
o n  him as well as on his (unnamed) benefactor.s 

D I l  Seneca, Epistulae 47. 1 , 10 (cf. 1 7) ( m i d-first century AD)6 
I am glad to learn, through those who come from you, that you 
l ive on friendly terms with your slaves. This befits a sensible and 

B u t  Bion was a contemporary of Zeno, and we need to go back to Diogenes to find 
a Cynic precunor of the Stoics. See e.g. Diogenes Laertius 6.66; Epictetus 3.24.67 (see 
n. I, above) .  

, The story o f  the slave o f  Antius Restio, who though punished b y  his master with 
branding saved his life, was very popular. See Appian,  Bell. ci,'. 4 .43; Cassius Dio 
47. 10; Valerius Maxirnus 6.8.7; Macrobius r .2.. [�20. Roman comedy is a fruitful 
source (e.g. Tyndareus in Plaurus, Capeiu;). And see next note. D iscussions in Vogt 
( 1 974) ,  I 2�4S; Bradle}' ( 1984), u-45. 

j Appian,  Bell. cit,. 4.44; Cassius Dio 47.10.2.-4; Valerius Maximus 6.8.6; Seneca, De 

ben. 3 .2.5 ;  Macrobius 1.2.16. 
6 Cf. Seneca, De ben. 3. 18.2., 20, 28 .  See also Ambrose, Noah 94 = CSEL 31.1.48 1: 'The 

same nature is mother of all men, and we a re therefore al l  brothers . .  . ' 
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well-educated man l ike yourself. 'They are, sl�'/es', people 
declare. No, rather they are men. 'Slaves'. , No, comrades. 
'Slaves'. No, they are unpretentio u s  friends. 'Slaves'. No, they 
are our fellow-slaves, if one refleds that Fortune 'has equal rights 
over slaves and free men al ike . . .  

Kindly remember that he whom you call your slave sprang 
from the same stock, is s mi led upon by the same skies, and on 
equal terms with yourself breathes, 'lives, and dies. It is just as 
possible for you to see in h im a free-born man as for him to see 
in you a slave. 

D12 Epictetus 1.13 (late first I early secoMd century AD) 

But when you have asked for war m  water and the slave has not 
heard, or if he did hear has brought only  tepid water, or he is not 
even found to be in the house,  then not to be vexed or to burst 
with passion, is not th is acceptable to the gods? 'How then shall 
a man endure such persons as this s lave ?' Slave yourself, wili you 
not bear with your own brother, who has Zeus for his pro­
genitor, and is like a son from the same seeds and of the same 
descent from above? But if you have been put in any such higher 
place, will you immediately m ake yourself a tyrant? Will you not 
remember who you are and who m  you rule? That they are 
k insmen, that they are brethren by nature, that they are the off­
spring of Zeus? 'But I have purchased them, and they have not 
purchased me.' Do you see i n  what d i rection you are looking, 
that it is toward the earth, toward the  pit, that it is  toward these 
w retched laws of dead men ? But  towards the laws of the gods 
you are not looking. 

Seneca and Epictetus eloquently preach the humanity of slaves and 
the common origin of slaves and masters. The doctrine is presented as 
a reason for masters to treat their s laves wel l .  This may conceivably 
have been a subtext of the first group o f  texts considered above, but it 
does not  come to the surface (in the extan t  l i terature) before the late 
5toa - by which time .the basic message h a s  been considerably elabo­
rated. The h umanitarian tone of Seneca ( i n  particular) shouid not dis­
t ract our attention from the fact that he, as  m uch as anyone else, saw 
good master/slave relations as essential t o  the peace of the household 
and the survival of the existing social structure. But the nature of his 
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arguments, and the energy with whi�h they are presented, do perhaps 
provide an opening for the suggestion that he felt a twinge of con­
science at the inhuman ity and in justice of slavery. 

Be that as it may, the utterance of 'fair words' coexisted with the 
toleration of harsh reali ties, in these texts and in society at large. I n  
Seneca's moral equation the fact that slaves were people and shared 
common kinship with their m asters entitled them to good treatment, 
but he well knew that the dice were loaded against this, in a system 
which gave all the power to masters and no right of legal redress to 
slaves, and which routinely prescribed for slaves torture and the most 
brutal punishments. 

D I 3  Paul , Letter to the Gal atians 3 :28 (= P9, below) (mid-first 
century AD) 

There is neither Jew nor G reek, there is neither slave nor fre e , 
there is neither male nor fe mal e; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus. 

DI4 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmas 124.7 (c. AD 403) 

For the sceptre of wickedness shall not rest upon the land aliot­
led to the righteous, lest the righteous put forth their hands to 
do ti'rang. 

Now the j ust are in considerable difficulties, for the unj ust are 
dominant over them. H ow is this? The unjust attain to official 
positions in this wo rld ; they have become judges, or kings; God 
does this is order to discipl ine his flock, to discipline his people;  
this cannot be done without their being shown the honou r owed 
to those in power. God str uctu red his church in such a way that 
every position of power that is  ordered in the world should 
receive honour, and someti, ,1es from those who a re better m en .  
I will give a n  exa mple  from which you can make inferences con­
cerning ail power-grades. The e le menta l ,  daily demonstra tion of  
the power of  man over man is that of master over slaves. Almost 
every household has a d i sp lay of  power of this kind. There are 
masters, there a re also sl aves. The na mes used are different .  
Nevertheless, ' men' a nd ' men' are  similar names. And what does 
the apostle say, instructing slaves to be submissive to their  
masters? 'Slaves obey you r  earthly masters . .  . ' 



DI5 Augustine, New Sermon (Mainz 54) ,  ch. 4, lines 91-103 = 
Dolbeau ( I991)  = Rev.?t.Aug� 37 (I99I ) ,  2.61-306, at 2.73-4 
(early fifth century AD) : 

But first see this  working out in everyday l ife - for this can 
furnish you with  a way of understanding that God has not aban­
doned mortal men. There are certain comparisons that can be 
drawn with human actions which will help us to see that pun­
ishment can be inflicted in mercy. Well then: you administer dis­
cipline to you r  s lave, and in the act of disciplining him you show 
pity precisely in  appearing to be punishing him - but I d o  not say 
this to the s l ave. Perhaps you are angry with the slave so as to 
hate him. You should not be, if you are a Christian; you should 
not be, if you bea r  in mind that you are a man; you should not 
be, if you rem ember that 'slave' and 'master' are different words, 
but 'man' and 'man' are not. You should not pursue a sinning 
slave with h atred. But in so far as they are men,  let us set aside 
this comparison a nd substitute one involving the son. No one 
can but love his children: a man who loves his son deserves no 
praise . . .  

DI6 John Chrysostom, Homilies on St John 2.7 (early fifth century 
AD) 

Let us then obey this teacher of all wisdom,  and when we are 
angry with o u r  s laves, let us consider our own sins, and be 
ashamed at thei r  forbearance. For when you are i nsolent and 
your slave bears your  insults in silence, when you act in an 
unseemly way and he like a wise man, take this i nstead of any 
other warning. Though he is your slave; he is stil l  a man, has an 
i mmortal soul, and has been honoured with the same gifts as 
you by your common Lord. And if he who is our equal i n  more 
important and more spiritual things, on account o f  some poor 
and trifling  human superiority bears our injuries so meekly, 
what pardon can we deserve, what excuse can we make, who 
cannot, o r  rather wi l l  not, be as wise through fear  of God, as he 
is through fea r  o f  us?  Considering then al l  these things, and 
calling to mind o u r  own transgressions and the common nature 
of man, let u s  be careful at all times to speak gently, s o  that being 
humble in heart we may find rest for our souls . . .  
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DI7 Salvian ,  De gubernatione Dei (On the governance of Cud) 3.28 

(440S AD) 

If s laves obey their masters according to their  own 
'
judgement 

they a re not obedient even when they obey. When a s lave per­
forms only those of his master's commands which he l ikes to 
perform, he i s  not following his master's will, but his own. If we 
who a re but weak little men do not wish,to be held entirely in 
contempt by our s laves whom their slavery makes our i nferiors 
but whom their h umanity makes our equals, h ow unj us t  is it for 

us to d espise our h eavenly Master? Yet we, being h uman beings, 
do not  think that we should be despised, by men who are also 
human beings. Perhaps we are of such great wisdom and deep 
intellig ence that we, who are unwilling to bear outrages from 
our s laves,  wish God to be subject to outrages from us. Perhaps 
we b e l i eve that G od should benignly tolerate those things which 
\'Ve ourselves know are undeserving of human tolerance. 

Paul's doctrine of the unity of humanity in Christ runs  paral lel  to 
the Stoic view and is p resented with equal vigour. Certain of the 
Church Fathers p resent versions of the common h u m an ity theme, 
some of them somewhat anodyne, and appearing to owe as much to 
Stoicism as to New Testament Christianity. And the characteristically 
Stoic connection of these ideas with instructio n s  to m asters to treat 
their slaves well i s  sometimes lost or  muted. 

In Augustine's Commentary on Psalm I24, a token evocation of the 
common humanity of slaves and masters is uncomfortably sand­
wiched between,  o n  the one hand, the opening pronounc ement that by 
divine ord i n a nce those in power, whether secular or ecclesiastical, ius� 
or u njust, a re to  be honoured, and, on the other, the stern a dmonition 
to s laves ( fo r  which he enl ists the help of Christ) to 'be s l aves" and to 
be good rathe r  than bad slaves. 

In the c i tat ion from the New Sermon Augustine is concerned to 
justify the a n ger of God and to characterize it as ' merc i fu l  punish­
ment'. He i i l u strates again from slavery, but finding the exa mp le diffi­
cult  to control (as wel l  he might) he abandons it for the rather more 
appropriate i mage of the father discipl ini ng his son. i n  the moment of 
transition h e  reminds the master that to punish the slave, a human 
being, with  h a tred ,  i s  unchristian. John Chrrsostom i s  a l so interested 
in explaining why masters should not lose their temper with their 
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sl�ves, but his account is both more generous to the slave and more 
o':ertly Christian than that of Augustine. H e  can however sound decid­
ec!iy less liberal {see D20) .7 . 

Salviari; bishop of Marseilles in the mid fifth century, l ike 
Augustine, employs the motif of common humanity of masters and 
slaves in the service of a theological  a rgument, but with greater effect. 
If we masters object to being despised by those who are our equals qua 

h u mans, how can we expect God to put up with our disobedience? As 
with John Chrysostom, so with Saivian,  other texts (see 020) suggest 
that he was more aware of the 'inferiority' of s laves than their 'equal­
ity', and that he measured this inferiority in terms of moral qualities 
as much as position on the social  scale. 

Epilogue: fair words - and foul 

DI8 Xenophon, Memorabilia 2 . r . r6-r7  (mid fourth century BC) 

Socrates. Who would care to h ave a man in his house who wants 
to do no work and has a weakness  for high living? Let us see how 
masters treat such slaves. Do they not starve them to keep them 
from immorality, lock up the stores to stop their stealing, clap 
fetters on them so that they cannot run  away, and beat the lazi­
ness out of them with whips ? What do rou do yourself to cure 
such faults among your servants? 

Aristippus. I make their  lives a burden to them until I reduce 
them to submission. 

019 Pliny, Epistulae 3 .14  ( late first centur y  AD) 

You se,,-how many dangers, how many insults, how many mock­
eries, we are exposed to. Nor can anyo ne be safe, just because he 
is considerate and gentle. The m u rder of masters is  crimina l ,  not 
rational. 

020 John Chrysostom, Homilies Ol! Titus 4 

For both among themselves, a nd everywhere, it is admitted that 
the race of s laves is passionate, not o pen to impression, intract­
able, and not very apt to receive instruction in virtue not from 

7 For an extended discussion of the theme of anger with slaves by the same author, at 
the expense of women slave-owners, see Horn. ON Eph. 1 5 ,  PG 64. Il 3-�4. 

72 



-Fair UJords 

their nature, God forbid, but from the i r  i l l  breeding, and the 
neglect of their masters . . .  For if; undec the direction of a father 
and mother, a guardian,  a m aster, and teacher, w ith suitable 
companions, with the honour of free status, and many other 
advantages, it is difficult to escape i ntimacies with the wicked, 
what can we expect from those who are destitute of all these, 
and are mixed up with the  wicked . . .  ? What sort of persons do 
we suppose they will  be? O n  t h is account it is  difficult for any 
slave to be good, especia l lr when they have not the benefit of 
instruction either from those o utside or from ourselves. They do 
not converse with free men of o rderl y  cOfiduct, who have a great 
regard for their repuration. For a l l  these reasons it is a difficult 
and surprising thing that  there should ever be a good slave. 

02 1 Salvian, De gubernatione Dei 4. ro-r8 (part) 

Our miseries, infirm ities, destruction, captivities and the pun­
ishment of wicked s lavery are  p roofs that we are bad slaves of a 
good master . . .  

Some of the rich say: 'We do not do the same things that slaves 
do. Slaves are thieves and runaways, slaves are constantly cater­
ing to thei r palates and stomachs.'  It is true that these are the 
vices of s laves, bur the masters, not al l  of them though, have 
more and greater vices . . .  

If a slave is  a runaway, so are you also, 0 rich and noble, for 
a l l  who forsake the Law of their  Lord are runaways from their 
Master. Rich men, what fault  do you find in the slave? You do 
the same as he. He is a runaway from his master and you from 
rours. But you a re more b l a meworthy than he, because he,  
perhaps,  flees from a bad m aster, and you from a good one. You 
accuse the sl ave of i nordi n ate gluttony. It is a rare fault in him, 
arising from want, but it i s  a d a i l )' bult in rou by reason of abun­
dance. 

Contempt for slaves as a class abounds in the l i terature of antiquity 
from the fifth century BC, surfacing first in Greek tragedy. Slaves were 
idle, l i bidinous, greedy, bibulous,  thieving, violent, treacherous and 
stupid - or if not stupid, scheming.8  The p assage from Xenophon is 

8 For the cunning slave of Roman comedy, see Segal ( 1 987), 164-9. ( 1989). 
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typical: the fact that Socrates i s  presented as the spokesman for these 
attitudes only serves to emphasize how standard they are. 

How far caricature, how far reality? The issue could be debate d ,  but 
that is not my present concern.  John Chrysostom says that slaves were 
every bit as bad as they were made out to be, and he even c la ims 
endorsement from the s laves themselves for this view. Under Christia n  
influence, of course, they could become wel l  behaved and mild. The 
passage is interesting for the frank admission of its author that the 
slave condition was i n  itself thoroughly corrupting. And the s lave­
owning condition, one might a sk ?  At any rate, whenever a s lave did 
offend, the stereotype was  reinforced. Pliny's reaction to the murder of 
the Roman high m agistrate, Larcius Macedo, was predictable and i s  
representative of even the more p rogressive opinion of his time. Pl iny 
was one of those who p rided himself on his generosity to dependa n ts.9 
Salvian distances himself  from the more mindless characterizations  of 
servile mentality and behaviour, and even offers rational explanations 
of their misconduct. His intention, however, is not to subvert the 
stereotype, which he c learly bel ieves in, but to lambast his contempo­
raries for their greater offence of impiety to God. 

The labell ing of slaves  as i n herently bad or stupid (cf. 'Sambo') is 
the crudest way of j ustify i n g  the'institution. Schlaifer saw that i t  pro­
vided a basis fo r natural slave theory.lo The important point i s  that, 
while it appears to clash violently with the positive appraisal o f  s l aves 
as human beings with potential  for virtue or salvation, the two ide­
ologies could and did coexist in the minds of slaveowners, includ ing 
those of more liberal persuasion.  Good slaves were those who had 
emerged from the ruck;  they were the exceptions who confirmed the 
stereotype of the bad and contemptible. 

9 See e.g. Pliny, Ep. 8.16. 
\0 Schlaifer ( 1 936), at I I 3-14, Christian writers (and Philo) as we shall see, can some­

times sound rather like Aristotle. In 020 John Chrysostom at one point says thac slave 
vices do not come 'from their nature , God forbid', but a little larer (not cited above) 
speaks of s laves as 'naturally self-willed' as a class. 
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Critical comments  on slavery ::5 an institution are a mixed bag. They 

come from different cultural and rel igious traditions, have a wide 
chronological spre ad , and are of uneven quality. They range from a 

one-line fra gment of d is puted meaning attributed to a shadowy 

soph ist from cla ssical Athens, to an extended and unambiguously 
worded Homily by a weB-known bishop who l ived in Cappadocia in 
inner Asia Minor a round 700 years later. 

El Alkid a m a s ,  schol iast on Aristotle, Rhetorica 1 . 1 3  1373 b 1 8  (c. 
370 BC) 
The deity gave l iberty to all men, and nature created no one a 
slave. 

E2 Aristotle, Politics 1 2 5 3bw-2 3 ;  1255a 3-12 

There are others, h owever, who regard the control o f  s la\'es by a 

master as co,,-trary to nature. In their view the d i sti nction o f  
master and s lave i s  due t o  law o r  convention; there is  n o  natura l  
difference between them: the relation of  master a n d  s lave i s  
based o n  force, a n d  being s o  based h a s  n e  warrant  i n  justice . . .  

But it i s  e asy to see that those who hold a n  opposite view a re 
also in a way correct. 'Slavery' and 'slave' are ter ms which are u sed 
in two diffe re n t  senses. There is, as we have seen, a kind of s lavery 
which exi sts by nature; but there is aiso a kind of s!a\'e and of 
slavery which exists only by law or, to speak more exactly, conven­
tion. The law in virtue of which those vanqu ished in war are held 
to belong to the victor is in effect a sort of convention.  That 
slavery can be justified by such a convention i s  a principle against 
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which many of th�se versed in the law bring what may be called 
an ' indictment of illegality'. They think that t h e  principle violates 
the nature of law; and they regard it as a detestable notion that 
anyone who is subjugated by superior power s h ould become the 
slave and subject of the person who has the p ower to subjugate 
him, and who is his superior in power. Some, h owever, support, if 
some oppose, the principle; and even men o f  judgement differ: 

The statement of Alkidamas (a pupil of the soph i st G orgias) is said 
by the scholiast to have come from his Messeniaca, composed soon 
a fter the helots of Messenia had been liberated from the Spartans in 
370 BC. Alkidamas apparently crossed swords w it h  the Athenian 
o rator lsocrates, the latter taking the side of  the  Spartans in  his 
Archidamus. The statement reads as a negative comment on the 
concept of natural slavery, and thus as an a ttack o n  the morality of 
inst itutional slavery, and that is how I propose to take it. That is to say, 
Alkidamas was not merely standing up for the (Greek) Messenians, 
nor merely taking the opportunity to condemn helot-type slavery as 
such, invo lving the conquest and subjugation of whole peoples.1 

At o ne point in the Politics Aristotle refers to the  v iew ascribed to 
certain unna med persons that slavery was unjust, i n a s much as it was 
a product o f  convention and rested on nothing else than superior 
force. Ar istotle's own conviction was that some people are natural free 
men whi le  others are natural slaves. 

Here a re the beginnings of a critique of slavery o n  moral grounds. 
A ristotle gives few clues as to who advanced it. They are usua!ly 
rega rded as  a few i solated individuals.2 Rather more than  this is sug­
gested by 'many of those versed in the law' and 'some men of judge­
ment' (sophoi). They were perhaps 'philosophers of law' - not, in any 
case, j urists,  there h aving been no such profession in Athens. The intel­
lectual origins of the critique lie ultimately in  the  activity of the 
soph ists, which was centred in the second half of the fifth century and 

t Text In Rabe, ed., Comm. in Arist. Graeca l I, pt. 2., p. 74. On Alkidamas, see Guthrie 
( 1969),  '59; Garlan ( 1988), 12.5; Schlaifer ( t936) , wo. For a d ifferent view, see 
Cambiano (I987),  2.4-5. Philemon, an older contemporary of Menander and also a 
writer of New Comedy, expressed a sentiment simil a r  to H, but the dramatic context 
and broader significance are unrecoverable: 'Even if someone is a slave, he has the 
same flesh; by nature no one was ever born a slave '  (fr. 39, ed . Meineke). 

2 Cambiano in  Finley ( 1987), 2.3, writes: 'Almost certainly they were either isolated 
intellectuals or members of some exclusive group.' 
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the e arly fou rth and was marked by sceptical inquiry into traditional 
beliefs and practices.3 How far the critique was taken is  a moot point, 
but A ristotle evidently thought that it was s u fficiently dangerous tQ 
war ra nt a counter-attack.4 

Ari stotle has some sympathy with the posit ion of  these critics, and 
i s  by no means concerned to offer a j usti fication for the system of 
s lavery as it operated in his time. He admits that there i s  no justice, 
nothing natural, in legal slavery, unless legal s laves happen to be 
natural  s laves. He knows that they might not  be. The ' w rong people' 
might become slaves, typically in consequence of capture in war. 
A ri stotle's natural slaves were barbarians, that is, non-Greeks. 
Foreigners did make up the bulk of the sl ave population .  However, 
Greeks, even well-born Greeks, might be caught up in the net of 
s lavery. The system of slave-acquisition was ult imately unrespecting of 
ethnic (or social) distinctions. 

A n pvay, the i mplicit critique of legal slavery as currently practised 
becomes in Aristotle's hands a compel l ing a rgument for natural 
slaver): The need to make distinctions between prisoner s  of war in 
terms of their social status (well-born or not?) ,  ethnic o r i gin (Greek 

3 On th e sophists see C1assen ( 1 976); Guthrie (1969); Cassin ( 1 986); also Furley (1981) ;  
Ra nki� ( 198 3 ) .  

, The thesis of the critics is that slavery i s  unj ust: It i s  grounded in convention rather 
than n a ture, and i t  rests on force. But the progress of the argument of Pal. 1.6 is dif­
ficult to follow: 

(a) S lavery/slave is ambiguous ,  for there i s  both a s lave by convention (kala nomon) 
and a s l ave (dou/euon, se. a slave by nature ) .  
(b) Slaves bl' convention are (se. ty�ically) war-captives, held t o  b e  slaves by ' a  kind 
of a greement ' (iJom% gia), also called a 'right' (dikaion). 
(e) This convention/agreementiright is immora l ,  because such ens lavement rests OD 
superior force, in the view of 'many of those versed in the laws', and a lso some (but 
not al i i  men of judgement (sophoi) .  
(d) Rule based on force is not without vi rtue; superior strength is not del'oid of good­
ness .  
(e; I t  i s  d i sputed whether rule hased on force i s  just.  Some say that  justice is  nothing 
bur stupidity (reading ""oia rather tha n eunoia; cf. Thrasymachus in Plato, Rep. 
,l4Sc ) ;  others say that justice simply is the princi p l e  t h a t  the stronger should rule (cf. 
Ca l l i cles, in Plato, Gorg. 48}d ) .  
(f) (Some o f  : )  those who sa,' that war-enslavement is  j u s t  (cf. Heracl i tus. (' d .  Dids, 
fr. 102) undercut their case bv admitting that  it makes a d i fference if a war is just or 
unjust,  and if  'men of the noblest birth' (= Gree k s ?) are captured ra t her than 'bar­
bari a ns' ,  
(g) The only resolution of the argument is to admit that  there are natural  free persons 
and natural slaves. 

See t h e  convincing discussion of Schofield ( 1 9901 ,  2 .1-7 (Appendix). 
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or barbarian?), and the nature of the \War in which they were taken 
(just or unjust?) , has the consequence, f?r Aristotle, that we are forced 
to concede the existence of 'cettain pedons who are essentially slaves 
everywhere and certain o�hers who a re �o nowhere'. 

E3 Philo, Quod omnis probus liber sit (Every Good Man is Free; 
hereafter EGM) 79 (ea�l y  first century AD) 

Not a single slave is to found among �them, but all are free, 
exchanging services with each other, and � they denounce the 
owners of slaves, not merely for their injustice in outraging the 
law of equality, but also for their i mpiety in annulling the statute 
of Nature, who, mother-like, has born and reared al l  men alike, 
and created them genuine brothers, not in mere name but in very 
reality, though this kinship has been put to confusion by the 
triumph of malignant covetousness, which has wrought estrange­
ment instead of affinity and enmity instead of friendship. 

E4 Philo, De vita contemplativa (On the Contempiative Life) 70 

They do not have s laves to wait on them, as they consider that 
the ownership of servants is e ntirely against nature. For nature 
has borne all men to be free, but the wrongful and covetous acts 
of some who pursued that source of evil, inequality, have 
imposed their yoke, and invested the stronger with power over 
the weaker . . .  

The first text of Philo relates to the Essenes, a Jewish sect whose 
ascetic way of l ife and high moral val ues attracted the interest of 
ancient Jewish writers, and who a re now identified with the commu­
nity revealed in the Dead Sea scro lls . The second, parallel passage con­
cerns the even more mysterious Therapeutae. The whole of Philo's 
treatise On the Contemplative Life i s  devoted to a study of this group 
of ' ph ilosophers'. 

The v iews attributed to these groups a re r?dical, but their applica­
tion is l imited.s Philo is present ing them as models of virtue, to be set 
alongside the Persian Magi and the Indian Gymnosophists. He 

l On the Essenes sce also Philo, Hypothetica I .4; josephus, AJ , 8.1.1 . Scholars are pre­
occupied with the issue of whether the views expressed genuinely reflect the views 
and practices of the Essenes (and Therapeutai) or the opinions of Philo himself. See 
esp. Nikiprowetzky (r982.). 
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appears to see them as yeople who live the philosophical life and can 
function without conventional communal institutions (money, prop­
erty and slavery are specified in the passage on the Essenes). There is 
no implication that o rdinary communities can get by without slaves 
(and the rest). Philo is quite clear that they could not. Elsewhere he 
insists that slave-service is  essential for a wide variety of  tasks (cf. 
A5 = De spec. leg. 2.123) .  

E5 Lactantius, lnstitutiones diuinae 5 . 14. 1 5-I 5 . 3  (early fourth 
century AD) 

The other part of justice is equity (aequitas) .  i do not speak of 
the equity of judging well ,  wh ich is itself laudable in a just man .  
I mean rather that o f  equalizing self with fellow-men, which 
Cicero calls equabi l i ty (aequabilitas) .  God who creates and 
inspires men wished them a ll [ Q  be fair, that is ,  equal. He set the 
same condition of l iv ing for all. He begot al l  unto wisdom. He 
promised im mortal ity to al l .  No one is segregated from His 
heavenly benefits. Just a s  He divides His one light equally for al l ,  
lets His  showers fall upo n  al l ,  supplies food, grants the sweetest 
rest of sleep, so Hc bestows the virtue of equity upon alL With 
Him, no one is  master, n o  o ne slave. For if He is the same Father 
to all, we are all free by e qual right. No one is a pauper with God 

except him who is in need of j ustice; no one rich, but him who i s  
filled with the virtues; n o  one, finally, i s  distinguished except the 
one who has been good and innocent; no one ver y  i l lustrio u s ,  
unless he has done t h e  works o f  mercy with l argesse; no one 
quite perfect, unless he has completed ali the steps of virtue. 
Wherefore, neither  the Romans nor the Greeks could p ossess 
justice, because they had men distinguished by many grades, 
from the poor co the r ich,  from the lowly to the powerfu l ,  fro m 
private citizens even to the most sub l ime heights of kings. For 
when all are not equa l ,  the re is no equity, and inequal ity i tself 
excludes justice , whose whole power is  in this, that it makes e qua l 
those who came t o  the con d ition of this life by a n  equal lot. 

If those two sou rces of justice, then,  are altered, all virtue and 

all truth is removed, and justice itself goes back into heaven . . .  
Someone wil l  say: 'Are there not among you some poor, s o m e  
rich, some slaves, some masters? Is there not somethin g  o f  
concern t o  individ ua l s ?' Noth ing . . .  For since we meas u re a l l  
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human things, not by the body, but by the spirit, a nd although 
the con?i t ion ?f the bodies may be diversified, there are not 
slaves among us, but ·we regard them and we speak of them as 
brothers in spirit  and as fellow-slaves in religion. 

In the course of explaining and j ustifying d ivi ne corrective punish­
ment, Lactantius i ntroduces a novel twist, fli rting with a radical vision 
of society. He evokes equi ty, an aspect of justice, and equates i t  with 
Cicero's concept o f  equabil ity, according to which people  a re o n  the 
same level. Equabil ity was hardly a central plank of Cicero's pol itical 
philosophy. Nevertheless it  was according to Lactantius part  of God's 
plan for men when he created them. There follows a remarkable cri­
tique of Graeco-Roman society for failing to realize God's utopian 
vision. The exemplary d iv isions in society which man has  c re ated in 
defiance of God's plan a re those between rich and poor, p owerful and 
lowly, king and citizen. No master/slave distinction here. It comes up 
l ater, however, in conj unction with the rich/poor d i stinction :  
'Someone wi l l  say: "Are there not among you some poor, so me rich, 
some slaves, some masters?'" Lactantius has handed the socia l  cri­
tique over to a ghost speaker  while himself fal ling back on spiritual 
equality. The discussion ends w ith the juxtaposition a n d  virtual 
identification of  brotherhood and slavery in the world of the s p irit: 
'we speak of them as  b rothers in spirit and as fellow-slaves in religion' .  
The damage has been done. What stays in the mind i s  the absence of 
j ustice among men as w itnessed in the existence of socia l  d ivisions ­
the division between masters and slaves included, even i f  Lactantius 
has not placed it  centre-stage - in consequence of humanity's w i l ful 
abandonment of God's vision of equal i ty on earth. Desp ite 
Lactantius' efforts to repa i r  the damage he has hi mself infl icted, the 
logic of his own argument is that spiritual equality is  a second-best. 

1'6 Gregory nf Nyssa, Homilies IV on Ecc ! .  2 :7  ( late fou rt h  century 
AD)6 

'[ bought male and female slaves, and had slaves who were b o rn  
in m y  house. ' 

6 See EcciesiasteM Homiliae (et al.) ed. J. McDonough and P. Alexander, Opera, \'01 .  5 
(Leiden, 196.).  The Homily is translate':! in Hall ( 1 99} ) .  See Wickham ( 1 9 9 1 1 ,  
Bergada ( 199} ) ,  i n  the same volume. Th e  discussions of Gai"th ( 1 9 5  } ) ,  1 2.6-}O, and 
Dennis ( 198.) are valuable. 
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. . .  B u t  n ow h e  [se. SolomonJ reaches, a s  i t  were, a more 
serious indictment of things he has done,; as a result of which 
one is accused of the feel i ng of Pride. For',what is such a gross 
example of a rrogance in the matters enumerated above - an 
opulent h ouse, a n d  a n  abundance of vines, and ripeness in veg­
etable-plots, and collecting waters in pools and channell ing 
them in g ardens  - a s  for a hUlfIan being to th ink himself the 
master of his own kind? ' /  bOllght male and female sial'es, and 
had slaues who were born in my house.' Do you notice the enor­
mity of the boast? This kind of language i s  raised up as a chal­

lenge to God. For we hear from prophecy that  all things are the 

s/aL'es of the power that  transcehds all [Ps. I I9/I I 8 : 9 I J .  SO when 
someone [ po 3 3 5 J  turns the property of God into h i s  own prop­
erty and arrogates dominion to his own kind,  so as to t hink 
himself the owner of men and women, what i s  h e  doing but over­
stepping h i s  own n ature through pride, rega rd i n g  himself as 
something d ifferent from his  subordinates ? 

3 3 5 . 5  '/ bought male and female slaves. ' Wha t  d o  you mean?  
You cond e m n  m a n  t o  sl avery, when h i s  nature i s  free and pos- . 
sesses free wil l ,  a nd you legislate in competit ion with God, over­
turning h i s  l aw for the human species. The one m ade on the 
specific ter m s  that  he should be the owner of  the earth, and 
appointed to  government by the Creator - h i m  you bring unde r  
the yoke of s l avery, a s  though defying and fighting against the 
d ivine decree. 

3 3 5 . I I  You h ave forgotten the l imits of your authorit�; and 
that your ru le  is confined t o  control over things without reason.  
For it sa)'� 'Let them haue dominion ouer the {ish of i:.,t! S£<7 . ,md 
ouer the b i rds of the air, and ouer et'ery creeping thing th,zt 
creeps upon the earth ' [Gen. r :26J .  Why do you go beyond what 
i s  subjec t  to you and raise yourself up aga i ns t  the very species 
\':� ich is free, count i n g  your own k ind on a level wi th  four-footed 

things and ever: footless  things?  
You h ave sub jected a l l  things to man, decl a res the word 

through the  prophecy, and in the text it lists the things subject, 
cattle and oxen a n d  sheep [Ps. 8 : 7-8J .  Sure ly  [p. } 36J h u m an 
beings have not  been produced from your c attle ? Surely cows 
have not conceived h uman stock? Irrational beasts a re the only 
sl aves of m ankind.  But  to you these things are of smal l  account .  
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Raising fodder for the cattle, ana green plants for the �laves of 
men, it s ays [Ps.  I04/r03 : 14] . But by dividing the human species 
in two with 's lavery' and 'ownership' you have caused it to be 
ens lav�d to itself, and to be the owner of itself. 

3 36 .6 '/ bought male and female slal'es. ' For what price, tell 
me? What  did you find in existence worth as much as this human 
n ature ?  What price did you put on rationality ? How many obols 
d i d  you reckon the equivalent of the l ikeness of God? How many 
staters did you get for selling the being shaped by God? God 
said,  let  us make man in our image, a fter our l ikeness 
[Gen.I :2.6 ] .  If he is in the l ikeness of God, and rules  the whole 
earth, and has been granted authority over e verything on earth 
from God, who is his buyer, tell me? Who is his seller? To God 
a lone belongs this power; or rather, not even to God himself. For 
h i s  gracious gifts, it says, are irrevocable [Rom. I I :29J. God 
would not therefore reduce the human race to s lavery, since he 
himself, when we had been enslaved to s in ,  spontaneously 
reca lled us to freedom. But if God does not e nsiave what i s  free, 
who is he that sets his own power above God's ? 

3 36.2.0 How too shall the ruler of the whole earth and all 
earthly things be put up for sale [po 337 ] ?  For the p roperty of the 
person so ld is bound to be sold with him, too. So how much do 
we think the whole earth is worth? And how much al l  the things 
on the earth [Gen . I :26] ? 1£ they are priceless, what price is the 
one  above them worth, tell me? Though you were to say the whole 
world, even so you have not found the price he is worth [Matt. 
1 6:2.6 ;  Mk 8: 36J . He who knew the nature of mankind rightly 
sa id  that the whole world was not worth givin g  in exchange for a 
human soul.  Whenever a human being i s  for sale, therefore, 
n othing less than the owners of the earth is led iato the sale­
room. Presumably, theD, the property belonging to him is up for 
auction too. That means the earth, the islands, the sea, and all 
that  i s  i n  them. What will the buyer pay, and what w ill the vendor 
accept, considering how much property is entailed in the deal? 

3 3 7. 1 3  But has the scrap of paper, and the w ritten contract, 
and the counting out of obols deceived you into thinking your­
self  the master of the image of God? What folly! If the contract 
were lost,  if the writing were eaten away by worms, if a drop of 
water should somehow seep in and obliterate i t ,  what guarantee 
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h ave you of their slavery? What h ave you to sustain your title as 
owne r? I see nO superiority over the subordinate [po 338] accru­
ing to you from the t ide other t h a n  the mere title. What does this 
power contribute to you as a p erso n? Not longevity, nOf beauty, 
nor good health, nor superiority i n  v irtue. Your origin is from 
the same ancestors, your l i fe i s  o f  the  same kind, sufferings of 
soul and body preva i l alike over you who own him and over the 
one who is subject to your owne rs hi p  - pains and pleasures, 
merriment and distress, sorrows and d elights, rages and terrors, 
sickness and death . Is there a n y  d i fference in these things 
between the slave and his owner?  Do they not draw in the same 
air as  they b reathe? Do they not see the sun in the s ame way? Do 
they not al ike sustain their bei n g  by consuming food? fs not the 
a rrangement of thei f guts the same? Are not the two one dust 
a fter death ? Is there not one j udgement fOf them ? A common 
Kingdom, and a common Gehen n a ?  

3 3 8 . 14 I f you are equal i n  a l l  t hese ways, there fore, i n  what 
respect have you something extr a ,  tell me, that you who are 
human think yourself the master of a human being, and say, '[ 
bought male and female slaues ', l ike herds of goats or pigs. For 
when he said he bought male and female s laves, he added that 
abundance in  flocks of sheep anJ cattle came to him. For he says 
much property in cattle and sheep beca me his,  as though both 
cattle and slaves were subject to h i s  �uthority to an equal degree. 

G regory was drawing on a long tradit ion of ' l i beral'  thought in both 

pagan and Christ ian circles, stressing the s h a red humanity of slaves 

and masters and thei r common potent ia l  for virtue and for sah-atioll, 
which nevertheless sat easily with a readiness to tolerate and even 
j u s t ify the institut ion . The core of G regory's argument, that which, 
together with the rhetorical ski l ls  for whi ch he was famous, trans­
forms i t  into a fierce attack on slave-ow n in g, is the i ns istence that man 

was made i n  the image and l ikeness of  God, and therefore b�'  his nature 

is both free and sovereign i n  the ea rth ly  sphere. Slave-o\,';n ing, setting 

oneself up as 'master of the image of  God', i nvolves the de nial of that 
which is  specifica l ly  human in mankind. It is  to o ppose God, chal lenge 

h i s  narural law, and scupper his plans fot ma nkind to ru le with d ign ity 
and honour on earth. It is the s in of pr ide,  in one of i ts m a n i festations. 

These a re arguments for the abol i t ion of slavery, though they are 
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not flagged as such. Gregory stops short of urging that the whole 
institution be done away with, or even instructing his audience to 
emancipate their own s laves forthwith. So what was he was doin g ?  
A n d  what d i d  others think he was doi�g? 

; 

He was preaching a sermon about sin, specifically the sin of pride. 
He goes on to condemn other s ins, love of money, usury, drunkenness, 
love of pleasure, in the same, h ighly rhetorical fashion. An aqack o n  
slave-owning a s  sin, we might say, was bound t o  b e  ineffectual. For w e  
a re a l l  s inners, n o  one i s  perfect. There was n o  chance o f  abolishing 
s in ,  and especially the s in of pride, under which, according to Gregory, 
slave-owning was to be subsumed. What prospect then of abolishi n g  
slavery? ' 

This might seem unnecess arily defeatist. To concede that the 
message was a moral one a nd not designed to overturn an institution 
is not to deny the Homily a practica l purpose, that of influencing the 
behaviour of his audience. They were apparently being instructed to 
give up the sins of avarice, usuq; drunkenness, pleasure-seeking - a n d  
slave-owning. O f  these sins, s lave-owning was the easiest to give up :  a 
v isit to a magistrate (or a church, in a p rovince where manumissio in 

ecclesia was permitted) would do the trick.7 And if this had been part  
of an orchestrated attack on  s l ave-owning launched from every pulpit  
in  Christendom,  what then? 

G regory's sermon was n o  s uch thing. It happens to be unique in the 
surviving evidence. That evidence is substantial, and it includes many  
indications that slavery was  accepted by  church leaders and tolerated 
within the Christian community at large.  G regory's own brother, Basi l  
the Great, bishop of Caesarea in  Cappadocia, held the view that 
slavery brought benefits to  s laves.8 Basil 's friend Gregory of 
Nazianzus, also a bishop from an eminent family, is  shown by his Wil l  
t o  have been a slaveowner.9 

" See Fabbrini ( 1 96 5 ) ;  Herrmann ( 1 9�()) , 2 3 2-6,.  
, See B5 , and Giet ( I 94 r l ,  84-93.  Cf. Rousseau ( 1 994), e.g. 42, 1 )8-9' See also 

Theodoret in B I l ;  and for critics of slavery, E7 below. 
, See AI0, and comments there. The rules govern ing those living in monasti£ commu­

nities envisaged the e mancipation of slaves. See e.g. Augustine, Semi. 356.5. 7. (= PL 
) 8-9. 1 ) 74-77).  But this is because monks a re required to give up their persnnal prop­
erty, whether immobile or mobile, in order to meet the rule of pO\"t:rty. No moral 
explanation is relevant. Nonnoi (1934) , 5 39, claims with reference to SermQn 2 1 ,  at 
6 ,  that Augustine repeatedly urges Christians (se. in the congregationj to manumit 
rheir slaves. I d o  not find evidence for this in the text in question (or in allY other work 
of Augustine). 
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That being the case, we m i ght be inclined to fall back 2n a position 
such as the following: Grego r y 's message was intended to influence the 
behaviour of  his audience towards their slaves, but something less tha n ·  
the total renunciation of s lave-owning was anticipated: perhaps a 
generous programme of m a nu mission, and a special effort  to tre a t  
slaves humanely. Gregor y  o f  Nazianzus, if  we knew more about h i m  
(he certainly manumitted s o m e  slaves) , might turn out to be a n  exem­

plary Christian slaveowner. In  a more lowly but doubtless more spiri ­

tually uplifting settin g  (for G regory of  Nazianzus rose to the heigh ts 
of the Patriarchy of Const a ntinople) Gregory's elder sister, the sa int ly  
Macrina, earns praise from her brother, also her biographer, for 
leading their mother ' to a dopt her own standard of h u mil ity, per­
suading her to put herself at the same level as her company o f  virgins,  
so that she shared with them, a s  equals, the same table, the same bed 
and the sundry necess ities o f  l ife, all  differences of rank b e i ng Sel 

aside'. IQ 

E7 Theodoret , 'That the d ivision into slaves and m asters i s  a n  
advantage i n  i ife ',  O n  Diuine Providence 7 668B, 6 69B-C (430S 
AD) 
The previous discourse adequately demonstrated the extreme 

folly of the ir  compla i n t s  against the apparent inequa l ities of l i fe 
and their fai lure to take into account the rele\'a nt facts.  It 
showed that poverty has its uses and it disproved the necessi ty of 
wealth. S ince they a re not satisfied with complaining a bout 
poverty but also b ewail  s lavery and lament about imperial taxes 
and the other th ings which fit onl\' too well i nto this l i fe ,  le t  us 
now deal briefly with these points, imitating the best doctors 
who, when the\' notice their patients are off the i r  food a nd 

loathe everyth ing o ffe red them , well  and truly outwit their  
revul sion -.. ·;ith the "id o f  med ical artifices . . .  

began this chapter with Aristotle, who cited the argumen ts  of  
cri tics of slavery - of whose e x i s te nce we would otherwise have been 
in ignorance - i n  order to refute their criticisms. Theodoret, somewhat 

later, assumes a s imi lar  rol e .  The bishop's discourse bears the sta m p  of 
the school of the orator, but i t  i s  no mere rhetorical set-piece, nor a re 
his  opponents i magin a ry. But who are they? Labelled as professional  

10 Gregor�' of Nyssa, Vi!" S. M"ai"ae I l, 996 D; ed. P. ,\braval, se I 78. 
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grouchers by our autho r, they are apparently social radicals whose 
targets include social inequality and  exploitation :by the state as wel l  
as  slavery. We should probably l ook for them among heretical groups 
with ascetic tendencies, l ike,  in an earlier period, the Eustathians.  
These were followers of  E ustathius ,  an unconventional bishop of 
Sebastia in Armenia, who was condemned by a Council at Gangra in 
AD 359  for, among other things, encouraging slaves to abandon their 
masters and become monks. The third Canon of this council anathe­
matizes anyone who 'on a p retext of piety, teaches a slave to despise his 
master and to leave his service, a n d  not to serve him with goodwill and 
all honour' . 1 1  

11 See de Ste Croix (1975) ,  3 ) .  for references. According to Socrates, Hist. eec!. 2..43, he 
(among other things) separated wives from their husbands and slaves from their 
masters, ordered abstention from meat, encouraged those who disliked going to 
church to assemble in the home, wore peculiar dress and induced his followers to do 
likewise. The Pelagians were contemporary with Theodoret but a re less likely to have 
been his targets. They were vigorous in their attack on riches, but are not known to 
have criticized slavery. Sce the anonymous De diL'itiis, PL Suppl. 1 . 1 38<>-1418, trans!' 
Rees ( 1991 ) .  

There is an echo of Lactantius £5 i n  Theodoret: at 669S-C he  says that the Creator's 
original design did not include a division of mankind into rulers and ruled, slaves and 
rulers. But whereas in Lactantius this develops into a critique of social inequal ity, 
Theodoret's sympathies are on the other side. He goes on to find the origin of the 
master/slave division in sin (l ike Augustine shortly before him),  but that division 
becomes in his account both necessary and advantageous. 
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Slavery is a cruel and inhu m a ne institution. The physica l and psycho­
logical abuse of slaves in a n ti qui ty was routine. There ne\'erth eles s  

existed practices and procedures which brought some benefit t o  s laves 

if  masters chose to have recourse to them. Slaves could be taught ski l l s ,  
hold responsible positions, enjoy a certain degree of independence, 

gain their freedom .  Or they could s i mply be treated relatively we! ! ,  in 

the sense that masters could be less exploitative and less pro n e  to use  

naked force than  they  had the  power to  be. Was th i s  the way t h e  'pro­

gressive mentality '  functioned,  not to contemplate, much less work 
for, the abolit ion of slavery as a system, but to reduce the h arshness  

and ignominy of s lave r y ?  It is  difficult to assess the qu a l ity of 
master/s lave relat ions  i n  ancient  societies or to  make cross- societal  

comparisons. Slavery i n  the Old South is  commonly judge d  to have 
been more harsh than G reek or Ro man slavery, and Roman society to 

have afforded slaves better chances of self-advancement through 

manumission tha n G reek socieq, A merican s laves were denied fam i ­
l ies of their own, d e liberately kept i l l i terate, and rarely manu mirted.  i 
The explanation o f  s uch di fferences l ies in the menta l i ties and social 
structures of the people c oncerned. American s lavery was o f  course 
racist, based o n  the a l leged l y  ingrai ned and permanent infer iority o f  
blacks to wh i tes. The fo l l owing citation from a spokesman for 
American sl avery require s  no commentary: 

FI Th omas Rode rick D ew, Abolition of Negro Siavery ( r 8 32.), in 
Faust ( 1 98 1 ) , 5 8  

In Greece and Rome, a n d  we imagine i t  was s o  during the feu d a l  
ages, t h e  dominant  s laves were freq uently among the most 

1 See e .g.  Webber ( [978) ;  Cornelius ( 1 991); Johnson and Roark ( 1984 ) .  
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learned , virt1;l0u�, and intelligent members of society. Terence, 
Phaedrus, Acsop and Epictetus were all s laves. They were fre­

, quently taugh,t all the arts and sciences, in o �der that they might 
, be m o re valuable to their masters . . .  There was no obstacle 

therefore to the emancipation of such men as these . . .  either on 
the score of education, intelligence, talents, or  something else ­
th� body of free men could readily and without difficulty or 
d inger absorb them. Not so now :'" nor ever will it be in all time 
to come, with our blacks. 

I f  s laves in Greece _ were given fewer rights, concessions and 
rewards than  their cou nterparts in Rome,  then we shoul d  iook for an 
explanat ion,  on the one h and, in the Greek sense of cultural super­
ior ity over their neighbours (from whom in l arge part they drew their 
slaves) , a n d  on the other, in the strong Jefinitions which Greeks, and 
m ost conspicuously Athenians, gave to freedom, the antithesis of 
sl aver y, and to citizenship, from which s laves were b arred. Romans 
were not above despising other peoples, but they were more open­
minded i n  their  chcice of whom to buy, whom to promote and how 
far. 

I n  the Roman period there is a compl ication , i n  that it is commonly 
felt that  the already (relatively) tolerant attitude of Romans received 
a boost from philosophical and rel igious move ments.  The claim is 

hard to p rove. Although Stoics were sometimes vocal i n  advocating 
the h u m ane treatment of slaves, it is not easy to establish that their 
p lea s  had a d irect impact on those who framed and administered the 
lega l system, iet alone on society at large. The possibility that in early 
Christi a n  communit ies the condition a n d  prospects of slaves 
i mp roved has to be weighed ag ainst the conservative attitudes of 
Churc h  leaders as revealed in their advice to both masters and slaves. 
There a re some new developments in the fourth and fifth centuries, a 
ti me when the Church grew in numbers and power under the sponsor­
sh ip  o f  Christian emperors, but the i r  global i mpact on Christian 
con gregations, let alone society at la rge , is difficult to evaluate. 
Finally, the nature of master/slave relationships within the household 
i s  l a rgely invisible, since our capacity to pe netrate fa mil ie s, whether 
pagan,  C h rist ian , or pagall-turned-Christiall ,  is severely circum­
scr ibed.  
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F2 Plato, Laws 776d-778a (part) 

Athenian. We know that a ll would agree that we s hould-have the 
best and most attached slaves whom we can get. For many a man 
h as found his slaves better in e\'ery way than brothers or sons, 
and many t i mes they have saved t h e  l ives a nd p roperty of their 
masters and their whole house - such tales are well known. 

Megillus (Spartan) . To be sure. 
Ath. But may we not also say that the soul o f  the slave is 

utterly corrupt, and that no man of sense ought to trust them? 
And the w isest o f  our poets, speak i ng o f  Zeus, says: 'Far-seeing 
Zeus takes away half the understanding of men whom (he day 
o f  slavery subdues. ' 

D i fferent persons ha"e got these two different notions of slaves 
in their  minds - some of them utterly distrust their servants, and, 
as if the}' were wild beasts, chastise them with goa ds and whips, 
and make their souls three times, or rather many times, as slavish 
as they were before: and others do just the opposi te. 

