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      Start with what the Greeks got right, because it really is staggering. In about two hundred years, a scatter of small cities around the Aegean invented democracy, philosophy, history-writing, and the theatre, and put up buildings people still cross the world to stand in front of. Most of the best of it came out of one city in one century. Fifth-century Athens gave us Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides for the stage, Aristophanes for the jokes, Herodotus and Thucydides in prose, Socrates in the street, and Pericles in politics. Plato and Aristotle followed a breath later. People have been going back to this material for two and a half thousand years, and they are not wrong to.

      It helps to see how concentrated it was. The plays were not page-bound literature for a few readers. They were performed at the great festival of Dionysus in front of thousands of citizens packed into the open-air theatre, competing for prizes, arguing on stage about gods, justice, war, and family while the whole city watched. Tragedy and comedy were civic events, paid for by the rich as a public duty and judged by the people. Nothing quite like it had existed before.

      The buildings were just as public. The Parthenon went up on the Acropolis in the middle of the century under Pericles, with the sculptor Phidias overseeing the carving and a colossal statue of Athena inside. It was the centrepiece of a building programme that gave work to masons, carpenters, painters, and metalworkers across the city. Some of the money came from Athens's own pocket. A lot of it came from the empire.

      That is the part the postcard leaves out. Athens in its great years ran an empire of subject cities that paid it tribute, and that tribute, along with the silver dug out of the mines at Laurium, paid for the fleet of warships that made Athens powerful and helped fund the temples that made it beautiful. The navy itself was enormous, hundreds of warships rowed by thousands of poorer citizens, resident foreigners, and slaves pulling together. Democracy, empire, and culture were tangled up in one machine, and the machine needed fuel.

      Democracy is the piece that matters most here, because it sets up the problem this whole book is about. It was not a slogan or an ideal. It was a working system for letting ordinary men run their own state. After the reforms of Cleisthenes in 508 BCE, the big calls, war, peace, taxes, laws, were made by citizens voting with raised hands in the Assembly. A council of five hundred, picked by lottery rather than election, prepared the business. Juries of hundreds, also picked by lottery, ran the courts and could overrule almost anyone. The city even paid poor men to serve on juries and in office, so being broke did not lock you out of public life. And the citizens could vote to exile any man who looked to be getting too big. Power was spread thin on purpose. In a world of kings, tyrants, and tight little aristocracies, this was astonishing, and the Athenians knew it and said so at every chance.

      Now the catch. All of it ran on slavery. Not as an awkward detail off to one side, but as part of the structure holding the whole thing up. The citizen who spent his day at the Assembly, sat through a murder trial, rowed in the fleet, or marched out with the army could do those things because the work of keeping him alive was being done by people he owned. Someone ground the grain, which before machines meant hours bent over a hand-mill, the kind of grinding work nobody volunteered for. Someone baked the bread, hauled the water from the public fountain since houses had no plumbing, worked the family plot, wove the cloth, minded the children, and went down the mines for the silver.

      The Greeks saw this link more clearly than the people who admire them today. Aristotle, trying to explain why a master needs slaves at all, said that only if shuttles could weave by themselves and the lyre could play itself would craftsmen need no servants and masters no slaves. Slaves, he said flatly, were living tools. The leisure that made Athenian politics and philosophy possible was leisure that other people paid for with their labour, and often with their lives.

      That dependence followed a free man everywhere, not just at home. At the symposium, the drinking party where men did much of their talking and where Plato set some of his best dialogues, slaves mixed the wine with water, filled the cups, played the pipes, and cleared up afterwards. When a citizen's son went to school, a slave called the paidagogos walked him there, carried his things, and sat through the lessons. The wrestling-grounds had slave attendants. The market had slave porters. Even on campaign, a soldier usually brought a slave to carry his shield and armour and forage for him, so the citizen defending the free city did it with an unfree man at his back. The slaves are in nearly every scene the Greeks left us, and almost never the point of it.

      So how many were there? Honestly, nobody knows, and anyone who hands you a confident number is bluffing. The Greeks did not count their slaves the way a modern state counts its people, and the figures that survive are scattered, late, and often impossible. The wildest comes through a much later writer, who reports a supposed census under Demetrius of Phaleron giving Athens twenty-one thousand citizens, ten thousand resident foreigners, and four hundred thousand slaves. Forget the last number. The land could never have fed that many, and no serious historian believes it. It is useful only as a warning about how shaky the ancient figures are.

      What historians actually use is a range, argued over for more than a century and still unsettled. The common estimate puts the slaves of Attica at its height somewhere around eighty to a hundred thousand, inside a total population of maybe two hundred and fifty to three hundred thousand. Some push higher, some lower, and nobody can be precise, because the evidence to be precise with does not exist. But even the cautious end means something close to one in three people in the cradle of democracy was somebody's property.

      It helps to picture the society in three layers. At the top, a minority of adult men held full citizenship, with the vote and a share in running the state. Below them stood the metics, free foreigners who lived and worked in Athens but could not vote or own land. And underneath everyone, holding the whole thing up, were the slaves. Women and children of every rank had no political voice either, which is its own story. The free, self-governing citizen who gives Athens its fame was sitting on a fairly narrow base.

      One figure is worth trusting, because the man who wrote it down was not trying to make a point with it. Thucydides mentions, almost in passing, that after the Spartans dug in at Decelea inside Attica in 413 BCE, more than twenty thousand Athenian slaves slipped away to the enemy, many of them skilled workers. He treats it as a real wound to the city, not a tall tale. That tells you the slave population was deep enough to lose twenty thousand and feel it. Decades later, with Athens reeling after the battle of Chaeronea, the politician Hypereides proposed freeing the slaves to help defend the city, a plan that only makes sense if there were enough of them to matter as a fighting force.

      Athens was not unusual in any of this. It was just better documented. Slavery ran through the whole Greek world, from the colonies on the Black Sea to the cities of Sicily, across the islands and the mainland, and every community took it for granted. A house with no slave at all counted as poor. Owning one or two was the baseline of respectability. The small farmer working his land with nobody beside him, the autourgos, was a faintly pitiable figure, and even he kept a slave or two when he could. Rich men owned dozens. Demosthenes inherited two workshops with more than fifty enslaved craftsmen between them, one lot making knives and the other furniture, and he added up their cash value in court without a flicker.

