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ABSTRACT
In the second and first centuries BCE a series of three large-scale slave revolts erupted in
Sicily and central Italy, each of which ravaged wide swathes of territory and were suppressed
only after serious loss of life. These slave rebellions, which were unprecedented in Roman
experience to that point, provoked horrified reactions from most ancient authors. Modern
scholars have generally treated the late-Republican uprisings as isolated events, the unexpected
consequence of military expansion. A focus on the label “slave,” however, instead of on the
social and economic roles of the specific rebels, has compartmentalized studies of the slave wars,
allowing discussion only within the confines of Roman slavery studies. Since the rebel armies in
each war were composed principally of agricultural laborers, a profitable comparison can be
drawn from peasant uprisings and other manifestations of collective violence that occurred in
throughout the Roman world. This study offers a new context for analyzing the slave wars,
which re-integrates them into the broader sweep of Roman history and understands them as one
manifestation of a broader pattern of social and cultural transformation.
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INTRODUCTION
Rome's Republic lasted for roughly five hundred years, and during that time it grew from
a backwater city-state that blended the cultures of the Latins, Etruscans, and Greeks into a panMediterranean superpower dominating the whole of the classical world. The last two centuries
of the Roman Republic witnessed a series of increasingly violent social disruptions that were
both a cause and a consequence of Rome's transformation into an empire. As the state expanded
its control over lands and peoples that were non-Roman, the inclusion and assimilation of these
'others' instigated a process whereby what it meant to be Roman was constantly being redefined. 1
While this process of negotiated change went on it was accompanied by a similar sort of
negotiation in terms of the nature of the prevailing social hierarchy. The social world of the
Roman Republic was a complex amalgam of social relationships, moderating human interactions
in day to day life, and in particular in the political and economic realms. Like other groups,
Roman society was stratified asymmetrically. Vertical power relations linked people together,
sublimating the individual to the state, and the poor to the rich. This was the normal state of
things; indeed, as Rome expanded outwards from its Italian heartland it encountered a
bewildering variety of other peoples, states and cultures whose own societies contained similar
hierarchies. Inequality was and continues to be a key mechanism that orders the workings of
human societies. In a world of finite resources, social equality is a rare thing indeed.

1

Hereafter all dates are BCE unless otherwise noted.
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Just and Unequal
In the complex civilization that was the Roman Republic, hierarchical social
constructions were normal. They were accepted. But the concept of an unequal social hierarchy
was not the same thing as an unjust one, and this basic principal operated at all points of the
social ladder, from the realm of the elites who owned and ruled and legislated, to the slaves who
served, farmed and endured. Outside the realm of written law, the social order in all places and
at all times recognized an unwritten code of human behavior. Even at the level of the field slave,
the lowest of the low, individuals were capable of understanding who was "good" and who was
"bad" and anticipating their futures based on that analysis. The agricultural how-to manuals of
men like Cato the Elder and Columella make it clear that a responsible slave owner needed to
recognize and reward good behavior, and act to punish bad behavior. Historians like Diodorus
Siculus inform us that not all landowners acted justly, and that some mistreated both slave and
tenant alike. The social equilibrium of this complex society was maintained by the collective
actions of individual people over time. It was a fragile thing that often broke apart during the
long history of the Republic, but with increasing frequency as the various pressures of imperial
expansion changed Rome's society from within. At all levels of society social asymmetry was
expected, and even honored. Oppression, on the other hand, was not and it was often only a
short distance from one to the other.
Labor and Power
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Rome's social world rested upon a foundation that consisted of people, animals and land.
The agricultural cycle that sustained all that Rome was and eventually became was inescapably
tied to the individuals who grew crops and herded animals. What sustained the population of
Rome and made a minority of its population rich and politically powerful began with the
agricultural laborer. The precise social positioning of these people varied over the centuries of
Rome's rise to power: sometimes they were small farmers who owned their own land.
Sometimes they were tenants who farmed the lands of others. Sometimes they were the stolen
people, the slaves who grew in number during the last centuries of the Republic. In all cases the
engine of the Roman state was the mass of people who worked the land, producing the food
supplies that maintained all the armies and cities and estates and nobles we think of when we
think of Rome.

As in other ages, the great bulk of the Roman population consisted of

agricultural workers.
This volume is fundamentally concerned with agricultural laborers and their place in
Roman society. In particular, it focuses on incidences of social breakdown as they relate to the
world of the Roman agricultural laborer. Whether these people were slave or free, provincials or
Roman citizens, the agricultural laborers who made Rome possible existed within a fluctuating
socio-political order that could help or hinder, depending on individual circumstances. During
the last two centuries of Rome's Republican period, a series of related social disturbances
effected the various populations of Rome's agricultural labor force, leading to the familiar
chaotic interludes that periodically erupted throughout the Roman world. Agricultural laborers,
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whether free or slave, were constrained by similar sorts of forces. At the bottom of the social
ladder they were affected by the same social and economic pressures. The poor farmers who
held onto to their status as free men might find their farms stripped away from them through
debt, warfare or simple bad luck. The tenants who did not own their own land were little
removed from agricultural slaves, different primarily in that they worked a succession of
different patches of other people's land, whereas the slave normally worked on only one. They
could suffer the same sorts of material hardships as did the ranks of the field slaves. Hunger and
material deprivation was the lot of the slave, but it could also be easily found among certain
groups of free agriculturalists.

As in most human societies the peoples of the ancient

Mediterranean used food and dress (and material possessions) to transmit information regarding
social class and status. A lack of these things affected the poorest peasants in the same way that
it did some slaves. Finally, both groups could find themselves at the mercy of those who held a
place further up the rungs of the social ladder. The slaves were subject to physical and sexual
violence. They could be kept in rags if their owner so desired. But we should not suppose that
free farmers were not exploited by their social betters, for reasons that were just as capricious
and just as unjust. Poor people had little recourse to the legal system that in theory provided
them with citizen rights. The rich man who lived nearby, if conditions were right, might simply
seize the lands of social inferiors. Individuals who came out on the wrong side of state political
disputes, as with many of the Italian cities following the victory of the dictator Sulla after his
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return to Italy in 80, might see their lands stripped away with the imposition of a new political
order.
Acts of Rebellion
In this volume I will argue that the major social disruptions of the middle and late
Republic were all related to the unrest and uprisings of Rome's agricultural labor force. In a
sense the civil conflicts, civil wars and rebellions of the later Republic were all peasant rebellions
of one kind or another. They stemmed from the same sorts of pressures, they included the same
socio-economic strata of the population, and they all more or less failed to make substantive
changes in the social hierarchy over the long term. But they did drive the course of Roman
history. Periodic eruptions of collective violence scarred the face of the Republic and manifested
in a variety of forms. Beginning in the early second century the increasing importation and
concentration of slaves caused a series of slave rebellions. These events grew larger in scale
with the two so-called Servile Wars that raged through the island of Sicily later in the same
century. The culminating episode of slave rebellion was the third and most famous Servile War,
the rebellion of the Thracian gladiator Spartacus that washed over most of Italy in the late 70’s
BCE. But these incidents were also peasant rebellions, as historians like Appian and Diodorus
Siculus relate, due to the direct involvement of peasants and displaced non-slaves. The pressures
on Rome's agricultural labor force were not limited to slave laborers, and the dividing line
between a slave revolt and a peasant rebellion was a murky one, at best.
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In fact, we find rural laborers in all of the violent social disturbances of the later
Republic. The populist reforms of radical tribunes, especially the famous Gracchi brothers, drew
upon a deep well of unease and resentment among the rural population. The fervor of their
support for the Gracchi and other populist politicians was quite powerful, and it was not
extinguished by the violence the Senate unleashed to crush such political upstarts. Like the
mythical hydra, cutting off one head of popular unrest did not kill its body, or the resentments
that fueled it.
Organization
The chapter that begins this volume deals with the slave and peasant rebellions that took
place in the Roman colony of Sicily during the late second century BCE. The first two of the
three conflicts that Roman historians would later call “Servile Wars” were devastating and longlasting rebellions of elements of Sicily's agricultural workforce. The few modern scholarly
works specifically devoted to Roman slave rebellions analyze the Sicilian episodes entirely from
the point of view of servile insurrection. In my view the prevailing scholarly discourse regarding
the rebellions on Sicily has been derailed by an overly-strict adherence to the methods and
methodology of slave studies. In large part the rebellions in Sicily are only studied in terms of
Roman slaves and the unusual large scale rebellion of the same. This does a disservice to the
surviving ancient sources, which make it clear that the two Sicilian rebellions contained both
servile and free elements. Thus the events were not only the rebellions of slaves, but rebellions
of free peasant farmers, as well. The recognition of this fact changes an analysis of the Servile
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Wars in important ways, most importantly by linking it to larger transformations of the Roman
socio-political organization as Rome became an ever larger and more powerful imperial state. It
also links slave rebellions to a complementary discourse concerning the nature of power and how
it was contested by both free and servile populations.
Chapter Two is devoted to an analysis of what is arguably the most well-known of
Rome's slave rebellions, that led by and associated with the gladiator Spartacus. This so-called
Third Servile War was a conflict whose first blows were struck in the Campanian city of Capua
to the south of Rome, but which quickly spread over the course of the following years to include
much of the Italian peninsula. Modern scholarship on this war, which was to be the last of the
large scale slave rebellions experienced by Rome, tends to be devoted primarily to slaves and the
rebellions of slaves, in the same manner as most treatments of the earlier rebellions in Sicily. It
is also, in a manner somewhat reminiscent of the ancient historians who provide the narrative
accounts of the war, in large part focused on the principal leaders of the rebellions, who were all
members of the class of slave-combatants we call gladiators. As with the analysis of the Sicilian
rebellions, the overwhelming focus of modern scholars on slavery and resistance to slavery has
meant that the participation of free individuals in the rebellions has been largely ignored. The
focus on the charismatic leadership of Spartacus and the participation of gladiators has distracted
historians both from the presence of free men and from the preceding civil disruptions that led
into and fed the chaos of this third slave rebellion, the Spartacan War. The reasons behind the
"enthralled" condition of the scholarship surely has to do with the nature of the participants.
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Humans by nature seem attracted to stories about underdogs, and the slaves of the Servile Wars
were certainly describable as such. Their rebellions were doomed, as we well know with the
benefit of hindsight, and people (and scholars are people, too) find something sympathetic in the
plight of escaped slaves fighting a doomed battle for their freedom. Similarly, gladiators are
focused on because they are interesting. Gladiators are shrouded in a potent combination of
danger and sex appeal. They were violent rock stars of the ancient world. Like the ancients we
too find gladiators irresistably intriguing.
My analysis of the rebellion linked with Spartacus is especially concerned with the
decade of civil war that ended seven years before the first rebels escaped captivity in Capua.
This included a bloody attempt at independence on the part of many of Rome's central and
southern Italian subjects—what is often referred to as the Social War—as well as the first serious
episode of civil war among the Romans themselves, in the factional strife between the partisans
of the generals Marius and Sulla. By reintegrating the Third Servile War into a history that takes
into consideration the effects of these conflicts it can be seen how the war was not only an act of
rebellion on the part of rural agricultural slaves, but also a kind of peasant rebellion, and even a
type of civil war waged by the losers and victims of earlier engagements. Such an analysis
breathes new life into the study of Rome's large scale slave rebellions and presents them in
relation to larger questions about power and how it was contested.
The third chapter of this volume offers a comparative analysis of peasant and slave
rebellions over a wider span of time. Modern comparative analyses of Rome's large slave
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rebellions have tended to compare them only to each other (generally the two Sicilian revolts
against that of Spartacus) or with much later (and mostly smaller scale) revolts mounted within
the European slave systems that operated in the New World. While such comparisons are not
without merit, there are other instances of revolt from the Roman Mediterranean that can furnish
useful material for analysis and are arguably more applicable to the rebellions of the late Roman
Republic. In particular, since the Servile Wars all contained elements of peasant rebellion, an
examination of other instances of peasant rebellion from various parts of Rome's dominion can
prove instructive. Whether these are found in Egypt under the reign of Marcus Aurelius or in
Gaul a century earlier, the agricultural workers who drove Roman society periodically revolted
in response to socio-economic pressures in a manner not dissimilar to the rebellious activities of
disaffected slaves. Considering that the Servile Wars all contained some form of free rebellion,
it is all the more necessary to consider all the ways in which slave and peasant rebellions overlap
and interrelate.
The fourth and final chapter links the Servile Wars with the larger episodes of social
disruption that affected Rome beginning with the tenure of the radical tribune Tiberius Gracchus.
Following in part the commentary of the Roman historian Appian, this chapter argues that the
Servile Wars must be seen not as historical curiosities but rather as key elements of a process of
historical change that began with the social disorders associated with the Gracchi. This process
would reach its ultimate fulfillment in the reorganization of the Roman state following the
victory of Octavian and the imposition of imperial rule at the end of the first century BCE. The
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Servile Wars, by this reckoning, were not distractions from the continuing dissolution of the
Roman Republic but rather specific manifestations of that process. The Servile Wars were both
symptomatic and causal in their relationship to the transformation that remade the Roman
Republic and inaugurated the Empire.
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CHAPTER ONE: SLAVE AND PEASANT REBELLION IN SICILY, 135-101 B.C.E.
This chapter offers an analysis of the two major slave rebellions which occurred on the
island of Sicily in the last three decades of the second century BCE. Along with the betterknown rebellion of Spartacus (73-71 BCE) these events were called "slave wars" by the Romans
and represented the largest-scale slave rebellions to afflict the Roman state. This chapter also is
in part a challenge to the paradigm of compartmentalization that has been constructed around the
Republican slave wars. Scholars like M.I. Finley and Keith Bradley tend to view the slave
rebellions as anomalies amid the larger history of Rome, unusual events that are to be studied, if
at all, only in relation to other episodes of slave rebellion outside the Roman context.2 After the
spectacular first-century revolt of Spartacus, goes the argument, such large-scale slave uprisings
make no further appearance in the historical record, until the rebellion of the slaves of lateeighteenth century Haiti led by Toussaint L’Ouverture. What this argument does in effect is to
raise a wall between incidences of slave rebellion and other similar forms of social discord that
occurred in the Roman world. Both peasant and slave rebellions are thereby marginalized,
becoming mere footnotes buried in the larger history of Rome.

2

Bradley 1989, xi. Finley stressed the rarity of large-scale slave uprisings in Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology,
originally published in 1980; see Finley 1998, 137. Finley further refines his canonical list of four slave wars by
noting that it was only the last war, the Haitian example helmed by L'Ouverture, which was successful in the long
run. Part of the explanation for this, for Finley, is that in Haiti the rebels were aided and led by educated free blacks
who could provide strategy and leadership, and that the French Revolution both provided a crucial emancipatory
ideology as well as weakened the strength of the slave-owning class as a whole in Haiti. In addition, the slave
population vastly outnumbered the plantation owners and other whites. See Finley 1998, 182-183. A useful
summary of the complexities of the slave revolt in Haiti can be found in Hart 1980, 167-193.
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I respond in this chapter to the prevailing scholarly paradigm with the following
arguments: first, that the Sicilian "slave wars" were in reality a type of peasant rebellion, in that
they were the armed uprisings of the agricultural strata of the Sicilian slave population. These
slaves were largely drawn from agricultural populations and placed on lands which were
appropriated from free smallholders. They filled the economic niche formerly taken by small
farmers, and responded to extremes of exploitative behavior in the same way that free peasant
farmers did if pushed too far. Secondly, the slave rebellions in Sicily drew free men into the act
of rebellion, to such an extent that the term "slave rebellions" is effectively a misnomer for what
were socially complex episodes of collective violence. The violence that afflicted Sicily during
the later second century was symptomatic of changing socio-economic conditions on the island.
In assessing the Sicilian rebellions we should focus not on anomaly but on similarity: rebellion in
Sicily was related to and had an impact upon later outbreaks of rebellion and civil war in Italy.
Rather than being exceptional these events were part of a growing trend of violent unrest that
culminated in the transformation of the Roman state from Republic to Empire with the victory of
Octavian in 31 BCE. Finally, at the end of the chapter I offer an analysis of some of the factors
explaining why it was that large-scale slave rebellion in Sicily could be sustained over such a
long period (as Diodorus' account suggests) in the center of the Roman world.

Ancient Sources for the Sicilian Slave Wars
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The most important source for the two Sicilian Slave Wars is the account by the Greek
historian Diodorus Siculus, who wrote between the years 60 and 30 BCE. His principal work
was a massive multi-volume account of "universal" history, the "Historical Library," which he
wrote with a geographical organizational structure. The topics covered by the work were varied
and extended from the legendary Trojan War down to his own time. Diodorus borrowed heavily
from earlier works, in keeping with a common practice in antiquity, for example Hecataeus of
Abdera, Hieronymus of Cardia, Timaeus, Polybius and Posidonius. Diodorus is sometimes
attacked for slavishly following his source material, but the fact remains that he provides
valuable evidence and is essentially a record of historical works that would otherwise be lost to
us.3 Recent scholarship on Diodorus has generally focused on rehabilitating the Sicilian as a
serious historian who had valuable insights and interpretations of his own, and who was no mere
copyist.4
Diodorus would seem to be a particularly reliable source for reasons that go beyond his
skills as a historian or the extent to which he borrowed from other, earlier writers. This is
because Diodorus was not only a Sicilian Greek, but a Greek whose hometown was practically at
the epicenter of the First Slave War: Diodorus was born at Agyrium (now Agira) which is
slightly over 14km as the crow flies from Enna, the stronghold and capital of the rebel slaves.

3

Stylianou considers Diodorus a "second-rate epitomator," for example, which is only a recent incarnation of more
than a hundred years of scholarly criticism of Diodorus and his methods. See Stylianou 1998, 1.
4
See Gray 1980; Rubincam 1998; Sacks 1998.
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For Diodorus the historian, the events of the Sicilian Slave Wars were local events, and he was
close enough to the events temporally to be able to access local memories of them.5
Diodorus' account of his home island's slave rebellions stands out from other ancient
coverage of slave insurrection because of the sympathetic tone detectable in his work. While
Diodorus was part of the slave-owning class in a society that possessed no ideological tradition
opposed to slavery, his version of the events that catalyzed both wars betrays a fair degree of
sympathy with the slave rebels. In his account, the chief villains are not the slaves but the slave
owners whose lack of self-control led them to brutalize and neglect their slaves, thereby causing
the rebellions. For a time that viewed the institution of slavery as normative, Diodorus' history
reminds us that slavery was not monolithic, but socially complex, operating with a system of
unwritten rules that were an important supplement to the very limited rights of slaves. Just as
slaves could be classified as either "good" or "bad," so too could the owners of those slaves. In
Diodorus' narrative, the slave owners are "bad" slave owners, displaying a lack of self-control
that was itself a characteristic of servility.
Complementing Diodorus' account is the work of the Greek author and geographer
Strabo. A contemporary of Diodorus, Strabo wrote the comprehensive Geographica, which
combined history and geography, completing the final version early in the reign of the emperor
Tiberius. During his presentation of the island of Sicily, Strabo wrote about the destruction and

5

Little is known about Diodorus. He himself relates that his home town was Agyrium, and notes that he spent thirty
years writing, suggesting he was personally wealthy, as he makes no mention of a patron. See Diodorus 1.4.4.
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desolation that existed on parts of the island in his day.6 He links these events with slave
rebellions on the island, and provides general support for the scope of the rebellion as described
by Diodorus. Strabo prefered an anthropological, rather than a highly analytical presentation of
his material, and his work was seemingly aimed at political elites who might need information
about the peoples and customs of foreign lands. Thus the Geographica was prepared with a
heavy dose of socio-cultural information in addition to the focus on physical spaces. 7 The
Roman politician, lawyer and author Cicero also touches briefly on the slave rebellion in Sicily
in his speech attacking the rapacious former governor of the island named Gaius Verres.8
Authors like Cicero and Strabo support a general picture of the Servile Wars that sees them as
both causes and effects of the social and economic disequilibrium that afflicted the island of
Sicily in the late second century BCE. Their accounts help us to accept Diodorus as a reliable
source for the Sicilian slave rebellions.

Roman and Slave Rebellion prior to 140 BCE
As I have mentioned above, most historical studies of the slave wars present them as
unique events. The prevailing attitude towards slave revolts in general places a stress on the
exceptional nature of this particular form of collective resistance, and even for later, better
documented slave-systems, current studies focus on the rarity of large-scale revolt,

6

For Sicily see Strabo Geography, 6.2.
For analysis of Strabo and his work, see Dueck, D., H. Lindsay and S. Pothecary 2005.
8
Cicero Against Verres, 2.5.9-20.
7
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understanding events primarily in terms of the scale of rebellion.9 But there exists a precedent
for collective slave resistance to the large uprisings in Sicily. The Roman response to these
events casts the later events in Sicily in a very different light.
In the fragments of Livy there survive tantalizing pieces from a lost history of a whole
series of slave revolts which flashed through Italy in the early second century. The first of these
came in the year 198 when Carthaginian slaves, captives from the Second Punic War, conspired
to capture Setia. The rebels sought to recruit the nearby agricultural slaves and made attempts on
Norba and Cerceii as well, though they failed to take these towns as authorities became aware of
what was occurring. Lucius Cornelius Merula, then an urban praetor, acted swiftly and broke up
the rebel band, though later some of these same slaves made an attempt to capture Praeneste. 10
They were ultimately defeated and subsequently five hundred of the captured slaves were
executed.11 In 196 in Etruria the praetor Manius Acilius Glabrio led a legion against slave rebels
whom he defeated, killing some in battle and crucifying others, as well as sending some
survivors back to their owners.12 The year 185 saw “a great slave revolt” (magnus motus
servilis) in Apulia and again a praetor, Lucius Postumius, was sent to quell it.13 Livy describes
this event as a “conspiracy of shepherds” (pastorum coniuriatione) who made the roads

9

Scott's Weapons of the Weak (1985) is an excellent example of this perspective, focusing on day-to-day forms of
resistance instead of dramatic upheavals.
10
See Broughton 1951-52, 330.
11
Livy 32.26.4-18.
12
Livy 33.36.1-3.
13
Livy 39.29.9.
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impassable through banditry.14 Postumius executed seven thousand slaves after his victory, and
we are told that while many were killed in battle, many also escaped. 15 Southern Italy was the
scene for additional military action to repress rebel slaves in both 184 and 182.16 Some of this
activity was related to the suppression of the Bacchic cult, which may suggest that there was a
unifying/organizing religious dimension to the events of the 180s. The cult of Bacchus, a
popular mystery religion in southern Italy (owing to Greek influence) was most disturbing to the
Roman elites because of the way the cult broke down class and gender barriers. The nocturnal
meetings of the Bacchant cultists included women and slaves, and this feature of the cult
horrified Roman authorities. The place of religion in these early uprisings may help to explain
the collective nature of rebellion. If so, this may serve as a useful comparative for the later
Servile Wars, where charismatic religious belief had a part to play. The record of these events,
though fragmentary, is instructive for our study of the Sicilian slave wars because of similarities
between them and the larger revolts in Sicily. The causes of revolt must have been comparable
to the pressures that led to revolt in Sicily, just as the human experiences of the participant slaves
must have been equally comparable, though the nature of the evidence makes certainty
impossible. Additionally, the Roman response to these earlier slave revolts seems to mirror
exactly the actions taken by authorities against the slave rebels in Sicily. After Livy's account of
the early second century is considered, the actions of the Roman praetors against Eunus and

14

Livy 39.29.9.
Livy 39.29.8-9.
16
Livy 39.41.6-7; 40.19.9.
15
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Salvius no longer appear half-hearted or incompetent. On the contrary, the Roman reaction was
exactly what had worked against all of the previous slave rebellions in Italy. At this point I
would like to examine in greater detail the course of the slave wars in Sicily, in order to connect
them more solidly both to previous slave rebellions in Italy and the process of Roman
incorporation of Sicily as a province.

Slave rebellion in Sicily, 140-101 BCE
By the middle of the second century BCE Sicily was an increasingly prosperous place,
part of Rome’s growing overseas dominion. Sicily was Rome’s first province outside Italy,
acquired in stages over the course of the third-century conflicts with Carthage we know as the
First and Second Punic Wars.17

The island was nominally under the dominion of Rome

following the First Punic War, when Carthage ceded her domains and interests in Sicily and the
nearby Lipari Islands, but Roman control (in the beginning) amounted to very little. The new
territory was not incorporated with or even taxed by Rome and was essentially left to its own
devices for a generation, until the formerly allied state of Syracuse repudiated its alliance and
joined Rome's Carthaginian enemies during the Second Punic War.

Following the fall of

Syracuse in 212, an event which marked the end of real independence for the various Sicilian
states (Greek cities such as Akragas and Syracuse, the Sicel and Sicanian settlements of the

17

Fought between 264-243 and 218-202, respectively. The naming of the wars with Carthage reflects the Roman
bias of the surviving source material, with the term "Punic" stemming from the Roman term for Carthaginians
(pūnici).
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interior, and the Phoenician settlements along the western coastline). Rome began to levy taxes
and dictate the political affairs of the island, and from this point on Sicily was more tightly
bound to Rome, with grain tithes and tax revenue extracted from the Greek and Carthaginian
cities to provide supplies to Rome’s armies.18 The peace that Rome brought to Sicily facilitated
economic growth, and the agricultural and pastoral wealth of the island attracted Roman equites
from Italy, who along with local Sicilian landowners took part in a sort of economic revolution
in which large plantations became more common, producing cash-crops like wine and olive oil
for the markets of Rome and northern Italy.19
This new landed wealth did not come without a price. It was founded, ultimately, on
exploitation of the labor of others: landless tenants, in part, but especially imported slaves, who
were concentrated in growing numbers on the island’s estates. The fact that many estates were
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As they had done in Italy, the Romans established a variety of different relationships with the varied Sicilian
communities, including Syracuse. While the Romans allowed the Sicilian cities a certain degree of autonomy,
especially in legal affairs (Cicero, Against Verres 2.2.32), their independence was sharply limited in all external
matters. From this period onwards the Sicilian states were in a tributary relationship with the Romans, the basis for
Cicero's claim that Sicily taught the Romans “what a splendid thing a foreign empire is” (2.2.2). Evidence from
Livy demonstrates that at a fundamental level Rome and Sicily were now tied together by the Roman need for grain,
with additional grain tithes extracted in addition to the regular taxation in the years 190, 189, and 171 (33.2; 37.50;
42.31). Presumably these were not the only examples of extraordinary contributions demanded of the Sicilians, but
rather the only ones we have evidence to support. M.I. Finley provides a useful summary of the slim evidence for
this period, when Sicily first became a Roman province, noting that even for the most favored of the Sicilian states
“autonomy meant freedom from Roman interference so long as Rome chose not to interfere” (1979, 126). Though
Cicero sought in Against Verres to show that the Sicilian tax burden was light and easy to bear, it seems that here
and in other parts of Rome's expanding empire Rome extracted as much as it could. Harris presents arguments to
this effect, in regards to Sicily specifically as well as other Roman conquests which came after the First Punic War
ended in 243 (1979, 64-74). The contribution of Sicilian grain to Roman military endeavors predated the Roman
conquest, with Sicilian grain helping to feed Roman armies in both the first and second Punic Wars. The grain tithe
that the Romans applied to the entirety of the island was originally a tax mechanism of Hiero of Syracuse. For a
summary of this relationship, see Erdkamp 1998, 96-97.
19
For discussion of ancient Sicily, its agriculture and its agricultural estates, see Pritchard 1969; Gabba 1986;
Wilson 1990; Holloway 1991.
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owned by absentee landlords who lived in urban centers away from their various properties,
similar to the model farm proposed by Cato the Elder, meant that slaves had limited contact with
their owners, and such an impersonal relationship did nothing to strengthen bonds of loyalty
between slave and master.20 When Cato's impersonal agricultural model was combined with
large numbers of first-generation slaves, the result was a dangerous and volatile mixture (with
the benefit of hindsight, of course). Large estates and the increasing wealth of elites led to large
numbers of agricultural workers (slaves) being brought to the island, and those workers were in
general treated poorly and supported at the smallest possible expense on the part of their owners.
The material deprivation of these workers created the same conditions that in other contexts
could ignite revolt among free agricultural workers. The growth of estate agriculture in Sicily
therefore acted in a sense to import peasants from elsewhere and induce them to revolt.21
The Diodorus offers no firm date for the start of the First Servile War, saying only that it
started sixty years after the defeat of Carthage in the Second Punic War. This suggests that the

20

Though the introduction of Cato's manual praises farming, he was not talking about farming in general terms, but
in particular the estate-based agriculture of the wealthy elites. His manual was meant as a how-to guide for absentee
estate owners. Right away Cato makes it obvious that his intended audience would not live at their estates, but
would only visit them periodically (On Agriculture, 1.1). The ideal farm, as Cato understood it, was a country estate
(perhaps one among many) that would be visited only occasionally by the master. In normal times the running of
the estate was left to an overseer, who was usually a slave. The owners of these estates were then essentially
overseers of overseers; their participation in the running of the state was limited to little more than checking in on
their managerial slaves from time to time, in order to make sure that the farm was operating as it should be, and that
farm produce was being produced and sold at some profit. See Cato the Elder, 2.
21
Accroding to Goldstone, "material deprivation is an underpinning even to ideological-driven revolts/unrest." In
Foran 1997, 122.
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war began in 141.22 Various other sources suggest a range of dates, most of them troublesome or
clearly incorrect. The war definitely took place between 136 and 132, and may have started
earlier.23 Thus the beginning date for the war is imprecise, though we know more firmly that the
war had ended by 132. It began in the center of the island, at the city of Enna, when a group of
slaves managed to storm into the city under cover of darkness and capture it. From then until the
end of the rebellion the slaves used the site of Enna as a sort of capital. We are told by Diodorus
that they elected as their "king" a man named Eunus, a Syrian slave whose prophetic abilities the
slaves had made use of prior to their rebellion. Before the revolt Eunus foretold that he would be
ruler of Sicily in the presence of his master, Antigenes, a sort of prediction the man found
humorous, so that he would bring out Eunus to entertain dinner guests with his prophesies.24
Later the slaves approached Eunus to ask if their attempt at revolt would be successful. When he
said that it would be, the other slaves chose Eunus as their king.25 From that point on the
rebellion adopted certain trappings of Hellenistic-style monarchy, with the formation of a court,
complete with ministers and generals to lead the armed forces of the now ex-slave rebels.
Corroboration of the formal adoption of Hellenistic trappings by the slaves is provided by
numismatic evidence: bronze coins minted by the rebels at Enna depict Demeter on the obverse,
while the reverse contains the legend "King Antiochus," Eunus' royal name, flanking a stalk of
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Diod. 34/35.2.1: Ὅτι μετὰ τὴν Καρχηδονίων κατάλυσιν ἐπὶ ἑξήκοντα ἔτεσι τῶν Σικελῶν εὐροούντων ἐν πᾶσιν, ὁ
δουλικὸς αὐτοῖς ἐπανέστη πόλεμος ἐξ αἰτίας τοιαύτης.
23
A summary of the evidence for the chronology of the war can be found in Bradley 1989, 140-141.
24
Diod. 34/35.2.8.
25
Diod. 34.35.2.10.
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wheat.26 For much of the 130s major parts of Sicily remained in the hands of Eunus' rebels, and
the ex-slaves launched attacks on many of the major population centers to the south and east of
Enna. Among these were the cities of Akragas, Catana and Taras, all of which lay more or less
along the major road networks that linked Enna with the eastern and southern coasts.27

Figure 1. Sicily, showing the extent of Greek settlement at the time of the Sicilian Slave Wars.
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Robinson 1920, 175.
For Taras see Diod. 34/35.2.20; for Akragas 34/35.2.43-45; for Catana, as well as mention of Gela, Kallipolis,
Selinus and Euboea, see Strabo Geography, 6.2.6-7.
27
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Authorities in the Sicilian cities had a difficult time against the slaves in part because Sicily had
been at peace since the time of the Second Punic War, and the armed forces of the cities were in
the same state of disrepair as the defensive city walls were. Rome monopolized violence on the
island, and enforced peace meant that armed forces on the island were largely untested. 28 For
some years the ex-slaves based at Enna remained independent of Roman control. This state of
affairs lasted until the Romans managed to scrape together a number of professional Roman
troops and send a high-quality army to crush the slaves. The First Servile War ended in a series
of brutal sieges. Enna was finally captured (no mean feat, as the city sits upon a spire of rock
and is more or less impregnable to direct assault), as was Eunus along with the members of his
court. The erstwhile slave king was cast into prison at the city of Morgantina, where he wasted
away.29 These events were contemporary with the political agitation at Rome of the radical
tribune Tiberius Gracchus, and had some impact upon his policies.30 The island went through a
period of reorganization after the end of the war at the hands of Publius Rupilius, one of the
consuls for 132 and the man responsible for ending the war. There seems to have been some
effort to break up some of the large estates and promote agriculture, actions taken in order to
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The walls of Akragas were crumbling, apparently, due the long interval of peace after the Second Punic War
(Diod. 34/35.2.45).
29
Diod. 34/35.2.23: καὶ παραδοθεὶς εἰς φυλακὴν καὶ τοῦ σώματος αὐτοῦ διαλυθέντος εἰς φθειρῶν πλῆθος οἰκείως
τῆς περὶ αὐτὸν ῥᾳδιουργίας κατέστρεψε τὸν βίον ἐν τῇ Μοργαντίνῃ.
30
Appian states clearly that Tiberius was aware of the slave rebellion in Sicily and was influenced to distribute land
to the free poor in part because of the danger of slave rebellion, of which the then-current events in Sicily were
proof; see Appian BC, 1.9. There is some useful discussion of the relationship between the Gracchan reform
program and events in Sicily in Garnsey and Rathbone 1985, 20-25. See also Green 1961.