Megillus. True. 
Cleini,1s (Cretan) .  Then what are we to do in o u r  own country, 

stranger, as regards the right to own and punish slaves seeing 
that  there a re such differences in t h e  treatment of the m ?  

Ath.  The r ight treatment of  s l aves is t o  behave properl}' to 
them, and to do to them, if possible, even more j ustice than to 
those who are our equals . . .  And h e  who in regard to the natures 
and actions o f  his s laves is undefiled by i mp iety a n d  injustice will 
best sow the seeds of v i rtue in them . . .  Slaves o u ght to be pun­
ished a s  they deserve, and not a d moni shed as if they were 
free men,  which wi l l  only make them conceited. The language 
used to a slave should always be that  of a com mand, and we 
ought not to jest with them, whethe r  they a re males or females 
- th i s  is a foolish way which many people h ave of setting up their 

sl a\'es, and making the l i fe of sen'i rude more d i s agreeable both 
for them and for their masters. 

Cleilli.1s. True.  

F3 Aristotle, Politics I 26obS-8 
Those persons are m i sta ken who deprive the sl ave o f  reasoning 
and tell  LIS to u se command only; for admonit ion is more 
properly employed with slaves than wi th children. 
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F4 Aristotle, Politics 1 3  30a 32.-4 

How slaves should be employed, and why it is advantageous that 

all slaves should have their freedom set before them as a reward, 
we will say later. 

F5 Cicero, De officiis 2..24 (44 BC) 

Admittedly those who exercise a command over men con­

strained only by force may need to employ severity, just as  a 
master must towards his  servants if he cannot otherwise control 

them. 

F6 Philo, Every Good Man is Free (EGM) 35 (early first century AD) 

There are others born in slavery, who by a happy dispensation o f  

fortune pursue the occupations of the free. They receive the 
stewardship of houses and landed estates and great properties; 
sometimes too they become the ruiers of their fellow slaves. 
Many too have the w ives and orphan children of their m asters 
committed to their charge, being preferred for trustworthiness 
to friends and members o f  the family. Still all the same they are 
slaves though they lend, purchase, collecuevenues and are much 
courted. 

F7 Seneca, De beneficiis 3 . 19.2.; 2.1.2. (mid first century AD) 

Even under these c onditions I shall still win the day and promote 
a slave to such a position that he will, in many respects, be a free 

man . . .  
There are certa i n  things, a s  for instance food and clothing, 

which the master must supply to the slave; no one calls these 
benefits. But suppose the master is indulgent, gives him a liberal 

education, has him t aught the branches in which the freeborn 
are schooled - all this \,,'ill be a benefit . . .  

F8 Modestinus, in Dig.  48.8 . 1 1 .  I-2.; 40.8.2. (eariy third century AD) ; 
cf.C] 7.6.3 
If a slave be thrown to the beasts without having been before a 
judge, not only he who sold him but also he who bought him 
shall be liable to p un i shment. Following the Petronian law and 
the senatorial decrees relating to it, masters have lost the power 
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of handing ovet �t their  own d iscretion their slaves to fight with 
the beasts; but a fte r  the slave has been produced before a j udge, 
if his master's complaint is  j ust, he -shall in this case be ha n ded 
ovet to punishment . . . 

Under an edict  of the deified Claudius, freedom is due to the 

slave whom the owner treats as abandoned because o f  grave 
bodily,weakness. 

F9 Gaius, lnstitutiones 1 . 5 3 (mid second century AD) 
But at the present day, neither Roman citizens nor any other 

perSOt1S subject to t he rule of the Roman people are al lowed to 

treat their sl aves with excessive and causeless harshness. Fo r by 
a constitution of the l ate emperor Antooinus it i s  laid d ow n  that  
one who without  cause ki l l s  his own slave is as  much amenable 
to justice as one who kills another's. And even excessive severity 
on the part o f  masters is restrained by a constitution of the s a me 
emperor; for, on bei ng consulted by certain provinci a !  governors 
as  to slaves who take refuge at the temples of the god s  or the 
statues of the emperors, he ordained that masters whose harsh­
ness is found to be unbearable are to be forced to sell their s laves. 
Both enactments are JUSt, for we ought not to abuse o u r  lawful 
right - the principle under which prodigals are interdicted from 
administering  their own p ropert)c 

FIO Ulpian, De officiis proconsulis (On the Duties of (1 Proconsul) 

8: 'De domino rum saeviti a' :  ColI. 3 . 3 . r-6 (early th ird centu ry 
AD) 

If a master acts towards a siave with violence or forces him into 
unchaste a n d  base conduct, the responsibil ity o f  gove rnors is 

laid out in a rescr ipt  of the divine Pius addressed to the pro­

consul of Baetica Au relius Marcianus. The rescr ip t run s  as 
follows: 

1 .  The power of masters over their slaves should be unimpaired, 
and no o n e  s hould suffer any reduction of his authority. 

2. But it is  in the interests of masters that aid be forthcom i ng 
to those who make a j ust complaint in the face o f  c ruelty, or 
hunger or i ntolerable injury. 

3 .  Thus it  i s  for you to judge concerning the complaints of 
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those -slaves from the establi�hment of Julius Sabinus who have 
taken refuge at a statue, and if you decide that they have been 
treated more harshly than is right, or have suffered scandalous 
injuries, then command them to be sold and not returned into 
the power of Sabinus. And if he del iberately goes against the 
terms of my constitution, then he must be told that I will 
severely punish such an offence. 

4. The Divine Hadrian exiled a certain lady called Umbra for 
five years because she inflicted the most cruel punishment on her 
maidservants for the most trivial of causes. 

5. Likewise, Divine Pius replied to a letter of Alfius Ju!ius in 
this way: 'Obedience should be secured from slaves by a display 
of moderation rather than power - following the assignation to 
them of a burden of  work which is sufficient and yet hir.' 

6. Thus you ought to ensure that YOu treat your slave with 
justice and self-restraint, so that you will be able to obtain what 
you need from them without difficulty. However, i f  it appears 
that you exercise domination with excessive harshness and 
severity, it will be necessary for the proconsul to intervene and 
compel you to sell them, acting on my authority - lest any kind 
of civil disturbance erupt. Consulship of Glabrio and Homullus 
[AD 1 5 2.] . 

FI I Ulpian, in Dig. 47. 10. 1 5 .44 (early third century AD) 

The praetor does not promise an action for every affront to a 
slave; if a slave be struck lightly or mildly abused, the praetor 
will not give an action; but if he be put to shame by some act or 
lampoon, I think that the praetor's investigation into the matter 
should take account of the standing (qt<,llitas) of the slave; for it 
is highly reievant what S0rt of slave he is :  whether he be honest, 
regular and responsible, a steward or only a common slave, a 
drudge ,  or whatever. And what if he be in fetters, branded and 
o f  the deepest notoriety? The praetor therefore will take into 
account the alleged affront to the person of the slave said to have 
suffered i t  and will grant or refuse the action accordingly. 

F l 2  Lactantius, D e  i ra  5 . 1 2  (early fourth century AD) 

Let u s  imagine a master who has in his establ ishment a good and 
a bad slave: he certainly does not hate, or  for that matter bestow 
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benefits and honours on, both of them - were he to do that, he 
\vould  be both unjust and stupid. Rather, he addresses himself 
t-o the good one as to a friend, he honou rs him, en trusts to h im 
the administration of h i s  household,  his  family, and a l l  h i s  prop­
e rt): As for the bad slave, he brings the whole range of punish­
ments to bear on him:  curses, lash in gs,  nakedness, hunger, 
thirst, chams. He wili thus give the rest of the slaves an incentive 
not  to misbehave, and the bad s lave to behave wel l .  Fear will 
restrain some of them, while others wi l l  be encouraged by the 
desire for honour. 

The treatment of slaves 

A s l ave was a thing but also a human bei n g. How was a master to treat 
this  ambiguous creature, over whom he had e normous, even if not 
total, powe r ?  Severe treatment, harsh discipl ine were standard.2 This 
i s  a ttested i n  a wide range of  literature, philosoph ical and religious 
i nc luded. Seneca's passionate plea to masters not  to be cruel to their 
s l aves (Letter 47 = c3) was not mere rhetoric, while Cicero in all 
Duties (FS) writes of the necessity of coercion a nd severity toward 
those subjected by force. He does add ' i f  n o  other way of controllin g 
them i s  possible',  and this opens up the possibi l i ty of more generous 
treatment.  Cicero's formula would have appealed to some masters 
more than others, to some philosophers  more than others - to 
A ristotle more than plato. Plato's Athe n i a n  in the LalL's (F2) considers 
it the role of ma sters to punish and to comma n d  - steering a midd l e  
c o u rse  between treating slaves l ike w i l d  beasts (which makes  them 
m o re sen'i l e  than ever) and as intimates (which causes trouble for both 
part ies) .  Aristotle (F3) thinks this u n n ecessari ly harsh (but betrays 
o n l y  a pass ing interest in the whole matter) .  In the  Ethics, against the 
ten o r  of his argument in that work, he a dmits  that a master might hal'e 
a friendsh ip  with a slave qua man (EN I r 6 r b 5-6) .  Yet both philoso­
p h e rs would have shared the same goa l ,  of d rawing devoted service 
from s laves. P lato anticipates Seneca i n  re marking that s laves are fre­
quently more usefu l  to their masters than dose rel ati\'es are. 

The comparison with Seneca is somewhat m isleading. Although it 

On treatment, see Garlan ( 1 988), '48-59; Brad k,. ( 1 994) , 28-9, 49--5°; Sailer (1994 ) ,  
1 ,1 1-.\4· The psrchological damage inflicted on slJ\'cs by  slavery is a theme ( If  
Patterson ( 1 982),  e.g.  77- 1 04, 
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cannot be said that Aristotle (at least) lacked the concept qf cemmon 
kinship of m e n  altogether (cf. EN I Issa r6-2.2.), he does not develop it 
in discussing s lavery, as Seneca so conspicuous ly  does. But the pru­
dential motive for treating slaves properly - however this w'as defined 
- i s  present i n  a l l  three philosophers, 

What is unsaid in the sources so far considered, but is nevertheless 
there beneath the surface, is the fact that s laves ..yere not  a homogene­
ous mass and were not all treated in the same t.ish io n .  One could use 
moral lan guage to distinguish between slaves and to j ustify dealing 
with them in d i fferent ways, as the Church Fathers commonly did. The 
message of  Lactantius in the passage from De ira (FI2) i s  that a master 
treats good and bad slaves differently, rewarding the  former and pun­
ishing the l atter. 

An alte rn a tive to the language of morality is the l a nguage of status 
(tinged with moral ity, to be sure), commonly used by Roman jurists. 
Roman law recognized the persona of slaves (who in so far as they were 
res lacked both rights and obligations) by grantin g  them various legal 
capacities. For example, in the absence of a law of agency, legal devices 
were p roduced i n  order to empower dependants, especially slaves, but 
also sons,  to make legally binding transactions for their masters.3 
However, the s lave did not have only persona, he  also had qualitas. 
Ulpian included in his Commentary on the Praetor 's Edict (fI I) a 
statement of the principle of the differential treatment of slaves (not 
just of free men) .  Magistrates and judges were evidently expected to 
take accou n t  in their decisions of the character, attitude and function 
of a slave. 

The other crucial variable was the character of the  master. This is 
true, but bana l .  It is more significant that the law, whi le  conceding that, 
a slave c a me under the domestic jurisdiction of h i s  master, made some 
attempt to set l imits on the master's coercive powers. 

A number  of l aws issued by the Roman authorities in the course of 
the first a nd secc!1d centuries AD appear to have had the aim of restrict­
ing the use  of a rbitrary and crnel punishment by masters on slaves. We 
hear, for example,  of a law (of perhaps AD 61)  forbidding masters on 
thei r  own authority from making their slaves fight  i n  the arena with 
wild beasts, another (enacted by the emperor Claudius) granting 
freedom to sick slaves abandoned by their masters (F8) ;  a nd so on. 

) See Kirschenbaum ( 1987); Aubert ( 1 994) . 
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The l aws  i n  question have been held tQbe unenforceable, and cate­
gorized as 'ana logous to modern laws against cruelty to a n i mals'.4 But 
(on the issue of enforcement) although i t  might be- reasonable to 
suspect the worst, there are signs that the worst d id not always 
happen, and the efficacy of asylum at least  cannot b e  d ismissed 
without d iscussion. The advantage of  asylum was that it involved the 
s lave's escaping from the orbit of the master and opened up the 
possibil ity of access to another authority. Of course, local magistrates 
and provincia l  governors, masters themselves to a man, would not 
have been i nclined to accept the word of a siave against a master, or 
do anything to undermine the authority of masters in general. 

Recognition of the right of asylum goes back a long way in Greek 
and Roma n  history. In the Roman legal sources the evidence becomes 
explicit from the beginning of the Principate.5 A passage from 
Ulpian's commentary on the aedile's edict shows that as early as the 
reign of A ugusrus the issue of whether a sylum-seeking slaves were 
runaways was debated at the highest leve l .  Ulpian's d i scussion revolves 
a ro und statements of (Antistius) Labeo and Caelius (Sabinus),  leading 
j u risconsu l ts of the reigns of Augustus and Vespas ian ,  respectively. 
The issue  was argued, and it would seem decided, in favour of the 
s lave. This i s  not certain, because Ulpian chooses to pass on opinions 
(with which he agrees) as to the circumstances in which a slave is to he 
j udged a runaway, together with his ow.n judgement (presumably in 
accord with the decisions of the earl ier j ur ists) , which run s  as fol lows: 

I think ( h a t  a slave who does what it is adjudged permi ssible to do publ icly is 
not a fugitive. No more do I regard as a fugitive a sia\-e who flees to the 

emperor's s tatue;  for he does not so act with the i ntention of run n i ng awa): 

Likewise, r th ink of a s lave who seeks asylum or other sanctua ry, because he 
does no< do so w ith the intention of runn i ng away; but if he first runs away 
;lI1 d  t hen takes shelter, he does not cease to ne a fugitive. 

(Dig. 2 I . I . I7. f2-16,  a t  12) 

The j u ristic sources attest l ively interest in  asylum and in the 
treatment of slaves in general ,  in the Antonine and Severan eras 
(that is, the second and early th ird centu ries AD ) .  In particular, the 

em pero r A n toninus Pius addressed these issues. So says h i s  younger 

4 Buckland ( r 96 3 ) , 64-5;  Bradley ( r984), 1 2 3-9. ; On asylum, see e.g. Schlesinger ( 19_1 3 ) ;  Kaser ( r975), 12.6 n. r9. 127, 286 nn. 34-5 ;  
Herm.n ( r 9 .15 ) ;  Thurman (r969). 
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contemporary, the jurist Gaius, who provides a summary of his 
legislation on the subject (F9 ) , ' and there is  confirmation from the 
Severan jurist Ulpian (FIO) . Ulpian'� work On the Duties of a 
Proconsul conta ined a chapter on the severity of masters. It included, 
a mong other things, a rescript of Pi us to the proconsu l of the province 
of Baetica (in southern Spain) concerning the flight to an imperial 
statue of s laves owned by one Jul ius Sabinus, and a j udgement of the 
preceding emperor Hactrian exi l ing a woman for g ratuitous cruelty to 
her maidservants. It is not recorded (the decision is reported only in 
brief summary) whether the victims of Umbra sought asylum. 
P resumably they did. 

These cases are remarkable. Domestic feuds between slaveowner and 
s laves had gained the attention of not only the proconsul but also the 
emperor. [ surmi se that, at least from the early Antonine period, the 
instructions routinely issued to governors by emperors included an item 
telling them to keep an eye out for, and report cases of, maltreatment 
o f  slaves by masters. Anyway, we can see that in the reign of Pius 
asylum-seeking by slaves triggered off a process which ended, via 
consuitation of emperor by governors, in the issuing of the ruling that 
abused slaves were to be sold away from their cruel masters. The remedy 
was perhaps not an entirely new one, but it was regularized by Pius. 

The true significance of the concession remain� very much open to 
debate. Asylum, especial ly when l inked with a change of master, was 
o f  a d i fferent order from the other regulations in the interests of s laves. 
Sti l l ,  a change of master was the best that the slave could hope for, and 
we m ay wonder whether officia ls  were likely to administer the law in 
the interests of s laves without specific direction from above. Piu5 
apparently got the bit between his teeth, but h ow many emperors (not 
to ment ion lesser offi�ials) matched his zea l ?  He might set a pattern, 
but others were free to deviate from it .  

The i n fluence of Stoic ethica l teaching i s  sometimes seen behind 
these deve lopments , which happen to have m o re or less coincided with 
the l i fet imes of  the Stoics Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurdius. One 
exa m p l e  w i l l  i l lustrate how hard it is  to cl inch the i ssue.  The third of the 
i m perial  rescripts cited from Ulp ian's On tile Duties of a procotlsul was 
sent i n  AD 1 52 to one Alfius lul ius of unknown status who had appar­
ently sought the emperor's adv ice in a letter. It is i nte resting to compare 
Se nee a 's sermon to slaveowners in genera l wi th the lecture delivered by 
Pius to th is  individual slaveowner. The philosopher and the emperor 
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were preaching the same basic message,  that slaves should\be treated 
fai rly  and with moderation. It i s  noteworthy that Pius, instead of fol­
l owing Seneca i n  echoing the dist inctive ly  (bllt not exclusively) Stoic 
message of the kinship of al l  men, i nvokes  only the risk of counter-vio­
lence. Gaius, as it happens, in his s u m m a ry treatment of the emperor's 
l aws  on the cruelty of masters, omits Pius '  i nterest in civil order, choos­
ing  to add a note of his own, which categorizes the cruelty of masters 
a s  prodigality, a wasteful use of resources. The j urist betrays no more 
overt interest in the human ity of the s l ave than did the emperor. When 
Pius does make reference to 'the r ights o f  men' in the INter to the pro­
consul  of Baetica, it is masters, not s l aves, he has ,in mind. 

As to the influence of Christianity on the treatment of slaves: many 
a homily urges masters ro be wel l -d isposed to thei r slaves to the end of 
rendering them well-behaved and obed ient, though i t  is either stated 
o r  understood that this cannot be  a ch ieved without strict discipline 
a nd ' restraint' .  And model relat ion s hi ps between siaves and their 
m a sters or mistresses were ava i iable i n  the h agiographical l iterature. 
B u t  the effect of all this on householders  of bel ievers is l argely invis­
i bl e  - let a lone on society as a whol e ,  o utside thi s  inner r ing.6 

Manumi ssion 

!v1anumission was both more common and more rewarding for the 
b eneficiary in Rome than in Greece.- E m ancipated slaves belonging in  
certa in categories - those manu mitted formally in  front of a magis­
trate as opposed to informally (as  for exa mple among friends), and 
fulfi l l ing certain other requ i rements - became Roman c itizens auto­
m atica l l}, This made a big difference to their  lives. In th is relativeiy 
open society, it gave them , or more l ikely the i r  suns and d escendants, 
the possibil ity of rising in the socia I h ierarchy. Only selected slaves 
were given this opportunity., but c u m u l at ively the numbers must have 
been s ignificant .  

The prospect of  manumissioil gave s laves a n  incentive t o  work and 
to behave well .  An early express ion of th is  awareness is gi\'en by 
Ari s totle in the Politics, in a stray sentence (F4) . Although he promises 

• l\1anumission practices are relevant to this question. See below. 
- For manumission, see Gauthier (19-4) (co m parative) ; Calderini ( 1908); \X'hitehead 

( 1 980) (Greece) ;  Veme ( 1 96 1 ) ;  Hopk i n s  ( 1 9 :, 8 1 ,  ch, .1 ;  Garnsey ( 1 9 8 1 ) ;  \'('eaver ( 1990) 
( 1991 ) (al l  on classical Rome), For marrumissio ilt ecclesia, See n. 15 ,  below. 
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a. later discussion, there is none i n  what rem-ains of the Politics 
( �33ob-I342b, the rest of book VII and book VIII ) .  One wonders how 
h� would have cop�d with the c�ntradictiQn between the suggestion 
that the carrot of freedom should be dangled before all slaves and the 
doctrine of natural slavery. 

Manumissions principally benefited two kinds of slaves, those who 
had been given initiative and a certain amount of de facto fteedom, 
and those with whom the master had developed affective ties. 

Seneca observed that the promotion of a slave through education to 
a quasi-free status was always possible (17) . This was a favour a gener­
ous master could bestow on a slave i f  he wished, as distinct from the 
unavoidable necessity of providing him with food and clothing. Philo 
(F8) goes rather further in referring  to the custom of giving a trusted 
slave responsibility over his master's affairs.8 Neither writer refers 
specifically to the practice familiar from the legal sources of furnish­
ing  slaves with capital (peculium) and putting them into business to 
make money for their masters and to give themselves the chance to 
purchase their freedom.9 They were practising philosophy rather than 
social history. Seneca's discussion is largely general, while Philo is 
arguing that one cannot tell a slave by the job that he is doing, for true 
slavery is a property of the soul. As i t  happens, there was a category 
of slave mentioned in juristic treatises but not in l iterature consisting 
of those who voluntarily became slaves i n  o�der to take up positions 
o f  responsibility in private households. lo 

Secondly, the affective relationships that sometimes developed 
between master and slave might iSSUe i n  manumission. In the Roman 
period this seems to have been a common motive for the manumission 
of indivicb:lis, who would typical ly be trusted servants working in 
close proximity to the master, or female slaves freed for the purpose of 

. 1 1  marr iage. 

Manumission was largely a matter fQf the individual slaveowner, 
although the state took an imerest. As we move into the Christian era, 
it becomes an issue whether Christian households, and the Christi an 

g Aristotle, Pol. 12.5 5b35-7 envisages a (slave) steward freeing the master irorn domes­
tic cares for 'politics or philosophy'; see a lso Lactanrius on the good slave (fIl). 

9 For rhe peculium, see e.g. Buckland ( 1908 ) ,  1 87-2. 3 8 .  10 See Ramin and Veyne (198 1 ) ,  at 493-97, for slavery ad actum gerendumladm;,,;s­
trandum. 

l I On manumission for marriage, see rds. in Evans Grubb ( 1 993a), Il1 n. 6. 
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church (for the church too was a slaveowner), freed slaves more readily 
than pagans were doing or had don� - an<J in general ,  whether the 

. Christian faith gave a new momentum to the promotion of slaves. We 
lack detailed evidence, especially for the pre-Constantinian period.  It 
has been assumed, perhaps too hastiiy, that manumission was posi­
tively encouraged within the Christian community from early 00.12 

The case is stronger for an increase in the incidence of manumis sion 
in  Christian circles in Late An tiquity. 

. 

There is a distinction to be made between the mass of ordinary 
Christians and those of ascetic p ersuasion. If there was a movement 
towards the systematic manumission of slaves, it  took place among 
the latter group, not insignificant in numbers or slave-owning capac­
ity, who in renouncing the world a n d  its values stripped themselves of 
personal possessions, includ ing slaves. The best-known example is 
that of the younger Melania, who in turning to an ascetic life rid 
herself of the bulk of her enor mous wealth - and freed eight thousand 
of her slaves. They were p robably for the most part labourers on her 
extensive estates, most of which she sold. It usually goes unremarked 
that, according to her biographer a n d  contemporary Palladius, she 
sold to her brother some others who d id not want to be freed, and 
retained a number of attendants, s lave and free,  whom (to be sure) she 
treated in a 'democratic' spirit that recalls Gregory of Nyssa's sister 
Macrina.13 The inmates of mon astic communities such as Augustine's 
'monastery of priests' in north Africa �'ere required to sell their land 
and manumit their slaves or to provide good reason for not doing so, 

tl Ha rrill ( 1 993) interprets optimistically a passage from the second�century bishop 
Irenaeus, Pol. 4. r-3 (= SC ro. 1 4 8-50), and other texts. Irenaeus writes: 'Do not 
beha,'" arrogantly towards slaves, either male or female. But let them not be puffed 
up. Rather let  them be enslaved all the more ro the glory of God, so thar they may 
happen upon a greater freedom from God. Let them not wish to be manumitted out 
of the money in the common chest, so that they may not be found slaves of thei r 
desire.' For Harri l l ,  ' Ignatius' apprehension "bout the corporate manumission of 
Christian slaves reveals not his so-called social conservatism on slaver); but  his wider 
apologetic stratagem for social acceptabil ity and internal un ity under his own terms 
as bishop. ' I remain unconvinced ; nor do I deduce from this text a swelling of the 
ranks of rnanumitted s laves in Christi a n  congregations in the second cenwry AD 
(whatever the a ttirude of l renaeus might have been). 

IJ The stuff of hagiography. we might feel. The point is  that such beha\'iour conformed 
to an ideal, and that in itself is reveal ing. See Palladius, Hist. Laus. 61 .5--1>. and for 
full reEs. PLRE f,  p. 593. Pallad ius reports that at the time of writing (c. AD 420) 
Melania and her mother 'are now dwe l l ing in the country, sometimes in Sicily, a ga in 
in Campani., with fifteen eunuchs and si xty maidens, both freewomen and slaves'. 
For Macrin.  see p. 85. 
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such  a s  technical problems involved i n  joint  ownership or the need to 
support an aged relative .  The goal ,  a s  articulated by Augustine , was to 
p roduce a community modelled o n  the company of Christians that 
grew up around the apostles: ' No r  was there anyone in need among 
them. For as many of them as owned estates  or houses sold them, and 
b rought the proceeds from them and la id them at the feet of the apos­
tles; while distribution was made to each as e ach had need' (Acts 4:35 ) .  

I n  h i s  discussion Augustine is  attentive only to  the  efforts of  the 
clergy/monks to become poor; the s laves a re presented merely as a 
for m  o f  private property to be d iscarded. That is not to say that they 
were left to fend for themselves after m anumission. The Church took 
care of them, drawing on the ' common fund' fed precisely by dona­
t ions  from the clergy selling property in o rder to meet Augustine's 
rules.  The few slaves of the deacon Heraclius  were already resident in 
the m onastery, serving their mas te r  and perh aps  the monastic com­
munity  as a whole. The change of status of people such as these would 
not  h ave transformed their lives perceptibly. 14 

O rd i nary Christians, not being bound by the rule of poverty (any 
more than by the rule of chastity ) ,  l acked this motive for freeing (or 
sell i n g) their slaves. It may be that the device of  manumissio in eecle­

sia, b y  its very existence and access ibi l ity, made some of them readier 
t h a n  they might otherwise have been to manu mit, especially if the 
C h u rch accepted some commitment to s up port beneficiaries where 
necessary.I5 

It is s ignificant that whereas C hurch leaders apparently did not 
exhort  their congregations to man umit either selectively or ell gras,16 

they regularly cal led for improvements within the masterlslat1e rela­

tionship. Their message was e nti rely unoriginal: it involved (for 
example in Augustine or John C h rysostom) repetition of the tradi­
t ional  Pauline instruction to masters to treat  their slaves wel i  and to 
s laves to stay put and give good serv ice to thei r masters, good or bad, 
in the knowledge that they were servi n g  C h rist . !' 

Looking at Graeco-Roman society a s  a whole, and asking what 

14 For Augustine's attitude, ch. 6 n. 9, with reference to Sermon 2[ (= CCL4I .li6-8,  at 
28 [-3 ) '  For the monastery, see Sermon .1 56  (= PL38-9, p. 1 574-8 r). 

1 5  For manllmissio in ecclesia see Fabbrini  ( 1 965 ) ;  Herrman ( I980), 232-60. 
16 Grcgory of Nyssa is the only Churchman on record to have opposed slaveowning as 

such, and even he stops short of a straightforward instruction to his audicnce to strip 
themselves of slaves forthwith (E6). 

17 See A7; John Chrysostom, HDmilies on I Corinthians 19 (= PG6 t . 1 5 6-7). 
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differencf it ::Jade that there was now a Christian emperor, assisted by 
an increasingly Christian judiciary a n d  bureaucracy, we find very little 
s i gn of change in the law of s l avery and the way it was administered. 
There wa� a lot of legislation touchin g  on s lavery but not much about 
it that was peculiarly Christian or enlightened. Constantine's response 
to the status confusion that was endemic in Roman society was to reaf­
firm the classic distinctions between s lave and free, slaveborn and free­
born, and his s�ccessors deviated l ittle. Hostility among both secular 
a nd ecclesiastical h::aders to 'mixed m arriages' and to the ordination 
of slaves is  symptomatic; it i s  no surprise to find Pope Geiasiu5, in lan­
guage reminiscent of Antoninus  Pi us three centuries earlier but i n  
rather different circumstances, assert ing the ' rights of masters and 
proprietors' against 'fugitive' s laves who had discovered a rel igious 
\·ocatioo . 1 8  

18 For assessment of the impact of Christianity viewed from the top down, see 
Macf-fullen (1986), and for a different approach, K"rtatas (1995) .  On marriage and 
the law, see now Evans Grubbs ( 1 993a)  ( I993b) ( 1995) .  Earl ie r l i terature on the re\e­
"am imperial laws includes Dupont ( 1 9 37); Volterra ( 1958) ;  Sargenti ( 1975 ) ;  
Gaudemet ( 1978 ) ;  Crifo ( 1988);  Carcaterra ( 1990); Waldstein ( 1 990) .  O n  the ordina­
tion of slaves, see Barone-Adesi ( 1 990) ; Manfredini ( 1 995 ) ,  who ci tes Gelasius, Ep. ID, 
14, PL 59, cols. 52f£', on p. 5 30 n. 9. 
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TH E O R I E S  O F  S L AV E RY 





Section I 

Classical , Hellenistic and Roman 

philosophers 

Introduction: Aristotle and the Stoics 

Greek phi losophy bequeathed two different �heoretical approaches to 
slavery. Aristotle offered a justification for legal s lavery in the existence 
in certain individuals  of intellectual and moral deficiencies. In such 
people, the e ffect of these flaws was to reverse in them the 'natural '  
relationship that  was a mark of rational man, namely, the subordina­
tion of body to soul and of desires and passions to reason. 

For the Stoics, p eople who were at the mercy of their desires and 
passions were eo ipso in a state of slavery - a nd most were in this state, 
the wise being very  few. Moreover, this kind of slaver); moral slavery, 
was the only k i n d  that mattered. Legal siavery affected the body, and 
as such was jud ged to  be  an external condition, and of no significance. 

Both positions carry impiications for contemporary slavery institu­
tions. Neither expressly endorses the system of s lavery as it operated 
at the time. A ristotle even admits at one point tha t  the conventional 
methods by whi ch s laves w'ere made sometimes caught up people who 
were by nature free .  This co .. cession is made in the cause of 'proving' 
that there a re people  who are b)' nature slaves (and others who a re by 
nature free )  - a Pyrrhic victory, we may feeL His  general stra tegy 
involves distracting our attention from the (thousands of) actual , 
unnatura l slaves, a n d  forcing us to focus on an imaginary, model slave, 
whose enslavement would seem uncontrm'ersial .  

The Stoic vie\\' on the social and political ievel was quietist and 
conformist, contain ing no recipe for institutional  change. The indi­
vidual was moral l y  obliged to combat the slavery within him, but this 
had no implications for his or anyone else's legal and social status. 
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Sti l l ,  i t  might be said that while turning their backs o n  legal slavery (in 
the sense that they qefined 5lavery in terms of mora l  virtue and sub­
ordinatedinstitution:al s lavery, together with the whole  political order 
of which i t  was a part, to the cosmic order), the Stoics gave it a kind 
of ex post (acto just ification. It was Stoic doctrine that  one had been 
ass igned a role by Providence and should not strive to change it. 

Aris totle d ied in  32312. and Zeno founded the Stoa around 300. A 
p hilosophy-centred on the polis gave way, it woul d  s ee m ,  to another 
that turned i nward and focused on the sou! .  Further, the death of 
Aristotle coincided with the termination of Atheni a n  democracy and 
independence at the hands of Macedon, the first o f  the large central 
states. The pol is  as a symbol of autonomy and freedom was dead, and 
tradit ional  political p hi losophy, systematic thinkin g  about thi! polis, 
its i nst itutions and values, died with it. 

We can agree that, for all intents and purposes , pol i s-centred phi­
losophy d ied with Aristotle, without conceding that  t he Stoics repre­
sented a sharp break with the past. Zeno had a rr ived  i n  Athens about 
ten years  before the death of Aristotle, not long a fter the latter  had set 
up h i s  own school ,  the Lyceum ( in 3 3 5) .  Already i n  the m id-to-Iate 
fourth century, some philosophers were rebe l l ing  against Plato's 
deductive moral system and Aristotel ian teleology, Zeno fel l  under the 
influence of the Cynics ( in the person uf Crates) who p a ssed on to him 
their  conv iction that v irtue is not embedded in the polls but is located 
in the s elf-sufficient wise man. The philosopher whom the Stoics saw 
as their ancestor and the source of their ethic a l  doctrines, was, 
however, Socrates. In the Discourses of Epictetus, t h e  most substantial 
Stoic tract to have survived from antiquit}; two h i s torical wise men 
only a re m entioned by name - Socrates and Diogenes the Cynic. 

For m al ly, the transition from Lyceum to Stoa was chronologically 
neat. In real ity, Aristotelian and Stoic views were an o utgrowth of the 
same society. 
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Aristotle 

Introduction 

Natural s lavery as presented by Aristotle is a battered shipwreck of a 
theory. Many h ave pointed to weaknesses and incon sistencies in his  
arguments . l  M y  concern is  not to add to the chorus of  criticism, but 
rather to explore his methodology and its consequences , as  he seeks 
to pin d own that elusive quarr}; the natura l s lave. A ristotle  does not 
find it easy to say what a natural s lave , essenti a l l y, is. Not surprisingly, 
he fi nds it far easier to say what a natural s lave is l ike ,  or not like. 
An a logies and comparisons play an important part  in h i s  argument. 
Those  he considers are quite numerous, and we a re rem in ded char  one 
of h i s  criticis m s  of Plato is  that he failed to see t h a t  the  sund ry super­
ior/in ferior relationships are all different and sh ould not be conflated.2 
This means,  at once, that many com parisons a nd m etaphors are 
worth consid ering, and that no one of them i s  l ikel )' precisely to fil l  
the b i l l .  I t  is none t h e  less worth watch ing  h i m  gra\'itate towar:d s  some 
and reject others,  a ssessing the reasons for hi s ch o ices,  and noting the 
consequences fo r the status of the natural slave.3 

Th is  approach bri ngs some unexpected d iv idends.  I f  o ne compares 
A r istotle 's th ink ing on s lavery in the Politics a nd in the Nicomach'an 
Ethics - a nd it is common practice to pass freely from one work to the 
other - one comes u pon an interesting di screpa ncy. In t h e  Politics, 
A ristotle rules Ollt a comparison of slavery with tyra nny, on the 

I Select bib! . :  Smith ( r 983/9r); Clark ( r985); Cambiano ( 1 987);  Ambler (1987); 
Schofield ( 1990); Shu lsky (r99r ) ;  Brunt (r993) ;  Will iams ( r99,) ;  Llo)'d (1 99;)· 

! See I252b5ff., with Schofield ( 1990). 
J My discussion·b;··analogy does not of course follow the structure of the Politics. 
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grounds that slavery is (or can be) natural,  whereas tyranny is contrary 
to nature. In so doing he is eroding an analogy for the master/slave 
relationship that is favoured in the Ethics. On further inspection, there 
turn out to be at least two other sign ificant features of natural slavery 
which are individual to the Politics, a natural symbiosis of master and 
s lave, and mental deficiencies in the natural s lave. My inference is that 
the idea of the natural slave is unique to the Politics. 

Defining a natural slave 

What is  a natural slave? Aristotle has  this to say: 

ARISTI Politics 1254a4- 1 8  

One who i s  a human being beionging by nature not to himself 
but to another is by nature a s lave; and a person is a human being 
belonging to another if being a man he is an article of property, 
and an article of property i s  a n  instrument for action separable 
from its owner. 

Apart from the designation of the natural s lave as a human being 
(anthropos) rather than a lower animal  (or a thing), nothing of sub­
stance comes out of this definition ,  nothing about the natural s lave, 
that is. The definition of a slave as  one possessed by someone else is 
unproblematic. What we want to k now is, a mong those people who 
a re possessed by others, what  it is that marks off a natural s lave from 
a legal slave. Aristotle recognizes this  distinction. 

The problem of pinning down the natural s lave would be less acute 
if there were firm, visible criteria by which he could be identified. It 
would be a straightforward matter, s ays Aristotle, if the natural slave 
had a distinctive physique. Bur nature s l ipped up:  

ARIST2 Politics 12 5 4b28-34 

The intention of nature therefore i s  to make the bodies . . .  of 
freemen and of slaves different - the latter strong for necessary 
service, the former erect and u nserviceable for such occupations, 
but serviceable for a l i fe of citizenship . . .  though as a matter of 
fact often the very opposite comes about - slaves have the bodies 
of freemen and freemen the souls  only. 

What of mental qualities? 
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AR1ST3 Politics I254bu-4 ; I 26oa7-14 

3a I254b2. 1-24 

For he is by nature a s lave who is capable of belongin g  to anoth e r  

(and that i s  why h e  does s o  belong) , and who participates i n  
reason so far a s  to appre h e n d  i t  but not to possess i t ;  for t h e  

animals other t h a n  m a n  a re s u bservient not t o  reason, b y  appre ­
hending i t ,  but to feeli ngs. 

Natural slaves, then, are defic i e n t  in reason but not totally without 

i t .  Later they are said to  lack the power of deliberation. That i s ,  
natura l  s laves cannot m ake decis io n s  with respect t o  their own l ives,  

but can only fol low the decisions of  others: 

3 b  u60a7-14 

Hence there are by nature various classes of rulers and r u l ed .  

For the free rules the s l ave, t h e  male  the female, and the m a n  t h e  

child i n  a d ifferent way. A n d  a l l  possess the variolls parts o f  t h e  
soul,  bur possess them in d i fferent ways; for the s lave h a s  not 
got the deliberative part a t  a l l ,  and the female has it,  but 
without fu l l  authority, w h i l e  the  child has i t, but i n  an undevel ­
oped form. 

A ri stotle does not go on to o ffer a n y  cha racteristic models of behav­

iour that m igh t help us spot a n a t u ral s la\'e. Mental qua l it ies, h e  
admits, are harder than physica l a ttri butes to work with. His  word s 
a re:  ' beaut)" of soul is not  s o  easy  to see as beauty of body'  

( U54b �'740) . Thus A ristotle says  wha t  functions slaves perform qlh1 
s ]a\'es ,  bur not how we are to d e d uce,  from any particula r  action of a 

s lave, to which category of s lave h e  b e l o ngs. It is not clear, for exa mple , 

that  a natural s lave is necessar i ly  l e s s  efficient than a legal s lave i n  

u nd erstanding and carryi n g  o u t  a n  o rder  from his  master. Consider  
the fol lowing statement in the  Ethics: 

ARIST4 Nicomachean Ethics I I49a25-8 

The trouble about anger would seem to be that, wh ile i t  d oes to 
some extent l i sten to reason,  i t  d oes  not hear it aright. It i s  l ike 

an over-hasty s lave who scutr les  out of a room before he h a s  
heard the whole of h i s  i n s tructions, which h e  then proceeds to 
bungle . . .  
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What 'kind of slaves' a re these? It would have been easier if 
Aristotle's natural slaves had been vil lage idiots, whose mental weak­
ness is easily identified. But then vil lage idiots would not be much use 
as slaves. 

- i 

Slaves, animals, savages 

'One who is a human being . . .  ' The classification of the natural slave 
as human is basic and may seem trivial. But Aristotle wrote in  the 
Ethics: 'There can therefore be no friendship of a master for a slave as 
such, though there may be for h i m  as  a man' (EN I I61b5-6 = ARlSTI8c, 
below). For the author o f  the Ethics it would seem that 'slavery as 
such' is a less than human condition. What view was held by the 
author of the Politics? 

Let us explore the boundary between slaves and (non-human) 
animals. At several points in the text, Aristotle confronts man and 
animal without making spec ia l  reference to slavery. rn such cases there 
is the worrying suspicion that the propositions he comes up with do 
not apply to slaves. At one point  i n  book I he lays down the follow ing 
principle: 

ARIST5 Politics 1254a 36-b3 

And to discover what is n atural we must study it preferably in 
things that are in  a natural state and not in specimens that are 
degenerate. Hence in s tudying man we must consider a man that 
is in the best possible condition in  regard to both body and 
soul . . .  

Aristotle's concept of nature is  normative, incorporating notions of  
value. A human being i n  h is  natura l  state is a good human being, and 
a good human being is a flour ishing h u man being, ' in the best possible 
condition with regard to both body and soul ' .  A natural slave is h a rdly 
a suitable model of a flourishing h u m a n  being. Does it follow, however, 
that he is degenerate? It is true that i n  a sense all created things, when 
measured against rational man (and man as male) , represent a ' fall ing 
away' from nature. This language is used (in the Ethics) of animals 
(and madmen),  which lack decis ion-making and reasoning capacities. 4 

• EN I 149bH-6: exesleke les phllseos. The verb existemilexistasthai (as G. E. R. L10yd 
has pointed out to me) is constantly in use in GA IV.},  where the d iscussion, however, 
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. On the other hand, A ristotle very much wants to show ( in the  Politics) 

that the slave condit ion i s  natura l ,  that it is good for a certai n  cla s s  o f  
humans to b e  living in this way, to be tied t o  natural masters. In s u m ,  
the formulation 'to d iscover what is  n;ltural w e  must study i t  p refer­
ably in things that a re in a natural  state and not in specimens th at are 
degenerate' is written i n  terms o f  man, but a parallel one could in prin­
ciple have been composed in  terms of natural slave. 

The upshot i s ,  that the d istinctions between human and anima l ,  and  
slave and animal,  d o  not coincide. It turns out that in the  Politics the 
line between human a nd animal  is  usually firmly drawn, but  that  
between slaves and an imals  i s  fuzzy. Thus, humans, as d i stinct fro m  
animals, are credited w ith the capacity for rational discourse (logos) , 
and for distinguishing good from evil and right from wrong: 

ARIST6 Politics 1253a�I85 

For nature, a s  we declare, does nothing without purpose; and 
man alone of  the animals  possesses rational discourse. The mere 
voice, it i s  true, can indicate pain and pleasure, and therefore is 

possessed by the other a nimals  as well, but rational discou rs e  i s  
designed t o  indicate t h e  advantageous and the harmful and 
therefore also the r ight and the wrong. For it is  the specia l  p rop­
erty of man in d istinction from the other animals that he a lo n e  
has perception o f  g o o d  and  bad and right and wrong and t h e  
other moral qua lities, and it i s  partnership in these things that 
makes a household and  a city-state. 

However, on slaves as compared with animals, the texts divide. Some 
have an arrow pointing u p  rowards rational man, others h ave an a rrow 
pointmg down towards lower animals.  Thus, in a text of the fo rmer 

k ind, a natural slave is said to be  capable of perceiving reason whereas 

a lower animal is  no t ,  but rather is a slave to its feel ings (ARlST3a ) .  
Again, i n  the answer he gives t o  h i s  own question whether s laves h ave 
vi ni le,  Aristotle evidently fee l s  that he has managed to maintain the 

distinction between a s lave and  a free man while preserving the s lave 's 

mainly concerns women. In Ph'ysics 199a 53ff., Aristotle talks of 'fa i lures' 
(hamarternata), citing monsters (I owe this reference to M. Scholieldl .  See also C l a rk 
(r975), ch. 11.2.. 

l See also Pol. 1 254bl6ff. ; I 3 J 2 a 3 2.ff. Aristotle is not here interested in presenting th e 
case for phrones;s in an imals, on which see Labarriere (1990). For Aristotle on 
animals versus humans, see Sorabji ( 1 993), e.g.  12.-2.0 . 
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humanity as one who participates i n  reason. Natural slav�s have a 
measure of virtue, as much as they need. Moral goodness is related to 
the end, and is l imited by this. The end of the slave is to provide nece-s­
si ties for his master's life,  and he needs only enough virtue to enable 
him to do this efficiently. It is the master's job to cultivate virtue of that 
kind in a slave but no more: 

ARIST7 Politics n.6oa33-bs (part) 

And similarly the s lave's virtue also is  in relation to the master. 
And we laid it down that  the slave is serviceable for the mere 

necessaries of l ife, so that cle a rly  he needs only a small amount 
of virtue, in fact j ust efiough to p revent him from failing in h i s  
tasks owing to  intemperance and cowardice . . .  It i s  manifest 
that the master ought to be the cause to the slave of the virtue 
proper to a slave, but not  as possessing that art of mastership 
which teaches a slave his  tasks. 

On the other hand, in a text encouraging comparison with the 
animal kingdom, Aristotle comments that the functions of tame or 
domestic animals and slaves a re l ittle different. Both are essentially 
engaged in bodily service to secure the necessities of life for others 
(12 S 4b2 S cf. 17ff. ) .  This  should be but i s  not necessarily reflected in the 
bodies of slaves ( 1254b27-37 ) .  

ARIST8 Politics I254b2 5-34 

And also the usefulness o f  slaves d iverges little from that of 
animals; bodily service for t h e  necessities of life is forthcoming 
from both, from s laves and from domestic animals alike. The 
in tention of nature therefore is to make the bodies also of 
freemen and of slaves different - the latter strong for necessary 
3ervice, the former erect a n d  unserviceable for such occupations, 
but serviceable for a life of ci tizenship (and that again divides 
into the employments or war and those of pe1ce); though as a 
matter of fact often the very  o pposite comes about - slaves have 
the bodies of freemen and freemen the souls  only . . .  

Again,  animals and siaves a re capable of life ,  but not 'the good l i fe ' .  
This has  the  consequence that they are  not  fitted for life in  a polis :6 

6 See Irwin ( r 988), 3 39; cf. EN r rna8 ; also r099bv.-r reoa r ,  comparing non-rational 

animals and children. 
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ARIST9 Politics 1280a 3 l-5 

But if on the other hand the polis was formed not for the sake of  
l ife onl y but  rather for the good l i fe - for otherwrse a collection 
of slaves o r  of lower a nimals  would be a pal is, bur a s  i t  i s ,  it i s  
not a pal i s ,  becau se s laves a nd animals have n o  share i n  h appi­
ness or in l iving accord ing to rational choice . , . 

The best that slaves or a n i mal s  call expect is security ( 1252a30-r)7, 
Finally, Aristotle categorizes the acquisition of natural s laves a s  'a 
species of hunting' (to wh ich he adds 'or war'; 12.5Sb3S), and (in a par­
allel passage) does n o t  bau lk  at an expl ici t  comparison of natura l  
slaves with wild beasts :  

ARISTIO Politics I2S6b20-S 

The art of wa r is a n atura l  art of acquisition, for rhe a r t  o f  
acquisition includes h u n ting, an art which we ought to pract ise 
against wild beasts ,  and against men who, though i ntended by 
nature to be governed, wil l  not submit; for war of such a kind i s  
natural ly just.8 

I t  seems that natural s l av�ry  is some kind of subhuman conditio n .  
Can we get a n y  further t h a n  this?  Are natural slaves ass imi lable to the 

category of ' bestial '  people that is introduced in the Ethics ?9 These 
people are diseased or phrsic al ly  underdeveloped, 'degenerate', onc  
might say. 1O They are s a id to  b e  individuals, and rare, and  though 
Aristotle claims that they a re mainly barbarians, he does not go on to 
suggest that they are natural s l aves. In a later passage best ia l i ty is a sso­
c iated with senseless or i nsane people:  

- Scc a l so Pol. 125211r6 and 1 25 2 b29-,\O, 1278[..20--5; Irwin ( 1 988),  400-
, See also Pol. 1 J ,1 .1b 38- I l .14a2.: 'Training for war should not be pursued with d view 

to ens lal'ing men who do not de serve such a fate. Its objects should be these - first, 
to prel'ent men from e,-er becom ing enslaved themse/I'es; ,ccond!): to put men i n  ,1 
position to exercise leadersh ip - but a leadership di rected to the interest of th e led, 
and not to the establishment of a genera! system of slal'er),; ,md tI!lfdl}', to en.1bie 
men to make themseft 'es masters of those U'ho nJturallv desen'c to be sl,ll'es.' 
Aristotle has just heen criticizing the behaviour of Greek st;tes of his da\; and in  par­
ticular the Spartans, who, a mong orher things, rurned their war machine aga insr 
neighbouring stares, i .e_  Greeks. Scc L!oyd ( 1 993), 1 4 5-7. 9 ENI ' + 5 a  1 5-H. 

10 Th e  key word perotheis also occurs in one or other of its forms in EN l q8 b l 7  a nd 
I l 49bl.9"""30; Plato, LIU'S 874e, 92 ,e. See Gauthier and Jolif (1970). ad EN 1 1 4 5 3 3 1 :  
'defaut d e  croissances' ( i n  a ph):siological sense) ; cf. ateleia i n  DA 42.5a ro; CA 
7)7US; 766a2.6; 7S.Pro; HA 498a ' 2 .  
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ARISTI I Nicomachean Ethic� I L';9a9-12 

[They] are by nature in):apable of reasonjn g  and l ive a l ife of 
pure sens,\tion, l ike cert�in trib�s on the borders of the civilized 
world, or l i ke people who are diseased through the o nset of i l l ­
nesses l ike epilepsy or madness. 

