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Central Historical Question: 
How did the Romans enslave people? 

[image: ]

In imperial Rome, slaves were supplied from many sources. One of them was war. That does not mean that the Romans waged war for the sole purpose of capturing slaves. After all, there was never a guarantee that the Romans would win and would be able to enslave people. But some wars in which the Romans were victorious supplied many slaves. Not all captives were deprived of their freedom and taken to Rome. Some captives were ransomed by their families, exchanged for the other side’s prisoners, or sold to slave dealers (mangones or venalicii), who frequently followed Roman armies.

Slaves were also obtained through the natural reproduction of the existing slave population, known as “slave-breeding.” This source of new slaves was so important that the law allowed the buyer of a female slave to get a replacement or a refund from the seller in case the slave could not have children. Slaves were also obtained through infant exposure. Some parents were too poor to afford to raise another child. Others, who were well-off, did not want to have to divide the inheritance among too many children. There is evidence that more girls than boys became foundlings because girls were not valued as highly as boys. Besides children who were abandoned, others were simply sold by their parents. Desperate grown-ups even sold themselves into slavery.

Slaves could also be “imported,” and there is evidence of extensive long-distance trade with communities beyond the frontiers. During the empire, slaves came from Britannia, Dacia (present-day Romania), Germania, and even from Arabia and the region of the Black Sea. But even within the empire, slaves could be sold and re-sold. Some places, like Delos, had permanent markets, others had periodic markets, and there were everyday, small-scale private transactions in which one or more slaves passed into the hands of a new master.

Within the frontiers, piracy and kidnapping also supplied numerous slaves. Although this practice was illegal, it still took place. Practically anyone could become a slave this way. When Julius Caesar was young, he was kidnapped by Cilician pirates. If his friends had not paid his ransom on time, the pirates could have sold him into slavery. And in the fifth century CE, Galatians (modern-day Turkey) was famous for descending upon North African villages and kidnapping its peoples.



[bookmark: _1nghfdo4thh8]Document A: The Digest (laws)

The Digest was a compilation of more than 700 years of Roman legislation enacted under Emperor Justinian in the early sixth century CE. 

… Slavery is an institution of the ius gentium (“law of nations”), whereby someone is against nature and made subject to the ownership of another. Slaves (servi) are so-called because generals have a custom of selling their prisoners and preserving rather than killing them… When a place is captured by an enemy … freemen become slaves …

Source: The Digest of Justinian 1.5.4 and 11.7.36, Vol. I, trans. Alan Watson (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 15 and 354.


	Guiding Questions
1. According to this source, how are people made slaves?


2. What would have happened to them if they were not made slaves?


3. According to this source, what is the state of “nature”? 








[bookmark: _7eutb5lk7q78]Source B: The Theodosian Code

The Theodosian Code was a compilation of fourth- and fifth-century Roman laws, published in 438 CE. This selection is from a law passed by Constantine in the early fourth century CE:

The August Emperor Constantine, to the Italians:

Per the decisions of earlier emperors, any person who lawfully obtains a new-born child in any manner and intends to bring it up shall have the right to hold it in a state of slavery; so that if after a series of years anyone asserts that it is free, or claims it as his slave, that person must provide another similar slave or pay an equivalent price.

Source: The Theodosian Code 5.10.1, qtd. in Thomas Wiedemann, ed., Greek and Roman Slavery (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1981), 118-9.


	Guiding Questions

1. Who was the intended audience of this source? 

2. What right does a person who obtains a newborn child have the right to do? 

3. Can they free slaves? 








[bookmark: _rnujd4kr8sv6]Source C: Edict of Maximum Prices

In 301 CE, Emperor Diocletian published the Edict of Maximum Prices to control inflation. It imposed severe penalties on those who charged more than the maximum prices. But the law could not be enforced and was revoked shortly afterward:


	Types of Slaves 
	Prices

	[Male slave …] Between the ages of 16 and 40
	30,000 denarii

	Female Between the ages of 16 and 40
	 25,000 denarii

	Man between 40 and 60 
	25,000 denarii

	Female between 40 and 60  
	20,000 denarii

	Boy between 8 and 16; also a girl of age above-specified
	20,000 denarii

	Man over 60 or under 8
	 15,000 denarii

	Female over 60 or under 8 
	 10,000 denarii




Source: Diocletian’s Edict of Maximum Prices, ZPE 34 (1979), 177, adapted from Thomas Wiedemann, ed., Greek and Roman Slavery (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1981), 105.

Note: It is difficult to give a modern dollar equivalent for the value of one denarius, especially considering that Diocletian published this edict during rapid inflation. But for comparison, it may be useful to remember that a free farm laborer earned 25 denarii a day, a painter of pictures 150 denarii, and a tailor between 40 and 60 denarii, depending on his skills.


	Guiding Question 

1. When was this document created?

2. Why would the emperor try to set the prices of slaves? 

3. Which were the most expensive slaves? Why do you think that is?

4. Which were the least expensive slaves? Why do you think that is?

5. At what age were boys and girls equally priced? 








	Central Historical Question: 
How did the Romans take slaves? 

	Respond to the Central Historical Question using evidence (“quotes”) from two different sources. 

Claim: “The Romans created slaves by ___________ (reason).” 
Evidence - “quote” (select a sentence from Source A, B, or C)
Analysis - explain the quote and tie it back to the claim 
Evidence - “quote” (select a different Source A, B, or C and pull a sentence)
Analysis - explain the quote and tie it back to the claim 
Closing Sentence- restate your claim and evidence
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