31

prevent the occurrence of another rebellion.31

Whatever the long-term effects of Rupilius'

measures, we know that in the final analysis they were not successful, if their purpose was to
preempt revolt.
The Second Servile War, which took place from 103-101 BCE, was linked to the
contemporary events of Rome's war against the Cimbri and Teutones.32 The Roman general
Marius, who was in need of troops to fight against the barbarians, issued a call to Rome's allies
to send aid. When he received word from the king of Bythinia that the free men of that country
were all in the possession of Roman slavers, he contacted the Senate and urged them to act.
What the Senators elected to do was to order that all free-born citizens of Rome's allies who were
enslaved were to be released, a decree which spread out to Rome's colonies. This was a shortterm expedient in response to a period of crisis, and it had unforeseen consequences. In Sicily,
elites put pressure on the Roman governor in order to preserve their property. 33 Those slaves
who expected to be freed responded to this crushing of their hopes by rebelling. Independently,
violent rebellion erupted at several places across the island. Quick action managed to stop some
of these, but as with the first Servile War some slave groups managed to consolidate their
position and survive. The largest of the rebel bands was led by a man named Salvius, who like
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Pritchard notes that the settlement of the island after the end of the rebellion was influenced by the Gracchan land
redistributions in Italy, and focused on breaking up large estates and promoting cereal crops in place of sheep and
goats (1969, 552).
32
Diod. 36.3.1: Κατὰ τὴν ἐπὶ τοὺς Κίμβρους τοῦ Μαρίου στρατείαν ἔδωκεν ἡ σύγκλητος ἐξουσίαν τῷ Μαρίῳ ἐκ
τῶν πέραν θαλάττης ἐθνῶν μεταπέμπεσθαι συμμαχίαν. ὁ μὲν οὖν Μάριος ἐξέπεμψε πρὸς Νικομήδην τὸν τῆς
Βιθυνίας βασιλέα περὶ βοηθείας· ὁ δὲ ἀπόκρισιν ἔδωκε τοὺς πλείους τῶν Βιθυνῶν ὑπὸ τῶν δημοσιωνῶν
διαρπαγέντας δουλεύειν ἐν ταῖς ἐπαρχίαις.
33
Diod. 36.3.3: οἱ δ’ ἐν ἀξιώμασι συνδραμόντες παρεκάλουν τὸν στρατηγὸν ἀποστῆναι ταύτης τῆςἐπιβολῆς.
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Eunus before him was something of a prophet.34 Also like Eunus he was elected as monarch by
the ex-slaves, and like Eunus he seems to have affected some of the trappings of contemporary
Hellenistic monarchy.35

Although the rebels roamed the center of the island as their

predecessors had, their main stronghold was at a place called Triokala, which they took over and
improved upon.36 Initially successful against Sicilian troops, the rebels lost ground once the
Romans managed to shift their own soldiers to the island. The rebels were eventually defeated in
battle and the rebellion was crushed.
In a period of little more than thirty years Sicily was host to two massive slave uprisings.
While most scholarly treatments of these events tend to compartmentalize them, in reality they
were symptomatic of changes within the larger Roman world. More importantly, the slave
rebellions in Sicily contained elements of the sorts of social pressures that would later manifest
themselves in the first century civil wars that transformed the Republic. With that in mind the
following sections will analyze the Sicilian slave rebellions to argue that they have a larger
importance that is usually accorded them. Rather than aberrant catastrophes afflicted upon a
Roman province, the Sicilian slave uprisings were indicative of long-term social change and
point towards the sorts of social pressures that transformed Roman society.
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Diod. 36.4.4: τότε δὴ καὶ εἰς ἐκκλησίαν συνελθόντες καὶ βουλῆς προτεθείσης πρῶτον μὲν εἵλαντο βασιλέα τὸν
ὀνομαζόμενον Σάλουιον, δοκοῦντα τῆς ἱεροσκοπίας ἔμπειρον εἶναι καὶ ταῖς γυναικείαις θέαις αὐλομανοῦντα
35
These included the selection of advisors, the construction of some sort of palace, and the wearing of special
clothing which seems to have included the Roman toga praetexta. See Diod. 36.7.2-7.
36
Diodorus describes the natural beauty of the site of Triokala, and also the nearly impregnable natural fortifications
that made it a secure base (Diod. 36.7.2-4).
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The rebellions in Sicily were slave revolts, but they were also peasant rebellions in the
sense that actual peasants also either joined in or used the slave uprisings as cover for their own
rebellious activities. The slaves themselves were agricultural workers responding to the same
kinds of socio-economic pressure that drove free rebellions in other parts of the Roman world.
The following discussion will help to show some of the ambiguities and commonalities involved
in agricultural revolts in antiquity.

Socio-Economic Background to Rebellion in Sicily
The genesis of the Roman slave wars lies in the military expansion that transformed
Rome from a regional power of the western Mediterranean into a pan-Mediterranean superpower
in the aftermath of the Second Punic War.37 While the fruits of Roman victories enriched, on
some level at least, all classes of Roman society, the land-owning elite were the primary
beneficiaries of Rome’s transmarine empire.38

These elites invested their growing wealth

primarily in land, the traditional repository of most capital, which led to the growth and
expansion of large estates in some areas of central Italy and Sicily. The workers to run these
estates were slaves acquired from the growing Mediterranean-wide traffic in slaves, facilitated
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A process that Diodorus was aware of, and which serves as a background to his description of the rebellions in
Sicily. See Diod. 34/35.2.1. For scholarship on the process of Roman expansion during the middle and late
Republic see Brunt 1971; Harris 1979; David 1997; Campbell 2002; Eckstein 2006; Erskine 2010; Woolf 2012.
38
Hopkins 1978, 39, 48-56; Bradley 1994, 12-17; Finley (1998) argues for more continuity for the slave-system of
the early vs. the late Republic, but acknowledges the growth which followed the Hannibalic War, 147-154.
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by trading centers such the isle of Delos.39 To market the products of these new estates Roman
imperial expansion again had a part to play. Large-scale agricultural production was facilitated
by the growth of the city of Rome and expansion into northern Italy and southern Gaul, which
provided landowners with ample and reliable markets for their produce. Large estates developed
because they were profitable, something that writers like Cato the Elder recognized, because they
were prestigious, and the huge market that was the city of Rome was readily available to absorb
their surplus production.40 Owning land was an honorable way for a Roman aristocrat to earn a
living; with proper management, estates could be very profitable, and so they combined social
respectability with economic efficiency. In Italy and Sicily, therefore, the second century was
characterized by the enlargement and multiplication of large estates, with the concomitant
diminution of the traditionally modest Italian farmstead.41
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The slave-market at Delos had come into being following the destruction of Carthage and Corinth. The Romans
required many slaves, and were supplied with them in part by the actions of foreign pirates, like the Cilicians (Strabo
14.668). See also Hopkins 1978, 113; Harris 1979, 82.
40
Cato makes it clear from the beginning of his treatise that farming is both a noble and a profitable occupation (14).
41
It is recognized that large slave-run estates were not evenly distributed throughout Italy, but were concentrated in
the central regions on the better farmland, usually with access to roadways or else riverine or seaborne transportation
routes. Cato's advice on buying an estate included a consideration of the proximity of the farm both to markets and
to means of transportation (1). For a discussion of the formation of large estates in Italy, see Hopkins 1978, 48-56;
for the importance of villa location and the scale of the market, see Toynbee 1965, 298-302. For an analysis of the
decline of smaller farms, see Brunt 1971, 34-38. Rosenstein (2004) offers a reappraisal of the effects of war upon
Rome's peasantry, but his arguments are hampered in the same way as Brunt's by the confused Roman census data.
Dyson (2003) shows the economic variation in the country was not obliterated by the growth of latifundia, and that
small farms could coexist alongside large estates. Recent archaeological work suggests that in certain regions large
estates did predominate, with intensive occupation giving way to what appears to be the concentration of
landholding in the period coinciding with Roman dominion in Sicily. See Wilson 1995-1996, 113.
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The appearance of larger commercial farms was accompanied by changes in the nature
and scale of agricultural slavery, in part caused by Roman imperial expansion flooding the
market with war captives. Slavery became economically viable as an alternative source of
agricultural labor just as the traditional Italian peasantry was coming under growing strain from
the same militarism and expansion.42 The increasingly wealthy elite of the Roman heartland
began to import greater numbers of slaves, for reasons both practical and symbolic, from all
corners of the Mediterranean.43 As Hopkins argues, the reason for the growth of agricultural
slavery was partially due to the dependable nature of such a labor force, which could not be
drafted into the Roman military and sent on far-away campaigns.44 The second century saw the
interminable war in Spain and a whole series of campaigns in Macedonia and the eastern
Mediterranean that placed a heavy burden on Rome’s military manpower. Whether Roman or
Italian, the peasant classes of central Italy were subject to conscription, which would remove
them from the available labor pool. A slave workforce could not be so drafted. On the contrary,
these workers were quite literally a captive pool of labor and relieved landowners from the
vagaries of the draft of free peasants. At the same time, Rome’s second-century campaigns
created opportunities for mass-enslavement of both military and civilian prisoners of war, such
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For increases in the number of slaves and the changing nature of slavery see Hopkins 1978; Harris 1980; Bradley
1984, 1994. For the stresses associated with imperial expansion and the impact on Rome's military see Shochat
1980; Keaveney 2007.
43
The rationale behind slave-holding was a complex business; the motives mixed status-related ostentation with the
practical needs of large estates, which were large enough to employ slaves throughout the year. See Hopkins 1978,
108-115.
44
Hopkins 1978, 112-113.
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as with Mummius’ sack of Corinth, leading to market saturation and an overall drop in the price
of slaves.45
During the last two centuries BCE the number of slaves in Italy and Sicily grew
enormously. The size of this growth is highly disputed, and the same evidence has been
interpreted by different historians to yield wildly varying totals for the slave population. The
hypothesis of Hopkins is representative of the older generation of estimates, which suggested
between two and three million slaves representing forty percent of the population of Italy. 46
More recently Scheidel has argued convincingly that the older estimates must be too high, and
that slaves in Italy could not have numbered more than a million at their most populous during
the late Republic.47 Either estimate, however, represents a large increase in the total number of
slaves imported to Italy and Sicily during the last two centuries of the Republic.

45

This

Pausanias' account of the sack of Corinth provides a vivid description of the fate that could befall a city when it
was sacked by Rome. The Roman commander, Mummius, entered Corinth, slaughtered many of the Corinthians
who had taken refuge there, and enslaved the women and children, as well re-enslaving those whom the Corinthians
had freed to contribute to the defense of the city. After stripping Corinth of its valuables, he then destroyed it by fire
(Description of Greece 7.16.7-8). The sack of Corinth is of particular interest for students of the slave wars, because
it is likely that some of those enslaved by Mummius made their way into the slave bands that revolted against the
Romans in the following decade For discussion of and bibliography on the Roman sack of Corinth, see Wiseman
1979, 438-548. That at Corinth was by no means the only large-scale enslavement to take place during this period.
Even more notorious was the earlier enslavement of the Molossians in Epirus, carried out under L. Aemilius Paullus.
This action reportedly involved the sacking of seventy towns, with a total haul of some 150,000 captives. See Livy
45.29-33; Plut. Aem. 28; Diod. 31.8. For economic considertations relating to Rome's actions against Epirus, see
Ziolkowski 1986, 69-80. See also Toynbee 1965, 477-478. For a discussion of mass-enslavement and the larger
economic rationale of the Roman state, see Harris 1979, 80-85. Hopkins notes that any attempt to quantify the
numbers of slaves in the late Republic is essentially guesswork for any area outside the city of Rome. His estimate
of the number of slaves, 6,000,000, is a compromise between the estimates of Beloch (1889) and Brunt (1971).
Hopkins summarizes his Brunt's population figures for the period 225-8 BCE and arrives at a four-fold increase in
the number of slaves, mostly taken in war (1978, 68).
46
Hopkins 1978, 9.
47
Scheidel 2005, 64-79.
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quantitative growth was coupled with a qualitative change in the standard of living enjoyed by
the slaves: a rise in the number of agricultural workers was accompanied by a decline in living
conditions for the individual slave.48 Diodorus explicitly states in his accounts of the slave
uprisings in Sicily how the agricultural workers of the great estates suffered under the cruel and
capricious treatment of their owners.49 While the lives of Roman slaves were likely never what
we would call pleasant, marked as they were by the possibility of violence and sexual assault—
and this on top of a loss of identity and social status—proximity to the master and his household
could also moderate the treatment of slaves, since they could be a known and visible presence in
the household and integrated into its inner workings. Household slaves could and did form close
bonds with their owners, which could then be maintained as patron/client relationships should a
slave achieve manumission.50 With the advance of large-scale agricultural slavery, we see a new

48

The large numbers of slaves contributed to their neglect. In the plantation agriculture imagined by men like Cato,
slaves were essentially tools, to be discarded when they were worn out. See Cato De Agricultura 2, 7. Vogt sees
the situation caused by the expansion of slavery as increasing the misery of the slaves, while also providing them
with opportunities for movement and interaction with each other. This gave them both the motive to revolt and the
means to carry out their plans (1974, 44).
49
For an example, consider the ragged, nearly naked slaves of Damophilos who asked for clothing and were beaten
for their trouble. See Diod. 34/35.2.38.
50
Literary and epigraphic evidence illustrates that individual slaves could and did form close personal bonds with
their masters, and also received relatively humane treatment from them. One well-known example is the slave Tiro,
who was one of Marcus Tullius Cicero's servants prior to his manumission. Cicero's brother Quintus, the author of
the letter containing the reference to Tiro's release from servitude, describes his “very great pleasure” upon hearing
that Tiro was to be a “friend” rather than a slave (Cicero, Correspondence with Family and Friends 16.16).
Sepulchral inscriptions attest to even closer bonds than friendship, as in the case of a certain Vitalis, who was born a
slave in the household of one Gaius Lavius Faustus, and was ultimately adopted as a “pleasant and well-liked” son
prior to his untimely death (CIL 3.14206.21). According to the tombstone of Gaius Julius Mygdonius, captured
from his native Parthia in childhood, he eventually gained freedom and was comfortable in his old age. While these
isolated examples of a “sunnier” side to individual cases of enslavement could be easily placed beside other cases
demonstrating bestial acts of cruelty and inhumanity on the part of slave masters, they do prove that it was possible,
in some instances, for slaves and masters to develop close personal relationships within the boundaries of the Roman
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type of slave/master relationship, one that was more impersonal and characterized by the
possibility of material neglect, and in some instances at least a greater degree of dehumanization.
Evidence for this increased degradation can be found in Diodorus’ account of the First
Slave War. Diodorus considered the brutality and arrogance of Sicilian slave-masters to be a
principal contributing factor in the outbreak of Sicily's slave rebellions. Their treatment of their
servants and field slaves was one symptom of the arrogance of their lifestyle as Diodorus
describes it: in Sicily, new wealth meant a newly wealthy class of landowners who looked only
to their own luxury. For the slave owner who himself was slavishly enthralled to his own bodily
desires, brutality directed towards slaves legitimized the owner’s lofty position, a proclamation
of high status and unrivaled personal power over the things and people he possessed. The
arrogant “brands and marks” of identification mentioned by Diodorus are one key to
understanding the overall treatment of agricultural slaves by their masters. 51 If late secondcentury slave owners were in fact branding their human chattel with identifying marks such as
the master's name as proof of ownership, they were sending a very clear message to their
slaves.52 That message was that the slaves were now effectively draft animals, no better and no

familia. For slaves on the large estates who provided the manpower to the Sicilian slave rebellions the lack of close
contact with their masters, while perhaps saving them from some acts of cruelty, also deprived them of the
opportunity to belong to the familia in the same way as a Tiro or especially a Vitalis might. For these slaves
manumission was not a practical consideration, and their most obvious “master” on a day-to-day basis was himself a
slave, in the person of the slave overseer that absentee landowners employed to run their estates.
51
Diod. 34/35.2.1.
52
Jones (1987, 154) argues from a philological standpoint, and especially from the use of the term stigma, that while
most of the Roman evidence for branding humans is ambiguous at best, in Diodorus' account of the slave rebellions
in Sicily there are good examples of language that does seem to suggest branding. If Jones is correct, this is the
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more valued than oxen.53

Combined with Diodorus’ account of overwork and

shackling/confinement, what emerges is a vivid depiction of degradation and dehumanization.
Explicit in Diodorus’ history is the understanding that it was this mistreatment, a violation of the
unwritten rules of the prevailing moral economy, which led first to banditry and brigandage, and
then by stages finally to organized slave rebellion and open warfare.54
For my analysis I borrow the term "moral economy" from E.P. Thompson and his work
regarding the rebellious actions of much later English workers. My use of the term differs from
Thompson's in that the Roman economy was considerably different than that of the early modern
England of his studies. As I will utilize it, "moral economy" will refer to the unwritten rules that
provided for socio-economic equilibrium throughout the Roman world.

The concept of

"fairness" or "justice" was something that applied to everyone throughout Rome's social
hierarchy, and even to slaves, though what constituted justice in each instance and for each
member of the society varied.
Roman society was bound together by the ties of a vertical social hierarchy. Ideally this
meant that relations between individuals on different rungs of the social ladder were moderated

earliest evidence for the association of stigmata with branding and not tattooing. Since Diodorus is describing what
he considers excessively cruel conditions for Sicily's slaves, the use of brands generally reserved for animals, at least
in Roman practice, on humans seems possible, at the very least.
53
Indeed, Cato's De Agricultura might be used to argue that some slaves were less valued than oxen, since Cato’s
animal laborers received prompt medical treatment and certain holidays off (7-73, 138), and this was not necessarily
true of his slaves. Compare Cato's care of his oxen with his advice to discard an aged slave (2).
54
Orosius implies that it was poor treatment which led to the war; Messana, where the slaves were not mistreated,
did not revolt (5.6-1-6). Florus likewise mentions a specific type of slave as the basic manpower of the revolt, those
who were housed in slave barracks and kept in chains (Synopsis of Roman History 2.7.1-8; See Bradley 1989, 60.
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by some amount of reciprocity. Clients were subservient to their patrons, for example, but they
expected to be aided and protected if they were in need. Both the client and the patron got
something out of the relationship. While slaves were the actual property of their owners,
traditionally they were considered part of the familia and had the ability (as argued above) to
internalize notions about their services to a master and their place in the household. Good slaves
expected to be treated with some amount of reciprocity, perhaps eventually the granting of
freedom. Field slaves, by contrast, a symptom of the growth of personal wealth among elites,
and relatively new by the second century BCE, had little access to any of this. They could not
expect freedom, and if Diodorus' descriptions of Sicily can be trusted the treatment of slaves by
wealthy (perhaps newly wealthy) landowners like Damophilos violated the moral economy that
even slaves might expect.

Comparing Diodorus' accounts of the violence and material

deprivation visited upon the slaves of Damophilos to Cato's remarks on the care of slaves (who
could expect food and clothing at least, and minimal violence), it seems clear that important
unwritten rules were being violated in Sicily.

Common Grounds for Rebellion
This chapter began with a discussion of how the Roman Republican slave rebellions have
largely been studied in relative isolation by modern historians. Though they were exceptional in
the sense that large numbers of slaves took part in the act of rebellion, those slaves were
nevertheless responding to the same kinds of social pressures that could cause rebellion among
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non-servile agricultural populations. The slave wars were not caused simply by the existence of
the institution of slavery, for slavery had existed in Sicily for centuries without such large-scale
resistance to it. It was not simply slavery itself, but specifically large-scale agricultural slavery
which resulted in the slave wars. These events were fundamentally about disparities in wealth
and status and the inequalities that arose from this disparity. When those who suffered from
these inequalities were aided by a lack of repressive force, or they were forced to endure more
than "normal" levels of deprivation, revolt could occur.
If the slave wars were caused (as I believe) by a breach of the prevailing moral economy,
then we can see the same explanatory pattern in other instances of revolt in the larger Roman
world.55 Agricultural slavery and large estates were primarily limited to sections of Sicily and
Italy. Elsewhere throughout Rome's empire agricultural laborers tended to be a mixture of free
small farmers and semi-free dependent tenants. There were no mass slave uprisings outside of
Italy and Sicily in part because in this period there was, for the most part, no mass population of
slaves in other parts of the Roman world.56 Indeed, the entire institution of large-scale plantation
slavery may have been a relatively transitory phenomenon for the Romans. Scheidel argues that
the heavy importation of slaves during the late Republic amounted to a slave population of under
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As noted above, by “moral economy” I refer to the idea that prevailing moral values within a society moderate the
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considered themselves to be due a certain minimum standard of treatment; note, for example, the slaves of
Damophilos who expected their master to replace their worn clothing, and were instead beaten for their trouble. The
story may be sensationalistic, but it illustrates that even slaves expected to be treated with some consideration, just
as it illustrates that there were individuals, as Damophilos was, who were willing to violate these expectations.
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one million individuals, and that this population declined due to decreased demand for slaves
over the first two centuries CE. If this is correct, it is likely that plantation slavery receded from
its height during the late Republic. It is also likely that the decline in the total number of slaves
helps explain why there were apparently no large-scale slave rebellions after the first century
BCE.57 In later periods, a variety of other exploited agricultural workers filled the role of the
Sicilian or Italian slave population. Thus for comparable events we should look to peasant and
perhaps 'nativist' rebellions which drew upon the disaffection of local populations of free and
semi-free laborers, both in the Roman world and in subsequent history.
Relative deprivation is one obvious point of convergence between slave and free
rebellions. Happy, contented people, generally speaking, do not engage in violent uprisings. It
is clear from our source tradition that the initial outbreaks of revolt in Sicily were directly related
to the material and social conditions of the slaves, as much as they stemmed from the violence
inflicted by members of the slave-owning class. Diodorus is clear about the connection between
material neglect and unrest/revolt for the first slave war, with the slaves being deprived of food
and clothing by their masters, in addition to incidences of violent treatment of slaves.58 The
second rebellion grew out of dashed hopes for social improvement and the material advances that
would have accompanied it.59 The deprived living conditions of Sicily’s slave population clearly
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contributed to slave collectivization, which led to direct action against slave-owners. Slaves
were apparently even encouraged by their masters to fulfill their needs by preying upon travelers.
While this saved money in the short term, by unleashing their slaves to rob people along the
roads they were contributing to disorder on the island, which must in part be the source for the
claims that Sicily was overrun by bandits in the years leading up to the First Servile War.60
While material want was only one of several factors that contributed to the outbreak of rebellion,
it was clearly an important one. Declining and/or drastically insufficient material conditions are
commonly pointed to by modern theorists of revolution as a primary contributing factor to the
incidence of revolt, as with the 'decremental deprivation' of Gurr.61 We can note, in a much later
context, that the captive bandit leader Bulla Felix, who menaced the countryside around Rome
during the reign of Septimius Severus, advised the authorities to feed their slaves, if they did not
want them to run away and turn to brigandage.62
Peasant rebellions are pertinent to a discussion of the Sicilian slave wars because the
participants in these wars were agricultural laborers at the bottom of the social hierarchy. When
the Sicilian rebels are viewed in this way, as a pastoral and agricultural workforce, the
similarities between the Sicilian rebellions and native uprisings in Britain, Egypt or Judea, for
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Diod. 34/35.2.28-29.
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example, become more obvious. The rebellion of the Britons under Boudicca (60 CE), the
Boukoloi revolt in Egypt (171 CE) and the Great Revolt in Judea (66-73 CE) are all examples of
a stressed rural populace responding to declining material and social conditions.63 In the case of
the provincial rebellions the major culprits were taxation and debt. 64 Modern revolutionary
theorists pay close attention to declining socio-economic conditions in relation to outbreaks of
rebellion or revolution.65 The same approach is useful for analyzing the rebellions of Roman
slaves. In the Servile Wars, enervated social and material conditions are easy to see; many of the
rebels of the first and second Servile Wars were not born into slavery, but were enslaved captives
who entered their new ‘profession’ as a result of either piracy or warfare. 66 The pattern of
growing resentment of the agricultural workforce against the landowning class is also clear, with
the Sicilian laborers enduring humiliating treatment and a bare standard of living for only so long
before being driven to revolt.
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Dyson 1971, 258-259.
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Slaves could reasonably expect a certain minimum level of treatment and consideration
from their masters. Even the stingy Elder Cato makes it clear that slaves should not be cold or
hungry, and that the slave overseer should hear grievances held by the slaves who worked under
him.67 Thus the conditions described by Diodorus in connection with the outbreak of slave
rebellion in Sicily seem to be a clear violation of what might considered reasonable for the
treatment of slaves. This was something that slave populations were capable of recognizing and
responding to: note that the slaves in Diodorus approach their master Damophilos pleading for
clothing. That they could come forth and ask is suggestive both of the reciprocal relationship
that was supposed to exist as well as the minimum levels of treatment that slaves might expect.
The slaves only resorted to violence when their non-violent, legitimate appeals to the unwritten
rules that governed social behavior spectacularly failed.
In our search for comparanda between the Sicilian slave wars and instances of ‘native’
uprisings against Rome, we can of course look beyond the role of relative deprivation. The slave
wars might have an even more obvious connection with native uprisings—that is, they might
very well have their own particular kind of ‘native’ cultural component. As Toynbee and others
have suggested, the participants of the two slave wars in Sicily were likely first-generation
slaves, rather than descendants of slaves themselves.68 This would mean, among other things,
that these men and women would have been less deracinated than those slaves who were born
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into slavery.69 They would have held onto elements of their original culture, and continued to
view themselves in those terms—as Syrian, Cilician or Thracian—perhaps Hellenized, but
distinct in some way from the Greek, Carthaginian, Roman or Sicel populations of Sicily.
Understanding the sources of supply which maintained Rome's slave population during
the middle and late Republic is difficult, given the fragmentary and sometimes contradictory
nature of the source material.70 Recent scholarship suggests that both slave reproduction and
continual importation of new slaves was necessary to support the servile population, and that if
importation slackened then this would inevitably cause a decline in the slave population.71 This
is presumed to have happened in the imperial period, when the supposed cessation of major
warfare is thought to have ended periodic mass-enslavement as a major source of new slaves.
While some recent authors, such as Keith Bradley,72 argue for more continuity between the
Republic and the Empire, and correctly point out that the wars of the Julio-Claudians and later
emperors were accompanied by their own massive enslavements, for our period the source of
supply is less contentious. The slave supply of the middle and late Republic was in large part
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maintained through warfare and piracy.73 These methods meant that the large numbers of slaves
required to maintain the system—and the number was quite large, estimated by Harris at 100,000
new slaves per annum for first-century Italy—were first generation slaves, and had not been born
into captivity. First generation slaves may have been more prone to resist enslavement, or even
organize to rebel. Diodorus uses the term "outrageous"74 to describe the process of branding
men who were "free men in their own country," i.e. who had been captured and sold into slavery
rather than being born into it.75
From the accounts of Diodorus it seems clear that many of the rebels of the first and
second slave wars were from the eastern Mediterranean. We hear of Cilicians and Syrians
mostly—Eunus himself was a Syrian—and while evidence for specific regions supplying slaves
varies by location, it is clear that both Syria and portions of Asia Minor were major sources of
supply. For our period the Cilician pirates were particularly active, though less so after the antipirate campaign of Pompey in the 60s.76 Thrace was also a major exporter of slaves, and Roman
warfare in Greece during the 140s, especially the sacking of the city of Corinth, would have
introduced some numbers of Greek slaves into the international market. Though these groups
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had different cultural backgrounds they were all part of the Hellenized eastern Mediterranean
influenced by the conquests of Alexander and his successors. It may be that in Sicily slaves who
were individually Cilician, Greek or Thracian might have found common ground through their
exposure to Hellenic culture and various dialects of the Greek language.
A common east-Mediterranean background helps to shed light upon some of the most
interesting actions attributed to the rebels by our commentators, namely the creation of
Hellenistic-style monarchies by the rebel slaves and their leaders.

A Hellenistic political

hierarchy was adopted by the rebels precisely because that was the state structure they would
have been familiar with in their various homelands.77 The Cilicians and Syrians mentioned by
Diodorus—indeed, most people from the eastern Mediterranean—would have been familiar with
the great Hellenistic monarchies, especially those of the Seleucid and Antigonid kings. 78 It is not
an accident, then, that Eunus adopted the Seleucid dynastic name Antiochus. The assumption of
kingship—first with an initial assembly of ‘citizens’ followed by the subsequent subordination of
the citizen body to the person of the monarch and his chosen advisors—seems to be a simplified

77
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version of the subordination of the independent poleis to the overriding authority of the
Hellenistic-style king. The slave rebels, now free, were re-creating the type of political and
social order they were accustomed to from their original homelands. Antiochus (Eunus) and
Tryphon (Salvius), to use their dynastic names, were a particular response to new-found social
and political freedom. Salvius even had a successor, his general Athenion who succeeded to his
throne following his death. Athenion predicted (using the same prophetic skills displayed by
Eunus and Salvius) that he would be king over all Sicily, that the island was to be his property
and that the slaves should therefore refrain from ravaging the countryside.79 Whatever the
individual origins of specific slaves, the election of divinely-associated kings must have been a
meaningful construct to many of the rebels. Drawing on the traditions of Macedonian and
Persian royal authority, as they had amalgamated in the eastern Mediterranean following the
death of Alexander, by creating -pseudo-Hellenistic monarchies the slave rebels were making a
statement about their own identities.
This statement of identity is strong enough that the idea of the slave wars as "Sicily in
revolt" against the Romans can be discounted.80 Verbrugghe's notion of a national Sicilian
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Diod. 36.4.2-3.
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large numbers of free Sicilians, making the wars a "nationalist" reaction against Roman domination. While there
were free farmers involved in the rebellions, as discussed below, Verbrugghe's arguments do not seem supported by
the fact that most of victims of the wars were themselves Sicilians, while at the same time all the urban centers were
loyal to Rome and fought against the rebels; see Verbrugghe (1974, 46-60). If there was a national component to
the Sicilian peasant uprising that occurred alongside slave rebellion at Enna, it might be expected to be a national
movement of Hellenized Sicels who fought against the Greeks for control of the center of Sicily and had a relatively
long history of resistance to the expansion of the Greek cities of the coasts.
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rebellion is all the more unlikely in that Sicily had practically no history of unification at any
time: for centuries it was fought over between the Carthaginians, the Greeks and the native
Sicilians. Whatever unity was achieved was partial, imperialistic and short-lived, as witnessed
by the periodic expansion of Syracuse's power over the eastern portion of the island. The slave
wars were not a concerted resistance of the Sicilian polities to Roman state authority, but rather
the resistance of imported and native agricultural workers to the local authority of Greco-Roman
landowners as well as the urban communities that focused political power and social order. The
simultaneous occurrence of peasant uprising alongside the rebellions of the slave populations of
Sicily—as in Diodorus’ accounts of both slave wars—may be further proof of a distinct, nonSicilian ‘national’ identity for the slave rebels. The peasants of Sicily were willing, even eager
to take advantage of the unsettled conditions prevailing during the slave wars to attack the
possessions and persons of the elite. But they did so as a distinct group, and did not find common
cause with the rebel slaves. The Slave Wars were not episodes of Sicily in revolt against Rome,
but rather the rebellion of sections of the agricultural workforce against the prevailing social
hierarchy.81
Nationalism is a dangerous term to apply to the slave rebellions in Sicily. It must be used
sparingly, due in large part to the complexity of the island’s history and socio-cultural makeup.
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Sicily did not revolt against Roman control: the cities occupied by the slave rebels were all
captured, and urban centers like Syracuse remained loyal to Rome and provided the bases that
the Romans used to recapture the island. Any national component in these events must be
limited to small segments of the island's population, if the term is to be applied at all. Thus it
may be appropriate to see some sort of Sicel unity in the peasant rebellions of the First Servile
War, though this must be read into the sources. If so, the war was "nationalistic" in the same
way that Boudicca's rebellion in Britain was: it was the rebellion of one group of people within a
larger society who used their shared cultural heritage as a means organizing revolt. But it should
be remembered that some Britons allied themselves with Rome against Boudicca's rebels, in the
same way that the prosperous cities of Sicily remained firmly in the Roman fold through both
slave and peasant rebellions.
I wish to conclude this section by stressing the basic continuities between the rebellions
of slave and free. Many of the same issues, the same contributory factors, the same behaviors
and responses can be clearly seen in both types of revolt. The label ‘slave war’ is just a name
that we attach—following the practice of the ancient authorities—to particular examples of mass
rebellion. In many ways, the slave wars were essentially the same type of event as the major
‘national’ uprisings which Rome dealt with in the late Republican and early imperial periods.
Material deprivation, reduced or declining social status, the perception and defense of cultural
distinction—there are hints of all of these things in Sicily’s slave wars. There is much common
ground between native and slave rebellion.
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Revolt of the Slave, Revolt of the Free
The connection between the first and second Sicilian slave wars and peasant uprisings is
most obvious, as I mentioned in the previous section, in the episodes of peasant/tenant rebellion
and banditry that accompanied and found a catalyst in the revolts of the slaves. Diodorus
mentions a sort of peasant uprising taking place alongside each of the two slave wars. During
the first slave war, after Eunus’ rebellion gained sufficient strength to ‘export’ itself outside the
territory of Enna, and specifically during the siege of Akragas in the south of the island, we learn
the following:
When these many great troubles fell upon the Sicilians, the common people were
not only unsympathetic, but actually gloated over their plight, being envious
because of the inequality in their respective lots, and the disparity in their modes
of life. Their envy, from being a gnawing sore, now turned to joy, as it beheld the
once resplendent lot of the rich changed and fallen into a condition such as was
formerly beneath their very notice. Worst of all, though the rebels, making
prudent provision for the future, did not set fire to the country estates nor damage
the stock or the stored harvests, and abstained from harming anyone whose
pursuit was agriculture, the populace, making the runaway slaves a pretext, made
sallies into the country and with the malice of envy not only plundered the estates
but set fire to the buildings as well.82
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The account of the second slave war contains a description of exactly the same sort of behavior
on the part of the peasant/tenant farmers, who took the opportunity offered by the slave
rebellions to pillage and murder:
Even those freemen who possessed no holdings on the land resorted to rapine and
lawlessness. Those without means, impelled alike by poverty and lawlessness,
streamed out into the country in swarms, drove off the herds of cattle, plundered
the crops stored in the barns, and murdered all who fell in their way, slave or free
alike, so that no one should be able to carry back news of their frantic and lawless
conduct.83
The slave rebellions served as an opportunity for these men to vent their anger against the
wealthy. While Diodorus claims that the slaves specifically refrained from damaging the
agricultural infrastructure in contrast with the destruction wrought by the free rebels, their
targets were the same. The various instances in which the slaves fanned out across the
Sicilian countryside must have resulted in the same types of devastation as that inflicted
by their free contemporary plunderers.84 Sicily was in flames, and free and slave alike
held the torches.
In an essay relating to latter-day peasant revolts, Eric Wolf elaborates on the
concept of “tactical mobility” as a key to understanding the occurrence of peasant
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rebellion. In his formulation, outbreaks of peasant rebellion are explainable in terms of
the tactical ability of peasant groups to act based on control of resources, favorable
geographic circumstances, the intrusion of an external power, a lack of repressive force
or some combination of these factors.85 For Wolf, only prosperous peasants, those
controlling their own resources, are normally able to revolt against a prevailing political
hierarchy; in the case of the landless peasant, revolt is impossible in the absence of
geographic isolation or some other complicating factor. In Sicily, the geography of the
island was both rugged and relatively isolated from the coasts. Rebellion was thus made
easier, and there was relatively little repressive force available on short notice if a peasant
or slave uprising needed to be dealt with.
At least in the short term the slaves may have had a military advantage over
potential challengers, in part due to the tasks to which many of them were assigned by
their masters. This would have exacerbated the lack of military force on the part of the
Sicilian authorities. Varro's dialogue about the proper selection of slave herdsmen is
instructive in this point: the herdsmen who roamed furthest from the villa were supposed
to be mostly able-bodied young men who were skilled with weapons and armed to defend
their flocks from predators and bandits. Varro assumes that a master herdsmen will
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direct the activities of the others, providing these slave pastoralists with a ready-made
social organization that could easily be adapted to military purposes.86
The explosion of the slave uprisings in both wars served as the 'external' force for
the free uprisings which followed in their aftermath. Diodorus' narrative suggests that
while the events were contemporary, the free rebels seemed to be acting in response to
the chaos unleashed by the revolt of the herdsmen and agricultural workers from the large
estates.87 Both slave and free—that is, both slave workers as well as landless tenants—no
doubt contributed to the phenomenon of widespread banditry that afflicted the island.88
With the slaves of central Sicily in revolt, it should not be surprising that disaffected
members of the free poor escalated their activities to the level of banditry.