Natural s laves (or slaves of any kind) are apparently not what he has 
in  mind. Ar istotle, �o to speak, missed an opportunity of  i ntroducing 
natural s laves i n  th is  context in the Ethics. But then he also ' fai led' to 
introduce in to  the Politics a category of 'bestial '  peopie a nd to al ign 
natural s laves with them. My indInation is to expl a i n  t hese two 'omis­
sions' in the  fol l owing way: in the nrst place, when he wrote the 
passage i n  q uestion i n  the Ethics he had not conceptualized natural 
slavery; and secondly, his insistence in  the Politics on the 'natu ra lness' 
of natural s laves led h im to envisage for them a for m  of subhumanity 
which was not obviously 'degenerate' in  the way that the bestial 
peoples of the Ethics manifestly were. 

Slaves, women and children 

The passages i n  the Politics that deal with mental capa<:ities serve to 
dist inguish the natural  s lave on the one hand  from the lower 
an imals,  a n d  o n  the other from women and chi ldre n .  A n im als  lack 
reason a ltogether and are enslaved to thei r  fee l in gs (ARlsT3a) .  

Women and chi ldren,  unl ike natural slaves, possess the  de l iberative 
part of the  soul ,  though women have it 'without ful l  authority' and 
children ' i n  an undeveloped form' (AR!ST3b) . The necessity of 
educating women and children, but nl)t slaves, a p p a rently, is  also 
recognized :  

AR!STI2  Politics I 2 6ob I 5-2 I .  

For s ince every household is  part o f  a pol i s ,  a n d  these relation­
ships a re par t  of  the househoid, and the excel l ence of the part 
must have regard to that of the whole, it i s  n ecessary that the 
education both of the children and of the women should be 
carried o n  with a regard to the form of the c o nstitution, i f  i t 
makes any d ifference as regards t he goodness o f  the polis for the 
children and the women to be good. And it must necessarily 
make a d ifference; for the women are a half  of t h e  free popula-



A ristotle 

tion, a�d the children grow up to be the pa rtners i n  the go�'ern­
ment of the polis. 

There are i mpl ications at the level of domestic relationsh ips . 
Aristotle held it to be axiomatic that a h iera rch ical rela tionship, that 
between super ior and i n ferior, ruler a n d  ru led, i s  necessary and bene­
ficia l :  

ARISTI3 Politics 1 2.54a2.2-3 3 (part) 

Authority and su bordination are conditions not on ly  inevitable 
but also expedient; in some cases thin gs are marked out from the 
moment of b irth to rule or to be ruled.  A n d  there a re many vari­
eties both of rulers and of sub jects . . .  because in every com­
posite thing,  where a plural i ty of parts, whether  continuous or 
discrete, is combined to make a s ing le common whole, there is 
a l ways found a ru l i ng and a su bject factor, and this character­
istic of l iving things is present in them a s  an o utcome of the 
whole of nature . . . 

A ristotle also a rgued, against Plato, as we s aw, that the ,'arious sup­
erior/inferior relationships are different in kind a nd have to be consid­
ered individually. In rejecting a comparison between the natura l slave 
menta lity a n d  the menta l ities of women and chi ldren Ari stotle has in 
effect denied that the other domestic rel ationships , pa rent/chi ld,  
husband/wife a re appropriate models for the masterls la\'e relationship. 1 1  

T h e  e ffect o f  these disti nctions i s  to m a rgi na l ize the n a tu ra l  slave, 
and make it that much more difficu l t  to pinpoint his  essemial charac­
ter or capacity as a man. Aristotle, wh i l e  ra is ing the n a tural  slave 
som ewh at above the animal  kingdom, has not yet fou n d  a ca tegory of 
h u m a n  to whom he can be appropriatel y compared.  

Master/slave ar;d p01i tical relationships 

There remai n s  the pol i tica l reiationsh ip  between ruler  and ru led .Th is 
too i s  j udged to provide an inappropriate m ode! a n d  is re jected . It is 

1 1  However, in EN I I  14b 8-:8 s laves and chi ldren are found to be comparable in the 
matter of justice, in that both are stared to be 'one's own', 'as it we re a parr of 
oneself', and contrasted with women. On sl aves/chi ldren, for whom G reeks used the 
same word (as did Romans),  see Go lden (1985 )  ( 1988) .  For Aristotle on women, see 
Clark ( 1 975) .  l.06- 1 I ,  ( 1 982); L10yd (198 1 1 ,  94-10,>; Ca rrledge ( 199.12 ) ,  66-70. 
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axiomatic that the three natural o r  correct constitutions, monarchy, 
;lristocracy and polity a l l  involve rule over free men (cf. I2SSbI7ff. ) .  
They are assimilated to  other dom estic relationships, specifically, 
monarchy with the parental, and aristocracy with the conjugalY 

The three deviant constitutions, tyranny, oligarchy and democracy, 
wil l  not do as paradigms either. Of the three, tyranny would seem to 
be the obvious candidate. Tyranny is a perverted form of monarchy, 
being monarchy ruling in the i nterests of the ruler rather than the 
ruled ( I279bSff. ) .  As such it wil l  not be endured willingly by subjects 
who are by definition free ( I29sa l ff. ) .  

I n  not accepting the analogy with tyranny, Aristotle was going 
against the implications of l inguistic  usage, for despotes, and its cog­
nates, are applied to both tyrant and m aster. His argum{'nt is, that 
while tyranny, along with the other deviant political forms, is unnat­

ural, slavery, when the ' right' people a re enslaved, is natural. He writes: 

ARISTI4 Politics 1287b37-41 

For there is such a thing as  being natural ly fitted to be controlled 
by a master, and in another case, to be governed by a king, and 
in another, to exercise cit izenship, and a different government is 
j ust and expedient for d i fferent people. But thele is no such thing 
as natural fitness for tyranny, nor  for any other of the forms of 
government that are divergencies, for these come about against 
nature. 

If the master is  not (comparable to) a tyrant, then it follows that he 
cannot be pursuing entirely h i s  own interest - which is the essence of 
tyranny (cf. EN II6ob29-30) . This  i s  Aristotie's position in  the 
Politics. His intentions are stated early  on ,  with the introduction of the 
key notion of a symbiosis between m aster and slave, parallel to that 
between male and female: 

ARISTI5 Politics I252a26-34 

The first coming together  of persons to which necessity gives rise 
is  that between those who are unable to exiSt without one 

12  Kingship: EN r r6obu-7; r r 6 1 a rQ-2o; Pol. 12.521)2; I }l s n8.  Aristocrac),:EN 
r r6ob3D-l; r r6ra2.2-5; bur cf. Pol. r 2 5 9b2 suggesting Polity. The third correct 
constitution involves the rotation of ruters and ruled and equality and freedom 
among the ruled. In EN r r6 1 ' 3-6;2S-30. it is called timoerac), and aligned with the 
fraternal relationship. 
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another, for i nstance" the un ion of female and male for the 
continuation of the spc;;c ies . . .  ; and the union of natural ru ler  
and natural subject for: the sake of security Co. for he who can 
foresee �ith his mind is a n atural ruler and natural master, and 

he who can do these things w i th his body is naturally a slave; so 
that master a nd s lave h ave the same interest. 

Later in  book I ,,'e hear that natural  master and hatural slave enjoy 
'a  certain community of interest a nd friendship' (I255bI2-IJ) .  A 
ful ler and more down-to-earth statement in book II I  on the quaIlty of  
the  relationship emph,Bizes that  the  interest pursued i s  primar i ly  the  
master's, but the ,slave's i nterest, though ' incidental ' ,  i s  not i n  any  
doubt: 

ARlsn6 Politics I278b 32-8 

The authority of  a master over 2 slave, although in truth when 
both master and s lave are des igned by nature for their positions 
their interests are the same,  nevertheless governs in the grea ter  
degree with a view to the  in terest of the master, bur  incidental ly 
with a view to that o f  the  s l ave, for i f  the slave deteriorates, the 
position of the master cannot be  sal'ed from injury. 

The tyrann}'!sla\'ery a na logy i s  not banished from the Politics alto­
gether. It is  retained, s ignificantl y, for .the legal s lave who is not a 
natural slave: 

ARlSTI7 Politics I25sbq-r6 

Hence there i s  a certai n  community of interest and friendship 

berween slave and m aster in cases \�'hen they have been qualified 

by nature for those posi t ions,  a lthough when they do nor hold 

them i n  that way, but by l aw and by constra int or force, the 
opposite is the case. 

This text may sefl'e as  a bridge leading us back to rhe anal ys is  of 
slavery in the Nicomachean Ethics. For in tha t work Aristotle has no 
scruples at all about comparing tyranny and sl avery. At a certain stage 
in book VIII he is exploring on the politica l level the relationships o f  
friendsh ip and justice, with wh ich friendship i s  l inked, and arri\'es a t  
a classification of constitu t ions (three  pure forms, three perversions) 
which is s imilar but not identical to that of the Politics. His next s te p  
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i s  to look for analogues of the constitutions in the fami ly, and this 
leads h im to ask q uestions about friendship and justice: how far they 
exist, and of what kind they are. He begins the key passage by stating 
his conviction that family relationships provide the model for political 
relationships: 

ARIsnS Nicomachean Ethics I I 6ob12.-II6Ib6 

ISa 1 I6ob2.2.-4 

Now someth ing  l ike these various forms of government can be 
traced in fam ily l i fe,  on which they seem to be modelled. 

He continues: 

Isb I I 6ob2.4-32. 

The relation of a father to his sons resembles kingship, since a 
father ha.s the i nterests of his  chi ldren at heart. Tha.t is why 
Homer calls Zeus  'Father Zeus', for paternal government is the 
ideal of kingship. But in Persia paternal government resembies 
tyranny, for Pers ian fathers treat their sons as slaves. Ag�in the 
relation of master to slaves is a kind of tyranny, for it i s  the 
master's interest that is the object of its activities. This seems 
right, but the Pers ia n system is wrong: forms of govern ment 
should vary with the type of persons governed. 

Aristotle is say ing that tyranny is like mastership, tyrants a re like 
masters. The Persia n s  have got it wrong, but only because they confuse 
the categories, treat ing as  slaves not only slaves, but also 50ns.1 3 

After pairing aristocracy ''iith the conjugal relationship and timoc­
racy with the fraternal , he proceeds to explore the nature of  the fr iend ­
ship that exists i n  the var ious relationships. Eventually, he comes to the 
deviant constitution s :  

1 8c I I 6 Ia3o--b6 

But in the p erverted constitut ions friendship, like justice, goes 
but a little way, a nd least in the worst; for under a tyra nny there 
can be linle o r  no k indness between ruler and ruled . They have 

\l Aristotle returns to th is  point a t  the beginning of the Polilies: the Persians have con­
flated and degraded the various kinds of rule; sunjec[s. children. women, are all 

treated as slaves. Barba rians. in general,  'have no class of natural rulers·(I2.s�b 5-9) 
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nothing i n  common, so there can be no friendl iness between 
the in , jus� a s  there can be no justice. The relations between 
them are those of the skilled workman to h is  tool or o f  the soul 
ro the body. No doubt the rool is in  every case all the better for 
the manipul a ti on it receives from the llser, but there can b e  no 
friendsh ip  or justice in our dealings with inanimate t h ings. We 
cannot even h ave it  towards a horse or a cow, nor even towards 
a slave in h i s  character of slave. For the s lave has  nothing in  
common with  h i s  master; he is a living tool, just as a tool  i s  an 
inan imate s lave. There can therefore be no friendship of a 
master for " s lave as sllch, though there may b e  for h i m  as a 
man. 

The inconsistency between the treatment of tyranny/sl avery in 
Ethics and Politics i s  therefore clear. In the Ethics tyra nny  is found to 
be a good analogy for mastership. 14 In the Politics this may work for 
legal slaves, b u t  it d oes  not for natural sl aves. I i nfer that in compos­
ing these passa ges in the Ethics, Aristotle does not h ave natural slavery 
in his sights. But let  us move on. 

Soul and body, craftsman and tool, whole and part 

The resuir  of rejecting the political analog)" in the Politics i s  that the 
slave's status as  a human being (anthropos) is left hanging by a thread. 
The three image s  a round which the rest of Aristotle 's account hovers, 
soul/body, craftsm a n/tool ,  and whole/part do noth i n g  to rescue h is 
humaniq: They cannot do so, by reason of their ver y  nature. 

In analysin g  these ana logies one by one below, I fol lm\' A ristotle's 
general practice in the Politics. It was always open to h i m ,  and 
appropriate for h i m ,  to present them in  combinatio n .  Two of  them are 
fused on one occasion in the Politics ( I25429-I I= AR!Sn6) , and al l  
three i n  passages  from two other works, Parts of A nimals and 
Eudemiall Ethics: 

14 The tyranny comparison is not without its problems, inasmuch as its essential char­
acter i s  unjust rule over (ree sub jects. In the Politics the problem is rcwlved rhus: 'Yet 
it is strange if there is not a natural distinction between peoples su i ted to be despot­
ically ru led, and those not suited; so that if this is so, it is nor proper to attempt to 
exercise despotic government over all people, but onl)' over those suited for it, just as 
it is  not right to hun t  human beings for food or sacrifice, but only the game suitable 
for this purpose , that is, such wild creattlres as are good to eat' ( I 32..,bJl-4 2 ) .  
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ARISTl9 Parts of Animals 645 b14-2.0 

Now as each of the parts of the body, l ike every other tool, is for 
the sake of some purpose, namely, some aqion, It is evideilt t:hat 
the body as a whole must exist for the sake of some complex 
action. Just as the saw is for the sake of sawing, and not sawing 
for the sake of the saw, because sawing is the use of the instru­
ment, so in some way the bod y  exists for the, sake of the soul, 
and the parts of the body for the sake of those functions to 
which they are naturally adapted. I S  

ARIST20 Eudemian Ethics 124IbI8-24 

But since the relations of soul and body, crafts
'
man anJ tool, and 

master and slave are similar, between the two terms of each of 
these pairs there is  no association; for they are not two, but the 
former is one and the latter a par t  of that one, not one itself; nor 
i s  the good divisible between them, but that of both belongs to 
the one for whose sake they exist .  For the body is the sout's tool 
born with it, a slave is  as it  were a member or tool of his master, 
a tool is a sort of inanimate s lave. 

The main thrust of the argument in the two passages is  similar: in 
each of the three relationships that a re considered in both, one of the 
terms has no other function or raiso n  d'i:tre than to serve the other. 
The second text goes further than the first i n  two ways: it presents the 
three relationships as analogues for the master/slave relationship, here 
fed in for the first time; and, goin g  beyond the teleological theme 
which the two texts have in common ,  it i nvestigates the quality of the 
relationships by asking how far they have the characteristics of a 
community or association. A s i m i lar question is asked in the 
Nicomachean Ethics of the three domestic relationships, but in rel a­
t ion to justice, which supplies the principles  according to which the life 
of a community is regulated . The question is answered negatively in  
both places, and by exploring  the implications of the whole/part 
i mage. As Aristotle puts it  in the Nicomacheatl Ethics: 

ARIST21 Nicomachean Ethics I I34b1o- I 3  

Now a slave, o r  a child before i t  has reached a certain age and 
acquired an independent status ,  i s  in a manner of speaking a part 

1 5  Verity Harte kindly brought this text to my attention. 
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of oneself. Since nobody del iberately inju�es himself, he cannot 
be gui lty of injustice towards them .  This means that there can be 
nothing in their relation s  which is politically j ust or unj ust. 16 

In  sum, the three relationsh ips  under consideration, especially when 
they occur in combination,  as a nalogues of the master/slave relation­
sh ip, inevitably have a d epressin g  effect upon the status of natural 
.s laves. 

The soul/body analogy 

The soul/body relationship e nters A ristotle's Politics as a leading 
example of the natural rule of some things by others, and is labelled 
despotic rule: 

ARIST22 Politics I254aH-54b7 (part) 

But in the first place, an an ima l  consists o f  soul and body, of 
which the former is by nature the ru l i ng and the latter the subject 
factor . . .  It is in a l iv ing creature, as we say, that it  is first possi­

hie to d i scern the rule both of  master and of statesman: the soul 
rules the body with the sway o f  a master, the intell igence the 
appetites with constitut ional  o r  royal rule . . .  

A s  the l ast ph rase ind icates, the soul i s  involved in  a second h ierar­

chica l  rela t ionship, that of the rational  part of the soul with the appet­
i tive part  of the souL I ' But thi s  latter i s  needed a s  a n  analogy for the 
political relat ionship, spec i fical ly  for po l i ty and fo r k ingship. It i s  

t h e refo re out-of-bounds to the  s l ave. Soullhody, however, is  j udged a 

fit mode! for master/slave. The analogy m a kes another appeara nce a 

l i t tle  l a ter ( in a passage i mmed iately p receding h i s  a ttempt (0 define 
the character of  the body and the mind of the  n a tura l  siave) :  

ARIST23 Politics 1 2. 5 4bI6-2 1 

Therefore al l  men that d i ffer as \\'idely [se. from other men] a s  
t h e  soul from the body a n d  t h e  h u m a n  being from the lower 
animal  (and th is is the condition o f those whose function is the 
use of the body and from whom this is the hest that i s  

'" The passal'c in EN adds t h e  idea o f  possession:  sla" cs a n d  chi ld ren Jee ' one's own'. 
1- See a l so Po/, I 1 1 .1a ' --24: cf. EN 1 102.b '. \-1 1 0 \ a 3 :  and in general see Smith (1983/9 1 ) .  
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forthcoming) - these a re by nature slaves, for whom to be gov­
erned by this kind o f  authority is advantageous, inasmuch as it 
is advantageous to the subject thing� already mentioned. 

The juxtaposition of man/natural slave, soul/body and man/animal 
is revealing - as is the assimilation of slave to lower animal in the 
parenthesis that follows. 

The craftsman/tool analogy 

This analogy takes us into the rea lm of the household. That is where 
Aristotle feels that the slave belongs, not in the poiis, full membl!rship 
of which is for the free. The h ou sehold needs property, and that is pre­
cisely the category in which this a na logy wil l  place the slave. A slave is 
property, one of the 'necessaries' of the household, a tool (organon) 

for living and for good living. 
The slave/tool is different from the other tools in being alive, and in  

being a tool for action rather tha n  for production as a shuttle is. 

ARIST24 Politics 12.53b38-12.54a9 

If thus shuttles wove and qui l ls  played harps of themselves, 
master-craftsmen would h ave no need of assistants, and masters 
no need of slaves. Now the tools mentioned are instruments of 
production, whereas a n  a rticle of property is an instrument of 
action; for from a shuttle we get something else beside the mere 
use of the shuttle, but from a garment or a bed we get only their 
use. And also inasmuch as there is a difference in kind between 
production and action, and both need tools, it fol lows that those 
tools a l so must possess the same difference. But l ife is doing 
things, not making things; hence the slave is an assistant in the 
class of instruments of action.  

But even so,  the functions of the slave/tool are l imited to bodiiy ser­
vices; and these require very l i ttle virtue.  Aristotle is walking a tight­
rope here. He wants to preserve the key distinction between slave and 
free, that only the latter possess moral virtues (12. 59b2.2.-I2.6oa 37; 
AR!ST7) ;  but a consequence of stripping a slave of virtue altogether 
would be to cast him as a wi ld animal .  As he wrote in an earlier 
chapter, 'Devoid of virtue, m a n  i s  the most unscrupulous and savage 
of animals . . .  ' ( I l 5 3a36-8) .  
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Aristotle may think he has resolved his dilemma, but his living tool 
seems to have very little that is human about it. 

The whole/part analogy 

The key text runs as fol lows : 

ARIST25 Politics 125 3 a I �29 

For the whole must necessa ri ly be prior to the part; s ince whe n  
the whole body i s  d estroyed, foot o r  hand will not exist except 
in an equivocal sense, l i ke the sense in which one speaks of a 
hand sculptured in stone a s  a hand; because a hand in those cir­
cumstances wil l  be a hand spoi led,  and all things are defined by 
their fu nction and c ap ac ity, so that when they are no longer such 
as to perform their  function they must not be said to be  the same 
things, bur to bear their  names in  a n  equivocal sense. 

The whole/part a n a l o g y  is much favou red in the Politics and is used 
i n  d iverse ways, but  princi pal ly  of the relation of individual citizen to 
his pol is  and of the slave to his  master. This in itself i l l ustrates the fact 
that the analogy is not wel l- integrated and is difficult to contro l .  We 
note that slaves are part o f  thei r m a ster, the master/sl ave rel ation sh i p  
is  part o f  the household,  t h e  household is  part o f  the polis - but the 
natural slave is not part o f  the pol is . ' 8  

I n  addition , the biological nature of the metaphor creates proble m s ,  
especially for t h e  citizen/pol i s  rel ationship, for the citizen surely h a s  a 

sepa rate and autonomous existence . 1 9  The slave too is acknO'.vledged 
to be separate from his m aster ( 1 2 5 4a r 8) :  but this perhaps does not 

ma tter so m uch since ,here i s  sti l l  an analogy between \vhat he is  doi n g  
for h i s  master and wha t  a ( l iving) hand i s  doing for the body of which 
i t  is a part. 

The poin t  of the whole/part metaphor is to underl i ne things which 
are i nterest ing and i mportant to Aristotle: in the case of the 
citi zen/polis, i t  i s  that citizens a re not self-sufficient (cf. I lBa2.S-9); in  

" For sla,'es a s  necessary to, not part of, t h e  polis, s e e  Pol. f278al""; cf. 1 ;1.63 1 8 ;  
I 128a1.3-8. I n  these discussions rhey a re joined b y  some other classes of free men, 
particularly artisans, See Le,,}, ( 1 979) . 

19 Pol. I274b 19- 1 275a2. In Alet.:zphysics, Delta 10, it is recognized that separate. 
autonomous things might be parts of other things. For Aristotle on parts/wholes i n  
general, see Harte ( 1 994), 1 82-237. 
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the case o{ the slave, it is his belonging to another and h is  performance 
of a partiCuLir function, the provision of the bodily services that are 
necessary for the master and-for the proper functioning of the house­
hold. Aristotle neatly achieves this end by grafting this image on to 
that or the craftsman and his tool:  

ARIST26 Politics 12S4a9- I I  

And the term 'article of property' is used i n  the same way as  the 
term 'part'. A thing that is a part is not only a part  of another 
thing but absolutely belongs to another thing, and so also does 
an article of property. 

Aristotle envisages  the slave/part receiving benefit, a s  being part of 
a common enterprise: 

ARIST27 Politics I2SSbIo-I2 

For the same thing is  advantageous for a part and for the whole, 
or again for body a nd soul, and the slave is a part of the master 
- he is, as i t  were, a part of the body, alive but yet separated from 
it. 

This is another statement of  the recurring theme of the symbiosis 
between natural master and natural slave. We may feel that the notion 
of mutual benefit fits the citizen/polis relationship rather  better than 
that of the slave/master. Certainly Aristotle is much more committed 
to showing that a citize n  achieves happiness as part of a polis (cf. 
1 329a2o££. ) ,  than that there is something for the slave i n  h i s  relation­
ship with his master. Nevertheless he consistently promotes the latter 
idea .  

Whatever A ristotle's overa l l  intention, the net result of h i s  analysis 
is  that there is  very l i ttle humanity in his natural slave. 

Conclusion 

Slaves are depicted as subhuman in both the Nicomachean Ethics and 
the Politics, but in rather different ways. 

Let us return to a passage introduced earlier, ENI I6rbs-6 
(= ARISTI8c). Here Aristotle states that friendship is possible with the 
slave qua man but not with the sl ave qua slave. This statement does 
not cohere with the rest of  the account of slavery in the Ethics. The 
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half-recognition that s laves could be friends qua men shows that 
Aristotle, to be c onsiste nt, ought to have given: s laves _mo re human ity 
than he does el sewhere in this work - access to 'the virtue s ,  the capac­
ity to pursue the i r own goals, and so on. The Ethics gives no other 
grounds for treati n g  a s lave as a man. I n  particul a r, the tyrant anal ogy 
imp l ies that s laves have no interests of their own: in what sense, then, 
are they h u m a n ? 

At the same t ime, the sentence in questio n  makes perfect sense i n  
itself i f  s laves a re to b e  regarded a s  exploitrd a n d  oppre ssed h u m a n  
beings - as  huma n  bei n gs who are treated as subhuman - but  whose 
degradation  ca n to some degree be offset, in i ndividua l ..:ases, through 
affective ties WIth masters. This is not only a coh erent positio n  to 
advance on s lave r y, it is also an accurate description of the way it 
worked. It i s  an accurate description of a legal s lave. 

The swtence becomes d eeply problematic (and n ot on ly  inconsis­
tent with A ri stot l e 's d i scussions of slavery elsewhere in the Ethics) 
only when it is m a de to carry the weight of the n atural s lave theory. 
The essential  cha ra cteristics of that theory are two: 

r The slave i s  subhuman (rather than a human being treated as  
subhuman) .  

2 The sl ave/m a s ter relationsh ip is mutua l ly  beneficia ! a nd n eces-
sary (rather than serving the master's inte rests  entire l y ) .  

Neither assertion i s  pla u sible nor easy to establ i sh  b y  philosophical o r  
scientific argu m e n t .  A ristotle's arguments i n  support a re feeble. Both 
theses are spec ia l  t o  the Politics - there is no trace of them in the 
Ethics. Ari stotle 's d iscussion of slavery in these two works s hould no 
l onger be regarded as  a uni ty. 

There may be consequences for dating the reieva nr p arts of the two 
works (rather than  the two works as their enti rety).  A ri s tote l ian  
chronology i s  notoriously  d i fficult and controve rs i a l ,  and this is not  
the place for a tho rough di scussion.l.O If, as I suspec t, Aristotle cou ld  
not hal'e taiked o f  s lavery in the Ethics i n  the  way tha t  he does 
hal'il1g already coltceptiwlized Iltltrmll slal'ery. and if one c a n  supply 
context and motivation for such a conceptual ization in the Politics, 
then the natu ra l s lave thesis can be plausibly represented a s  a late r  
development i n  h i s  th inking o n  slavery. An exp l a n a tion o f  such a 

10 See e.g. D iiring ( 1 966) , who happens to date Pol. I earlier than EN. 
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development from the Ethics to the Politics might p roceed along the 
following  l i nes:  

A ristotle became aware of, and perhaps embroi led in, some kind 
o f  exchange about slavery. He was by nature a conservative, and 
was not prepared to concede that slavery was mere convention, 
dependent on brute force. 

2 I n  the Politics he developed a grand theory o f  the polis as the 
final  and perfect association, alone self-sufficient, and existing 
by the o rdinance of nature. The discussion o f  s lavery is only a 
very  small part of his treatment of the polis, but  slavery was nev­
erthel�ss;  v ia  the household, a structural element in the polis. 
M o re than this,  Aristotle could not envisage ' the  best' people, 
whose v irtue set the tone for the polis as a whole ,  realizing their 
potential for virtue without slaves. H e  decided slavery must be 
natural .  

3 He 'd iscovered' a body of people who would d o  n icely as natural 
sl aves. S laves in Greece were mainly barbarian s, foreigners, and 
there was a convention against making chattel slaves of fellow­
G reeks. Aristotle decided to designate them, qua barbarian, 
natural  slaves. This was a crucial decision, for otherwise the cat­
egory o f  n atural slaves might be thought of a s  ent irely academic. 
It was a lso a popular choice, if Aristotle can be believed. The 
G reeks,  he  says point-blank, prefer to use the term 'slaves' only 
of barbarians (Politics 1255a28ff. ) .21 

S laver y  was a system of economic exploitation ,  i m posed and sus­
tained by l aw and physical force. It  involved the sub jection of a great 
many people who did not fit Aristotle's description o f  a natural slave 
and did not  ' merit'  slavery. The function of  the natural slave theory 
was to d istract attention from the existence of these unnaturai slaves 
by promoting a paradigmatic image of the 'real' s lave , whom all could 
agree to be properly enslaved. All was well, so long  as one �'ayed 
within the  context of the thesis, wherein modal s laves replace actual 

2! Cf. Pol. 12.52b5ff: the barbarians break the 'rule' that rhe various ruler/ruled rclation· 
ships have different ends, there being no natural rul ing element and no free pol itical 
class, in b� rbarian society. Barbarian and slave are by nature the same. That is why 
the poets say: ' I t  is natural for Greeks to rule barbarians.' See also I l2.7bI 9fi., where 
a d i scussion o f  the nature of an ideal constitution and of an idea l citizenr)' is opened 
up to include non·Greeks. See in general Hall ( I 9B9), Index: s lavery, slaves. 
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slaves. Even A ristotJe is found sliding fro m  the ideal  to the actual, as 
when he concedes that warfare nets natural free men as well as natural 
slaves and recomm�nds that a l l  slaves

�
should be o ffered the prospect 

of fre�dom.  In his �wn Will, accord ing  ro his  Biographer, he manu­
mitred some slaves and made provis ion for others to gain their 
free d o m  'if they deserved it'. What natural s laves 'deserved' or rather 
what was, i n  their best interests was to find a n a tural master and stay 
with hirrt . Natural slave theory offered ideological support to 
slaveowners rather than prescriptions for or descriptions of actual 
m<\ste rlslave relationships.!! 

11 Freedom' recommended: Pol. I Boa3l-3; cf. Ps.-Aristode, Oikon. 1 3 44bIs-I9; the 
Will: Diogenes Laertius 5 . 14- [ 5 .  
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The Stoics 

Preliminaries 

In l a te fourth- and thi rd-cent u r y  BC G reece the pol i s-centred phi loso­
p hy of the style of Plaw a n d  Aristotle receded in the face of 
p h i losophical movements (among which Sto ic i sm wi l l  engage our 
a ttention) that were p reoccupied with individual  moral ity and empha­
s ized  the role of Nature in regu l at ing  the b ehavio u r  of men. One 
e lement in th is  broad mm'ement was a definit ion of sl avery and its 
c o un terpart,  freedom, as  moral qual it ies,  p roperties of the sou!. 
S lavery according to the law, though not ignored al together, received 
l i tt le  a ttention. The doctrine of natural  sl avery appears to have been 
more o r  less forgotten, among philosophers, a t  least. This was in part 
a consequence of their marginal izat ion of legal sl avery, for natura l 
sl ave theory had entered mainstre a m  phi losophical discourse as 
A ri stotle's answer to doubts that h a d  been a i red about the legitimacy 
and j u st ice of lega l slaver}: ,'.fore fundamental ly, it foll owed from the 
a p p a rent  (and to us remarkable) neglect of A r istotle by the new 
ph i l osoph i cal schools. I There is ce r t;l i n l y  no s ign that the Stoics (or 
other  Hellenistic phi losophers) took a sta nce on natural slavery. Yet 
there a ppears to be a common a s s u mption that by the early imperial 
per iod in Roman history (roughly, the first century AD) it was a com­
monpl ace that no man was by n ature a s l ave, a n d  that the Stoics above 
a l l  were responsi ble for expou n d i n g  a n d  popularizing th i s  doctrine.1 
It  is true that the Stoics characterist ical iy d i d  not subscri be to the 
theory of natural slavery, hut t h i s  d oes not go fa r enough. The Stoics 

I For the neglect of Aristotle, see Sandbach ( 1 98,) ;  on the transmission of his  writings 
in antiquity, SCe Gottschalk ( 1 990\. 1 See e ,g. Griffin ( t  9�6 ) .  4,9�O; cf. l\"-8. 
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d i d  not e�en d i rectly address t h e  issue.  In view of this 'fai lure' ,  the 
most we c�n hope to do is  to try to i n fe r  wha t  they might have thought 
on the issve from positions that t hey a d o pt o n  related matters, such as 
the nature of men and their  capacity for vi rtue. 

The sources 

The transition from classical to H e l l e n i stic pol itical philosophy, from 
the Republic of Plato and the Politics of Aristotle to the Republic of 
Zeno (tlo rllit early third century BC) a n d  the Republic of Chrysippus  
(f/omit l ater third century BC)  forces on  the s lave theorist a drastic 
change of methodology and a l owerin g  of aspi rations. Instead of the 
l u xury of complete texts and s u b s t a n t i a l  corpora, there i s  the penury 
of col lections of snippets cul led from the works of substantial ly  l a te r  
w riters,  often unsympathetic a n d  tendentious.  I n  the fi rst and second 
centuries A D  whole works by Stoic  p h i losophers appea r, and with 
them extended d iscussions on s lavery. B u t  in  say ing this  we hare h igh­
l i ghted another pro blem. Stoic d o c t ri n e  \vas  del·e1oped over centuries 
b)' a number of phi losophers work i n g  in scattered locations. This 

being the case, Stoicism is unl ike l y  to h ave been a sea mless web. Late 
Stoics such as Seneca, Muso n i u s  Rufus a n d  Epictetus may be poor 
spokesmen for Panaetian a nd Pos i d o n ian Middle Stoicism, let  a lone 
fo r the \' ie\\'s of the Founding Father Zeno. and his  successors 
Cleanthes and Ch rysippus. 

The scal e  of the p roblem can be b ri e fl y  i l l u s trated by means of two 
examples. The Stoic paradox 'Eve r y  g o o d  man is free. ewr}' bad m a n  
a s l a" e '  receives i t s  first extant  exposit ion from Cicero, h i mseif a n  
eclectic,  th ough p resen' ing in  h i s  phil osoph ical works a considerabl e 
a m o unt of Stoic thought; it is the  fi fth o f  the  p a radoxes treated in h i s 
P,z r,ZdOXd Stoicorum. A modest p i e ce,  it n o n e  the less counts a s  the fi rst 

surv iv ing work of sl ave theory aft e r  A ristotle.  Yet the parado", s u r­

faced in the early days of Stoicis m ,  a nd m ust  hare received a consider­
able  a m ount of attention i n  t h e  t\\'o a n d  a ha lf  cen turies that 
i nren'Clled before Cicero. 

Second l y, the doctrine that no m a n  i s  by nature 3 s lave, commonly 
associated with  the Stoics, is first pro n o u nced by a phi losopher, aga in  
in  t h e  exta n t  l iterature, br Phi lo  of  Alexandri a ,  who flourished more 
th an th ree centuries after Zeno. fvlo re m'er, it occurs nor i n  Ph i lo 's  
Stoic iz ing t reatise EI 'ery Good IHat1 is  Free, but  as a c3su21  aside i n  a 



The Stoics 

work of biblical exegesis.3 The lesson to be learned from this example, i 
which I choose deliberately i n  order to underline the degree of our ' 
uncertainty even on matters o f  central concern to us, is that we are 
unlikely to be able to a nswer o u r  q uestions about the Stab with refer­
ence to unequivoca l  utterances and clearly expounded doctrines. 

The sources for Stoic views o n  s lavery, then, in summary: as already 
indicated, we have only fragments of the works of the early Stoics, pre­
served in the form of isolated c i tations by much later wr'iters. The 
main texts are four. 

SI Diogenes Laertius 7.32-3 

Some people, including the circle of Cassius the Sceptic, criticize 
Zeno extensively: first, for declaring at the beginning of his 
Republic that the educational curriculum is useless; and sec­
ondly, for his statement that all who are not virtuous are foes, 
enemies, slaves a nd estranged from one another, including 
parents and children, brothers and brothers, relations and rela­
tions. They criticize h i m  again for presenting only virtuous 
people in the Republic a s  citizens, friends, relations and free . . .  

52 Diogenes Laertius 7. 1 2 1-Z. 

The Stoics say: 'O nly h e  [se., the wise man] is free, but the bad 
are slaves. For freedom is  the  power o f  autonomous action ,  but 
slavery is the lack o f  a utonomous action. There is also a differ­
ent slavery which c o nsists in subordination, and a third consist­
ing in possession as well as subordination; this last is contrasted 
with despotism, which a lso is a bad state. 

53 Athenaeu5, Deipnosophistai 2.67b 
'Writing in his On Concord book 2., Chrysippus says that there 
is a difference between a slave (doulos) and a servant (oiketes) :  
freedmen are still slaves, but those who have not been released 
from ownership a re s.:rvants. 'A servant', he says, 'is a slave des­
ignated by ownership. '  

54 Seneca, De bene{iciis 3 . 22.  I 

A slave (servus),  in the opinion of ChrysipPlls, is 'a h ireling for 
l ife' (perpetuus mercenna rius) . 

3 Phi 1o, De spec. leg. 2..69. The assignment of this fragment to Chrysippus by Griffin 
( I976j , 459, is not conclusive. 
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Any attempt to put  together- a coherent version o� 'orthodox' or 
'mainstream' Stoic d o ctrine o n  the basis of these isolated and r ather 
mysterious scra.ps is fraught with problems. I shall be approaching 
them with more limited objectives in mind. 

Similarly, we have li ttle first-hand knowledge of the so-cal!ed Middle 
Stoics, whose ieading representatives, Panaetius and Posidonius, flour­
ished in the later second century BC and the first half of the first century 
BC, respectively. A g a in, their works are not extant. Of Panaetius' views 
on slavery there is virtually nothing that can be said, especial ly  i f  we 
are disinclined to assume that Cicero in De officiis is heavil y  dependent 
on him.4 The evidence for Posidonius' thinking on s laveq' is  thin. It 
consists in the main of p assages - taken, moreover, from his historical 
not philosophical works - attributed to him, or regarded a s  his i n  
origin, b y  modern a uthorities, not b y  the ancient sources themselves; 
and of citations fro m  Athenaeus' eccentric work The Deipnosophistai 
composed in the e ariy third century AD. The latter include a text con­
cerning the Mari a nd y n i  a nd Heracleots which is philosophica l lr  inter­
esting but problematic (and wiil be discussed below) ; another, on the 
Chians, i s  a mere s n i pp et and reveals very little.s 

This is a meagre h arvest, but rather than concluding th at systematic 
Stoic treatments of s l avery once existed and have vanished without 
trace, I a m  incli n ed to believe that the Stoics of the early and m iddle 
periods had l imited interest i n  sl avery, and in so far as they were inter­
ested, it was not sl avery of the body that they cared about or ta lked 
about, but  slavery of  the soul. With late Stoicism, we at  l ast begin to 
get some extended tre atment of s lavery, but with the exception of  
Seneca, who is in  any c a se interested only in  master/sl ave relation­
ships, the discussion i s  largely  about moral slavery.6 

Moral slavery 

Diogenes the Cynic was captured by pirates and put up for sale. Asked 
by the auctioneer what he could do, he replied: 'Rule men. Knock me 

, For the rdation of Pan aetius and Cicero, see Atkins ( I989); Griffin a n d  A , k i n s  ( T 9 9 I ) ,  

introd. There is  very l i ttle mention of slavery in Cicero's philosophical works. indlld­
ing those which treat Stoic doctrines. See above, pp. 38-43' 

I For Posidonius, see pp. 146-50; and Garnsey (forthcoming). 
, The few references to sl avery in rhe Meditations of Marcus Aure!ius l ack philosoph­

ical interest. Writers who treated slavery i n  a Stoicizing way i nclude Philo of 
Alexandria and Dio of Prusa (late first century AD) . 
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down to anyone  who wants to buy himself a maste:r. '  A rich Corinthian 
came up. 'Sel l  me to h im,'  said Diogenes, 'He nee�s a m aster. ' Later we 
are told how Diogenes took his  master in hand: 'And h o·w he behaved 
to his master after h e  had been sold! He began immediately to argue 
with h im, tel l ing h im that he ought not to dress in that way, o r  have his 
hair cut in that way, and about his sons, how they ought to behave.'? 

Diogenes flourished in the mid-fourth century BC somewhat before 
the emergence o f  Stoicism. The Cynic influence on early Stoicism was 
strong.8 In the area o f  political theory, Cynic attitudes are encapsu­
lated in Diogenes' famous self-description as a kosmopolites, citizen 
of the cosmos, w hich implied a rejection of the conventional polis and 
its institutions.  This view was taken up and moulded into a classic 
Stoic doctrine,  s u m med up cemuries later by t he Churc h  Father 
Clement of Alexandria in these terms: 

ss Clement, Stromateis 4.26 (mid third century AD) 

The Stoics say that the heaven is in the proper sense a city, but 
that those here on earth are not - they are called cities, but are 
not real ly. For a city or a people is something morally good . . . 

D iogenes became a Stoic hero, playing the role in their  l i terature of 
a model wise man, as in the story of his capture and enslavement. To 
the Stoic, legal slavery, the kind of slavery that befell Diogenes, is of 
no significance. It i s  not in  our control, it is  one of the externals,  l ike 
health and i l lnes s, wealth and poverty, high and low stat u s. As such, it 
is to be j udged as neither good nor bad, but, rather, ind ifferent. True 
slavery l ike t rue freedom is a condition of the soul,  not the body. 
Therefore a free soul or mind can exist within an u n free b ody. The 
soul, speci fically the reasoning faculty, is under our control, through 
the dispensation of the gods. Whether or not we are free and inde­

pendent and exercise free choice (prohairesis) is a funct ion of our atti­
tude to externals. We can either not be constrained and dominated by 
them a :1d be free, or al low them to constrain or dominate us and be 
slaves. As to the quality of the independence of the  wi se or good man, 
there is a bon mot of Zeno piesen'ed in Philo: 

, Sec Epictetus 4 . 1 .  I f4 (cf. 2. 1 3.24; 3.24.4°); Aulus Gellius 2 . 18.9; Diogenes Laertiu< 
6.74-5 (an excerpt from his Life of Diogenes). 

8 For Cynics and Stoics, and their politics, see Schofleld ( 1 9 9 1 ) ,  1 3-16, 1.3-4, etc.; 
Moles ( 1995).  
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Zeno, in Ph i lo , EGM 97 

Sooner wi l l  you s ink an inflated bladder than compel a ny virtu" 
ous m a n  to do against his will anythin g  that he does not w i sh 

and a rather more p rosaic, unattri buted, saying, rel ated by Stobaeus 
(and dea l ing with reactions to other people rather than to extern;al 
conditi ons) :  

s7 Sto baeus, Eclogai l.99 
The good man i s  neither compelled by a n yone nor does he 
compel a n yone, he is  neither obstructed nor  does he obstruct, he 
i s  n either forced by anyone nor does he force a n yone, he neither 
m a sters nor is he mastered . . .  The opposite is true of  the bad 
ma n . 

I n  this s phere, the sphere of the soul, Diogenes remai ned a free m a n ,  

where a s  his  buyer was a slave, dominated by passions and emotions. 
That was at least how Diogenes read him: 'Sel l me to h im. He needs a 
m aster.' 

The kernel of Stoic thought on slavery, then, is contained in the fol­
lowi n g  pri nciples : 

I S lavery according to the l aw, institutional  sl avery, is an externa l ,  
beyond our control, and therefore not worth c a r i n g  about. 

l Slavery as a condition of the soul is both with i n  our control and 
a ll-important.  

From these points emerges a th ird, the famous Stoic  pa radox: 

3 Only the wise or good man is free and independent; the infe­
rior/fool ish or bad man is dependent and slavish. 

As for the i ncidence of wise men, the Stoics, notorious ly, asserted: 

4 The w ise a re very few, while virtual ly al l  of h t.<manity is inferior. 
J\10sr men a re (moral) slaves . 

This is a bare su mmary of Stoic thinking on s iavery. It remains to 

consid er in d eta i l the way Stoics handled lega l s lavery, a nd to explore 
the implications of their doctrines for natura I slavery, which is nor 
covered in the above outline. 

IH 
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Legal slavery 

Slavery according to the law was marginal to Stoic phi losophical dis­
coursk. Late Stoic writings ::.. in practice those of Seneca ,  Epictetus and 
Marcus Aurel ius - do not gainsay this hypothesis. No ideas are pre­
sented there in  on the causes, origins or justification of s lavery. Seneca, 
as already indicated, confines his attention to the p ractical matter of 
the treatment of slaves by masters. The limitations of his  d i scussion 
from a philosoph ical point of view are highlighted by the fact that, 
while he raises the matter of the humanity of the slave - this, together 
with the concrete benefits that slaves can bring to masters, are the 
main pla'nk s  of his case for generous treatment of slaves - he does not 
use this as a way of introducing deeper issues such as the morality of 
slavery as an institution. 

Epictetus' interest is l imited to the exploration of the nature of 
freedom and slavery, which (of course) are found to belong to the 
sphere of morality. It was stil l opcn to him to introduce legal slavery 
by the back door, so to speak, as one of those condit ions or happen­
ings which, if it befeii an individual, would reveal whether he was truly 
a slave or a free man.  Epictetus regularly urges his readers to adopt an 
attitude of supreme indifference towards such externals,  as in the fol­
lowing passage. 

s8 Epictetus 4. 1 .76-9 (early second century AD) 

Shall I not, then, set my desire on health? No, not at a l l ,  nor on 
anyth ing  else which is not your own. For that which is  not in 
your  power to acqu ire or to keep is none of yours . . .  I s  not my 
hand my own ?  it i s  a pa�t of  you, but by nature it is  clay, s ubject 
te h i ndrance and compulsion, a slave to everythin g  that is 
stronger than you are. And why do [ name you the hand? You 
ought to treat your whole body like a poor loaded-dov!O donkey, 
as long as  it is possible, as long as it is ai lowed; and if it be corn· 
mandeered and a soldier lay hold of it, let it  go, do not resist nor 
grumble . If you do, you will get a beating and lose your little 
donkey j ust the same. 

Now, whi le Epictetus has a great deal to say about various externals 
or ind ifferents - weal th/poverty, health/sickness, p ol itical ambi­
tion/downfal l ,  various unpleasant things that a tyrant can  do to one, 
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an� death - legal s lavery is very seldom mentioned i n  such con texts.9 
This is pecul iar. Epictetus had himself been a s lave. His: s i lence makes 
one wonder whether references to slavery were a lso sc�rce in earlier, 
classic Stoic discussions of things that might befa l l  u s  (or rather, our 
bodies) , thi n gs tha t  were not in our contro l .  

It cannot  s imp ly  be assumed without a rgument that the late S toics 
inherited from their p redecessors a relative l<lck of i nterest in l egal 
slavery, and the ph i losophical issues i t  raises. Four-to-five centuries is 

a long ti me for a system of beliefs and attitudes, in so far as it  was ever 
a coher�nt whole, to remain unified and stable. I n  any case, one frag­
ment (52) might appear to point to systematic discussion of siavery 
among the early Stoics , l U  in so far as it presents a kind o f  typology of 
slavery, one that encompasses both legal and moral  var ieties. The text 
in  question is p reserved by the: late third-century  AD writer Diogenes 
Laert ius in h i s  biog raphy of Zeno. 

The text presents a division between moral  slavery a nd chatte! 
s lavery, but with the addition of a problematic i ntermediate category, 
namely, the condition of being subject to another but without being 
his  property. In  classical societies there were a number o f  relationships 
of subordination outside of ownership: fragments 53 a nd S4, attri b­
uted to Chrysippus, h appen to mention two such relationships, involv­
ing the freedman  (with a patron) l l  and the 'h ired worker for l ife' (with 
an employer) .  Other relationships that might be added i nclude the 
chi ld/parent, w ife/husband and ruled/ruler, not to mention that 
between a temporary h i red worker and his employer. In outl in ing this 
intermediate category of slavery, the Stoic writers in question were 

tapp ing i n to the p revai l ing system of va lues, according to which, for 
exa mple, work i n g  for a nother was j ud ged to be in i tself servile. 11 
Supposing that  they h ad such relati onships in mind,  one must sti l l  a sk 
w�j' they branded them a form of s lavery, and what  is the s ignificance 

Y See Epictetus 4 . 1 . 30 ,  and n. - above for Diogenes. Diogenes is made to pass commen t 
on other matters too, such as death. fa me, pleasure, nner clothing, poveny. See e.g.  
1 . 14.6. 

10 E rskine ( 1 990) bases an ehborate reconstruction of Stoic thought on slavery on this 
text . 

1 1  It is possible that Ch,,·sippus is saying, as Ambrose sa i d  centu ries later, that 
manumission does nor make a man free. See pp. 201-2. I f  so, he would be making a 
point about moral slavery: 

1 2  For this ideology, see e.g. Finlev ( 1985 : .  40-2, citing ;Ilter alia Aristode, Rhet. q67a}2 
and Cicero. De off. I. I 50-I.  
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of their having done so. A n  answer might proceed along the foHowing 
l ines. 
- The essence of s lavery  for the Stoic was the loss of the power of 
autonomous action ,  and our text begins with the assertion of the 
classic Stoic paradox, that slavery and its counterpart freedom thus 
defined were attributable exclusively to inferiors and to the wise man,  
respectiveiy. However, the Stoic writers in  question, making a conces­
sion to common usage, apparently extended the language of s lavery 
to cover social relationships in which the freedom of action of one 
party could be said to h ave been lost or restricted. I would conjecture 
that it was standard practice, for example, in Stoic treatises o n  the 
paradox i n  question ,  to acknowledge the existence of d ifferent senses 
of slavery and freedom. Philo begins his work on the paradox (after 
preliminary remarks) in this way. It is interesting that our writers iden­
tify th ree categories of s lavery rather than the expected two.13 

I do not i magine,  therefore, that any comprehensive treatment of 
legal slavery l ies beh ind this text. The typology as it  stands down­
grades legal slavery, blurs the distinction between chattel slavery  a nd 
other forms of socia l  and economic exploitation and subordination, 
and ranks it after them. [n any case, those distinctions made, the early 
Stoics, I imagine, s imply  got on with the job that i n terested them , 
which was to outl ine  their theory of slavery and freedom as moral 
qualities, the prope rty of bad and good men respectively. This is cer­
tainly how Philo proceeds, admitting legal slavery into h is  treatise only 
to make negative points about what slavery was not.14 

I suspect that early Stoic writers fol lowed a similar course when 
treating political communities, as distinct from individuals.  The 
externals, legal s laver y  included, were col lectively of phi losophical 
interest essentially for the Stoics to deny that they are under our 
control, that they reall y  m atter. Similarly, i n  the sphere of  polit ics ,  the 
fact that i n  Stoicism (as i n  other post-classical philosophies) the focal 
point of philosophica l  discussion had shifted from the polis to p riv:>.te 

IJ If Philo's treatise is a nything to go b}; the intermediate category had heen forgotten 
about by the period of the late St03. The iast sentence of 52 i s  interesting. I t  seems [0 
say that anyone who has legal ownership of a chattel slave is eo ipso in a bad moral 
condition. This might be an example of a Stoic doctrine that was incompatible with 
natural slavery A wise man, as a man of virtue, could not be a master. But who better 
(or who else?) codd serve as a natural master? That would appear to be an empty 
category. 