      Slaves cost real money, which is exactly why people guarded them like the assets they were. Even a cheap slave ran to months of an ordinary worker's wages, and a skilled one, a trained craftsman or an educated tutor or a good-looking young person bought for sex, cost far more. Thucydides notes that the island of Chios held more slaves, in proportion to its free population, than anywhere in Greece except Sparta. A later tradition even credited the Chians with being the first Greeks to build their economy on bought foreign slaves rather than on neighbours pushed into bondage, as if they had pioneered the model the rest of Greece would copy.

      The people doing the work came from everywhere the Greek world could reach, and the sources rarely tell us more than where they were caught and what they cost. A slave might be called simply the Thracian, the Phrygian, the Syrian, the place of capture standing in for a name. Even the stock names in comedy do this; an enslaved woman turns up again and again as Thratta, which means nothing more than the Thracian girl. Behind it sat a comfortable belief the Greeks rarely examined, that the peoples best suited to slavery came from the soft kingdoms and wild tribes beyond Greece. It was a convenient thing to believe, and it survived the obvious fact that masses of slaves in Greek houses were themselves Greeks, taken when their own cities lost a war.

      And here is the strangest part, to modern eyes. Nobody argued about it. No Greek city abolished slavery. No movement campaigned against it. No major philosopher called for its end, and the few stray lines that sound abolitionist, which a later chapter digs into, never grew into anything. Slavery sat there like the weather, a basic fact of the world, the split of humanity into the free and the owned, too obvious to most Greeks to need defending. When someone did bother to defend it, as Aristotle did, he was answering a puzzle in his own head, not a protest in the street.

      The Paradox: The World's First Democracy Was Built on Human Bondage

      Here is the thing this book refuses to tidy away. The society that gave the world the idea of governing itself, that prized freedom above almost everything and called it the thing most worth dying for, held a third of its people as property.

      The Athenians did not love freedom in a casual way. They built their whole identity on it. In their own telling, they had beaten back the Persians as free men who obeyed only their own laws, against the countless subjects of a king who were, whatever their rank, basically his slaves. Herodotus has a Spartan tell the Persian king why free Greeks will fight harder than conscripts: they are free, he says, but not entirely, because they answer to a master called the law, and they fear it far more than your men fear you. Pericles, in his famous funeral speech, sells Athens as the open city where people live as they like and rule themselves. Freedom was the brand. And the brand ran on mass enslavement nobody thought to question.

      Call it hypocrisy if you like, but the word does not quite fit, because hypocrisy means betraying a standard you actually hold. The Greeks did not hold it. To them, freedom was a citizen's privilege, not every human being's birthright. The line between free and slave was one of the basic facts of the world, as obvious as the line between Greek and barbarian or between man and woman, and no more in need of a defence. The contradiction we feel is ours. We are the ones who decided liberty belongs to everybody or it is not really liberty, so we are the ones stuck explaining how the inventors of political freedom built it on the deepest unfreedom they could arrange, and slept soundly.

      There is a simple, almost mechanical reason they slept soundly. Citizenship ate time. A citizen was expected to show up at the Assembly, take his turn on the Council or in office when the lot picked him, sit on juries that could run all day, and march to war when the city called. Most of it paid little or nothing. A man could only do any of it if the work of feeding and housing his family carried on without him. That work fell to slaves. The free time to govern was not a happy accident of Athenian life. It was squeezed, day after day, out of people who got no say in the matter. Whether the democracy genuinely needed slavery is a harder question, and it gets its own chapter. But the link was never subtle. It was the plain arithmetic of where a citizen found the hours.

      Most books about Greece slide past all this in a paragraph, and the reasons are worth being honest about. Greece is usually sold as the bright dawn of the West, and slavery spoils the opening shot. Readers and writers naturally side with the people whose words survived, with Pericles in the Assembly and Socrates in the marketplace, not with the man hauling their water, who left no words at all. And the sources were written by slave owners who treated slavery as background scenery. Follow them without pushing back and the slaves quietly vanish, which is how they keep vanishing from the histories even now.

      This book pushes back. It keeps the slaves in the frame and treats them as the subject. That is not an attack on Greek genius; the plays and the philosophy earned their fame and keep it here. The point is that the genius and the slavery were two sides of one arrangement, not a glory with a regrettable footnote. The same economy that raised the Parthenon worked the mines at Laurium. The same setup that freed a citizen to argue about justice kept another person grinding his flour. You do not really understand the one without the other.

      The evidence for it is everywhere, precisely because slavery was everywhere. Law-court speeches are full of slaves, bought, sold, inherited, and fought over by heirs. Comedies are stuffed with scheming slave characters dodging the whip. Xenophon coolly explains how to manage them. Aristotle builds them into the foundations of his politics. Inscriptions record slaves being set free. The dig sites at Laurium have turned up the shafts, the ore-washing tables, and the walled compounds. There is even a sour little pamphlet by an anonymous critic of the democracy, nicknamed the Old Oligarch, who complains that in Athens you cannot tell a slave from a citizen on the street and are not even allowed to thump one in case he belongs to someone important.

      What the evidence does not give us is a view from the inside, and that one gap shapes the whole book, so here is the rule, stated once and kept to throughout. This book separates what the evidence shows, what we can reasonably infer, and what we are simply guessing, and it tells you which is which. The Laurium mines existed and slaves worked them: shown. The work killed many of them: a fair inference from the conditions, though nobody kept a death count. What any one miner felt in the dark: a guess, and labelled as one. Mash those together and you get the two bad ways of writing about slavery, the cosy version and the lurid version. This book wants neither.