The

conditions that Diodorus describes demonstrate a fairly widespread pattern of social
breakdown.
The presence of the free poor in the accounts of the slave wars in Sicily serves as
a kind of social barometer of contemporary Sicilian society. Their mention in our source
tradition supports the general picture of transformation our authors attest for the
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the first century, Strabo provides us with details for continuing banditry, committed by slave herdsmen, after the
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economic situation of Italy and Sicily in this period. Large estates were the target of
peasant rebels during the First and Second Servile Wars. Plantation agriculture did not
always mean the destruction or displacement of small farms, as noted above. But the
assertion of Diodorus that slaves contributed to banditry in the countryside might go a
long way towards explaining some of the antipathy peasant farmers demonstrated
towards elites once rebellion began.

Were local peasants bearing the brunt of this

banditry, and if so were they (correctly) attributing it to the actions of nearby estate
owners?

The growth of large estates, in combination with the rebellion of a free

proletariat begs us to consider the social conditions of contemporary Sicily.
There is some evidence, however slight, in Varro of a general antipathy towards
the estates and the estate owners on the part of the peasants. In a passage relating to
fence construction, Varro has Scrofa recommend fences of live hedge, since barriers so
constructed were immune from the flaming torch (facem ardentem) of a mischievous
traveler (praetereuntis lascivi).89 This passage is related as easy, practical advice in a
section on villa construction. But we should consider that Varro's manual, as well as the
others of its kind, were chronicling a fundamental change in the agricultural economy,
and that the rise of the estate was a dislocating process where it occurred. Varro's manual
and others like it catered to the needs of a relatively small demographic, the owners of
large estates. Perhaps hostility to the landowner—a type of primitive, nascent class
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conflict—lies hidden behind the folds of Varro's off-hand remark about fences. Where
Varro describes a kind of nonchalant vandalism one could read instead fragmentary
evidence for rural incendiarism, the use of fire as a weapon of the dispossessed and
powerless. The purposeful use of arson by the poor as a form of social protest has been
extensively studied for the histories of later periods, especially for the periods of earlymodern Britain and Latin America.90 The phenomenon is universal enough that we
should consider this evidence of social conflict in the context of the agricultural world of
the late Roman Republic.
The geographic component of Wolf's “tactical mobility” provides an interesting
theoretical tool for understanding the Slave Wars, albeit one that must bear some
modification before it is applied to the conditions of the ancient Mediterranean.
Generally speaking, the hand of government is much larger and heavier for the modern
states described in Wolf's essay. The military and bureaucratic force they can bring to
bear essentially dwarfs the resources of ancient states, even one as strong as Republican
Rome.91 Geographic factors were important for rebel slaves and bandits alike, but the
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Kuhlken offers a useful overview of incendiarism as a form of social protest, with examples taken from around
the globe (1999, 360). For a connection between a “scrambled social order” and rural incendiarism, see Pyne 1997,
109.
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world, but this process was still ongoing in the first decades of the second century. Thus at the time of the first slave
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lesser power of ancient central and local authorities meant that for our slave rebels
helpful geographic isolation was more effective than for the rebel peasants of Morelos
during the Mexican Revolution, for example.92 We can recall that the bandit Bulla Felix
with a force of several hundred men was able to evade Roman authorities in the
immediate hinterland of the city of Rome herself for a period of two years and this during
the height of the Roman Empire.93
Fire was used as a form of political protest and as a weapon against political
enemies.

During the turmoil of the late Republic the phenomenon became fairly

common.

A notable example of the practice is the burning of Cicero's house by

Clodius.94 In an expanded context the burning of the Senate house by a mob after the
death of Caesar can be seen as a collective form of this type of behavior, with destruction
of property a repudiation of the actions of the victim or victims.
The Sicilian terrain which the rebel slaves used to their advantage was part of a
landscape which differed dramatically from that which one finds on Sicily today. The
characteristic deforestation of Sicily, indeed of much of the Mediterranean, is largely the
end result of 19th century technical and mechanical advances—particularly the creation

apparatus employed by the Roman Republic, we should question how much of a shadow Rome actually cast on
Sicily at the outset of the slave wars.
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and spread of railroad networks, which enabled the long-distance transport of heavy
loads, speeding the exploitation and degradation of timber resources and the forest
ecosystems which are reliant upon them.95 While the increasingly sophisticated states of
the ancient Mediterranean did exploit timber resources on a growing scale, even to the
extent of exhaustion of local sources in certain regions—such as portions of eastern
Greece, or the island of Elba, whose forests burned to smelt its iron-ore deposits—
generally speaking the widespread deforestation we are accustomed to is a modern
phenomenon.96 The Sicily fought over by the rebel slaves and tenants of the slave wars
was a forested landscape and its forests, in combination with its hilly and mountainous
nature, meant that the task of finding and eradicating the rebels was not a simple one.
Sicily's landscape explains the banditry which fostered the slave wars, and it makes clear
the difficulty of final victory over the rebel groups—note, for example, the scouring of

95

For an analysis of the culpability of ancient societies in Mediterranean deforestation, see Thirgood 1981, 9-11. J.
Donald Hughes collects much of the ancient literary evidence for ancient deforestation, arguing that the sources
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the island that Rupilius undertook after the capture of Enna in the first war.97 The
destruction of the main body of slave rebels, the fall of their capital, even the seizure of
their leader, Eunus/Antiochus—all of these together did not fully defeat the rebellion,
which entailed a kind of counter-insurgency involving small units of Roman soldiers
operating in dispersed formations throughout the countryside.98
The defensible nature of the city of Enna was a crucial factor in the maintenance
of rebellion during the First Servile War. Enna, which is just over three thousand feet in
elevation, is the highest provincial capital in modern Italy. The ancient city was set atop
a massive hill and surrounded on all sides by steep cliff faces. The few ways to approach
the top were easy to defend by anyone controlling the summit, and the elevation of the
place made it easy to spot potential attackers from a great distance. Any approaching
army would have been easily seen by the dust clouds kicked up by thousands of marching
people and animals. Enna, in essence, is a wonderful natural fortress. In addition to its
defensive features, starving the city out was made more difficult by springs that provided
a plentiful water supply. It would be difficult to locate a more perfect site to serve as a
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base for a local rebellion. The Sicilian and Roman forces attempting to stamp out the
rebellion had their work cut out for them.99

Figure 2. View from the summit of Enna. Not only was the city impregnable to attack, but it
possessed a commanding view of the surrounding territory.
Geography was obviously a contributing factor to the outbreak and persistence of the
slave wars and it also helps to explain some of the epidemic bandit activity that our sources
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Speaking from experience, even the modern roadway that curls up the slope to the ancient city is a difficult hike.
After having walked the path myself, I can understand how difficult it might be to try and take the city by force.
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describe as predating the major revolts.100 Both slave wars began as local events surrounding
one of the major cities of Sicily.101 In both wars the rebel slaves utilized the terrain to their
advantage and the end of each war came only after long sieges of the great fortified places
occupied by the slaves, notably Enna and Triokala. Mountains feature prominently in Diodorus'
narrative of the second slave war. The first band of rebels fled their masters and withdrew to the
mountain shrine of the Palikoi, while the second group was destroyed by Nerva in their
mountainous camp in the area around Halicyae.102 The third band of rebels mentioned in the
context of the second slave war, the successful group under Salvius/Tryphon, were for their part
victorious over the Roman commander Nerva at Morgantina because they held the high
ground.103
Another way in which the geography of Sicily assisted the rebels derives from the greater
knowledge they likely possessed of it. The ranks of the rebel slaves contained men drawn from
the class of slave herdsmen mentioned so prominently in Diodorus' account.104 Strabo also notes
that in his day Sicily's interior was given over for the most part to slave herdsmen. 105 These men
would have possessed a local knowledge of the surrounding countryside superior to that of the
Roman and even the local Sicilian forces sent against them.
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Since the rebel bands were

For bandits flourishing in “remote and inaccessible areas” see Hobsbawm 1985, 21.
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composed of those who either worked on or roamed over the land, it stands to reason that they
knew it better than their opponents who were either foreigners from Italy (or further afield) or
Sicilians drawn from the city populations along the coasts.106 The countryside outside the
immediate hinterland of the cities was essentially foreign; the forces of order, embarking on
expeditions to crush the rebel bands, were marching off into the unknown.

The Forces of Order
The scholarly consensus over why the slave wars persisted as long as they did normally
includes features of two basic arguments, one relating to the actions of the authorities and
another concerning the composition of the rebel bands. The first of these examines the initial
response to the rebellions, and concludes that the reaction of the state was inadequate. The
authorities thought, perhaps, that the rebels were only slaves, who were now as rebels no more
dangerous than the bandit groups that already infested the countryside (as some landowners no
doubt realized only too well).107 Rome was a slave society, and like other slave societies it
constructed a narrative concerning the superiority of free citizens to slaves. In essence, slaves
were inherently inferior, and were seen as not capable of displaying bravery or fighting
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effectively. They were not the equals of free men.108 Such rebels could easily be taken care of
by local "police" forces. Authorities in Sicily failed to appreciate the gravity of the situation, and
so their actions were too little and too late. The second component argues that this inadequate
response was made more so by the large scale of the rebellions, which authorities were unwilling
or unable to acknowledge.109 The sheer size of the rebel forces gave them a military strength that
they would otherwise have lacked, allowing them to overcome handicaps such as a lack of
military equipment or significant military experience or training. 110 The rebels were victorious
in the early stages (especially) because they could overwhelm their opponents with superior
numbers.111 This last argument finds strong support in the literary accounts of the war: our
ancient authors note how quickly rebellion spread in each war, with the initial revolts quickly
attracting new members from the countryside, even when they were not actively ‘recruiting’
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For an extended (and excellent) discussion of this phenomenon (though the discussion is focused on Greek
historians) see Hunt 1998.
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Vogt sees servile military success as a result of a supposed superiority in numbers (1974, 75).
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from the rural slave populations.112 Thus the insufficient forces of the state were initially
overwhelmed by literal hordes of angry slaves.
The bulk of our information is concentrated in very brief periods at the beginning and end
of each war. For the central part of each conflict we have to be content with short summaries
and general descriptions of the activities of the rebels. The battles and sieges of the middle
portion of each war leave us with little detail to reconstruct the course of events. 113 We know
that the slave armies were not idle, waiting for the Roman and Sicilian forces to attack them.
The damage wrought throughout Sicily during the course of the wars is proof enough of the
activities of the slaves. The geographer Strabo, writing in the mid-first century, notes that the
area around Enna was mostly unpopulated; the destruction wrought on this area first by the slave
army of Eunus/Antiochus, and then by the Roman troops who besieged Enna must have been
severe.114 We have clear indications that the rebels besieged a number of important cities in
Sicily—Mediolanum, Agrigentum, Messana, and Lilybaeum—in addition to actually taking
Enna and Tauromenium.

To this we have to add the less dramatic but potentially more

destructive activities of the slaves in the countryside of Sicily.
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When the first slave war erupted in the 130s, Sicily had been at peace for more
than two generations.115 Given that the army of Rome generally monopolized violence in
areas under Roman control, we might at this point pause to consider the military options
available to Sicilian authorities, at the point when the slave rebellions grew beyond the
scope of what could be considered ‘normal’ for bandit activity.116 What local resources
were available to meet a slave rebellion? What factors explain the lack of success that
these forces met with in their conflicts with the rebels?
We know from the pages of Diodorus that the initial responses to each instance of servile
insurrection relied upon Sicilian troops.117 These sallies are clearly differentiated in the narrative
from the subsequent, successful Roman campaigns against the slaves which relied on Roman and
Italian soldiers. A number of observations about the probable nature of Sicily’s ‘native’ military
forces is instructive at this point. Considering the preceding history of the island of Sicily, the
heavy and long-standing settlement of the island by Greeks, and the influence of the equally
urbanized Carthaginian culture (not to mention the influx of Italians, like the Mamertines), it is

115

The fall of Syracuse in 212 was essentially the end of the Hannibalic War in Sicily. Following the capture of this
city Rome incorporated Sicily as a province, though this process was not immediate. See Polybius 37.1-13.
Diodorus provides us with a clue to the peace enforced in Sicily in the period between the fall of Syracuse and the
outbreak of the first slave war: Cleon, later to become Eunus’ general, attacked the city of Akragas along Sicily’s
southern coast, and found that the walls were easy to assault, having partially crumbled as a result of the long period
of peace (34/35.2.45).
116
Roman policy in the imperial period did not necessarily utilize mass-disarmament to ensure peace, except in
peculiar circumstances. This did not mean, however, that communities in the Roman orbit were free to attack one
another. See Brunt: 1975; see also Eckstein, 2006.
117
The troops first sent under Lucius Hypsaeus are explicitly described as Sicilians (στρατιώτας ἐκ Σικελίας,
34/35.2.18); the force first sent against Salvius, before his coronation, was drawn from Enna (36.4.3).

67

reasonable to assume that Sicily’s military forces were based on a tradition of civic militarism
which was centuries old at the time of the slave wars.118 The military exploits of each city-state
would have been kept alive in the realm of public memory,119 and the ideological linkage of
military service to the state with the concept of citizenship would have remained alive, even
under Roman rule, in much the same way as Athens and Sparta retained the hoplite ideology of
the independent city-state even as Hellenistic monarchies rendered it obsolete.120 War is part of
culture, and in second-century Sicily, the prevailing military culture had its roots firmly sunk in a
number of different military traditions. One was the world of the independent Greek city-state
and the concept of the citizen-hoplite born from it. There were also obvious influences from
Italy, through the transmission of Italian mercenaries from Campania and elsewhere.121 Sicily’s
military tradition was influenced by developments further to the east, on the Greek mainland.
The ‘mercenary explosion,’ which introduced professionalism into Greek warfare following the
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Peloponnesian Wars, affected Sicily as well, with mercenaries being increasingly utilized by the
various tyrants of Syracuse, as one example.122 Thus the military culture of Sicily was a
combination of various traditions, much of it Greek, but with added influences from the western
Mediterranean.
The nature of Sicily’s predominant military culture is important for understanding the
course of the slave wars, because of what it can tell us about why they were so difficult to
suppress. The predominant culture of civic militarism and the militia armies that it produced
help explain the length of the slave wars. Armies of citizen soldiers were a cost-effective
solution to military problems, and cost-effectiveness helps explain the attractiveness and
longevity of such systems, which were used by the Greeks of the classical period, as well as by
the Romans of the early Republic. A weakness of militia armies is that they are of variable
quality. The lengthy experience of some individual soldiers in warfare could make militias
effective, but soldiers could only gain military experience if there was prevailing political
instability, as in classical Greece or Italy during Rome’s rise to preeminence. Militia armies
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were most effective in a political climate that provided the chance to engage in battle—
opportunities for on-the-job training, so to speak. The near-constant warfare of classical Greece
or the early Republic gave the citizen hoplites of Greece and the legionaries of Rome (and for
that matter, all Rome’s allies and enemies) large amounts of practical experience of warfare. 123
These citizen militias were well-trained and experienced as a result of the warfare they
participated in. Under the then-prevailing political circumstances, the citizen militia was an
effective military instrument. But at the time of the slave wars the political conditions of Sicily
were quite different from those of classical Greece or early Republican Rome, and these
conditions did not lend themselves to the speedy formation of an effective military force.
The problem for the Sicilian cities was that while they possessed the organizational
structures (at least at the level of individual cities) necessary to raise a citizen militia and the
ideology to drive it, they lacked the political conditions needed to make it truly effective as a
military force—that is, a state of frequent war with neighboring states. The absence of endemic
warfare in Sicily in the generations preceding the slave wars meant that the forces raised to
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counter the slave armies had little practical military experience to draw on. The native Sicilian
forces raised to fight the slaves probably had no more real battle experience than that gained by
individuals operating against bandit groups, and considering that Diodorus presents pre-war
Sicily as being overrun with bandit gangs, we should doubt how many individuals were actually
being sent out against the brigands. Sicily’s citizen-soldiers, in their vestigial second-century
form, were not very effective because they did not have much opportunity for real experience of
warfare. While the system of civic militarism was probably sufficient for the normal internal
policing of the island (or not, considering the bandit gangs mentioned by Diodorus), the slave
wars were full-blown military conflicts, not the depredations of small-time bandit raiders. In
order to defeat the slaves, Roman authorities had to fight significant, drawn-out campaigns
against determined foes. The amateur citizen militias that could be swiftly raised in Sicily were
clearly inadequate for this task.
Having considered the condition of Sicilian military strength at the outset of the slave
wars—and there was no Roman garrison in Sicily prior to the second slave war, so the conditions
were similar for both cases—we ought to now contemplate the military force available to the
rebel slaves. The ex-slaves who made up the forces of the slave-kings were a polyglot group of
peoples, to start with. While it is impossible to say with certainty what the precise ethnic
makeup of the slave bands were, we can make a number of educated guesses by drawing from
the accounts in the sources and through consideration of Roman military activities in the
Mediterranean in the years prior to the first slave war. The scholarly consensus, mentioned
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above, holds that the slaves of the second century, as a result of the expansion of market-based
plantation agriculture, were largely first generation slaves.124 They were either captured in war
or by pirates, and were not born into slavery. Where, then, did Sicily’s slaves originate?
Most of the slaves mentioned in the account of Diodorus seem to be eastern in origin.125
This would fit well with the activities of the Cilician pirates, whose depredations were apparently
concentrated in the eastern Mediterranean, especially the coastal regions of Asia Minor, Syria
and the northern Aegean around the Hellespont.126 The Cilicians were also engaged in the piracy
that afflicted the Black Sea, where they faced competition from other pirate groups like the
Chalchidians.127 The practice of enslaving captives was by no means limited to the Cilicians, of
course. Thracian and Celtic groups commonly captured enemy tribesmen just as the Cilicians
preyed on each other. These captives then became a valuable commodity, to be unloaded (often
through local dealers) onto the larger Mediterranean slave market. Most of the slaves taken by
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pirates (or in the course of intertribal wars) would logically have come from the outlying rural
districts of these areas, though cities were not immune to the threat of piracy, and on the surface
would appear to have been no more likely to possess military skills than the Sicilian militiamen
who suffered defeat in the slave wars. But considering that the slave market demanded ablebodied ‘merchandise,’ and the fact that many of the slaves on the market seem to have come
from regions where tribalism was prevalent, we might consider that many of the slaves did
actually possess certain military skills, drawn as they were from areas where the local culture
exalted bravery and military accomplishment as a means of acquiring status and where smallscale warring could provide practical experience of battle.
There is a relatively wide selection of circumstantial evidence to support this hypothesis.
One line of argument in favor of a war-experienced slave population is based around the
recruitment practices of the Imperial Roman Army. Evidence from Dura Europos and Egypt in
the Imperial period shows that the Roman military systematically recruited from regions where
the local populace enjoyed a ‘warlike’ reputation.128 Some of these peoples—tribal groups from
the Balkans and Asia Minor—were from the same regions victimized by the earlier depredations
of the pirates. That the Romans considered these tribal peoples to be worthy to recruit into the
Roman military is suggestive of the prevailing cultural attitudes to warfare in these regions. If
pirates were preying on regions where tribal practices glorified warfare and where unstable
political conditions favored at least the small-scale warfare practiced by tribes, then it seems at

128

Pollard 2000, 121-134; also Alston 1995.

73

least possible that the slave rebels in Sicily had access to a greater stock of military experience
and psychological conditioning than did their Sicilian opponents.
We know, also, that piracy was only one source of supply for the international slave
market. The activity of slavers beyond the boundaries of Roman control was also a longstanding and important source for the system.129 Two of the more important slave ‘routes’ traced
paths through Germany and Thrace, areas where the population was again noted for displaying
warlike characteristics.130 The exchange of slaves for imported Mediterranean luxury items
predates the Roman conquest of Gaul and Britain.131 This is not to suggest that all so-called
barbarian captives were ferocious and bellicose. But given that Celtic and Germanic Europe was
filled with tribal peoples who glorified violence and bravery as a means to acquire social status
we might assume that such slaves might be dangerous if they were concentrated in large
numbers, as they were in Sicily.132 The Sicilian slave population may have been particularly
dangerous, and filled with potential rebels, due in part to Rome's mass enslavements in Greece
and further east in the mid-second century. The sack of Corinth in 146 swept up thousands of
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Corinthians and shuttled them into the Mediterranean slave market. It is likely that some former
Corinthian citizens took part in the first slave war, which broke out roughly a decade after their
capture.133
There is some direct evidence for the military skills of the rebels preserved in Diodorus,
though this is usually ignored in favor of explanations that link slave successes with superior
numbers. At the siege of Morgantina during the second slave war, the Roman army commanded
by Nerva made a forced march to save the city and overran the rebel camp which was lightly
defended. He then attacked the slave army from behind. What happened next is instructive. Not
only were the rebels not shaken by the appearance of a hostile army to their rear, they actually
turned to attack Nerva and defeated him, driving his men off in panic.134 In this case the slave
army responded with discipline and skill. It does not appear to have been a leaderless mob of
rustics, but rather a professional army. Slavery as an institution was dependent upon war and
conflict. The very first slaves had in any case been war captives, and these remained vital to the
institution for the period of the slave wars.135 Arguments for the increasing importance of
captive slave-breeding during the imperial period exaggerate the importance of this ‘natural’
increase in the slave population. Even under the early Principate, it is highly unlikely that
conditions allowed for natural increase to be a viable source of slaves in the numbers that were
required. Harris observes that the antebellum southern U.S. appears to have been the only slave-
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society that ever managed to foster a self-replicating servile population.136 Slaves who had been
born into the institution would not, of course, have learned any of the military techniques or
gained the psychological conditioning that would be beneficial during a slave revolt. But, as
mentioned above, natural-born slaves were relatively rare during the period of expansion in the
late Republic.

Slaves who were captured and reduced to servitude were noticeably more

common. This was especially true of the second century, given that the slave population was
expanding at this point in time, and slavery as a whole was intimately linked with warfare and
political destabilization.137 Roman expansion during the period and the fragmentation of the
Hellenistic states of the eastern Mediterranean served to swell the slave market with large
numbers of first-generation slaves who would eventually prove a mixed blessing for their
owners. Given the large numbers required and the fact that some slaves were soldiers captured
during military expeditions, the second century slave market was filled with a volatile slave
population: men who could understand each other (speaking mostly Greek), from a variety of
social classes, many with organizational and leadership skills and, critically, the military and
psychological preparation needed to maintain the success of a revolt over time.
Roman political and military leadership is an important factor in understanding the course
that events took during the Servile Wars. Local authorities took the same type of rapid action as
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they had in the rebellions of the early second century. Slave uprisings were recognized as a
danger, and Roman officials generally acted quickly to snuff them out before they could spread.
There were, however, limits to how much alarm a slave revolt could cause. Like the people of
other slave owning societies the Romans had a mentality that denigrated slaves.138 Surrounded
by their unfree labor, Roman slave-owners no doubt felt safer in a world where slaves were
considered to be lesser entities than free citizens—cunning perhaps, but generally stupid, lazy,
and cowardly. Slaves might pose a danger if they conspired secretly and struck while their
masters were sleeping (indeed, this happened at Enna). But slaves could not stand up to free
men from the cities, to slave owners, to the state. They were not capable of true bravery.139
Because of this slaves could not openly stand up to their masters, and were incapable of anything
other than secret plotting. Slaves could be dangerous, then, if they acted secretly, but they posed
little danger otherwise.140 As a corollary to this, there was little glory to be gained from
defeating them.141 Especially in their formative stages the slave uprisings must have seemed like
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just another type of brigandage, as Sicily was already infested with bandits at the time of the
Servile Wars. In short, there was every reason to think that a praetor leading a force of men from
the coastal cities would be sufficient to disperse the rebels. It was only after the rebellions grew
to a point of endangering cities that more attention was paid to them. In each case, lesser
officials were sent to deal with the slaves first. More important figures, like the proconsul
Rupilius, only arrived on the scene after the slaves represented a significant danger.
The governors and praetors who commanded the initial actions against the slaves were
responding to what was at that point largely a local problem for Sicilians; notwithstanding the
extent to which the grain production of the island was disrupted—and Syracuse and its fertile
lands were largely untouched by the rebellions—the slave wars were initially under Roman radar
because they did not affect or endanger Rome. Most of the landowners who lost lives, property,
and wealth to the slave uprisings were Sicilian Greeks, not Romans, in spite of what Diodorus
would like us to believe. Most of the names mentioned in his account are Greek names, after all,
and the evidence as it stands seems to point away from large-scale penetration of Sicily’s
economy by Roman landowners during the second century.142 So the slave wars represented
little danger to Roman interests, at least initially, and those men who were hurt by the rebellions

(2.7.8). It is noteworthy that Florus mistakes the name of the commander in this passage, confusing the consul
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were not Roman citizens. The fact that private individuals lost property to a slave revolt was not
sufficient to force Roman military intervention. At their outset, the Roman authorities in Sicily
would have considered the slave wars to be something to be rectified by some type of police
action—banditry of a certain kind, and one not so unfamiliar, as a glance at Livy’s account of the
second century makes clear. Rome itself was in no danger, and the fact that Sicily was a
province probably reduced the urgency of the problem. The slave wars lasted as long as they did
because once they had grown to a certain size, the rebel bands posed a military challenge that the
local militias were incapable of meeting. Once this point was reached, the rebel commanders
could count on their success to provide for reinforcements and continued access to resources.
Only later, when the rebel armies began to embarrass the Roman state, with repeated victories of
a lesser people over the forces of Roman order, did a more deliberate response occur. The
senatorial commanders and regular military formations necessary to defeat the swollen rebel
armies were only committed when the slaves began to be perceived as a threat—to Roman
prestige and authority, if nothing else—and only when defeating them could be sufficiently
worthwhile as an enterprise for the commander and his army. When the situation became serious
enough, there was a tipping point at which the senate would be willing to order in the troops and
the high-ranking aristocratic commander to lead them. Before this point, the slaves were not
deemed important enough to warrant regular forces, leaving the conduct of the slave wars to the
local militias who were not a good match for the slave rebels.143
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If the Italian slave rebellions at the beginning of the second century did not produce this
pattern, it was because in Italy the apparatus for responding to military crisis was more
developed, and authorities had greater access to experienced fighting men. What changed by the
Third Servile War, the Italian rebellion led by Spartacaus, was that civil war within Italy had
either enslaved or ruined men who had the military skills necessary to be effective soldiers.
These could then be recruited by Spartacus' band and provide professional knowledge of warfare.
Spartacus' rebellion benefited from high-quality recruits, which seems to have removed the
military advantage that the Romans might otherwise have enjoyed from the outset. Only later,
after more and more military resources were poured into the conflict by the Romans, did the tide
turn against the rebels.
So the answer to the question of why the slave wars lasted so long is found in a variety of
contributing factors, some of them geographic, some of them human and bound to culture. The
recent history of Sicily, with Roman subjugation and pacification of the island, left the Sicilian
elites ill-prepared by the late-second century to cope with a military problem on the scale of the
massive slave revolts. The slaves themselves were capable opponents, with sufficient collective
experience of war to hold off the forces of the state until professional soldiers and significant
resources turned the tide against them. The slaves were also fortunate in that the landscape of

military resources were vast, but not inexhaustible, and the Roman army was currently at war in Spain and the east
in our period. With military commitments and difficult wars already underway throughout the Mediterranean, the
task of freeing up soldiers and shipping them and their equipment back to the center was difficult. See Harris 1979,
234-254.
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Sicily lent itself to defensive warfare—mountainous and wooded, it was a formidable opponent
in itself, made more so by the greater local knowledge of the terrain that the slave bands enjoyed.
Compounding all this was a disinclination on the part of the Roman state to direct major
resources to a rebellion of slaves, preferring instead to rely upon local forces until rebel
successes caused the situation to degenerate to the point of provincial anarchy. The political will
to act, on the Roman side, required a certain magnitude of danger and potential reward before
real force could be sent against the rebel slaves. All of these factors combined together to make
the slave wars the large-scale revolts that they became. The significance which they had in
Roman historical treatments focused after the fact on the pre-revolt condition of some of the
participants—namely, that they had been slaves—and this focus has continued to dominate
historical understanding of the slave wars into modern times. As we analyze the events and
processes that led to the formation and sustained the course of the Sicilian slave wars, we should
be careful to note that many of the causative events of these revolts are not particularly unique,
either in Roman history or the histories of other times and places. The similarities, in my view,
should be stressed more than the differences, the comparable more than the unique. In secondcentury Sicily, a variety of historical circumstances acted in unison to drive an oppressed, rural
labor force into revolt against the established political and social order. The Sicilian slave
rebellions of the late Republic should be recognized in the context of larger Roman history for
what they were: the preliminary bouts of social disruption and collective violence that afflicted
the Roman state until the final transformative civil war ushered in the Empire of Augustus.
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Conclusions
Collective revolt took a number of different forms in the Roman Mediterranean. The
slave wars in Sicily were one example of this, distinct in some ways, but not in others, from such
occurrences as native uprisings, rural banditry and peasant rebellion. That their participants were
considered by the slave-owning aristocracy to be slaves should not blind us to the transitory and
illusory aspects of the term 'slave' as a label. When we look at the Sicilian slave wars, we are
looking at what were fundamentally revolts of an agricultural workforce, and this fact alone
should lead us to reconsider how we approach these events and their relationship to Roman
history in a larger sense. If the slave wars are analyzed in this sense, as agricultural revolts, they
look less anomalous against the backdrop of general Roman history. Indeed, each of the slave
wars was contemporaneous with an uprising of the landless tenants and small farmers who, as a
class (and like the slaves themselves), were a product of the economic changes then affecting
Italy and Sicily. In this respect the slave wars were not entirely about slaves, in spite of what the
ancient authors tell us, who prefer instead to understand events via the slave/free dichotomy.
If we continue to focus on the slave wars by reference to their ancient labels, we are
being uncritical of the source tradition as it has come down to us. The Roman authors who
chronicled the slave wars could not escape the power of the label; to them, the uprisings in Sicily
were dominated by the concept of the servile, the owned, the object. The rebel slaves subverted
the regular order of society in waging war against the the "good" people, who were free, urban,
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elite. The authors of our sources relied upon the duality of slavery and freedom to contextualize
the events of the slave wars, to simplify them for their own understanding, and that of their
audience. From our vantage point, we have the luxury of a more discriminating analysis. Were
not the Sicilian slave wars, at their roots, about the concept of justice, of social equilibrium and
its dislocation? Surely, this seems to be one strand of Diodorus' narrative, that the injustice of
the slave-owners, both collectively and as individuals, caused the slaves to risk the only things
remaining to them of any value—their lives—in order to obtain what was fair and just. The
Sicilian rebels, both free and slave, were responding to similar sorts of socio-economic
conditions and the changes in those conditions, and their response was a violent and destructive
one. While the violence of the Servile Wars did not achieve so revolutionary an outcome as the
eradication of slavery, they did have an impact, and an important one, on the larger world of
Rome. When Tiberius Gracchus introduced the land reform bill that was to ignite political
violence at Rome, he did so as the First Servile War raged throughout Sicily. The radical politics
that shook the Roman state during his lifetime and afterwards were in part a reaction to the very
visible danger of large-scale slaveholding, and the displacement of small farmers related to that
practice. For this reason alone the Sicilian slave rebellions should not be studied only in terms of
slaves and the slave system of the Roman Mediterranean, but in terms of social history in a larger
sense. The social order that prevailed throughout the contemporary Mediterranean world was
hierarchical and asymmetrical: when social asymmetry was pushed too far, where it could be
seen as oppression, rebellion was the result.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE REBELLION OF SPARTACUS
[Spartacus] changed his mind about marching upon Rome, not thinking himself ready for that
sort of fight, since his whole army was not fully armed. This was because no city had joined him,
only slaves, deserters and rabble.144

Of the three conflicts Rome fought against insurgent slaves during the late Republic, the
most terrible was the final war, identified with the gladiator Spartacus, who acted as the main
rebel leader.145 The war against Spartacus took place in the heart of Italy, not in the overseas
province of Sicily as each of the preceding slave wars had, and was therefore fought near both
the physical and the symbolic center of Roman power. But it was more than simple proximity
that made Spartacus’ rebellion so perilous for Rome. Recent Roman history, at the time of
Spartacus’ escape from captivity in Capua, had been punctuated by a series of increasingly
violent social struggles affecting all classes of Roman society. Roughly a decade before the
Spartacan uprising these struggles descended into civil war, which witnessed for the first time
the spectacle of belligerent Roman armies marching against the city of Rome itself.146 The
Spartacan War was one of a series of aftershocks to these first Roman civil wars, which
culminated in the triumph of Octavian and the end of the Republic. The rebellion that Spartacus
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led was in part one of escaped slaves, the lowest-ranking members of a hierarchical agricultural
society, but it was also a civil war, a conflict in which Italians fought Italians due to social
pressures not resolved by earlier periods of struggle. Though our sources are reticent about the
internecine nature of the conflict, there are explicit statements in the surviving literary record that
support this conclusion.

