isagogics on runaway slaves
in the Roman empire

I. Preliminary considerations.

A. When one considers the matter of slavery in the ancient world, it becomes evident that it was quite different than later forms of slavery.

B. While more recent forms of slavery were often instituted to meet the labor demands of society, Roman slavery was characterized by the subjugation of the weak by the strong.

C. In the Roman world there were many different ways for one to become enslaved; this includes being captured in war, being born into a slave family, being sold into slavery, or being abandoned at birth.
D. While less common, some children were sold by their parents, some were enslaved because they could not pay their debts, and some were victims of kidnapping.
E. As has been documented, slaves in the Roman Empire lived in a state of powerlessness; they were under the absolute control of their owners, possessed no legal rights, and were considered to be property.

F. Most slaves would never be freed, but were subject to the whims of their masters, subject to corporal punishment, sexual exploitation, torture, and even summary execution.

G. Thus, it is not shocking to find that many slaves might choose to resist their masters; resistance could take several forms, beginning with acts of rebellion like slowing down the pace of work, damaging tools, faking illness, and theft.
H. However, rebellion could be expressed by more extreme means such as violence against the master or his family, murdering the master, suicide, and running away.

I. As will be demonstrated in this work, running away was a risky endeavor; nevertheless, some came to believe that it was the only way to be freed from their life of bondage.
II. Precautionary procedures.

A. In recognition of the threat of runaway slaves, the slave owners would seek to defend their property by making escape as difficult as they reasonably could.
B. The first measure to stop slaves escaping was simply to control the time and mobility of the slaves, which allowed them little to no opportunity to flee.

1. There is some evidence (but not much) that chains were used to impede the movement of slaves and ensure against their potential disobedience. 

2. Probably the most beneficial tool that master had for disciplining and maintaining control of his slaves was the overseer.

C. While chains, slave quarters, and foremen were part of the negative strategies to control slaves, the wise slave owner would also use positive containment strategies.

1. Loyal and hardworking slaves were sometimes rewarded with the right to marry and start a family.
2. In fact, there were incentives offered to women who gave birth to children; Columella (who wrote primarily about agriculture) recommended that a woman who gave birth to three children be relieved from her duties and that a mother of four should be set free.

3. Some slaves were rewarded with livestock, some were rewarded with their own slave, and some were rewarded financially.

4. As with businesses today, slaves could be promoted for loyal service; this encouraged hard work and served to deter slaves from seeking other opportunities.

5. Of course, the most important positive hope that many slaves had was that of manumission, either with or without Roman citizenship.
D. In spite of the positive and negative measures taken by slave owners to prevent a slave from fleeing, some took flight anyway, which brought the need to track down, capture, and return the slave to his master.
III. The pursuit, capture, and return of slaves.

A. Servitude and freedom were among the foundational principles of Roman thought, all men were either free or enslaved, and there could be no middle ground.
 
B. Thus, fugitive slaves masquerading as free men were considered a threat to the status quo and had to be stopped; the Roman elite were intolerant of any blurring of the distinction between slaves and free persons.
C. The capture of runaways was of great concern to Roman slaveholders and this resulted in an unusually high level of cooperation between landowners, policing authorities, provincial politicians, and local governments. 
D. They developed and instituted a network of interlinking systems and strategies that were designed to deter a slave’s flight and streamline the capture and return of fugitives.
E. These networks were designed to track, arrest, and return escapees as quickly and effectively as possible.
F. Slave owners had some resources they could use to track down and return a slave to his master; these included official and unofficial means.

G. The official response of the Roman government is found in the Digest of Roman Law, which was compiled by the order of Justinian in around 500 AD.

1. Justinian formed a commission of jurists to compile all existing Roman law (first codified and recorded in around 400 BC) into one body, which would serve to convey the historical tradition, culture, and language of Roman law throughout the empire.
2. It is clear from that work that if slaves chose to abscond (to leave secretly and hide) from their masters, the full weight of the legal system was to be brought against them.
3. The law encouraged private citizens to come forward with any information regarding the whereabouts of wanted slaves; failure to disclose any relevant information to the magistrates was a punishable offence.
4. The Digest also required that anyone seeing a suspected runaway were to report any distinguishing features of that slave; this included scars, distinguishing marks, facial features, and his manner of speech.
5. These descriptions allowed for wanted posters to be drawn up and posted on public notice boards and outside pagan temples.
6. In addition to the wanted posters, town criers were used to advertise the fact that a suspected runaway might be in the area.
7. Rome also used their military to combat the flight of escaped slaves; they were deployed with other security officials along suspected escape routes and acted as a military police force.
8. By the late fourth century AD, the Church had been incorporated into the Roman war on runaway slaves; under Canon law, bishops and priests were required to return fugitives to their masters.

