
Roman Slavery 150 CE

By the first century CE, slaves made up about a
third of the population of Rome. An average
middle class Roman citizen had 8–10 slaves
working at his business or in his household. An
emperor’s household might have had as many as
20,000 slaves. Even plebeians (lower classes)
sometimes owned one or two slaves. The price of
slaves varied according to the skills and beauty of
the slave; they were cheap when there were many
prisoners of war to be sold after a successful
military campaign. Slaves performed a great
variety of jobs, from farming to gladiatorial fighting,
household service, and administration in the
civil service.

Manumission
Many slaves were freed before they died (the practice of
freeing slaves was known as manumission). Slaves
either bought their freedom out of pocket-money
(peculium) or earned it through good work. A freedman
was frequently indentured to render specified services to
his previous master under pain of forfeiting his newly
won liberty. On the other hand, he was often provided
with a small fund by gift or loan to set him up in a busi-
ness of his own. Freedmen could become citizens and
be involved in political life.

Status
Roman slaves were noncitizens and had no political
rights. They were considered to be the property of their
owners. Publicly owned slaves who worked in the civil
service or in the emperor’s household had a higher
status than privately owned slaves. Opportunities for
family life were minimal, but sometimes slaves obtained
permission from their masters to enter into a quasi-
matrimonial union (contubernium), which once conceded
was seldom revoked. Children born into slavery
were slaves.

Rural Slaves
● Usually prisoners of war from uncivilized parts who

could survive harsh conditions and work.
● Most worked on large agricultural estates owned by

wealthy, absentee citizens. Work, often heavy and
monotonous, involved preparing land and tending
crops and animals. Slaves were fed coarse fare and
housed in barns or cellars.

● Opportunities of family life were denied, and chances
of gaining freedom remote. Dissatisfied slaves
resorted to slave uprisings.

COMPARISON BETWEEN RURAL AND URBAN SLAVES

Manumission, the ceremonial
practice of freeing a slave,
became common by the 
first century.

Urban Slaves
● Often educated Greek captives, many of whom were

unsuited to monotonous farm work.
● A great variety of jobs were open to urban slaves,

from fighting as gladiators, to household service and
quasi-professional positions as secretaries, teachers,
and physicians. Work in generously staffed homes
was seldom heavy.

● Family life was sometimes allowed; special rewards
for good service were common; many slaves were
able to buy their own freedom.

Early Morning
● Scatter sawdust over the floors and sweep off the

accumulated dirt; dust and polish ceilings, pillars,
cornices, and ornaments; carefully wash floor mosaics.

● Begin baking bread for the day.

Morning
● Help the master to get dressed. 
● Go to the market to buy provisions for the evening

dinner (cena). Prepare food. 
● Help the master’s wife to dress and prepare an

elaborate hairstyle. 

TYPICAL DAILY ROUTINE FOR HOUSEHOLD SLAVES

Afternoon and Evening
● Attend the master’s long bathing ritual, if he has

decided to bathe at home.
● Prepare amphora of wine: add spices and honey and

keep cool with ice.
● Arrange the couches, cushions, and tableware in the

dining room (triclinium).
● Welcome and announce guests.
● Pour wine, wash diners’ hands, and serve seven

courses of feast, clearing away between each.
● Help drunken guests to guest bedrooms, or escort

them home.
● Clear up after feast.