Moreover, an examination of the geography of the rebellion, as

presented by the ancient authorities, suggests that Spartacus’ uprising drew in part on
resentments born during the Social War and the conflicts that resulted from it. The wide-ranging
movements of the Spartacan army, and the repeated string of victories the rebels amassed down
to the year 71 hint that they drew on the military expertise of Italians displaced by the preceding
civil conflicts.147 There is more to the Spartacan War than just the rebellion of disaffected
slaves.
I argued in the preceding chapter that the use of the term “slave war” by the ancients is
somewhat misleading, a label that served to simplify a more complex and disturbing reality.
From this point of view there is no such thing as conflict fought only by slaves, other than at the
level of initial uprising; contemporary social and economic upheavals ensured that other
disaffected populations could be drawn into the act of rebellion. This was true with both of the
earlier Sicilian rebellions. In the case of the Spartacan War, it is even more necessary to stress
that what began as a straightforward act of escape by a few dozen slaves gradually became
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something more: a peculiar manifestation of civil war which attracted to its orbit the individuals
disaffected and displaced by the conflicts and devastation of the previous decades.

The Ancient Evidence
In reconstructing and analyzing the events of the Spartacan War, the modern historian
must grapple with the severe limitations of the literary sources that provide our evidence. There
are only a handful of accounts of the war, and the fullest of these were composed centuries after
the events they describe. In addition to this, the authors of the histories and biographies from
which our knowledge of the war is drawn were uniformly from the slave-owning segments of
their societies; thus there existed a considerable social divide between the Spartacan rebels and
the men who decided to chronicle the events of the war for posterity, and this limits the types of
information that can be drawn from the sources. Most seriously, there exists no account of the
war from the perspective of the rebels themselves. The depiction of the war that survives is that
of the educated aristocrat, the elites of a firmly hierarchical society in which slavery was an
accepted component of the social order.148
The major ancient sources for the Spartacan War can be broadly divided into two groups:
those composed after the war in the first century BCE, and those written roughly two centuries
later, in the second century CE. The earlier sources, Sallust and Livy, survive only in fragments
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or as summaries. Second century authors, notably Appian, provide a fuller picture of events, but
are rather far removed from what they describe. A number of later sources, such as the fifthcentury account of the Christian priest Orosius, help to complete what is a fairly circumscribed
body of surviving ancient source material.149
The Roman historian Titus Livius Patavinus (Livy) included coverage of the Spartacan
War in his Ab Urbe Condita, but the relevant books of his history have been lost, and now
survive only in the form of the periochae, abbreviated synopses of the larger work compiled in
late antiquity.150 These give the modern scholar teasing hints at what might have been in the
original account, but in large part the contribution of Livy is an indirect one, through his
influence on later authors who covered the same historical ground.
The other major near-contemporary account of the war, written in the first century BCE
by the historian Gaius Sallustius Crispus (Sallust), is likewise limited due to the highly
fragmentary state of what has survived. Sallust enters the historical record in the aftermath of
the Social War, during the dictatorship of Sulla. In the political turmoil of the 60s, Sallust was
first expelled from the senate (he was an opponent of Cicero and Milo, and fell victim to the
turbulent politics of the time) and then allied himself with the Caesarian faction in the
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subsequent civil conflicts that embroiled Rome. It is conjectured that sometime after Caesar's
assassination in 44 Sallust decided to remove himself from politics and dedicate himself to
literary pursuits.151 One result of this literary preoccupation was the Historiae, a history of
Rome covering the years 78-67 that continued the work of Lucius Cornelius Sisenna, an earlier
annalistic historian whose work is lost in its entirety. The text itself did not survive intact into the
Carolingian period; modern scholars are forced to rely upon a body of roughly five hundred
quotations included in the writings of grammarians and scholiasts from late antiquity. 152 Sallust’s
fragmentary narrative of Spartacus' rebellion contains intriguing information not found in other
sources, but what has come down to us represents only a few historical snapshots of isolated
events from the first half of the war. From the few pictures of Sallust’s original portfolio that
survive, we gain some observations about the character of the gladiator Spartacus and shadowy
glimpses of the fighting which occurred in 72 BCE in central Italy, but little more.
Several minor accounts, composed between the late first century BCE and the end of the
first century CE, provide useful information concerning the war. Diodorus comments upon the
personal characteristics of the rebel leader Spartacus, and Cicero, the prominent orator and
politician, alludes to the Spartacan War (never mentioning Spartacus by name) in his prosecution
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of Gaius Verres, who governed the island of Sicily during the period of the uprising. 153 In the
late first century Varro, who served under Pompey during the Spartacan War, wrote a variety of
now-lost works, including some material on Spartacus.154 The historian and politician Velleius
Paterculus wrote a comprehensive Roman history in the reign of Tiberius, which is valuable for
its reliance upon otherwise-lost first century source material. Within this larger work Velleius
included a short synopsis of the Spartacan War, which supports the accounts of our other authors
and greatly exaggerates the numbers of the rebels.155 Also from the first century CE, Sextus
Julius Frontinus wrote about Spartacus and the war against Rome in his Strategemata, a
handbook of military tricks and strategies.156 Here, in keeping with the larger focus of the work,
Frontinus is occupied with military anecdotes related to the war, which are valuable due to the
author's liberal borrowing from contemporary histories. For the larger context of the war, and a
more detailed account of its later course leading to the eventual defeat of the rebels, we have no
choice other than to rely upon the much later sources of the second century CE.
Among the most important of these later works is Plutarch’s Life of Crassus. Plutarch, a
Greek philosopher and biographer from the Boeotian city of Chaeronea, wrote copiously during
the first two decades of the second century, composing several hundred works focusing on
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human morality. In a series of biographies known as the Parallel Lives, Plutarch presented in
sequence the lives of eminent Greeks and Romans, along the way presenting moral lessons to his
readers.157 In the biography of the Roman triumvir Marcus Licinius Crassus, the story of
Spartacus and the rebellion he led forms one of the main vignettes that showcase Crassus’ public
life.158 For Plutarch, Crassus’ defeat of the Spartacan rebels forms a triumphant middle before
the third-act tragedy of Crassus’ own defeat and death at the hands of the Parthians. 159 In
fleshing out his account of the Spartacan War, Plutarch includes a miniature biography of the
gladiator Spartacus, the most important of the various rebel leaders and eventually the opponent
of Crassus during the final phase of the rebellion. There are elements of tragedy in Plutarch's
portrayal of Sparacus, who is generally described as a brave and capable person brought down by
the actions of others, both in terms of his captivity at Capua and his inability to control less
capable followers.160

Some of the details that Plutarch includes, such as the account of

Spartacus’ prophetic Thracian wife, appear to be additions meant to flesh out only a handful of
facts. Tellingly, no other source in the entire corpus of material related to the Spartacan War
makes mention of Spartacus’ wife. This information only appears in Plutarch, along with a list
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of personal characteristics that could easily be understood as literary stereotypes of the traits of
an effective leader. Spartacus the literary construct could easily be presented with an appropriate
set of physical and mental characteristics that would both make him an appropriate leader-figure
as a foil to Crassus and help explain why it was that Rome could suffer defeats at the hands of
mere slaves.
Plutarch can and should be used for the general course of the Spartacan War, to provide a
framework that can be tested against the other extant accounts; but as a model for a biographical
reconstruction of Spartacus the man, he should be used with caution. Spartacus fulfilled a
literary purpose in Plutarch’s Life of Crassus, as an explanatory vehicle for the slaves’ successes.
Given Plutarch's penchant for shaping the characters in his biographies, however, and the
particularly detailed account he provides of Spartacus, we should be wary. Slave owners were
not interested in the biographical details of the lives of their chattel prior to enslavement, and it
should be remembered that Plutarch wrote two centuries after the events he describes. 161 The
personal details mentioned by Plutarch would only have been available via oral history, which
would seem to lend itself to exaggeration and embellishment in the case of Spartacus, a dramatic
figure about whom little was firmly known. That said, Plutarch's reconstruction of Spartacus'
character is interesting for the way in which it contrasts with that of Crassus. Plutarch makes it
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Slaves were essentially "remade" by their owners, deracinated and given new names. For views on slaves held
by slave owners see Schmidt 1973, 73-76; for the conditions of ergastula slaves 81-82; as captives gained through
warfare 29-30; for slave social hierarchy 25-26. See also Bradley 2000, 110-125.
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clear in his comparative analysis of Crassus and Nicias that the Roman was mostly to be studied
as an example of how not to behave. It was the ambition of Crassus which led the Romans to
disaster at Carrhae. In most respects he comes off worse that the Greek whom Plutarch chose to
pair with Crassus, the Athenian Nicias. Yet there is also an additional comparison within the
Life of Crassus, between the characters of Spartacus and Crassus; and, as presented by Plutarch,
Spartacus is in most respects superior to Crassus, his eventual conqueror. In spite of his final
defeat, Spartacus managed to be the type of charismatic, successful military leader that Crassus
was not. Crassus' yearning for military glory is discussed by Plutarch as the cause of Roman
military disaster against the Parthians, his failings as a commander directly responsible for his
defeat and death.162 The opposition of Spartacus and Crassus is an intriguing subject that will be
analyzed at length in the pages that follow.
Another major second-century source for the Spartacan War is Appian’s Civil Wars.163 A
Greek native of Alexandria in Egypt, Appian gained Roman citizenship and relocated to Rome
some time after the Jewish rebellion of 116/117. There he devoted himself to the composition of
a history of Rome from the time of the kingship. After the first books detailing Rome's early
history, Appian adopted an ethnographic organization for his work, looking at the individual
peoples that Rome absorbed as military conquests expanded the boundaries of Rome's empire.
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Part of Appian's value is in his selection and distillation of earlier sources, such as Hieronymus
of Cardia, Polybius, Gaius Asinius Pollio, Caesar, and others. This is especially true of the Civil
Wars, where Appian's liberal borrowings have preserved material that would otherwise be lost to
us. As a historian Appian sometimes confuses the details of his narrative; he misnames the two
praetors initially sent against Spartacus, for example, showing that he was less familiar with
some of the details of his Roman evidence.164 Minor errors like this do not detract from Appian's
overall utility, however, because his larger literary structuring of the rebellion is unique in a
number of respects.
It is particularly noteworthy that Appian decided to include his account of the Spartacan
War in the Civil Wars. By doing this Appian explicitly links the events of the war with the larger
social and economic malaise that took hold of Italy for much of the first century. In the Civil
Wars Appian's goal was to chart the occurrence of civil strife (stasis) throughout the history of
the Republic, focusing in particular on the period between the time of the Gracchi and the end of
the Republic.165 He portrays the history of this period as dominated by successive waves of
upheaval, in which the Roman Republic was gradually torn apart by the factions that adhered to
Rome's self-interested political and military elites. Thus Appian presents an explanation for the
fall of the Republic, focusing on long-term socio-economic problems that were nurtured from its
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earliest days and which grew more severe with the growth of empire. 166 As Rome grew, "certain
powerful men became extremely rich and the race of slaves multiplied throughout the country,
while the Italian people dwindled in numbers and strength, being oppressed by penury, taxes,
and military service."167 After the Gracchi, who in Appian's telling presided over the first
instances of civic bloodshed in Rome's history, Roman politics descended into a series of civil
wars, where great men and their supporters made increasing use of violence in order to gain
political power. The traditional workings of Roman politics (the orderly process provided for by
the cursus honorum) collapsed, and, as a result, Sulla was able to become the first man to overtly
use military force against his political rivals. From the beginning of the Social War (91 BCE)
Appian paints the history of Rome as a series of wars with the Roman people and the Roman
state as the prize of victory. In this series of violent upheavals, the Spartacan War fits in with the
conflicts which erupted after Sulla's death. These saw the gradual dismantling and failure of the
dictator's reforms and a return to disruption and civil strife. Appian clearly believed that the
Spartacan War was a product of the preceding episodes of civil distruption, and was not to be
taken in isolation, as it has been by the majority of modern scholars.
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Appian’s account is complete, like that found in Plutarch, and valuable as a literary
portrayal of the Spartacan War in its entirety. Further, the events described by Appian show the
rebellion as a civil war within Italy, and not simply as a servile conflict as the other sources
would have it. While Appian notes that on the whole it was the dislocated or disenfranchised
elements168 of the Italian population that took part in the war, he is also explicit in stating that
free people took part as well.169 The description of free Italians fighting with Spartacus against
Rome is a particularly striking feature of Appian’s account, and the few statements made by
Appian that lay stress on this phenomenon have the potential to reorder our analysis of the entire
conflict.
In terms of organization, the Civil Wars portrays the Spartacan War chronologically, as
might be expected, but it also presents the rebellion as changing in a fundamental way over time.
Describing the early stages of the rebellion as "something like an outbreak of banditry,"170
Appian lays increasing stress on the transformation of the rebels into a regular army, which takes
place by stages as Spartacus and his followers traverse the Italian countryside. Appian, perhaps
due to his interest in socio-economic conditions, notes that Spartacus and his fellow officers
made repeated efforts to provide the material and organizational structure for a professional
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army.171 This transformation forms the structure for the narrative presentation of the rebellion in
the Civil Wars. As for the underlying rationale of the rebels, while Appian describes Spartacus
attempting a long-distance movement in the direction of Gaul, the bulk of his narration details an
extended military campaign.172 Spartacus and his army are repeatedly victorious against the
Romans and even attempt an assault on the city of Rome.173 The end of the rebellion came about
more through the weight of Roman resources than through professional military competence.
Most of the Roman commanders during the war are portrayed as over-confident or incompetent
in some way; even Crassus, who brought the war to a successful conclusion, is chiefly
noteworthy because of his willingness to use violence as a means of spurring on his reluctant
soldiery, rather than for any particular brilliance of command.174 Spartacus, as Appian describes
him, is a capable and charismatic leader, who, like Nicias (the Greek commander Plutarch
compares to Crassus), was compelled to fight a battle against his will and better judgment.175 In
the end, only the numbers that Crassus could bring to bear, due in part to his great wealth,
trumped the skill of Spartacus the commander.
A number of other second-century authors comment on the Spartacan War and
supplement what we learn from Plutarch and Appian. A lengthy synopsis of the war was

171

Appian BC, 1.14.116-118.
Appian BC, 1.14.117.
173
Appian BC, 1.14.116.
174
Appian BC, 1.14.118.
175
He apparently had no choice but to fight, as the armies of Lucullus and Pompey were marching to aid Crassus.
See Appian BC, 1.14.120.
172

96

composed by Florus during the reign of Hadrian (117-138) and included in a larger work devoted
to the history of Roman warfare.176 The information provided by Florus forms an interesting
counterpart to that found in Appian. Like Appian, Florus describes the transformation of the
rebel band into a regular army, and includes intriguing information regarding the use of
symbolism and spectacle by the rebels in their formation of a group identity. 177 A much more
abbreviated synopsis of the rebellion can be found in the Deipnosophistae of Athenaeus, a Greek
author from Naucratis in Egypt writing in the symposium style of the Second Sophistic at the end
of the 2nd century CE.178 His work, half of which survives intact with an epitome covering the
lost sections, compiles material from a wide variety of authors on multiple topics. The treatment
of the Spartacan War is extremely brief and is of value here mostly as support for other, more
complete accounts of the conflict. In his account the focus is primarily on Spartacus as a
potentially serious threat to Rome, which was narrowly averted by his death in battle against
Crassus' troops.179
The above sources represent the whole of the literary evidence for the Spartacan War.
What little we know about the events and historical impact of the uprising must be reconstructed
from this limited body of information, with all of the limitations this entails. Despite this relative
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lack of information, the Spartacan War can still be usefully examined, potentially illuminating in
new ways the socio-economic problems that increasingly disrupted the Roman state during the
last decades of the Republic. There are important questions that have not yet been asked
regarding the events of 73-71 BCE. These include the social cost of Rome's imperialism and the
related impact of Roman political fragmentation as it pertained to the rural population of Italy.
Such questions will be peripheral to what follows, in which we will consider the Spartacan War
as a form of peasant rebellion. From this point of the view the war can be understood in relation
to the series of social disruptions and civil wars that marked the last century of Rome's Republic.

The Standard Narrative of the War
The traditional story of the Spartacan War is largely dependent upon the account
presented by Plutarch in his Life of Crassus. As Plutarch's story goes, in the year 73 a group of
several hundred gladiators plotted to escape from their ludus (a gladiatorial barracks/training
center), which was owned by a man named Lentulus Batiatus and based in the Campanian city of
Capua, south of Rome.180 Plutarch is vague about the exact reason behind the plot, but hints that
some form of poor treatment was a motivating factor.181 At any rate, the conspirators were
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discovered before they could put their plan into action, and many of them were captured,
although some of the plotters learned of their discovery and managed to make their escape.
Seventy-two in number, the fugitive gladiators threw away their knives and cooking spits and
rearmed themselves with gladiatorial weapons they seized from a group of wagons headed out of
Capua. When they could rest, away from the city, the group chose three leaders, with the
principal leader being Spartacus.
According to Plutarch Spartacus was a Thracian from a nomadic tribe, who was
physically powerful and more intelligent (and “more Greek,” to Plutarch) than his barbarian
origins would normally have suggested.182 Appian provides the additional detail that Spartacus
had once fought for Rome, before turning to the brigandage that reduced him to slavery.183 In
spite of our authors’ assertions, all of the "biographical" information on Spartacus may be bogus,
including his supposed national origin. By the late Republic gladiators were categorized into
various types according to the types of armaments they were trained to use. One type was the
"Thracian" gladiator (thraex).

Since slaves were commonly given new names upon their

enslavement, it may be that Spartacus himself was not Thracian at all, but simply a captive who
had been trained as a Thracian gladiator. At any rate, to return to Plutarch's version of events, in
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captivity Spartacus was accompanied by his Thracian wife, who was something of a prophetess,
and who could interpret signs from the gods. When a snake coiled around Spartacus' head while
he was sleeping one night, his wife announced that this was a potent sign, suggesting that he was
destined for a fortunate (or unfortunate) end.184 Spartacus' wife does not appear in other sources
besides Plutarch, and her presence in Capua seems unusual.

To this point Plutarch has

established the major components of the character of Spartacus, allowing him to launch into the
dramatic escape and subsequent rebellion that shook all of Italy.
At some point after the fugitive gladiators' escape a local militia dispatched from Capua
attempted to stamp out the rebellion, only to suffer defeat and the loss of their weapons. With
their new equipment, the rebel slaves next defeated the Roman praetor Gaius Claudius Glaber,
sent to deal with them after the failure of the Capuan expedition. Glaber had been dispatched
from Rome with three thousand men, perhaps due to the recognition that the rebellion was
growing more serious.185 Spartacus and his men, who had camped on the slopes of Mount
Vesuvius south of Capua, outsmarted and ambushed Glaber, who fled in disorder with his army.
Due to this success Spartacus was joined by slave herdsmen from the surrounding countryside.186
Another praetor was sent against the rebels, Publius Varinius, at the head of two thousand
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soldiers.187 Spartacus' fame grew, as did the numbers of his army, which swelled with each
success.188 By the beginning of 72, Spartacus decided that remaining in southern Italy was too
dangerous: the Romans had already sent several small forces only to see them defeated, and they
could be expected to respond by escalating their military efforts. So he marched his army north,
with the ultimate goal of reaching Transalpine Gaul, where his men could then disperse to their
Gallic or Thracian homelands.

The slave rebels, perhaps drunk on their success, did not

appreciate the wisdom of Spartacus' plans, and desired only to remain in Italy to loot and
pillage.189
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Figure 3. The course of the Spartacan War
As Spartacus marched northwards at the head of his army, the Senate began to grow
fearful of the rebellion. What had initially seemed to be a minor slave revolt was taking on the
appearance of an actual war. To deal with Spartacus they ordered both consuls, Lucius Gellius
Publicola and Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Clodianus, to march against him with separate
armies.190 Gellius was at first successful, defeating and killing a group of Germans who were
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separate from the main rebel army. Then Lentulus attacked Spartacus and was defeated. As the
rebels again began to move towards the Alps, the governor of Cisalpine Gaul blocked their path
but was also defeated, losing many of his men.191 Fed up with the situation, the Senate recalled
the consuls and chose Marcus Licinius Crassus to head the war against Spartacus.192 Crassus
was famous for his great wealth, but (more importantly) he had originally risen to power as a
protégé of Sulla during the civil wars of the 80s. After the death of Sulla, Crassus was one of the
principal figures at Rome, a member of a highly select group that included Pompey Magnus. His
political standing at Rome made him the clear choice (perhaps the only real choice, given the
absence of Pompey, who was in Spain) as the Senate sought a commander to end the war.
Crassus then mobilized an army formed from the remnants of the defeated consular
forces, along with new legions paid for out of his own considerable means, to meet Spartacus.
But his over-eager subordinate Mummius (his full name is unknown) attacked without orders
and was defeated. Since many of Mummius' men had shamefully thrown away their weapons
and run from the fighting, Crassus decided to deal with them by instituting a harsh form of
punishment.193 He selected five hundred men who had been among the first to run (thereby
beginning the rout) and enacted the punishment of “decimation,” in which one out of every ten

and Pompey shortly before Crassus' victory over Spartacus the troop movements were mentioned. The lack of
commentary suggests that the consuls of 72 were leading armies raised in Italy specifically for dealing with the
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act of frustration, coming after Spartacus' escape.
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soldiers was beaten or stoned to death by his fellows.194 After this, Crassus led his army after
Spartacus. Plutarch presents the decimation as a harsh form of discipline that enabled Crassus to
lead his army against Spartacus once more, with greater success. 195 The account of Appian
states that the punishment made the legionaries fear Crassus more than the enemy.196 The rebels,
at this point, had marched back down to southern Italy, where they happened upon a group of
Cilician pirates. Hoping to persuade the pirates to help him cross with his army to Sicily (there
to re-ignite servile rebellion on that island) Spartacus presented them with gifts, and things
seemed favorable. In the end, however, the Cilicians sailed away and left Spartacus (literally)
high and dry on the peninsula of Rhegium.197
When Crassus arrived he decided to trap and starve Spartacus' army, so he ordered his
men to quickly build a big wall across the peninsula.198 According to Plutarch, at first Spartacus
was unconcerned by the wall and took no action in response to it. This was possibly a ploy to
exhaust Crassus' men and stretch them out over a wide area, allowing his men to concentrate
their forces and escape while the Romans were deployed in entrenchments. But when everyone
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started to get hungry he decided to take action and escape Crassus once again. Choosing a
snowy winter night, Spartacus and his men overwhelmed a section of the Roman fortifications
and made their escape northward.199 Crassus followed them, abandoning the wall, and managed
to annihilate one segment of the rebel army. At the same time Spartacus defeated another one of
Crassus' eager lieutenants, the quaestor Gnaeus Tremelius Scrofa.

The victory was

counterproductive, according to Plutarch, because at this point Spartacus' men were convinced of
their invincibility and refused to continue running, urging their leaders to turn back and fight
Crassus. Reluctantly Spartacus led his army back to face Crassus.
Crassus, for his part, was eager to engage Spartacus, because earlier, in an apprehensive
mood following Spartacus' escape from the wall, he had sent a request to the generals Lucullus
(in the east fighting Mithridates) and Pompey (fighting in Spain against the rebel Sertorius) to
rush to his aid.200 Now that victory was in his grasp he wished to defeat Spartacus before the
others could arrive and steal his glory. The final battle began haphazardly, with small groups
from both sides charging against each other. Spartacus, after a dramatic spectacle of slaying his
horse in order to demonstrate his willingness to conquer or die, rushed at Crassus intent on
killing him. The men with him were either slain or put to flight, leaving Spartacus exposed.
After killing several Roman centurions he was wounded, surrounded and cut down, fighting to
the end. Crassus killed or dispersed the rebel army and ended the war, though he lost some of
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the glory of his victory to Pompey, who encountered some fugitives from the battle on his way
south and used their defeat to argue that it was he who had in fact crushed the slave rebellion.
Plutarch's narrative does not include the famous story of the survivors of Spartacus' army being
crucified between Capua and Rome; this is recorded in the account of Appian, who notes that
only six thousand rebels survived the battle.201 Pompey subsequently celebrated a triumph for
victories in Spain and against Spartacus, whereas Crassus had to be content with a lesser honor,
an ovation (ovatio), which was considered a fitting reward for a war waged against slaves. Such
is the basic structure of the story of the Spartacan War, and the basis for the modern scholarly
works that have treated it.202

The Wolf and the Bull: Rome and the Italians
In the year 73, when Batiatus' gladiators escaped their confinement, the various Italian
peoples of central and southern Italy had enjoyed universal Roman citizenship for less than a
decade.203 The Italians had a long and complex relationship with Rome, much of which was
characterized by violence, in actions taken both for and against the Romans. The Italians
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resisted Roman dominance for centuries, beginning with the Samnite Wars that the centralItalian Samnite tribes waged over the course of the fourth and third centuries.204 Eventually
brought under Roman control as unequal allies, the Italian tribes remained resentful of their
exploited status under Roman dominion.205
Too weak to resist the domination of Rome themselves, the Italians remained ready and
eager to join with others if doing so offered the possibility of breaking free from Rome. The
invasion of the Epirote king Pyrrhus was one such occasion in the 270s, a time when the last
Samnite war was still a painful memory. Pyrrhus invaded Italy at the behest of a number of
south-Italian Greek city-states (among these Thurii and Tarentum) and waged a war with mixed
success against the Romans ostensibly in the name of Greek freedom. Like the later and much
more serious invasion of Hannibal, many of Rome's Italian allies chose to support the invader as
a means of resisting Roman control. In the end Pyrrhus abandoned his war against the Romans

204

There were three Samnite Wars, the first between 343 and 341, the second “Great” Samnite War between 326
and 304, and the third between 298 and 290. Ultimate victory in these wars, fought against the Samnites and their
allies, left Rome in control of most of central and southern Italy. The principal source is Livy, Ab Urbe Condita 710. Polybius mentions the combined Gallic/Samnite defeat at the battle of Sentium during the Third Samnite War
(2.19). These conflicts were probably the most serious that Rome fought in the process of gaining dominance within
the Italian peninsula, and the human cost of these wars was high. W.V. Harris compiles a list of approximately
60,000 persons enslaved in Italy during the height of the Third Samnite War (1979, 59). E.T. Salmon generously
covers the history of each of the three Samnite Wars (1967).
205
The various Latin and Italian allies of Rome were required by a series of treaties to support Rome militarily,
sending troop contingents to Rome in the event that Rome was either attacked or chose to go to war. They had no
choice in this matter, and Rome was not required by the stipulations of her treaty arrangements to do the same in
reverse, if the allies were attacked (although the concept of fides would normally have demanded that the Romans
defend their allies). The effect of this was to greatly increase the military manpower available to Rome. While
some of the proceeds of victory fell to the allies, most went to Rome, even though the allies ran the same risks and
suffered on the battlefield as much as (or more than?) the Romans. See Toynbee 1965, 258-266.
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after a number of costly victories against them; as for the disaffected Italian states, these were
punished according to Rome's familiar pattern, with land confiscations. The episode of Pyrrhus'
invasion led to a further expansion of Roman control over Italy, which was forged through a
series of treaties and obligations that linked the poorer and less populous states of Italy. The
major source for the war is Plutarch's biography of Pyrrhus, which contains some information
about Italian participation in the war.206
During the savage Hannibalic War, some of the Italians allied themselves with Hannibal
when the Carthaginian commander entered southern Italy after the great Carthaginian victory at
Cannae, as the Italians saw in Hannibal a force capable of providing them with independence
from their Roman yoke.207 Revolt was widespread after Cannae; most of the Samnites, the
Bruttii, the Apulians, Lucanians, and the coastal Greek states chose to support Hannibal.208 The
confederation of states that joined Hannibal included Italic groups like the Samnites and the
Lucanians, as well as many of the Greek cities of southern Italy. Hannibal's most important ally
was the city of Capua, which had contended with Rome at one point for supremacy in central
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Like Hannibal's later war, the conflict with Pyrrhus turned central and southern Italy into a battlefield. Many of
the scenes are familiar. Plutarch describes Lucania being pillaged by the consul Laevinus (16.3); Pyrrhus winning
over some allied states, including many Lucanians and Samnites (17.5); and the Samnites, along with the Tarentines,
becoming prisoners of the Romans (21.4). Also like Hannibal's experience, his Samnite and Lucanian allies were
not united; the Samnites specifically are noted as having been broken by defeats suffered at Roman hands, and
withdrew their support from Pyrrhus when they saw he would not remain in Italy to conclude the war (25.1).
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After Cannae, Hannibal marched through Samnium, invited by the Hirpini (Livy 23.1.1-3). He won over Capua,
though only by agreeing to an alliance on Capuan terms (23.7.1-2). Returning to Carthage, his brother Mago could
report that the Bruttians and Apulians, along with some of the Samnites and Lucanians, had revolted in favor of
Carthage (23.11.10-11). Florus' summary is exceedingly brief; see 1.22.41-48.
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Livy 22.61.12.
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Italy. The Capuans no doubt hoped to benefit from the breaking of Roman power, perhaps even
taking Rome's place as the new hegemon in the peninsula.209 Thus the Greeks and Italians joined
to regain their independence.210 However, the confederation was never strongly united: each of
the partners tended to fight their own war with the Romans, and Hannibal was constrained by not
being able to garrison troops among his allies. Throughout the war each state waged its own war
against the Romans with its own troops and officers, and was repeatedly thrashed by the Roman
armies sent out. While Hannibal remained unbeaten and unbeatable, his loose coalition of allied
states was picked apart by Rome.
The Italians suffered greatly as a result of the Hannibalic War, both during the conflict
through the repeated military campaigns that swept back and forth between the Roman and
Carthaginian zones of control and later when a victorious Rome imposed harsh punishments,
especially land confiscations, in response to their treachery.211 After the war, when Roman
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Fronda (2007, 83-108) suggests that Capua's defection was in some ways counterproductive to Hannibal.
Because he could only gain Capuan support by promising them hegemony, other Roman allied states refused to
revolt to the Carthaginians, since their local rivalry with Capua outweighed their dislike of Roman dominance.
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For the effectiveness of Hannibal's appeal to the Italians, see Erskine 1993, 58-62. For more about the defection
of Rome's allies during the war, see Toynbee 1965; Gabba 1976; Caven 1982; Hoyos 2003; Barcelo 2004.
211
Campania was the region of Italy most thoroughly ravaged by the Second Punic War. Both Roman and
Carthaginian factions were responsible for this destruction: both, for example, plundered Bruttium at the close of the
war, Hannibal in order to punish wavering allies and to provide for his army, and the Romans in retribution for
supporting the Carthaginians (Appian Hann. 56-61). Terina was destroyed by Hannibal when he could no longer
defend it (Strabo 6.1.5); the fall of Capua in 211 witnessed the enslavement of the citizens, though the city itself was
not destroyed, the whole territory becoming public property of the Romans. Atellia and Calatia also surrendered at
this time (Livy 26.16.5-13). The course of the war in southern Italy revolved around sieges and the devastation of
farmland, even more than formal battle, once the Romans believed that Hannibal was too dangerous an opponent to
attack directly. In 212, for example, the consuls led their men into Campania with the twin goal of destroying both
Capua (in reprisal for that city's defection to Hannibal) and the ripening grain that supported it (Livy 25.15.18-19).
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military expansion thrust westward into Spain, and east against the Macedonians, the Italian
“allies” of Rome served in large numbers in Roman armies, providing roughly half of Rome's
troops. In this capacity they suffered heavy casualties while being largely excluded from the
fruits of victories that fell mostly to Roman elites.212 During the political disturbances of the
middle of the century, especially the populist land-reform measures initiated by the Gracchi and
their successors, the Italians gradually began to hope that they could gain Roman citizenship, and
thereby finally gain equal status with the Romans. In part the Italians sought full citizen rights in
order to protect themselves from Roman confiscation of public lands the Italians had long