14 Dio of Prusa follows a s imi lar  strategy in OratiollS 14 and 1 5 . 
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morality, probably m�ans that the Stoics viewed i n s ti tutional slavery 
a long with the other institutions of the poli s  obl iquely  rather than 
directly, and . betrayed', relatively little (rather than  no 15) interest in  
them. 

" . 

Zeno composed a Republic (as d id Chrysippus ) .  This work 
belonged i n  the  same tradition as Plato's Republic, but  was designed 
to correct ard s ubvert it .  In it Zeno apparently set a bout the redefini­
tion of political  or quasi-political concepts such as freedom, citizen­
ship and friendship  in terms of virtue ( SI ) .  It c a nnot be ruled out 
altogether that Zeno passed over in silence the conve n tional meanings 
given to such concepts. It is more likely, however, that  he criticized 
them a s  th'ey c a me into his sight; - as he is sa id to have attacked 
current educational institutions as 'useless'. Such condemnations 
could of cou rse  have taken the form either of b ro a d si d es or of con­
sidered arguments. However Zeno dealt with s lave r y  i n  h i s  Republic, 
we need not  i magine  that he gave it more than pass i n g  a ttention. 16  It  
has been deb ated whether slavery existed in Plato's ideal state. 17 Given 
that Zeno was even more dismissive than Plato of exis t ing  poleis and 
their institutions, it should follow that slavery occ u p i ed Zeno no more 
than it d id Plato,  a nd probably rather less. 

I am incl ined to argue, therefore, that the Stoics d i stanced them­
selves from i n stitutional s lavery, and gave it very l ittle a tten tion in their 
writings. I h ave one final point of substance to make, which a l so  makes 
a convenient bridge to to the next section of this chapter. There is no 
sign that the  Stoics debated the origins and just i fica tion of legal 
slavery in the t erms  of the argument that s urfaces in Aristotle's 
Politics. They do not appear to have argued, as Aristotle 's opponents 
had done, that sl avery was a mar.:made institut ion , a n d  an un j ust one 
at that, bas�d on force. The reason is thar  in terms of thei r philosophy 
the whole d ebate was an irreievance. Of course legal  s l avery was a 
product of nomos, law or convention. But it was also, fro m the point 
of view of the individual ,  an externa l and an ind i ffere n t, not some­
thing to enga ge o u r  attention, excite our emo tions or exercise our 

' -' The Stoic phi iosophcrs were not exclusiL'dy interested in the morality of the i'1di· 
vidual. Some acted as counsellors of monarchs {which might of course have involved 
the giving of practical advice rather than theoretical insrruction}. Cf. SVF [.1. ,6  
{Zeno, Persaeusj ; 1 1 1.69' (Chrysippus).  Also, ther were interested in j ustice and other 
civic \'irtues. 

" Schofidd ( ' 99 ' ) ,  2 5-{J, argues for a considerable Stoic i nterest in the i nstitutions of 
the contemporary polis. I'  Vlastos ( '97.lb). 
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i ntellects. IS Even for the man who succumbed to s lavery there was no 
room for complaint or resentment, sin�e it was not for h umans to find 
fault with anything that God had done to them; rather, they should 
will ingly accept the inevitable. l� 

If the position of Aristotle's opponents had l ittle appeal for the 
early Stoics, they were even less likely to fall i n  with Aristotle's strat­
egy of resolvi n g  the argument by conjuring up a categor y  of slaves by 
nature. The Stoics ( in  my view) did not believe i n  natura l  slavery. They 
may not have said so, and a failure to say so wou l d  be consistent with 
their avoidance o f  a confrontation with A�istotle. 

Natural slavery 

That the Stoics rejected the theory of natural slavery is often assumed 
without d i scussion.  Yet doubts and even outright disbelief have also 
been expressed.20 The fragment of Posidonius on the Mariandyni and 
Heracleots, thought to give off more than a whiff o f  Aristotle, has 
raised q uestions  about the unity of Stoic thought o n  the matter. But 
to talk of Stoics o r  the Stoics as having rejected one  position on 
natural s laver y  o r  advocated its opposite is mislead ing, i f  the issue was 
not even faced . O ne can argue that certai n  Stoic doctrines are not 
easily reconcilable with natural slave theory - and that in this sense 
Stoics were o pposed to the theory - and that is what I i ntend to do. 

The Stoics d ivided mankind into the wise or good and the inferiors 
or bad. If they envisaged this central division between wise and inferi­
ors in terms o f  a relationship of natural master to natura l  slave - if, 
that is, they he ld  that the wise are 'masters' - then they can be said to 
have bel ieved i n  natural  slavery. There is a second,  fal l -back position: 
one might be able to make a weaker claim of Stoic  commitment to the 
theory if  i t  could be shown that ,hey thought i n  terms of certain 
people, presumably a sub-group within the i nferiors,  as being irreme­
diably vicious a n d  foolish - a necessary condition of a b elief in natural 
s lavery. 

18 Philo, EGM 19, is  suggestive: 'No one makes the first kind [se. slavery applied to 
bodies] the subject of investigation.' 

" Epictetus 1 .  14. I 5 ;  Marcus, Med. 3-16; 4. 10; 5 .:q . It does not follow that (in the Stoic 
view) opportunities offered for improved physical circumstances were to be ignored 
or rejected. 

20 See e.g. Griffin ( 1 976), 455M>o (doubts aired but suppressed); Milani ( 1972), 167-9, 
179, 1 92,  etc. (disbelief). 



The Stoics 

Is Stoic folly irremediable? 

The doctrine of the very few wise men who are free and the mass of 
infe riors who are slaves is not laid out as a doctr ine of people who are 
d ivid ed i n  this way by virtue of natural d i sposition. And some texts 
appear to suggest the contrary: 

S9 Cleanthes in Stobaeus, Fiorilegium 2.65 . 8  (mid thi rd century Ile) 
[Cleanthes says] Al l  men have natural tendencies to virtue. 

S IO  C hrysippus and others, i n  Diogenes Laertiu s  7.91 
Virtue i s  teachable . . .  a s  is evident from the fact that inferior 
men  become good.21 

Si milar views are eloquently expressed by Epictetus:  

SI I Epicterus 2 . 1 1 . 2.-3 
\Y/e do not come into being with a natura l  concept of a right­
a ng led  triangle, or a half-tone musical interval ,  b u t  a re taught 
each of these by some technical or systematic instruction, and 
s o  those who do not know them do not even thinS they know 
them. Who on the other hand has not come into being with an 

i nborn  concept of good and evil ,  fine and  b a se ,  appropriate and 
i nappropriate, of happiness, of what'is proper and what is one's 
fate, and of what one ought or ought not to do? 

We s h ou l d  not exaggerate the claims made by these texts about the 
potentia !  of all humans to become virtuous. A tendency towards 
virtue a mong al l  men comes to rather less  than a capaci [y of every 
rat ional  being to become wise (and to ente r  the Stoic cosmic city, 
wh ich i s  only for the wise) .21 We could a l l  h ave a tendenc;, to aim for 
v i r tue  \vhi l e  most of us fall short of achieving it .  And the fact that 
some bad people become good does not entai l  that all bad people call 

become good .  In fact, the texts do not address  the issue of the human 

" Cf.  Seneca , fp. Ho: 'Nature . . .  has given us the seeds of knowledge, though not  the 
k nowledge itself'; and see Scat! ( 1988). 

21 On the cosmic city, see Schof.dd (1991) .  
Note t hat the Stoics accepted the capacity of women for \·inue and for philoso· 

phy. For the e"idence, which runs from Cleanthes to l\1usonius Rufus, whose treatise 
' t h a t  women too should phi losophize' is extant (ed. Hense), see Schofield (199 1 ) , 4,. 
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capacity for moral progress.2J Will any o f  the runners reach t�e Ba­
ishing-post? We are not informed. Sti l l ,  there is hope in the aIr: the 
runners are brought to the starting-point and pointed (or theyipoint . 
themselves) in the right direction. And all are participants in the race: 
no o ne, apparently, is excluded. Aristotelian pessimism about the con­
genital incapacity of a section of h umanity seems to have been left 
behind. 

There are other texts, however, which appear to imply that certain · 
people do have an inborn disposition towards vice: 

S 1 2  Cicero, De {ato 7-8 (part) 

Let us return to Chrysippus' snares,  and reply to him first about 
the influence of environment, then pursue the rest later. We see 
how great the differences a re between the natures of places. 
Some are healthy, some disease-ridden. In some the people are 
phlegmatic to the point of overflowing ,  i n  others they are utterly 
d ried out. And there are many other immense differences 
between places. At Athens the atmosphere is rarefied, resulting 
in the Athenians' reputedly sharp wits;  while at Thebes it is 
heavy, so that the Thebans a re stout and tough. Yet neither will 
that rarefied atmosphere br ing i t  a bout whether someone 
attends Zeno's lectures or those of Arcesilaus or of 
Theophrastus, nor will the heavy atmosphere bring it about that 
someone competes at the Nemean rather than the Isthmian 
games . . .  But [Chrysippus wil i  reply 1 given that men's natures 
differ, so that some love sweets while others love savouries, some 

2\ C icero cannot be taken to be voicing standard Stoic views when he says: 'in fact there 
i s  no human being of any raCe who, if he finds a guide,  cannot attain to virtue' (De 
leg. 1 . 30)' 

I n  addition to teaching the possihility of moral progress, the Stoics held that there 
were no degrees of virtue and vice, no intermediate positions (Diogenes laertiu5 
7. 127 (= lS p. 380, 6 1 1; cf. 6 n-u). Note the famous image of the drowning man in 
Plutarch, On Common Conceptions I06}A-B (SVF IV.5 39, part = LS p. 382. 6rT) :  
'Yes, they [the Stoicsj say, but iust as  in ,he  sea the  m a n  an a rm's length from the 
surface is drowning no less than the one who has  sunk 500 fathoms, so even those 
who are getting close to virtue are no less in a state of vice than those who are fa r 
from it. And just as the blind are blind even if they are going to recover their sight a 
little later, so those progtessing rema i n  fool ish  and vicious right up to their attain­
ment of virtue.' 

One of the drowning men is a moral improver. The image may perhaps be seen as 
an ingenious way of reconciling the doctrine tha t  a man is either completdr virtU­

ous or completely \'icious, with the idea that there is scope for moral progress. 
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are passionate while others a re i rascible .o r  cruel or arrogant, 
and others shrink from such vices - given, he says, such gulfs 

between different natures, why should it occasion surprise that 

these d issimilarities are the products  of d ifferent causes? 

SI3 Aulus  Gel l ius, Noctes Atticae 7.2.6ff.(mid second century AD) 
Against this [the objection that  Stoic 'fate' is i nconsistent with 

the condemnation of wrongdo i ng] Chrysippus has many subtle 
and acute arguments, but v irtually aB his writings on the issue 

make the fol lowing point. 'A lthough it is true', he says, 'that a l l  
things are enforced a n d  linked through fate b y  a certain neces­
sary and pri mary rationale, nevertheless our m inds' own degree 
of regulation by fate depends o n  their peculiar quality. For if our 
m inds' initial natural make-up is a healthy and beneficial one, 
ail that external force exerted u pon them as a result  of fate slides 

over them fairly s moothl y  a n d  w i thout obstruction. But if they 

a re coarse, arrogant ,  inept a n d  unsupported by education, then 
even i f  they are under little or no pressure from fated dis­
advantages, they sti l l ,  through their  own ineptitude and volun­
tary i m pulse, plunge themselves i nto continual wrongdoings 
and transgressions . . .  

Chrysippus (according to Cicero) noted that the characters of 

people are very diverse, and considered (according to Gel l ius)  that the 
' i n itial natural make-up' of our m i nd s  a ffected the degree of our 
vulnerability to 'wrongdoings a n d  transgressions', wh ich m ight be 
' co ntinual ' .  Moreover (to return to Cicero's text) the different 

' p ropensities' of men (for exa mple,  Athenians as opposed to Thebans) 

a re d u e  to 'natural and antecedent  causes' ,  incl uding the physical 
environ ment, c l imate and physiology. Cicero goes on to represent 

Chrys ippus as saying that ration a l  decis ions are predesti ned by a 

com bina tion of envi ron mental factors and congenital dispos ition 
( i tse lf  governed by ph:'sical causes) .  

The problems raised by Chrysippus ' d iscussion of causation and 
the i mplications for hu ma n action a n d  responsibi l i ty are much dis­
cussedY -What seems to be the case a nd to be reievant for our purposes 

i s  that  the causal chain leading to decis ion a nd action i s  much more 

14 See Sedle)" ( 199.1 ) ;  also Long ( I 97Ib) ;  Sorabii ( 1 9&0), ch. 4. 
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complex and less mechanistic than it is represented by Cic�ro (whose 
text is in any case incomplete) . A nd while character is causally deter­
mined by each individual 's genetic  a nd environmental background, a 
contribution can sti l l  be made t o  its development by upbringing a nd 
education. A tendency to v ice i s  not, apparently, irreversible. 

We come next to a consideration of Stoic views on the nature of  
relationships among men. 

Common rationality 

The Stoics developed a doctrine of the common kinship of all people 
as rational beings. Slaves a n d  free are pronounced to be brothers, 
descended fwm the same s tock, from the divinity or 'the world'. 
Surely a belief in natural s lavery i s  i ncompatible with this doctrine? 

Consider Epictetus' v is ion of the world of God and men . In an 
extended passage he infers the existence of the world community, the 
cosmic city, from the fact that  God and men are kin, that men are sons 
of God: 

514 Epictetus I .9.I� 

If the things a re true which are said by the philosophers abollt 
the kinship between God a nd man,  what else remains for men to 
do than what Socrates d i d ?  Never i n  reply to the question,  to 
what country you belong, say that you are an Athenian or a 
Corinthian, but that you a fe a citizen of the world . . .  He then 
who has observed with i ntelligence the administration of the 
world, and has learned that the greatest and supreme and the 
most comprehensive community is that which is composed of 
men and God, and that from God have descended the seeds of 
being, not only to my father  and grandfather, but to ali beings 
which are generated on the earth a nd are produced, and partic­
ularly to rational beings - for these only are by their nature 
formed to have communion with God, being by means of reason 
conjoined with Him - why should not such a man call himself a 
citizen of the world, why not a son of God, and why should he 
be afraid of anything which happens among men? 

The theme is repeated i n  a nother passage, this time aimed at 
masters: 

1 
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Don't you remember wha t  yo!.! are, and over whom you rule, that 
they are kinsm e n ,  that they_are brothers by nature, that they are 
the offspring of Zeus?  

Seneca reminds cruel  masters that  they have the same origin s  as 
their slaves: 

s16 Seneca, De beneficiis 3 .23 ;  cf. 28.1 

The one world is the parent of al l .  

And again: 

s17 Seneca, Epistulae 47. 10 

(Please remember) that  the man whom you call your slave s prang 
from the same s toc k ,  is smiled upon by the same sk ies, a nd o n  
equal terms with you rself breathes, l ives and dies. 

More generally, Stoics of the m iddle and late Stoa d evelo pe d  the 
concept of oikeiosis, the  n atural 'affinity' felt towards nature a nd 
one's own self, extending it to other human beings (in the first  
inst2'<ce, one's chi ldren) . Man had a natural impulse to c a re for 
others, and it was one of h i s  duties (kathekoI1ta) to do so. 25 As i t  is put 
in Cicero's On Ends : 

s18 Cicero, De finibus 3 . 62-3 

Again, it is held b>, t h e  Stoics to be important to understand that  
nature creates i n  parents a n  affection for their childre n ;  a nd 
parental affect i o n  i s  the source to which we trace the origi n or 
the associ ation of t h e  h u m a n  race in communities . . .  As it i s  
manifest that i t  i s  natural for us t o  shrink from pain, s o  i t  i s  clea r  
that we derive from nature herself the impulse t o  love t h o s e  t o  
whom we have given birth. From this impulse i s  developed the 
sense of mutua l  a ttraction which unites human bei ngs as  such; 
this also is bestowed by nature. The mere fact of their common 
humanity req u i res that  one h u man should feel another m a n  to 

be akin to h i m .26 

2S See Pem b roke ( 1 971) ;  Engberg-Pedersen ( 1 9 86). 
26 See also M a rcus, Med. Lf; cf. 7 .13 ;etc. 
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In a �vork of the Stoic philosopher Hierocles ((loruit-c. AD 100) the 
objects � or recipients of oikeiosis are graded in accordance with the 
amounr, and the quality of 'respect' thilt is due to the m .  This ' d i ffer­
ence ana ineqlfal i ty' is rep resented by means of a series of concentric 
ci rcles, enclosing, in order of priority and proximity to the  centre, 
one's own mind, close relations, remote relations, members of one's 
own community, and  final ly, aH humanityY 

S19 Hierocles, in  Stobaeus, Eclogai 4.671-3, I I  

Each one o f  u s  i s  a s  i t  were entirely encompassed by many 
circles; some smal ler, others larger, the iatter enclosing the 
former on the bas is  of their different and unequal  d ispositions 
relative to each other. The first and closest circle i s  the one which 
a person has d rawn as  though around a centre, his own mind . . .  
Next, the second one further removed from the centre but 
enclosing the first circle; this contains parents, sibl ings,  wife, and 
children.  The third one has in  i t  uncles and aunts, grandp a rents, 
nephews, nieces, and cousins. The next circle includes the other 
relatives, and this is fol lowed by the circle of local residents, then 
the circle of fel low-tribesmen, next that of fellow-citizens, and 
then in the s a m e  way the circle of people from neighbouring 
towns, and the c i rcle of fellow-countrymen. The outermost and 
largest c i rcle, which encompasses all the rest, is that of the whole 
human race . . .  

The common theme of  these and similar texts is un iversa l i ty :  a/l 

men are related; we a re all sprung from the same source; all men have 
rationaIi'Yi we h aye an affinity towards, and a responsi bi l i ty  t o  care 
for, 'the whole human race' .  It is this which sits uneas i ly  with  the 
notion of 112tural s laves and natural masters, which rest s  o n  the p rin­
ciple that the human race i s  not a unit;" but includts a category  of  sub­
humans, or subrationa!  p eople.  !t i s  a measu re of Seneca's  distance 
from this dOCtrine that h i s  s l aves are presented in an art ific i a l l y  favour­
able light. They are v i rtuous, or at least potentially so; far from being 
inferior to thei r m asters, they might be their moral equa l s. Seneca 
writes: 

" Contrast how Aristotle halts a similar regress, EN I097b8- 1 3 .  

144 
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520 Seneca ,  Epistulae 3 I . I I  
What  we have t o  seek for . . .  i s  the soul,  but the soul that i s  
uprigh t,  g o o d  a n d  great. What else could you c a l l  such a soul  
than a god dwel l ing as a guest in  a human body? A soul like this  
may descend into a Roman equestrian or equal ly a freedman or 
a slave. For what is a Roman equestrian or  a freedman o. a s lave? 
They a re mere titles, born of ambition and wro n g. One may leap 
to heaven from the very s lums . . . 28 

Thi s  is a representative passage except in one respect, in the hint  
that is given (it i s  n o  m ore) that a man might be  unjustly  (in;uria) 
ens laved . 29 In genera l ,  Seneca shows l ittle interest in h ow people 
become legal s l aves - beyond ascribing this to fortune - or in the issue 
of the justice o f  s lavery. Such questions might h ave brought up the 
matter of natural  s lavery. As  i t  is, they and it are marginal o r  e\"en irrel­
evant to h i s  concerns. 

It would s im i lar ly  be a m i stake to th ink that Hierocles had the 
natural slave thesi s in  h i s  s ights, just because h is model appears to 
present the members of the h uman race as an undifferentiate d  mass; the 
recipients of our feel ings of affinity and our concern to an  equal degree. 

Stoic hierarchies 

There is no obvious  reason why the Hieroclean concentric circles, and 
this  whole package o f  Stoic doctrine - common kinsh ip, oikeiosis, 
kathekollta - could not coexist with the recognit ion o f  social and 
moral hierarch ies .  

Such a conjunction h appens to occur in the Meditations of Marcus  
Aurel ius. For M a rcus, concern for and  tolerance o f  a l l  humanity and 
the  rule of superiors over inferiors are equal ly natura l ,  equally 
enjoined by  the cos m ic inte l l igence . In addition to n umerous passages 
in wh ich he talks of the naturai affini ty of rat ional  beings for one 

18 Cf. e.g. Seneca, Ep. 44. 
19 See Seneca, Co MS. A1ar. 20.2: ' . . .  If Fortune has a pportioned unjustly the common 

good, and h a s  given over one man to another though they were born with equal rights 
(aequo iure) , death levels al l  things . '  Seneca is not saying here (nor in Ep. jI .u)  that 
slavery in genera l is unjust, but rather rhat the enslavement of particular individual. 
could be un iust (as indeed Aristotle conceded) .  Note that Seneca compares these 
s laves with certa in captiyes (not an}' captives), namely 'those whom unbridled power' 
had i mprisoned, and with exiles, a l so presumably victims of tyrann),. 
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another and the ethic of social responsibity that this  entails, he writes, 
of the necessity of hierarchy: 

521 M a rcus, A1editations 5 . 3 0  

The intel ligence of  the universe i s  social .  Accordingly it has 
made the inferior things for the sake of the superior, and it has 
fitted the superior to one another. You see how it has sub­
o rdinated, co-ordinated and assigned to everything its proper 
portion , and has brought together into concord with one 
another the things which are the best. 

The statement as  it stands i s  an innocuous genera l ization, one to 
which a ll the philosophers of antiquity would have subscribed. But 
their l i sts  of exempla would not have been identical .  Aristotle, notori­
ously, i n cluded natural slavery as an exemplary s uperior/inferior rela­
t ionship. There is  no need to think that Marcus would h ave followed 
h im i n  th i s.30 O r  the Founding Fathers of Stoicism. D id not the paradox 
i n  i ts  extended form run, that only the wise are free and kings?3! 

But  one Stoic ph ilosopher, embarrassingly, appears to h ave walked 
i n  step with A ristotle. Athenaeus writes of Posidonius :  

522 Posidonius ,  in Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 263c-d 

Posidoni u s  (he of the Stoa) says i n  the eleventh book of h is 
Histories: 'Many persons, being unable to m a nage themselves 
on account of the weakness of thei r  intellect, give themselves 
voluntari ly to the service of more intel ligent men, in order that 
they may secure from them provision for their da i ly needs, and 
i n  turn may themselves render to their patrons through their 
own labours whatever they are capable of ir; the way of service. 
And in th is  manner the Mariandynians put themselves in  suh­
j ection to the Heracleots, promising to serve them continuously 
so long as the Heracleots provided for thei r needs, though they 

]0 The paragraph in  the Meditations th;1[ fol lows  is not a l i st of exempla. In what i, 2 
col lect ion of thoughts rather than a continuous argument, f..,farcus insists on the need 
to behave properl)' towards gods, pa rents, brothers, 'those who looked after YOll in 
infancy', friends, kin and slaves. In an earlier passage (s. [6), he writes, of superior­
ity a n d  inferiority: 'The things which have life are superior to those which have not 
l ife, qnd of those which ha"e l ife the superior are those which have reason.' 

3 1  See Diogenes Laertius 7.[2.3;  cf. Philo. EGM 20 (wise man as vicero), of God who is 
King; wise man's sovereignty), And see above, n, ' 3 .  for the implication in 52 that the 
wise man cannot be a ma ster. 
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stipulate,d in addition that there s ho u l d  be n o  selling of any of 
them ber,ond the Heracleot territof)� but that they should stay 
tight i n  tl;1eir own territory. 

In this fragment an event that occurred perhaps five centuries before 
Pos idonius '  lifetime is  given a tendentious a n d  h igh l}' u n l ikely i nter­
pretat ion,  n amely, vol untary submission by the weaker party (the 
?Thr'ac ian  MariandYIii),  as opposed to conq uest by the s tronger (the 
Greek Heracleots). A nd the passage begins with a pseudo-historical 
general iz ation whi ch poses as an explanation of  this action , and which 
a ppears to contai n  a number of echoes of Aristo tel ian  s lave theory: 
the �u bmissive Mariandyni suffered from intel lectual  i ncapacity; their 
subm iss ion was beneficial  to them as wel l  as to the i r  m a sters ;  they sur­
rendered voluntari l y, as natural s laves ideal ly should do; and they 
b ecame legal  siaves, as natural slaves ideally should  beY 

The thought of  the fragment is  Stoic, not Aristote l ian .  \X'eakness of 
the i n tel lect is  an aspect of Stoic psychologica l theory33 Specifically, it 
bel ongs to discussions about the differing responses of  the wise a nd 
the inferior to the onslaught of the pass ions on the sou l .  Whereas the 
wise a re h eld  to be stable, strong and ' tense', the inferior are incon­
stant, weak and ' lacking in tension'. The soul of  the i nferior man is 
compared to a body vulnerable to disease, to fighting child ren ,  to the 
rider of a di sobedient  horse, and to the subjects of  a tyrant. Posidonius 
was ful ly e ngaged i n  this discussion (in polemi c  with Ch rysippus), 
introduced his  own terminology and added to the store of  simi les.J4 

.12 For the fragment as A ristotelian. see e.g. Capelle '. ' 9 3 2 ) ', G ri ffin \ 1 9-:-6) , 45 9-60; 
.\!ilani ( I 9:-'2.), ' -9-80: Ferrary ( ' 988). J �9-go. 

A context-less fragment of this kind has to be approached with extreme caution. 
It is  s i m i l a rly risk,' to put th is text together with other fragments of Pos i donius, or 
with passages (such as Cicero, De re 1mb. ) . 3 5-6, see 62.) which a l legedl,' reflect his  
infl uence. A n  additional factor is  that i t  i s  Pos idon ills e r  his/c ri,m who speaks to u s  
about slavery, in so fa r as he does. The n e t  result of al l  th i s  is that t h e  considered opin­
ions of Posidon;us on sla\'ery are beyond our reach . ,-ec Ga rnse\' (forrhco m i ng). 

JJ For the concept in Stoic 1 ,lerature in !!enera l , see SFF Ill. 1 7-'; 4 - ' ;  4- J; erc. (aslhellia 
= weaknes s ) ;  1 . ' 48 :  202; 1 1 . 84°; 894' etc. (dial1()j.1 = reason ) . For weakness in 
Posidonius, see next note. r h are benefited from rh" zclt-ice of D. Sed/er a nd I .  Kidd 
in rhesc m a tters. 

34 For the comparisons. see Ga len, 011 Hippocmtcs' £u:.d P/<1to 5 Doctrines 5 . 2 . T  (= LS 
65R);  PllIIa reh, 0" Moral \'irll<e 446F-4rA (=lS 6 IG); Stobaeus 2 . 8&.8 and 2.90.6 
(= LS 6SA ) .  

For Posidonius on weakness. see Galcn in Posidonius frs . 16';-9 Edelstein and 
Kidd. w i t h  Sedler ( 1 99 1 ), 148-5°' The rerm l'uemptosiJ (= 'proneness') is dis­
tineri" d;- Posidonian,  and the horse simile is apparer.dr h is. 
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The Mariandyni (and their like) were Stoic i nferiors. Stoic inferi­
ors were not Ar istotelian natural slaves, a nd there is nothing in the 

. wording of this text to contradict this. To attribute to infe riors a 
weakness in respect of their reasoning powers is not e nough in itself 
to earn them the designation of natural s lave s. Again,  the voluntary 
s ubmission of inferiors to superiors was not i n  p ri nciple unaccept­
able to Stoics (as we have already seen in the case of Marcus) . Such 
a relationship was a central feature of the Golden Age society pic­
tured by Posidonius in a fragment from a n  unnamed work passed 
down by Seneca, and it is characterized a s  entirely natural. 
Posidonius e nvisaged a community without po l itica l institutions, 
l aw s  and courts, in which people not yet vicious naturally submitted 
to thei r  superiors, while the wise rulers refrai ned from exploiting 
those u nder them: 

S23 Seneca, Epistulae 90.4-5 

But the first mortals and those born from them, sti l l  uncor­
rupted, followed nature. They held leader and l aw to be equal 
and entrusted themselves to the authority of  their betters. For 
n ature has the habit of subjecting the weaker to the stronger . . .  
They [the rulers 1 kept their hands u nder control and protected 
the weaker from the stronger. They gave advice, both to do and 
not to do; they showed what was useful and what was useless. 
Their forethought provided that their s ubjects should lack 
noth i ng ; their  bravery warded off dangers;  their k indness 
e nriched and adorned their subjects. For them ruling was a 
service, not an exercise of royalty. No ruler  tr ied his  power 
against those to wh om he owed the beginn i ngs  of h i s  power; and 
n o  one had the incl i nation, or the excuse, t o  d o  w rong, since the 
ru le r  ruled wel l  an"': the subject obeyed wel l ,  and the king could 
utter no greater threat aga inst d isobedient subj ects than that 
they should depart from the kingdom. 

Slavery is  not mentioned here. Men i n  their  o ri gi nal state followed 
their n atural leaders wil l ingly, and there was no need to enslave them. 
In t ime corrupti on set in and there evolved pol it ical  com munities with 
rulers who were more l ike tyrants, and laws beca me necessary. In for­
tunate communities these laws were fra med by wise men (Solon, 
Lycurgus, and so on; 90.6) . There is  no refe rence to s l ave ry even at this 

1 48 
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point - i n  Seneca's admittedly very brief evocation of the corrupt city 
o f  Posidonius.J5 

To return to the Mariandyni: were they not legal  slaves, and doesn't 
th is  make a difference ? What Posidonius says is that they negotiated a 
contract which invol ved an excha nge o f  service for the provision of 
the ir  essential  needs, and the guarantee th a t  they would not be sold 
o ut o f  their homeland. Their status is l eft vague. What is clear is th at 
they were determined not to be chattel s l aves ,  who typical ly  suffered 
the fate o f  being uprooted from thei r  n ative environment and sold 
abroad. If we stay within the logic of the p a ssage, as we must if our 
aim is  to recover the thought processes of the author, then they were 
not slaves at home, in Posidonius' view. He might h ave said, as Strabo, 
writing not long after, did,  that 'they [the Heracleots l sold them but 
not  beyond the boundaries of their country' .  He did not, and in not 
doing so was impl ied}' rejecting this detai l ,  which later figures in 
Strab o 's account, along with other elements a lso omitted by 
Posi d o ni us.  36 

To s u m  up:  Posidonius (for reasons that  a re unknowable) was 
reviewin g  the case of the Mariandyni . He h a d  received the tradition 
that  th i s  tribe had voluntarily submi tted to the citizens of a Greek 

p o l is newly established on or near the i r  terri t ory. He tried to work 
with in a n d  m ake sense of the tradition. He decided that the behav­
iour  of the tribesmen was intel ligible, and perfectl y natural ,  in so far 
a s  they were inferiors submitting to the d irection o f  their intellectual 

J5 If Posidonius did refer to slav-ery, then there m ight be gro un d s  fot a comparison with 
Plato, into whose polis slaven' enters when degenerat ion inro stasis begins : 'The v io­
lence of t heir opposition [se. inmh-ing the two e le ments "f the governing dass) is  
resolved i n  a compromise under which they d i st r ibute l a nd and houses to ptivate 
ownersh ip, while the sub,ects whom thev once ruled a s  free men and friends. and to 
who m  they owed their maintenance, they enslave, kee p i n g  them as serfs and menials. 
and ther demte themselves to war and holding the popu lation in suf>jection' (Rep. 
547b--i:) .  However, Pla to's ideal city might a l ready h ave included si,,''''' (perhaps ar 
the domestic l evel ) , ef. 4.1.1 d l .  Presumably at 5 4 -(-.-C he is thinking not of sln'cs so 
much as of S p a rtan-type helorage (the timocrattc state being modelled on Spana). 
Th u s  the comparison between Posidonius and Plato cannot n e  ciinched. 

36 Na mely, the forcible subjugation of the ,\lan;1nd" l1i and a n  ov'err comparison with 
Spartan helotage. Strabo '2,) ,4,  p. 542, runs: 'This too has been said, rhat the 
M i lesia n s  who were first to fo und Heradia forced the ,\!a riandmi, who held the 
place before them, to serve as  Helots, so that the,· were so ld bv t h e� , but not beyond 
the boundaries of [heir country (for the two peoples ca me to an agreement on this), 
just as the 1\lnoan class as i t  was called were serfs of the Cretans and the penesta; of 
the Thessal ians . '  For the various traditions on the !o.fariandmi.  sec esp,,"ciall,' Vidal ­
Naquet ( I 9-:-2) and Burstein ( 1 9-6). 
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superiors. What Posidonius though t  h e  had fO(Jnd was a historical 
example of a voluntary agreement  between a ruling community and 
a subject community, which i nvol ved control but 'fell short of slavery. 
This was a Stoic philosopher a t  tvork. Aristotle was far from his 
m i nd. 

ConclusiQn 

The contribution of Stoicism to s lave theory was to shift the focus of 
attention from legal to moral s lavery. In  so doing they were no longer 
asking, as Aristotle was forced to do, how the starkest form of legal 
exploitation of some people by others could be justified, but how 
h umans could free their souls from oppression by the passions and 
e motions, and bring their moral a ttitudes and behaviour into l ine with 
a h igher law than the law of m a n ,  the law of Nature. 

One consequence of the chan g e  in focus  is that natural slavery was 
quietly shelved. The category o f  semi-rational suhhumans, fitted for 
and benefited by slavery plays n o  part i n  Stoic discourse. There is no 
debate over the question whether  some people were irremediably 
v icious and foolish. 

That the Stoics did not embrace that proposition (and there is not 
a s ingle text that suggests that t h ey did) is a plausible inference from 
the character of their ethical theory. Their point of departure was an 
acceptance of the rationality o f  a l l  h u mans. In the late Stoa this blos­
soms into the thesis that all m e n  are related in nature. They were 
putting distance between themse lves and Aristotle simply in estab­
l ishing this base-line. 

There is not much sign that they were prepared to advance much 
beyond it. Stoicism (the Stoicism of the paradox 'Every good man is 
free and every bad man a slave ' ,  t h e  Stoicism of Epictetus) was unop­
t imistic about the chances of attaining moral freedom and inde­
pendence. All might be born w i t h  the i mpulse towards virtue, and 
i n feriors can become wise. But the w ise a re very few. 

Similarly, the doctrine of common rat ionality and fellow-feeling 
was not a springboard for a cr i t ique of slaver}, This whole, impres­
s ive edifice of theory was put to n o  more i mportant work than to dis­
suade cruel masters from abus ing  their  slaves. In  practice l i ttle 
changed. 

That the critical potential of Stoicism was not realized shows how 

1 5 ° 
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deeply sla\'ery as a n  i nstit u tiof'-was entrenched in Graeco-Ro man 
society, including i ts upper reaches, where Stoic doctrines circul ated . 
But in addition, ·som e  Stoic doctrines reinforced a nd gave an extra 
d imension to the acceptance o f  existing h ierarchies w i th i n  the 
social/pol i tical rea l m ,  i n cluding the masterlsla\'e rel a tionship, wh i ch 
was a characteristic of a l l  p h i losophies.  

Stoicism was d eterm i n ist ic .  Fate or Providence has planned i n  
advance the main detai l s  o f  one's l i fe .  I t  h as assigned one a role t o  p lay, 
and it is  one's mora l respons ib i l i ty to apply onesel f  will ingly t o  th is  
role. This doctrine receives heavy e mphasis in the  Roman Stoici s m  o f  
Cicero's D e  officiis, a n d  l a ter o f  M a rcus Au rel ius.r I t  h a s  its roots i n  
the early Stoa. Hippolytus,  a Christ i a n  source, referring to Zeno and 
ChrysipplIs, writes: 

524 Hippolytll s ,  Refuta tion of all Heresies I . 2. 1  

They too a ffirmed t h a t  everything i s  fated, w ith t h e  fol lowi n g  
model.  \Vhen a d o g  is  t ied t o  a cart, i f  i t  wants t o  fol low i t  i s  
pul led and fol lows, m a k i n g  i t s  spontaneous a c t  coincide with 
necessity, but if it does not wan t  to follow i t  wil l  be compel l ed 
in any case. So i t  i s  w i th m e n  too: even if they do not wan t  to, 
they will be compel led in any c a se to fol low what is destined.  

Cleanthes cited by Epicterus e x presses the same sentiment,  more 
prosaica l ly :  

�25 Cleanthes, i n  Epicret lls ,  A1anual 5 -'  
Lead me, Zeus a nd Dest iny, whe rever YOLl have ordained me . For 
I shal l  fol low untl inch i n g. But if I become bad and unwi l l i n g ,  I 
shall fol low none the l ess .  

The message for s laves, explicH in the Late Stoics, was to stay put 
and <erve their masters wel l .  There i n  lay morJI  good ness, and there­
fore happiness.J8 

As we saw, Seneea h a d  a m essage for masters, that they should trea t 
the i r  siaves wel l .  This i nvol ves ,  I suppose, a minor modi fica tion of t h e  
Stoie position that extern a l s  were n o t  to b e  taken seri OllSI}:J9 S laver y  

r Ciccro, Dc off. 1 .  107, r I O- I ! ,  1 r 4- 1 - ( =  L S  66E, I .  pp. 424-.I I ) ;  cf. De fill. ; . [7, 20-2-
(=  LS 590).  

J8 The Stoics held that happiness (re a l ly )  consists in virtue. Sec LS 1"01. I ,  pp. '98-9. 
39 For another 'adjustment,' see Seneca , De demo 2 . .1 .2 .  
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i tself, and the doctrine of :externals which helped to prop it up, 
remained untouched. This w;as the logical  consequence of placing a l l  
the emphasis on  the cosmic city, and in  refusing to  apply the concept 
of freedom in its conventional sense - a l l  of which goes back to the 
Founding Fathers of Stoicism. 



Section 2: 

Early theologians 

Introduction:  Philo and Pau l 

Philo was a leader of the Jewish commun ity of Alexandria in Egypt 
under the emperors Tiberius , Gaius  and,  presumab!); Claudius (for we 
lose touch with h im after AD 40, when he was probably in his 50S ) .  Th is 
was a time when officia l  a n ti-sem i tism had aggravated already exist­

ing tensions between the Greek a n d  Jewish communities in the city, 
and had boi led m'er into a pogro m .  Phi lo  went on an embassy to Rome 
( in  AD 40) to complain of the persecution and seek confirmation of the 
freedom and autonomy o f  the Jew i s h  community: I For the most pa rt,  
only those of his  works wh i ch show h i m  i n  the role of politician and 
diplomat, that is, the [/1 Flaccum and Legatio ad Gaiul11, are read by 
historians. A few philosophers and theologians know Philo a s  middle­
Platonist and as commentator o n  the Pentateuch , respectivei): He i s  
n o t  normally consulted fer h is v i e w s  o n  slavery a nd freedom. Those 

views play a s ign ifican t  rol e  i n  our story, forming a bridge between, o n _ 

the one hand, classical a n d  He l l en is t i c , and on the other. Chri sti an  
theories of s laver): 

In contrast, a substant ia l  l i te ra t u re h a s  grown up around Pa ul 's 
th inking on the same sub ject, in rh fee areas in particu lar: 

I The 'theology of s la\'er )" , t h a t  i s, Pa ul 's use of the concept of 
s lavery as a way of explo r i n g  the relationships between the 
divine and the huma n ,  a nd w i thin  h u man society. 

2 Paul's prescriptions fo r the p roper beha\'iour of Christian 
masters and s laves. 

I On the position of the Jews in A l exandri a ,  see Schurcr ( 1 986 1 ,  e,g. 92-4. 1 2--9; Fraser 
( I 9�2),  5{-8; Corp, P,1p. ]ud, I, , 9""""4, 



Philo and Paul 
3 The implications of his theology for socia l  relationships within 

the Church. 
-

A compa rison o f  Philo and Paul i s  a n  a ttractive proposition. They 
both had things to say about "Iavery, which d iffered i n  interesting ways. 
They were near contemporaries. Ph i lo  d ied perhaps i n  the 40S AD, Paul 
in the mid 60S. They were both Diaspora Jews from Greek cities in the 
e astern Mediterranean. Philo came from a very wealthy and promi­
nent  family in Alexandria. There a re s igns that Paul's family was 
com fortably off, though not rich. He was born a Roman citizen (and 
a cit izen of Tarsus too) , which counted for' something in the social 

h i erarchy in this  period, especial ly in the east, where Roman citizen­
sh i p  was stil l  something of a rarity. I f  we c a n  bel ieve Acts (for the Paul 
of Acts is sometimes at odds with the Paul  of the Epistles), he received 
a good education: his family was sufficiently well off to send him to 

Jerusalem, perhaps in his  late teens,  to study with Gamaliel (Acts 

22: 3 ) . In becoming a tent-maker (Acts 18 :3 ) ,  he was not self-con­
sciously lowering his station; rather, it was  regular  practice for Jews to 

take on a trade when they reached the age o f  20, as the Mishnah indi­
cates (Aboth 5 . 2. I ) .  At all events, it did not get in the way of his educa­
t ion .  

Both men knew the Jewish Scriptures, but  Paul's i mmersion in them 
was deeper than Philo's. Paul says: ' I  a dvanced i n  the Jews' religion 
beyond many of  mine own age among my countrymen , being more 
exceedingly zealous for the tradit ions o f  m y  fathers' (Gal .  r: 14); and 
he describes h imself as a Pharisee (Ph i ! .  3 :6) .  Philo is the first surviv­
i n g  commentator in Greek on the Pentateuch. But there are signs - for 
example ,  h is  lack of Hebrew - that he m ay have undertaken this task 

oniy m-his later years, perhaps in an a ttempt  to return to his roots after 

a period as  a free-thinker steeped in  Hellenic culture. 
Of the two, only Philo has claims to be cal led a philosopher. He is  

usua l ly  dubbed a middle Platonist ,  though there are significant Stoic  
i n fluences.! No doubt his fami ly  secured h i m  the best philosophical  

education a�'ai lable to a gent leman.  The case for Paul's exposure to 
p h i losophy is much less sure. He is more o bviously a rhetorician than 

For Philo as Platonist, sec [)illon ( 1 977); Runia ( 1 990). The literature on Paul and his 
soci a l/cultural context is extensive. For the contribution of Greek culture , sce 
recently Fairweather ( 1 9943) ( 1 994b); Engeberg-Pedersen ( 1 995a) ( 1 99Sb) ;  Alexander 
( 1 99 5 ) ·  
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a ph i losopher. Strabo (writing i n  the early 2.OS AD) comments (C 674) 

on the variety of rhetorical schopls in  Tarsus. He also names Tarsus 
in  the same breath as  Athens a nd A l exandria as a centre of phi loso­
phy, and makes mention of a number of Stoics, mainly from an earl ier 
pe riod (C 674-5) . Something of the  i d ea s  and conceptual framework 
of Stoicism is thought to have rub bed off on Paul. But a Rabbinic 
education would have introduced h i m  to popular versions o f  
Hellenistic philosophy. We need' n o t  suppose that h e  received any 
formal phi losophical training. 

Of main influences or al legiances that  Paul did not share with Ph i lo  
we can  specify two: Christianity and Roman law. Both of these 
enabled Paul to expand the symbol ic  use of slavery in novel ways ,  
a lways in the service of his theology. I t  i s  i mpossible, however, to view 
Pauline theology, including his theolo g y  of s lavery, without consider­
ing the Old Testament background . C ertainly the most interesting  
po int  of  comparison between the  thinking of  Paul and Philo o n  
s lavery is their different responses to t h e  role o f  slavery as a n  institu­
tion and a concept in ancient I srael i te s ociety as transmitted by the 
Biblical writers. What Phi lo and Paul wi l l  have deduced from the 
Pentateuch can be summarized as fol l ows :  

I Slavery was an accepted , structural  elemem in the society o f  
ancient Israel. 

2 Slavery was the fate of others, not  o f  Jews. Jews could be sub­
jected only to temporary s l aver y, unless they chose to stay wi th 
their masters (Exodus 2 1 : r-7 ; Deut. I 5 : 12-r8 ) .  

3 Accordingl)" 'bad' s lavery was d efined as slavery (of Jews) to 
men. 'Bad' slavery in the sense o f  m oral slavery (as fa r as I can 
see) is present only in inchoate form in the Old Testament writ­
IIlgs. 

4 The alternative to slavery to m e n  i s  s l avery to God, which we can 
label 'good' slavery. Mose s ,  A b r a h a m  and the rest of the patri­
archs were slaves of God . So for that matter were the whole 
chosen people of God. They h a d  been freed from slavery i n  
Egypt to b e  the s laves o f  thei r G o d  (e.g. Le\,. 25 :42 and 5 5 ) ,  and 
were firmly instructed not to become slaves of men. 

5 There are some 'foundation stor ies '  of slavery Which form an 
intermediate, problematic category. They are the enslavement of  
Canaan by  order of  Noah and the enslavement of  Esau by  order 
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of Isaac  (Gen. 9 : 18-27; 17: 1-42) . They a re problematic because 
they are ordered by patriarchs, a n d  within their own families. 
M oreover, the enslavement of Esau i s  specifically represented as 
condoned by God, as part of h i s  p l a n  i n  fact: Cod tells Rebecca 
as much when she asks Him what i s  going on in her womb. 

Phi lo had no difficulty with the first  two points (cf. AS) .  Paul tacitly 
a ccepted the structural necessity of slaver y  i n  society.3 However, his 
pos it ion on the ethnic identity of slaves does  not  run parallel with that 
of P hilo. He did not regard slavery to m a n  within the Christian com­
munity as inherently bad. 

Paul ine 'slavery to sin' is  remin iscent of Stoic slavery to the emo­
t ions  and passions. However, the doctr i n e  has i ts origins in Scripture 
rather than Greek philosophy, being  the  outgrowth of a Christian 
read in g  of Oid Testament narratives, especial ly the story of the Fall . 

' Good' slavery as a spiritual relationsh ip  occurs in both our writers, 
b u t  Paul both gives it more prominence a n d  extends its use. 

Their reactions to the two stories of Canaan and Esau are different 
and i n teresting: Paul is stranded in a c ul-de-sac, anxiously pondering 
the m otives of God. For Philo, however, enslavement through the 
Providence of God poses no problems. H e  finds  a through-route. It is 
one  that leads him into a version of Ari stotel i an  slave theory. 

3 The presence of s laver)' in the Jewish and Christian communities, and its acceptance 
in the Old and New Testaments was naturally exploited by p ro-slave campaigners in 
the antebellum South, who knew their Bibles well - men like Thomas Dew and 
Thornton Strillgfellow, the latter in his A Scriptur.1! View of S!Juery, first published 
in 1 8 4 1 . 
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Philo 

Moral slavery and freedom 

Phi lo ,  the Hel lenizcd Jew from Alexandria,  d oes not usually figure i n  

d iscussions of slave theory i n  a n t i q  u i tr 1  Nevertheless, h i s  views a re 
i n teresting both in themselves a n d  for the rol e  they play in l ink i ng 

pagan - both Stoic and Aristote l i a n  - and Christian thought on sl avery. 

Stoic and Aristotel i an ? The j uxtaposit ion mar cause surprise. I have 
j ust  been arguing that there was  cons iderable d istance between the two 
schools of thought. Yet, in  my view, Phi lon ic  s l ave theory is split d own 
the middle between Stoic and Ari stotel i a n  perspecti l'es. 

For that matter, the i m p l icati o n  that  Christian writers were n o t  
u ntouched b y  Aristotle's theories through t h e  medium o f  Ph i lo might 
a ls o  raise some eyebrows. Yet, especially i n  the case of Ambrose , 

bishop of 1\[ i lan in the late fourth ce ntu ry, the influence of Phi l o  i s  
d i rect and palpable. 