      Two errors are especially worth dodging. The first makes Greek slavery sound mild, a houseful of trusted servants, more like underpaid family than property. Some slaves were trusted, and some bonds were real. But the trusted steward and the dying miner lived under the same law, and that law handed the owner the right to sell, beat, brand, and use the bodies he owned. A system propped up by violence is not gentle just because a few people inside it got off lightly. The second error runs the other way, reading Greek slavery as a copy of the plantations of the Americas, built on race. It was not. The Greeks enslaved people of every origin, including huge numbers of fellow Greeks, and they had no theory of inherited racial inferiority, only that flattering story about barbarians being slavish by nature. The differences are real, and a later chapter meets them head-on.

      The Voices We Don't Have: Why the Enslaved Left Almost No Records

      All of this hits one hard limit, and it is better to put it up front than to dress around it. The enslaved people of Greece left almost nothing in their own words. No memoirs. No letters home. No testimony from the inside. The whole enormous literature of Greek slavery was written by the people who did the owning, and the voices that survive are theirs.

      What we have of the slaves themselves is scraps, and even the scraps come through their masters. A name and a price on a sale record. A line in a household inventory, slotted in between the cooking pots. A freedom granted, written up as the owner's good deed. We know one enslaved woman worked as a wet-nurse because the family she served set up a gravestone calling her good and faithful, in their words, for their reasons. What she wanted, feared, or resented, we never learn, because no one asked, and she could not have published the answer if they had.

      The silence was not an accident. Most slaves were never taught to write, and the ones who were wrote for their masters, keeping accounts and copying documents, not setting down their own story. A slave could not even give evidence in an Athenian court the way a free man could; his word counted only after it had been tortured out of him, on the theory that he would lie otherwise. And the people who decided, over centuries of copying, which texts survived had no reason to save a slave's account of slavery. A few broke through anyway. Phaedo of Elis was said to have been enslaved, even forced into a brothel, before Socrates' circle bought his freedom and he became a philosopher. Aesop was remembered as a slave too, though that story is so wrapped in legend that little in it can be trusted. They are famous because they were exceptions. The silence was built into the system, and property does not get to tell its own story.

      The objects do not help much, because they speak in the same voice. Painted pots show slaves constantly, and show exactly how the Greeks saw them: a small boy lugging his master's gear, a woman bent at the loom, a worker at the furnace, often drawn smaller than the free figures and pushed to the edge of the scene. Grave monuments freeze the same pecking order, the seated mistress and the standing maid holding her jewellery box. The digs turn up the harder evidence the paintings leave out, the cramped quarters, the walled compounds near the mines, and now and then a set of iron shackles. All of it is real. All of it shows the institution from the outside.

      It helps to compare. The enslaved people of the much later Atlantic world suffered a system every bit as brutal, and yet, against terrible odds, some of them left narratives of their lives, wrote letters, made songs that carried their grief and their hope, and a few lived long enough into a literate age to be recorded, so we can still hear them in something close to their own words. From classical Greece there is nothing like that. Not because the Greeks treated their slaves better, they did not, but because writing was rare, the materials rotted, and every text that lasted had to pass through the hands of people with no interest in a slave's side of things. The Greek slaves surely had as much to say as anyone in history. The machinery to carry their words forward was never theirs.

      So the only method left is reading the owners' documents against the grain, and doing it carefully. The laws against hiding runaways prove that slaves ran, and that other people helped them. The rule that a slave's evidence counted only under torture proves the Greeks knew perfectly well that their slaves had minds of their own, interests of their own, and every reason to lie to the men who held them. The comedies that turned slaves into clowns forever ducking the whip were laughing at something real. Each one is a sideways glimpse of the people the system was built to silence, and a careful history can gather the glimpses into a picture. But it is a picture built from the outside, around a hole, and the honest thing is to keep saying so rather than let the guesses harden into invented inner lives the evidence cannot carry.

      None of which is a reason to look away. It is a reason to be careful, and to keep these people in view, named as the foundation of the civilisation instead of buried under it, counted as the third of the population they actually were. That is the whole aim of this book. And it starts where the system itself started, with the plain, hard business of how a living human being became, in Greek law and Greek practice, a thing that somebody else could own.
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      Before anything else, a Greek slave was a thing. Not a person with fewer rights, but property with none, an object that happened to walk and talk. The ordinary word for this kind of slave, andrapodon, gives the game away. It is built like the word for cattle, the four-footed things, so a slave is literally a man-footed thing, livestock that stands upright. The other common word, doulos, just meant someone who belonged to someone else.

      The Greeks had a whole vocabulary for the owned. Besides andrapodon and doulos there was oiketes, the house-slave, literally the one who belongs to the household. There was therapon, an older and softer word with a shade of attendant or even companion. There was pais, meaning boy or child, used for a slave of any age the way later slave societies would call a grown man boy. And a slave could simply be a soma, a body, as if the working flesh were the whole of the person. The words slid around, sometimes blurring the fact and sometimes stating it cold, but the same hard thing sat under all of them.

      Under Athenian law you could do with that property more or less what you liked. A slave could be bought, sold, lent out, hired out, mortgaged, handed down in a will, written into a dowry, pledged as security for a loan, and seized when the loan went bad. A slave turned up in the inventory of a dead man's estate, valued in cash beside the furniture and the livestock, part of what a person was worth in the same way his fields and his house were. And a slave could own nothing the law would protect, could not marry in any way the law recognised, could not bring a case to court, and had no voice in public life. Whatever a slave made belonged to the master. Whatever a slave was given could be taken back. There was no contract, because a contract needs two parties, and in law there was only one.

      That did not mean an owner faced no limits, though the limits were thin and mostly there for someone else's benefit. Athens had a law against hubris, against violent humiliation, and some sources say it covered acts done even to slaves. Orators liked to point to it as proof of Athenian decency. Whether it gave slaves any real protection is debated, and it sat right beside the owner's everyday right to beat, brand, confine, and use the bodies he owned. Kill another man's slave and you could be sued, because you had damaged his property, much as if you had injured his ox. Kill your own slave and it was a religious stain to be washed off, not a crime to be punished.

      The law did not recognise a slave's family either. A slave might pair off and have children, but the bond had no standing, and nothing stopped an owner from selling the partner, the children, or all of them separately. A slave had no ancestors the law would acknowledge and no kin it would protect, and no name beyond the one the master gave. On paper he was as alone as a stool.