For war-related devastation, see Brunt 1971, 86, 276-277; for subsequent Roman land confiscations see Brunt 1971,
278-284. Brunt notes that the cultivators of Capuan land probably remained, but “with precarious tenure, paying
rent” which led to a general expropriation of their labor power in favor of Rome, leading to a wide impoverishment
(282). For more on the long term impact of Hannibal's invasion, see Pedley 1990; Gabba 1994. For a complication
of the Toynbean narrative of devastation, see Volpe 1990.
212
For example, in 177, when consul Gaius Claudius Pulcher's army returned from successful campaigning in
Liguria, the allied contingent was rewarded with only half the prize money paid to the Roman citizen troops. The
account of this notes the palpable anger of the allied soldiers as they silently marched behind Claudius' triumphal
chariot (Livy 41.13.8). Most 'Roman' armies were in fact composite forces, which during the Republic usually
included large numbers of Italians. After the Roman defeat at the Trebia, during the Second Punic War, the Romans
raised new legions, conscripting allies at twice the number of citizen troops (Appian, Hann. 8). Polybius holds that
the allies usually contributed as many infantry as the Romans did, and three times as many horsemen (6.26.7-9).
Velleius Paterculus makes it clear that the Italians, in waging the Social War, were fighting for a just cause, since
they contributed, year after year, in each of Rome's wars, twice the number of men as the Romans; thus they were
dying to defend a state that did not consider them citizens (2.15.1-2). Brunt argued, from a broad comparison of
literary evidence, that general statements like Polybius' regarding the ratio of allied to citizen soldiers are broadly
correct, and that the exact ratio fluctuated from year to year and army to army, varying from 1:1 to 2:1 from the
Hannibalic War through the end of the second century (1977, 680-686). He also supported the notion that allied
contributions grew heavier as the second century drew to a close (1977, 685). Schochat suggests that much of
Tiberius Gracchus' reform program was driven by citizen resistance to army service, and that Tiberius therefore
sought to increase the numbers of allied soldiers available for duty (1980, 93-94). Toynbee suggests a worsening of
relations between Rome and the Italians as a result of the Hannibalic War and its aftermath, leading to increasingly
arrogant (and even violent) behavior on the part of the Romans in their relations with the Italians (1965, 106-115).
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cultivated and considered their own.213 Conservative reaction against the Gracchi eventually
ensured their violent deaths, but the Italian agitation at their subordination to Rome only grew
stronger. The tipping point finally came as a result of the political acts of the plebeian tribune
Livius Drusus, who pushed to obtain citizenship for the Italians. Drusus' attempts to secure
citizen status for the Italians were not unprecedented, but by Drusus' time the allies were
desperate for the legal protections extended by full citizenship: the situation was more politically
charged than before. Most Romans strongly opposed such an idea: the poor did not want to
share their citizen status, and the rich enjoyed economic and political benefits they had no
intention of giving up. Nevertheless, the Italians had come to see Roman citizenship as a means
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Shochat compares the speeches attributed to Tiberius Gracchus found in Appian (BC, 1.3) and Plutarch (Tiberius
Gracchus 9), concluding that Tiberius urged land distribution to citizens out of a sense of justice and to the Italians
as a means of increasing Rome's military forces while simultaneously lessening the military burden of Roman
citizens. Thus his program was popular both to the citizens, who were increasingly disinclined to serve in the army,
while also being popular with the Italians (1980, 77-85). A decade after Tiberius' murder in 133, his younger
brother Gaius also used the office of the tribunate to introduce populist legislation; his program was even more
provocative than his elder brother's had been, offering suffrage to the Italian allies (Plutarch, Gaius Gracchus, 5.1).
Gaius' apparent interest in extending citizenship to the allies was not unprecedented: in the 120s, before his rise to
power, the consul Marcus Fulvius Flaccus (an ally of the Gracchi) had himself proposed both land distribution and
an extension of citizenship to the Italians. Flaccus would later be killed along with Gaius during the Senate's violent
suppression of the younger Gracchus and his followers. Even senatorial opponents of Gaius saw that the secondclass position of the allies was politically inflammatory: the senate's pet tribune, Livius Drusus, proposed legislation
friendly to the allies as a way of countering Gaius' popularity (9.3). Rumor, at least, held that Gaius intended to
incite the Italians to revolt (10.3). Later, when Gaius returned from Carthage, a crowd “from all parts of Italy”
gathered in his defense; the senate responded to this by having the consul Fannius expel all the non-Romans from
the city (12.1). In Appian's account the extention of Roman citizenship is presented as a means of softening their
opposition to the land reforms that would cost them public lands. Appian tells us that they desired the prestige of
the citizenship more than the land (BC, 1.3.21).
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of protecting themselves against Roman impositions. Feeling ran high enough for a mob of
Drusus' Italian supporters to threaten to destroy Rome if they were not granted the franchise.214
When Drusus was murdered in his home by an unknown assassin, the Italians embarked
on what historians today call the Social War (sometimes also known as the "Italian War" or the
"War of the Allies") from the Latin word for ”ally” (socius). With his death, it seemed clear that
the Romans were never going to extend full citizenship, since they had previously stopped both
Marcus Fulvius Flaccus and Gaius Gracchus from their attempts to do so in the 120s. Drusus'
murder was yet another example of extreme (and unjust, from the Italian point of view) measures
being used by the Romans to halt the expansion of citizenship. Once it began, the war was
fought with a savage intensity by both sides, between 91 and 89 BCE. The Social War witnessed
widespread destruction, atrocity, and inhumanity as Rome and her Italian subjects fought to the
death over the future of Italy.215 Initially victorious, with successful advances into Apulia,
Campania and Lucania, the Italians capped their early successes with the killing of the consul
Publius Rutilius Rufus, whose army suffered defeat against the Marsi.216 The Italians' initial
victories gave way to a increasing series of defeats by 89, as the Romans managed to mobilize
their superior manpower reserves. While the Italians held an initial advantage, once Rome had
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Diodorus 37.13. The issue of Italian suffrage remained alive even after Gaius' murder. Livius Drusus' proposals
worked to alienate too many potential supporters, almost ensuring his death. For Drusus and Italian citizenship, see
Appian, BC, 35-36; Velleius Paterculus 2.14.1. Salmon saw the murder of Livius Drusus as a final provocation that
sparked the Social War (1967, 339).
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had enough time to muster their citizen forces and those of the Latin allies (who did not defect to
the Italian side), the rebels were put on the defensive. Much of the rebel territory was sparsely
populated (especially Samnium) compared to the lands of the Romans and Latins. The Italians
could simply not afford a long war; if they failed to win quickly, they would eventually be
ground down by the Roman military machine.217 The Roman extension of citizen rights as a
reward to those Italian municipia that had refused to join the rebels (with the passage of the Lex
Julia in 90) ensured that the rebellion would not spread further amongst the allies. By 89-88 the
holdouts were putting up a desperate defense against victorious Roman armies. But just as
things looked dire for the rebels, Roman political conflicts granted new life to the Italian rebel
faction. As Rome descended into civil war between the Marian faction under Marius the
Younger and Cinna, and that of Sulla and his partisans, the Italians must have realized that by
aligning themselves to one of the factions, they could gain the concessions they wanted. In 87
the rebels, especially the Samnites, extracted generous terms from Marius and Cinna as a price
for their allegiance. Among other provisions, they demanded Roman citizenship for themselves
and their allies. By this course of events the rebels gained the benefits of the Lex Julia, and even
more (temporarily at least). The price of the rebel armies amounted to virtual independence.218
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Keaveney 1987, 144-145; also Salmon 1967, 364-371.
The Samnites also demanded the return of prisoners and deserters from their ranks, and that they would be
allowed to keep booty that had already been taken. Cassius Dio 102.7; Appian BC, 1.68.
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The Social War was at an end—as a rebellion against Rome, at least. But for some of the
Italians the civil war of 83-80 served as a continuation of the violence that had largely ended in
87. As Salmon points out, the rebels of the Social War who felt secure with the political
concessions they had received remained quiescent after the return of Sulla in 83.219 But with
their alliance to the Marian faction some groups were drawn back into the fray with the renewal
of civil war. The prominent participation of the Samnites and Lucanians as Sulla's opponents
between 83-80 was not so much due to Sulla's opposition to Italian citizenship, as it was to
Sulla's apparent hostility to the Samnites. Possibly Sulla formed a dislike of the Samnites during
his campaigns against them in the Social War. Perhaps they were simply serving as an enemy of
Rome that Sulla could conveniently crush. The best explanation for Sulla's aggression towards
the Samnites has to do with their alliance with the Marians and their participation in Roman
factional politics: by joining Marius and Cinna the Samnites were opposing Sulla by default.
Salmon argues that it was easy for the Romans to see the Samnites as inveterate enemies due to
their earlier history of conflict between 343-290, and that Sulla seized upon this as an
opportunity to wage the last Samnite War.220
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For Samnite participation in the Social War, and the differences between this conflict and the civil war of 83-80,
see Salmon 1967, 377-381.
220
For Sulla's “anti-Samnite crusade” see Salmon 1967, 384. The Samnites are “the bitterest enemies of Rome and
the most warlike of peoples” in Plutarch (τὰ ἔχθιστα τῇ Ῥώμῃ καὶ τὰ πολεμικώτατα φῦλα; Sulla 29.4). Strabo
attributes to Sulla the statement that “no Roman could rest as long as any of the Samnites survived” (ὡς οὐδέποτ’
ἂν εἰρήνην ἀγάγοι Ῥωμαίων οὐδὲ εἷς, ἕως ἂν συμμένωσι καθ’ ἑαυτοὺς Σαυνῖται; Strabo 5.4.11).
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The final, as well as the bloodiest, battles of the civil war were conflicts waged by the
Samnites and Lucanians. Sulla responded to their resistance by waging a war of annihilation
after defeating the younger Marius in battle near Sacriportus, which lay between Signia and
Praeneste.

Victorious, he chased Marius and a crowd of fleeing soldiers, including many

Samnites, to Praeneste, which he besieged. Sulla captured many prisoners, and from this mass
he segregated the Samnite contingent and had them executed as enemies of Rome.221 The
climactic battle of the civil war was fought by Sulla and Crassus against an army of Samnites
and Lucanians under the command of Pontius Telesinus. Sulla played the role of defender of
Rome on this occasion, with the Samnite army of Telesinus seeking to capture what they thought
was a weakly defended city.222 The two armies met at the Colline Gate, beneath the walls of
Rome, and for a while it looked like the Italians might defeat Sulla, but Crassus' troops managed
to save the day for the Sullan faction. The fate of the prisoners taken after the battle was a grim
one: Sulla packed them into the Campus Martius and had them butchered, "because they were
mostly Samnites."223 Following the defeat, the besieged rebels at Praeneste surrendered. Marius'
son chose suicide, while the surviving defenders were divided into three groups and marched out
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Appian BC 1.10.93: ὅτι Σαυνῖται τὸ πλέον ἦν. See also Strabo 5.4.11; Livy Epitome 88.
222

115

into the plain before the city. The Roman contingent was let off with a warning, while the other
two groups, the Samnite and Praenestine prisoners, were slaughtered.224
But not even this was the end of the violence. Sulla and his partisans began to proscribe
and slaughter their enemies, with Sulla visiting destruction on whole communities in retaliation
for aligning themselves with his opponents. Now dictator, Sulla punished his Italian opponents,
especially the Samnites, by confiscating their land, by settling his veterans in colonies among
them and by proscribing them down to the third generation. By this action Sulla had more or
less declared open season on his enemies, and thereafter he could count on local rivalries to do
his work for him. In the former heartlands of the rebellion those on the blacklist were killed,
stripped of their lands and driven away. Sulla had also set up the conditions for further social
conflict by settling his veterans among the defeated former rebels. The Sullan colonists were
heartily disliked by the natives. A clear example of this is the civil war of 78, in which Sullan
colonists were attacked by the pro-Marian Italians in their midst, who then called upon Marcus
Aemilius Lepidus to lead them.225 The cumulative effect of all of these punitive measures must
have been severe; Strabo, writing later in the century, notes that the cities of Samnium had
“dwindled into villages, some being entirely abandoned.”226 The brutality that Sulla unleashed
induced some of his opponents to desperate, futile resistance; cities like Nola continued to resist
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him until 80.227 Despite all this, the end of the Social War did see a relatively rapid inclusion of
the defeated Samnites and other Italians into the Roman fold. Recent scholarship has argued
against the Livian dichotomy of montanes atque agrestes (literally “mountains and fields,”
referring to the supposed uncivilzed nature of mountain folk as opposed to civilized lowlanders),
suggesting that the Roman view of the Italians as inherently "other" was socially conditioned and
subject to modification.228 This is not to say that all Italians ended the strife-filled 80s on good
terms: for those who had lost family members, or perhaps especially those who had lost their
homes and lands, the wounds of the Social War would be slow to heal.
In summary, the social and economic conditions of Italy, and especially the central and
southern districts, were destabilized in the decades immediately preceding the Spartacan War.
This is most true of those regions of Samnium which sided against Sulla in the Civil War.
Sulla's bloodthirsty pogrom against his opponents was only the culmination of more than a
decade of violence, and the violence and chaos of these years had some bearing on the Spartacan
War which erupted in 73, as will be shown below. How, then, does the history of the Social and
Civil Wars relate to the events of Spartacus' war in the later 70s?
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Livy recorded that Sulla continued his military actions against the Samnites, capturing Aesernia (Sylla Aeserniam
in Samnio recepit) and settling thousands of loyal soldiers on these and other rebel lands after his assumption of
dictatorial power (Epitome 89). Nola was a rebel bastion in the Social War, and carried resistance onwards against
Sulla; see Velleius Paterculus 2.17.1, 20.4.
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Livy 9.13.7. For an analysis of the changing Roman view of Italians, see Dench 1995. For the impact of the war
in central and southern Italy see Nagle 1973; Cébeillac-Gervasoni 1983; Hinard 1985; Santangelo 2007, esp. 67-87,
147-157.
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Disorders Social, Civil and Servile: Tracking Spartacus in Southern Italy
From the surviving literary sources we are able to roughly reconstruct the movements of
Spartacus' army during the end of 73 and the first part of 72, before the rebels marched north out
of southern Italy. Originally Spartacus' operations were restricted to Campania; hence we have
the broad assertion of Florus that Spartacus' growing band “ravaged all Campania.” 229 But as the
rebellion gained strength, Spartacus' forces began to range further through southern Italy,
striking into Bruttium, Lucania, Apulia and Samnium. The sources name a number of cities
which the rebels attacked between 73 and 72: Nola, Metapontum, Thurii, and Nuceria are each
noted by various authors as being victims of the rebels.230 A brief examination of each of these
places is potentially instructive; therefore, what follows is a summary of the known history of
each place for the period immediately preceding Spartacus' war.
The city of Nola featured in the Hannibalic War and played a key role in the Social War
and the Civil War which followed it. One of the oldest Campanian cities, founded during the
middle of the 6th century, Nola was captured by Roman forces in 313, in the course of the
Second Samnite War.231 Nola remained loyal to Rome after Cannae and was held by Marcellus
in 215. As a punishment for their defection to the Carthaginians, Marcellus executed the city's
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leadership and confiscated their properties.232 In 214 Marcellus again returned to Nola in order
to prevent the city from again returning to the Carthaginian side.233 Early in the Social War,
Samnite forces took the city, and defended it through a whole series of siege attempts between
90 and 80, when the hopeless resistance against a victorious Sulla was finally crushed. 234 When
Spartacus' forces sacked Nola in 73-72, it must have still been recovering from the turmoil of the
previous decades.235
The town of Nuceria was also devastated by Spartacus during the early stages of the
rebellion. Like Nola, Nuceria had a violent history; also like Nola, this was a past marked by
both loyalty to and rebellion against Rome. Loyal to Rome during the First Samnite War,
Nuceria sided with the Samnites during the Second (Great) Samnite War. 236 The city maintained
this loyalty down to 308, when the city was besieged and captured by the consul Quintus Fabius
Maximus Rullianus.237 Faithful to Rome after Cannae, Nuceria was taken and destroyed by
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It should be noted, however, that the city was internally divided in its loyalties: the common people favored
Hannibal, while the senate remained loyal to the Romans (Livy 23.14.7-8). When Hannibal besieged the city in 216,
there was a faction in the city that wished to see it defect to the Carthaginian side (Livy 23.15-16). For Marcellus'
confiscations, see Livy. 23.17.1-3. In 215, Marcellus garrisoned the city again, and again the common people were
rebellious (Livy. 23.39.8). From there, Marcellus raided the Hirpini and the Samnites (Livy 23.41.13-14). In 214
Marcellus returned again, to prevent the people of Nola defecting to Hannibal (24. 8.9).
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Hannibal in 216.238 Rebuilt by the time of the Social War, Nuceria again remained loyal to
Rome. For this loyalty the city was eventually rewarded with the territories of nearby Stabiae,
which was destroyed by Sulla in 89.239 In part the reward of territory was compensation for the
events of 90, when Stabiae was captured by the Samnite commander Gaius Papius, who then
ravaged the territory of Nuceria.240
The Greek city of Thurii was captured by Hannibal in 213, after the pro-Carthaginian
faction within the city opened their gates to the Carthaginians.241 In 210 Hannibal settled the
inhabitants of the Campanian town of Atella at Thurii, to save them from the wrath of the
Romans.242 Later, when Hannibal's fortunes were waning, he removed the pro-Carthaginian
citizens of Thurii and resettled them at Croton, and then wasted the fields in order to deprive the
Romans of those resources.243 The Romans established a colony at Thurii, named Copiae, in
194. Thurii was a ravaged place, which, despite the Roman effort at colonization, was most
likely in decline by the time it became a victim of Spartacus' rebels. 244 In Appian, the role
played by Thurii is different and more detailed than in Florus' account; the capture of Thurii in
Appian is also later than the attack mentioned in Florus, since the account of Appian notes that
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the rebel army moved there after fighting the consuls of 72, an engagement which occurred north
of Rome (as will be described below). Spartacus' army occupied the mountains around Thurii,
and from this point of advantage eventually captured the town, thence using it as a base for their
operations.245 In Appian the citizens were not harmed by the rebels, who used their time to
manufacture weapons for their next encounter with the Romans. It is possible that Florus is
mistaken in including Thurii in the list of places ravaged by Spartacus in and around Campania,
and that the town was only affected by the rebellion later, after Spartacus marched south again
after facing the consuls. It is also conceivable that Thurii was visited by the rebel army on both
occasions, first as a victim of raiding, and later captured as a base for the rebel army. The site of
Thurii shows no evidence that it was abandoned during antiquity, though this does not prove the
veracity of Appian's account, which suggests that minimal damage was inflicted during the
Spartacan occupation.246
Metapontum was an enemy of Rome during the first phase of Pyrrhus' invasion of Italy.
Between the period of the Epirote king's expulsion and the Second Punic War the relationship
between Metapontum and Rome is unclear. Later the city proclaimed itself for Carthage (one of
the first cities to do so) after Hannibal's victory at Cannae, although it was then targeted by the
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Romans for this defection.247 The Romans subsequently occupied it, and it was only in 212 after
the fall of Tarentum that the citizens expelled the Roman garrison.248 An important ally to
Hannibal for the later part of the war, he ultimately removed the citizens, as at Thurii, to save
them from the vengeance of Rome and her allies.249 Metapontum declined to some extent as a
result of Hannibal's resettlement of its citizens, though the area was not devoid of people in the
aftermath of the war due the presence of a Roman colony at the site of the Greek city. The site
was abandoned sometime during or after the second century CE, mostly likely due to the
malarial conditions that leave it depopulated to this day.250 Thus the Metapontum struck by
Spartacus was a surviving, though not a thriving, community.
While the above sites are specified in the sources as having been subject to attack by the
rebels during late 73 and perhaps the first months of 72, the damage inflicted by the rebels would
necessarily have been more widespread than this list suggests. Only the larger settlements would
be mentioned in a catalogue of places touched by the rebellion, but many smaller villages and
farms were in the path of the rebels as they traversed Italy, and the rebel army would have lived
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See Livy 22.61, 25.11, 15, 27.1, 16, 42, 51; Polybius 8.36; Appian Hannibal; 33, 35.
Civil strife was again a feature of the Carthaginian success at Metapontum: the citizens slaughtered the Roman
garrison and admitted Hannibal after their commander led a contingent to Tarentum. See Appian Hann. 33, 35.
249
For Metapontum as Hannibal's ally, see Livy 27.1.14, 27.16.12-16, 27.42.15; for the Punic evacuation, see Livy
27.51.13.
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See Pausanius 6.19.11. Lomas demonstrates convincingly that the view of Magna Graecia as declining and
depopulated is an exaggerated one, and that the region as a whole recovered from the Hannibalic War. At the same
time there were population shifts during this period: Metapontum shows evidence of changing settlement patterns,
and land appears to have become more concentrated into larger units, with a decline in population and in overall
settlement numbers (1993, 120).
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off the land in the same destructive manner as other ancient armies. Even the Roman army could
be seen by friendly cities as an enemy in time of war: though armies tried to rely upon stockpiles
of food, especially grain, it was common for all armies to requisition supplies as they went,
which could be disastrous in the short term for small farmers. Cities were often treated as grain
magazines that could be relied upon to provide food for passing armies.

Livestock were

particularly valued by hungry armies on the move, because hoofed animals were mobile sources
of food that could travel with the army until they needed to be slaughtered. They were too often
requisitioned without much concern for the importance of draft animals to the agrarian labor
force, and their confiscation might spell disaster for the unfortunate farmer who lost his animals.
Spartacus' troops had no stockpiled food to rely upon, as the Roman army did, and so would be
forced to take what they needed from the towns, villages and cities in their path.251
The violence outlined above, occuring behind the scenes of the historical tradition and in
a handful of settlements in Italy, is the basis for Florus' statement that Campania was broadly
ravaged by the rebels.252 Being mindful that the full extent of the destruction must remain
unknown, what can this brief list of unlucky urban sites tell us about Spartacus' war, as it
expanded over southern Italy? In general terms these place-names suggest a connection between
Roman expansion in Italy and the revolt of Spartacus. The war in southern Italy between 73 and
72 was fought over a landscape that was the product of Roman imperialism, going all the way
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See the discussion of armies and agrarian destruction in Erdkamp 1998.
Florus 2.8.5.
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back to the fourth century conflicts with the Samnites. More specifically, Spartacus' rebels
marched through territories that were directly connected to the upheavals and bloodlettings of
both the Hannibalic War and the Social and Civil Wars between 91 and 80. The argument is not
that southern Italy was a ruined landscape as a result of successive warfare; life continued, and
rebuilding occurred after the departure of Hannibal at the end of the third century, as it did later
after Sulla's victory. But to say that life continued is not to suggest that recovery was either
quick or painless. It continued, that is, but many people had been killed or uprooted; lands were
stripped of their old populations and granted new ones in the form of colonies. Some territories
remained vacant, while confiscated lands became either new colonies or were parceled out and
turned over to large estates.253 The wounds inflicted by the Hannibalic War were long in
healing, and some sites, such as Metapontum, while they managed to recover, would never
flourish again.254 Even more so, the Social War and the Civil War consumed this region of Italy,
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Toynbee saw the Hannibalic War as being a momentous, watershed moment in Roman history, with long-term
economic and social changes resulting from Hannibal's campaign in Italy (1965). His view has subsequently been
challenged by scholars, notably P.A. Brunt, who suggested that Toynbee over-emphasized the long-term effects of
the war, and did not sufficiently stress that Italian territories, rather than Roman or Latin, were the districts primarily
affected by the war's devastations (1977, 269). Despite this, both agreed that the southern part of the peninsula,
excepting the grain-growing regions of Campania which got off lightly, were both damaged by the war and
subjected to Roman annexations (Toynbee 1965, vol. II, 117-121; Brunt 1977, 277). The Caudini and other Italic
rebels suffered the loss of between a quarter and half of their territory, which became part of Rome's public domain.
254
Lomas notes how the impact of the Hannibalic War varied widely, from city to city and region to region. Some
areas suffered more during the war, and recovered either slowly or not at all, while some emerged more or less
unscathed. Thus she offers qualified support for the view of a disturbed southern Italy, and links, among other
developments, the Apulian slave uprisings of the 180s with the social upheavals of the Hannibalic War (1993, 8592). Paul Erdkamp concludes, based on the general weakness of ancient food-supply networks and the disruption of
such systems that resulted from warfare, that large numbers of smallholders and tenants would have abandoned their
farms as a result of the wars in Republican Italy. He specifically links the Hannibalic War with the Social and Civil
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with brief pauses for breath, between 92 and 80. The human cost of these conflicts must have
been enormous, and the loss of life was compounded by the agricultural disruption and physical
devastation inflicted by rival armies.255 Nor was it only warfare that afflicted southern Italy in
the decade before Spartacus' revolt; Sulla, once victorious in the Civil War, sought to consolidate
his victory with a murderous purge of his enemies. In the bloody proscriptions that resulted,
prominent members of the Marian faction were hunted down and killed.256 Sulla extended this to
include Samnite and Campanian enemies. The proscription that followed Sulla's victory was a
more formalized version of the uncontrolled slaughter of his enemies that began when he first
marched on Rome in 88. Two lists were eventually drawn up that contained a total of slightly
more than five hundred names, split evenly between senators and equites. The manner of their
execution effectively made the enemies of Sulla into foreign enemies of the state.

The

landholdings of the condemned were then put up for sale. The net result was a shift of political
and economic power from Sulla's enemies into his and his supporters’ hands.257 While most of
the actual proscriptions were directed against elites, the savagery of Sulla's political

Wars, as well as the devastations resulting from Spartacus' activities, to argue that agriculture was disrupted in
southern Italy, often with long-term repercussions (1998, 270-280).
255
For a summary of the difficulties involved in feeding armies in antiquity, along with the impact of this on the
civilian population, see Erdkamp 1998, 11-27.
256
The murders were initially perpetrated in a chaotic, uncontrolled fashion; later, the more systematic procedure of
publicly posting lists of the proscribed was instituted. Many seem to have been killed for their property, rather than
for any serious opposition to Sulla. Cassius Dio captures this progression of the political violence, from the
uncontrolled early massacres to the pseudo-formal proscription tablets (33.109.1-21). See also Plutarch, Sulla 31.16; Appian BC 1.95; Florus Epitome 2.8.25-26; Velleius Paterculus 2.28.2-4.
257
Sulla's proscription was larger and more uncontrolled than that later launched by the triumvirs. With Sulla's
proscription much of the work was carried out by private parties, rather than bands of soldiers. For Republican
proscriptions, both Sullan and later, see Hinard 1985.

125

consolidation affected many outside the ranks of the nobility.258 In southern Italy, the massacres
and large-scale enslavements that marked the end of the war affected many Italians from
humbler backgrounds. Equally, the ravages of hungry armies must have contributed to the ruin
of large numbers of the Italian smallholder class, as did the land confiscations that Sulla and his
supporters enforced. Sulla's veteran settlements were one of the prime means by which humble
people lost their lands. While the proscribed were predominantly rich men whose estates went
largely into the hands of other rich men (i.e., Sulla's supporters), in order to settle his veterans
Sulla required large contiguous blocks of territory.

These were taken from the rebel

communities, especially those in Etruria, Campania and Samnium.

Cities like Nola were

required to furnish lands to form veteran colonies. While the wealthy citizens might hope to use
their political connections to safeguard their properties, poor people had no such recourse. As a
result, Sulla's settling of veterans on small farms stripped territory away from smallholders. In
order to create peasants of his own, he had to ruin others.259
As so often with the story of Spartacus, the sources allow speculation more readily than
they do certitude.

What should be clear, however, from the preceding discussion is that

Spartacus' rebellion, in that it developed amidst the debris of more than a decade of bitter civil
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One sign of the impact of violence between 91 and 80 on the population of Italy is the massive increase in
recovered coin hordes that correspond to the period. See Crawford 1969, 76-81.
259
The evidence suggests that such was the case in all of Sulla's colonies, of which there may have been more than
twenty. Brunt estimated that roughly 80,000 veterans were settled on lands taken from rebel communities (1977,
300-309).
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war, should not be studied in isolation from the events of the Social War and the Marian/Sullan
Civil War.

As the following will demonstrate, these two conflicts, or more precisely the

disturbed social conditions they led to, help explain the development and course of the Spartacan
War. The Spartacan War owed much to the bloodshed and dislocation of the previous twenty
years.

March to Mutina: Spartacus' Invasion of Cisalpine Gaul
In the spring of 72 the rebel army led by Spartacus left southern Italy and marched
northwards through Samnium, Apulia and Umbria towards Cisalpine Gaul. What motivated this
is obscure.

