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Slavery in the Roman Economy of
Britannia: Origins, Evolution, and the
Hibernian Connection

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the institutional and economic role of slavery in Roman Britannia, with a specific
focus on the later occupation period. It examines the sources of enslaved labour, the conditions of life
for the unfree, and the mechanisms of manumission. Central to this study is the hypothesis that
Hibernia (Ireland) served as a significant source of enslaved labour during the fourth-century
expansion of large villa estates. Finally, the paper traces the transition of slavery into serfdom
following the Roman withdrawal and offers a comparative analysis with modern forms of slavery to
contextualise ancient exploitation within contemporary views on liberty.

The economy of Roman Britannia was fundamentally predicated on unfree labour. From the initial

Claudian invasion in 43 CE to the final withdrawal of Roman administration in the early 5th century,

slavery was not merely a peripheral social feature but the engine of the province's agricultural and

industrial output. While the early period of Roman rule relied heavily on captives from internal British

wars, the later period saw a shift in slave demographics and sources, coinciding with a dramatic

increase in the scale and complexity of rural villa estates.

The Systemic Necessity of Slavery in the Roman Empire
The Roman Empire was not merely a society that had slaves; it was a "slave society"—one where the

institution of slavery was the fundamental pillar of the economic, social, and cultural order. The

necessity of slavery was driven by several systemic factors:

• Labour Intensity: The Roman economy was pre-industrial and highly labour-intensive. Large-scale
infrastructure projects, mining, and latifundia (massive agricultural estates) required a workforce that
could be coerced into performing dangerous and backbreaking tasks that free labourers would often
avoid.

• Elite Wealth and Status: For the Roman elite, the ownership of human beings was the primary
marker of wealth and social standing. Slaves provided the leisure time (otium) necessary for the
upper classes to engage in politics, philosophy, and the administration of the Empire.

• Economic Flexibility: Slaves could be moved, sold, or deployed across different sectors
(agriculture, domestic service, industry) with a level of flexibility that free labour markets of the time
could not match.

Economic and Cultural Impacts
The reliance on slavery had profound impacts on Roman society, shaping its wealth distribution and

cultural values.
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Economic Impacts: Wealth and Inequality
Slavery was a primary engine of wealth accumulation for the Roman aristocracy. By utilising unfree

labour, landowners could produce agricultural surpluses at a lower cost, which were then sold in urban

markets or exported across the Empire. However, this came at a significant social cost:

• Displacement of Free Labour: The prevalence of slave labour on large estates often made it difficult
for small-scale free farmers to compete. This led to the gradual disappearance of the independent
peasantry, who were forced into the cities, contributing to the growth of the urban "proletariat."

• Stagnation of Innovation: Some historians argue that the abundance of cheap slave labour
disincentivised technological innovation. Why develop labour-saving machinery when human labour
was readily available and inexpensive?

Cultural Impacts: Values and Social Hierarchy
Culturally, slavery permeated every aspect of Roman life. It created a society deeply stratified by status

rather than wealth.

• The Dehumanisation of Labour: Manual labour became associated with the status of a slave,
leading to a cultural disdain for physical work among the free classes.

• Social Integration and Freedmen: The practice of manumission created a unique social class—the
liberti (freedmen). While they remained socially stigmatised, many freedmen became highly
successful in business and administration, occasionally exerting significant influence over the
imperial court.

Origins and Legal Framework: Who Became a Slave?
In the Roman legal tradition, a slave (servus) was classified as instrumentum vocale—a "speaking tool."

The sources of these individuals were diverse:

• War Captives: In the early stages of the conquest, thousands of Britons were enslaved following
military defeats.

• Birth (Verna): Children born to enslaved mothers automatically inherited their status.

• Trade: Slaves were imported from across the Empire and beyond its frontiers.

• Debt and Abandonment: Individuals could be enslaved for unpaid debts, and abandoned infants
(expositi) were often raised as slaves by those who found them.

The legal status of a slave was one of total subjection to the dominus (master), though Roman law did

provide a structured, albeit difficult, path to freedom through manumission.

The Hibernian Link: Ireland as a Source of Labour
A critical development in the 4th century was the "villa boom"—the expansion of massive, luxurious rural

estates such as Woodchester, Chedworth, and North Leigh. This expansion required a vast increase in

agricultural labour. Academic research, notably by Shimon Applebaum [1], suggests that as internal

sources of captives diminished, Roman landowners turned to the "barbarian" lands beyond the frontier,

specifically Hibernia.

Evidence of Slave Trade
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While the traditional narrative focuses on Irish raids into Britain (most famously the capture of the young

Patrick), archaeological and numismatic evidence suggests a more complex, two-way economic

relationship. The presence of late Roman coin hoards in Ireland, such as the Ballinrees hoard, is often

interpreted as payment for commodities, of which slaves were the most valuable [2]. The "Scotti" (Irish)

were not just raiders but participants in a lucrative trans-Hibernian slave trade that fuelled the

labour-intensive grain and wool production of the British villas.