      The slave's body was where all this showed. A free Athenian could not be flogged; the whip was for slaves, and that line was one of the sharpest between the two conditions. Owners beat slaves as a matter of course, and the law let them. Runaways and persistent troublemakers might be branded or tattooed, marked on the face or arms so anyone could see what they were and what they had done. A man carrying such marks, a stigmatias, wore his record on his skin for life.

      For all that, the ordinary slave in a city like Athens was not branded, collared, or dressed in any uniform that set him apart. He wore what the working poor wore and went about the streets and the market on his master's errands looking much like any other labourer. That ordinariness is part of why the law leaned so hard on branding when it actually wanted a slave marked, and part of why a freed slave could melt into the resident-foreigner crowd so easily. In daily life the line between slave and free was often invisible to the eye, written in law and in the relationship rather than on the body.

      The courts ran on the same assumption that a slave was a body rather than a person. A free man gave evidence on his word. A slave's word counted for nothing until it had been tortured out of him, on the theory that a slave would lie to protect his master or himself and only pain would shake the truth loose. That rule gets its own treatment later in the book; here it is enough to see what it took for granted.

      The flip side of owning people was the problem of holding on to them. An owner could hunt down and reclaim a slave who ran, advertise the loss, offer a reward, and seize the runaway wherever he turned up. There was one narrow relief valve: a slave who claimed to be cruelly treated could, at least at Athens, flee to a recognised sanctuary and demand to be sold to a new master rather than handed back. It was not freedom, only a change of owner, and it depended on reaching the altar and making the case. But it existed, and it quietly admits something the rest of the law worked hard to deny, that a slave could be wronged badly enough for even a slave-owning city to notice.

      The law guarded the boundary in the other direction too. A slave could not simply declare himself free, and a person whose status was in dispute could not argue his own case as though he already were. Someone had to step forward as a free man and lay claim to him as free, taking on the role and the risk of the assertion. Freedom, like slavery, was something done to a person by others and confirmed in public, not something he could seize for himself with words. The whole machinery assumed that status came from outside, fixed by birth, capture, or sale, and changed only by an owner or a court.

      So how did a person end up as property in the first place? By a handful of well-worn routes, none of which struck the Greeks as shocking. War was the big supplier. When a city fell, the usual expectation was that the men might be killed and the women and children sold, and this counted as the ordinary fortune of war. The Athenians, inventors of democracy, voted to do exactly that to the people of Melos in 416 BCE, killing the men of fighting age and selling the women and children, and Thucydides reports it without any hint that his readers would gasp.

      Melos was not a freak. The Athenians had already done much the same to Scione and Torone a few years before, and the practice ran on through the period and past it; when Thebes was destroyed in 335 BCE, tens of thousands of its people are said to have been sold in a single stroke. Each such event dumped a flood of new slaves onto the market at once, often cheaply, so that a city's catastrophe was a dealer's windfall. Repeat this across centuries of near-constant Greek warfare and you get a steady supply of the enslaved, a great many of them Greeks taken by other Greeks.

      The Greeks even had a word for it, andrapodismos, the reducing of a captured population to slaves. It was a recognised option a winning city could choose, argued over and voted on like any other policy. A defeated people might be spared, ransomed, or sold, and the choice could turn on politics, revenge, or a flat calculation of profit. The people whose lives hung on the vote had no part in it.

      Armies on campaign trailed a tail of slave dealers, ready to buy captives on the spot and turn a battlefield into cash. A general could sell his prisoners then and there, converting a victory into coin to pay his troops, and the dealers hauled the new slaves off to market. War did not just throw off slaves as a sad by-product. For the dealers, and often for the soldiers sharing the proceeds, the human haul was part of the point.

      Not every captive was sold. People of standing might be ransomed back to their families or cities, which often paid better than a sale, and prisoner exchanges happened too. But ransom was for those with someone to pay, and most captives had no one. For them the road ran straight to the auction block, and a free citizen of a beaten town could be a slave in a stranger's house within weeks.

      Alongside war ran piracy and kidnapping, which blurred into each other and into the trade itself. The seas were not policed, and seizing people to sell was a recognised if disreputable living. Athenian law took it seriously when the victim was free: the andrapodistes, the man who grabbed a free person to sell, faced one of the heaviest penalties on the books, death itself. Stealing another man's slave was ordinary theft of property; stealing a free person threatened the one boundary the free really cared about, and the city punished it with everything it had. None of which stopped the trade. Travellers were warned, with reason, that a sea voyage could end in capture, and an unlucky free Greek might surface in a market hundreds of miles from home, stripped of any way to prove who he had been, his word now that of a slave and worthless in any court.

      Debt had once been a major source too, and its decline at Athens is one of the few bright threads in the story. In the early days a man could borrow on the security of his own body, and if he could not repay, he and his dependants could be dragged into bondage, Greeks enslaved to other Greeks at home. The reforms of Solon around 594 BCE, which a later chapter takes up, cancelled those debts and banned lending on the person, ending debt-slavery for Athenian citizens. It carried on elsewhere in the Greek world. After Solon, Athens drew its slaves from outside the citizen body.

      Poverty could still feed the system by other doors. In hard times people sold what they had, and where the law allowed it that could include themselves or their children. A father might sell a daughter, a desperate man might sell himself to clear a debt or simply to eat, and a child handed to a dealer fetched a price like any other. Athens after Solon closed most of this off for its own citizens, but across the wider Greek world the line between free poverty and slavery was thin enough that a bad harvest could push a family over it.

      Birth was the quiet, endless source that needed no market at all. The child of a slave woman was a slave, the property of whoever owned the mother. A slave born and raised in the house, an oikogenes, was in some ways the most trusted and in others the most completely owned, having known no other life. Owners had mixed feelings about breeding slaves, since raising a child to working age cost money with no sure payoff and a grown adult was often cheaper to buy. But home-born slaves turned up in every sizeable household, and the rule that a child followed the mother meant slavery renewed itself generation after generation while nobody had to lift a finger.