H. Unofficial responses to runaway slaves were more predictable; if the slave’s departure was noticed immediately, it was common for the master to organize and lead the search in the immediate area.
1. Wealthy slave owners could rely on networks of friends and associates to aid in the capture of a runaway slave.

2. For those who had the means, private slave-catchers (Latin fugitivari) could be hired to track down, capture, and return runaway slaves.

3. Using someone unknown to the slave provided the added benefit of the element of surprise; slaves would normally be on the lookout for their masters and those that could identify them.
IV. The consequences of being captured as a runaway slave.
A. The first thing that one should know is that the matter of justice was not the primary issue with runaway slaves; the primary reason for punishment was to subjugate the slave and restore the domination of the master.

B. Additionally, punishment of runaways was designed to reinforce the hierarchy and impress on slaves that the only authorized route to freedom was manumission.

C.  There were dire consequences for those runaways who did not manage to elude capture; their punishment was typically paid by the body.
D. In addition to whatever physical punishment might be inflicted, there was also the matter of differential treatment both inside and outside the household.

E. Masters who captured runaway slaves went to great lengths to make certain that the attempt to flee was not forgotten; additionally, the runaway would be certain to live with the consequences of his actions.

H. Examples of physical punishment included the use of chains to make it easier to guard those who had been captured.
1. Evidence indicates that most fugitives were to be put in iron foot shackles; this was done not only to restrict movement, but to produce shame through visible subjugation.

2. Literary sources indicate that there were at least two types of shackles for slaves; heavier chains were used to transport and imprison slaves, while a lighter set of chains allowed more freedom of movement for working.
3. Extant literature and archeological sources also reference a third kind of shackle (collare) that was described as a kind of fetter for fastening the neck tightly.

a. The existing evidence suggests that these collars were then worn by the slave for life; when he died, the collar could be removed and reused.

b. Fitting the collar on the slave was difficult on the slave; he had to lie down while the metal ring was placed around his neck, a rivet fitted on it, and then it was hammered shut.

c. These bronze or iron collars were made of two parts: the first was the band fastened around the neck, and the second part was an inscribed tag.

d. One of the most frequent inscriptions that has survived was fugi tene me, which translates to “I have run away, hold me.”

I. Another form of punishment involved the tattooing or branding of the slave with the offense with which they had been charged, or identifying them as runaways.

1. For the Romans, as well as the earlier Greeks, tattoos were demeaning since they signified degradation (a lower status) and were customarily reserved for slaves, criminals, and for the most wretched of society.

2. In that regard, the Latin term for brands or tattoos was stigma, which referred to the marks on the body; the English term conveys the idea of a stain or mark of shame that such branding or tattooing causes.
3. The Greeks and Romans associated decorative tattooing with the lesser breeds of barbarians; they rejected that practice and never adopted it.
4. When tattooing was practiced, it was often associated with the various cults; Thracian women (and sometimes men) were known for their tattoos in honor of Orpheus (where the cult originated).
5. When a runaway slave was captured, he was often branded or tattooed on the forehead with the letters FUG, denoting the slave as a runaway; that was an abbreviation for the Latin fugitivus (runaway, fugitive).

6. As with the collar or shackles, the goal was to remind everyone of the slave’s transgression, which most often would result in negative treatment by those who saw the brand or tattoo.
J. The most widespread and common form of punishment for runaway slaves was whipping, which could be done by the master or hired out to specialists in torture.
K. Like all other forms of punishment, the purpose was to reassert the authority of the master in a most public way, while the visible scars served as a source of shame for those so treated.

L. In very severe cases that involved other crimes committed while fleeing, (theft, adultery, forgery, murder), the slave could simply be put to death.
M. In the end, it is clear that a runaway slave was taking his life into his hands when he chose to abscond; he was always going to be at the mercy of his master and would have to accept and undergo whatever punishment his master chose.
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