The Stoicizing phi lo  is abon� a l l  the Phi lo  of the treatise Euery Good 

1\ fal1 is Free '(EGM) and the u n fortun ately lost El 'ery Bad Mall is a 

SI,u'e, to wh ich he refers at the beginning of E ClvI . EGl\f is norma l ly 

regarded as a work of his  youth ( a nd p ut aside ) .  It is set up as a Stoic 

tre at i se , explores a fa mous S toic paradox, and in much of i ts content 

looks fa; ward to the d iscu s s i o n s  of Sencca and Epicretus.2 
After a prolegomenon Phi lo proceed s to define his subject: 

I For Philo on slavery, see Geiger ( 1 9  F); ,\ j i lan i  ( 19-2.), 2.4--,, ;  �ikiprowetzky ( [ 982);  
Klein 1 19S8) ,  44-49; Garnsey ( [ 994) ;  3S Pia tonist. see Di llon ( 1 9--); Runia (1990);  on 
the Essenes and The[apeuta i ,  who excl uded s l 3\·e,,· from their commun ities, see E4-5; 
Philo as exegete, !\!ansfeld ( 1 9 8 8 ' .  
There are rraces of Stoic doctrine scattered through the works of Philo. See e . g .  De 
Jas. 29 ithe cosmic (Ity ) .  
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PH I Philo, EGM 17-19 

Slavery then is applied i n  one sense to bodies, in another to 
souls; bodies have men for thei r masters, souls their vices and 
passions. The same is true of freedom; one freedom produces 
security of the body from men of superior strength, the other 
sets the mind at l iberty from the domin ation of the passions. No 
one makes the first kind [se. of slavery] the subject of investiga-_ 
tion. For the v icissitudes of men are numberless and in many 
instances and ar many times persons of  the highest virtue have 
through adverse blows of fortune lost the freedom to which they 
were born. Our inquiry is concerned with characters which have 
never fallen under the yoke of desire, or fear, or pleasure, or 
grief; characters which have, as  i t  were, escaped from prison and 
thrown off the chains which bound them so tightly. Casting 
aside, therefore, specious quibblings and the terms which have 
no basis in nature but depend upon convention, such as 'home­
bred ' ,  'purchased" or 'captured in war ' ,  let llS examine the veri­
table free man, who alone possesses i ndependence, even though 
a host of people claim to be his m asters. 

Philo's two kinds of slavery a re a s impl ified version of the early 
Stoic typology preserved in a passage of D iogenes Laertius (52) . Philo 
follows the Founding Fathers of Stoicism in placing all the emphasis 
on slavery of the soul and in characteriz ing i t  as submission to the pas­
s ions or  emotions (here they are desire,  fear, pleasure and grief). His 
i ine  on slavery according to the law, that i t  i s  not  worth investigating, 
is predictable and consistent with Stoicism. No doubt following 
earlier models now lost, Philo in the bulk of  his treatise discusses legal 
slavery only tangentially, quarrel l ing with those who decide who is a 
slave and who is not in 'lCcordance with conventional l.riteria: the per­
formance of servile tasks (23 ,  32-5),  rhe d isplay of obedience ( j6) and 
the existence of contracts of sale or manumission ( 37-40, 100, 
I 56-7 ) ·3 

Philo's teaching on the wise man ,  which is central to the treatise, is 
recogn isably Stoic: the wise are fe\\' (EGM 72-3) ,  and are ' friends of 
God' (EGM 20, 42f£. ) .  In narrowing  the gap between God and man in  

1 Despite h i s  talk of quibbling (PhI ,  cnd), Ph ilo h imself d istinguishes mea ningful ly 
among legal slaves in e.g. De Abr. 232  and De Jas. 2 1 9. 
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the person of the wise or good man, Phi lo i s  tending toward s a pos i­
tion associated with Chrrsippus. Chrysippus was incl i ned to put gods 

�
and wise men on a par. In h i s  t reatise On Nature he claimed that good 

men h ave equal gro unds to boast  as gods do ' si nce they are not s u r­

passed in anything by Zeus' .  In t h e  same work he stated: 

Zeus does not excel Dion in virtue, a n d  Dion and Zeus, r.eing wise, a re r.en­

dited a l ike by each other, when the one encounters a movement of the other. 

For this and nothing e lse is the good that  comes to men from gods and gods 

from men, once these have become wise. (Plut. Comm. 1I0t. Io-,6A)4 

For Phi lo, the wise man was t h e  viceroy and friend of god, h i s  

freedom guaranteed by 'the r i g h t s  o f  friendship'  (EGM 20). I n  retu rn­
ing to the topic later (EGM 42ff. ) ,  he  insists that the 'friends of God ' 
a re free, and makes a compa r i s o n  with  the companions (almost cou rt i ­
ers)  of ki ngs, a signi ficant pol i t ical  insti tution of the Hellen istic period : 

PH2 Philo,  EGM 42 

Sure l )" when we agree t h a t  t h e  ' friend s' of kings enjoy not on l y  

freedom b u r  a uthority, because they take part i n  t he ir  manage­
ment and administrat ion a s  leaders, we must not give the n a m e  

o f  s l aves t o  those w h o  stand i n  the  sam:: relation t o  t h e  cel esti a l  

gods, who are god-lovers,  and t hereby necessari l y  god-beloved , 
rewa rded with the same a ffect ion as they have shown, and i n  t h e  

judgement o f  truth as t h e  poets sa�;, rulers o f  a l l  and kings o f  

k i ngs. 

Phi l o  m oves on to conside r  t h e  status of the c lassic wise man of the 

O ld Testament, Moses. 

PH3 Philo, EGM 43-4 
The l egislator of  the Jews in a bolder spirit went to a furth e r  

extreme and i n  t h e  practice of his ' n aked' phi losophy, a s  ther 

cal l  it ,  ventured to speak of him who wa s possessed by I O\'e of 
the divine and wors h i pped the  Self-exi stent only, as  having 

passed from a man i nt o  a god, though, i n deed, a god to men,  not 

to the different parts o f  n a tu re, thus  le a\' ing to the Father of a l l  
the pl ace o f  K i n g  a n d  God o f  gods [Exod.  : : r J . Does one who 
has obtained so great a prefe r m e n t  deserw to be consider.:d a 

, For this as the orthodox Stoic line see Schoneld ( T99 T ) ,  ch. 3, esp. 80-,. 
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slave and not rather the solely free? Though �e w::s not deemed 
worthy of divine rank in h is own right, yet because he h ad God 
for a friend, he was bound to have absolute feliCity, for he had no -
feeble champion, nor one neglehful of the rights of friendship 
in Him who is  the comrade's god and keeps watch over the 
claims of comradeship. 

Philo decides that the words of Exodu's establish Moses as God in 
relation only to men.s The rhetorical question that follows, insisting 
that Moses deserves the label of free man, or even the only free m a n ,  
rather than slave, confirms that in this passage PhiIo the Stoicizer 
rather than Phi lo the Jewish  exegete is a\ work. In brief, in the EGM, 

Moses the leader of the I sraelites is a fre� man precisely because he is 
presented as a wise man on the model of the Stoic wise men. 

Now, as a Jew Philo should h ave had no difficulty with the notion 
of men as slaves of God. As we saw, a consequence of the ancient 
Israelites ' perception of their special status in the sight of God was 
that they saw themselves as His slaves. They had been freed from 
slavery in Egypt to be the slaves of their God. And in fact Philo taps 
into this tradition when he is playing the role of Jewish exegete rather 
than Stoic philosopher. Thus  in  De Cherubim he evokes the special 
relationship of God with Abraham,  as exemplified in his hospitality 
to the three divine visitors and their return-gift of lsaac: 

PH4 Philo, De Cherubim 106 

If sllch a hOllse [se. a virtuolls soul] be raised amid our mort�l 
race, earth a nd al l  that dwells on earth will be fii led with high 
hopes, expecting the descent of the divine potenc ies. \'\!ith laws 
and ordinances from heaven they wi i l descend, to sanccify a nd 
consecrate them on earth, accorliing to their Father's biddi ng. 

Then , joined in commonalty of daily life and board with \-inur­
loving souls ,  they sow within them the na ture of happiness, even 
a s  they gave to wise Abraham in Isaac the most perfect thank­
offering for their stay with h im. The purified mind reioices in  
nothing more than in  confessing that i t  has the lord of a ll for i ts  
master. For fa be the slave of God (dollieuein) is the highest 
boast of man, a treasure more precious not only than freedom, 
but than wea lth and power and al l  that mortals most cherish. 

I Cf. De I'ita Mosis 1 . 1 5 8 .  
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Abraham the wise i s  a l s o  a slave 0£ God. Earl ier Abraham had been 
addressed as a ' fe l low-s l ave' ,  hOll1odoulos (se. of God), with the thre e  
vis itors.6 

Again, in h i s  treat i se on loseph , Philo has Joseph describe h i m s el f  
to h i s  penitent brothers  a s  god's sen-ant and minis ter (huper­

etesldiakonos), 

rH5 Phi lo, De Josepho 24 I 

And I consider that  the cause of what has happened i s  n o t  you 
but God, Who wi l led to use me as His servant and m i n i ster, t o  
administer t h e  b o o n s  and gi fts which He de igns to grant t o  the  
human race i n  the t ime of their greatest need. 

When a l i ttle later joseph refers back to his ea rly s lavery (to m e n ) ,  
he uses a different word, dou(os. If Philo i s  here making a concep­
tuai distinction between two kinds of s!a\'ery, i t  is not one tha t h e  
applies w ith any con s i stency,- Consistenc), i s  not o n e  o f  h i s  h a l l ­
marks. This matters i n  s o me cases less than i n  others.s One case where 
it does matter is i n  the  use of the word plJ/lsis in connection with  
s laver): 

There are two dime n s i o ns to this,  First, Philo is capable of us ing 
'slave by plJUsis' in two d ifferent senses, ' slare by nature' a n d  ' sl a\'e by 
birth' .9  Th is i s  awkward but  does not i m'Oive h i m  in contradiction,  
However, he a l so uses one sense of phusis to support two opp o s i n g  
positions on s laver): F i r s t ,  t h e  two senses : 

, For other va ria n t s. see e.g. De " ita Mo,ls 0.6-, 1 r; cf. Dc Ai" l l0; I I  5 .  
De Abr. I 1 6. Overall  P h i l o  i s  eq uivoca l o\'er A brah a m 's proper designat ion.  I n  De 
sohr. 5 5  he cites God's word s to A braham In Gen. 1 8 : 1 - thus : 'Shall I hide :'(. am'­
thin�1 from A b raham m\- (rielld (pili/os! (sic ; , '  Yet i n  leg. al/eg. 3 .0-, the s ame s e n ­
tence i s  rendered: ' Shall ! 11 1d e that  which ; a m  doing f r o m  Abtaham my 5/.;we (pais) ? '  
in l i ne w i t h  t h e  readi ng i n  lXX. In De soln 5 1 , In the context of N o a n ' s  pra\'cr for 
Shem 'the good ' ('Blessed be the Lord. the God of Shem; And !et Canaan !-oe h i s 
sen'ant', Gen. 9:26)  whieh fo l lows the cursing of C, n a a n ,  Phdo wmes: ' \X'h d e  the 
words " Lord and God" proda i m  Him master and benefactor of the world which is 
open to our senses, to rhar goodness which our m inds rercei"e He i s  sa" iour a n d  
benefactor onl \', not master o r  l ord . For wisdom is rather God's friend than H,s  s l ave 
(dolt/os) . '  . 

, For an II1col,s istene), of no great s i g n ificance. sec EG.\f 1 9, cf. De }o,. 2 1 9  and De Abr. 
2 u. In EGM he belittles the making of distinctlClI1s hetween d ifferent k i n d s  of ! lega l )  
S!a'TS, fo llowing perhaps a traditional  Stoic l i ne. In joseph and Ahraham he shows 
cons iderable interest i n  such d i stinctions, in the l atter c a se actually introducing them 
into h i s  exegesis of Gen esi s where before the\' were not present. 

q For ph",i, as b ir th ,  see pp. 2.0I-J. 
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PH6 Philo, De specialibus legibus 2.69 

But the hol iday of the Sabb�th i s  given by the l aw not o nly to ser­
vants but a l s o  to the cattle, though there might well b e  a distinc­
tion. For servants are free by nature, no man being by nature a 
slave, but the unreasoning animals are intended to be ready for 
the use a n d  service of men and therefore rank a s  s l aves. Yet all 
the same,  thou gh i t  is their proper business to c arry b u rdens and 
undergo toi l s  a nd l abour for their owners, they obta in  their 
respite on the seventh day. 

PH7 Phi 1o, De Josepho 246-8 

They [se. the brothers] praised also the p re-em i nent self­
restraint  o f  h i s  modl'st reticence. He had passed through all  
these v ic i s s i tudes,  yet neither while in  s lavery did he d enounce 
his brothers for sell ing him nor when he was haled to p rison did 
he in h i s  d e spondency d isclose any secret, nor d u ring his long 
stay there m a ke any revelations of the usual k ind,  s ince  prison­
ers are a p t  to descant upon their persona l  misfo rtunes. He 
behaved a s  though he knew nothing of his past experiences, and 
not even when he was interpreting their dreams  to t he eunuchs 
or the k ing,  though he had a suitable opportuni ty for d i sclosing 
the facts, did he say a word about his own high l ineage. Nor ret, 
when he was  a ppointed to be the king's viceroy a nd was  charged 
with the s uperintendence and headship over a l l  Egypt, d id he say 
anything t o  p revent the belief that he was of obscure and ignoble 
station, whereas he was really a noble, no slave by birth,  but the 
unfortunate victim of the ruthless conspi racy of those who 
should h ave been the last to treat him so. 

I have rendered the key phrase 'slave by phtlsis' in the first passage 
's i ave by nature ' ,  a n d  in the second 'slave by birth' .  The two meanings 
belong to qu ite d i fferent contexts, which need to be c arefully kept 
apart. 'No man i s  by nature a slave' evokes the s k i rmish between 
Aristotle and h i s  critics, settled by Aristotle by means o f  a ssertions 
about the psychology and functions of a slave. On the other hand, to 
say that ]oseph w a s  not by phusis a slave, but rather a noble,  i mplies 
that slaves 'by ph/His' are by no means an empty class. Tne reference 
is  to a common way i n  which slaves were made in ant iquity, by home 
breeding - the ch i ld of a slave was ipso «1CtO a slave. 
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Thu s  there i s  n o  contradiction between the two Phi lonic usages of 
' slave by phusis'. Each i s  compatible with a Stoic position  on lilavery, 
though I would contend tha� the first belongs to fl debate in which the 
Stoics took n o  part. The second usage d oes p lay a role in Stoic dis­
course. To i l l ustrate from Philo's EGM: we note in the fi rst place that 
'homebred' s laves a re one of three categories of institutional slaves 
admitted i n  the i n troductory, definitional section (PtlI ) ;  and that else­
where Philo is concerned to argue that those ( l ike Joseph, in  fact) who 
were k idnapped and sold were not slaves, because slavery is a property 
of the mind rather than the body: 

PH8 Philo, EGM 37 
Again ,  a nyon e  who th inks that people put up for sale by kid­
n appers thereby become slaves goes utterly astray from the 
t ruth . Sei l ing does not make the purchaser a master, nor the pur­
chased a s lave. Fathers pay a price for their son s  and sons often 
for their  fathers if they have been carried off in ra ids  or taken 
pr i soners i n  war, and that such persons a re free men is asserted 

by the l aws of nature which have a more solid foundation than 
those o f  our l ower world. 

Serio u s  problems a rise in the matter of Philo's u sage of pfmsis only 
whe n  he admits a category of natural slaves. I n  doing so he is contra­
dicting himself, and ,  consciously or not, ' taking up an Aristotelian 
stance . 

Old Testament enslavements: the case of Esau 

The early history of the Israeli tes, as told in  the OlJ Tes tament, con­
ta ins  some s tories of  the physical enslavement of indiyiduals. The 

most conspicuolls and in teresting of these are three. They concern: 
Canaan, grandson o f  Noah; Esau, son of  Isaac (both ensla\'ed to close 
k in) ;  a n d  ]oseph, son  of Jacob (sold abroad by h i s  brothers) .  

The case of Joseph is a prototype of the undese rved ens! a\'ement of 
a n  in d i vidua l (the enslavement of the Israel ites at  (he ha nds of the 
Egyptian s  i s  o f  the same kind, writ  large) . As we sa\';, Phi!o could have 

dealt  with this  i n  EGM without deviati ng from a Sto icizing l i ne of 
argument .  

The cases  of  Canaan and Esau are signi ficantly different from that 
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o f  Jb�eph. These were acts of physical ens lavement (involving some­
thing el se  than slavery of the soul) which could not receive a standard 
Stoic 'interpretation. The individua.ls concerned (Canaan, Esau) 
could not be easily represented as really free when they had been 
e n slaved by order of Jewish patr iarchs and w ith the approval of 
Jehovah. 

Phi lo seeks an explanation. The one at which h e  arrives introduces 
a damaging 'incoherence into his  discussion of s lavery:  a Stoic or 
Stoicizing account of slavery is forced to cohabit with a religious 
version of A ristotle's thesis of natural s laver}� 

The bulk of Philo's discussion of the enslavements in question is to 
b e  fou nd i n  other treatises. But he makes a beginning in EGM. At one 
point in EGM he is discussing the relation of the wise man to the fool. 
With Philo i t  i s  axiomatic that the wise man has sovereignty over other 
men. We hear that foo is are by the law of nature in subjection to the 
w i se ;  and fools are compared to a herd of cattle requiring a herds­
men.IO But (after an interlude) he goes further, first explaining how 
fools a re servile, and then,  evoking the enslavement of Esau by Isaac, 
claiming that fools are better off as s laves to the wise . For fools are 
i gnorant about how to run their lives. The y  s hou l d  l ive under the direc­
tion of virtue,  as Zeno did, not of vice , as they do. Their ultimate 
fa i l ing is a deficiency of reason which bl i nds them to the damage that 
i s  be ing done to their soul s. 

Up to this  point Philo claims Zeno as h i s  guide ,  though all he actu­
a l ly  c i tes of Zeno is the rhetorical question: 'Shall  not the bad rue it if 
he spe ak against the good?' And h e  goe s  on to claim that Zeno must 
have been under the influence of Moses, an assertion 'proven' by the 
story of the ensl�vemenr of (the u nnamed) Esau:  

PH9 Phi lo, EGM 5 7  

We m a y  well suppose that t h c  founta in  from which Zeno drew 
this  thought was the law-hook of the Jews, which tells of two 
brothers, one wise and temperate, the other incontinent, how 
the father of them both prayed in p ity  for h i m  who had not 
attained to virtue that he should be his  brother's slave. He heid 
that  s lavery, which men think the wo rst of evi ls ,  was the hest 

10 Cf. Thuc. ; . 5 7 : I . 1 4 I . l ,  with de Ste Croix ( 1 972) ,  .16: Athenian allies as both 'subjects' 
(lmpekooi) and cnstawd. The metaphor of the shepherd is traditional (cf. Ifiold t.!6 J, 
etc. ) ,  and a standard one in Philo. See e.g. Philo. De ['ita Mosis 1 .60-),; De Jas. 1-,\' 
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possible boon to the fool, because the loss o f  i ndependence 
would prevent h i m  from transgress i�g without fea r  of punish­
ment, and his character would be i m proved under the control of 
the a uthority set above him.  

Ar i stotle too held that slavery can be good for the slave, if  he is a 
certai n kind of person, if he is deficient in reason, and has at best a 
low l evel of virtue, enough to enable h i m  to o bey orders. In Philo it is 
the m a n  'who has not attained virtue' ,  t h e  m a n  l ack ing  in wisdom, 
who needs s laver}: 

This passage is just an aside in EGM. Phi lo does not el aborate at 
th i s  j uncture. In particular, he says n ot h i n g  a bout the origins of bau's 
vice, h is ignorance or folly. 

There i s  more in other works of  Phi l o  about the benefits of slavery, 
especi al ly in connection with the O l d  Testament ens lavements. 
!vl0 reover, Philo is quite specific elsewhe re about the existence of a 
ciass of natural s laves, a nd he describes i n  general terms the kind of 
men that they were. Al l  of this is in fl a t  c ontradiction o f  the dictum 

that no man is  by nature a slave which , we h ave seen, appea rs in  a work 
of Phi lo. 

Take for example an extended p as sage from Allegorical 
Interpretation: 

PH IO  Philo, Legum allegoria 3 .88-104 (part) 

loa } 8 8-9 

O nce again, of Jacob and Esau ,  when sti l l  in the womb, God 
decl ares that the one is  a ruler a n d  l e ader and m a s ter but th at  

Esau i s  a subject and a s lave. For God the maker of l iving beings 
knows well the differen t pieces o f  h i s  own handiwork, euen 
before He has thoroughly chiselled and consummated them, 
and the facu l ti es wh ich they a re t o  d isplay at a later  t ime, in a 

word, their deeds a nd exper: ences. A nd so when Rebecca, the 
soul that waits on God, goes to i n q u i re of  God, H e  tel ls her in 

reply, 'Two nations ; ue in thy womb, and two peoples shall be 
separated from thy bell}� and one p e o p l e  shal l  be abo,oe the other 

people, a nd the elder sha l l  serve the yo unger'  (Gen. 2 5 :23 ) .  For 
ill Gods judgement that which is base and irrational is by nature 
a s/m'e, but that which is  of fine character and endowed with 
reason and better, is  princely and free .  And this not only when 
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either is full-grown in soul, but even if their development is still 
uncertain. 

There are three parts to this message: 

I Esau was a natural slave. 
2 There is a class of natural slaves, of whom Esau can be taken as 

a representative. 
3 God lies at the bottom of this. It's his d o in g. " 

Let us glance at the wider context. The whole passage, beginning at 
6 5 ,  is a commentary on Gen. 3: 14£f., God's c urse on the serpent. The 
first stage o f  the argument establ i shes the existence of evil which 
deserves no defence but simply punishment. Phi lo asks: Why did God, 
who heard Eve's defence, condemn the serpent out  of hand? And he 
a n swers: Because God punishes sheer wickedness without giving it the 
chance to defend itself. This  is what happened to the serpent, to Er, 
a n d  to Esau. The serpent stands for pleasure,  Er represents the body, 
a nd Esau is the archetypal bad man. 

Says Philo:  

lOb 3.75 

God has made some natures of  themselves faulty and blame­
worthy in the soul, and others in a l l  respects excellent and 
p raiseworthy, j ust as is the case with p lants and animals. 

In the second stage of the argument Philo turns to those endowed 
with good natures. Their good fortune, just as  much a s  the bad fortune 
of those saddled with bad natures, is nothing to do with anything they 
might have done or might be about to do. G od i s  moved by Grace, that 
is  a l l .  The most that can be said on their beha lf  i s  that they turned out 
wel l ,  from birth: 

I oe 3 .77 

Exactly then as God has conceived a h atred for pleasure and the 
body without giving reasons, so too has he promoted goodly 
natures apart from any manifest reason,  pronouncing no action 
of theirs acceptable before bestowing h i s  pra ises upon them. ror 

should anyone ask why the p rophet says that Noah found grace 
I t The recurring metaphors of the sculptor and the moneyer emphasize God's complete 

control over the proceedings. See e.g. Leg. al/eg. }.I04. 
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in t�e sigh t of the Lord God, when as yet he had, so far as our 
knowledge goes, done no fa ir deed , we sha l l  give a suitable 

ans\�'er to the effect th�t he is shown to be of  an excellent nature 
fro� h is  birth,  for Noah means ' rest' o r  ' r ighteous ' . 

As with Noah, so with Melch izedek, the  model peaceable and 
priestly king (79f£. ) :  he too had done noth ing to deserve his blessed-

:ness .  Neither had Abraham (8}ff. ) ,  nor Isaac (8 5 )  - blessed even before 
h e  was begotten - nor Jacob (88) ,  j uxtaposed w i th Esau, in the passage 

a l re ady cited. The same was true of Beza lel ,  Crafts man of the 
Tabermcle. Phi lo says: 

lod }.95 

He [God ] has so far po inted to no work or deed of Bezalel's such 
as to wi n him even commendation. \X1e must say then that here 
too we have a form which God has  stamped on the soul as on the 
tested coin. 

And he concludes: 

Ioe 3 . 1°4 

Seeing then that we have found two natures created , undergoing 
moulding, and chiselled i nto fu l l relief by G od 's hands, the one 
essent ia l ly  hurtful,  blameworthy and accursed , the other bene­
ficial and praiseworthy, stamped the one with a cou n terfeit, the 
other "'itll a genuine impress ion,  l e t  us offer a no ble and suitable 
prayer. 

The mOf2.1 di lemma is pa tent .  \\'hy did God create the second , evi l 
nature ?  \'<'as it fai r  of God to saddle E s a u ,  and al l  the other natural 

s laves, with their fates?  Philo d oes not open l y  acknowledge the 
p roblem. But he fol lows a strategr whid: is marked l y  defensive, as i f  
he i s  aware o f  the d i fficulty. 

The strategy i ! l l'olves, first, stress ing the benefits of s lal"ery in cases 
l ike Esau's. Ph i lo  writes (in a passage remin iscent of fGM 57) : 

PHI I Phi leo ,  De l'irtlltibus 209 

Therefore for the younger ther [ the pa rents] pra�'ed that he 
s hould be blessed above a l l  others, all which prayers God 
confirmed , and would not that any of them sho uld be left 
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unfulfilled. B�t to the elder in compassion they granted an infe­
rior station to serve his  brother, rightly thinking that it is not 
good for the fool to be his  own master. 

Philo goes on to say that Esau d i d  not e ndure his  servitude content­
edly, but rebelled against ' the excel lent  r u l e  set over him', and so did 
no t  even win the second prize in the contest for virtue. Esau's rebel­
liousness was not just a reaction to h is treatment. Elsewhere_we are 
reminded that Esau was by nature a m a n  o f  violence and for this 
reason needed to be disciplined by s lavery: 

PH I 2  Philo, De congressu quaerendae eruditiOllis gratia (Prelimillary 
Studies), 175-6 

Thus, so profitable a thing is  a ffl icti o n  of one sort that even its 
most humil iating form, s lavery, is  re cko ned a great blessing. Such 
s lavery we read of in the holy scriptures as i nvoked by a father 
on his son, by the most excel lent Isaac  on the foolish Esau. There 
i s  a place where he says:  'Thou s h a l t  l ive on thy sword and shall 
be  a s lave to thy brother' [Gen. 27:40] . He judges it most profit­
able for him who chooses war inste a d  of peace, who by reason 
of h is  inward tumult and rebel l ion  is a rmed, as it were, with the 
weapons of war, that he should becom e  a subject and a slave and 
obey all the orders that the lover o f  s e l f-control may impose. 

In another text the nature of the benefit is spelled out: the slave can 
exchange the old , bad masters that a re w ithin h im for a new, kind one: 

PH I 3  Phi la, Legum allegoria 1 9 2.-4 

But vainly deeming himself w i se i s  he who says, 'My blessings 
and my birthright hath he taken' :  not thine, man, does he take, 
but those -,vhich are opposite to thine:  for those which are thine 
have been accounted meet for s lavery, but h is  for lordship. A nd 
if thou shalt consent to beco m e  a s lave of the wise one, thou 
shalt  cast from thee ignorance a nd boori shness, plagues of the 
soul , and be partaker of admo ni t i o n  and co rrection. Now 
i ndeed thou art a slave of the h a rsh and i nsufferable masters 
within thee, to whom it is a fixed l aw to set no one free. But if 

thou escape and abandon these, a m aster to whom his slaves are 
dear shall welcome thee, holding o u t  br ight hopes of liberty, and 
shal l  not give thee up again to thy fo rmer masters. 
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How does the good master behave towards the responsive slave? Not 
apparently in accordance with conventional notions of k indness, bm 
rather by means of intimidation :  

PHI4  Philo, Quod Deus immutabilis sit (Unchangeableness of God) 
64 

But those whose natural wit i s  more dense and dull, or whose 
eady training has been mishand led, since they have no power of 

dear vision, need physicia n s  i n  the shape of admonishers, who 
will  devise the treatment proper to their present condition. Thu s  
ill-discip l ined a n d  fool ish  s laves receive profit from a master who 
frightens them, for they fea r  his threats and menaces and thus  
involuntari ly are schooled by  fear. All such may well iearn the  
untruth, which wi l l  be nefit them, i f  they cannot be brought to  

wi sdom by truth . 

If a slave does not make a pos itive response and seize the benefits 
that  can be his, then there is no thing for him but chastisement: 

PH IS Philo, De sobrietate 69 

It is with good reason that  M0ses writes down the fool as the 
slave of them who lay claim to virtue, either that, promoted to 
serve under a higher control he may lead a better life, or that, if  
he cling to his  iniquity, h i s  masters may chastise him at their  
pleasure with the absolute a uth ority which they wield as rulers. 12 

The second arm of Ph i lo's strategy is the gratuitous vilification o f  
E s a u .  Esau i s  portrayed as t h e  e mbod i ment of evi l .  S o  he has no right 
to our  sympathy;  and he needs an overseer. 

Philo's case against Esau comes d own to six main observations: 

I Esau and Jacob are mora l opposites, standing respectively for 
vice and virtue (De ebrietate 9ft. ) .  

2 Esau is the soul that is mixed, d iscordant, rough and hairy,Jaco b 
one that is single, unmixed, s mooth and levei (De migr. Abr. 
152-3) .  

3 Esau is an oak, h ard, wooden, st iffnecked , ignorant and hence 
d isobedient. His l ife, any l i fe l ived in  folly, is just fiction and 
fable, utterly false (De congr. 61-2;  De fuga 39) . 

12 Geiger (1932) ,  75 n. 2.56) compares this last text especially with Aristotle. 
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4 Esau, the bad man, is an exi le :  he �as r:o city, no household - he 
is a rustic (Leg. al/eg. 3. I ff; cf. De giga11l. 67) . °  

5 Jacob is younger than Esau, but it i� not years that co�unt (<is we 
hear in Ham's case) . f4  

. 

6 Esau is linked with Egypt, both standing for blind passion and 
vice. Phiio juxtaposes two pairs  of opposites, on the one hand, 
the destruction of Egypt's first-born and the sanctification of 
Israel's first-born, and, on the other, the aisplacement of Esau 
and the elevation of Jacob (De sacrif. Abelis et Cain; 134-5 ) .  

O f  t h e  various points made against Esau I wi l l  pick up just the iast , 
the l ink with Egypt. 15  This taises the  questi�on: Did Phiio envisage 
fo reigners or some particular  ethnic groups as naturally servile, in the 
way that Aristotle equated barbarians and natural s laves? 

We saw that there was an ethnic d istinction within slavery as prac­
tised by the ancient Israelites. S i aves might be e i ther  Jewish or Gentile, 
and the laws of Moses distinguished firmly between them. The 
enslavement of Jews was considered regrettable and was limited to six 
years, unless the slave wished to stay with his master: according to 
Philo,  they were not real ly to be regarded as  s laves. They should, 
rather, be treated as temporary h ired workers (Lev. 25:39""42.; Philo, De 
spec. leg. 2.Il.2.). 16 The equation of forei gners and natural slaves would 
h ave constituted a further deve lopment.  Does Philo take this extra 
step ? 

The implications of the comparison between Esau and Egypt ca n 
be explored a little further. Philo freely and persistently presents Egypt 
as the symbol of body as opposed to soul ,  of the passions as opposed 

IJ The Stoic resonances are clear. See Schofield ( 1 9 9 1 ) ,  App. G .  For Esau as without ;J 
polis (apo/is) cf. Aristotle, Pol. I25Ja7 :  'A man who is by nature and not merely hy 
fortune apolis is either low in the scale of humanity, or above it, inasmuch as he 
resembles an isolated piece in  the game of  draughts.' 

\4  Ham and Canaan receive like treatment a t  the hand s of Phih Ham's offence is 
amplified. Philo in De sob. (6fE.; Fff.; 44ff.; etc.) says, ?olng wel! beyond the narr;; � 
tive in Gene"is, that he mocked his father's nakedness and proclaimed it abroad. 
Further, Ham as a younger son is compared with a child, who iacks reason and 
unde rstanding. It is not years that count but capacity Folly goes with the cori;est 
years, and desire for moral excellence is a larer birth (Philo has to produce a differ­
ent argument for Esau, the older of two twins).  

\.I For Phi lo on Egypt, see e.g. Leg. alleg. 2 .59,  77; 3 .37; Dc ruga 148, 180; De congr. B " 
8 5 .  In De Jas. 135 ,  Egypt is 'slave' (doule) in a political sense. 

16 Cf. Lev. 25 :39"""42, and in the Stoic l iterature, Chrysippus in Senec3; De ben. 3 .21; 
Cicero, De off. 1 ,41.  
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to reason, and as the seat_of ev i l .  I n  a l l  these cases there is a clear l i n k  
with servility i n  h i s  analysis.  For example, i n  EGM 40, the body i s  
cal led ' by nature slavish'; this  i s  i n  a p assage where the wise man, who 
i s  quite immune from tem ptation, i s  contrasted with the h ighly sus­
ceptible masters of ' pretty l i tt le s l ave g irl s '  (whom Phi lo a dmits to have 
often seen),  endowed with a n a tural gift for wheedl ing words, as wel l  
a s  with n atural beauty. 

Sti l l ,  Philo does not cal l  the Egyptia ns natural s laves tout court, nor  
d oes he d ream up a genealogy for  the m  which would make them slaves 
by descent. The inference was wait in g  to be drawn, for example, from 
the words of God to Rebecca concerning the two peoples in her 
womb, one of which was desti ned t o  be founded by Esau, whose 
s lavery God also foretold .  Ch rist ian w riters freely invented genealo­
gies, especia l ly  making use of Ha m and Canaar: .  Justin cal ls  the 
Canaanites a people handed over t o  s lavery (Dial. Tryph. 1 39) ,  wh i le  
O rigen i s  clear that the Egypt i a n s  were s laves and explains this with 
reference to  'their master Ha m' ,  father  of Canaan (B4). One wonders 
whether it  was Phi io's c ircumstances ,  h is living in a sensit ive place i n  
sensitive times, and h i s  i nvolvement i n  politics both loca l and imper­
i a l ,  that held him back from m a k ing explicit what i s  clearly implied i n  
h is  anal ysis. 

Conclus ion · 

Phi lo had before him two k inds  o f  s l avery:  'S lavery is appl ied in one 
sense to bodies, in one sense to s o u l s . '  Bodily slavery is  a conseq uence 
of capture in war or sa le  or b ir th . S laves in the body are not ipso (acto 
rea l  s laves: they are inferior to their ma sters only in fortu ne. As Ph i l o  
says, antic ipating Seneca : 

PHI6 Philo, De specidiblls legibus 3. I 37 
Slaves rank lower in  fo rtune,  but can lay claim to the  same nature 
as  their masters, and in the law of God the standard of j u stice i s  
adj usted t o  nature and n o t  t o  fortune.  And therefore t h e  masters 
should not make excessive use of their authority over slaves by 
showing arroga nce and contem p t  and savage crueitr For these 
are s igns of no peaceful spir it ,  but of one so i ntem perate as to 
seek to throw off a l l  respon si b i l i t y  and take the tyrant's despo­
tism for its model .  
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True slaves, that is, moral slaves, a re those who a re dominated by 
feelings or passions. Moral slavery, in  Philo as in o rthodox Stoicism, 
was avoidable: it lay wIthin the sphe re of our control, responsibility 
and accountability. 

Philo also believed that moral slavery was ordained by God, who 
has created two natures, one servile, the other blessed. He went on to 
sanction the subjection o f  moral s laves to institutional slavery, because 
they need to be controlled, in their own and in everyone else's interest. 
Philo makes the transition from moral slavery to physical slavery. 
Moral slaves, it seems, should b e  physical slaves. 

So Philo was capable of, in one place, taking up a position compar­
able with that of Aristotle's opponents, and, in another, of expressing 
views apparently compatible with Ar istotle's natural sla-v'ery thesis. 
He was also able to avoid the issue c ompletely in EGM, that is when 
operating in self-consciously Stoic mode. If we cannot explain how 
Philo tolerated this contradiction, we can at least understand its 
origin. It arose when he came face to face with some archetypical 
moral slaves who were a lso physical s laves, furnished by the Hebrew 
Scriptures: Esau especially, but a l so Canaan. 
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Paul 

Introduction 

Paul, in common with the S toics and Philo, gives priority to 
moral/spiritual slavery over s lavery  a ccording to the law.! He touches 
on the enslavement of Esau, and m ight therefore have been provoked 
to ask why and how the i nstitution of s lavery arose. However, he i s  i l l  
at  ease with th is story a nd tentative i n  interpreting its implicat ions .  
L ike  Seneca and other Stoic philosophers h e  i s  interested in  the qua l i ty  
of master/slave relationships, a s  one  aspect of h i s  campaign to secure 
peace and solidarity within the Christ ian community. A vision of the 
unity of mankind plays a supporting role  in his  argument, a s  i t  does  
in  Seneca's. The comparison break s  dmvn when one looks more 
closely at the a ims and preoccupations of the two men. Seneca 
addresses only masters. He holds out  to them, as an incentive for 
gentle treatment of their s l aves (who as rational beings are the i r  
ki nsmen) , the prospect o f  p resent benefits - ranging frc:n ded ICa ted 
and sacrificial service from the ir  s l aves to release from the fear of 
assassination at their hands .  Paul , add ressing both s laves and masters ,  
equals  in the s ight of God, ta lks  o f  rewards and hints at punishments  
in the next world .  His  message for s laves i s  that  in sen'ing their masters 
wel l  they are serving Chri st .  The i n structions to s laves and masters are 
to be seen as part of a cal l  to a l l  men ,  whatever their social, legal or 

I For 'Paul' read ' Paul and some of his foliowers', Not all the works attributed to Pa u l 

were composed by him. Ephesians. ! Timothy and Tiws are not by Paul. The " erses 
r c ire from these Letters convey essentiaflr Ihe same message on s lavery as is presented 
i n  a uthentic Pau ! !ne letters, and are nor far removed from him in time. I follow 

Kummel ( I 975) in these matters, 
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ethnic condition. to be (good) .Iave. of God and not (bad) .Ia"'" to 
SIn. 

The �n.Ia""ment of Euu 

Th� 'foundation Slori�.· of sb"",y in the Old T�.umenl • •  ' we .aw in 
diseuuing l1>ilo. rai"" que"ion' abou, .he orip,in. and ju,,;fic •• ;on of 
I�gal .1 .... ,)\ Paul I�a" F .... u· • •  "pc:,.., .. ion and ensla""men' only 
briefly, bul in" way In problcmariu: the i .. ue fo, luc, Ch.i";,,n Com­
men •• ro"-

Enu come. up in Roman. " ... -n�.., Paul i. g'appling wi.h ..... 
problem of the J�': 

PI Romano ,:1-1.4 (p.rt) 

I .  I am .peaking lhe .ru.h in Ch.i ... I am nol I)'ing; my con­
sci<:nn beaT. me witness in .he Holy Spiril. 

a. That J ha ... 8",'1 SOrrow and uneusing angui.h in my 
hun. 

,. For I could w;.h .hat I myself were accu,$C<I and C1I1 off 
from Chri .. fo • •  he ... ke of my brelhren. my kin''''''n by rac�: 

4. They a'" Isr •• li.es; and 10 Ihem belonlt Ihe son,hip. Ihe 
glory, the eDYenanto, .he p,iving of .he law, .he worship and Ih� 
prom,,,, • . . .  

6. Su. nor .1I who arc d.�nd.d from Is,ul belong 10 b .. d, 
7. And not all are children of Ah",ham btt.u"" .h..,. • .., hi. 

dcoccndan.s; but 'Through luac ,h.n your de"",ndams be 
named.' 

8, Thi, mean. lhat it i. not Ihe children of Ihe fk<h who • .., 

the: child.en of God. bUl lh. childr.n of d'e promiS( are ..,ck· 
oned as descend.n ... 

" For this ;s what .he prom;.., ",id, ' .... bo". thi. lim� r will 
retu'o and S ••• h .hall h .... a son: 

to. And not only 10, but allO whcn Rehccc. had conceived 
children by onc m.n. our forefalher \sue, 

11. Though .hey we.., not ye! born aod had done nothing 
cilhe, good or bad, in order Ihar Go,l'. purpose of dection 
mishl con,inuc:, not MUU"" of ....... ,k., but bceau.., of hi. coli, 

u. Shc "'a' .old, 'Thc elde. will ser ... Ihe younger: 
IJ. A. i, is ",.illen, 'Jacol:> I loved, but E,au I hated,' 

". 



.�. What .hall """ say .henl Is .he,"" inj .... ice on God's "",n' 
8y no muns! 

.,. for he says to Mo)C�, 'I  will h"..., rnncy on ,,-horn I ha"" 
mc",y and I will ha ... comru.ion on whom I havecomra .. ion: 

.,.;. So i. depend, nOt an man', will or ucnion, but upon 
God's me",y , , , 

.8, So .hen he hs n.erey on ..... omcver he wills. �nd he 
harden. the heart of whome"". � wil,," 

'9. You will say .o me thn, 'Why do« he "ill find f.ulll Far 
who Can �si" his will /' 

10. 8 ... , ,,-ha "'" you • •  man, .0 an.we. back to God? Will what 
i. maulded ... y to in moulder, 'Why ha,,, }VU m.de me thu.?' 

11. Ha • •  � polTer no rigll. ",,,r the cloy, to make aUt of .he 
ume lump onc "",scl fa. beauty and another fu. meni.I .. ..,? 

u. Whu if God. desiring '0 shew hi. w.a.h and .0 make 
known hi. JI"OWt"" ha. cnd .. red with much patience the >...sscls of 
wrllh made for dutruction. 

1}. In ordn- 10 make known the richc. of hi. ,Io.y for the 
,,,"cl. of mercy, which he has beforehand p�rarcd for glory, 

1-4. Even us. whom he hu called. no. from ,lte Jews only bu. 
al.o from the Gmtiles? 

The b,e of the Je ...... Paul', own people. weighed on him huvil)< 
How could .he cltOten race ha'" been found "",nl;ng and judged no. 
to be th<! child.en of God' How could the child",n of th<! fluh ha ... 
been supc ... dcd by .he child,..,n of .he promise? Paul makes.he, deei_ 
si"" ae • •  he .ubordination of E •• u, .he first-born. to Ja,""o. Eu .. ·• 
en.ln"men •• • nd in gen ... ,,1 hi . ... perse"ion by Jacoh, bcrom,," an 
allego,y of the di.placement of J�' by Chri .. i"". DO .he chosen 
people of God.' 

Paul occko an ""plana.ion and ;s .u� that ;t lies with God not man. 
Unlike Philo. or the author of Gene.i. for .ha. ma" .r. Paul ra''''' the 
moral qU""tion: to thcre iniu .. ice in God� He ans�n wilh a resound­
ing no. God is Cl\t;tled to deal with hi. e,.., •• ;on as he wi.h.,.. He, .he 
polfC<, hu a rigllt OV'Cr Ihe d�y. and who a,.., we, mere n,orlalS, '0 '11'0._ 
,ion this? 

Again, unlike Philo. Paul does not 1'"" .he di""nionary tanic "f 

, Itom. ''')J «><I,,;n, ,t.. "'OW'''Kon ,h •• ,t-.. "'cl,..; .... cl Eu" .nd , ...... t-.. ".od. 
"', .. ill "'" be pn-........... 

'" 
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vilifying Esau a n d  weighting our sympathies against h im. The enslave­
ment of Esau i s  p resented as a real, physical enslavement, unmerited, 
and yet condoned by God. 

In general, Pau l  stays close to the story in Genesis, leav in'g it only to 
raise the moral d i lemma and to admit that he cannot resolve it, for the 
very good reason t h at he is man, not God. Philo is less morally sensi­
tive and more p repa red  to speculate, which he does a long A ristotelian 
l ines. Both approaches have their successors in the commentaries of 
the Church Fathers. 

Slaves and masters 

Paul like everyone else accepted legal slavery. The socia l  a ttitudes he 
betrays in addres s ing  s laves and their masters are conventional and 
conservative. The first and crucial instruction as  set out in  [ 
Corinthians i s  tha t  s laves should stay precisely where they a re without 
resentment, in the k nowledge that it makes no difference to Christ 
whether one is a s lave or  a free man.3 Paul practised wha t  he  preached, 
in returning to h is m aster Philemon, O nesimus, the fugitive slave 
whom he had converted  to Christianity and employed i n  h is service. 

P2 [ Corinth i a n s  7.20-4 

20. Everyone  should remain in the state in which he was called. 
2 1 .  Were you a slave when called? Never mind. But if you can 

gain your freedom, avail  yourself of the opportunity. 
22. For he  who was called in the Lord as  a slave i s  a freedman 

of the Lord. Likewise he who was free when called is a slave of 
Christ. 

23 .Yo u  were bought for a price; do not become s iaves of men. 
2 4. So,  b rethren,  in  whatever state each was cal led, there let 

him remain  with God. 

P3 Philemon ro-I9 

IQ. I appeai to you for my child Onesimus, whose father I h ave 
become i n  m y  i mprisonment. 

1 1. For me rly he was useiess to you, but now he i s  i ndeed useful 
to you and to me.  

J On the interpretation o f  1 Cor. 7:2 1 ,  see Scot! Barchy ( 1 973 ) .  
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12.  I a m  sending h i m  back to you, sending my vs:r y  heart. 

1 3 .  I would h ave been glad to keep h i m  with m e ,  i n  order that 

. he might  serve me on your behalfduring my i mpriso nment for 

the gospel ; 

I 4 .  Bur r preferred to do nothing without yo u r  consent in  
ord e r  that  your goodness might not  be  by comp u ls ion  but  of 

you r  own free wi l l .  
. I 5 .  Perhaps th i s  i s  why he was parted from you fo r a whi le, 

that you might have him back for e\'er, 

I6 .  No longer as a slave, but more than a slave, a s  a beloved 

bro t h e r, especia l ly  to me, but how much more to you ,  both in the 
fle s h  a n d  in the Lord. 

17. So if you consider me your partne r, receive h i m  as  )"ou 
wou ld receive me. 

18.  If h e  has wronged you at  a l l ,  or owes you a n yth i ng, charge 

that to mr account; 
19. I Paul write this with my own hand.  I wi 1 1  repay i t  - to sa)" 

noth i n g of your owing me even your own se lf. 

In the Letter to the Co lossians Paul introduces additional  elements :  
s laves must obey wil l i ngly, with fear  of the Lord . They must behave, in 

fact, as if t h e i r  ma ster was Christ. Th eir service will b e  rewa rded - by 

Christ .  M a s ters must  be fair to their sl aves in the knov,;ledge that they 

too ha\'e a l\ fa ster in heaven. A variant ofthis  m essage appears in the 

Letter to t h e  Ephes i a n s  wri tten within a generation of Pau l 's death.' 

P4 Colos s i a n s  3 :u-4 : r  

22. S L:n'cs, o bey i n  everythi ng those that  a rc \"O ur  e a rth l \' 
masters , not with  e:'eservice as men-please rs, but in s i ngleness 

of h e a r t ,  fea ri n g  the Lord. 

2.'>. \X:ha teve r  you r  task, work hearti l:; as sen'ing the Lord a n d  

n o t  men,  
2+ K nowing that  from the Lord you w i l l  receive the inher i ­

t a nce a s  �;o u r  rewa rd : you are sen' ing the Lord C h r i s t .  
25 ,  For t h e  wrongd oer w i l l  b e  p a i d  back for the w r o n g  he  has  

d o n e .  and there i s  n o  part ia l i ty. 

, O n  the authorship and date of the Letter to the Ephesians. see Kummel \ I 97 \ ) ,  ,5--1>6; 
Lincoln \ I 990!, l ,x-Ixxx" ; land on slayes and masters, 4' l-28).  The q uotatlons from 
the Pastoral Ep istles that  follow are also non-Pauline (see n .  t ,  at-o" c l ,  .-'nd , Peter is 
nor t-y the A pmtfe Peter. I t  was composed in Palestine in  the Second Tem rle Period, 
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4:1 .  Masters, treat your s laves justly and fairly, knowing that you 
a lso have a Master in heaven.  

PS Ephesians 6:5-8 

5. Slaves, be obedient to those wh o  a re your earth ly masters, 
with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as to Christ; 

6. Not in the way of eye service, as men-pleasers, but as slaves 
o f  Chr is t, doing the will of God from the hea-n, 

7 .  Rendering service with a good wil l  as to the Lord and not 
to men, knowing that whatever good anyone does, he will 
receive the same from the Lord , whether he is a s lave or free. 

8 .  Masters, do the same to them, and forbear threatening, 
knowing that he who is both their  Master and yours is in heaven , 
and that there is no parti a li ty with Him.  

The a uthor of the letter to  Titus urges s l aves to show submissiveness 
and honesty to the glory of God and i n  expectation of future reward: 

p6 Titus 2.:9-13 

9. Bid s laves to be submissive to their  own masters and to give 
s a ti s faction in every respect; they a re not to be refractory, 

1 0. Nor to pilfer, but to show enti re and true fidelity, so that 
in everything they mal' adorn the doctrine of God our Saviour. 

1 1 . For the grace of God h a s  appea red for the salvation of all  
me n, 

I2.. Training us to renounce irrel igion a nd worldl y  passions, 
a nd to l ive sober, upright and godly l ives in this world, 

I 3 .  Awaiting our blessed hope,  the appearing of the glory of 
our  great God and Saviour Jesus C h ri s t  . . .  

I n  the First  Letter to Timothy, the w riter represents d ishonouring a 
m aster  a s  tantamount to blasphemy. As i f  in tacit recognition that 
resentment among slaves Vias ubiquitous  and i nevitable, he pleads that 
Christ ian m asters (at least?) should be t re ated with respect: 

17 I Timothy 6: r-2. 

1 .  Let all who are under the yoke of s l avery regard their masters 
as worthy of all honour, so that  the n a me of God and the teach­
i n g  may not be defamed. 

2. Those who have bel iev ing m asters  must  not be disrespect-
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ful on the ground that they are brethren; rather, they must serve 
al l  the better, since those who benefit by their service are believ­
ers and beloved. Teach and  urge these duties. 