      Tied to this was the exposure of unwanted babies, which was legal and common. It was rarely cruelty for its own sake, usually a hard calculation by people with too little: a mouth they could not feed, a child born outside marriage, an infant thought too sickly to raise, or one daughter too many in a world that prized sons. The baby was left somewhere it might be found, and that vagueness was the point, since the parents had not quite killed it and what happened next was no longer their concern. Some died. Some were picked up by people who saw a free worker to be raised cheaply.

      A child reared that way, a threptos, grew up in the household as a slave with no memory of any other life and nothing to prove the free birth he might in fact have had. The uncertainty haunts Greek comedy, whose plots turn again and again on a slave or foundling revealed by some token to be freeborn and restored to a family just in time. The device worked because the fear behind it was real. Everyone knew the line between slave and free could be crossed by accident at the very start of a life, and that some of the people serving in their houses might, by rights, have been free.

      All of this fed a real commercial machine. Slaves were a commodity, moved over long distances and sold for cash, and there were men who specialised in moving them. Most came from beyond the Greek world, from the lands the Greeks treated as natural sources of human stock: Thrace to the north, Scythia around the Black Sea, and Phrygia, Lydia, Caria, and the rest of Asia Minor. A slave might simply be called by where he came from, as if the place were the whole identity.

      The trade had its hubs, ports and cities where dealers gathered and supply stayed steady. Chios, which seems to have taken to chattel slavery early and on a large scale, was remembered as a place thick with slaves. The Black Sea ports funnelled captives down from the Scythian interior, and the cities of Asia Minor passed on a steady stream from further east. In later centuries the island of Delos became a byword for the trade, with stories of thousands changing hands there in a day, though that scale belongs to the age after the classical city and should not be read straight back into it. Wherever the hub, the pattern held: slaves moved in guarded groups by ship and on foot, driven like livestock, and a share of them died on the way, a loss the dealer priced into what he charged for the rest.

      Nobody can put a firm figure on the volume. It was large and constant, enough to keep perhaps a third of a city like Athens in bondage and to replace the dead, the freed, and the escaped year after year, but the Greeks kept no records a modern economist could use, and the estimates are guesses built on scraps. What is not in doubt is that this was a real industry, with its own specialists, routes, and financing, running without a break for centuries because the demand never let up.

      One reason it never slackened is that the slave population could not keep up its own numbers. A free society renews itself through families, but slavery worked against that. Hard labour in the worst settings killed people faster than they could breed, manumission skimmed off some of the healthiest and most capable, the sexes were often unbalanced in a given household or workshop, and many owners found it cheaper to buy a grown worker than to feed a child through the unproductive years. The result was a system that used people up and had to be topped up from outside without pause. War, piracy, the slave-supplying lands beyond the Greek world, and the home-born children who did appear all fed a pool that was always draining, which is why a steady flow of fresh captives mattered so much and why the dealer never wanted for business.

      The man at the centre of it, the slave dealer, sat in a familiar spot: needed by everyone and respected by no one, a bit like a moneylender. His arithmetic was cold and simple. He laid out capital at the source, carried the cost and risk of transport, lost some of his stock on the road, and made his money on the gap between what he paid and what the market would bear. A slave was inventory, and like any dealer in perishable goods he wanted to move it before it ate too much in upkeep or died on his hands. The trade was perfectly legal and ran in the open; the whiff of the gutter came from dealing in people for cash and from the usual livestock-seller's tricks of hiding faults and lying about origins.

      There was a running cost on the buyer's side too. A slave had to be fed, clothed, and housed, however meanly, and an owner kept a rough sum in his head: the work he could extract set against the cost of keeping the body alive to do it. A slave who produced more than his upkeep was worth holding; one who fell sick, aged, or turned unproductive became a drain, and the colder owners ran that calculation exactly as they would for a draught animal. Buying a person was only the start of the expense, and that simple fact shaped a great deal of how slaves were treated and disposed of.

      Prices swung wildly, because slaves were not interchangeable units, and one good window onto them is the Attic Stelai, the inscribed records of property confiscated and auctioned in 414 BCE from men condemned in a notorious religious scandal. Their slaves went under the hammer with everything else, and the figures were carved in stone. They ran from well under a hundred drachmas to three hundred and more, with age, sex, origin, and skill all moving the number, and the people listed include Thracians, Carians, Syrians, and a Scythian, sorted as coolly by provenance as by anything else. To make sense of the sums, a skilled worker might earn around a drachma a day, so even a cheap slave cost months of a working man's wages and a trained one was a serious investment. A good cook, an educated tutor, a skilled craftsman, or an attractive young person bought for sex went far above an unskilled labourer headed for rough work.

      The Slave Market: What It Looked Like and How It Worked

      The buying and selling happened in public, as a normal part of trade, and the fullest picture comes from Athens. Slaves were sold in the agora alongside everything else the city bought and sold, with a recognised time and place and sales clustering on certain days of the month. Later writers describe them shown on a raised stone or turning-block so buyers could see them from every side; that detail comes from well after the classical age and is best held loosely, but the basic scene is not in doubt. The goods were human, and they were displayed for inspection like anything else.

      A buyer looked a slave over the way he would look over a horse. He checked the body for soundness, hunted for the marks of past punishment that hinted at a difficult character, asked about origin and skills, and judged temperament, health, and how many working years were left. Slaves were stripped and handled so nothing stayed hidden, their teeth and limbs and strength weighed up, their worth reckoned in terms of what they could be made to do and for how long. It was as humiliating as that sounds, and nothing in the record suggests anyone on the selling side thought it should be otherwise.

      The sale itself ran through a herald who cried the goods and took the bids, the same as for any other valuable property, and it was hedged about with the ordinary machinery of trade. Deals were struck before witnesses. The city taxed the sale as it taxed other business in the market, so the state itself drew revenue from every human being sold. A buyer could often try a slave for a few days, and a sale might carry guarantees against hidden defects, so that a slave sold as healthy who proved chronically ill, or sold as honest who proved a habitual runaway, could be grounds for undoing the deal. Those guarantees quietly tell you what the trade really was: a market in living people warranted like used equipment, returnable if they failed to perform as advertised.