Some scholars have interpreted these movements as driven by the logistical

requirements of the growing slave army, which, lacking the support of urban centers, needed to
move continually in order to feed itself.260 But Spartacus' army was living off the land in the
same districts that had nourished Hannibal's army for over a decade; these territories should have
sufficed for Spartacus' forces to supply themselves, even without the willing support of urban
settlements.
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Urbainczyk argues that the otherwise 'aimless' marching of Spartacus' force can be explained as a consequence of
needing to feed a large army. Living off the land, the rebels constantly moved to new territories, in order to
replenish their supplies. She also sees this activity as a mechanism for attracting new recruits to the rebellion (2008,
46-47). Bradley also addresses the difficulties faced by the insurgents in their attempt to procure food supplies
(1989, 109-111).
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Plutarch understood Spartacus' decision partly as a practical measure, and partly in terms
of a larger, long-term goal that he supplies for the rebels.261 For Plutarch, an important goal of
the march north was the desire to return home. The move northward would allow the rebels to
avoid a concentration of Roman military forces; for Spartacus and his men realized that they
would be overwhelmed if they continued to linger in the south. By remaining in one place the
rebel army was a target for whatever force the Romans sent against it. Once on the move they
could be engaged only if the Romans managed to block their path. In essence, marching from
point to point made them a more difficult mark to hit. More importantly for Plutarch's slave
army were the Alps, past which they would be relatively safe from Roman power. Once past the
mountains, the rebel army could disperse to its various homelands, Gauls to Gaul, Germans to
Germany, and Thracians to Thrace. In Plutarch's narrative the plan to return home is attributed
to Spartacus, who grasped that “he could not expect to overcome Roman power.”262 It is foiled
in the end by the baser desires of his followers, who were “strong in numbers and full of
confidence, and would not listen to [Spartacus].”263 They preferred to remain in Italy to ravage
and loot.
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Plutarch Crassus 9.5.
Plutarch Crassus 9.7: καὶ μὴ προσδοκῶν ὑπερ (5) (?) βαλέσθαι τὴν Ῥωμαίων δύναμιν.
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Plutarch Crassus 9.9: οἱ δὲ πλήθει τ’ ὄντες ἰσχυροὶ καὶ μέγα φρονοῦντες, οὐχ ὑπήκουον.
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Gaul is the goal of the slaves in two additional accounts, those of Appian and Sallust.264
In Appian, Spartacus was trying to march through the “Apennine mountains to the Alps and the
land of the Celts.”265 In Sallust, home is the honorable goal of the more high-minded slaves,
while the foolish majority desire to remain in Italy to fight and loot. 266 In light of these
statements about the rebel motives, it is worth remembering that the ancient sources do not
record the rebel point of view, but rather provide a reconstruction of events from the perspective
of those who opposed them. Plutarch, Appian and Sallust had to guess at what Spartacus was
thinking when he marched north with his army. These authors were presented with a vacuum of
information, and they filled it with what seemed to be a logical explanation for the events they
knew about. From the historian's vantage, an escape "home" made perfect sense; since the slaves
were assumed to be foreigners (though we know from Appian that at least some of the
participants were not foreigners, or even slaves), they would logically want to return to the
homelands they had been torn from. This was a sensible way to understand the movements of
the rebel army, which marched north into Cisapline Gaul before finally returning to the south for
the final act of the war. Without this explanation the insurgents were marching north for no
purpose beyond brigandage. A homeward march, on the other hand, fit nicely with the foreign
origins the authors assumed for the slaves and provided a dramatic literary device that tapped
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Appian BC 1.117; Sallust 66.
Appian BC 1.117: Σπάρτακον δὲ διὰ τῶν Ἀπεννίνων ὀρῶν ἐπὶ τὰ Ἄλπεια (5) (?) καὶ ἐς Κελτοὺς (Appian BC 1.117).
266
Sallust contrasts the “sensible men…with noble minds” (prudentes…animi nobilesque) with those whose
character was servile (servili) and brutish, and who opted to ignore their homelands (patriae) in favor of looting
Italy (Fragments 3.98).
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into other narratives regarding home and the attempts to return from foreign lands.267 But there
are other scenarios that would explain why Spartacus' army moved north into Cisalpine Gaul in
the spring of 72, and if these are correct they cast the entire Spartacan War in a new light.
For one searching for an alternative to Plutarch's theory about insurgent motives, the
military conflicts of the first part of 72 provide the beginnings of an answer. As discussed
previously, the rebellion of a handful of gladiators quickly gained momentum in the year 73 in
the area around Capua and spread over southern Italy early in the year 72. In response to this
growing rebellion, the Romans dispatched several armies against the rebels, only to see these
forces go down in defeat at the hands of the insurgents. By the spring of 72, as Spartacus and his
men moved north, the Romans were sufficiently concerned to take more serious action; the new
Roman effort was led by both consuls, who moved to intercept the slaves.268
The consuls for the year 72 were Lucius Gellius Publicola and Gnaeus Cornelius
Lentulus Clodianus, and these two men each led an army against the insurgents. 269 We do not
know the size of the Roman forces sent against Spartacus. In Appian when the consuls were
defeated and the command of the war was entrusted to Crassus, the latter received two legions
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The trope of a homeward journey was common in Greco-Roman literature. Examples can be found in everything
from popular novels to Xenophon's Anabasis and Homer's Odyssey.
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Both consuls were sent, a sign that the danger of Spartacus' army was considered severe: dispatching both
consuls against a single threat was generally only done in extreme circumstances, as during the campaign that
culminated in the disaster at Cannae in 216. See Plutarch, Crassus 9.6; Appian BC 1.14.116. Livy notes the lack of
success enjoyed by the consuls: Summaries 96. See also Orosius 5.24.
269
Broughton 1951-52, Vol. II, 116.
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that the consuls had commanded (or what was left of them) to add to his force of six legions.270
With these two legions, and possibly with additional forces, Publicola and Lentulus moved to
intercept the rebels. Publicola was the first to encounter the slaves, engaging a large contingent
of (supposedly) Germans and Gauls under the leadership of Crixus, the Gallic gladiator who
escaped from Capua with Spartacus. The battle ended in a victory for Publicola, and Crixus and
many of his men were killed.271 Despite the victory over Crixus, Roman fortunes were soon to
turn sour again, once they faced Spartacus and the main rebel army.
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Appian BC 1.14.118. In the Republic, Roman consuls usually commanded armies of two legions, with each
legion having a full strength of roughly five thousand soldiers. In addition to these men, it was customary for Italian
allies to contribute the same number (or more, in some cases) of men as the Romans did, so that an army of two
legions might indicate a force of at least 20,000 men, rather than just the 10,000 suggested by the simple number of
legions. By Spartacus' time, the grant of citizenship throughout Italy had modified this system, and it must be
remembered that Rome was at war not only against Spartacus, but also against Sertorius in Spain and Mithridates in
the east. Thus Roman manpower was being stretched in several directions at once. This, however, was true of most
of Rome's wars since the time of the Second Punic War. It seems unlikely to me that a war, even one against slaves,
that required the attention of both consuls would be prosecuted with a force of only two legions. In Florus Spartacus
is depicted fighting against full “consular armies” (consulares), which would suggest more than two legions; each
consul might be expected to have an army of two legions, and additional forces. Insufficient military force might
explain the series of defeats the consuls suffered, but it still seems odd that so few men would be sent against
Spartacus, since the sources suggest that the Romans understood the danger they were in by 72, after the defeats of
the previous year. One clue to the numbers of men committed by Rome might be the statement of Livy, which
Frontinus reports, that when Crassus defeated a Gallo-German division of Spartacus' army, he recaptured five
legionary eagles and twenty-six assorted lesser standards (receptas quinque Romanas aquilas, signa sex et XX…
securibus), along with the ceremonial rods and axes born by lictors (fasces) and much other booty (multa spolia;
Strategemata 2.5.34). This suggests that Spartacus had been fighting against large Roman armies in the previous
months, and not only two legions.
271
Plutarch Crassus 9.7; Appian BC 1.14.117; Orosius ad Paganos. The Livian tradition has Crixus being killed by
a praetor named Quintus Arrius, along with twenty thousand of his men (Summaries 96).
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The turnabout was not long in coming; indeed, the first of the battles the sources describe
may have taken place simultaneously with Crixus' defeat. 272 Meeting Spartacus in what appears
to be mountainous terrain somewhere to the northeast of Rome, the consul Lentulus was
defeated. According to Plutarch, Lentulus was attempting to surround Spartacus when he was
suddenly attacked; Spartacus defeated Lentulus' legates and captured his supplies.273 In Appian,
both consuls attempted to trap Spartacus between their armies, one blocking his path to the Alps,
the other following behind him. Their plan was to no avail, because Spartacus again seized the
initiative, as he had in 73, and defeated them both.274 In the fragments of Sallust, we learn that
the consul Lentulus abandoned “the elevated place which he had defended with a double battle-
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In many of the reconstructions of Spartacus' story, the Gaul Crixus comes off as something of a villain; he is the
foolish slave, as Sallust would have it, who decides to stay and pillage, trusting in his barbarian strength, rather than
prudently following the more civilized path that would lead to home and freedom. In Plutarch it is pride and
arrogance (ὕβρει καὶ φρονήματι) that led the Germans to separate themselves from the main body of the rebel army.
Modern historians have seen this as yet another example of the fractiousness that supposedly hindered Spartacus'
efforts to leave Italy (Bradley 1989; Urbainczyk 2004). But the division of the rebel army into separate elements
was not necessarily due to infighting among the various contingents. Since the rebels were marching through
mountainous terrain, they would have moved more rapidly as several separate groups rather than one large mass (the
larger the army, the slower it went, because any bottleneck at a single point slowed the whole mass, and larger
forces required more animals and equipment). This was (obviously, as Crixus' death demonstrates) more dangerous,
but it also would have allowed faster movement. So Crixus’ separation from Spartacus' force may have been an
example of military planning rather than a breakdown of control. In any event, the separation of Crixus' force left it
to withstand the attack of Publicola unsupported, leading to a serious defeat and the death of the rebel commander.
273
Plutarch may be recycling some of this information from his depictions of the defeated praetors of the year 73,
since we have here a defeat of subordinate commanders occurring first, followed by what sounds like the capture of
an army camp. Alternately, Lentulus may really have tried to encircle Spartacus, leaving himself vulnerable to
attack by stretching his army too thin. If he did attempt to do this, it is further reason to question how many men the
consul had at his disposal, since the single legion that Plutarch's narrative suggests would be insufficient to encircle
even a small army (Crassus 9.7).
274
Appian BC, 1.14.117.
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line, after his soldiers suffered many casualties.”275 Orosius has Lentulus not only defeated, but
actually fleeing from the field of battle. Subsequently, the forces of the two consuls were
merged, but this combined force fared no better and was defeated and put to flight.276
Proconsul Gaius Cassius Longinus, the governor of Cisalpine Gaul, also fought a battle
against Spartacus, near Mutina. He had "many thousands of soldiers" at his command, though
presumably most of these were hastily raised militiamen rather than regular soldiers.277 He fared
no better than the consuls, however, and was defeated, only managing to escape himself with
difficulty.278 The account of Cassius' defeat in Florus suggests that this battle happened after the
conflicts with the two consuls, with Lentulus' defeat occurring in the Apennines; this seems to
correspond with the fragmentary text of Sallust, who shows Lentulus' army fighting Spartacus in
mountainous terrain.

Mutina appears to be the northernmost point touched by Spartacus'

rebellion. After defeating Cassius, the army turned about, and marched back towards southern
Italy, a movement that several of the sources attribute to an intent to attack the city of Rome.279
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Sallust 3.106: Et eodem tempore Lentulus duplici acie locum editum, multo sanguine suorum defensum. The
meaning of the later portion of the fragment is obscure, because it mentions cohorts and items from the soldiers’
baggage coming into view (postquam ex sarcinis paludamenta extare et delectae cohorts intellegi coepere) in a
manner that suggests that these were not the soldiers of the consul Lentulus on his defensive hilltop. The fragment
could be referring either to the soldiers of the other consul, coming to reinforce the army atop the hill, or rebel forces
in looted Roman attire.
276
Orosius 5.24.
277
Plutarch Crassus, 9.7: στρατηγὸς ἔχων μυρίους. A "myriad," which literally means "ten thousand," was used
generically to refer to large numbers of things.
278
Livy Summaries 96; Plutarch Crassus 9.7; Florus 2.8.10.
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For the plan to attack the city of Rome, the principal sources are Appian BC 1.14.117 and Florus The War
Against Spartacus 2.8.11. Orosius refers to this obliquely, emphasizing the terror that gripped Rome after the rebels
defeated the governor of Cisalpine Gaul, Gaius Cassius Longinus (5.24).

133

Before embarking on an explanation of these events, however, several of the preceding
arguments should be woven together, as at this point a more pointed discussion of the motives
and identities of the insurgents is in order.

Method Amid the Madness: Insurgent Motives and Identities
Thus far, in comparing Spartacus' war to the previous slave wars in Sicily, a number of
differences have become increasingly apparent. One is the geographic range of Spartacus'
movements, which span nearly the whole of Italy, versus the relatively static course of the
Sicilian examples. The geography of Sicily itself acted as a limiting factor on the movements of
the rebel groups, who could not march very far over what is a relatively small island. With this
is mind, it is still fair to argue that the Sicilian rebels seem to have been less mobile than
Spartacus' forces. In both Sicilian slave wars, the rebels established themselves in fortified
locations at an early stage, forcing Roman forces to besiege and starve the defenders. The
conflict was largely static. Spartacus and his men, in contrast, even during the first half of the
war were very mobile. Another apparent difference involves the military successes that the
insurgent armies enjoyed. In Sicily, while the slaves could defeat local forces and attack weaklydefended Sicilian cities, they suffered rapid and repeated defeat when legionary armies arrived
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on the scene.280 Not so for the insurgents of the Spartacan War, who aggressively rushed at
every Roman force that crossed their path (during the first stage of the war at least) and were
capable of emerging victorious from confrontations with legionary troops. If the reconstruction
presented in the preceding sections is accurate, the insurgent army managed from late 73 to the
middle of 72 to march for hundreds of miles through the Italian countryside, provide food and
equipment to tens of thousands of combatants, and defeat six separate Roman armies, including
the forces of the proconsular governor of Cisalpine Gaul and both consuls for the year 72. By
any reckoning, this is an impressive military record. We are left to consider what factors caused
the Spartacan War to differ so from the earlier conflicts in Sicily.
One factor that should be discounted, in explaining Spartacus' relative success, is the
statement put forth by Appian that Spartacus had been a soldier (and auxiliary) fighting for
Rome before his enslavement.281 Whatever leadership abilities he possessed naturally, a period
of time spent as a spearman fighting alongside Roman infantrymen would not have granted him
any special knowledge of command, military logistics or the movement of troops, either on or
off the battlefield. He would have gained knowledge of how to stand in a battle line and fight,
but little else. Perhaps all that was needed was personal bravery and the ability to fight well and
conspicuously in order to inspire others. Gladiatorial training and military experience could have
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As I argued in the previous chapter, civic militarism was still present in a vestigial form among the Greek cities
of Sicily, but it was incapable of producing really capable armies, due in large part to the effects of a long Romanenforced peace.
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Appian BC, 1.14.116.
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granted him that. The dramatic success of Spartacus' forces could not be due only (or perhaps
even primarily) to the leadership of the ex-gladiator. A broader explanation that considers the
nature of the troops he led must be considered.
One principal reason for Spartacus' relative success through mid-72 must have been the
participation of Italians. A number of modern historians have argued for the presence of free
Italians in Spartacus' revolt, but the issue has not been focused on at length. The longest work on
this subject is by Rubinsohn, who bases his arguments around an emendation of Florus, along
with the evidence from Appian.

Rubinsohn argued, as I do, that free Italians formed an

important part of Spartacus' rebellion; indeed, he went so far as to state that Spartacus' revolt was
not a slave war at all. He was correct to argue for the presence of Italians, and for their impact
on the course of the rebellion, though the argument presented here differs to a degree in terms of
the participation and motivation of the rebels.282 Piccinin composed an article-length treatment
of Italian participation in Spartacus' revolt.

His argument places much less emphasis on

Roman/Italian military conflicts as a motivating factor than is argued here.283 Hopkins points
out, rightly, that the numbers of free Italians who joined the rebellion can only be guessed at, and
that their numbers cannot have been great enough to qualify Spartacus' rebellion as a peasant
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Rubinsohn 1971, 290-299.
Piccinin (2004, 173-199) argues that Dionysian religious beliefs contributed a unifying ideology to the revolt, and
that it is primarily as a result of this that free Italians interacted with the Spartacan rebels. I would argue that the
impact of the Social War and the Civil War provided plenty of motivation for (certain) Italians to join Spartacus'
rebellion, without the need for a unifying religious motivation.
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uprising.284

Even a small number of experienced soldiers would have contributed to the

rebellion's short-term success, however, and the course of the war to mid-72 implies that these
were sufficiently present to make a difference in the fighting. It should also be kept in mind that
peasants and soldiers were often the same people in Republican Italy, so any poor freeholders
who joined the cause may, in fact, have added military know-how to the effort.285
The literary sources provide some support for the idea that free Italians took part in the
Spartacan War. The clearest indication comes from a passage in Appian's Mithridatic Wars
where the historian describes a scheme that the Pontic king nurtured to invade Italy in the style
of Hannibal, using Gallic and Italian allies in a war against the Romans. The passage asserts that
Mithridates wished to invade Italy, shortly before his death in 63, along with Gauls whose
friendship he had long cultivated for this purpose, and that he hoped that on account of their
hatred of the Romans “many of the Italians themselves would join him.”286 The Gauls in
question cannot be the Galatians, though Appian's use of the term "Celts" to describe his
hypothetical allies is somewhat vague.287 At the time Mithridates had lost his kingdom, and was
in the northern Black Sea near the Cimmerian Bosphorus. During the late war against Pompey,
moreover, the Galatians had sided with Rome and were now a Roman client kingdom.
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Therefore, both in terms of geography and because the friendship asserted by Appian could not
have exiusted, the Gauls in question could not have been Galatians. Appian continues that
Mithridates also knew that not long before “almost all of Italy” had revolted against Rome (in the
Social War), again because of their hatred of the Romans, which had also led the Italians to side
with Spartacus in his war with Rome, despite the fact that “he was a man of no account.”288
Later, Appian relates that Mithridates' grand plan was simply too ambitious; his army, his son
and presumably other elites were not prepared for such a difficult, expensive campaign against a
Rome that had previously defeated Mithridates in his own territory. Appian provides a further
scrap of information, as he describes the good qualities of Mithridates following his death.
Mithridates, even when defeated, never ceased his struggle with the Romans; for proof of this,
Appian describes how Mithridates “made alliances with Samnites and Gauls, and sent legates to
Sertorius in Spain.”289 If Mithridates was searching for possible allies in a war against Rome, he
made a good choice in the Samnites, who of all the Italian peoples had suffered the most from
their resistance to Roman domination.
Appian's account is intriguing on several fronts. The foremost of these is his explicit
statement that at least some Italians had indeed supported Spartacus. Also important for the
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Ἰβηρίαν.
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argument presented here is the idea that Italian disaffection could provide a link between the
Hannibalic War, the Social (and Civil) War, and the Spartacan War. Appian's account suggests,
if nothing else, that Spartacus' rebellion should be studied in relation to earlier conflicts within
Italy, at least as far back as the war with Hannibal or even the Pyrrhic War.
There are passing comments about free Italians and other non-slaves participating in
Spartacus' rebellion sprinkled throughout the ancient literary sources. In his account of the
rebellion in The Civil Wars, Appian states that after Spartacus' initial escape from Capua, he was
joined by large numbers of slaves from the countryside and “even some free men.”290 Also
found in Appian is the explicit statement that “many deserters offered themselves to him
[Spartacus], but he would not accept them."291 These men came to him after his defeat of the
two consuls in 72. The slaves, deserters and riff-raff described in Appian's chronicle suggests
that Spartacus' army was highly varied in origin.292 Due to the fragmentary nature of Sallust's
history, we do not know whether or not the men who came to join Spartacus on Vesuvius were
servile, though it is likely that some were free.293 In the same way, Plutarch does not tell us the
origin of the herdsmen who flocked to Spartacus after the victory over Claudius Glaber, nor does
Sallust say whether the picked men Spartacus sought to recruit in Lucania were slave or free. 294
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This is not to argue that Spartacus' rebellion was not a slave war, inasmuch as the servile
population in central and southern Italy was a major source of potential recruits. On the other
hand, considering the explicit statements of Appian, and the hints found in other sources, it
should not be automatically assumed that Spartacus' rebellion was waged only by slaves, or that
the non-servile participants played no significant role. As this chapter has already suggested, the
Spartacan War was a complex historical event, and it should be studied in a way that integrates it
with other previous historical developments related to Roman expansion in Italy. Among other
things, we should consider the role played in the conflict by the various non-Roman Italic
groups, following in Appian's footsteps.
The Italians (especially the Samnites and Lucanians) were skilled militarily as a result of
a long history of participation in Rome's wars, both as allies and as enemies. The Social War is
proof enough of this, with the insurgents arguably coming close to victory in the first year of that
conflict. More to the point, the war-related social upheavals that followed on the conflicts of 9180 resulted in the ruin of many Italian smallholders.295 These small farmers, like their Roman
counterparts, formed the rank-and-file of the Italic armed forces. Their fates must have been
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For the socio-economic impact of the warfare between 91 and 80 see Salmon 1967, 388-393. Brunt offers a
broad summary of the effects that warfare had upon Italy during the first century, and includes Spartacus in his
catalog of destruction and agricultural disruption (1977, 283-290). Keaveney argues that the defeat of the Italian
rebels and the granting of citizenship sounded the death-knell of local patriotism among the Italians; with the hope
for independence smashed, they renewed and strengthened their ties with Rome. Keaveney's end result is the
unification of Italy (1987, 189-193). This is correct, from a long-term perspective, but in the more immediate
aftermath of the war(s) it largely ignores the numerous individuals who were the 'losers:’ that is, those who were
ruined by the fighting. To these individuals, Italy was certainly not unified by another Roman victory, by more land
confiscations, massacres, and Roman colonization.
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various, with some remaining as tenants on lands now owned by Sulla's veterans and supporters,
some migrating to urban centers like Rome and Capua, and some turning to banditry. The wars
of 91-80 must have also seen some of these smallholders enslaved, but the ancient sources on the
Social War and the subsequent Civil War make little mention of large-scale enslavements.
Appian's account generally lists the number of enemy soldiers killed in each engagement and
mentions large numbers of weapons being captured. Yet about the people he is typically silent.
We do know that Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo (father of Pompey Magnus) celebrated a triumph in
December of 89 for his victory over the Picentes during the fighting at Ausculum. A regular part
of Roman triumphs was the parade of captives taken during the victory, and we should assume
that this one was no different.296 Also, for a war waged with such ferocity, it should be assumed
that the Romans would not have been squeamish about the enslavement of captives, especially
groups like the Samnites who refused to come to terms. The enslavement of war captives
between 91 and 80 would not have drastically affected the population in rebel areas in the long
run—so there is no need to look for a decline in the slave population—but it could have
inadvertently provided Spartacus with a valuable source of recruits between 73 and 71. There is
also the issue of free persons being illegally taken as slaves, which must have been made easier
due to the destabilized conditions brought on by the period of warfare. 297 Those whose lives had
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Beard notes that most war captives were sold in the vicinity of the war zone they were captured in, with only
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Free men could be enslaved within Italy, though this was technically illegal. The process was simple enough,
especially if they were removed from their home regions. Their families, if they could locate them, might be able to
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been ruined by war, whatever their ultimate fate, provided Spartacus with a particularly valuable
pool of disaffected manpower to draw upon.
The presence of Italian veterans in Spartacus' army would go a long way to explaining his
success during 73-72, since the Italians possessed military experience and a 'technical' military
expertise that was identical to that of their Roman opponents. If some of these Italians had
served as officers, they would have been able to contribute knowledge of military logistics and
organization, as well as to direct the army's movements and contribute to efficient maneuvering
on the battlefield. The hints of regular military practices attributed to the slave army, visible at
various points in our literary record, suggest the presence of experienced soldiers in Spartacus'
army. The camp with its night watchmen, allegedly witnessed by Varinius, is one example of
this, as is the organization of separate, specialized military units, such as the “scouts and light
infantry” that are enumerated in Plutarch, or the cavalry reinforcements awaited by Spartacus
later in the war, as he faced the army of Crassus.298 The rebels of the Spartacan War formed
what looks like a regular army and they seem to have possessed a high degree of technical
military skill. The best explanation for this is that Spartacus was drawing upon a pool of Italian

effect their freedom, but they would have to be found first. Brunt collects some of the evidence for this process,
noting that humble people would have had a much more difficult time proving their free status than nobles, who had
the resources and contacts to help them escape from unlawful slavery. See Brunt 1977, 292. For the purpose of the
arguments made here, it should be assumed that at least some of the slaves who rushed to join Spartacus may have
been men like the 'slaves' in Brunt's reconstruction. They had been enslaved illegally, but lacked the means to prove
this, and so joined the insurgent army because they had no other recourse that to remain in illegal slavery.
298
Sallust Fragments 64: the slaves “used to keep watches and stand guard and carry out the other duties of regular
soldiers” (soliti militia vigilias stationesque et alia munia). Plutarch Crassus 9.3: some new recruits were armed as
heavy infantry. Appian BC 1.14.119: others were armed lightly.
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veterans who had suffered as a result of the wars of 91-80. These Italians, experienced in war,
psychologically prepared for battle, and very likely bearing a grudge against those they viewed
as responsible for their present miseries, would have been ideal recruits. If there was a stigma
associated with fighting alongside slaves and bandits, it was apparently not enough to deter some
Italians from joining the rebellion. This was not necessarily so radical a concept, though, as both
the Romans and the Italian rebels of the Social War had utilized freed slaves in the course of that
conflict.299 For 'ruined' Italian veterans, with little left to lose, Spartacus' war may have offered
one more opportunity to fight against the Roman enemy. For Italians who had been enslaved as
a result of the violence of 91-80, this may have been even more true. For men whose lives were
destroyed in these recent wars, the Spartacan War might have even seemed like a way of
reviving the Social War. The Samnites and Lucanians, especially, in their desperate and futile
resistance to Sulla, demonstrated a willingness to fight long past the point when victory was
possible. In the search for an explanation of Spartacus' early successes, the presence of Italian
veterans is surely a better argument than suggesting that Spartacus himself understood Roman
military practices from his time in the Roman auxiliary forces, and knew how to beat the
Romans as a result of this experience.
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After the capture of Stabiae, Minervium, and Salernum, the rebel commander Gaius Papius enrolled slaves and
prisoners from these places in his army. Another rebel general, Vidacilius, did likewise as he captured Roman-held
towns in Apulia. See Appian BC 1.5.42. Later, after the defeat of the rebellion in the northern sector, the remnants
of the rebel forces returned to the south; out of 50,000 men, 20,000 were slaves (Orosius 5.19.4). Caution should be
used with these figures, but they convey they idea that significant numbers of slaves were fighting with the Italian
rebels.
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Italian participation in Spartacus' rebellion may have had influence beyond the apparent
string of military successes. If there were enough Italians in Spartacus' ranks, there is reason to
question the depiction of the war as largely a rebellion of foreign slaves.

Plutarch is

characteristic of the majority of ancient authors who treat these events in branding Spartacus' war
as essentially an imported barbarian invasion.300 As outlined above, Plutarch understood the
ultimate goal of Spartacus and at least the more intelligent of his followers to be not just
freedom, but a return to a lost homeland. But if many of the insurgents were Italic in origin, they
would have had no reason to leave Italy, at least not for Thrace or the Gallic lands beyond the
Alps. Further, if the Italians who joined Spartacus were men who had been ruined as a result of
war, their presence might help explain many of the rebel actions during the war, especially if
these ruined Italians were hard-liners who had been punished for siding against Rome in the
Social War or against Sulla in the following civil conflicts. These Italians would likely have
resented both their own countrymen who had sided with the Romans and benefited as a result, as
well as the Roman soldiers who were set up as colonists on confiscated lands.
]

Evidence for this is circumstantial, but there were many Roman colonists and loyalist

Italians who could have served as ideal targets for Italian vengeance. If there were revengeminded Italians among the rebels, some of the places that were ravaged by the insurgent army
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Plutarch Crassus 8.1-2: “most of [the gladiators at Batiatus’ school] were Gauls and Thracians" (ὧν οἱ πολλοὶ
Γαλάται καὶ Θρᾷκες ἦσαν); 9.7: later, Spartacus intended that upon reaching Gaul, they could disperse to their
homes, “some to Thrace and some to Gaul" (τοὺς μὲν εἰς Θρᾴκην, τοὺς δ’ εἰς Γαλατίαν).
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early in the war might not have been simply random targets of opportunity. Nuceria, for
example, was loyal to Rome in the Social War and was attacked by rebel forces and later
compensated and rewarded by Sulla, who gave the citizens the territory of rebel Stabiae, which
he had destroyed.301 Nola, another victim of the Spartacan insurgents, had been a stronghold of
the rebels in the Social War, and was sacked in 80 as a result (likely receiving a Sullan colony
afterwards).302 It was probably a candidate for Sulla's veteran settlements and might therefore
have been attractive to the later rebels of Spartacus. Thurii, which was visited by the insurgents
at least once and perhaps twice, had been an important supporter of Hannibal and received a
Latin colony in the meantime.303 More generally, the route that the rebel army took led it
through areas that had either revolted in the Social War or been allied to the Marian faction in
opposition to Sulla.304 The travels of the insurgent army were like a walking tour of the violence
that erupted throughout Italy between 91-80. This was surely not coincidental; and it was
perhaps intentional if Spartacus' forces included any significant contingent of Italians.
To press this line of argument even further (though hopefully not to the breaking point), it
is intriguing to speculate whether Spartacus himself might have had an Italic origin.

As

previously argued, later chroniclers like Appian and Plutarch may have had little information
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Nuceria's history from the Hannibalic War down to its sack in the Spartacan War is summarized above. Livy is
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was also a Marian stronghold. The loyalties of the Samnites and Lucanians have already been discussed.
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about Spartacus beyond the name given him in the ludus, and the type of gladiator he had trained
as.305 If he was trained as a thraex, and supplied with the suitably legendary Thracian name of
Spartacus, then these scraps of information may have led biographers like Plutarch to embellish
what little they knew with additional 'plausible' details, such as the story about Spartacus'
Thracian wife.306 If, however, Spartacus was an Italian with experience in the conflicts of 91-80,
this would seem to explain his military and leadership abilities in a more convincing fashion than
the Thracian origin-story supplied in Plutarch and Appian. If Spartacus fought in the Roman
auxiliary forces, he would have learned some basic military skills; if he was a bandit, he might
be expected to demonstrate personal courage, resourcefulness, and even charismatic leadership.
But a background as a simple soldier in the Roman army, and/or as a bandit preying on travelers
would not have given Spartacus the skills to make him effective at moving and supplying a large
army, as he is eventually shown to have done. If he were an Italian with military skills learned in
the Social War or the Civil War, he would have a more intimate understanding of the methods of
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Even the earliest sources, like Sallust's fragmentary account, were not written contemporarily with Spartacus'
rebellion, and it is an open question how much information they had about the gladiators who revolted from Capua.
In the aftermath of their escape, the most likely information to have been transmitted from Batiatus' school to
authorities (if they cared) or later historians (if they bothered to look) would have been basic details: the names
assigned by the school to the gladiators, their gladiatorial types, and maybe a record of each individual's victories
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1.14.116: Σπάρτακος Θρᾲξ ἀνήρ).
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Roman-style warfare, since the forces on both sides of these conflicts used the same techniques.
He would have had, presumably, not only experience of fighting alongside "Roman" troops but
against them, as well. This type of argument necessarily crosses into territory where the sources
offer little support, it is true; but it helps explain some of the inconsistencies in the (admittedly
questionable) ancient sources.
If Spartacus were Italic in origin, this would help explain the participation of Italians in
his rebellion. Men who had fought in the Italian wars of 91-80 and been ruined in them might
have been more ready to fight under a commander who was himself Italian. There are certainly
instances where rebel actions during the Spartacan War seem Italic in character. For example,
the gladiatorial funeral games that Spartacus staged for his slain commanders may have
resonated more among the Italians among his followers.

It should be remembered that

gladiatorial contests had pre-Roman roots in Oscan-speaking Italy, as a funerary practice among
Rome's Italian enemies. Scholarly debate over the origins of gladiatorial combat is divided over
whether the games originated among the Etruscans or among the Samnites and other Italians.
There is evidence to support both arguments, and so the issue will probably never be
conclusively resolved.

Ville suggested that the Romans borrowed the practice from the

Etruscans, who themselves adopted it from Oscan speakers from southern Italy.307 Salmon
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Ville 1960, 2.
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preferred a Samnite origin for gladiatorial combats.308 More recently scholars have seen multiple
lines of development, including Greek funeral games.309 Spartacus' presentation of funeral
games may be less an aspect of Romanization, or an example of the rebels adopting the practices
of their masters, than a presentation of Italic cultural practice to an Italian audience. 310 For the
argument of this chapter the exact point of origin of the practice is somewhat immaterial; what is
import is that some form of gladiatorial contest existed in Oscan-speaking Italy, and could have
been seen by southern Italians as 'their' particular practice, regardless of how it had been adopted
and modified by the Romans. Campanian gladiatorial contests are first seen in the form of
funeral games, and it is in this context that they were practiced by the rebel army between 73-71.
Spartacus' employment of gladiatorial spectacle may have had another implication for the
Italian members of his army, one linked with their experience of Roman conquest. The bulk of
the Republican amphitheaters built by the Romans were constructed in their colonies. Sulla
himself founded a number of these, built expressly for the veteran colonists that dominated the
political life of the communities they were placed among. There the amphitheaters were not so
much venues of entertainment as a message about Roman conquest: to the Romans, they
proclaimed the victory of Roman arms and of the Roman right to rule as overlords. To the
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defeated Italians, the structures and the spectacles staged therein were a constant reminder of
Roman dominion.311 Spartacus' use of gladiatorial combats was therefore perhaps a statement
about the reversal of the regular power structure and a proclamation of the victories of the rebels.
To Italian participants, gladiatorial spectacles may have been interpreted as a reclamation of
native cultural practice.
There is thus firm support for the idea that Italians participated in Spartacus' revolt in
greater number than is usually allowed and this greater presence untangles some of the
inconsistencies in the ancient accounts. One of these is the depiction of the Gallic or GalloGerman contingents of the rebel forces, which are usually portrayed as splinter groups led by
fractious individuals like Crixus who could not agree with Spartacus, and whose 'servile'
arrogance led to their own destruction. When Crixus was killed, he was leading a group of
Germans, most of whom died with him.312 In Orosius, the Gauls and Germans are referred to as
“auxiliaries,” while in Sallust the Gauls and Germans under Crixus' command are eager to fight
the Romans, in opposition to Spartacus' wishes.313 Interestingly, Spartacus is never described as
leading a 'national' force in the same manner as Crixus, and neither are the two Gallic
commanders later defeated by Crassus towards the end of the war.314 Spartacus simply led the
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main rebel force. The lack of a 'national' attribution for the main rebel army in the sources may
have been because one was not possible, not necessary, or simply not desirable. Was the main
force so polyglot that it could not be easily identified via an ethnic designation, as the 'Gauls' or
'Germans' were? Is it possible that it was largely composed of Italians? These men would have
had varied socio-economic backgrounds, some rebels, bandits, ruined farmers; men illegally
enslaved, displaced by land confiscations, the remnants of families torn apart by conscription,
having witnessed their land taken over by Sulla's minions and soldiers.