Life and Labour in the Villa Economy
Life for a slave in Britannia varied significantly based on their role. Domestic slaves in urban centres

might enjoy relatively better conditions, but for those on the large rural estates, the reality was often

brutal.

• The Ergastulum: Large villas often featured semi-subterranean barracks or "slave-prisons" where
labourers were confined at night.

• Archaeological Evidence: The discovery of shackled skeletons, such as the one found in Rutland in
2021, provides a chilling physical testament to the use of iron restraints to prevent flight and enforce
discipline [3].

• Roles: Slaves performed backbreaking work in the fields, managed livestock, and worked in the
villa's industrial wings (e.g., pottery kilns and smithies).

Imperial Regulation: Edicts and the Control of Manumission
While the Roman state never sought to abolish slavery, it did implement significant legal frameworks to

control the flow of individuals out of slavery. During the reign of Augustus, several key laws were

enacted to regulate manumission, primarily to preserve the social hierarchy and the "Roman-ness" of

the citizen body:

• Lex Fufia Caninia (c. 2 BCE): This law placed a cap on the number of slaves a master could free in
their will (manumissio testamento). For example, an owner of 10 to 30 slaves could only free
one-third of them, and no master could free more than 100 slaves, regardless of the size of their
estate.

• Lex Aelia Sentia (c. 4 CE): This edict established age requirements for manumission. A master had
to be at least 20 years old to free a slave, and the slave had to be at least 30 to receive full Roman
citizenship. Those freed under 30 without "just cause" (e.g., being a close relative) became Latini
Juniani - a status with limited rights.

• Lex Junia Norbana (c. 19 CE): This law formalised the status of those freed informally, granting
them liberty but denying them the right to make a will or inherit property, effectively ensuring their
wealth reverted to their former masters upon death.

These edicts were not intended to protect slaves but to prevent the "dilution" of the Roman citizenry by

large numbers of freedmen and to ensure that the labour supply remained stable.

Impact on Tradespersons and the Guild System (Collegia)
The presence of a massive slave population had a dual impact on the urban economy and the lives of

free tradespersons.

Competition and the "Slave-Artisan"
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In many urban centres, free artisans and shopkeepers faced direct competition from "slave-artisans."

Wealthy Romans often invested in training their slaves in highly skilled trades—such as weaving,

jewellery making, or baking—and then set them up in shops (tabernae). These slaves operated with the

financial backing of their masters, giving them a competitive advantage over independent free

tradespersons who lacked such capital.

The Role of the Collegia
To navigate this competitive landscape, free tradespersons, freedmen, and even some slaves

organised into collegia (guilds or associations).

• Social and Economic Support: Collegia provided a sense of community and mutual aid, often
serving as burial societies to ensure members received a proper funeral.

• Status and Agency: For a tradesperson, holding an office within a collegium provided a rare
opportunity for social recognition in a society that otherwise looked down on manual labour.

• Integration: Interestingly, many collegia were inclusive, allowing freedmen and slaves to join
alongside freeborn citizens. This suggests that in the world of trade and industry, professional
identity often bridged the gap between free and unfree status, even as the legal distinctions
remained absolute.

The Path to Liberty: Manumission
Manumission (manumissio) was the process by which a slave could "come out" of slavery. This could

occur through:

• Testament: A master freeing slaves in their will.

• Peculium: Slaves were sometimes allowed to manage a small amount of money or property
(peculium), which they could eventually use to "buy" their freedom.

• Formal Ceremony: A magistrate could declare a slave free in a public ritual.

However, freedom did not mean equality. The former slave became a libertus (freedman), remaining

socially and legally tied to their former master (now their patronus) through obligations of respect

(obsequium) and labour (operae).

After Rome: The Transition to Serfdom
Following the collapse of Roman administration in 410 CE, the formal institution of chattel slavery did

not vanish but evolved. As the centralised market economy failed, the "slave-run villa" model became

unsustainable. Many slaves and impoverished free peasants (coloni) transitioned into a state of

serfdom. They were no longer "chattel" (movable property) but were "tied to the land" (adscripti glebae).

This system persisted through the Anglo-Saxon period; notably, the Domesday Book of 1086 still

recorded approximately 10% of the English population as servi [4].

Modern Perspectives and Comparisons
Viewed through a modern lens, Roman slavery is an abhorrent violation of the fundamental right to

liberty. While the Romans viewed slavery as a "natural" part of the social order, modern society

recognises it as a systemic failure of human rights.

Comparison with Modern Slavery
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The comparison highlights that while the legal framework has changed, the mechanisms of

exploitation—debt, physical restraint, and the commodification of human life—remain tragically similar.

Conclusion

Slavery was the silent foundation of Roman Britannia's prosperity. The link between the Hibernian slave

trade and the 4th-century villa expansion reveals a province that was deeply integrated into a wider,

often violent, North Atlantic economy. While the fall of Rome ended the formal Roman legal structure of

slavery, the underlying patterns of unfree labour continued to shape the British landscape for centuries.

Understanding this history is essential for appreciating the long and difficult journey toward the modern

concept of universal liberty.