      What it felt like to stand there and be turned and priced, no one who stood there left a word to say. But the bare facts carry their weight. A person was discussed in the third person as a bundle of capacities and risks and sold to the highest bidder, with no more say in the outcome than a sack of grain. Whatever good treatment or eventual freedom might later soften, this was the doorway almost every bought slave passed through.

      The market also finished the job that war or piracy or birth had begun. A man who had been a Thracian villager or a citizen of a beaten city was, at the moment of sale, fully and finally turned into property, and usually renamed at the new owner's whim. He often lost the name his parents had given him and answered ever after to whatever the owner found convenient, a place of origin, a stock label, sometimes a word picked the way one might name a dog. It was rarely meant as cruelty; it was just what you did with property. But it cut the person off from the self he had brought to market, and it is part of why the enslaved are so hard to find as individuals in the record. Even their names, in most cases, are not their own.

      The names they answered to are their own kind of evidence. The bought slave usually took whatever the owner chose, and the choices fell into patterns. Many were simply called after their homeland, so a Thracian woman became Thratta, the Thracian, her nation standing in for a name. Others got the stock labels that fill the comic stage, names like Daos, Geta, Manes, or Xanthias, which an audience recognised at once as slaves' names the way certain names read as servants' names in later fiction. A few were given grandiose or mocking names, the ancient equivalent of calling a huge dog Tiny. The effect, whether an owner meant it or not, was to strip away the particular person and file him under a type, and it is one more reason the enslaved come down to us as a crowd of interchangeable figures rather than as people with histories of their own.

      The lives they walked off into ranged so widely that there was no such thing as a typical slave. The biggest split was by work. Household slaves, the most common, lived inside the family home and did the endless labour of keeping it running; their world has its own chapter. Agricultural slaves worked the land, sometimes beside a farmer and his family on a small plot, sometimes in gangs on the estates of the rich. Industrial slaves laboured in workshops and, worst of all, in the mines. And one group stood apart, the public slaves, owned not by any person but by the city itself.

      These lines were not walls. A single well-off household might keep a cook, a doorkeeper, a nurse, a tutor, a few women at the loom, and a steward to run them all, while the same family's money came from a workshop of craft slaves across town and a gang leased out to the mines. Slaves moved between jobs as need and punishment dictated. The categories describe the work, not fixed castes, and the same person might pass through several in a lifetime.

      The gap between the top and bottom of the range was enormous. At one end stood the trusted steward who might run his owner's whole estate or business, handle large sums, supervise other slaves, and live better than many a free man, all while remaining in law a thing that could be sold tomorrow. At the other end stood the mine slave, worked in the dark until the work killed him. Both were slaves in exactly the same legal sense; what separated them was luck, skill, and the use an owner found for them. A steward who angered his master could be sent down the mines as punishment, dropping from the top of the range to the bottom in an afternoon.

      The slaves who lived apart from their masters stretched the idea of slavery almost to breaking. A skilled craftsman or trader might be set up in a workshop or a stall, left to run it day to day, and asked only to hand over a fixed sum at regular intervals while keeping whatever he made above it. Men like this had homes of their own, handled money, struck deals, built up savings, and to a stranger in the street looked like any other working man. Yet the leash never came off. The owner could end the arrangement, raise the payment, sell the man, or take back every coin he had saved, because in law none of it was the slave's to begin with. The independence was real in practice and worth nothing on paper, the contradiction at the centre of so much Greek slavery.

      The law had to bend a little to make this work. A slave could not in strict theory own anything or enter a binding contract, yet thousands of slaves ran shops, handled money, and struck deals every day, and trade would have seized up if none of it counted. So the system leaned on the master. A slave's business was treated as the master's business: the profits were his, and so, within limits, was the liability when a deal went sour or the slave did damage. A man who sent his slave out to trade stood behind the slave's dealings much as he stood behind his own, and anyone wronged by a slave looked to the owner for redress. The arrangement let slaves act with real commercial freedom while keeping the legal fiction intact, that the person doing the dealing was not, in law, a person at all but an instrument of the man who owned him.

      Slaves were also owned far more widely than the grand examples suggest, and that shaped how the whole society felt about the institution. This was not a few great landowners holding all the slaves while everyone else held none. Ownership ran down the social scale, and a craftsman or farmer of middling means expected to own at least one or two, with going entirely without taken as a mark of real poverty. At the top the holdings could be large: the family of the speechwriter Lysias, wealthy resident foreigners, ran a shield workshop staffed by something like a hundred and twenty slaves, and Demosthenes inherited more than fifty across two workshops. Because slaves were spread so far through society, nearly every free Athenian had a personal stake in the system. It was not kept out of sight on distant estates but stood in the next room, the shop down the lane, the field over the wall, and the free population was not merely served by slavery, it was to an enormous degree made up of slave owners.

      Owners did not only buy and sell slaves; they rented them out. A man with more hands than he needed could hire them to someone short of labour, by the day or on longer terms, and draw an income from the work without lifting a finger himself. Whole gangs were leased this way to those who needed mass labour, the owner collecting a fee per head while another man ran the risk of working them. For the slave it meant a body passed from hand to hand for profit; for the owner it turned idle property into a steady return, like renting out a tool or a team of oxen.

      The building accounts of classical Athens put faces on this. When the city raised its temples on the Acropolis, the surviving pay records list citizens, resident foreigners, and slaves working side by side on the same tasks, often for the same daily wage. The difference was where the money went. The free man kept his pay; the slave's went to the master who owned him and had hired him out. Stone by stone, some of the most admired buildings in the Greek world rose from the hands of men who were paid and yet kept nothing, their wages flowing straight to someone else.