Despite these

complexities, however, they would have been Italians. It would have been difficult to cast them
as foreigners and barbarians (as with the Gauls and Germans), since they were not only Italian in
origin but from peoples who now held full Roman citizenship.
If there were significant numbers of Italians supporting Spartacus, even if most of this
support was in the form of ruined men making the decision as individuals or as small groups
rather than whole communities, why is their support not stressed more in the ancient sources?
Of the ancient authors, Appian offers the clearest indication that Italian participation in
Spartacus' rebellion was substantial. He includes the rebellion in his account of the Roman civil
wars, and links it to previous conflicts within Italy; he also provides the most explicit statement
that free Italians joined the rebellion. One explanation for the lack of corroboration elsewhere
could be that pro-Roman sources were not interested in making the Romans look any worse than
they already did. A slave rebellion was bad enough, without it also including large numbers of
ruined small farmers from a,ong the Italians who were now ranked among Rome's citizens.
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Political considerations might also have played a role in presentations of Spartacus' rebellion.
Sallust, the most contemporary source and therefore one of the most important, was not just a
historian but a politician as well, a supporter of Caesar and the 'popular' faction.315 Sallust would
have had no reason to trumpet the presence of ruined Italian smallholders in Spartacus' rebellion.
A slave revolt was bad enough, and the slaves provided natural villains for his story. The plight
of Italian farmers was a major component of popular politics dating at least to the time of the
Gracchi in the previous century, and after the wars of 91-80 the Italians had finally managed to
gain citizenship.316 The ruin of Italian peasants might have been an uncomfortable reminder of
popular failures. If, on the other hand, the rebellion of Spartacus was fought by hordes of foreign
slaves, as an invasion of imported barbarians, then this was the fault of the senatorial aristocrats
who had killed the Gracchi and foiled their land distribution program; it was the fault of a greedy
senatorial aristocracy who continually stifled land reform; it was the fault of Sulla, who defeated
the popular faction in 83 and showered his supporters with confiscated Italian land, replacing
many of the dead or displaced Italian farmers with foreign slaves who populated the growing
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Sallust shows himself as an enemy of Sulla in the way he describes the dictator's acts and their legacy. This is
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latifundia estates.317 The history of Spartacus' rebellion was made simpler by concentrating only
on the slaves who took part. The slave army could be wiped out, eventually, and when this
happened the problems it represented could be solved.
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Sulla settled portions of twenty-three legions on the land, probably a combination of unassigned public land and
land confiscated from Italian cities that had opposed him, such as Nola. Appian provides the principal details (BC
1.11.96, 100), though it is sensible to consider that Appian's figure of 120,000 veterans (BC 1.12.104) is too high
and was probably generated by Appian through a simple multiplication of the number of legions. Brunt discusses
the general failure of Sulla's land allotments, and notes that these were not only generally unsuccessful, but also in
and of themselves contributed to the ruin of other peasants; see Brunt 1977, 300-312.
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CHAPTER THREE: SLAVE AND PEASANT REBELLIONS COMPARED
For there is no man, not even the humblest beggar, who is not concerned with justice.318

The preceding chapters have shown that the republican-period rebellions the Romans
called Servile Wars were socially very complex events, which drew into their respective orbits
not only slaves but a whole menagerie of displaced and/or desperate people from the lower
orders of Roman society. The labeling of the three major Italian and Sicilian revolts as “slave”
conflicts was an act of defining, and therefore simplifying, a more complex reality. The Servile
Wars were (and have continued to be) understood as uprisings of segments of Rome's slave
population, especially the rural/agricultural segment of that population, whose large
concentrations were a relatively new addition to the social fabric of Roman society. Conquest
brought wealth and cheap slaves, while simultaneously weakening the smallholder population so
that land was available for the growth of large estates. The new laborers on the large estates
were slaves, many of them war captives. When these laborers arose in revolt, first in Sicily, and
later in Italy, ancient commentators focused with some amount of horror on the issue of social
inversion as well as the illegitimate use of violence by this former agricultural workforce.
Modern scholars have stressed the general rarity of large-scale slave rebellion. Historian
Keith Bradley has demonstrated the numerous difficulties that greatly limited occurrences of
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outright rebellion among slave populations in antiquity.319 From the point of view of the slaves
themselves, rebellion was exceedingly difficult to carry out and nearly certain to result in a brutal
and fatal end once authorities restored order. Slave owners feared the possibility of rebellion,
and used draconian punishments as a means of terrorizing their chattel into quiescence.
Following the account of the assault of Lacius Macedo by his own household slaves Pliny the
Younger posed a series of questions that get to the heart of the fear felt by a population of slave
owners surrounded by slaves:
Do you realize how many dangers, how many injuries, how many abuses we may
be exposed to? And no one can feel safe, even if he is a lenient and kind master.
Slaves are ruined by their own evil natures, not by a master's cruelty.320
The story of Lucius Pedanius Secundus illustrates the lengths to which Roman law went to
utilize terror as a means of maintaining the compliance of the servile population. In 61 CE
Pedanius was murdered by one of the slaves of his large household. In response, the Senate
decreed (in accordance with law) that the remaining four hundred slaves of his household should
be put to death, all of them punished for the infraction of the single perpetrator. Despite popular
protest, Nero ruled that the sentence should be carried out, and the slaves were executed.321
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There were a variety of ways to resist besides overt rebellion, such as flight or theft. Revolt was an extreme case,
and very difficult to organize; see Bradley 1989, 31-45.
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Slave populations had great difficulty organizing themselves sufficiently to actually
launch even a small revolt against their masters. Besides the harsh punishments they could
expect if caught, language barriers made conspiring difficult.322 Slaves seeking to organize a
rebellion would also have had to fear informers among their fellow slaves, who could be
rewarded with freedom if they gave up the conspirators. Groups conspiring to escape must have
always feared exposure. This very problem beset antiquity's most famous fugitive slave, the
gladiator Spartacus. The seventy-odd gladiators who did manage to escape from Capua were
only part of a larger conspiracy that was discovered prior to the conspirators initiating revolt, as
claimed by the biographer Plutarch.323 Much of the interest in Rome's “Slave Wars,” both
ancient and modern, is a recognition of the difficulties faced by the rebel slaves, and the
corresponding rarity of large-scale slave rebellion. When viewed obliquely, though, and beheld
as episodes of rebellion by an agricultural workforce, the Servile Wars seem much less
exclusive. This is perhaps most true for the rebellion of Spartacus and his fellow gladiators
between 73 and 71. The status of the initial rebels, who were gladiators from a school in Capua,
tended to distract commentators (and to a certain degree, modern scholars) from the reality that
only the tiniest fraction of the rebel force came from a gladiatorial background. In actuality,
nearly all of the rebels were agricultural workers.
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discovery of the plot (Life of Crassus, 8.2).
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In this chapter I argue that rural rebellion can profitably be compared to the events that
Greek and Roman authors labeled as Servile Wars. I will focus on the agricultural laborer in a
broad sense and not only the slave. This comparison will serve two purposes. To begin with, I
will demonstrate that the so-called “Slave Wars” were not as anomalous as they are generally
considered to be, but were instead simply one species of social unrest that could periodically
erupt throughout the Roman-controlled Mediterranean if the right factors presented themselves.
I also hope to provide a means by which to further our analysis of the three Servile Wars beyond
the limitations posed by the ancient sources which detail these conflicts. Looking at agricultural
uprisings more broadly can shed useful light upon these episodes of large-scale slave rebellion,
since the motives behind and participants in the two types of revolt are similar. A unified study
of both slave and free rural rebellions will demonstrate how extremes of social imbalance might
be contested within the confines of an asymetrical social order.
Peasant unrest was not, of course, rare in the societies of the ancient Mediterranean, and
like the 'unrest' demonstrated by slaves it could manifest itself in a variety of forms. To be sure,
tax evasion and other less radical solutions to the problem of exploitation were much more
common than any sort of violent collective action. It is also sure that we have relatively little
hard evidence for much of this activity. Large events like the “Slave Wars” made the headlines,
so to speak, in a way that more mundane acts of brigandage or arson did not. Nevertheless, we
have accounts of a number of episodes of rural rebellion, in which rural workforces made
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collective and illegitimate use of violence against their social superiors. We shall examine many
of these closely in what follows.
Sources of Evidence
This chapter relies upon the Greek and Roman writers who produced histories of Rome's
imperial expansion and consolidation. Many of these sources will be familiar to the reader by
this point: for instance, Diodorus Siculus, Plutarch and Appian provide the bulk of the evidence
for the rebellions of Eunus, Salvius and Spartacus.324 But as the rebellions detailed in these
authors were hardly the only instances in which agricultural laborers rose in rebellion against
their superiors, in this chapter I will draw upon a wider range of Roman and non-Roman sources
to present a comparative analysis of rural revolt. Some of these sources, like the histories
produced by the second-century Roman historian Tacitus or the Greek historian Appian, provide
a viewpoint very similar to the other Roman-period source material used in this volume. Their
authors were elites writing for an elite audience and posterity, and their place in the social
hierarchy colored their accounts. In addition, their historical focus was on the Roman state and
those whose actions controlled it. Just like rebellious slaves, peasants or tenants who rioted were
going against the established, customary social order. Hence the ancient authors tend to present
rural rebellion as a sort of affliction, a wicked liminal state set against the normal establishment
of hierarchical order. While Tacitus could suggest in the Agricola that the resistance of the
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Caledonian tribes was effectively resistance to the "contagion of slavery," with the unconquered
barbarians fighting for freedom from tyranny, Tacitus did not apply the lessons of this abstracted
moral tale (which led ultimately to a critique of corrupt imperial power) to rebellious peasants
already within the Roman system.325 His treatment of the Gaul Mariccus and his peasant
followers reads very much like the accounts of the slave rebellions in Sicily and Italy, with a
stupid and desperate rabble following a duplicitous false prophet to their destruction.326
Wherever their provenance, rural rebellions received little sympathy from the Greco-Roman
scholars who chronicled them. Nevertheless, by their similarity to Rome's "Servile" rebellions,
as episodes of collective violence undertaken by exploited agricultural underclasses, the rural
rebellions in Rome's imperial provinces furnish important comparative evidence for the violence
that occurred in Sicily and Italy. Of particular interest to this study are the Gallic revolt of
Mariccus that took place in the reign of Tiberius and that of the Boukoloi which took place in
Egypt during the second century CE.327
Moving outside the realm of specifically Roman history there is plenty to occupy our
attention. Peasant and tenant revolts have been an intermittent but unfortunately common feature
of all regions of the globe where people rely upon agriculture. To complement the Roman
examples noted above, I have also selected examples from a number of rural rebellions beyond
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Tacitus, Historiae 2.61.
327
Tacitus is our source for the uprising led by Mariccus (History, 2.61). Cassius Dio is the major source for the
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the Roman world. The evidence for these revolts is often more detailed than that provided by the
Roman sources. Much of it offers the possibility of a sympathetic view of the rebels, and shows
greater consideration of the causes of rebellion and the agency of the rebels. Geographically and
temporally these events range from late antiquity all the way to the end of the Tokugawa regime
in mid-nineteenth century Japan. I will specifically focus on the seventeenth-century Shimabara
Rebellion which took place in southwestern Japan (1637-1638), and which has some interesting
parallels to the Sicilian rebellions of Eunus and Salvius, as well as the later Japanese rebellion
known as the Tenma Riot. From medieval Europe the peasant rebellions of the Florentine
countryside and the grim fourteenth-century Jaquerie uprising in France provide additional
material for comparative analysis. These later revolts may help us to understand the motivations
and agendas of Rome's own rebellious agriculturalists, especially as the sources for these later
episodes are less strongly conditioned by an elite perspective, and thus potentially provide more
balanced analyses.
Deconstructing Rural Revolt
Slave rebellions and the revolts of other types of free or semi-free agricultural laborers
share a number of broad features that can be fruitfully analyzed. Regardless of their specific
social or legal position, after all, agricultural slaves, peasants and tenants were all members of
the bottom strata of society and were subject to similar types of social and economic stresses. It
is not surprising, then, that agricultural rebellions, whether slave or otherwise, followed similar
historical trajectories.
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To begin with, both free and slave rebellions tended to have extra-ordinary causal factors
which immediately impacted quality of life. Rebellions occurred when the normal, sustainable
levels of dearth or plenty were disrupted by either human agency or natural processes affecting
subsistence agricultural production. Happy, well-fed people did not revolt against the social
structure; hungry, desperate, embittered people did (especially if they were also being
brutalized). While natural disasters were by definition natural, they could provide a catalyst for
violent reaction on the part of subsistence cultivators. They could also act in concert with human
agency to bring on revolt. Take, for example, the contemporary explanation of how natural
disaster, in this case flood and famine, worked to set the stage for the Tenma Riot, a peasant
rebellion which took place in Tokugawa Japan in 1764:
Famine in a country causes strife. Let us now inquire into why there was a
famine. In the latter part of the fourth month of 1761, a flood had damaged the
wheat crop. Then at the beginning of the eighth month more flooding prevented
the autumn harvest. The peasants were already suffering from hunger when,
between the end of the fourth month and the ninth month of 1762, there were
fifteen floods. There were even three floods in 1763. Conditions were unsettled
everywhere; robbers and bandits plundered the weak and looted their property.
Few were able to escape with their lives. The great fear for parents was that even
if they abandoned their children, they would not be able to save their own lives,
and children worried that even if they killed their parents, they would not survive.
No one knows how many old and young lost their lives because of the famine.
Many people suffered severe hardships.328
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Translation by Walthall 1991, 137. See also Ravina 1999, 71-153. The famine conditions were excacerbated by
the introduction of a new monetary system which indebted the peasantry to the merchant class. See Maruyama, in
Gilbert and Helleiner 1999, 67-80; also Vlastos 1986; Burg 2004.
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Social conditions for the peasant rebels of the Tenma Riot were thus already quite bad as a result
of the consecutive disruptions in their agricultural regime. The passage above stresses the
repeated flooding that damaged or destroyed crops over a three-year period prior to the rebellion.
Banditry would have served to exacerbate this, for the peasants had been effectively disarmed
since the late 16th century, and had limited means to resist robbers who were not bound by laws
restricting ownership of weapons.329 The subsequent decision by the government to demand
additional labor from these same peasants resulted in a widespread peasant rebellion.330
Economic disruption caused by the activities of elites (whether war-related or a
component of the trend of concentrating wealth) could readily provide the spark that lit rural
rebellions. In ancient societies, where the majority of the population existed on subsistence
agriculture, elites had enormous advantages over the small farmers in their midst. The wealthy
in general were in a position to grow their wealth and increase their landholdings. Poor farmers
were not and could easily be in the position of watching their land pass into the hands of their
wealthier neighbors. This often happened through a combination of debt and natural disaster:
when crops failed or were destroyed, peasant farmers borrowed from wealthier neighbors, and
would lose their land if they failed to repay their debts. Taxes on agricultural production—as
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sent agents through the countryside in 1588 to carry this out. Henceforth only the samurai class was allowed to own
weapons. This was the first time such a "sword hunt" (katanagari) had been carried out throughout the whole of the
country. The action was taken specifically to halt peasant resistance to taxation (as well as to ensure that peasants
could not bolster the armies of potential rivals who might threaten Hideyoshi's hold on power). See Berry 1982,
102-106.
330
Walthall 1991, 137.

161

with the tithe system in Sicily, for example, or the grain-tax in Egypt—could have a devastating
impact on producers even if those taxes were comparatively light.331 The rebellion in Gaul under
Gaius Julius Florus and Gaius Julius Sacrovir that occured during the reign of Tiberius provides
another good example of economic disruptions leading to revolt. In that case one of the key
causes of rebellion was the high rates of interest on extant loans. This led to unrest among the
provincial population.332 Living under a subsistence agricultural regime, small farmers produced
a limited yearly surplus, and so were in the position to find even light taxation ruinous. The
combination of natural and human factors provides the basis for understanding the outbreak of
rebellion. But the similarities do not stop there.
Once rebellion began, it tended to coalesce around a leader or leaders who often shared
similar characteristics. These individuals often had military or other leadership experience in the
legitimate social hierarchy that existed prior to rebellion. Commonly these individuals had
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Rome adopted the 10% taxation system which Hiero of Syracuse had developed for his territory in southeastern
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suffered a loss of social status or position, or were otherwise pressured by ongoing social change.
They were not "established" elites. Spartacus, for example, was a skilled warrior who had fought
as a soldier and a gladiator following his enslavement. The slave general Cleon from the First
Servile War was originally a slave-overseer placed at the head of a band of pastoral slaves by his
master. The Boukoloi Revolt of second-century Egypt was led by a native priest at a time when
the traditional priesthoods were under threat both socially and economically. 333 Rebels therefore
often inherited their leaders from the world of the legitimate social hierarchy but adapted their
skills to the new reality of rebellion. A viable leader-figure was a key component of agricultural
rebellion: in a strictly hierarchical society, the disaffection of an individual could lead to the
subsequent disaffection of those under his (or in rare cases, her) power. Thus Cleon brought
with him the slaves he commanded in the 'normal' world before the disorder of rebellion.
The example of the Boukoloi mentioned above points to another, perhaps even more
significant aspect of rebel leadership: generally speaking, the ideal rebel leader either already had
an extraordinary relationship with the divine or developed one during the initial stages of
rebellion. The Egyptian priest obviously already possessed an appropriate spiritual pedigree, but
the frequency with which our sources describe exceptional divine connections for the leaders of
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acolytes. The Romans curtailed the power of the native priesthood by confiscating property and strictly limiting
their activities to religious matters only. Historically the native priests were politically powerful and the Roman
administrators wanted to eliminate them as political competitors. Lewis 1983, 83-99.
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other rebellions goes beyond simple coincidence. Plutarch connects Spartacus with a “great and
fearful power which would bring him to a fortunate end" through the divination of his seeress
wife, who interpreted the coiling of a snake about his head as he lay asleep. 334 The leaders of
both Sicilian Slave Wars were prophets who could foretell the future. 335 The first-century Gallic
rebel Maricus, described in Tacitus, presented himself as a divine savior of Gaul.336 These
extraordinary connections with popular religion and the supernatural are suggestive about the
nature of what amounted to 'legitimate' authority within the confines of 'illegitimate' acts of
rebellion.
Ancient agricultural rebellions were socially complex. As suggested elsewhere in this
volume in relation to the Spartacan War, rebellions drew in an eclectic mix of participants; what
might begin as a rebellion linked to a specific ethnic or social group, or as a localized outbreak of
revolt, always became more complex as the movement grew. Spartacus started off as a leader of
rebel gladiators like himself, but as time passed his rebellion included bandits, escaped field
slaves and disaffected free farmers. The earlier Sicilian Slave Wars were accompanied by
simultaneous revolts by the local peasant population.

The Boukoloi Rebellion in Egypt

incorporated peasants from throughout lower Egypt. The socially complex reality of agricultural
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rebellions blurs the distinction between rebellions of slaves and those of free peoples. Both
classes could be present in either category of rebellion, and were treated in essentially the same
manner by legitimate authorities. In this sense it may be useful to ask about the actual existence
of either type of revolt from a terminological perspective: if slaves and free peasants each
revolted, and each group inevitably drew members of the other class into the chaos of rebellion,
then can we firmly state whether a given rebellion was definitively 'free' or 'servile'?

The Moral Economy of the Roman Agricultural Worker
Each of the three Servile Wars that afflicted Rome began in part with the disruption of
the social and economic equilibrium of Rome's agricultural workforce. In both Sicilian events,
Diodorus Siculus is explicit about the poor material conditions of the Sicilian slaves and their
brutal mistreatment and humiliation at the hands of their masters. He is also emphatic about the
simultaneous rebellions of free agriculturalists in Sicily's interior, who took advantage of the
disorder to attack the property of local elites whom they despised for their wealth and luxury.
Spartacus, as we have seen, took advantage of the socio-economic disturbance of central and
southern Italy in the aftermath of the Social War and associated civil conflicts. The violence of
the 90s, quite simply, worked to displace and embitter large numbers of Italians. The Samnite
people especially were a target of Sulla's wrath, and punitive expeditions into their territories
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were carried out even after victory was achieved.337 Thus for all the Servile Wars there were
segments of the agricultural population which were in states of crisis.
What needs to be stressed is that these Roman rebellions grew out of more than simple
economic hardship or an exploitative social regime which favored the wealthy. They were
caused by a breakdown of the set of unwritten rules which bound society together. Even for
slaves, there was a threshold for poor treatment: while he might not have legal rights as a person,
the "good" slave would nevertheless hope to receive fair treatment from a reasonable (and
appropriately self-controlled) master. Peasants in the countryside had little power to resist
exploitation or expropriation of their lands by the rich, but the social system did not give free
rein to elites to act however they chose. Like Roman patriarchs, who technically had the power
to kill their own children but were constrained by social forces from actually using this power
(for the most part), the wealthy were expected to display self-control and not act like petty
tyrants.338 It is specifically the violation of these unwritten rules that governed the behavior of
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See the previous chapter for more on the Italians during the period 91-80.
The sentiment was expressed by Dionysius of Halicarnassus thus: "But the Romans, throwing open every house
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both rich and poor that led to the Servile Wars and other sorts of rural rebellion in the middle and
late Republic.

The economic relationships between these two groups—i.e., providing and

receiving access to the material things needed for daily life—were meant to provide for a moral
economy, the set of unwritten rules that bound both mass and elite in an asymmetrical but
reciprocal relationship.339 Rebellion happened when exploitation became too severe, when it
could be seen by the majority as a violation. A prime example of this is the rebellion at the
Sicilian city of Enna which began the First Servile War. Diodorus lists a variety of violent
punishments inflicted by the cruel slave owner Damophilus for the flimsiest of reasons.340 He
also notes that the slaves were naked and unfed, and urged to steal from travelers to provide for
themselves.341 After the initial rebellion, the ex-slaves put Damophilus on trial in the city's
theater, a clear sign that they viewed his treatment of them as criminal.342
Economic disruption, in the form of debt, lay behind the rebellion organized by the Gauls
Gaius Julius Florus and Gaius Julius Sacrovir during the reign of Tiberius. According to Tacitus
the rebel leaders harangued their supporters by noting the frequent taxes, the “oppressive usury,

to forestall rebellions (Bradley 1984, 121). The concept of humane treatment of slaves was a feature of Stoic
philosophy, with similar sentiments expressed in cults of Isis and Mithra. See Reesor 1989; Bobzien 1998;
Ierodiakonou 1999.
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willing to pay for it, as long as the price was "fair." Their actions were not assaults on the social hierarchy, but
motivated by what they deemed a violation of appropriate behavior. See Thompson 1971, 76-136.
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and the cruelty and pride of the governors.”343

While the historian clearly had a moral

opposition to the rebellion, he does give the reader a hint at the depressed material conditions
which fed the rebellion. And while the pronouncements Tacitus attributes to the rebel leaders
may be more reflective of the ideas of the historian than what was actually said at the time, he
clearly considered the cause of the rebellion to be economic in nature. While the leaders, Florus
and Sacrovir, were both distinguished noblemen, noteworthy for the then-rare grant of Roman
citizenship with which they had been honored, their subordinates were much the opposite. In
Tacitus' words the rebels were mainly the poor and the desperate, being “any wretch whose
beggary or fear of disgrace made crime a necessity.”344 Thus Florus and Sacrovir were tapping
into a font of rural unrest related to the depressed social conditions which prevailed in some parts
of first-century Gaul. The conquest of Gaul had only really been completed under the reign of
Augustus, which meant that Romanization worked to destabilize the rural social landscape in two
ways: first, through the often violent process of conquest and integration into the Roman
provincial system, and second, through the economic pressures associated with Romanization
itself, which here led to debt, as they also did in the later rebellion of another Celtic people, the
Iceni, and other allied British tribes under the leadership of Boudicca.345
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A strained agricultural regime, where heavy taxation created conditions favorable to the
eruption of rebellion, can also be seen behind the so-called Boukoloi rebellion, which occurred in
171 CE in lower Egypt. The rebellion soon metastasized into a full-blown assault upon the
Roman-dominated power structure in Egypt. The reasons for the rebellion were a combination
of plague, taxation and the removal of troops for use in the Balkans. Dissatisfaction with Roman
policies which effectively created a caste system that negatively impacted the rural populace is
another probable reason for the revolt.346

Cassius Dio provides a brief description of the

rebellion, noting that the numbers of the rebels, as well as their “desperation” made them a force
too formidable for the military authorities within Egypt: order was only restored when additional
troops could be brought from Syria.347
One aspect of this revolt that should be stressed is that it was not primarily a revolt of
herdsmen, despite what the name suggests. While modern historians have tended to label the
uprising by referencing the Boukoloi herdsmen who began it, Cassius Dio makes it clear that this
was an uprising of the Egyptian people in a larger sense. The herdsmen provide a convenient
and colorful descriptive term, but in reality they were almost an afterthought to what became a
serious challenge to Roman authority throughout lower Egypt. In light of the various afflictions
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from which Egypt was suffering at the time, the scale of the movement is not surprising. Most
seriously, Egypt was experiencing the aftershocks of the Antonine Plague, which began
sometime in the mid-160s and caused widespread destruction throughout the region, both
through the mortality directly associated with the plague itself as well as through the famine
which followed in the wake of the pestilence due to the disruption of agricultural labor.348
Robert Bagnall and Bruce Frier provide a useful summary of the demographic effects of the
plague as visible through Egyptian census returns. They note that the Empire-wide mortality rate
could have been as high as ten percent of the population, and perhaps twice this in major cities
and population centers.349 The plague impacted agricultural communities by killing off many of
their able-bodied laborers, which made it more difficult to produce enough grain for
consumption (and for sowing next year's crop) while also allowing the payment of taxes. The
death of so many laborers contributed to famine in the aftermath of the disease.
One key to gauging the socio-economic health of Egyptian society during the late-second
century is the prevailing system of agricultural taxation then in effect. Quite simply, the burden
fell unevenly upon the Egyptian populace, with the rural agricultural villages bearing the brunt of
a system which was meant to benefit the urban ruling class of the province.350 Such differential

348
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taxation had been adopted from Ptolemaic practices, and was carried on by the Romans once
they annexed the country. The tax system imposed upon Egypt was burdensome enough in
peaceful times, but the year 171 was not a peaceful one for Rome, with Marcus Aurelius fighting
a desperate war against invading barbarians along the Danube. The series of conflicts against the
Marcomanni and Quadi in the north and the Parthians in the east which characterize this period
of Roman history caused normally-high rates of taxation to become ruinous.351

Thus a

combination of heavy war-related taxation and the effects of a disastrous and terrifying epidemic
created the perfect social conditions for a widespread outbreak of rebellion in Egypt. 352
Excessive taxation resulting in declining material conditions and associated social
expectations is easily found in other examples of rebellion outside the Roman world. A good
example of this process can be seen in the Shimabara rebellion, which occurred in Japan's
Shimabara Peninsula and the Amakusa Islands in 1637. A rising of peasants and unemployed
samurai, the Shimabara rebellion had its origins in the reassignment of the area to the control of

as he suggests, may have been favored by the Roman state with a lower rate of taxation, but the agricultural
peasantry were not paying the low tax rates of the privileged absentee landowners. Again, the tax burden was
unequal. See Monson 2007, 252-274.
351
Part of the difficultly for taxpayers was that taxes were imposed on communities, meaning that the loss of
individuals to the plague had a greater impact than it might otherwise have had: the survivors had a harder time
paying taxes, and if some fled to avoid them, this only increased the tax burden of the remaining survivors. See
Gilliam 1961, 225-251. The loss of labor during the plague also affected upkeep of irrigation works, thereby
affecting agricultural output and making payment of taxes more difficult. See van Minnen 2000, 205-220.
352
The wars in the east and on the Danube against the Germanic tribes strained the finances of the Roman state to
the limit. Marcus Aurelius went so far as to sell off the valuables of the Imperial household, but in the end he had
no recourse except to impose exceptional taxation. This came at a time when the Empire was already weakened by
the effects of the plague. See Rostovtzeff 1926, 326-343, for a discussion of some of the serious problems faced by
Marcus Aurelius as well as a broader discussion of the inherent economic weaknesses of the Roman financial
foundation.
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the Matsukura family in 1614. Previously, the region had been the domain of the Catholic Arima
clan, whose patronage of the Christian faith allowed priests to successfully proselytize
throughout the territory, winning many converts among the local population.353 When the
Matsukura inherited control of the former Arima lands, they began to persecute Christianity,
which led to peasant unrest. Much worse, however, was the extremely heavy and arbitrary tax
burden which the Matsukura lords instituted.354 These exorbitant exactions were meant to fund a
number of large-scale construction projects, especially the building of the massive Shimabara
Castle. Clan tax collectors used brutality and torture in their attempts to extract the necessary
funds from villagers. Eventually this led to the murder of individual Matsukura officials by
angry villagers and progressed to a full-blown rebellion throughout the Matsukura domain.355
The ranks of the peasants were bolstered by the addition of many of the former Arima samurai,
who had been replaced by Matsukura retainers.356
It is necessary to note that the Shimabara rebellion was not primarily an uprising of
oppressed Christians, despite the fact that some modern historians have sought to label the event
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Some of the spread of the Christian faith in the province was not voluntary. Kanda notes that some Christians
forced their neighbors to adopt Christianity, threatening those who resisted conversion with violence or arson. This
meant that many peasants who might have otherwise joined the rebellion remained loyal to the government during
the uprising. See Kanda 2005, 3-44.
354
Taxes were raised without any thought to whether villagers could pay them or not.
355
Rigorous land surveys led to an increased tax rate during the 17 th century. This tended to vary from one holding
to the next, but was generally between 40-60% of peasant output. The goal was to extract all surplus, leaving the
peasantry only enough to subsist on. See Vlastos 1986, 28-30. Famine and heavy contemporary taxation was a
major factor in the rebellion. See Kanda 2005, 34-36.
356
There were only a small number of samurai among the rebels. Bix gives the number as 40 individuals (1986, 7).
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as such.357 It was a movement of disaffected peasants and impoverished former Arima samurai,
who were responding to the violent oppression and crushing tax burden imposed by the
Matsukura clan. In the words of historian Marius Jansen, the rebellion was due to "frequent
changes of governance and misrule by cruel and rapacious feudal lords determined to extract
more income from the impoverished peasantry."358 The account of the Jesuit priest Duarte
Correa, who was an eyewitness to the events of the rebellion and was besieged along with the
rebel army in Hara Castle, makes this explicit: Christianity was used to scapegoat the rebels as
anti-social traitors, when in actual fact their rebellion was due to exploitation by their leaders.
Correa notes that “the Governors of Nangasaqui [sic] enquiring into the cause of the rising...
found it to be the atrocious tyranny [of the] Lord of the Lands of Arima.” He then lists in detail
the extent of the heavy taxation to which the people were subjected and the brutal means used to
collect these taxes.359 The priest's account of the rising is emphatic about the nature of the
rebellion, stressing that while many of the participants were Christian, it was on account of
Matsukura oppression that they revolted, not their Catholic faith. In the end the Tokugawa
Shogunate sent a massive 120,000-man army into the region to crush the uprising. The rebels
were subjected to a brutal siege in the old fortress of Hara castle, which was finally captured with
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Shinzaburo Oishi suggests that because of the number of Christians in the movement it took on the “cast” of a
Christian uprising. Thus the history of Shimabara uprising is intertwined with the history of Christianity and the
expulsion of Christianity from Japan, rather than with deeper-rooted socio-economic problems (Shinzaburo Oishi, in
Nakane and Oishi 1990, 27-28).
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Jansen 2000, 77.
359
Duarte Correa, An Account of the Rising at Ximabara, Guilherme João Carlos Henriques trans., 3.
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great loss of life on both sides. Duarte Correa, who had managed to smuggle his chronicle of the
revolt out of the castle before it fell to government forces, was executed (along with the
surviving rebels).
The Shimabara rebellion illustrates how declining socio-economic conditions could lead
to agricultural revolt.

The peasants were being crushed under the burdens of their newly

increased taxes, while many of the domain’s former samurai had been stripped of their positions
and cast adrift. If we now look again at Rome's much earlier rural rebellions it will be easy to
see that both the Shimabara rebellion and the Servile Wars took place in areas which were
experiencing periods of social and economic upheaval. New power structures—the Matsukura
in the case of Shimabara and Rome and/or Roman-allied local elites in the case of the slave
rebels—were in position to prosper economically at the expense of those beneath them on the
socio-economic ladder. Thus all of these events were not the results of rising expectations being
stymied by entrenched elites, but rather they were due to the violence and exploitation of those in
power, who pushed certain segments of the population beyond the point of tolerance.
Modern revolutionary theorists have analyzed the incidence of peasant rebellion and have
noted that these events typically happen in concert with societal changes which affect the
ecological/economic nexus that sustains peasant subsistence. Thus it is not simply that peasants
are exploited. Indeed, as Theda Skocpol suggested, peasants have always existed in a state of
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relative exploitation by elites and so would always be in a state of rebellion if this alone was
sufficient to explain their motives.360 Skocpol urged instead that what was needed for a peasant
rebellion to erupt was a collective understanding among the peasants, something to link them
together and encourage them to view their conditions as a collectivity. I would agree that such a
condition is relatively common in peasant communities. The system of the village and the
relative similarity of lifestyle and economic position combine to make peasant communities
normally organized to favor collective action. The basic need for communal participation during
the harvest provides clear support for this claim. What is necessary for the collective to act is not
a shift in mindset as much as a set of conditions which make collective action a viable decision.
A charismatic leader is also an important asset for transforming isolated cases of agricultural
unrest into a unified rebellion. Indeed, in all of the cases examined here, important leader figures
helped to focus the anger of individual rebels and groups of rebels and move them to action.
Whereas small scale revolts limited to a single community might be easy for authorities to
suppress, once multiple groups coalesced and began to follow an effective leader rebellions
became much more dangerous.361
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Skocpol 1979, 115.
In general peasant rebellions were more likely if a shock or disturbance hit many people all at once. The wider
the impact, whether due to environmental distress or imposed by man (such as unbearable taxation), the more likely
peasant cultvators were to rise in rebellion. Comparative studies of later peasant uprisings support this: see, for
example, Scott's analysis of peasant revolts from throughout Southeast Asia (1976, 201-203). Moore also supports
the notion that rebellions usually occur when larger numbers of peasants are affected by crisis, as this can cut
through social divisions within peasant societies and mobilize an intact peasant social hierarchy (1966, 474).
361
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Eric R. Wolf, writing on peasant rebellions in the modern world, notes three main
variables which help to explain the eruption of rebellion. All three are tied to different aspects of
social change which affect the equilibrium of rural communities. The first factor which Wolf
discusses is population growth putting increased pressure on available farmland, something more
applicable to the modern rebellions he covers in his study than our Roman ones.

Rural

populations in modern times grew under the influence of agricultural technologies and
introduced crop species to which ancient peasants had no access, so the surge in population
growth which Wolf cites as a major contributing cause in revolts is perhaps not so useful for our
topic. However, the other two variables in Wolf's study are quite useful. The first of these is
ecological crisis stemming from commercialization, essentially an economic change in the
normal equilibrium of traditional agricultural practice. The second is dislocation of traditional
elite groups, an additional species of change which occasionally disrupts a period of agricultural
equilibrium.362
Both of these preconditions, in slightly modified form, can be seen in the rebellions
discussed above. The Shimabara rebellion came in the aftermath of the dislocations associated
with the Matsukura takeover of Shimabara and Amakusa.

There was nothing inherently

rebellious about the rural people of those districts. Instead, they became rebellious after the
Matsukura instituted crushing taxation, which disrupted the prior agricultural stability of those
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Wolf, in Goldstone 1986, 174-177.
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regions. Thus a change of leadership and new demands on agricultural production resulted in
rebellion. The Boukoloi rebellion in Egypt was likewise in response to a series of disruptions of
the normal pattern of life in the Nile Delta: plague and higher taxes meant that more had to be
produced with less labor, a situation that was eventually unsustainable. In the end a normally
isolated episode of violence, the small-scale brigandage of nomadic herdsmen, became a
catalyzing event which provoked widespread agricultural rebellion throughout the countryside.
The Roman Servile Wars also demonstrate aspects of Wolf's typology, though again
pressure stemming from population growth was not a significant factor.