In I Peter i t  is admitted that masters might be bad. This, however, does 
not  release slaves from the n ecessity of serving willingly a nd patiently. 
As justification of their subordination ,  the author presents Christ's 
l i fe a nd death, the death of a s lave, a s  a model for slaves to fol low, 
evoking the suffering servant of  Isaiah 5 3 :  

p8 I Peter 2 :  r8-2I 

18. Slaves, be submissive to you r  masters with al l  respect, not 
only to the kind and gentle, but a l s o  to the overbearing. 

19. For one is approved if, mindfu l  of God, he endures pain 
while suffering unjustly. 

20. For what credit is it, i f  when you do wrong and suffer for 
it, you take it patiently? But if when you do right and suffer for 
it you take it patiently, you h ave God's approval .  

2I .  For to  this you have been ca l l ed ,  because Christ also suf­
fered for you, leaving you a n  exa m p le ,  that you should fol low i n  
his steps. 

22.. He committed no s in;  no gui le  was found on his lips. 
2). \X'hen he was reviled, he did not  revile in return; when he 

suffered, he did not threate n ;  but h e  'trusted to him who judges 
justly. 

24. He himself bore our  s ins in h is body on the tree, that we 
might die to s in and l ive to righteousness. By his wounds you 
have been healed. 

25 .  For you were snaying like sheep, but ha\'e now returned to 
the Shepherd and Guard ian  of you r  s ouls .  

Ch ristian sl aves,  then, a re to be content  with their condition a nd to 
be wholehearted ly obedient ,  while masters should treat their slaves 
wel l .  These instructions  a re not distinctively Christian. Swic phi loso­
p hers would have agreed that slaves, l ike the rest of  mankind , are a l lot­
ted a role in l i fe, and should be prepared to stay in  it and perform the 
attendant functions wi l lingly. 

There is (of course) a pecu l iarly  Christ ian element in the Pau l ine 
message. Slaves more parti cu larly, but masters too, are given a power­
ful new motivation for being, respectively, obedient and kind. A s lave 
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who serves an earthly master well is serving God well and qualifies  for 
eternal rewards. There i s ,  conversely, a hint that bad slaves are p re­
paring eternal punishment for themselves, for not'honouring a master 
is  d ishonouring Cod. In reminding masters that they too ha�'e a master 
in  heaven, the Pauline a uthors are giving them a veiled warning of pos­
s ible 'disciplinary proceedi ngs' to come. The expectation that the 
Coming of the Kingdom, a nd therefore the moment of reckoning, was 
nigh gave an added piq uancy to this message, while prov id ing an addi­
tional disincentive against social change .. 1 

Slaves and free men, slaves and sons , 

The second strand of Paul 's argument for good maste.r/slave relations 
i s  an appeal to the un ity o f  mankind in the sight of God. This bears 
an obvious resemblance to the Stoic brotherhood of man, but the two 
doctrines a re put to qui te  d i fferent use. The Pauline unity in Christ is  
grafted on to and insepara ble from his escbtological v ision of the 
j udgement of God. 'One in Christ' or 'one in the sight of God' entai ls 
equal access to divine rewards and equal vulnerability to divine pun­
ishments, on the basis of either fa ith or unbelief. Secondly, Paul's 
concept of unity is spel led out more dramatically and provocatively, 
and in more detai l ,  than any Stoic counterpart. I n  the process Paul 
appears to thumb h is nose at all the important social and cultural h ier­
archies of his world,  a s  u p held by laws, conventions and values. The 
slave/free distinction in p articular is treated in a cavalier wa}: The 
Corinthians are told (P2) that  they are at once free men in  Christ ,  s laves 
of Christ and freedmen of Christ. ' Iu risconsultus abesto ! '  If is note­
worthy that the slave/free d i\'i�ion F.gurf'5 in al l  the various l ists of 
those distinctions (of gender, ethnicity, culture and legal condition) 
which are judged to be meaningless i n  the sight of God .6 As follows :  

P9 Galatians 3:2.8 

There is neither Jew nor Greek,  there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither  male and female; for you are al l  one in Christ 
Jesus. 

5 This could, however, work the other way. The millenarian spirit might show itself in  
active moves to ptoduce a Christian community hcre and now on carth on the model 
of the anticipated eschatological community. • On texts 1'9-1 I, sce pp. 6<rn. 
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PlO I Corinth,ia n s  12:  1 3  

Pat/I -

For by o n e  Spir it  we were a l l  baptized into o n e  body - Jews 'or 
Greeks, s laves or free; �nd all were made to d r i n k  of o ne S pirit. 

PI! Coloss ians  3 : I I  
Here there c a nnot be Greek and Jew, circumcised a nd uncir­
cumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free man:  b u t  Christ  i s  a.1I ,  
and i n  a l l .  

I n  the Rom a n  l aw o f  persons the fundamental division was between 
free men and s laves. In  two of his letters Paul introduces a further dis­
tinction which was meaningful in the sight of Roman l aw but not  l isted 
among those j u d ged meaningless in the sight of God,  t hat between 
sons and s laves. Pau l ,  and various Christian thinkers who c a m e  after 
him, exploited the tension between these two terms in law a n d  in the­
ology, in exploring such central doctrinal issues as the rel a tion of  God 
to man, the status of Christ, and the meaning of Christ ian disciplesh ip. 

The Galati a n s  passage (r9) continues in the foHowi n g  way: 

PI2 Galati a n s  3 :29-4:7 

29. And if you a re Christ's, then you are Abra h am's offsp ri ng, 
heirs according to promise. 

I. I m e a n  t h a t  the heir, as long as he-is a ch i ld ,  i s  no better than 
a slave, though he is  owner of al l  the estate; 

2 .  But is under  guardians and trustees unti l  th e d a t e  set by the 
father. 

3. So with us ,  when we were children, we were s l aves to the ele­
mental sp i r i ts of the u niverse. 

4. But when the time had come ful ly, God sent for th h i s  Son, 
born o f  a wom a n ,  born under the law, 

5 .  To redeem those who were under the law, so t h a t  we might 
receive adoption a s  sons.  

6. A n d  because you a re sons, GoJ sent forth the  Spirit  of the 
Son i nto o u r  hea rts, crying 'Abba. Father.' 

7. So t h ro ugh God you are no longer a slave, but a son;  a nd if 
a son, t h e n  an h ei r. 

Slave and s o n  b egin  a s  near status-equals, for whi l e  t he son is an 
infant he is tantamount  to a slave. Bur their paths separate:  the 
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situation of the son improves as he matures and gains his inheritance. 
The great d�vider between slave and son i s  t h e  capacity of the Son to 
i n h erit.  

-

It i s  interesting that Paul chooses the context of guardianship, and 
s pecifical l>' the guardianship of minors, by which to advance his argu­
ment. This is a deliberate choice, to suit  a complex exposition which 
e x ploits technicalities of Roman law. An a l ternative strategy would 
h ave been to' present slaves and sons as equ a l l y  subject to patria potes­
tas. This  might have achieved a s imilar side-e ffect, that of blurring the 
s tatus d istinction between them. But the implications would have been 
unfortunate: a son (that is, a fol lower o f  C h rist) claiming his inheri­
tance by escaping from the potestas of h i s  father (that is, God). 

In sum,  Paul has used Roman l aw as a tool to develop his theology, 
and h a s  used i t  accurately.7 He has captured a t  once the ambiguity of 
t h e  position of  the son qua infant, and the clarity o f  the son's position 
once he has received his inheritance, in both  ca ses by comparing his 
condition with that of a slave. Two and a h a l f  centuries later, 
Lactantius  wi l l  go so far as to claim for a theological  argument on a 
s i m i l a r  subject that it is validated by Rom a n  l aw.8 

For a d ifferent perspective on the son/sl ave distinction we turn to the 
Letter to the Romans. Here sons and s laves a re v irtually interchange­
able.  

I n  Romans 8 we read: 

PI3 Romans 8 : 14-17 

14 .  For a l l  who are led by the Spirit  of God a re sons of God. 
1 5 . For you did not receive the spirit  o f  slavery to fall back into 

fea r, but you have received the spirit  o f  sonship. When we cry, 
'A bba,  Father', 

16. It i s  the Spirit himself bea ring w itness with our spirit that 
we a re children of God, 

17. And if children, then heirs, heirs  of God and fellow-heirs 
with Christ provided we suffer with h i m  i n  o rder  that we may be 
a l so  glori fied with him. 

7 For tutela impuberis, see Buckland ( 1 963) ,  1 4�-3; Zulueta ( 1 9 5 .1 ) ,  voLu, 49-50. 
C. H u m fress has persuaded me that Paul has in m i n d  here Roman iaw rather than 
a n y  other legal system. For legal metaphors in Paul, see Lyall ( 1 984); for sons in Paul, 
sec Byrne ( 1 979) .  

8 See lACTl (ch.  1 4) .  For the influence of Roman law on the Church Fathers, see 
Gaudemet ( 1 975) .  
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Two chapters earlier, however, fol lowets of Christ have been 'set free 
from sin to become s/alJes to God' (6: I 5�2.3,  at 22; 1'14) - and we note 
that a t  the very beginning of the work the a uthor styles himself: -'Paul, 
a slave' of Christ' . : , -

We saw tbt according to Pa ul  i n  ( Corinrhians Christians enjoy i n  
t h e  sight of God the status of slaves, o f  free men and o f  freedmen. We 
c a n  n ow add - of sons. 

Bad slavery, good slavery 

The twin concepts of good slavery a n d  bad s lavery are both well-devel­
ope d  in Paul. In Stoic thought'slavery was a lmost invariably bad.9 Th is 
was  s lavery to the passions a nd emo tions, the mark of fools, or the 
mass of mankind. I t  is the equivalent ,  roughly, of Paul's slavery to s in .  

But whereas good slavery i s  p ro m i nent  in the Old Testament, bad 
s l avery in the Pauline sense is apparent ly  not fu l l y  conceptualized.  
Paul takes over and develops good slaveq; and buiids a fully f-ledged 
Christian doctrine of slavery to sin o n  raw materials provided by the 
Old Testament. Let us look a l ittle m o re c losely at both concepts. One 
i s  e i ther a slave to sin or a sl ave to God. As Paul writes to the Romans: 

PI4 Romans 6 : 1 5-2. 3 
1 5 .  What then? Are we to s i n  beca use we are not under law but 
under grace? By no means! 

r6. Do you not know that if you yield �'oursekes  to anyone as  
obedient slaves, you are s laves of the  one whom you obey, either 

of sin, which leads to death ,  or o f  obed ience, whi ch leads to 

rif!:hteousnes s ?  

1 7 .  But thanks b e  t o  God , tha t  you who were once slaves of 
s in  have become obedient  from the heart to  the standard of 
teaching to which you were c o m mitted; 

18 .  And , h aving been set free from sin,  h a\'e becOfnc slaves of 
ri ghteousness. 

I 9. I am speaking in human  terms,  because of your natural 
l i mitations. For just as you once yielded your members to impur­
it)' and to greater and greater i n iqu itJ; so now yield your  
members to righteousness for sanct ification. 

q For the concept of diakol1os of God in Epictetus, see p.  ! g n . ..  1.  
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20. -When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to 
righteousness. 

21. But then what return did you get from the things of which 
you are now ashamed ? The end of those things is death. 

22. But now that you have been set free from s in  and have 
become slaves of God, the return you get is sanctification and its 
end,  eternal l i fe .  

23.  For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of  God is 
eternal l ife in C hrist Jesus our Lord. 

Thi s  i s  a specifical ly Christian doctrine, in the sense that slavery to 
sin is the condition of non-Christians and pre-Christians as well as 
erring C hristians. The Jews too ;, re caught up in the net. The ancient 
Israel ites saw themselves as redeemed by their God, but in Paul's view 
they needed to undergo a further act of emancipation, because they 
were st i l l  enslaved to the Law (Gal.  4:2.-7 = PIl) .  

The Paul ine i mage of slavery to God or Christ ( 'good' s l avery) has 
several facets or roles. First, it designates leaders. This is  a carryover 
from the Old Testame nt. Paul as slave of God (and C h rist) stands in 
success ion to Moses, Abraham and the patriarchs .  But Christians 
a lso have a new model of a s lave of God before them in Christ  himself 
(p7, cf. P I 5 ,  below). Secondly, all Christians a re slaves of  God, just as 
all  the a ncient Israel ite s  were - for i f  not slaves of God, then slaves to 
s in .  Thirdly, C h ristians serve their neighbours. Both the leadership 
and the rank-and-file members of  the Christian community play this 
role. Paul  calls h im self not only a slave to God, but a s lave to all 
Chri stians_ 

So much for the functions served by good siavery in the d iscourse of 
Paul.  But wha t  does s lavery in these contexts mean? 

The defining characteristic of good s lavery is humil i ty, o bedience, 
devotion.  This appl ies  whether the object of service i s  God or one's 
fellow men,  and it fits equally those who have a leadership function 
and o rd i n a ry C hristians. To be sure, the epithet 's lave of God', when 
applied to a leader, c arried a specia l  stamp of authorit)c When Paul 
opened h i s  letter to the Romans with 'Paul, a slave of Jesus Christ', 
he was c la iming for h i mself a specia l ly privileged position. But then, 
all those who served the Christ ian  God were in some sense 
selected out from the mass of humanity, 'ca l ied to h i s  purpose' 
(Rom. 8 : 2 8 ;  cf. 29-5°; Matt. 2.2.: 1 4 ) .  They could al l  claim status-by-
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association. lo More�)Ver, as we saw, Paul put th i s t i tle,  this  priv ilege, 

into perspective by insisting that the slave of G od was also the slave 

of a l l .  
. -

The'idea t h a t  thos� i n  a position of authority must  serve thf'  hum­
blest may not h ave pleased the higher-status mem bers of the  early 
Christian com m u n it ies ,  for example, at Corinth .  But Pa u l  is ins istent 
that the inj u nc tion to serve applies to all Christ ians ,  wherever they 

stand i n  die social hierarch}; or the Church hierarchy - the latter is a 
h ierarchy of service. 

Slavery, the n ,  s ign ified absolute obedience and h u m ility. The Old 
Testament roots of this doctrine are clear. That man was created to 
serve God wa s already a key Jewish idea . To proceed beyond t h is ,  as 
we must, we h ave to confront Christian teachi n g  on i ncarnation,  cru­
cifixion and sa l vation. Paul  writes to the Ph i l ippi a n s : 

P I S  Ph ilippians 2 : 5-12 

5 .  Have this  mind among yourse lves , which you h a\'(� i n  Christ 
Jesus,  

6. Who, though he was in  the form of  God,  did n ot count 
equal ity w ith God a thing to be grasped, 

/.  But empti ed h imself, taking the form of a slave, being born 

in the lik eness of men; 
8.  And be ing found in  human form h e  h u m bled h i mse lf  and 

became obed ient even unto death, ewn death o n  a cros s. 
9. The refore God has highly exalted h im and bestowed on h im 

the  name which is  above every name, 
10. Th at at  the  name of Jesus every k ne e  should bow, in  

heaven and on e<,nh and under the earth , 

1 1 .  And e\'erl' tongue c�nfess that Jesu5 C::h r i s t  is Lord. to the 
glory of God the Fa ther. 

Ch rist beca me a 5 I a\'(' a n d  died a sl ave's death. The respon se of  

mank i nd to th is  act  of self-humil iat ion (ouid only  be the  
acknowledgement o f  i t s  ut ter  dependence upon C o d .  The language of  

s l a\-ery might seem en t i reh- appropriate fo r (h i s .  Christ 's death, 
however, was nor the end. for Christ was glori fied . Fo r his fol l owers 

too there was a reward in p rospect. Humi lity and a b a sement before 
God were the p a t h  of s al \'ation. 

iI' Sec ,\ ia rrin ( 1990:. \ 1 ;  cf. 46. 
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To sum up:  slavery in Paul, good slavery, means  obedience and 
h umil ity towards God and towards men. It carr ies a cerrain cachet, 
and  it i s  the key to salvation. 1 1  

Slavery and society 

Paul was a Christian theologian steeped in the Jewish scriptures and 
law. He also d rew ideas from classical philosophy, even if second-hand 
and in a n  attenuated form. These influences, when fused with Paul's 
own h istorical experience and perception of the social  and ideological 
context, produced the distinctive mix which i s  Paul ine slave theory. If 
it is true that this theory is inseparable from the h i storical context, it 
is  by no means easy to decide how Paul (and h i s  fol lowers) read con­
temporary Graeco-Roman society and the role o f  siavery within it. 
There is a problem in trying to identify speci fic a ttitudes to the prac­
tice and ideology of slavery, or a Pauline 'world-view', in occasional 
letters whi ch were intended by their author(s) to regulate fledgeling 
Christian communities and facilitate Christian d iscipleship in an alien 
world. It has nevertheless been suggested that P:lUI's use of the meta­
phor of s lavery  betrays the influence of particu lar  a spects of the func­
tioning of s lavery as an institution, specifically, t h e  phenomenon of 
upwardly mobile slaves. These were slaves who exercised power 
because they served powerful people (emperors, courtiers, aristocrats) 
and for n o  other reason. In due course they bec a me powerful freed­
men, and  the i r  families, if they had famil ies,  eve n tu a lly penetrated the 
upper o rders of  society. A consequence of focus in g  on great imperial 
freedmen such as the emperor Claudius' PaIlas a n d  Narcissus might 
be to e mphasize slavery as a mark of high status rather than as a 
symbol of humi l it}: i2 

But was ( legal) slavery associated in Pau l 's m i nd predominantly 
with an i deology of success? Slavery for most s laves was highly unde­
s irable and  a nything but an avenue of upWard mobility. i 3  In so far as 

11 See Mart in ( 1 990). 12  As does Martin ( 1 990). II Cf. /'vlartin ( 1 990), e.g. 142: 'The ultimate goal o f  Pa u l 's rhetoric is  to challenge the 
tradit ional l i n kage between h igh-sta tus indicators and leadersh ip  within the 
Ch urch . ' See also Judge ( ' 981.) ( 1 984). Other recent contributions include Theisscn 
( 1 982);  1\1ors h a l l  ( 1 987). 

My impression i s  that the pendulum has swung too far towards Paul as  a self·con­
SciOllS social radica l .  Specifically, I see l i tt le sign in the letters that Paul was seeking 
to undermine the position of those who were powerfu l in Corinthian society (and in 
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Paul (and his - fol lowers) had somethi n g  positive to offer the good 
(Ch ristian)  slave in this life, it boiled d ow n  to  the message that a slave 
could be a ssured that in rendering  good s ervice to his  master, good or 
bad,  he was serving Christ - and even fol lowing Christ's example, 
where he was suffering under a cruel master. 

There is another, perhaps more important i ssue, to do not with the 
i mpact of society on Paul's theology, but with the reverse ,  the impact 
of h i s  doctrines on society. There was a larg e  gap between Christian 
d octrines, notably, the equality of all in the s ight of God, and the 
val ues of the secular world. We wou ld  l i ke to know how far this 
created social tensions in the emergin g  Christian communities, 
whether Paul exacerbated these tensions by his preaching and his style 
of l ife, and if so whether he did so se lf-consciously.14 

There are signs, for example i n  the references in I Cori nthians I I : S  
t o  women who pray and prophesy, that  some Christians understood 
Pau l 's message to be that the churc h  was  already in some sense 
eschatoiogical, and that the structure of the  C hristian community and 
socia l  relat ionships therein should retlect the egalitar ian principles 
governing the eschatological church.  If  th i s  was the case, Paul appears 
to h ave reacted against this tendency which he had encouraged, prob. 
ably unwittingly. I S  It is  noticeable that the  m�i1/woman distinction of 

any case he was addressing only those representat i"es  o f  i t  who were in the Chri st ian 
commun ity), or that compla ints were levelled a t  h i m  on this score . He for his rart 
singles our for criticism, apart from immora l it)" in-fight i ng within the Christian com­
m unity, bur none of the examples of disunity in Corinth that he gives points clearly 
to antagonism between social and economic unequa!s. 

Criticisms of Pa,,1 were of a personal n a ru re,  to do with his style as a rreacher and 
his style o f  l ife, speci fically, his opting for a trade a s  an a lternative to rece,,·ing money 
from the Christian communit): That in becom i ng self-supporting Paul was deliber· 
a tely  cha l lenging the prevai l ing, conservative va l u e-system is only one interpretation 
and not necessarily the most plausible one. 

Criticisms by ?ml: diviSIOns: I Cor. I :  I I ;  3 :  3 :  4:6-7; I I:  I 8 etc; who was leader, Paul 
or anoth er ' : I Cor. 1 : 12;  cf. 3:4-6; going to law: r Cor. 6: 1-6.; sacrincial meat: I Cor. 
1 :8 ;  cf. to: 08-32. ! do not accept that this last m a t ter was a ·class issue'. Nor IS i t  self· 
e vident or an attractive option that Paul means by the weak, as  e .g.  in 1 Cor. 9 : H ,  
members o f  the lower classes. 

14 There is  legal  (but not literary) evidence for free men se l l i ng themselves into s lavery 
to escape debt and pm·err); or to obtain 2 responsibl e  pOS! in a household (by pre­
a rrange ment') .  See Ramin and Veyne ( 1 98 , ) .  There is no !!kelihood that the status of 
slave was actively sought after by a signi ficant n u mber of people for its 'career poten ­
tia l ' . 

15 There a re traces of mil lenarianisrn in I Cor inth i a ns (e .g.  1 Cor. 7: 2 5 ,  3 L) But Paul i s  
a lso crit ical  of those who behave as if the K ingd om of God i s  already here. (1 Cor. 4 :  
8 ) .  



Paul 

Galatians 3 :28 is dropped from the paraliel passages in , later letters 
(P9-I I ) .  In contrast with the letter to the G alatians, alive with the 
mi l lenarian spirit and the associated idea of equality, I Corinthians is 
concerned with practical issues of ecclesias�ical  politics and Christian 
mora l ity. The instructions issued to slaves and masters (among; others) 
in this  and  other letters suggest that Paul a n d  those who succeeded 
h i m  in positions of leadership were now pursui n g  the relatively 
modest a im of putting Christian ethical norms into operation within 
existin g  social structures. Those instructions, as we saw, included 
!1othing  that could have threatened the social structure of slavery. It 
m ight even be suggested that they contained the recipe for its survival 
and  future strength. Both sides of the relatioriship had  been given, in 
the prospect of future rewards and the threat of future punishments, 
an i mportant new motive for making slavery work a nd work well .  

I t  may still be asked whether it was poss i ble to forge a Christian 
community i n  which people related to each other in the spi rit of 
h u m i l ity/humil iation and service after the pattern of Christ (cf. Phi! .  
2 : 5 )  without subverting exisring social structures. Perhaps Paul's 
outlook was no better i ntegrated and no more i nternally consistent 
than that of Philo. 

1 8 8  



Section 3 

Church Fathers 

Introduction: Ambrose and Augustine 

\'<'hen Augustin e  arrived in l\1i lan in 384 as th e  newly appointed pro­
fessor o f  rhetoric, he was entering t h e  'kingdom'  of Ambrose. 

A mbrose was a lready the dominant force in that city, then the imper­

i al capital  of the West, and was soon to co mplete the rout of the 
Arians a nd their supporters at court l ed by the Empress Justina. 

Ambrose was in the twelfth year of h i s  episcopacy. Augu stine, at 30, 
wa s  fou r teen years his jun ior  and sti l l  d eep in h i s  spiritual quest, 

ha\·ing l a tely abandoned the certainties of Manichaeism for the scep­
ticism of Cicero's New Academ): His deci s i o n  to becom e  a catechu­

men did not reflect a bu rgeoning Chri sti a n  fa i th .  I 

'And I came to Milan . . .  to A mbrose  t h e  bishop'  ( Confessions 
5 . 1) .23 ) .  Augustine in the Confessions is vague about the ir  relation­
sh ip. The b ishop gave a poli te reception to the pro tege of Symmachus, 

p refect of the city of Rome, but afrer t h i s  l i tt le that  is concrete 
e merges. A m brose was out of reach , engaged in po\'\'er politics, 

couned by importa n t  people, unresponsiw t o  th ose who wOllld learn 
from h i m :  

\X'hen he read; his eyes trawlled over the page a n d  his hea n sought out the 

sense, bur voice and tongue \\'ere silent.  No one was forbidden to approach 

him, nor was it  his custom to require that " i s i tors should be a n nounced: but 
when We came in  to him we often saw him reading, and alwavs to himself; and 

after we had sat lung i n  si lence, unwilling to interrupt a work on which he was 
so intent,  we wou ld depart apin.  (Confessions 6.} . 3) 

I These evems arc well covered in the secondar)' l i terature. See e.g. Courcelle ( [950); 
Brown ( 1 96-) ;  Matlhews ( 19:' 5 ) .  



Ambrose and Augustine 

The influence of Ambrose on Augustine in bringing him t� 
Catholicism and laying down a strong doctrinal base was immense . In 
later years, when Augustine was looking for su;pport In the struggle 
against heresy, particularly Peiagianism,  i t  was to the authority of 
A mbrose above all that he turned. But Augustine was Ambrose's pupil 
at  Milan only in the sense that he l i stened regularly to his sermons, 
i mbibing his learning and admiring h i s  rhetoric. The two were 
unequals in  family background, culture a nd education. The best 
education available in north Africa to one  of curial origin from a small 
town in the backblocks of Numidia could not stand up against an 
upper-class education in  the city of Rome, purchased by a top Roman 
administrator, a praetorian prefect of th e  Gauls ,  for a son who would 
h imself pursue a career in the bIreaucracy for a time, as governor of 
Emil ia  and Liguria. Ambrose unl ike Augustine read G reek easily, and 
d rew extensively in his sermons and treatises on the works of pagan 
philosophers and Greek Fathers. 

Ambrose's accumulated learning was prodigious. Augustine had 
read less but asked more search i n g  q uestions of the text. Their 
responses to the queries of Ambrose's successor-to-be as bishop of 
M ilan,  Simplicianus, cover s imi lar  territory but quite different skills 
and approaches are in play. Rather than engaging in a frontal attack 
o n  [ Cor. 7:I 3 which Simplic ianus had  asked him to elucidate, 
A m b rose uses it as a springboard for launch ing a Christianizing 
vers ion of the Stoic paradox that freedom lies with wise and good men 
and slavery with the foolish and bad (Ep. 7) .  Augustine's De dit'ersis 
quaestionibus ad Simplicianum i ncludes a discussion of Romans 9 on 
the d isplacement of Esau by Jacob and of Jews by Christians. 
Augustine sees the problem, acknowledges i ts seriousness, and wres­
tles with it tenaciously, exploring al l  its angles. It was Augustine, not 
Ambrose, who eventua l ly constructed o n  a Pauli ne base a new theol­
ogy revolving around grace, freedom, s i n  and predestination. And it 
was Augustine who arrived at a new synthesis on slavery, which drew 
on the discussions of predecessors s uch as Ambro�e, but was not 
envisaged by them. Ambrose, while deal ing with the same raw materi­
a l s  (especially the sin of Adam and the Old Testament enslavements) 
remained locked into the thought-world of  Philo. Philo saw nothing 
problematic in the enslavements of  Esau and Canaan, and neither did 
A mbrose. 

190 
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Ambrose 

Preliminaries 

Three treatmems of  the Stoic para dox Et'er), Good Mall is Free, Euery 

Bad Man a S/aue have survived from antiqu ity. They were composed 
not by professional Stoic ph i losophers ,  but br an eclectic (Cicero) ,  a 
Jew (Philo) and a Christian (Ambrose) .  In this  chapter I make the th i rd 
of the sequence the focal point  o f  a study of the ideas on sl avery of i ts 
a uthor, who was bishop of M ilan from 374 to 397. In choosing th i s  
option I am following my pre ferred procedu re of  basing m y  analys i s  
o n  extended Jiscussions (where they are  available) rather than  o n  
sundry isolated fragments. I n  t h i s  case, there i s  the additional  
consideration that in  Ambrose we h ave a sch olar who was steeped in  
and responsive to  pagan classical  a s  wel l  as  sacred lea rning, and  who 
spoke with many voices, so that  at  one m o ment he can sound l ike 
Plato, at another Aristotle - o r  Cicero, or Ph i  1o, or Paul. or Epictetus . 1  

I Platonic man I S  like God i n  respect o f  h i s  rational element (also Stoic), see Hex. 
6.42 = CSEL )2. 1 .2 14; Exp. Ps, t I 8 .  r6 = CSEL 62.2 1 2f . :  cf. Tim.1ws 8ge-90a. See a l so 
Fug. 5.Ice. 127 = CSEL 32.2. r78 ( s imi larity w i th God ) .  See Dudden ( 1 9 .15 ) ,  1 1-'  ,. 

Stoic al1d Ciem",ian: Dc ,\'oc 94 = CSEL , 2. 1 .48 , , k inship of a l l  mw); De off 
3 .28 = Bibl. Amb. 1 3 . 290 (wa l king in ster w i;h nature' :  ete. This last work was of 
course modelled on the Stale- influenced De of(. of Cicero. of ",ham he was a n  

admirer a n d  imitator. 
Pow/ine: Exhort. L';rg. 3 = PI. 1 6 . ; 5 2  I,u n i versa l i s m ) ;  [p. j6 . r9-U = CSEL 

8Lro.2. r 3-r6 (Joserh as h u m ble sbve of bad ma>ter; etc. l ;  and sec nelo\\'. 
The references to Ambrose on s lm-err a re useful l,' as sembled in  K lein ( 1 988). There 

i s  d btief discussion in Dudden ( 1 9 3 5 ) ,  ,·o! . 11, 544- 5 .  This work rema ins a splendiJ 
i n troduction to Ambrose. For A m brose and rh do, see ,\!adee ( 1 9741 ;  5a\'on ( 1 9�5 )  
( ' 9�-) ( 1 984); Soda no ( r 975 1 ;  Lucenesi i I 977) ;  l" ik ipro\\'e1'-kv i 1 98 1 ) .  Other work on 
Amhrose includes Idaes \ 1 96 - ) .  

On slavery i n  other Christian t h i n kers. sec Rupprecht I r974 1 .  who however omits  
A mbrose. 
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The Letter to Sinwlic:anus (Ep.7) - for this is the outward form of his 
treatise on the p�radox - affords u s  the best chance of seeing if any 
d i st inctive Ambrdsian doctrine emeiges from the blending of so many 
d i sparate elements. 

Of the three treatises, that of Ambrose is clearly the most 'contam­
i nated'. Yet it  owes a hea\'Y debt to Phi lo's work, differing from it 
mainl), in the provision of a Chri s t ian superstructure and in a more 
emhus'iastic employment of Bibl ical  i l lustrations and quotations. 
Ambrose makes a point of preferring  Old Testament and, less often, 
specifically Christian, exempla to traditional Stoic material drawn 
from 'the books of the philosophers or  the ascetics of India, and the 
h i ghl>� praised answer which Calanus  gave Alexander when he told 
h i m  to follow him' (Ep. 7 . 34 ) .2 B u t  Stoic doctrine on the nature of 
slavery and freedom provides the so l id  core of the piece. There are two 
brief intrusions of al ien doctrine, Phi lonic  and Pauline, which inter­
rupt the flow of the argument. These wi l l  engage our attention after 
the Stoic basis of the treatise ha, been established . 

A Stoic hase 

Ambrose's starting-point is  h is  friend 's professed uncertainty over 1 
Cor. 7 :23 ,  where Paul 'summons us from slavery into freedom' with 
the words: 'You have been bought with  a price; do not become slaves 
of men.' Ambrose glosses this  i n  the fol lowing way: 

AMBI Epistlliae 7.4 

In  this he shows that our freedo m  is in Christ, our freedom is in 
the knowledge of w isdom. This [se. latter] doctrine has been 
greatly tossed arouniand batted about by phi losophers in ener­
getic d ispute, as they assert tha t  'every wise man is free', but that 
'every fool is  a slave ' .  

Despite t h e  disclaimer that for contempt of death he does /lot draw on the traditional 
(pagan) sources, Ambrosc presents versions both of the letter of Calanus (an Indian 
Gy mnosophist) to Alexander. and of his verbal replv, as follows: 'Of what kind of 
praise do I seem worthy, if you ask me !D return to Greece .l ncl 1 can be compelled to 
do what I do not want to do? 't'our words are truly fi!led with authorit)" hut my mind 
i s  more tilled with l ihertl'.' er. Philo. EGl>! 92-6. 

Ambrose's preferred examples of contempt of death are martyrs ranging from the 
daughter of Abraham and the sons of the Mace,bees to Theda, Agnes and, espe· 
cialh; Peiagia. See Ep. " . .  16-8 = CSEL 82 . ' 0. [ .6 ' -2 .  
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Ambrose has wasted no time i n  i ntroducing the Stoic paradox a n d  
fUsi ng i t  with Pauline doctr i n e .  P a  ul and the phi losophers were talk ing  
about the  same thing.  But  lest i t  b e  thought that th� ph ilosophers 
began anything, their sayi ng was anticipated by Solomon,  wh i l e the 

virtues of their wise man needed to be complemented a nd topped u p  
w i t h  Christian virtues :  

A\IB2 Epistl/[ae 7.5 

This was said long b e fo re by Solomon i n  the words: 'A fool 
changes l ike the m oo n . '  A wise man i s  not shattered by fear, o r  
changed by power, o r  elated b y  good fortune, or  overwhelmed by 
sadness. Where there is w isdom there are sttength of spirit and 

perseverance and forti tude. The wise man i s  constant in sou l , not  
deflated or  elated b�' changing events. He does not  toss l ike a chi ld ,  
carried about by every w i nd of  doctrine, but remains perfected in 

Christ ,  grounded by cha ri ty, rooted in faith. The wise man i s  neve r  
idle and experiences no chan gi ng states o f  mind. B u t  he  wili shine 

l ike the Sun of j ust ice tha t  s hi n es in the kingdo m  of His Father. 

Ambrose locates the s o u rc e  of t h i s  phi losophy in the actions of the 
bi blical wise men Noah a nd lsaac in punishing folly w ith slaver}: 

There fol lo\\'s (in chapters 6-8)  t h e  fi rs t  of the two i ntrusions referred 
to abo\'e: it i s  the cou n terpart  to Philo's Esau chapter in EGM (rH9; 

and below) .  
A fter th i s  diversion A mbrose returns  to  the  main argument o f  the 

letter/treatise, One m ight h ave expected early in the work, perhaps 

n o\\', a defin i tion of s L l\'ery, fol l owing  Philo's example (PH I ) ,  Ambrose 
has such a passage, but i t  i s  c l u m s i l y  i n serted in the middle, He t a l ks 
as Philo does of the t\\'o (\'PCS o f  s l avery and the i ns ign i ficance o r  i rrel­
e \,:l llCe of one tYpe, s la\'ery of the body, as opposed to the other, slavery 
of the m i n d :  

'\ \\B 3 E/Jistu[ile 7 ·1.4 
Sla\'en' i s  t\\'ofold, one of the body and the other of rhe soul , 

men bei ng masters of the  bod \', but s i n  and pass ion  masters of  
the  soul ,  and from these  o n ly freedom of spirit frees a man so 
that he i s  del i\'ered from h i s  s l a\'err 

Ambrose launches the n1 J i n  a rgument of the treatise with a d iscus­
s ion of what makes a s l ave. T h i s  begi ns \\' i th and rn'oh'es arou nd a 
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gnomic utterance whose pedigree i s  problematic (and will be discussed 
a l i ttle later), but which might be read i n  a Stoic way: 'Natura does not 
make a slave but foll y  does . .  .' He goes on to elucidate this dictum 
with reference to the story of ]oseph, whose sinless soul and spectac­
ular record as Pharaoh's right-hand m a n  demonstrated that he was 
' real ly'  a free man, though in law a slave. Esau is mentioned first but 
quickly dropped in favour of ]oseph,  vi rtue and career-success not 
being his hallmarks. The passage runs paral lel to the sect!an in EGM 
whe re Philo, probably following e a rl ier  Stoic models, is arguing that 
true slavery cannot be identified by means of the conventional identi­
fying characteristics of servitude. Philo does not use the example of 
]oseph here,3 but supplies Ambrose with other motifs, like the lions 
who dominate their buyers (EGM 40) , The section reads (in part) : 

AMB4 Epistulae 7.9-IJ (part) 

9. Thus natura does not make a m a n  a slave but folly does, just 
as manumission does not m a ke a man free but wisdom does. 
Esau was born free but became a s l ave. ]oseph was sold into 
slavery but he was raised to power that he might rule those who 
had purchased him .  Yet he did not s l ight his obl igation to work 
zealously; he clung to the h eights o f  virtue; he preserved the 
freedom of innocence, the stronghold of blamelessness. So the 
Psalmist beautifully says: ']oseph was sold into slavery. They 
bound his feet with fetters ' [ Ps. 104 : I7-18J .  ' He was sold into 
slavery', he says. But he did n o t  become a slave. 'They bound his 
feet',  but not his soul . . .  

10. How is his soul bound when he says:  'The iron pierced his 
soul' [Ps. I04: 1 8J?  Although the souls of  others were pierced 
with sin (iron is s in,  because it pierc�s within) , the: soul of 
blessed Joseph did not l ie open to s i n ,  but pierced through sin . . .  

1 1 . How was he a slave, the m a n  who showed the princes of 
his people how to regulate the corn supply, so that they knew 
beforehand and made prov i s ion for the coming famine? Or was 

J A mbrose has a great deal to say about Joseph elsewhere. [n Etl. 36, at 19 cf. >3 = CSEL 
8>. 10.2.. 1 3 ,  I5-16, Joseph becomes a model of the faithful slave who serves a bad 
master. Joseph's role in Egypt is remin iscent of that of Diogenes the Cynic in Stoic 
l iterature e.g. Epictetus: Diogenes is said to have taken o\'er his master's affairs and 
the instruction of his sons (cf. Epictectus 4 . 1 . I  1 6 ) .  Ambrose does not use Diogenes, 
though Philo does. 

I 94 



Ambiose 

he a slave, the man ,whe took possession of the whole country of 
Egypt and reduced jts entire population to s la\'ery? . . . 

12. A sale did not make a slave ofh
-
im, though he was sold to 

tradeirs . . . 
' 

q. But why do we take g reat pains to assert this? Do we not 

commonly see parents ran so m ed by their children when they 
have falkn into the power of pirates or savage barbarians? A re 
the laws' of ransom stronger than the laws of nature? [s filial 
piety being forced into s l aver y ?  There are merchants of l ions, yet 
they do not rule them, but when they see them angrily shake 

their shaggy masses from their neck they flee and seek shel ter. 
The mobey whi�h purchased these masters for them makes no 
difference, nor do the auctio n  tables on which the buyer is gener­

ally judged and sentenced. A contract [se. of sale] does not 
change one's status nor take away the freedom that goes with 

wisdom. Many free men a re s ervants of a wise slave and he is  a 
wise slave who ruies his  foolish m�sters . . .  

17. Not only is the person free who has not fallen to the 

buyer's bid, nor seen the finger raised, but that man rather is free 

who is free within himself, free by the law of nature, knowing 
that the law of nature h a s  been spelled our i n  terms of moral­

it}; not status, and that one's d uties are measured out in accor­
dance not with human decision, but with the regul ations of 
nature . . .  

[n the twenty remaining chapters A mbrose deviates little from the 

Christianiz.ing Stoic cou rse ini tiated in the opening sections: the 
wise/free man has nothi ng on his conscience; he is victor in the ba ttles 

that count, oVer tear  (particu l ariy o;-death), lust and the passions a nd 

vices in genera l ;  he is law-abiding, strong and immovable. 

A dose of Philol Aristotle 

AMB5 Epistulae 7 .6-8 (pa rt) 

6. Let us co ns ider the source of that philosophy from which the 
patriarchs drew their w isdom and learning_ Was not Noah the 
first to curse his son when he learned that Ham had in folly made 

fun of his nakedness: ' Cursed be Ham; he shal l  be a hOllse­
hold slave to his brethren' ,  and he put as masters over him his 
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brothers, who with wisdom knew thatchey should respect their 
father's years. 

-

7. Did not Jacob, that source of al l  wisdom, who by reason of 
his wisdom was preferred to his elder brother, pour an abun­
dance of this reasoning i nto the hearts of ai l ?  Although the 

devoted father felt a father's affection for both his sons, he 
j udged each differently _ . .  He bestowed grace on one and pity 
on the other, grace on the wise and pity on the foolish. Because 
he [se. Esau) could not rise to v irtue by means of his own 
resources, or make any adv;lnce on his own initiative, he [se. 
Isaac) gave him the bless ing of serving his brother, of being his 
slave, showing that fol ly is worse than slavery, which would be a 
remedy for him, because a fool cannot rule himself, and if he 

does not have someone to control him, he will be destroyed by 
his des ires . 

8. After d ue deli beration the devoted father made h im his 
brother's slave so that he would be guided by the other's pru­
dence . . .  So he put a yoke on the foolish one as on an unruly 
man, and he denied freedom to one who he decreed must l ive by 

his sword. He put his brother over him so that he might not sin 
by his temerity, but that, being subject to this authority and 
limitations, he might come to repentance. Slavery, you see, draws 
a distinction (some are weak  o f  necessity though strong of 

purpose, because that i s  more beautiful which is done not of 

necessity but wil lingly) ,  and  so he put on him the yoke of neces­
sit), and later secured for him the blessing of w i l l ing subjection . 

This is an elaborated version o f  the summary pa ragraph in Ph ilo's 

EGM in which he refers to the enslavement of Esau (PH9) . Desp ite the 
evocation of the wise/fool ish d i s t i nction,  the folly in  question, l ike the 

remedy for it, has an Aristolel i a n  rather than a Stoic flavour. In dis­
cussing Stoicism, I l ooked for but fai led to find a formulat ion along 
these lines in the Stoic literature.  To a Stoic, a fool is  someone who has 

lost control in  an area which was h i s  to govern:  he has allowed h i mself 
to be dom i nated by h i s  pass ions and emotions. In  Ambrose the fool is 
someone with permanent mental  and m oral d eficienc ies, who needs to 

be ens laved and would benefit by being  enslaved . Ambrose has trans­
ported a (Stoic) distinction between morally wise and foolish men into 
an (Aristotelian) world where the latter a re subjected to the former in 
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a legal slave/master relationship beneficial to both parties. The trans ­

action is i l legitimate - the Stoic doctrine cannot be poured into a n  
Aristotel ian mould and reta in its identity - whether Ambrose real izes 
i t or not. 

Ambrose was not the first  to carry  out  th is  experiment. Philo h a d  
done s o  before him, a n d  Ambro s e  s tays close to Phi lo i n  Letter 7 .  But  
does Ambrose venture a s  far as phi lo d i d ?  We saw that Philo went on 
in other treatises to produce a religious version of the natural s lave 
thesis, attributing to God the creation of two natures, one, the infe­
rior, a s lave nature. We should not perhaps expect such a develop­
ment in Letter 7, because i t  i s  a l s o  absent in Philo's EGM, and i t  i s  
the EGM that Ambrose i s  followin g  h ere. And in fact i n  Letter 7 
Ambrose's attention does not  s t ray beyond the main actors in the 
drama, the father and his  sons. However, he has another, more 
detai led d iscussion of Esau's enslave ment ,  in De Jacob, wh ich differs 
in i mportant details - though n o t  in the final  episode, wh ich is tol d  
i n  th is way: 

AMB6 De Jacob et vita beata 3 . I I  

Nevertheless, Esau brought i t  about by his demands and 
entreaties that he did receive a blessing, bUi such a blessing a s  
was i n  agreement a n d  cor respondence with the earlier one,  
namely that he should serve h i s  brother. Indeed the one who 
could not command and ru le the other ought to have served h im,  
in order to  be ruled by the o ne who was  more wise. It  was  not  
the role of the ho ly  patri arch to de l i "er h i s  own son to  the 
ignoble state of slavery. But s ince he had two sons, one without 
moderation and the other moderate and wise, in order to take 
care for both l ike a good fathe r, he placed the moderate son over 
the son without moderation, and  he ordered the foolish one to  
obey the one who was wise. For the foolish man  cannot of  h is 
own accord be a disc ip le  o f  virtue or persevere in his intent ,  
because the fool changes l ike t h e  moon . Isaac was right to  deny 
Esau freedom to make his own choices: else he m igh t drift like a 
ship in the waves without a helmsman: 

• A m brose discusses the affair i n  a letter t o  O rontianus ,  fp. 2 0  . .\-8. At  6, he reaffirms 
Esau's folly and incapacity and the heneficial effects of slavery on him. In this as  in 
the other passages Ambrose makes clea r that slavery was envisaged as a permanent 
remedy for Esau's condition. The best thar  Esau could hope for was for compulsory 
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Ambrose here admits that there was something that needed explai!"\­
ing in a patriarch '5 act of i mposing the degenerate condition of stavery 
on his own son. Yet the enslavement was a blessing, the act of a pious 
father who perceived that slavery was a benefit for'a man of foHy'(and 
of 'parricidal madness', cf. 2. .5 ) ,  i ncapable of pursuing virtue on his 
own accord or of persevering in such an undertaking. 

Earlier Ambrose had allowed h imself  to probe behind the scenes, to 
ask h imself what forces were operatin g  behind the patriarch. In the 
first instance, a 'pious mother' :  

AMB7 De Jacob et vita beata 2. ,2..6 

However, Rebecca did not prefer one son to af,jother son, but a 
just son to an unjust one. And i nd eed, with that pious mother, 
God's mysterious plan was more i mportant than her offspring. 
She did not so much prefe r  J acob to this brother; rather, she 
offered him to the Lord, for she knew that he could protect the 
gift that the Lord had bestowed.  In the Lord she took counsel 
also for her other son; she w ithdrew h i m  from God's disfavour, 
lest he incur graver culpabil ity if he lost the grace of the bless­
ing he did receive. 

Rebecca, in preparing for the s upersession ef the older by the 
younger brother, was walking in step with the divine plan, She was 
only dimly aware of the content of the plan - referred to regularly as 
a mysterium or an orawlurn - but it clearly involved more than the 
fa mi ly  of Isaac.5 With the benefit of hind sight, Ambrose fiBs in the 

main outl ines, making free use of a l legory: Jacob's gift of sheep fore· 

s l avery to gi\'e way £0 willing slavery (The talk  of wi l l ing slavery seems to introduce 
a th ird 'source' besides AristotlefPhiio and Stoici sm , namely, PauL) 

In  Ep. 20 as in Ep. 7 Ambrose stays with the father and his sons in discussing the 
incident itself. He does however treat the d i fferent fortunes of Esau and jacob as a 
p a radigm for Jewish slavery (to the Law) and Christian freedom (arising out of the 
promise). 

There is an implicit comparison in A m brose's treatment between Esall and the 
barbarians, both being violent and warlike. For b a rbarians, see e.g. Ep. 5 1 . 5  = CSEL 
8 2 . 1 0.2.62; 76.20 = CSEL 82,!0. 3 . 1 20; w ith Abr. 2..28 = CS EL 32. .1 .584-6; with 
Cracco Ruggini (1968); Pavan ( 1 978 ) ;  B i anch ini ( r987), 241-6. 

1 On Rebecca, cf. De Isaac "et ani"", 4 . 1 8  = CSEL 32..1.°5 5 :  'Now Rebecca conceived 
and by her patience undid the knot of sterility. let us consider what her prophetic and 
apostol ic soul brought to birth and how. "She went to consult the lord" [Gen. 25:11J, 
because the children leapt up in her womb, and received the reply. "Two nations are 
in your womb" lGen. 25:231 .  For of herself she presumes nothing but invokes God a s  
supreme protector of h e r  counsels; filled w i t h  peace a n d  pie�; s h e  jo ins two nations 
rogether by her faith and by prophec)' and encloses them in her womb, so to speak.' 
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tells the ( l ife and) death of Christ, and the tr�nsfer of the clothi n g  
from older to younger b rother symbolizes the displacement of the syn­
agogue by the Church: 

AMS8 De Jacob et {'ita beata 2.2 .8-9 (part) 

8.  Jacob went to h i s  sheep and brought blameless offspring, that  
i s ,  the gifts foretold in  holy p rophecy; for he believed that n o  
food was sweeter t o  the patri a rch than Christ,  who was l ed l i ke 
a sheep to the slaughter and like a lamb to be a victim .  He j udged 
that this was a u seful nour ishment both for his relatives and for 
the people , of which he was a symbol, for through it there was 
to come the forgiveness  of s ins. 

9. Accord ingly, Jacob received h is brother 's cloth ing, because 
he excel led the e lder i n  wisdom. Thus the younger brother {Ook 
the clothing of the elder b ecause he was con spicuous i n  ::he merit  
of h i s  fa ith. Rebecca presented this cloth ing as a symbol of the 
Church; she gave to the you nger son the clothing of the Old 
Testament, the prophet ic  and priestly cloth ing, the royal D avid i c  
clothing, the clothing of  t h e  kings Solomon and Ezechias and 
Josias, and she gave i t  too to the Christ ian people, who would  
know how to  use the garment they had received, since the Jewis h  
people kept it w i thout u s i n g  i t  a n d  d i d  n o t  know its proper 
adornments. 

In this way Ambrose establ ishes both the u l ti mate responsi b i l ity of  
G o d  for the enslavement and  the  j u stice of t h e  act ion .  His  sol utio n i s  
in basic outl ine the same a s  that  of  Paul,  but whereas Pau l  was deeply 
troubled. Am brose allows h imself only a momentary twin ge of doubt.  
But  the major d ifference l ies in the Ari stote l ian  col o uring tha t  
A mbrose gives to the i ncident.  That i s  the heri tage of Phi lo (for there 
i s  l i ttle chance that A mbrose k new the Politics of A ristotl e .  whereas 
h i s  depGldence O il  Phi l o  is  wel l -establ i shed) . Yet, for whatever reaso n ,  
Ambrose does not fol low Phi lo i n  spel l ing out a through goi n g  rel i ­
gious version o f  the na tura!  s lave thesis, according to which God 
created [WO natures , one blessed, the  other servi le .  