      None of it ran as smoothly as the owners would have liked, because the property had a will of its own. Short of open revolt, which was rare among scattered household and workshop slaves, there was a constant low friction of small resistance. Slaves worked slowly when no one was watching, broke tools, wasted materials, pilfered food and coin, lied about what they had done, and dragged out every task they could. The comic stage is full of the type, the slave forever scheming to dodge work and outwit his master, and the joke landed because every household knew the reality behind it. The sharpest form was simply to run. A slave who slipped away cost his owner real money and was hard to recover once lost in a crowd or a port, which is why owners advertised, offered rewards, and branded those they caught. Flight turned into a flood whenever an enemy army camped nearby and the master's grip loosened, but even in quiet times it was the standing threat that shaped how owners behaved.

      That threat bred a quiet unease in men who lived surrounded by people they had wronged. A familiar saying held that every slave was an enemy, and behind the household calm sat a real awareness that the cook, the doorkeeper, and the nurse all had reason to wish their owner ill. Writers who gave advice on running an estate warned against owning too many slaves of one origin who shared a language, on the grounds that strangers to one another were less likely to plot together. Owners watched for theft and flight, kept the worst troublemakers in line by fear, and traded on the hope of freedom to buy a loyalty they could not assume. The relationship at the centre of Greek slavery was never simply command and obedience. It was command shadowed by suspicion, a daily balance of carrot and stick struck fresh in every house, because the owners understood perfectly well that their property did not want to be owned.

      The public slaves show how deep the institution ran into the machinery of the state. These were people owned by the city of Athens rather than by any private master, doing much of the work a modern society hands to civil servants: keeping records and accounts, assisting the boards and magistrates, labouring on public buildings and roads, staffing the mint, and in one well-documented case testing the coinage. A surviving Athenian law of the 370s BCE puts a public slave in the marketplace and the port to examine silver coins and rule on which were genuine, a job of real trust held by a man the city owned. The state even owned the men who did its grimmest work, including the executioner who administered the poison or the blow when a death sentence fell. It reached for the same solution a private household did, scaled up to the size of a city.

      A trusted public slave could end up with a life many a poor free man might have envied: steady work, a wage, a place to live, a measure of standing. He was still owned, still barred from voting or holding the offices he served, still a tool of the state rather than a member of it, but the distance between his life and a mine slave's was as wide as any in the whole system.

      The most striking of them were the archers, the men tradition calls Scythians, whom Athens used to keep order. The democracy had no police force in our sense and was wary of giving citizens armed power over other citizens, so it bought a corps of foreign slave-archers instead, said to have numbered a few hundred, and used them to keep order in the Assembly and courts, clear the streets, and make arrests at a magistrate's word. They even left a mark on the comic stage, where Aristophanes puts a Scythian archer speaking mangled, broken Greek, a figure the audience knew at once. The joke worked because everyone recognised the type, and the type carried a sharp point. Athenians did not want one of their own laying hands on a fellow citizen, but they were content to be herded and detained by men they owned, because a slave wielding force was just an extension of the magistrate's authority rather than a citizen setting himself above his equals. The democracy guarded the dignity of its citizens by handing the rough work to men who had no dignity the law would recognise.

      Beyond the civic slaves stood the sacred ones, attached to temples and dedicated to a god rather than to a person. In the Greek heartland these temple servants seem to have been fairly few, doing the practical work of keeping shrines running and helping with the rites. Further east, especially in Asia Minor, some sanctuaries are said to have held very large numbers, and a few sources describe temples whose enslaved women served as sacred prostitutes; those reports come from later writers describing distant places and are best treated with caution rather than taken as a straight account of classical practice. What is clear is that the gods, like the city and the household, owned slaves.

      Slaves were not shut out of religion either. They shared in some of the household's worship, gathered at the family hearth, and could take part in certain public festivals, and the Eleusinian Mysteries, among the most important rites in the Greek world, were open to slave and free alike. None of this loosened a single chain; a slave could be initiated into a god's secrets one day and flogged by his owner the next. But it shows that Greek slavery, for all its harshness, did not rest on treating slaves as a different species, the way some later systems would. They were people the law happened to define as property, and the contradiction never quite tidied away.

      Against all this stood the one real chance of escape: that a slave might become free. Manumission happened, and the hope of it shaped how slaves and masters behaved. A master could free a slave by declaration in his lifetime, by a clause in his will, or by letting the slave buy himself out with savings built up over years. Sometimes the city freed slaves in bulk for service in a crisis, as Athens did with those who rowed the fleet at the desperate battle of Arginusae in 406 BCE, handing out freedom as reward and recruiting tool. Religious forms grew up too, in which a slave was notionally sold to a god who stood as the make-believe buyer guaranteeing the freedom, a device recorded in thousands of inscriptions at sanctuaries like Delphi, though most of those come from after the classical age.

      Why free a slave at all, given the loss of valuable property? The motives were mixed and mostly practical. The promise of eventual freedom was the strongest incentive an owner had, a way to buy years of hard, willing work from someone who might otherwise drag his feet or run. Self-purchase turned the slave's own savings back into cash for the master and made room to buy a younger replacement. Affection played its part, and so did piety, with some owners freeing slaves in their wills as a last good act. What ties the motives together is that manumission was rarely a stand against slavery. It was a move within it, made by men who fully expected to buy other slaves tomorrow.

      The Path to Freedom: How Manumission Worked and Its Limitations

      Freedom granted was rarely freedom in full, and the details are where that shows. The commonest route, buying yourself out, depended first on being allowed to save, which only some slaves were, usually the skilled and trusted ones who lived and worked semi-independently and handed over a fixed cut while keeping a margin. For the mass of unskilled slaves, and above all for those in the mines, there was no margin to save and no realistic path to purchase. The system held freedom out most plausibly to the slaves who were already best off, which suited masters perfectly, since the hope of it kept their most valuable people cooperative.

      Even when freedom came, it often came with strings. A common one was the arrangement scholars call paramone, where a slave was freed in principle but required to stay on and keep serving the former master, usually until that master died, before the freedom took full effect. A person freed on those terms lived in a strange in-between, legally no longer a slave yet still in the household, still working without wages, still under the old authority, free mainly in the sense that an end was now guaranteed.