A (further) injection of Pau l  

At  chapter 2 T  o f  Letter 7 ,  A mbro se turns from a purely general d i scus­
s ion of the p r inc ip le that  freedom i s  3\'a i lable ani!' to a wise  man - for 

199 



Ambrase 

only he can do as he wishes and do things wel i  - to annex this doctrine 
fOi Christianity. A convoluted argument 4esigned to show that the 
Apostle Paul was free, p reached will ingly ar\d was therefore wise, rises 
to the grand climax :  

AMB9 Epistuiae 7.2.2 

Everyone who a ccepts Christ is wise; he who is  wise i s  free; every 
Christian, then ,  is  both wise and free: 

Ambrose is repeat ing a tactic e mployed right at the outset of the 
treatise. There the p a radox, and the wise man, are no sooner i ntro­
duced than they a re secu red for Christianity. Ambrose is making 
Stoicism work for the Christ ian cause. 

The following chapter i n serts a new ingredient. Up to this point and 
thereafter the work h a s  centred on slavery of the tradition a l ,  Stoic 
kind, that is moral s l avery. It is the opposite of moral freedom, and it 
is bad slavery. Now A m b rose introduces a form of slavery that i s  good : 

AMB IO Epistulae 7 . 2 3  

The Apostle has  taught m e  that beyond this l iber ty there i s  the 
l iberty of  be ing a s l ave: ' For free though I was,' he says, '1 made 
myself a slave o f  a l l  tha t 1 might gain the more conve rts. ' What 
lies beyond that freedom except to have the spirit of grace, to 
have charity ? Freedom makes me free before men, charity a 
friend before God. Therefore Christ said: ' But I have cal led you 
friends (John 1 5 :  I 5 ] ' ;  Charity is good , and of it is sa id :  'By the 
charity of  the Spir it  serve one another [Gal. 5 : 1 3 1 . '  Christ too 
was a slave, so that  He might make all  men free. 'His h a nd s  have 
served in the basket' [ Ps.  80:7] .  He who did not think it robbery 
to be equal with God took the nature of a s lave, and He became 
all things to a l l  men to bring salvation to al l .  Paul, an imitator of 
Him, as i f  he was under the Law and lived as if outside the Law, 
spent his l i fe for the a dvantage of those whom H e  wished to gain .  

It  was predictable that good slavery would make a n  entrance some­
where in the Lener (though Phi l o  did not succumb to a s imilar tempta­
tion in the EGM ) ,  given the s t rength of Am brose's a l legiance to Paul 
and his general commitment to a Christ ian brand of  Stoicism. The 
surprise is that he reproduce s  j ust one of the ways in which Paul uses 
the slave metaphor, omitt ing the primary idea of s lavery to God or 
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Christ.6 But he does not leave this space empty: the relationship of the 
Christian disc iple  to God is conceptualized in  terms of friendship 
(which unl ike good slavery carries clear Stoic overtones ) .  The logic 
seems to be as follows: There is freedom. There is also som�thing more 
precious than freedom ( 'beyond freedom' ) .  For freedom belongs to the 
human dimension ( ,freedom makes me free before men') . There is a 
higher good within our grasp, a relationship of friendship with God. 
Access to that is secured by the performance of a kind of slavery, 
namely, service to our  fel low men, which is identical with charity. 
Ambrose's i nterest seems to be (not for the first time in this lener) to 
demonstrate the  s uperiority of the Christian ethic. If he i s  aware that 
he has clouded the ( Stoic) waters, it does not bother him. H'e returns 

straightaway to the orthodox Stoic line on slavery as i f  n othing has 
happened.-

What makes a slave? o r  Towards a theory of the origins of slavery 

When A mbrose  addresses the question 'What makes a s lave ?',  which 
he does more than  o nce, we approach with caution. The key words are 
ambiguous, the overall meaning opaque, and the potential sources of 
inspiration diverse .  It would be agreeable to be able to credit h im with 
a clear and distinctive statement on the origins of slavery, but we m ight 
have to settle for something less. 

Thus 1l,ltUr<1 does not make a man a slave but fol ly  does, just as  manumission 
does not make a man free but wisdom does. 

�on igitur 1!<Itur.:l servum facie, sed insipiemia, nee manumissio liberum, sed 
discipi ina.  (AMB4. beg.) 

\'(!har does ttatura m ea n ?  We know what it means and what  the 
clause in which i t  occurs impl ies in Aristotle, Politics book I .  Bur that 

, The concept of s lavery to G o d  is not foreign to  A mbrosc. In  Ep. 36. 1 1  = CSEL 
S�. rO. L W  he urges the master to moderate his discipline i n  relation to his slaves in 
the knowledge that 'he himself is a slave of God ancl ca l ls "pon a heavenl\' father who 
; s  maste r' ;  also Ep. 2.0.3 = CSEL 82.10, 1 . 1 47; }6.8 = CSEL 82 . 10.2.6-7; Dc fide 
1 . 104 = CSEL .,8.8 .45 .  In Ep. 36 .12  = CSEL 8,. 10.2.9. Ambrose introduces the novel 
idea of Christian s  as mercennarii (h ired l abourers) and operarii (workers, of the 
Father, citin,: Luke 1 5 :  17-19. 

- The transition is rough. Ch. 24 opens with a sen tence that looks back to the Christian 
materia l in  ch. 2.3: 'Est ergo sapienti et servire libertas.' Then Ambrose reverts to the 
Philoll i a n  (vaguely Platonist) distinction between slavery of the soul - which charac­
terizes the foolish man - and s lavery of the body. 
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was writt�n s�ven centuries before, and rhe confrontat ion recorded 
there was probably one-off and quickly forgotten.  Anyway, we can be 
sure that when Ambrose says-that.natura does not make a man a slave 
he is  not uSing the word in an Aristotelian sense, and h e  is  not  self-con­
sciously confronting the natural slave thesis. He is not  saying, as 
Aristotle's opponents did, that rhe institution o f  s lavery was rhe 
_product o f  force legitimared br secular law. His own view (cf. AMB4) 
'was rhat freedom-and slavery are defined and governed not by the laws 
of one or more political communities, but by the laws o f  n ature or the 
cosmos, the world o f  gods and men, that were written ' i n  terms of 
moral ity, not status'.  This is in line with Stoic doctrine. 

In  the passage before us, manumissio should pick u p  natura, just as 
disciplina does insipientia. It does not, and it cannot,  un less natura 
l ike manumissio refers to somethillg that can happen to you, rather 
than what you essentially are, that is, your innate character.8 

Naturalphusis can also mean 'birth', and so it  does here. Birth, the 
accident of who one's parents are, cannot make you a s lave. In the 
thought-worid of Stoics such as Epictetus, it belongs to the class of 
things which one cannot control and for which one c a nnot be held 
responsible. 

This interpretation is confirmed as we read further. A mb rose goes 
on to say that neither Esau nor ]oseph was a slave by birth.  Both were 
born free and subsequently enslaved. 

In addition ,  there happens ro be a sentence in De }acob that is 
closely parallel to ours. It comes ar the end of a d iscussion of the 
nature of true s lavery and freedom which !Hoceeds a long orthodox 
Stoic i ines :  

AMB I I  De }acob ei  .:,ita beata 2 . 3 . I2.A-B 

Every man who does not possess the authority conferred by a 
clear conscience is a s lave; whoever is cru"hcd by fear or  

, For Ambrose's (varied) use of natura, cf. Ep_ 7 . 1 3; 17;  De Jacob 1 . 7 , 3 1  = C S  EL 
3"-,3 '''-4-5: ' In  the case of such a man [se. the man who has been perfected], the state 
of his body and the use he makes of his ouror nature, so to spea k , do not count beside 
the intent of his mind and his essential nature_' Note also the slide in meaning of 
Itatura in .\MB4, so that a t  the end of the passage it approximates to 'morality'. 

Aristotle says that phusis can mean birth: see Phys_ r 9 3 b I J-r9 and Metaphys. 
Ior4br6-r8, with Ross ( 1 924), vol. I ad loc. , citing an early edition of Burnet (1945) ,  
a t  r O- 12, 2-05-6 (referring to Plutarch, Ad!'. Col. H IlA). Phus;s is not used in this 
sense in  the Politics_ Note too Pol. 125432-3: 'ek genetes' ('from birth' ) .  
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ensnared by pleasure or led astray by des ires or provoked by 
anger or fel led by grief is a slave. In fact, every  pa_ssion is servile, 
because  'everyone who commits sin is a s lave of s in'  [John 8 . 34] ;  
worse, he who has submitted to vices i s  the  s lave of  many s ins. 
For he has sold h imself to many masters, so that  there is scareeiy 
an}' e scape-route from slavery open to h i m .  But take the man 
who i s  the master over his own wi l l ,  j udge over his  counsels, 
agent of his j udgement, the man who reswi i n s  the longing of his 
bodi ly passions and does wel l  what he does. Such a man is assur­
edly free. For the man who does a l l  thin gs w i sely and in com­
plete a ccord w ith his wil l  is the only free ma n. It is not the status 
that a mail happens to haee that makes him a slaue, but rather 
shameful folly (non candicio fortuita seruum facit, sed probrosa 
iflsipientia) .9 

To rerum to our main text (AMB4): Ambrose has  here s ingled out, 
with refe rence to Esau and to Joseph, the two main  ways i n  which legal 
s laves were made, through breeding and capture i s su ing in sale,  and he 

ha s ruled them out as avenues into ' real '  s lavery. Thi s  position is 

compatib le  with, though not necessarily pecul iar  to,  Stoic ism.  
So much for the negative part of the A mb ros ia n  d ictum, what does 

not make a s l ave. What lies behind true s lavery is fol ly / wicked folly. 

This appears to poi nt to the Stoic fool ,  and the paral le l  statements 
might be rea d  in a Stoic way, as in the following  formulation where I 

combine the two : ' I t  is not who your parents are ,  n o r  the  legal or social 
status you h appen to have, which makes you a s l ave. Rather, it is the 
state of you r  soul.  If you are in thral l  to your passions and emotions, 
you a re t ru ly  a s lave. '  

B u t  i s  t h i s  what Ambrose had i n  m ind ? We have been given sufficient 

indication a l ready that he was not concerned to reproduce und i luted 
Stoic doctr ine .  

Mea nwh i l e , we saw what Phi la did with the fool - h e  turned him 
into the equivalent  of  a natural slave. W3S Amb rose a l so d oing this ,  or 
something l ike  i t?  

We should bear  i n  mind that the adage 'Natura (birth) does not 

• The next sentence opens: 'Indeed the wIse servant rules foo l i s h  m asters, and "their 
own servants will lend to their masters [rrm', H:il" " and A m brose goes on to attack 
the Jews, who ' lent the Gentiles the letter and now borrow from them the grace of 
learning in the spIr i t ,  and h ave earned their servitude, because he who borrows is a 
slave, as if sold for the profit of his creditor.' 
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make a slave but folly does' follows the stories of Ham and Esau. 
(AMBS) .  Ham mocked his father's nakedness ' foolishly'. Esau suffered 
his fate because he was 'foolish'.lO Thus A mbrose was offering a 
generalization based on the two enslavements.  But we a lso saw that he' 
took over the Aristotelian colouring of P h i l o 's account . 1 1  Esau's fol lr 
was congenital, it merited and necessitated s l avery, which was viewed 
as a remedy and benefitY We would expect t h e  ' folly' of the adage to 
have the same quality a nd carry the same overtones. 'By rights' this 
fol ly s hould be Philonic rather than Stoic . If we are inclined to hesi­
tate over this, it is because we h ave doubts a bout the logical consis­
tency of Ambrose's thought; we wonder whether he was conscious of 
or cared about the issues involved. 

A mbrose's Christianity has not yet impinged on the discussion. In 
his Commentary on Paul's Letter to the Philippians, he writes as 
fol lows: 

AMB I 2  Commentaria in Epistuiam ad Philippenses 2.255A 

It is written not that he took the form of God , but that he was in 
the form of God; and that he took the for m  of a s lave, inasmuch 
a s  he suffered humiliation as i f  he were a sinner. For slaves are 
m ade out of sin, just as in the case d C h a m  the son of Noah, who 
was the first to take the name of s lave a n d  to do so deservedly.13 

In the concluding chapters of Letter 7,  wh i ch a re heavy with Pauline 
and other scriptural citations, sin and slave r y  to sin become leading 
concepts. But slavery to sin and its Stoic counterpart slavery to the pas­
sions and vices (not displaced in Letter 7) , 14  a re located in the spiritual 

10 In the s ingle chapter i n  which he deals with Esa u,  A m b rose uses the word illsipientia 
and its cognates four times and the synonym sl .. l(us o n ce .  Cf. Ambrosiaster, Comm, 
Col. 4:1 = CS EL 8 I .3 -2.o�: 'Ham was named a slave out of folly (s(ulti(ia), for fool· 
ishly (stulle) laughing at his father's nudity.' 1 1  This would have been the clearer if Ambrose had chosen to expand on the second 
clause - with a discussion of Esau. He chooses instead to pursue the idea juherent in 
the first clause via a discussion of ]oseph's character a n d  career. 1 2  The enslavement of Ham's son Canaan is not handled in the same waj; i.e. it is pre· 
sented tersely and without any interpretative indicators. This might be taker. as 
confirmation of Ambrose's dependence on Phi 1o, who does not tell that stor), in EGM. 

13 The Philippians passage is treated also in De fide 5 . 1 07-9 = CSEL 78.8.155-7· 
I' er. Ep. 7.45 = CSEL 8�.lo.r.66: 'Ergo l iberati a peccato, quasi " praotio cmpti san· 

guinis Christi", non subiciamur "servituti hominum'· vel passionum, non erubesca­
mus peccatum nostrum fateri .'  For slavery to sin,  see a lso De off. 2.66 = PL 16.117; 
Exp.Ps. 12.36.16 = CSEL 64.82; De Joseph 2.0 = CSEL 32.2.86. 
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and moral realmt A"1brose does n o t  make the transition from Stoic 
and Philonic discourse to Christ i an  when he is addressing the physical 

enslavements of ':Canaan and Esa� - except brieflr in the above 
pas'sage. It was left to Augustine to develop a fu lly-fledged theory of 
the origins of slavery on the basis  o f  a doctrine of sin. 1 5  

15 Man): of t h e  ingredients of Augustine's (heor), a r e  already present in the works of 
Amb20se. See Dudden ( I91 � ) ,  6 12££. on relevant doctrines. But original sin is not 
Ambrosian. See brief discus;ion in  Kelly ( I 977), 354-5. 



I 3  

Augustine 

Preliminaries 

I n  the world of Augustine slavery according to the law was more or 
less u niversal: 

AUGI Enarrationes in Psalm os I2.4.6-7 
The elemental, daily demonstration of the power of man over 
man is that of master over slave. Almost every household has a 
display of power of this kind. 

Slavery ( in another sense) was unavo i da ble, for we are daves either 
o f  God or of sin: 

AUG2 Enarrationes in Psalmos 103. 3 ,  9 

We are, willy nilly, siaves. 

I n  response to the ubiquity of  institutional slavery and the 
inevitability of spiritual slavery of one k ind or another, Augustine pro­
d uced , on the one hand, a moral theology o f  slavery, or pastoral aciyicc 
a bout the way masters and slaves should comport themselves in rela­
t ion to one another, and, on the other, a dogmatic theology of s!a,'ery, 
o r  a theoretical statement about the place of slavery in the di" ine 
order.1 Whereas in the former area he does i i ttle more than repeat in a 
more elaborate form the prescriptions o f  h i s  preJecessors, in the latter 

1 These are not entirely separate categories. Augustine's theory of the origin and 
justification of slavery is just what one would expect from someone with his attitude 
to slavery as it operated in practice. For Augustine on slavery, see especia ll)· Corcoran 
( I98 ,) and K lein ( 1 988) .  
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he is m{)re original, drawing o n  old material to prod uce a new syn­
thes is. Why this unevenness in his creativity? Augustine cannot be said 
to have lacked interest in the p ractice of slavery. He frequently issue.d 
practical instructions to masters and,  rather less often,  to sla\'es. But 
instead of devising new arguments to back up the advice he is giving, 
he tends to fal l  back on old ones, which m oreover are sometimes pre­
sented with a certain lack of conviction .  Thus, for example, in his  
Commentary on Psalm 124, in the midst of a long di scussion of the 
proper attitude of slaves to their service, Augustine evokes, but pays 
no more than l ip-service to, the theme of the common humanity of 
s laves and masters.! In contrast i n  sundry works he shows a l ively 
awareness of the possib i li ties afforded by s lavery as m etaphor for the 
elucidation of central Christian beliefs. \X'e bve to bear in mind the 
intellectual climate of the times, and in p articular the preoccupation 
o f  church leaders, who included the best m i nds of the day, with theol­
ogy. Theoiogy absorbed most of  the ir intellectual energies. 
Augustine's thoughts on slavery are to be seen merely as a contribu­
tion to a much larger enterprise. 

Masters and slaves 

Augustine started from the basic p remiss  that ownin g  slaves is  a 

h uman right, and, l ike propeny rights in genera l ,  is determ ined by the 
pol i tical authorities and is  governed by i ts l aws - laws, h owever, which 
were derived from and sanctio n ed by God.  As he writes: 

:'VG3 In Johannis Ez:angelium tractatus 6 .25  

What of  those vi l l a s ?  By  what l aw d o  you defend them, divine o r  

human? Let them rep ly ;  we h ave divine law in the scriptures and 
human law in the enactments of  kings. Whence does a posses­
sor gain his power of possess io n ?  Surely it  i s  by hu man law? For 
by divine iaw 'The earth is the  Lord 's and the ful lness f�ereof. '  

God has made poor and  r ich  o u t  o f  the  same material ,  and  the 
one earth supports poor a n d  rich.  But by man-made law one 

1 See 010. Cf. Dolbeau (1991) = Maim 54, l i nes rooff. , for a similar senti ment. There 
is a more overtly Christian version i n  Serm. 58 .2 .2  = PL 58. 593; Serm. 59. !.2 = PI. 
38.400: masters must regard slaves as brothers, s ince they both hare one Father and 
pray 'Our Father . .  . '  For another use of trad i t ional .  Stoic materia l .  sce De (it'. Dei 
4 · 5 . )  (end), echoing e.g. Seneca , Ep. 47. 1 ;. 
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says: This is my villa, this is my house, th i s  is my stare. By man­
made law, by the law of emperors. Why so? Becau�e God has 
handed down to the race of men even t-he man�rnade laws 
through the medium of emperors and k ings of the 'world. Do 
you want us to read out the laws of emperors and d iscuss the 
v i llas with reference to them? If you want to be an owner by 
v irtue of man-made law, let us read out �he laws of emperors. 
Let us see if they meant anything to be owned by heretics. But 
what is an emperor to me? You own l a nd by virtue of his law. 
Take away the laws of emperors ,  an d  who wi l l  dare say: 'That 
vil la is mine, that slave i s  mine or this  house is mine'?  People have 
accepted the laws of kings so that they b n  possess those very 
th ings.3 

The gist of Augustine's instructions to m a s ters and s laves is that 
masters must rule and slaves must accept that t he i r  place is to serve 
(AUG4, i tal i cs) .  Christian masters, to be sure, h ave the duty to nurture 
a l l  members of their househoids i ncludi n g  s laves in the Christian faith 
and to prepare them for the world to come. In general ,  they should 
practise the Ch ristian ethic of  service to others,  even to those whom 
they command as subordinates . But the master's first responsibi l ity is 
to m a i ntain domestic peace. The atta i n ment of that desirable end is 
cont ingent on the maintenance of the trad itional power structur�s 

w ithin the household. There are implications for the political order. 
Augustine asserts, us ing an image favoured by A ristotle, that harmony 
i n  the parts - that is,  households - engenders h a rmony i n  the whole ­
that  i s ,  the c ity. 

AUG4 De civitate Dei I 9 . I4,  I6 (part) 

14. In the first place, then, he [se. he whl' loves God] has the cue 

of h i s  own household,  inasmuch as the order of nature or of 
h u m a n  society provides him with a read ier and easier access to 
them for seeking their interest. Wherefore the apostle says: 
'\X1h osoever does not pro\'ide for h i s  own ,  and especia i ly for 
those of h is  household ,  he denies the  fai th ,  and is worse than an 

3 For siaves as a form of wea lth in Augustine, see refs. in Corcoran ( 198\ ) ,  .10. Sce e.g. 
III Johall. w. Ir. 8,4 = eel. )6.84. 1 (s laves as wedding presents ) .  But note De sam. 
Dam. ill mOlllc 1 . 1 9. 5 9  = eeL )5 .69. 1 5°5 ('A man must not possess a slave as he 
would a horse or money . . .  ' ) . 

2.08 



Aug",tine 

infidel'  [I Tim. 5 :8 J .  SO a t  this  point jJegins d omestic peace, the 

ordered agreement a mong those who dwell together concerning 
com mand and obedience. For those who a re concerned for 
others give com mand s, the h u s b a n d  to h is  w i fe, the parents to 
their children , the masters to the ir  servams; wh i le  those who are 
objects of concern obey; for exa m p l e ,  the wom e n  obey their 
husba nds, the children the i r  p a re n t s ,  the servants their masters.  
But i n  the home of the just  man who l ives by faith and who is 
sti l l  a pilgrim in exi le from the celestia l  c ity, even t hose who give 
com ma nds serve those whom they seem to command. For they 

com ma nd not through l ust for rule  b u t  through dutiful concern 
for others, not with pride i n  exercis ing pri ncely rule but with 
mercy in providing for others. 

r 6 .  But those who a re true fathers of their hou sehold s takf 
thought for all in  their househ ol d s j ust  as for the i r  children, to 
see that they worsh i p  and w i n  God's favour, desiring and 
praying that they may reach t h e  h eave n l y  home where the duty 
of commanding men wi l l  not  be necessary, because [here wi l l  be 
no d uty of taking th ought for those who are a l ready ha!-,p), i n  
t h a t  i m mortal state; but /(mi! they arriue there the fathers are 
more obligated to maintail1 their position as masters thall the 
slat'es to keep their place as serl'<lIIts. 

So i f  anyone in  the household by d isobedience b reaks the 
d o mestic peace, he is  rebuked by a word or  a blow o r  some other 
kind of just and l egit imate p u n i s hment ,  to the extent permitted 
by h u man fel lowship, for the s a ke o f  t h e  offender, so that he may 

be closely joined to the peace from wh ich he b roke away " . .  

S ince, then, a man's house ought  to b e  the begi nning or least 
part o f  the city, and every begi n n ing m i n i sters to some end of its 
own k i nd ,  and every part to [he  in tegri ty of the whole of which 
it is a parr,  it follows clearly enough that  domestic peace mi nis­
ters to civic peace, that is ,  t h a t  the o rdered agreem ent concern­
i ng command and obedience a m o n g  t h o se who dwe ! i  together i n  
a h ousehold ministers to the  o rd ered agreemenr concerning 
command and obedience a m ong citizens.  Thus we see that the 
fa ther of a fa mi ly ought to d raw his p recepts from the law of the 
city, and so rule his  househol d  t h a t  i t  sha l l  be in h a rmon)' with 
the peace o f  the cit): 
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Other texts confirm both that masters were he ld responsible for 
their s l aves' moral and spiritual welfare, and t h a t  the essence of their 

rel a tionship was the imposition of  ;strict aisc i p l ine by the master, 
exacting the response of fearful obedience from the slave.4 

As m asters must rule, so slaves must serve. Augustine, as already 
mentioned ,  usuall y  addresses masters rather tha n  sl aves, but his 
Sermon on Psalm 124 is an exception (cf. A7; 010; AUGS) .  Augustine 
asks why it is that the just are often dominated by the unj ust, and illus­
trates as he  standardly does from slavery in the household. But the 
inference to be drawn by slaves from this unfortunate reality (and from 
the common humanity of master and s lave, which Augustine lightly 
touches on here) is not that they are entitled to fee l  resentful Oi to seek 

to escape their condition. Christ himself would h ave quelled any feel­
ings o f  rebel liousness with the firm instruct ion to 'be a slave'·. 
Augustine then produces his trump-card, a rem i nd er of the example 
of Christ, issued in direct speech by Christ himself. This leads through 
a n  at tack on the ' bad slaves' who did Him violence,  to a sideswipe at 
the e mperor ]ulian, that model 'bad master' in t h e  sphere of govern­

ment.  Christian soldiers obeyed even ]ulian, except when ordered to 
disavow Christ. Augustine brings the passage to a n  end by reiterating 
that the rule of the bad over the good is only temporary; at the second 
coming the good wil i  be rewarded, and they, l ike the bad, will  be found 
among s laves as well as masters: 

AUGS Enarrationes in Psalmos 124.7-8 (part) 

7. And to give strength to the slave, He has s aid:  'Serve as ! did 
before you ,  I served bad masters.' When the Lord held out at the 
t ime of his  great Passion, to whom did he turn except as a master 
to his  s laves? And to whom was there for h i m  to turn except to 
bad sLwes ? For if they had been good s laves, they would have 
honoured their master. But because they were bad slaves, they 
ca used h im harm. And what diJ he do to them in return ? He 

gave back love for hatred. For he said: ' Fa ther, forgive them, for 
they know not what they do.' If the Lord o f  heaven and earth 
through whom all things were made was a sl ave to unworthy 

• On the pun ishment of slaves, see Poque ( 1984), e.g. 284-96; on masterlslal'e relation­
ships in general, sec Corcoran ( 198, ) ,  ch. 1 .  On the vexed question, whether 
sl ave/master relations improved under the Christian Empire ,  see pp. 78, �17-IOl. 
Augustine claimed they had. See De mor. eal. cath_ r . 3o.63 = PL 32 . 1 336. 

2 1 0  



Augustine 

people, if he interceded for the  mad and the furious, and sho,veci 
himself in his approach to them a s  a kind of physician. (for 
physicians, those trained i n  the art  of h ealin[!j, are sI aves to ',the 
sick); how much more should a man not disdain to serve even a 
bad master, with all his heart and with complete good wil l ?  
Look, a better man is slave to a worse man, but on ly  for a time. 
And that which I have said about  masters and sl aves applies to 
powers and k ings, in fact to a l l  those who rule :in  this world. 
Sometimes those powers are good a nd fear God. Sometimes they 
do not fear God. Julian was a fa i thless  emperor, an apostate, an 
enemy, and an idolator. Yet Christ ian soldiers served the faith­
less emperor. When i t  came to the  cause of Christ, they did not 
acknowledge any but the o n e  who was in heaven. \X'henever he 
required that they worship i dols ,  burn incense, they put God 
before him. When he said to them ,  however, send forth the battle 

l i ne, march against that tribe, they immediately obeyed. They 
dist inguished the eternal m aster from the temporal one; and yet 
it was on account of the eterna l  master that they were placed 
under the temporal one. 

8.  Bur surely it will not a lways  b e  so that bad men rule over 
good ? No . . .  

A time will come, when the o n e  God will  be ack nowledged. 

A t ime will come whcn Christ in h i s  glory will appear to assem­

ble before him all peoples, and d ivide them up, as a shepherd 
divides the goats from the sheep;  h e  wi l l  put the sheep to the 
right and the goats to the left. And rou wil l  then see many �la\'es 

among the sheep and many m asters among the goats. And 
aga i n , you will  see many masters a mong the sheep and mail Y 
s laves among the goats. It is no t  t h e  case that beCause I';e h ave 
given consolation to slaves, a l l  sl aves are good ; or rh a t  beca use 

we have checked the pride of masters , a l l  masters are el' i l .  There 

a re good, faithful masters, and a l so bad ones; there are good, 
fai thful slaves , and also bad ones. Bur in so far as good slal'es 

sen'e bad masters, they will  only do this for a time. 'For the Lord 
wil l  not leal'e the rod of sinners over the fatc of the just . '  

In this  passage Augustine eloquently expa nds on a theme of Paul 
a nd Pefer (1'2-8) . The main eleme n t  t h a t  is m i ss ing (and s urpl ied by 
other texts of  Augustine) is  a d istinctio n  a mong sl aves between the 
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s la\,ebo!n a.nd the freeborn. The i nstruction o f  the Apostles to stay put 
and serve willingly was directed primari ly  a t  the former. It was con­
s idered the duty of the�Church to try to prevent  the enslavement of the 
free 'within the empire, more especially within its own fold, and to buy 
back the freeborn captives of barbarians (C8--9).5  Bringing freeborn 
(pagan) barbarians into the empire as slaves was however quite accept­
able: 

AUG6 Epistulae I99. Il.46 

There are here in Africa innumerable tribes of barbarians 
among whom the Gospel has not been preached yet, as is easily 
learned any day of the week from the prisoners who are brought 
from there and have now become s laves of the Romans. 

The 4 Ist Homily on St John's Gospel  (on  John 8: 36) is another 
sample o f  Augustinian thinking on the m atter. I n  addi tion, in its refer­
ence to d iscontent among north African s laves, i t  supplies Augustine 
with a n  additional motive (add ition al to his  natura l  indination) to 
endorse the teaching of the Apostles. 

AUG7 111 Johal1l1is Evangeliunt tractatus 4 1 .4 (part) 

'Amen, Amen, I say to you, every o n e  who commits sin is a slave 
o f  s in '  [John 8 :  34 ] . 0 what a wretched th ing is slaver)'! It is very 
common for men when suffering under bad masters to put them­
selves up for sale. Their aim is not to d o  w ithout a master, but 
to change masters. But what is the  slave o f  s in  to do? To whom 
i s  he to turn? Whither is he to turn ?  \\'hither i s  he to seek to sell 
h imself? For the slave of a man who is oppressed by the harsh 
domir:��ion of his master seeks respite i n  fl i ght . But where i s  the 

sLl\'c of sin to flee? He d rags h i mself with h i m  wheresoever he 

flees. A bad conscience cannot escape itself, there is nowhere for 
it to go, i t  pursues itself; it ,'an nat withdraw from itself; for the 
s i n  which it does is \','ithin.  It co m m i tte d sin in order to enjoy 
some bodily p leasure ; the pleasure comes and goes - the s in 

rem a i ns.  That which brought del i ght has  passed on, leaving the 
source of affliction hehind. This is evil  slavery indeed! 
Sometimes men flee to the church, a n d  lawless as they are, 

5 See Ep." IO = CSEL 88 .46-5 1 ;  Possidius, Vit" 24 = PL 32 . 54; Serm. ' H.} , )  = PL 
,1 8·744 .  
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w ishing to be without a master, but  not without their sins, 
generally give us a lot of  troub le.; On the other h and, it some­
times happens that men who are sJbject to an i l leg al and shame­
ful yoke, flee to the church because t hey are freeborn men held 

in  slavery, and they appeal to the b is hops. The bishop is consid­
ered unmerciful i f  he does not m a ke efforts to prevent the 
suppression of free birth. Let u s  a l l  flee to Christ, let us appeal 
re God to free us from sin. Let us put ourselves up for sale 50 that 
we may be redeemed by his blood.  The Lord says: 'You were sold 
for nothing, and can be redeemed for nothing.' For nothing: )'ou 
paid nothing, because I pa id for you - not with 5ih'er, but with 
my blood. For we would otherwise have rema i ned in both 
s lavery and poverty. 

Augustine's pu rpose here was not t o  set out his own attitudes to 

contemporary slavery or to give advice to responsible authorities, but 

to s tress the misery of s lavery to s in  a n d  the tyrannical power it held 
over its victims. This  was someone who held that slavery to a man was 

p referable to si avery to l ust (AUGIO i ta l ics) .  \X'e shall  no\\' see how h is 
concern with s in  led h i m  to theorize not on ly  ( inevitably) o n  the origin 
of sin and of s lavery to sin, but a lso (rather less predictably) on the 
origins of institutiona l  s lavery. 

The origins of s l avery 

The prime cause of sla\-ery is  sin,  so that man was put under m a n  i n  a state of 

bondage; and this can be only by a judgement of God . in whom there is  no 

unri ghteousness, and who knows how to assign d iwrs punishme n ts according 

to the deserts of the sinners. (Al'G IO, ital ics) 

H ow did Augustine arrive at  this conclusion? Am brose had gi\'en a 

lead . View ing Noah's cursing of Ham a n d  ens lavement of Canaan as 

a consequence of moral  rather tha n a n  i n tel l ectual weakness for a 

m oment,  he decided that  sin was the ca use of slavery (AMBIl). The 

' Ca n a a n  case' was not exactly problem-free - why was C a naan pun­
i sh ed rather than Ha m )  - but at l east  there was here a strai ghtforward 

corre lation between an act of fol l y, nOw redefined as cl ' s in ' ,  and the 

loss of freedom . There was a l so the deeper i ssue of whether  the pun­

i sh ment  fitted the cri me.  But it was the 'Esau case' rather than the 

' C a n a a n  case' that set Christ ian writers  worrying about the issue of 
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j ustice (in so far as they faced it  at a l l ) .  For Esau did no wrong. So Paul 
had thought, and Paul's word was tantamount to law for Augustine. 

Ambrose, as we saw, approached Esau by way of Philo, not Paul .  
This led him to  focus on the  a lleged benefits to  Esau of his en-slave­
ment, and to speculate on the deeper, symbolic significance of the 
event. Following this line of enquiry, Ambrose had no special motive 
for exploring the roots of Esa u 's fol ly, or asking why he suffered the 
fate that he did. 

Augustine, however, fol lowed Paul  in seeking an explanation for 
Esau's fate, and he returned to the matter on numerous occasions.6 
One consequence of cleaving to the text of Paul was that his argument 
beai's no trace of the beneficial thesis.' Paul took it  for granted that 
Esau's supersession and slavery were a slap in the face rather than a 
benefit, and Augustine does not s uggest otherwise. But this means that 
he is compelled to ask (as Ambrose and Philo before him were not) , 
whether Esau's treatment was u nmerited. His answer is ambiguous. 
Yes, it  was unmerited, in that Esa u  had  done nothing to deserve it -
nor  was anything he was goin g  to do a consideration. His fate was 
settled before he was born, and not according to merits or defects, 
past, present or future. But then ,  o n  the other hand, Esau's fate was 
not unmerited, in that he was a s i tmer, and from birth, by virtue of 
being a descendant of Adam. Esau ,  l i ke everyone else born of man and 
woman, was a bearer of origina l  s in .  Including Jacob. Induding 
infants who died unbaptized (an analogy much favoured by 
Augustine) .  

This was an important strategic move to take, for it shifted the 
balance of responsibilitr from God to man. God was the creator of all 
things, souls as well as hodies. 8 But he was not responsible for sin; that 
responsibility lay with Adam, who had miSUSed the divine gift of free 
wil l .  

Two problems remained. One, more than a little d ifficulty (magna 

6 The longest and most intense treatment is in the De dig quaest. ad Simp, 2. = CCL 
44·24-{)· 

, Note that in De cit'. Dei 19.2.I (= 82a, end ) Augustine shows, in a d ifferent context, 
that he has not altogether cscaped the influence of the beneficial thesis. 

8 Augustine had difficulties over the origin of the soul and the process by which i t  
became contaminated by sin. Sec Ep. 2.0 2. A  = CSEL 57.305, at 2. .6 :  ' I  admit that up to 
t he ptesent I have not d iscovered how the soul derives its s i n  from Aciam, which it is 
not allowed us to doubt, without being itself derived from Adam, which is something 
to be carefully enquired into rather than rashly affirmed.' 
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quaestio), \elar�d to Jacob 's apparently unethical behaviour: how was 
it  that som�one ' without deceit'  could have obtained a blessing m e a n t  
for another, 'through deceit'?9 Augustine acts the slippery advoca te, 
supporting 'his cl ient with tortuous a rgument and far-fetched a l le­
gory. to 

The second and prior issue is the unequal treatment of the two 
brothers. Though each was equ al ly guilty of original sin, one was 
dursed and rejected, the other blessed and elevated. Esau was a bea rer 
of original sin; therefore God owed him nothing except eternal pun­
ishment. God owed Jacob noth ing  e i ther except eternal punishmen t, 
but in this case He showed mere): This time God could not 'escape' 
responsibility. It was h is  grace, bestowed on one, withheld from the 
other, that made the difference. Augustine insists on this, firmly 
rebuffing those who looked for an a nswer in terms of merit. The fol ­
lowing passage, an excerpt from a letter composed in A D  ,pS, i s  
typ ica l : 

Auc8 Epistutae 1 94 . 34,  }8 (part)  

34.  \>;'1-:0 are these that  reply to God, when He says to Rebecca , 
who had twin sons o f  o n e  conception of lsaac our fa ther, 'When 
the children were not yet  born nor  had done any good or ev i l  
(that the purpose o f  God accord i n g  to  election might stand ) '  -
the election, n a mely, of g race not o f  merit, the election by which 
He does not find but m a kes elect - 'that it  was not of  works but 
of  him that cal let h ,  that the e lder should serve the younger'? To 
this sentence the blessed Apostle adds the testimony o f  a 

Prophet who cam e  long  a fterwa rd : 'Jacob I have loved, but Esau 
[ have hated' [Mal.  r :  2.-3 ] ' to gi" e us to understand plainly by the 
l atter uttera n ce \;:h a t  was hidden in the predestinat ion of God 

by grace before they were born.  Fo r what did He love but the free 
gift of His  mercy in Jacob, who had done nothii1g good before 
his birth ? And wha t  did He hate but original  sin in Esa u ,  ".rho 
had done nQching evil before his b i rth?  Surely He would not have 
l oved in the former a goodness which he had not practised, nor 
would He have hated in the latter a nature which He h imself h ad 
created good , . . 

38 .  Although they were of the same father, the same mother, 

9 See Quae;l. Cm. 7, = CSEL 3 3 .28.  1 0  See e.g. Sum. 4 and 5 = eeL 41 .2.0-60. 
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the same conception, before they had done anything good o r  evil 
God loved the one and hated the other, so that Jacob might 
understand that he was o f  the same day of original s in  a s  h i s  
brother, with whom h e  shared a common origin, a n d  thus he 
sees that he is  distinguis hed from him by grace a lone. 

It was one thing to lay d ow n  a doctrinal line, another to find a n  
explanation that would give s atisfaction on both the intellectual a n d  
the moral plane. Time a nd t i m e  again Augustine returns t h e  same 
answer as Paul had done i n  Romans 9, a text which is always a t  the 
centre of his discussions:  there is no human explanation; i t  i s  a 
mystery, mysterium, a holy m ystery, sacramentum. If there is a n  
answer that we humans c a n  understand, i t  lies in allegory. Augustin e  
explains, a s  Paul (and A mb rose)  h a d  done, that the younger s o n  super­
seding the older son stands for the displacement of the Jews by the 
Christ i ans: 

AUG9 De civitate Dei 1 6 . 3 5  

Yet it  is more fittin g  to believe that the prophetic statement: 'Onc 
people shall overcom e  the  other, and the elder shall serve the  
younger' portended something greater than this [se. that the  
younger Israel ites would rule the  older Idumaeansl. And what  i s  
th is  greater significance, save that which is most plainly fulfilled 
in the case of the Jews and the Christians? 

It was in the process of puzzl i n g  over grace and predestination, orig­
inal s in and free wil l ,  that Augustine arrived at his solution to the 
p roblem of the origin of s lavery. It  i s  set out (unfortunately with 
brevity, loose construct ion,  and l ack of clarity) in a chapter of the City 
of God: 

AUG I O  De civitaie Dei 19. 1 5  (par t) 

This is the prescription o f  the order of nature, and thus has  God 
created man. For He says:  ' Let him have dominion over the fish 
of the sea, and over the b i rds that f ly in the heavens, a nd over 
every creeping thing t ha t  creeps upon the earth.' Fot' he did not 
wish a rational creature, made in his own image, to lJaue domin­
ion saue ouer irrational c raftlres: not mall over matl, but man 

ouer the beasts . . .  The condition of slavery is justly imposed on 
the sinner. Wherefore we do not read of a slave anywhere i n  the 
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Scriptures unti l  the just man Noah branded his son's s in with 
this word; s o  h e  e arned this name by his fault, not by nature. The 
origin of the Latin word for 'slave' is beiieved to be d erived from 
the fact that  those who by the law of war might have been p u t  to 
death, whe n  p reserved by their v ictors, became s laves ,  so n amed 
from their preserva tion .  But even this could not have occurred 
were it not for the wages of sin; for even when a j u st war is 
waged, the enemy fights to defend his sin, and every victory, even 
when won by wicked men, humbles the vanquished through a 
divine judge m e n t, correcting or punishi ng the ir  sins. Witness the  
man of God,  D a n iel ,  who in captivity confesses to God his own 
sins and those o f  h i s  people, and in pious sorrow recognizes i n  
them the cause o f  h i s  captivity. The prime callse o f  slaucry, then, 

is sin, so that man was put under man in a state of bondage; mid 
this can be o nly by a judgement of God, in u410m there is no 

ullrighteousness, and ({'ha kllOll'S how to assign diuers punish­
ments according to the deserts of the sinners. 

But as our Lord in heaven says: 'Every man who s ins  is the slave 
of his s in ' [John 8 :  3 4  J . • •  A lid surely it is a happier lot to be slaz 'e 

to a man than to a lust; for the most cruel overlord that desolate s  
men's hearts, t o  mention n o  other, is this very l u s t  for overlord­
ship. Moreover, in a peaceful order in which some men a re sub­
jected to  others, humi l i ty i s  as beneficial to servants a s  pr ide  i s  
harmful to m a sters. But by nature, ill l('hich God f1.rst created 
mall, no m,m is the s/al'e either of ,mother man or of sin . Yet 
sla\'ery as a p u n i sh ment is a lso ordai ned by that law which bids 
LIS to preserve the n a tural  order and forbids us to disturb it; fo r 

if nothing had been done contrary to that law, there would  have 
been nothing req uir ing the check of punishment by s lavery . . .  

The logic of the a rgument i s  as fol lows :  

1 .  I n  the state o f  nature, th a t  is, before the Fa l l , ther" was n o  

slavery e i ther t o  m a n  or  t o  s i n .  I t  was God's i n temion for men to 
dominate a n i m a l s, but not other men . ! !  The arrival of s lavery 

1 1  In  Q",1e51. Gen. 1 . 1 , .1 = CCt 3 5 . 59, ,he  man/an ima l  relationship i s concept llaliled 
i n  terms of slavery, and Gen. [ ;26 is cited: Th is s laverY, ,his mastership. a re beyond 
any doubt just, where animals  serve man and nun rules over animals. '  G regory o r  
Nyssa quoted the s a me verse of Genesis, not to observe t h a t  there was n o  s lavery in 
parad ise. but to urge t here shoulJ be no s1ave·owning here and now on the earth (E6) . 
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following the Fall therefore represe'lred a step down fro m the 
order of nature tha t  God creat�d. It was not what He had i n  
mind. The cause of s lavery was rlOt nature but s inY 

2 .  We are a l l  s inners,' we al l  bear gu'ilt because of the s in  o f  Adam 
(who is not named);  we a re owed nothing from God except pun­
ishment. 

3 . This punishment splits i nto the reformatory and the retributive. 
4. One form that d ivine 'punish ment has taken is slavery. Slavery i s  

part of God's judgement  on sinful mankind. 
5 .  A s  such, slavery i s  n o t  unj ust, for there is no injustice i n  God. 
6. Slavery fal l s  on humans in two ways: . 

6a Some humans Jre enslaved because of thei r own specific 
sins. The e n sl avement ordered by Noah in response to h is 
son's s in  i s  one example of this (the fact that it was not the 
son Ham but the g randson Canaan who W2S ens laved is 
here overlooked) . Another example, referred to o bliquely, is 
the enslavement of unjust opponents in a just wa r. 

6b On the other h and , some humans are enslaved because of 
the specific s ins  o f  others. (So in fact ,  but not cited a s  such, 
Canaan.) Thus, in the context of a just war, when the 
wrong side, that i s ,  the just,  loses and enslavement follows:  
this punishment  too i s  d ictated by the judgement o f  God. 

7. The prime cause of s lavery is s in .  

In conclusion, let  us p i n point  the special features of Augustine's 
theory: 

I .  His is a man-centred explanation o f  s lavery. Man h a d  m i s u sed 
the freedom he h ad been given in the natural state. 

2. The explanation covers both moral and pnysical slavery, s l ave ry 
of both soul and body. 'A nd )ret by nature, in  the con d i tion in 
which God created man, no man i s  the s lave either of man or of 
sin. '  Both slavery to man and s lavery t o  sin enter the picture after 
the Fal l .  

P a u l  had implicit ly, i f  not  expl icitly, derived spiritual slavery from 
the s in  of Adam (in Romans ,  but i n  ch . 5 esp. v. I2, rarher than ch. 9) ' 

\2  Note that t:atura is used in d i fferent senses in the oppositions natura Ipeccatum (of 

Augustine) and t:atura/insipientia (of Ambrose). Augustine's view is followed, and 
elaborated, in Theodoret, On Ditrine Providence 7 at 669B�77A, 681-5. 
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-This was the rock o n  �hich Augustine buil t the doctrine o f  origina l  
s in .  Pau l ,  however, did not  trace the origins of physical s lavery b ack to 
Adam and Eve. I3 

3. Augustine's account  of slavery of man to man takes in a l l  s lavery 
in a second sense:  not just the Old Testament enslavements, bur 
also the standa rd wartime enslavements of h i s  world and pre­
ceding periods of h istory, and ,  in general ,  enslavement through 
adversity or m i s fortune. Sin lay behind a l l  of these enslavements. 

4. Augustine's formulation 'sin is the cause of slavery' is an a l l ­
embracing, tota l  explanation, in another way: It takes in not  only 
a!!  slavery, but also all  sin:  not just personal misdeeds (peccata 
propria) l ike H a m 's mockery of his naked father, but also orig­
inal sin (peccatum originate) , which fastens on all men. It was 
this that caught up with Esau. 

lJ  Note a l so that  in De Jacob et  I'ita beala 2. ) . l l, Ambrose cla ims onl)' that Adam and 
Eve introduce slavery 10 sin. 
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Preliminaries 

The metaphor of s l avery is one of many used by Augustine to explain 
his ideas on such central matters as  God's relationship to humanity, 
the Fa ll, s i n  and redemption. J It is, however, one that h e  p articularly 
favours, one to which he characteristically turns when he is looking for 
an i l lustration from 'everyday life' to clar ify a difficult theological 
idea. 2 

S l avery to G od and slavery to sin, as we saw, a re leadi n g  concepts in . 
his theology. They are a l so handy weapons in his p o lemic against 
Jews, heretics a nd pagans. All these enemies of Christ are slaves to sin 
in their d i fferent ways. Jews in Augustine as  in  Paul are slaves to the 
Law through fea r. Then, the supersession of theJews by the Christians 
i s  a regular ly  recurring motif in Augustine. Apart  from the u se of the 
Esau/Jaco b s tory as a paradigm for thi s, Augustine has a n  extravagant 
image of the Jews as slaves employed as custodians a n d  c arriers of 
books (the O l d  Testament) which are for their Christi a n  masters to 
read, com p rehend and p rofit from.·l Pagans, leading examples of 
whom include Nebuchadnezzar, the emperor Nero, and Julian the 
Apostate, are  s lavcs of idols.4 Heretics and sch ismat ics are slaves of 

I For a fu l l  discussion of Augusti ne's use of metaphor, see rogue ( I 984).  On the use of 

< lavery as a metaphor in the Church Fathers in general, see Combes ( 1 99 1 ) .  
2 S e e  AUG I I ,  be low. T h e  example was, as it happens, inappropriate. 
J For Jews d i splaced in favour of Christians, see e.g. Tract. adu. Jud. 9 = Pt 42 . 5 8 ;  De 

ci,'. Dei 1 6. } S ;  E,larr. in Ps. 46.6 = CCL ) 8 . 5  )2.; ete. Cf. Tertullian, Ad" . Jud. 1; Ad". 
Marc. 3 .24 .  On Jews as book-carriers see Serm. S . 5  = CCL 4 1 . 56; Enarr. in Ps. 56 09  
= CeL 39.700; 40'  i 4  = CCL .3 8 .459;  Contm Fat<st"", U . 2 J  = CSEL 25 .  t .  3 5  1 .  

4 E.g. Ser",. 2 2 . 5 ;  Ep. I 8 5 .8 = CSEL 57.7 ;  Ser",. 1 . 1 )) .9; De ciu. Dei 4.2.9. 
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God , but bad s laves and runaways. Thi s  i mage oyens t h e  door to the 
coe rcion of deviants. As runaway slaves m u st be severely chastised, so 
heretics must be forced into the Cathol i c  Chutch;5 

What of (orthodox) Christi1ns? The i r  po�i t ion was a mbiguous. 
Being 'of the faith' ,  they were s laves of God, potenti a l l y  at least. In 
p ra ctice, as  fal l i ble h uman beings and bearers of original sin, they 
were s laves of s in .  Their equi\'ocal Fatus is  expressed also in terms of 
t h e  distinction between slaves and sons. Pau l  was ind-ined to el ide this 
d istinction, important though it was in  Roman l a\ ... , and he did 50 in 
two d ifferent ways: by 'demoti ng' sons to the l eve l  of s laves, and by 
'e levat ing' s laves to the status of sons. For, o n  the o n e  h and , he 
o bsen'ed that  there was l i ttle to distinguish the status of  infant sons 
from that of s laves; while, on the other, he cal led fol !O\vers of Chri,t 
a t  one t ime ' sons' or 'chi idren' of God , a nd a t  a n other t ime 'slaves' of 
God (Ro m .  8: I4- I 7; cf. 6:22.). 

I i nvesti gate these ambiguities and tens ions below with reference to 
works o f  selected Church Fathers, na mely, O ri gen, Lacrantius, 

A t h anasius and,  principally, Augusti ne.  Augusti n e  i s  equal ly  capable 
of depressing the status of sons and rais ing the �tatus of s l aves, in each 
case  in the  cause of doctrinal  expos it ion.  In t h e  for me r  operation he 
is preceded most conspicuously by Lacta nt ius,6 in the l atter by Origen 
a nd Athanasius .  

Then, i n  the lat ter  part  of the chapter, r identify a n  e m plorment of 
the  s lave metaph o r  which I believe to be i ndivi d u a l  t o  Augustine, 
n a mely; the use of slavery as a way of del i n eat ing and con firming the 
exist ing ecclesiastical hierarchy. 

Sons and slaves in Lactantius and Augusti,,�-

D i scussion of sons and sla\'cs occurs in Lacta nt ius  i n  two main con­
rexts, in th e Dil 'ille h:stitllfes where he i s  a ttack ing polytheism, and in 
On Anger where h e  argues that God i s ,  and should be, angry a" well as 
mercifu l .  There a re twO clear tendencies : one i s  to el iJc  the distinction 
between son and s la\'e, the other (wh ich is related)  i s  to give heaq' 

5 Ser",. [2.2; 2 9 5 . 5  = PL 38. 1 3 50; Ep. 93 .,  = CSEL H.2.-l49 ('cogite intrare'); !O5.1  = 
CSEL H.2.5 9 1 ;  1 8 5 . 21 = CSEL F·20. 

6 Lactanti us'  discussion of the relevan t  themes, wh i le owing something to Tertullian 
(see e.g.  Ad, ·. ,\ f.lrc. 5.2 . 1 ,-/6\  and Crrri " n  le.g. De b0110 p,ll. ,I ) ,  i s  much more 
detailed and elahorate. All three were of African origin .  
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emphasis to the disciplinary and coercive role of the head of the house­
hold (and by a n alogy, God). Both points are interesting in-view of the 
commonly expressed opinion that in Roman law sons and slaves were 
clearly distinguished, and that the distinction was p articularly visible 
in the field of c orporal punishment. Slaves were beaten, sons were not.7 

In the Fourth Book of the Divine Institutes a metaphor from the 
household unfolds in this way: 

LACTI Institutiones divinae 4 . 3 . 14-r7, part 

l a  4 . 3 . 14-15 

Therefore one God is to be worshipped, who can truly be called 
'father' .  The same must a lso be 'master', because just as he can 
shcw mercy, so too can he coerce. He deserves the n a me 'father', 
because he shov,,-ers on us many and great gifts; but he is  equally 
master, because he has the supreme power of chastisemen t  and 
punishment. That master and father are one is established by the 
rules of civi l  law. 

In the next sentence but one pater becomes paterfamilias, under­
scoring the Roman legal context, and Lactantius says something sur­
p rISing: 

I b  4. 3 . r6-17  

Who can bring u p  sons unless he has the power o f  a master over 
the m ?  The father is deservedly called the father of the family 
though he might have chi ldren only: it is easy to see that the 
name 'father'  embraces slaves too, because of the 'fa mily' that 
fol lows, and the name 'fami ly' embraces a lso sons, because 
father com es before it. It  is clear, then, that the same m a n  is both 
father of s laves and master of sons. Then again, the son is man­
umitted as if he were a slave, and the slave who is freed receives 
the name of his patron as if he were a son. But if h e  is called 
father of the fami ly, to indicate that he is endowed with a 
twofold a u t hority, so that he should show mercy because he i s  
t h e  father, and coerce because h e  i s  the master, i t  fol lows that the 
one who is a slave is a son also, and the master and father are 
l ikewise one and the same. 

7 See Sailer ( 1991 ) -
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Thi s  is curious and unexpected. The discuss ion might  h ave gone in 
a nother d i rection, as it does a l ittle later: ! -

LACT2 Instautiones divinae 4.4.2 

Since, h owever, God who is one embraces the character of both 
a father and a master, we ought to l ove Him because we are 
His  chi ldren, and we ought to fea r  Him because we are His 
s l aves .  

Lactan ti u s  here asserts the unity of the G odhead whi le  preserving a 
clear d istinction between sons and slaves. T h e  paterfamilias evokes 
l ove from h is ch ildren through his indulgence a nd fear from h is  slaves 
in response to h i s  coercive authority. In LACT! ,  h owever, the polarity 
between fatherlson/indulgence-Iove and m asterlslave/coercion-fear is 
b roken d ow n ,  and the categories of dependent rel a ti onshi p  confused. 
E ach role ,  father and master, is exercised over both son and slave. 

Lactanti u s  e l sewhere couples bad slaves a nd b a d  sons, as in the fol­
l owing sentence: 

LACT3 institutiones diuinae 4+5 
Thus i t  comes about that philosophers a nd those who worship 
fal s e  gods are comparable to either d isowned children or fugi­
t ive s l aves, who shun, respectively, the i r  fa ther  and their master. 
And j ust  as the disowned lose out o n  the i r  father's inheritance 
and runaways do not escape punishment, s o  the philosophers 
wi l l  not a ttain to immortal ity, which is t h e  inheritance of the 
tl eaven ly  k ingdom, and the h ighest good tha t  ther so earnestly 
seek , nor wil! the worshippers of false gods evade the penalty of 
eterna l  death , which i s  the punishment  tha t  the true master 
exacts from fugi t ives from his majesty and a u th ority. 

Lactantius returns to these themes in the treat ise  011 anger, which 
dea ls express ly  a nd central l ), with God's relationsh ip  to humanitv, We 
find that  t h e  God/man relationship is expressed in  terms o f  the same,  

elaborate m etaphor from the household. God i s  the paterfamilias in  
whom a re united the qualities of father and master, pater and 
dominus .  T h ere are no novelties, but Lactant ius  is perhaps even more 

incl ined in th i s  treatise to stress the rea l ity and j ustice of di\'inc 
coercion.  This  tendency is no more marked than  in the ringing sen­
tence: 
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LACT4 De ira 17. I 1  

The world i s  like the household o f  god ,  a n d  men are l ike slaves. 

It is strik i ng that of the various vertical relationships withih the 
household, i t  is the 'despotic' which Lactant ius  h a s  s ingled out as the 
appropriate metaphor for the relationship between God and man. It 
i s  a l so  to be remarked upon that when he does produce a comprehen­

sive l ist of those subject to human pafria potest<ls - slaves, children, 
wife, p upils (diseipuli) - it is to remind the paterfamilias of h is duty 
to coerce. 

I t  is u nderstandable in  a treatise wh ich i s  ent i rely devoted to 
prov ing  that God does, should, must show a nger, that the coerctve 
role o f  the paterfamilias is centre-stage. Can we, however, go further 
and  m a ke a n  inference about Lactantius' socia l  a s  d i stinct from theo­
logica l attitudes ? It is hard not to believe t h a t  th i s  writer was a 

discip l inar ian  by conviction, and that for h im the d isc ipl in ing of chil­
dren was, and  should be, as routine as the d i sc ip l in ing  of slaves, and 
in general that in his view coercion of depend ants  was in accordance 
with the w i l l  of God. For that is the effect of the  a na l ogy of the house­
hold :  as with God, so with men . Formally the argument is presented 
the other  way r.ound, because Lactantius is t ry ing to p rove the real ity 
and n ecess ity o f  divine anger: as we ought (se. to coerce) , so God 
ought . . .  

Lactantius i s  in fact not engaged in issu i n g  a dv ice for heads of 

househol d ,  let a lone in describing existing p a tterns of behaviour 
within the h ousehold. This, I imagine, is why we hear  l ittle about the 
nature o f  the p u nishment with which sons as wel l  as  s laves a re threat­
ened. 

A l though l i ttle or nothillg is said about the m a n ner of punishment 
i n fl icted by the paterfamiii(ls, Lactantius does sa�' s omething about 
motives. I t  is a saving grace of the anger of God that it is just and 
a imed at correction not vengeance. And so i t  s h ou ld be among men. 
Lactant ius  d oes not go so far as to claim that pun i shment is a mark of 
a ffection ,  that gratia is displayed through ir,L Th IS  i s  a message that 
Augustine would drum home. 

Lactant ius  does  confront the complaint of the fa ithful that while 
they, the s laves of  God, a re marked down for p u n i shment and suffer 
correctio n ,  s inners appear to be free and prosperous .  The exemplary 
s inners  h appen to be runaway slaves and d isowned sons.  Lactantius' 
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a n swer is ch il l ing. There is no h urry. God is patient. The ete.rnal fires 

are b eing stoked for them.s 

In one-of the newly d iscovered sermons Augustine appears to d own­
grade sons to the level of slaves, e nvisaging them as being equa l l y  

s ubject to coercion by the paterfamilias and by God. Au g usti ne shares 
the interest of Lactantius in  this  theme, and also h is concern with 
expl a i ning and j ustifying the anger of God. The key passage runs as 
fol lows:  

AUG I I  New Sermon (Mail1z _)4 ) ,  Ch. 4,  lines 91-125 (part ) ;  Ch. 7 
(end ) , lines 245-9 

I la Ch. 4, 9 I-f25 (part) 

But fi rst see this worki ng out i n  actual daily l i fe - you can learn 

from th is ho-I'.' God's mercy has not abandoned morta l  men -

there being certain comparisons that can be drawn from human 

existence which show l i S  that p u n i s h m ent can be inflicted in  

m ere}: \X'har am I to  sa�' ? You a d m i n ister discipl ine t o  your s lare, 

and in the act of discip l in ing you s h ow pitr preci sely at the 

moment when you appear to be i nfl i ct ing punishment - however, 

r do not say this to the sl ave. Perhaps YOll are angry with the s l ave 

to the point of hating him.  You s h ould not be, i f  )'ou are a 
C h ristian. You should n o t  be, i f  you keep before you that while 

' s lave' and ' master' a re different words, ' ma n' and ' man'  a re not. 

You shou ld not pursue a s inn ing slave with hatred. But, in so far 
as s laves are men , I"t llS d i scard th i s  comparison,  and replace 

sl;n-e with son. No one i s  capab le of not !O\'in g  his sons, and 
t here i s  no praise to be ea rned by a m a n  for loving his son. The 
master sal's: ' Fo r  what p rofit  w i l l  YOll ga i n i f  you IOH them who 

loq� )'o u ?  Surely tax-col lectors do as much ?' How m uch more are 

sons loved , whom men beget co s llcceed them. No one, to be 
sure, ca n  by tLe I'ery ];:!w of n a tu re,  h ate h i m  whom he has  

brought in ro  the  world . . .  

,\ man secs his  son descending to p ride, l i fti ng himself up 

Ij For a m ore optimi-;ric side of Laccanr ius ,  see Inst. du'. 5 .  L�. I�� where he says that  'we 
a re a l l  hiS sons, enjoying equ,:d righ t s ', and goes on to us{' the related conCert of 
b roth e rh ood. The context make, J d ifference. S I "n"y i s  perhaps scen J S  a more 
appropriate image where punishment or correct ion i s  a t  issue, sonsh ip where God's 
blessings are under dIscussion. Th i s  passage i s  parr of a longer d i scuss ion in which 
Lactanr ius expresses radical soci,,1 " iews, See E5 . 
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against h is  father, taking for h imself more than he should, 
wanting to dissolve himself in empty p le a sures, wanting to 
squander what he does not yet possess. And wheh he does all this 
he is cheerful ,  laughing, rejoicing, gloating. His  father, however, 
stops al l  this  with reproof, punishment, beatings. He wipes the 
grin off h i s  son's face, and substitutes tears. It looks as if he has 
taken away something good and brought evil i n  i ts place. (Look 
what he has banished: mirth; and lOOK what he has  introduced: 
groans.) Yet ,  if he had let that mirth go unpunished, he would 
h ave been cruel; it is  in the forcing of tears that  mercy is located . 
Thus ,  i f  a father who induces tears is found to be merciful, why 
do we not understand that our creator could h ave done what we 
proclaimed in song: 'God, you rejected us and p u t  u s  down?' But 
why did he do this? Surely not for destructio n ,  s u re ly  not for per­
d i tion?  Hear what comes next: 'You were a n gered and you 
showed us pity'. Why is he angry \vi th you, and j ustly so? Read 
the fol lowing words in conjunction: 'Before ! was  h umiliated, r 
sinned . '  What benefit did it bring you that you were rejected and 
put down ? 'It i s  good for me that you have h u m i l i ated me, so that 
r may learn your judgements.' 

Augustine takes the argument a stage further w i t h  an elaborate 
comparison between two tripartite vertical struct u res. The fi rst is the 
order o f  existence, with God above men, and men above other created 
t hings. The second is the hierarchy of the household,  with  a master of 
free status at the top, below him a slave who, h owever, doubles up as 
master because he too has a slave (he is, in effect,  a servus vicarius) , 

and at the third and lowest level, that slave, the slave of a s lave. 
Augustine has  the slave/master punished for rais i n g  h imself against 

his  master. The agent of pun ishment is the slave o f  the slave, who is 
i nstructed by the overall master to beat his own master; or, in another 
formulation, it is  our body, which also plays a second fele as the cause 
of our s in ,  o u r  attempting to rise above our station . As Augustine puts 
it:  

I Ib Ch . 7 (end ) ,  l i nes 245-9 

Thus our  God, because we offended h im,  gave orders that we be 
tortured in relation to our body; Ollr body was made mortal, and 
that is why we both suffer punishments and h ave dared to puff 
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ourselves up against the master. Therefore we are now being 
beaten by our slave. We are being torture d  in the torments of our 

flesh; the master humiliated us by havin g  us beaten by a slave. - : 

The argument about the motivation of God 's p unishment is 

clinched with a reference to the crucifixion: t h e  father h anded over his 
own son for punishment in mercy, the son h a nded hi mself over in 
mercy ( l i nes  300-1) .  

I confine myself to  two observations arising from this  sermon which 
fit o u r  p resent p urposes. First, Augustine d oe s  recognize a distinction 
between son and slave, not so much in the way they are treated, as in 
the way they are viewed. In both cases p u n i shment can and should br; 
i m posed in mercy;  in neither case should t h e  miscreant be hated. With 

s laves ,  this is because they are men. But there the s imilarity between 

sons a n d  s laves ends. Augustine switches from slaves to sons in order 
to advance the argument to its next stage, where he wants to claim that 
p unishm e n t  is inflicted not just out  of pity b u t  o ut of love. It can be 

said only of sons that they are loved in a ccordance w ith the l aw of 

nature ,  a l aw respected as much by beasts as by men, as much by wild 

beasts as  by tame beasts. 

Secondly, slave and son have a lot in common, and that includes 
l iabi l ity to phys

'
ical punishment. It does not seem to matter to 

Augustine who is being beaten, son or slave ,  in the service of the theo­

logical point tha t he is making. In the first part of the a rgument it is 
mainly  the so n ,  in the second part it is the s l ave. Both stand equally for 
us h u mans,  who a re subject to punish ment, and deservedly so, because 

we s inned fi rst ( l i nes 250-1) . 

Sons 2nd slaves in Oi"igen, Athan asius and Augustine 

Origen of Alexa ndria in Egypt and then of Caesa rea in Palestine, 
writing in the first half of the third century AD, addresses hi mself to 

the change of status that is undergone by someone who becomes a fol­

l ower of Christ.9 B uild ing on Paul's idea of a tra nsit ;on from the spirit 
of bondage to that  of adoption (Rom. 8 : 1 5 )  a nd John's concept of 
rebirth as children of God (john I : 1 2) ,  Origer. reconstructs the origi­

na l state of humanity as being one of slavery defined by fea r. This state 
is  then outgrown, as 'perfect love casts o u t  fear' (I John 4: 18),  and we 

, For what follows on Origen and Athanasius I am in debt to Widd icombe ( 1 994). 
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relate to God le�s as to a master than as to a father. Lest there be any 
confusion betwe�n our sonship a nd Christ's, Origen d raws a contrast 
b etween those Who have become ·sons .  by adoption, and the only­
begotten, the son by nature. 

The same ground was traversed about a century later by 
Atha nasius, bishop of Alexandria,  who was forced by the Arian 

d i sp ute over the nature of the Trin ity to expl o re the ontological status 
of Christ and h is rel ationship w ith God . In Against the Aria/IS, 

Atha nasius accepted and ' reinforced O ri gen's distinction between 
sonsh ip  by nature and sonship by adoption: Christ was a/the son by 
n a ture ,  we in contrast- are s laves by n ature. God is o u r  natural master, 
but  we have the capacity of cal l i ng h i m  Father, once we have accepted 
' th e  sp i ri t  of the son' (Contra A rialtos 2 .p,  25 3c). A l i ttl e l ater in the 
s a m e  work, Athanasius expresses the same sentiment, but, interest­
i n gl y, without the terminology of slavery :  'From the beginning we are 
creatures by nature, and God is our creator through the Word; but 

a fterwards we are made sons , and hencefo rth God the creator 
becomes our Father also' (Contra A rianos 2.59, 2739 ) .  Slaves by 
n a ture,  creatures by nature: they are the s a me thing. The message is 
that  i t  is  qua created beings tha t  we a re sl aves. 

These two ideas: the evolution of sl aves i nto sons, and slavery to 
God by nature,  are both present in  Augustine. 

F irst,  from slaves to sons. The New Sermon (lvfainz 62) has 1,545 
l ines and must have taken several hours to del iver. Augustine was never 
l aconic ,  but the inordi nate length of th is  sermon is related to the fact 
that  i t  was the New Year  and there wa s a rol l icking pagan festival in 
p rogress outside from which the preacher was anxious to detain his 
congregation. Its message is  that Christians should not undermine the 
attack on pagan idol-worship by themselves indulging in the veneration 
of co! u m ns, statues, ch urches, angels,  or martyrs and their shrines. God 
a l one should be worshipped. In the course of the discussion of martyrs 
August ine conjures up the image of the hou se ho ld in the fol lowing way: 

AUGI2 Ne/{I Sermon (Maillz 61) , ch .  1 2 ,  l ines  264-8 1 ;  ch . 48, l ines 
I I 66-72 

1 2a Ch.  12,  lines 264-8 r 

Why h aw we sa id this? So that when we attack the pagans we 
do not give them an excuse fo r attacking us. You come to the 
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places of the martyrs so a s  to take away a pio�s memory in you r  
hearts, and so that from the honour won by Fhe martyrs there 
may arise a devotion for the God who did not desert the martyrs 
in their suffering, but a ided them as they did battle, and 
crowned them in their victor): Thus you make yourselves 
worthy objects of the prayers of martyrs. As a rule a good s lave 
i s  deeply indignant i f  he i s  honoured while his master i s  
despised, a good slave who has  actual l y  been t'ransformed from 
a slave into a son. In one respect he is sti l l  a slave, who is des­
tined to be made a son out of a s lave, and in another respect he 
i s  a l ready a son. To be a s lave in fear is one thing, and a son i n  
love another. A great house h a s  everything: hired workers , 
slaves and sons. Hired workers a re those who look for worldly 
gains within the church, they a re those of whom the apostle 
says that they do not procl a i m  the good news in purity. And yet 
he permits them, sayi n g: 'Let Christ  be proclaimed, whether for 
opportunistic reasons or in truth . '  S laves a re those who do wha t  
a master bids them i n  fear. The}' are actually o f  the house, i n  
fact they a re nearer the centre o f  a great house than hired 
workers are; of these sl aves sons a re made, when they begin to 
serve out of love. So, as I said a t  the  beginning, a great house 
has e\'eryth ing .  What do we think the  m a rtyrs are,  my brothers ? 
God forbid that we classify (hem a mong the hired workers, or 
a mong those who are not yet sons.  For ther loved Christ, and 
out of love for h im  despised not only a l l  the pleasures of the 
world but also al l  torments . . .  

1Yluch later in the same sermon Augustin e  returns to the earlier theme, 
according to which only God is to be worshipped, referring this time 
to the angels :  

ub Ch.  48 ,  l ines J I 66-72 
They are servants, doing whar they have been b idden to do, 
referring our prayers to God, not themselves exacting them from 
God. No angel says to man, . . .  a s  do perverse and corrupt min­
isters of certain authorities: 'Gi,-c me something, i f  you want me 
to take a message, if you wa n t  me to admit you.' Our Lord does 
not have a great house of that kind. His  slaves love him, his sons 
love h im.  
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The main points for our purposes a re two: 

r .  A t  the heart o f  the text i s  a distinction between sons and slaves. 
S laves obey their master out of fear, whereas the hallmark of the 
father/son relationship is iove ( l ines 272-}) . 1 O  This fear/love dis­
tinction, though conventional a nd somewhat prescriptive, is 
grounded in the status distinction between s laves and sons rec­
ognized in law and custom; it a lso presumably draws to some 
extent from experience in the household. 1 1  

2 .  Next, Augustine has slave evo lving into s o n  - not any slave, but 
a good slave. All that is required is that the siave begin to serve 
with love. The martyr is l ike neither the h ired worker nor the 
'not yet son' , but is rather a model good s lave who is now called 
son. Slave and son in this usage would seem to be synonymous, 
and we note that Christ is  introduced several times as the 
a rchetypical good slave. But Augustine can also write: 'His 
s laves l ove him, his sons love him',  preserving the shell of the dis­
ti nction at least.12 

Next, n atural slavery. At one point in  the New Sermon (Mainz 5) 
' O n  Obedience', Augustine ponders the first act of h uman disobedi­

ence,  which, though in appearance smal l ,  was none the less 'the first 
cause o f  the destruction of mankind'.  Why d id Adam touch the 
tree ? There is a prior question, however: why did God put the tree 
there a n d  prohibit  Adam from touching i t?  These are Augustine's 
words :  

1 0  The fear/lol'c d istinction may be broken down or qual ified . See e.g. Serm. 297.2 ::: PL 
3 9 . 2 3 I4:  both slave and son fear, but whereas rhe siave fears rorture, rhe son fears love 
( i . e .  the love that issues in punishment); Enarr. in Ps. 1 1 8 . .1 1 . 3  = eeL 4°.1771: fathers 
are feared and loved by pious sons; Ell a rr. ill Ps. 70' I . !  =: eeL 3 9 .941; etc. 

J 1 How fa r. is a vexed question. Poque (r984) and Shaw ( r 987) believe that Augustine is 
a d i rect source for actual attitudes and behaviour in north African society. I am scep­
tical. For example, in the matter of the physical pun ishment of sons, which .hey 
bel ieve was ubiquitous (e.g. Poque (1984). 2°3) . Augustine's teaching on punishment 
has a firm scriptural base. in texts such as Proverbs 3 : I I-n and Hebrews 12:5-8, 
around which he frequentiy bu ilds his argument. Augustine himself appears as an 
enthusiastic disciplinarian. but this is a separate point . See Poque ( 1 984). 194, U2-,. 
referring e.g. to Enarr. in Ps. 37 . 18 ::: CCL } 8 . 3 97; Ser1'/!. 56. 17 = PL 38.385. 

1 2 Was the argument influenced by the status confusion that apparently arose from 
'mixed marriages', in pa rticular between slave men and free women? The idea seems 
far-fetched. For the phenomenon, see Evans-Grubbs ( 1 9 9  3a), drawing almost entirely 
on legal sou rces. 

13° 
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AUG l3 New Sertnqn (!,,fainz 5), ch .  7, l ines 1 38-53  

'Dc! not' , he says , 'touch t h is tree. '  But  surely i f  i t  h ad not been 
,good, i t  would not have been in parad ise. Or do y{)U perhaps 
believe that God had fi l led the world outside paradise with 
everything good and had p lanned evil i n  paradise? And {or sure, 
while there were good things in the rest of the world, things were 
better in paradise. Yet, because  a mong a l l  the goods that were 
set in paradise obedience was the one to be preferred ,  God 
imposed a prohibition for some purpose, lest by prohibiting 
nothing he not be dominant. Wel l ,  then, perhaps someone i mag­
in�s that God wanted to dominate out of arrogance . But God's 
do

'
mination is beneficial no t  to God,  but to the dominated . He 

i s  neither the iess if  we spurn Him, nor the greater if we serve 
Him. It is expedient for us n o t  to Him thar we be under such a 
master. He who wants to dominate us ,  in this case wants it for 
our benefit, not His own. He does not lack any good that  we 
have, whereas we lack a l l  the goods that He has, for God is 
Himself the highest good for us. The h i ghest and best good for 
us, than which nothing is to be p referred, is God Himself. See the 
s lave confessing, hear wha t  he says in the Psalm: '1 said to the 
Lord: you are my God, for you d o  not lack any good things that 
I h ave . '  So God prohib ited something so as to impose a rule, so 
that He who was Lord should be served, so as  to mark off obed i ­
ence from disobedience, j u st a s  virtue from vice . . .  

In  the City of God ( in a passage composed around two decades 
a fter th is sermon) Augustine found that b oth phys ical sl a\-er ), and spir­
i t u a l  slavery were consequences of the Fa l l .  In this sermon, he i s  pre­
senting the relationship of God to prelapsarian man in terms of the 
m a s ter/s lave relationsh ip. He is sayi n g  that  the natural rel a tionship of 
m a n  to God is that of s lave to master. There i s  ne incompati bii i�y here, 
beca use the spi ritual slal'ery which i s  the consequence of the sin of 
A d a m  is bad s laver), that io, s l avery to s i n ,  whereas the spiritual slavery 
which is  the natura l  condition of man is good s lavery, slavery to G od.  

The slave h ierarchy, according t o  Augustine 

Mainz 5 gives us another interes ting  insight into the mind of 
Augustine. Th is is  the context: Augustine is ch id ing the congregation 
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at Carthage for creating a rumpus in the church the previous day and 
forcing h i m  to abandon his se;mon. After chastising h imself for not 
consulting his host, the primate Aurel ius,  b efore h e  gave up, he rebukes 

the congregation for their display of d isobedi ence to their bishops. In 
so doing, he gives the New Testament message to Christians to serve 
one another an inegalitarian twist: 

AUGI4 New Sermon (Maim 5), ch. 10, l ines 223-7; ch.  I l, lines 
2 3 7-43 

l4a Ch. 10, l ines 223-7 

But someone might sa)" 'My bishop should fol low my Lord's 
example and serve me.' My dear people, [ say to this - and let 
those who are capable understand th is  - i f  your bishop were not 
a servant, he would not be giving ord e rs. For he i s  a servant who 

gives beneficial orders, he serves with v igilance, he serves with 
consideration, he serves w ith concern, he  serves, in a word, with 
l ove. For he who came here to minister certa in ly  gave orders to 
h is  d i sciples. 

Augustine's first example i s  of the preparation of  the Paschal feast, 
deleg ated by Jesus to others. He then turns to the entry into 
Jerusalem:  

14b Ch.  I I, l ines 237-43 

He said, 'Go into the vil lage opposite a n d  you wi l l  find there the 
colt of an ass tied up, on which no one h a s  sat; br ing it to me . .  . '  
They l istened to him, went off, and d id hiS bidding. Did anyone 
hold back, did any one say : 'Why does h e  want the colt brought 

to h i m ?  It cannot be the case that someone who has brought the 
dead back to l ife has worn himself out with walking.' Listen, 
s lave: do what you are bidden by h i m  who looks after your 
welfare, who attends to your safety. 

Augustine turns to al legory - the vi l lage stands for this world and 
ifS values, which includes d isobedience; the colt stand s for the gentiles, 
bound up by the devil  and not yet having carried a prophet. Augustine 
s t i l l  has  to find a dramatis persona for h i s  a u d ience, not to mention 
h i  mself and Bishop Aurelius: 
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14c Ch. I I ,  l ines 263-76 

What are you, my breth ren, what do you want to be: those who 
released the colt, or the col t  i tself? You would not dare claim for 
yourselves the role of those by who m  the col t was released; it 
was the apostles who filled that  role .  That is the role of people 
under orders: we sustain tha t  role, with our utmost solicitude, 
by means of the powers that the l o rd thinks  fit to assign to us. 
No, we are talking of you. You a re the colt, you obey those who 
lead you off so that you can carry the lord. So, my dear people, 
consider how the disciples re leased the colt and led it to the 
master. They led it ,  and it fol lowed them; they did not drag it 
a long, and it did not resist them. Yet,  and we are speaking now 
of the service that we perform,  when the disciples led the colt to 
the lord ,  they were do ing a service for the colt; s o  too we do a 

service for you when we lead you to the lord, when we teach and 
advise obedience; if service were not being given you in your 
weakness, you would not be l istening to us today. 1 3  

This is  Augustine's vision of a wel l -ordered Church. At the head are 
the b ishops, themselves under the juri sdict ion of God, and under their 
a uthority, the laity. Like the apostles in the story of the colt, the 
b i shops both obey orders and give o rders. Ma;nz J4 (cf. AUGII) offers 
a useful parallel with its picture of a three-l ayered universe: God 
stands over humanity, which is itsel f  over a nd above the rest of crea­
t ion.  We saw that Augustine chose to clarify this with a homologous 
example from everyday l ife involv ing a master, his slave a nd his slave's 
s l ave. The master is alone a master and only a master. His slave is both 
s lave (to this master) and master ( over his slave ) .  The slave's slave is 
only a slave. 

Concl us i on 

Christian theologians from Paui to Augustine (and beyond) made free 
use of the image of slavery, applying i t  even to themsel ves and their 
Christian brethren, 'fel low-slaves in reiigion'.14 The idea that humility 
and self-surrender were natura l  a nd p roper attitudes to adopt towards 

\ l  Enarr. in Ps . . 1 1 .2.2 ) = CCL 38.241  gi\'es a different version of the colt image, empha­
sizing discipline, and involving a promotion from pack-anim al to son! 

\4 Lactantius, Ens!. dit·. 5. 15.6.  
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God is rooted in the world of the a ncient Israelites: ¥6�es, Abraham 
and the other Old Testament heroes were slaves of Cod before Paul 
and company were, a nd before Christ h imself was. Sut the Christian 
theology of the incarnation and crubfixion deepened the Jewish 
insight into the religious signi ficance of o bedience and service. The 
slavery of Christ and the slavery or redeemed mankind were not 
simply a repeat of that of paradise .  _ 

The other side of the coin is that it was' a compliment and a privi­
lege to be called a slave - of God. Jerome in his Homily on Psalm 1 15 

remarks that the Psalmist's words 'r am your s lave' appear to be 
spoken out of humiiity, but immediately adds: ' I t  is a mark of great 
dignity and merit to be slave of the Lord and not :l slave of sin.'15 

Moreover, slavery in the Christian context was the key to salvation, 
and as such the badge of a rather exclusive club. This theme, already 
adumbrated by Paul, is elaborated by Augustine. We are all slaves, but 
there are slaves and slaves. 

First, within the Christian community of slaves, there is a hierarchy 
of authority, of which the living proof a n d  exemplum is the verticaliy 
structured institutional church. Within the church there are slaves who 
serve by giving orders, and there are s laves who serve by carrying out 
those orders without question. 

Second,  in  the total ity of human ity there is  a d ivision between bad 
slaves, that is, Jews, pagans, heretics and Ch ristians still enslaved to 
s in ,  and good slaves, who are faithful servants of the Christian God, 

S lavery, then, divides both mankind from God a nd men from men, 
the damned from the called (or better, the chosen) . It is within the 
latter group of the cal led that conventional  status-divisions fade away, 
as slave and son become substitutable (as i n  Paul or LKtantius),  or as 
s lave evolves into son (as in Origen, Athanas ius a nd Augustine)-. It is 
true that in the darker vision of Lactantius a nd Augustine, slave and 
son merge as joint objects of divine chastisement, although we are 
constantly reminded that without such corrective punishment \ve 
cannot qualify for the inheritance. 

All this is metaphor. It is worth asking whether, for the Church 
Fathers, slavery and sonship had tWO m o re o r  less independent exis­
tences, one metaphorical, in the land of theology, the other physical ,  

15 jerome, Brev. in  Ps. I I  5 = PL 26 .n8 3 .  He goes on to refer t o  Moses, Abraham, lsaac . 
Jacob and Paul. 
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in Graeco-Roman society. The t wo_ worlds seem to me to have i n te r­
sected surprisingly l ittle .  

Thus, i f  the son/slave d istinction was blurred in Christian w riters 
from Paul to Augustine, in the secular world it stil l held good i n  a l l  
essentials .  I t  i s  quite cl ear  tha t  the dist inction sti l l  operated i n  t h e  fields 
of punishment and reward, so that s laves were sti l l  subjected to severer 
punishments , and sons were sti l l  looked to as heirs. 1 6  Augustine cer­
tainly had no more interest in  removing the son/slave d istinction in 
actuality than he had in break ing  d own the divisions between master 
and slave, father and son , and h usband and wife . !' 

16 Augustine often talks of the son as the pote ntial  heir who must be groomed for this 
role by stern discipline. See Poque (I984) ,  2 IG-II ;  Shaw ( r 987), w. O n  the brutal 
punishments to which slaves were liable, much worse than the whip ({lage"um), see 
Pogue ( 1 984),  284"-96. 

,- For husband and wife. see now Mainz 4 1  (De hono nupi,arum) and Mainz 42. (De 
honorandis I'el contemnendis parentibus) = Dolbeau (r992c). 
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Conclusion 

'The slaveholders' diaries, l etters, and other personal papers' ,  writes 

Eugene Genovese, 

show that the Bible and religious tracts held pride of place in their reading . . .  

In the academies and colleges students got large doses of Greek and Roman 

history as well as l iterature, and many  retained a lifelong interest . . .  No doubt  
they  had many reasons for  the i r  con tinued interest, including and perhaps 

especialIr sheer pleasure. A mong those reasons was the moral and h istorical 

support they found for their adherence to a slave societj: The proslavery theo­

rists never tired of procla iming that the greatness of ancient Egypt, Israel,  

Greece, and Rome had been based on slavery, and the reading of ancient 

history and literature seemed to confirm the proclamation. I 

Slavery though by no m e a n s  ubiquitous was deeply entrenched i n  
a ncient societies. The s l ave-owni n g  class extended well down the 

social  sca le, and incl uded even s l aves. Slaveowners iarge and s m a l l  

were uniformly comm itted to t h e  syste m ,  which they saw as a fu nda ­

mental feature of their  society. No o n e  launched, nor conrem plat�r1_, a 

movement for abolition, not even s laves, who were more i n terested 

(especially in the Roman context) in joining their oppressors t h a n  i n  

opposing them as a cla ss .  \X'hy ?  

I t  made a cli fference that  there was n o  a lterna tive and competing 

model against which the s l ave system could be  measured. I n  a n te­

bellum America, the existence o f  a rival free-labour system to the 
North forced the slave-owni n g  South to defend itself and its way o f  

l ife, first with argument, and ult i m a te ly  with weapons. There was n o  

c ause for a n  Edmund Ruffin to emerge t o  a rgue for the profitabil ity o f  
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Conciusion 
rl,e slave economy of ancient Greece. Persia  and Egypt were the m ost  
advanced neighbouring civi l izations o f  the Graeco-Roman (an-cl 
Jewish) world, but they were j uclged to be more completely slave soci­
eties than those of the Greeks and Rom a ns :  everyone was a slave in 
Persia apart from the King, everyone in Egypt apart from the Pharaoh. 
These societies lacked political i nstitutions and the fundamental con­
cepts of citizenship and freedom. For in the Graeco-Roman world 
s l avery was not just an economic system - a s  such it ebbed and flowed 
w ithout ever fading away. Slavery, from Aristotle to Augustine, was a 
b a sic, structural element of the h o usehold,  affording owners and their 
fam i l ies the leisure to indulge i n  the good l ife ,  however they defined it. 

Given that any discussion of  the p ro s  and cons of ancient slavery 
h a d  to arise from within the society, without any external stimulus or  
p rompting, it would not be surprisin g to find a complete absence of  
criticisms or  apologia of sl avery. Tha t  i s  not, however, the situation. 
The ancient world does not fit  the model o f  a slave society (or soci­
eties) wherein slavery was s imply accepted, in the sense that there was 
so l i tt le d iscomfort felt  about the i n s titution that no one saw the need 
to defend it. Interventions of a critical  or j ustificatory nature did 
occur, anxieties and tensions surfaced, and ideologies were actively 
e ngaged in keeping them in check. The voices raised in justification 
and loaded explanation of the existence of s lavery are much the more 
numerous and authoritative, but this in  itself  i mplies that there was 
perceived to be a case to be answered. One s u s pects that the real debate 
took p lace within the hearts and m inds of its defenders, more espe­
c ia l ly  those whose philosophical or rel igious beliefs gave them a 
g l impse of human nature that was h a rd to reconcile with slavery. The 
overt attacks on slavery are few and isolated, their im pact l imited . 

The dosest approximation to a n  exch a n ge over the legitimacy of 
sl avery occurs in the text of Aristotle's Politics. Aristotle is replying to 
the charge that there was no j ustice in s lavery, only the operation of 
brute force backed up by man-made law or convention.  Aristotle does 
not say who was advancing these v iews - except that they were persons 
e ngaged in law and in philosophy - i n  what context, and with what 
i n tent. They appear to be hei rs of the l a te fifth- and early fourth ­
century sophists, who were notorious  for their  criticism of established 
institutions and beliefs. Their arguments ,  as Aristotle presents them, 
contain traces of positions taken u p  o n j u s ti ce by Thrasymachus and 
C a l Iicles (according to Plato) . If Aristotle's opponents were faithful to 
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their sophistic inheritance, then they were presenting something less 
than a root-and-branch condemnation of s lavery. The sophists were 
sceptics rather than n ih i lists. They sUbiected the polis, its institutions 
and its values to critical scrutiny, questioning whether they were 
rooted in nature but stoppin g  short of saying that they had no grounds 
for existing at all . 

Aristotle found the a rguments i n  question subversive, and met the 
challenge they posed oy asserting that s lavery was natural, beneficial  
and useful to both sides o f  the m aster/slave relationship, and a neces­
sity for the attainment of the good l ife. This was a sophisticated 
version of the popular ideology according to which sl aves were as a 
race degenerate and vicio u s  and therefore fit for subjection - a motif 
of ancient liter; Hure from A ristophanes to John Chrysostom. Natural 
s lave theory was ,  not surp ri s ingly, equally e nduring, even if not so 
often articulated. There s urvives a sprinkl ing of examples of 
Aristotle-style thinking on s lavery in the philosophicai a nd, especially, 
theological literature from l a ter periods of a ntiquity. We do not have 
to believe that the writers concerned had Aristotle on their desks 
before them. Aristotle was far from being in the post-classical period , 
as he was in the t ime of the Renaissance, ' the ph ilosopher' .  Aristotle 
had all  but disappeared from view within a generation of his death, 
and he was inconspicuous and u ninfl uentia l  therpafter. Later (hinkers 
did not so much echo his views - lacking need or motive to do so - a s  
share his presuppositions. His  o pponents' views are nor reiterated a s  
such among later writers, though perhaps shared b y  some o f  them. 
They appear as the ephemeral  product of a short-l ived intellectual 
revolution. 

A third strand of thought on s lavery that s urfaces in Aristotle had 
better prospects for the fu ture:  the social critique of sla\'ery. Aristotle 
conceded that there were p eople wrongly enslaved who could reason­
ably be regarded as not s laves at ail, but actually free. In this he was 
meeting his opponents ha l f-way ('ther are a l so in a way correct' ) .  
Perhaps h i s  intention was t o  ' reclass ify'  their a rgument and take away 
its sting, by granting it va l id i ty a s  social criticism but not as anythi ng 
more. There V,-el e in all periods of antiquity critics of existing forms 
of s{auery (rather than of s lavery as such),  and their a ssertions are 
sometimes backed with a rguments of philosophical interest. Seneca's 
p lea for the generous treatment of s laves by masters on the grounds 
that they are l inked by com mon kinship is a familiar example. The 
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motivation for such interventions i s  obvious enough: the security of 
masters and the stability of  society could only be secured if s laves 
accepted their lot, and for this a subtle blend of coercion and paternal­
ism was needed. Many Romans, by hold ing before -(some of) their 
slaves hopes of a better future, were able to exploit them to the full ,  
while avoiding the twin evi ls  of  breaking their spirit and turning them 
into rebels. The balance was a delicate one, easily upset. Seneca was 
w riting against a h istorical backdrop of runaway slaves, assassinated 
masters, and, in an earlier period, ful l -scale slave revolts. 

For us there is a blatant inconsistency between a highminded 
conception of mankind as united a nd rational and the enslavement of 
large numbers of men a nd women. Seneca admits to an inconsistency 
of a more l imited scope, between h i s  vision of humanity and the harsh 
treatment (rather than existence) of slaves. We may have to accept that 
h i s  moral sensibilities went no deeper than this. 

Other criticisms of slavery as an  institution are flashes in the pan. 
They are also innocuous. The Essenes and Therapeutae, Jewish sects 
which condemned slavery and also did without it, were regarded as 
exotic groups of philosophers fulfi lling a utopian dream beyond the 
frontiers of normal society. (The monastic movement of late Antiquity 
furnishes only a partial parallel,  in so far as its spokesmen (such as 
Augustine, or Basil) required their monks to do without slaves, in 
order to keep the rule of poverty, but without condemning the institu­
t ion . )  Gregory of Nyssa's live ly  attack on s lave-owning as an aspect of 
the s in  of pride is unique. S lave-own i ng ,  it is  clear, was a structural 
e lement of Christian as wet! as pagan and Jewish society and was 
accepted as such by Church leaders. If G regory freed all his siaves, and 
he does not say that he dId, then he was o ne of very few who did so. 
The 'other Gregory', his contemporary the bishop of Nazianms, d id 
not,  as his Will testifies. Our G regory's sister Macrina treated her slave 
a ttendants 'democratically' ,  and this  was seen as an acceptable way of 
coping with slavery at least among those of  ascetic inclinations. There 
may well have been Christians, including  G regory perhaps, who per­
ceived that slavery was against the sp i rit of  Christianity, but if so, they 
are also likely to have felt that any attempt to abandon it  would fatally 
destabilize societ), I f  that was the position of Gregory, then he would 
have seen eye-ta-eye with the apologist of slavery in the antebellum 
South, Thomas Roderick Dew. In any case, it is more l ikely that 
G regory's broadside was applauded for its e loquence than that it sent 
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, s hock-waves through socieq: There is no sign- of any riposte to h i s  
'

a rguments. Philo (and o th ers) h a d  reported t h e  social practices a nd 

- 'attitudes of the Esse(1es  a nd Therapeutae w ith wonder but a l s o  
'withOlit anxiet}: Yet i t  i s  i n  Phi lo 's writings that the doctrine o f  natu r a l  
s laver}' is reborn ,  in  a n o t h e r  context, and qu ite withou t  provocati o n .  

The enslavements of  Canaan a n d  Esau were presented b y  t h e  writer  
o f  Genesis as a l legor ies  o f  the conquest and subjection of the  
Canaanitcs and Edcimites (or  I d u maeans) by the  ancient I s rael i tes .  
Ph i lo  read into these accounts the creation of two kinds of people, t h e  
natural ly sen'ih: a n d  the n a t ura l l y  blessed , through t h e  operation o f  
d ivine providence. Ph i lo  s aw n o  mora l  d i lemma here: i t  was a matter 
o f  the chosen people of God fu l fi l l i n g  their destiny, and the needs o f  
the rcjectcd o f  God were best met i n  service to their superio rs . Had 

not Esau's displacement a nd s l a\Try been presented as  a bless ing?  I t  

was t h e  Chr ist ia ns , l ll h e ri ti n g  t h e  storics when they an nexed t h e  O l d  
Testa ment, who found them p roblematic. Leaving aside the p e rso n a l  

a ngu i s h  suffered b y  Pau l  (a s a J e w  b y  origin)  as h e  re-read bau's rejec­

t ion as a s:'mhol o f  rhe d owngra d i ng of the jell's, the fate o f  Esau ( i n  
pa rticular) and the m;l IHler o f  i t s  accompl ish ment raised quest ions  
about the  justice o f  God.  Some C h ri stian interpretations stayed 
remarkably close to the though t-fra m e  of Philo, in  representi ng Esall 's 
enslavement as a ben e fi t  for o n e  who suffcred from congenita l  mora l  
de fiCIencies, a nd i n avoid i n g  the sensit ive question o f  u l t i m a te 

responsibil ity. Augusti n e  squa re d  t h e  circle by deciding that sl avery i s  

part o f  God's p l a n for m a nk i nd , ,1I1d t h a t  mankind fathcr t h a n  God i s  

accountable for i t s  i n t ro d uction heca use of  Adam's guilt wh ich a l l  

h u man s share. This so lu t ion a t  once sanctioned the exi stence o f 
s L \\'cl'\, and headed o ff a n v  c nq u l rv as to i ts ethical basis. The con nec­
tion of sla\'en' w i th s i n  was establ ished , but not in such a \\'3\' as to 

undermine rhe I n st itut ion , S in  h a d  i ssued in s !a\'erv, hut s lavery was  

not I tsdf s in ;  i t  could not  be i f  i t  was  a n  a spect of God 's ( just) j u dge­
m en t o f  men. The med ieva l Ch u rch was  un ah le t o  shake off this  hean' 
legac:'. Its leading theorist,  Tho mas Aql l inas,  had before h i m  both a 

red iscm'ercd A rIstotle and August ine .  
There \\'as a nother p,1ttern o f  rhought  which discou raged cr it ic i s m  

o f  thc i nst i tut io n . Physical sl ayer\' might  be  a m iserable state t o  be  i n ,  

b u t  i t  was far preferable t o  mora l o r sp i r i tu a l  sl al'er): A s  Augu st i ne p u t  
i t: ' I t  is  hener t o  b e  sla\'c o f  cl m a  n t h a n  s l ave of a l ust.' O r, i n  t h e  da r i n g  
fo rmul at ion of A mbrosc: 'Sl al'C r y  i s  wretched, but Joseph w a s  not 
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wretched. Far from it, he was conspicuously happy, when, though 
p laced in servitude, he checked the passions of his  mistress' (De off. 
min. 2..2.0). The basic idea was pagan before it received a Chtistian -
reorientation. It appears first i n  the G reek l i terature of the dassical 
period as a message to the good s lave that vi rtue is freedom. In Stoic 
thought it is elaborated as the doctrine that only the wise and good 
man who is completely i mpervio u s  to the emotions and passions is 
truly free. Whether or not one is a s l ave or a free man IPoor or rich, i l l  
o r  in good health) is irrelevan t  to virtue; it is  an indifferent. The 
Chri stian position is recognizably s imila r, but there are inevitable 
adjustments. Where the Stoics had confronted moral s lavery and 
moral  freedom, Paul and later Christian c ommentators envisaged a 
choice between two kinds of s lavery, one bad,  the other good, slavery 
to s in and sl avery to God, which was also perfect freedom, and the 
route to salvation. In this they were drawing on Old Testament modes 
of thought. The ideas that utter s ubjection and devotion to God were 
man's natural state - that, as Athanasius p u t  it, we are by nature s laves 
- and that to be God's servant o r  s lave was to be free are Jewish i n  
origin. 

What Jewish and Christian thinkers had in mind by 'slavery' is  more 
accurately rendered 'obedience' or 'service' .  It had almost nothing in 
common with ancient domestic servitude, let alone the notorious 
s lave-gangs who worked the m i ne s  o r  the estates of the rich in late 
Republ ican Italy. The cultural baggage which ' slavery' carries with it, 
a n d  the persistent use of the same vocabu l a ry in d ifferent ways for 
contrasting purposes; pose special  problems for us. Slavery in the 
world of Paul  or Augustine and in the vast corpus of patristic writings 
was  not just a metaphor. Whi le  in thei r homil ies and doctrinal trea­
t ises the Church Fathers were p resenting s lavery as the essence of 
freedom, the form of the proper relationsh ip  between man and God, 
in the world in which they l ived s l avery and other conventional status­
dist inctions had not faded J.way. Some Chu rch Fathers betray unease 
at th is  juxtaposition , but few a re o pe n  about it .l 

The definition of true slavery as moral/spi r i tual  rather than corpo­
rea! is an escape from, rathe r  than a resoiution of, the d ilemma posed 
by s lavery. But some did not rest their case the re, but went so far as to 

2 See Weiss ( 1 979) , for the view that Valerianus,  a fift h-century semi·Pelagian bishop 
of Cimiez i n  the south of France, shows obvious d i scomfort. The case i s  interesting, 
but I think overstated. See also Weiss ( 1 970). 
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argue that slavery was part of the natural order, or in Ch risti an ter­
minology an aspect of the judgement of God, and not therefore unj ust  
or i l legitimate. This ideology was completely consistent with the 

social attitudes of the inte l lectua l ,  religious and politIcal leaders o f  
ancient societies, who were u tterly committed to the institution of  
slavery, holding that  when properly regulated, it guaranteed security 
for s laves, the good l ife for the citi zenry, and the stability of the society 
as a whole. The world-vie\", of  the apologists for s lavery in the O l d  
South was strikingly s imila r. 

It wi l l  surprise no one that the hero of my narrative is Gregory o f  
Nyssa who, perhaps uniquel y, s aw that s lavery itself i s  a sin. 
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