      The conditions could be specific and cold. A freed woman might be required to leave a child behind, or to bear and hand over one more, so her owner lost nothing in the long run. A freed man might owe a set number of days' work a year, or a payment, or both. Some grants only took effect once the slave had found and trained a replacement, so the household carried on without missing a beat. Read enough of these and the pattern is plain: even in letting go, the master kept taking, and the freedom was shaped first of all to cost him as little as possible.

      At Athens the record throws up a rare, vivid trace of the freed themselves. Slaves who won their freedom and then beat off a former master's claim in court dedicated small silver bowls to the gods to mark the win, and the inscribed lists survive, giving names, trades, and the bare fact of release. They are one of the few moments when the freed appear as something other than the object of a master's generosity, and even then only because they had been dragged through a lawsuit. The forms mattered because freedom had to be provable. A slave freed by a quiet word at home had little to show for it if the heirs disputed the claim later, so manumission tended toward the public and the documented, announced before witnesses, entered in records, proclaimed at a festival, or dedicated at a shrine. That care tells us challenges happened, and that a freed slave's new standing was never as solid as the word free makes it sound.

      What a freed slave became was not a citizen but a metic, a resident foreigner, the same legal box as a free immigrant from another city. It was a real step up. A metic could own movable property, run a business, and raise a family whose status was secure, free of the daily threat of the lash and the auction block. A few did spectacularly well: the banker Pasion began as a slave in an Athenian bank, was freed, took over the business, grew hugely rich, and was finally granted citizenship as a rare honour, with his own former slave Phormio later following the same path. But look at what that took, the whole improbable chain of being indispensable, then making the bank more profitable than its owners had, then winning a citizenship grant the city handed out sparingly. Break any link and Pasion stays a freedman at best. He is famous precisely because his rise was extraordinary, and holding him up as the face of Greek slavery would be like judging a lottery by its single biggest winner.

      For the ordinary freed slave the limits stayed sharp. As a metic he could not vote, hold office, or own land or a house outright without a special grant. He needed a citizen sponsor to stand for him in legal matters, and he paid the metoikion, the small annual tax every resident foreigner owed, a modest sum that worked as a yearly reminder of where he stood. On top of the usual metic disabilities he owed particular duties to his former master, who became a kind of patron with continuing claims on his loyalty and service, and if he fell short the former master could bring a special suit against him, one a freedman could in some cases lose badly enough to be dragged back into slavery. Freedom did not erase the relationship of master and servant so much as soften it into a milder, more permanent dependence.

      Nor did the limits lift with time. The children of metics were metics. Freedom passed down the generations but citizenship did not, so the descendants of a freed slave could live in Athens for a century, speaking its language and sharing its life, and remain outsiders the whole time unless the city chose, rarely, to admit one of them. The freed slave stepped out of bondage into the lowest rank of the free, watched over by the man who had owned him, and into a long wait of being almost, but never quite, a member of the place.

      Not One System But Many: The Diversity of Greek Slavery

      Stand back, and the most important thing about how Greek slavery worked is that it was never one thing. The single English word, and even the Greek words, cover a vast spread of conditions with little in common beyond the central fact of being owned. The chattel slave bought in the agora and worked in a private home was one reality. The mine slave used up by lethal labour was another. The skilled craftsman living apart and running a business while paying his master a cut was a third. The public coin-tester, salaried and semi-independent, was a fourth. The temple servant dedicated to a god was a fifth. The freed slave still bound by a paramone clause was a sixth, hovering at the edge of the category.

      And those are only the variations inside the chattel system of a place like Athens. The others are worth naming now, as a map of what is coming, because they show how much the single word hides. The helots of Sparta were not bought and sold one by one but held as a conquered people tied to the land, owned in effect by the Spartan state. Thessaly had its Penestae and Crete its own bound labourers, populations reduced to working the soil for masters they could not leave. Debt bondage, which Solon broke at Athens, lingered elsewhere, turning free men into something close to slaves over an unpaid loan. Set all of these beside the bought chattel slave of Athens and the only thing they reliably share is unfreedom; its shape, who owned it, how it passed down, whether it could be sold or escaped, changed from place to place across the Greek world.

      This variety is not a side note. It is the key to the whole subject, and it is why honest writing about Greek slavery is so hard. Generalise from the trusted steward and you get a falsely gentle picture, slavery as a tough kind of employment. Generalise from the mine slave and you flatten the range into uniform horror. Both are wrong, because both mistake one part of the system for the whole. Greek slavery was a single legal status, the ownership of a human being, stretched across an enormous range of lived conditions, from the comfortable and nearly free to the murderous, with the same law applying at every point along it.

      The thread that held it together was not how slaves were treated, which swung wildly, but what they were, which never changed: property, at an owner's disposal, free to be moved up or down that range at his word. Holding the variety and the underlying sameness in view at once is the only way to describe the system as it really was. It is also the frame the rest of this book carries into the particular worlds that come next, the household, the mine, the farm, and the lives of the women and children the Greeks owned.
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      When people picture a Greek slave they tend to reach for the extremes, the gang sweating in a silver mine or the chained oarsman, but the typical slave was none of these. The typical slave lived in a house, cooked, cleaned, minded children, ran errands, and slept under the same roof as the people who owned him. Domestic slavery was the ordinary face of the institution, the form most Greeks dealt with every day, and it is the one that sits hardest with the comfortable picture of ancient Greece, because it put bondage not in some distant pit but at the heart of the home.

      Almost any household with the smallest claim to comfort owned at least one slave, and to own none was a mark of real poverty, a sign that a family did its own drudgery. A modest household might have a single maid-of-all-work. A prosperous one kept several, a cook, a doorkeeper, a nurse, a personal attendant, women at the loom, perhaps a steward to run the rest. The Greek word for the household, oikos, took in the slaves as a matter of course; they were counted among its working parts along with the furniture, the stores, and the livestock. The household was the basic unit of Greek life, and slavery was woven straight into it.

      How many slaves a household held varied with its wealth, and the range was wide. Comfortable Athenian families seem to have owned a handful, enough to cover the cooking, the cloth-making
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