Both economic/

agricultural disruption and the dislocation of ruling elites were present in some form in both the
Sicilian and Italian slave rebellions. The destabilization of the rural agricultural regime is easiest
to see for the Servile Wars, insomuch as a key feature and primary catalyzing event for each was
the rebellion of agricultural slaves from large estates. Latifundia, as discussed above, were a
new phenomenon in Rome's economy at the time, at least for portions of Sicily and Italy. They
represented both a type of commercialization, in which large-scale production was organized
primarily to feed the massive and growing market of Rome, and a sign of a crisis situation for
many small farmers: the lands which made up these large estates were, in general, lands bought,
expropriated or otherwise absorbed by the rich from the humbler masses. With more for the
elites, there was less to go around for the common ranks of the population.
The end result of this process bears a number of resemblances to the later enclosure
movement in England between the 16th and 19th centuries. The process of enclosure stripped the
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poor of access to much public land and put pressure on some members of the peasantry. The use
of the qualifier "some" in this case is important, as the peasantry was not a monolithic entity
uniformly opposed to enclosure.

Many of the more prosperous peasants supported the

movement, as they were in a position to benefit materially themselves. The poorer members of
the agricultural workforce who were truly in need of public lands, however, were impoverished
by the loss of public land. Their economic ruination was accompanied by resistance and
violence, and enclosure itself was not possible (at least in part) without recourse to violent force
on the part of the landowning class.363 The following excerpt from Thomas More's Utopia
(1516) expresses opinions about the rapacious behavior of wealthy landowners and the impact
this had on agricultural workers that would by no means have been out of place in Sicily during
the second century BCE:
'The increase of pasture,' said I, 'by which your sheep, which are naturally mild,
and easily kept in order, may be said now to devour men, and unpeople, not only
villages, but towns; for wherever it is found that the sheep of any soil yield a
softer and richer wool than ordinary, there the nobility and gentry, and even those
holy men the abbots, not contented with the old rents which their farms yielded,
nor thinking it enough that they, living at their ease, do no good to the public,
resolve to do it hurt instead of good. They stop the course of agriculture,
destroying houses and towns, reserving only the churches, and enclose grounds
that they may lodge their sheep in them. As if forests and parks had swallowed up
too little of the land, those worthy countrymen turn the best inhabited places into
solitudes, for when an insatiable wretch, who is a plague to his country, resolves
to enclose many thousand acres of ground, the owners as well as tenants are
turned out of their possessions, by tricks, or by main force, or being wearied out
with ill-usage, they are forced to sell them.’
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The rural laborers who powered the Roman economy could be driven to rebel against the
established social hierarchy if socio-economic conditions deteriorated past a certain threshhold.
In line with the arguments of Skocpol and other modern theorists, it was not enough for there
simply to be exploitation of the poor by the rich. In relative terms such exploitation was a
historical constant. For there to be disavowal of the institutionalized social hierarchy those in
power needed to violate socially-accepted standards of behavior, the moral economy, a sort of
reciprocal relationship between the poor and those in power. The peasant would pay his taxes
and expect those above him to rule wisely. He would expect consideration from elites in time of
famine. The slave would expect to be fed and clothed. Roman society was meant to be
hierarchical, not tyrannical. If the behavior of elites violated the conception of just rule held by
their social inferiors, then conditions could deteriorate to the point of a rejection of the social
hierarchy. If society did not work as it should, those at the bottom might take the extreme step of
casting aside a now-illegitimate social order for a for a new one in which they were no longer
exploited, replacing powerlessness with power, servility with autonomy. In this way Roman
control of the Mediterranean world rested upon a constant contestation of power within the
various societies which populated it. If the equilibriums of these relationships became too
unbalanced, the network of social relationships which held everything together could unravel and
result in rebellion; and when this happened, violence was all but guaranteed.
Violence and Rural Rebellion
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Violence was a common feature of both peasant and slave rebellions. There is no need to
assume that only slaves were subjected to violence at the hands of their social superiors. In those
parts of the Roman world where slavery was not a dominant feature of the agricultural regime
there were various types of dependent tenants, who were neither technically servile nor truly
free, whose quasi-free status owed much to their economic dependence upon wealthier
individuals. Violence or the threat of violence was one feature of the mechanism which kept
them subordinate and ready to meet the demands of the tax system.364 Dependent laborers, kept
in a sort of limbo between freedom and slavery, were in many ways the precursors to the massive
slave workforce later developed by Rome. Probably the most famous examples of this type of
laborer were the helots who toiled on behalf of their Spartan overlords. It is no coincidence that
the Spartans relied upon fear and violence, as well as a certain amount of cooption, to keep their
helot underclass in its collective place. It is also no coincidence that major helot rebellions were
a periodic danger to the continued survival of the Spartan system. Violence and terror could
keep a lid on things, but inevitably the pot would boil over.365
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Hopkins notes, for example, that the low relative tax rates set by the Roman state allowed for considerable
private gains for local landowners, and that corruption and violence were part of the process which resulted in the
growing wealth of local elites in Rome's provinces (Hopkins 1980, 101-125). For dependent tenants in Egypt, see
Bagnall 214-225. Mirkovic has a useful discussion of the growth of the coloni for the later part of the Empire.
While this particular kind of dependent tenant grew in numbers during the late Empire, the precedent for such
dependants went back to Republican times. The Roman state had always been interested in maintaining cultivators
on the land in order to ensure future tax revenues. See Mirkovic 1997, 110-126.
365
In the opinion of Plutarch Spartan cruelty to the helots was on account of helot rebellion in the 5 th century, and as
such was a response to an early attempt by the helots to emancipate themselves (Life of Lycurgus 28.8-12).
Diodorus Siculus describes the events of this rebellion, which began after Sparta was devastated by an earthquake.
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Isolated violence could easily be the spark which ignited rebellion.

While it was

economic hardship stemming from high tax rates which caused the initial desperation among the
Shimambara rebels, it was not this alone which led to the rebellion. Duarte Correa is emphatic
that the very first acts of violent resistance on the part of the rebels were the result of
unwarranted violence being inflicted upon individuals by their social superiors. In their zeal to
collect tax revenues from the peasantry, Matsukura tax collectors engaged in behaviors such as
seizing and submerging the wives of those who could not pay in frigid water, with the result that
many died.366 When the daughter of another farmer was taken by the taxmen, they "stripped her
entirely naked and applied burning sticks to various parts of her body."367 Her father, who had
not resisted at the time of her seizure because he believed she would only be held hostage until
the debt was paid, reacted with his own violence: he killed the official in charge and his
companions.368 Correa goes on to state that though the Matsukura painted the rebels as fanatical
Christians fighting on behalf of their religion, this was merely a pretense, made in order to
distract inquiries into their tyrannical mistreatment of the rural populace. The rapaciousness of
the local lords was not something the Tokugawa bakufu took lightly, despite the fact that it was a
government army that mercilessly crushed the Shimabara rebels.

In the aftermath of the

uprising, the Matsukura were punished in various ways: fiefs changed hands within the domain,

The latter motivated the helots to hope for success, as the disruption and loss of life suffered by the Spartans was
exreme (11.63.1-64.4).
366
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and a number of Matsukura retainers were executed.369 While legal rights did not protect the
peasantry, "traditional, 'common-law' rights were strongly felt by the people and respected by
both national and local officials," and officials who disrespected them might find themselves
dismissed or even executed.370 Thus in this case the rebellion began to smolder because of the
economic exploitation of high taxes, but it only burst into flame once violence was instituted as a
means of spurring payment.
A comparison can be readily made between the Shimabara peasantry and the peasant and
slave rebels of the First Servile War in Sicily. Diodorus Siculus stresses the impact of both
economic deprivation and violence in his narrative of the origins of that war, using a detailed
account of petty tyranny to demonstrate why the island was plunged into chaos. His tale of the
wicked slave-owning couple from Enna, Damophilos and Megallis, shows how these factors
worked in tandem to cause the rebellion, which spread from Enna to afflict much of Sicily.
Damophilos, a Sicilian Greek, apparently modeled himself on the Italian landowners in Sicily
who treated their slaves with "inhumanity and severity."371 He purchased many slaves and
treated them with great cruelty, marking formerly-free prisoners of war with branding irons and
containing them in slave pens, bound in shackles.372 Such treatment was not totally unusual, but
if we are to believe men like Cato and Columela it was to be reserved for the worst of the slaves,
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those who disobeyed or attempted to run away. Others he "designated to act as his herdsmen,
but failed to provide them with suitable clothing or food."373

When some of his ragged

domestics came with a request for clothing, Damophilos that they should steal what they needed
from travelers along the roads (thus saving him the expense of providing for them himself). He
capped his rebuke by having them tied to pillars and beaten.374 Damophilos' wife Megallis
emulated the behavior of her husband, abusing both her own maids as well as other nearby
slaves. The violent deaths of these two individuals (Damophilos was hacked to death, and
Megallis was tortured and thrown from the cliffs) is directly related to the violence they inflicted
upon their slaves and served as the final catalyst to the outright rebellion of these slaves.
Diodorus relates that every day Damophilos was in the habit of tormenting "some of his
[household] slaves without just cause," meaning that the slaves had done nothing disobedient but
were punished as a form of amusement for their master.375 The comment shows that their
punishment was not considered legitimate, either by the slaves or by the hypothetical reasonable
slave-owner, for whom Diodorus acts as a mouthpiece. In both Shimabara and in Sicily, it was
bad behavior by the local elites which led to rebellion.
Diodorus was not shy about sharing his opinion of the aristocrats who plunged Sicily into
chaos; his description of the behavior uses such terms as “cruelty” (ὠμότητηϛ), “heavy-
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handedness" (βαρύτης), “arrogance” (ὑπερηφανία) and "lawlessness" (παρανομία), all of which
illustrate the perversion of legitimate power.376 Diodorus was a member of the slave-owning
class, but his vision of the condition and proper treatment of slaves is a far cry from the excesses
he narrates in his history. To the responsible slave-owner, as represented by Diodorus, the social
hierarchy was welded together by certain patterns of behavior that were meant to constrain the
master as well as the slave. He described this as follows:
Not only in the exercise of political power should men of prominence be
considerate towards those of low estate, but so also in private life they should, if
they are sensible, treat their slaves mildly. For heavy-handed arrogance leads
states into civil strife and factionalism between free men, and in individual
households it paves the way for plots of slaves against masters and for terrible
uprisings in concert against the whole state.377

If the household was a miniaturized version of the state, as in the state those at the top of the
social hierarchy were to rule benevolently and wisely, for the good of the community.
Tyrannical behavior was more than unseemly. It posed a genuine danger to the continuity of
both state and household, and was contrary to how a wise leader should behave. Nor was
Diodorus alone in this view of what constituted appropriate behavior on the part of the wise
slave-holder. In the agricultural manual written by the historian Varro, we learn that:
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The good will of the foremen should be won by treating them with some degree
of consideration; and those of the hands who excel the others should also be
consulted as to the work to be done. When this is done they are less inclined to
think that they are looked down upon, and rather think that they are held in some
esteem by the master.378
In this construction of the social behaviors which moderated the hierarchy of a Roman farm, the
position of the slave is clearly subordinate but is moderated by a certain basic humanity.
The philosopher Seneca also presents a view of Roman social hierarchy in line with that
of Diodorus and Varro. In the essay On Mercy, Seneca describes a class structure in which
subordinate and superior are both bound by a mutually reinforcing set of social behaviors. In his
formulation the master should temper his behavior with wisdom and fairness, and the fruit of this
behavior will be the loyalty and willing effort of those beneath him on the social ladder.
Violence was counterproductive, a moral failing that led to social strife and rebellion:
There is more than one form of wielding power: an emperor holds power over his
subjects, a father over his children, a teacher over his pupils, a tribune or
centurion over his soldiers. Will we not have the lowest opinion of that father
who uses constant beatings to keep his children in check for even the most trivial
misdemenors? And which teacher more worthily represents liberal studies—the
one who flays his pupils' backs if their memory fails, or if the eye is not quick and
falters in reading, or the one who prefers to use gentle criticism and a sense of
shame to impart correction and instruction? Give me a tribune or a centurion who
is brutal: he will create deserters, who still deserve pardon.379
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Varro 1.17.6: Inliciendam voluntatem praefectorum honore aliquo habendo, et de operariis qui praestabunt
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discentibus, tribunus vel centurio militibus. Nonne pessimus pater videbitur, qui adsiduis plagis liberos etiam ex

185

For Seneca the social hierarchy was a functioning order in which wise rule aided the ruled. Self
control was the quality that proclaimed and justified the authority of a leader to lead. A lack of
self control was in itself a characteristic ascribed to the "bad" slave. Behaving arrogantly and
cruelly to those in your power was a sign of your own servile nature, and made your authority
and leadership illegitimate.
Within the confines of a social structure that included the unfree, the writers above
condemned the violent treatment of slaves. Varro, whose text by its nature goes into greater
detail than that of Diodorus, recognized that violence had its place, but noted that it should be
used sparingly and only if there was no other means to correct aberrant behavior. The overseer,
Varro comments, “should never be authorized to enforce his discipline with the whip if he can
accomplish his result with words.”380 The cruelty noted by Diodorus was the primary catalyst
for outbreaks of rebellion, for if a worker “is deprived of benevolence, he comes to regard those
who harshly lord it over him with bitter enmity.”381 Seneca, given the nature of his subject, is
even more verbose on the matter of violence inflicted upon slaves. As he tells us,
Moderate use of one's power over slaves is praiseworthy. Even where a humble
slave is concerned one should consider, not how much punishment he can be

levissimis causis compescet? Uter autem praeceptor liberalibus studiis dignior, qui excarnificabit discipulos, si
memoria illis non constiterit aut si parum agilis in legendo oculus haeserit, an qui monitionibus et verecundia
emendare ac docere malit? Tribunum centurionemque da saevum: desertores faciet, quibus tamen ignoscitur.
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made to endure without retaliation, but how much scope is allowed you by the
principles of justice and nature, which require that you show mercy even to
prisoners of war and slaves you have purchased... it may be legal to do anything
to a slave, but the right shared by all living creatures sets a particular limit on
what a human being may suffer.382
In a broader sense the issue of violence may also have been a factor in the social
upheavals of the second century, especially in regards to the issue of Italian citizenship which
became more and more pressing from the time of the Gracchi onwards. While most studies of
the issue of citizenship have focused upon the issue of voting rights and political representation
in Rome, there may have been a more sinister reason behind the reluctance of Roman elites to
share citizenship: the role of violence in relation to the dependent position of Italian
smallholders.383 Prior to the granting of citizenship (by the extension of the Lex Julia following
the Social War), those Italians who represented the "poor people with... their children" of Varro
were that much easier to coerce and exploit. The increasingly estate-based agricultural practices
of the elites did not stand to benefit from an extension of citizen rights: the system needed both
slaves and the temporary labor of the poor during harvest or for dangerous or unhealthy work
where it was not financially prudent to risk one's servile property.384
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The historian Appian's Civil Wars contains clear statements regarding the vulnerability of
the small farmer to the power of wealthier neighbors. The rich not only effectively seized large
chunks of the ager publicus, ignoring legal limits on the cultivation of public lands, they
appropriated the properties of poorer citizens, as well. And violence was clearly a part of this
appropriation: the wealthy absorbed "their poor neighbors' allotments partly by coerced purchase
and partly by force."385 Later, in discussing the effects of the Thorian Law of 118 BCE, which
allowed the sale of land allotments in a retraction of the conditions of Tiberius Gracchus'
legislation, Appian returns to the theme of the rich gaining the lands of the poor.386 Again this
was done at least partly through the use of force: the wealthy "began to buy the allotments of the
poor, or found pretexts for seizing them by force."387 It appears from these statements that it was
not very difficult for the rich to take over the lands of the poor. They had money and coercive
force on their side, and there was little the poor farmer could do to resist his wealthier neighbors.
Lack of citizen rights would have exacerbated this handicap.
Taxation and Rebellion
Peasants and slaves revolted for similar socio-economic reasons. This makes sense
because there was little to distinguish many peasants from slaves. Hired laborers were in a sense
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field slaves shared by multiple owners. For a small sum they could work the "unwholesome
lands" as Varro recommended. Many tenant farmers were kept in perpetual impoverishment by
the nature of their employment. Those of Roman Egypt, for instance, worked what were often
very small plots of land and paid ruinous taxes and rents.388 In the end they were performing the
same tasks as the slave for the reward of maintaining their poverty. So if we can find some
common ground in terms of participants and causation, what else can we learn from peasant
rebellions, like the one in Shimabara, that will help us better understand the conflicts the Romans
termed "Servile Wars?”
As noted in the preceding chapters, the events the Romans called "Servile Wars" were in
fact composite uprisings of agricultural workers, peasant and slave alike.

One of the

contributions that a comparative study of peasant rebellions can provide is a greater
understanding of the peasant component in each uprising. The ancient source material detailing
the Servile Wars, quite obviously, mainly concerns the incidence of large-scale slave revolt, and
the presence of free people as active participants is, in general, not a focus of attention. Diodorus
Siculus probably provides our clearest evidence for the coterminous revolt of free men and
women when he states that "the populace, making the escaped slaves a pretext, made sallies into
the country and not only plundered the estates but set fire to the buildings as well." 389 This
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description is suggestive of class warfare, the poor against the rich. The growth of large estates
came about as a result of warfare and through the economic advantages enjoyed by the wealthy.
It seems natural that those who were disadvantaged by this process would have sought to vent
their grievances against the wealthy, given the destabilized conditions brought on by the slave
rebellion.
Why did the local populace rise up to loot and burn the properties of their more affluent
neighbors? One answer is that the slave population was being allowed or even encouraged to
engage in banditry.390 It certainly saved on the upkeep of one's slaves, but the results of allowing
such proactive foraging meant that large sections of rural Sicily were plunged into chaos. People
were no longer safe on the roads, especially at night, and people living in the countryside were in
constant danger.391 And this was not simple robbery: smaller, unprotected farms were being
attacked by gangs of slaves, in a violent and organized form of brigandage. In the country there
was "violence, robbery, and all manner of bloodshed on every side."392 The terrorized rural
populace, the victims of these slave-bandits, would not have taken long to link the violence and
terror back to those truly responsible for it. The slaves were not the root cause of Sicily's
troubles. The real fault lay with the landowners who brought them and encouraged or ignored
their depredations.
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Violence, moreover, was not the only disruptive element in the Sicilian countryside.
There was also the question of the economic state of the smallholder class. While there is little
direct evidence for the particulars of taxation and how this affected the small farmers of Sicily
during the late second century, Livy's history contains some information about Sicilian taxation
at the beginning of the century. In particular, he notes several episodes where taxes were
collected at double the normal rate, presumably to support Roman armies in transmarine military
endeavors.393 And while larger landholdings might have been able to sustain such extraction, the
burden of even the normal tithe of ten percent became heavier in an inverse relation to the size of
the plot in question. Thus, the poor farmer was hard-put to pay taxes, and the smaller his plot the
more difficult it became.394
Steven Vlastos, in a study of peasant uprisings occurring under the Tokugawa shoguns of
Japan, shows that the largest single cause of rural rebellion was high taxes. In 381 cases of
revolt falling between the years 1590 and 1699, 160, or 42%, were the result of the land tax or
associated land surveys (peasants associated these with efforts to raise taxes). This was the
single most common reason behind rural unrest, with other causal factors such as famine or
corruption trailing after.395 Vlastos describes a petition from a group of village headmen to
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government officials in 1700 in which the farmers complained about the successive increases of
the land tax. The district had gone through several changes of governance, switching from the
rule of feudal daimyo to the central bakufu government, and after each shift authorities quickly
dispatched surveyors to gauge the productivity of their newly-acquired fields.

On the

recommendation of officials, the petitioners’ tax rates had risen, they complained, by sixty,
seventy or in some cases one-hundred percent.396 The rates of extraction were too high for the
people of the district to support. In addition to a request to lower the tax rates, the headmen
asked for loans of rice to see them through the year.397 While this description of peasant revolts
in Japan details a peasantry and a central government far removed from that of the Roman
Mediterranean, it does show that in the Japanese case at least the prime cause of peasant
rebellion was high taxation. For Sicily the evidence is much more sparse: we do not have
anything like the 381 examples of revolt found in the meticulous Japanese government archives.
But we do have the evidence of Livy, which shows that at the start of the second century the
Romans had no qualms about increasing the tax rate by one hundred percent, over the course of
at least a few subsequent farming seasons.
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The subject of just how much Roman farmers could expect their farms to yield is an
object of scholarly debate.398 The ancient sources, for their part, are equally divided. Columella,
in his agricultural manual, suggests that Roman farming techniques produced a low average yield
of cereal grains, on the order of a four-to-one ratio of produce to seed grain.399 Yet we have
contradictory evidence in the form of Cicero's Verrine Orations, which suggest a much higher
ratio of eight-to-one, twice the yield suggested by Columella.400 Granted, Cicero was speaking
specifically about the Leontine Plain in Sicily, one of the more famous regions for grain
production in the western Mediterranean, but the difference still remains troublesome. Historian
Paul Erdkamp supports Cicero's eight-to-one ratio with comparative evidence from the medieval
period which shows almost exactly the productive capacity asserted in the Verrine Orations.401
As Erdkamp suggests, the reality of agricultural production in ancient Italy is that differences in
soil and environmental conditions meant that yields varied from plot to plot and region to region
(as well as year to year). The eight-to-one ratio of Cicero is indicative of the production which
could be expected from the better farmland, while Columella's four-to-one is more likely the
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yield of comparatively marginal lands. But even if peasants had access to better land and could
produce higher yields, the unfavorable ratio of labor to land with which they were presented
meant small surplus production. Erdkamp shows that even at seven-to-one yields peasant farms
tended to generate less than half of the surplus of commercial estates. 402 They were simply not
very efficient. It should be noted that the ten percent tithe of agricultural production in Sicily
would consume seventy percent of the surplus of Erdkamp's model peasant farm, and at twenty
percent (via Livy) the same peasants would be unable to meet their tax burden without reducing
either food consumption or seed grain. At the four-to-one yield of Columella, Erdkamp's model
farm would be incapable of paying even the ten percent tithe paid by Sicilian farmers in normal
years. The importance of this for the arguments forwarded here is that poor people working
small, less-productive plots were under a greater threat from the burdens of rent and taxation
than those who owned better farmland, and even the best peasant farms were at a disadvantage
compared to commercial estates. Direct taxation on agricultural production, combined with the
possibility of rapacious financial exactions by the wealthy meant that life for the subsistence
farmer could be quite precarious.
We have, moreover, the indirect evidence supplied between the lines of Diodorus Siculus'
account. As a Sicilian, Diodorus is a reliable gauge of the social conditions of his home island.
He wrote between c. 60 and 30 BCE and would have had access to local histories and public
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memory, making him a credible source for Sicilian history back to the late second century. What
he describes is a period of growing prosperity for Sicilian elites. The wealthy landowners
sprinkled throughout his account of the Sicilian slave rebellions had grown wealthier in the
period of peace following the Roman defeat of Carthage. Wealthier farmers, as demonstrated
above, were at a considerable advantage due to their ability to control labor and maximize
surplus production.

In contrast the Sicilian peasantry, like their Italian counterparts, were

gradually witnessing a decline in their fortunes, alongside a corresponding concentration of land
in the hands of the rich. This was exacerbated in the Sicilian case because by the middle of the
second century Roman citizens in Italy were not taxed directly by the state. Thus if conditions
were bad in Italy without the need to pay ten percent of their annual yield as taxes, they must
have been worse in Sicily, where the peasants were burdened by the same physical constraints of
land and labor while also being taxed by Rome. This is the explanation for the enmity shown by
Diodorus' peasants. It was legitimate anger at a process which made the rich richer while
pushing the poorest peasants to the point where lands were lost and starvation threatened.403
From the other end of the Roman Mediterranean, the records of the province of Egypt
provide ample proof of potential rapaciousness in Roman taxation. Napthali Lewis marshals an
impressive summary of the methods used to tax the Egyptian peasantry and the social disruption
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this could cause.404 It appears that Roman taxation in Egypt was not (at least at first) greater than
that under the preceding regime of the Ptolemies. It was, however, more efficient and much
more rigorously enforced. The Roman practice of utilizing tax farmers contributed to the
severity of taxation in Egypt, as these individuals too often interpreted their contracts as licenses
for extortion of a sort. Their collections were backed up with armed force (centurions, who were
often used to collect taxes), and violence was deployed in order to encourage payment. Even
relatively early in the period of Roman control, the appearance of anachoresis, of peasant flight
from and abandonment of landholdings, shows beyond a doubt the potentially destructive effects
of Roman taxation. Flight from the villages was a traditional defense-mechanism used by
Egypt's peasants, though the end goal had previously been different. Whereas traditionally the
object of flight had been the temples, from where some settlement might be negotiated for the
peasant to return, in Roman times the object of flight was either the city or the bandit-gangs
which infested the countryside. Here again we see a possible link to the Sicily described by
Diodorus. The bandits which filled Sicily's woods were likely the products of a similar process
to that which worked to create those of Egypt.
Samuel Cohn analyzes the peasant revolts of late-medieval Florence and demonstrates
that one of the primary causes of peasant revolt was the land tax, as well as increases in this tax.
Detailing the San Miniato rebellion of 1370, for example, Cohn notes that the land tax (on the
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contado, "countryside") had risen 500% over the course of the 1360s. 405 The incremental tax
increases, it should be noted, came on the heels of the outbreak of bubonic plague. Thus
demographic changes which negatively impacted peasant farms intersected with increased
demands on their production by the state. Cohn also shows how the contemporary Florentine
accounts tended to omit or gloss over instances of peasant rebellion, preferring to present a
picture of Florence as strong and united, not in any way divided by class struggle.406 This was
preferable to a picture of a peasantry taxed to the point of rebellion, and in a way is reminiscent
of the official response to Japan's Shimabara rebellion, which sought to elide the rapaciousness
of the feudal lords and replace it with the image of Christian religious fanaticism.
The Forces of Order
Another mechanism helps to explain the incidence of rural rebellion in the Roman
Mediterranean: the perceived or real threat of repressive force.

The coercive force of

government, in the form of troops who could be called upon to quell unrest, was a significant
factor in both the occurrence and the relative success of rebellious activity. Throughout much of
the Mediterranean, the Roman army held a monopoly on violence. The Roman takeover meant
that the Roman military became, in most areas, the only legitimate military force. The armies of
other states were disbanded, and their populations in general had to fight at the whim and behest
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of the Romans, if at all. As Rome added to its territory, the formerly-warlike populations of
Greeks, Carthaginians and assorted tribesmen were largely demilitarized, to the extent that from
this time onward practical experience of war was generally only available through Roman
military endeavors. Once Augustus consolidated the Mediterranean after the defeat of Cleopatra
and Antony, he reduced the overall number of troops even further, leaving twenty-eight
numbered legions and an equal number of auxiliary soldiers.407 These formations were spread
out over the whole of the Empire, with concentrations of force in strategic areas, such as along
the Rhine/Danube border. What this meant is that, for the most part, the military control of the
Roman state was implied rather than apparent: the centurion who came to collect your taxes (as
in Egypt) did not need a whole cadre of soldiers, because his authority was respected, and carried
the weight of the military force he represented. There were occasions, however, when this
mechanism of control broke down. From time to time, especially during periods of social and
economic unrest, it became only too apparent that the ability of the state to force action was
essentially a bluff. In addition, the relative paucity of Roman troops throughout most of the
Mediterranean could easily be made more obvious through the movement of troop formations
away from their normal zones of control in response to foreign threats.408
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Just this sort of thing occurred in Egypt during the reign of Marcus Aurelius. One of the
two legions normally stationed in Egypt was removed and sent to fight along the Danube, where
Germanic invaders were pressing the borders of the Empire. The removal of half the Roman
army in Egypt was the catalyst for action on the part of a peasantry suffering from famine,
disease and tax burdens that could not be met due to a loss of labor. As a result a serious
rebellion erupted throughout the Delta. As we have already noted, the uprising is linked with the
semi-nomadic Boukoloi people who inhabited the northwestern Delta, but it seems that the
disorder spread rapidly to the peasantry of lower Egypt, who managed to defeat those Roman
troops still in the province. Rutherford stresses that the Boukoloi served as a narrative motif in
Egyptian literature, and their connection with the rebellion was dramatic and fit with literary
stereotyping of the Boukoloi.409 The real events of the uprising had a lot more to do with the
prevailing socio-economic conditions of Egypt's peasantry than they did with the nomads.
Peasant discontent was the real force behind the revolt, and it was Egyptian peasants that the
Roman government was required to fight against for control of the province. The rebels came
near to sacking Alexandria before the arrival of the governor of Syria with fresh Syrian troops
ended the rebellion.
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For each of Rome's three Servile Wars a lack of available military forces to the
authorities was a key aspect of the short-term success of the rebels. There was little force
available to quell the initial outbreak of rebellion at the city of Enna during the First Servile War.
Diodorus puts the number of the slaves at four hundred and has them capture the city through a
nocturnal assault.410 The victory he describes is swift, and he makes no mention of any sort of
fighting for possession of the city. The forces of order, it seems, did not have much force behind
them.

During the initial successful phase of the uprising, the rebels defeated Roman

commanders leading locally-raised Sicilian troops.411 As the preceding chapters have shown, the
self-defense forces available in Sicily to combat the rebels were of relatively poor quality.
Opportunities for the safe and successful experience of battle, by which green troops might
become steady, were essentially no longer existent. There were no high-quality Roman or Italian
soldiers near to hand to fight the rebels, and this translated into a considerable amount of early
success for the latter. During the First Servile War this was at least partially due to Rome's
military commitments elsewhere in the Mediterranean, especially for the ongoing war in Spain
which demanded large quantities of money and manpower. Rome's supply of both was not
inexhaustible, and as it happened, when rebellion broke out there were no troops left to send
against the rebels. As Shochat has shown this period was also marked by a increasing resistance
to recruitment on the part of Rome's citizens, due in part to the unpopularity of the war in
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Spain.412 The issue made popular politicians like the Gracchi look at Italian citizenship and land
distribution as possible solutions to Rome's military manpower problem. Essentially, while
Rome had enough bodies to fill the ranks of its army, the population was losing the will to fight
in any conflict without question. The situation made it politically impossible to force men into
the ranks. Also, war against slaves in Sicily was not likely to be popular from the citizens' point
of view. There would be little or no opportunity for profitable looting, and desperate slaves
might make dangerous enemies. Thus the response to the disaster in Sicily was considerably
slow, and years went by before the Romans could send a high quality army and a major
commander to restore order.
The Second Servile War, fought like its predecessor in the rocky interior of Sicily, again
saw a limited initial response from government authorities due to a limited stock of on-hand
military manpower. Roman arms simply could not be everywhere at once, and government
attempts to quash the rebellion in its formative stages suffered from a basic lack of armed force.
At the time the Romans were also engaged in a serious war with the Germanic Cimbri and
Teutones in Gaul and had suffered a number of costly defeats fighting these peoples, most
notably the great Roman defeat at Arausio in 105.413 The disaster recalled Roman fears of
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invasions by previous groups of northern barbarians, especially that of the Celts in 390 which
had led to the sack of the city. The fear of the Cimbri and Teutones triggered something deep in
Roman collective memory and spurred the state to action. All eyes were on Gaul, therefore,
when Gaius Marius sought to free up available manpower by forcing the senate to free illegallyenslaved Roman allies. This backfired in Sicily, as related above, due to the rich dashing the
hopes of Sicily's slaves that they might be freed. In the rebellion that followed, the Sicilian
militia forces were shown repeatedly to be a poor match for the slaves. It was not until 103, with
the arrival of a Roman army under Lucius Licinius Lucullus, that the tide turned in favor of the
Romans.414
The initial success of the rebels in the Spartacan War was in part due to Rome's overseas
military commitments. At the time of the rebellion Roman armies were fighting in both Spain
under Pompey and in the east against Mithridates under Lucullus. Roman praetors led hastily
gathered militia forces against Spartacus and the other rebels and found themselves outmatched.
This insufficient early response gave the rebels sufficient breathing room to gather further
strength and attract other kinds of rebels to their ranks. Thus the rebellion progressed from
isolated banditry into a full-blown war, because Rome did not have the military force available
on short notice to deal with a large-scale rebellion. In the end Spartacus and his followers were
crushed by the superior forces of Crassus, in a battle that was forced by the approach of both
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Pompey and Lucullus, returning from their foreign adventures.
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But this was only after

Spartacus' army had enjoyed a free run, more or less, throughout the entire Italian peninsula. So
this rebellion, too, expanded in size and strength due to a relative lack of repressive military
force available to the Roman state. Once the idea of rebellion became a possibility, it became
less likely that the forces of order would be able to put a stop to it, whether these came from
Rome itself or from local centers like Capua.416
In later peasant rebellions outside the Mediterranean, a lack of on-hand coercive force is
also often one of the key components to explain the initial success of the rebels. For the
Shimabara and other Japanese rebellions of the Tokugawa regime, military force was available,
but it had been removed from the countryside to a certain extent. The Tokugawa, following in
the footsteps of Hideyoshi, maintained the restrictions on arms which kept weapons in the hands
of the military class and out of the hands of the peasants. Before the Tokugawa domination a
strata of armed peasants formed part of the military forces available to local lords. Such soldiers
would have been immediately available to combat an uprising. With weapons only available to
the military class (increasingly concentrated in urban spaces and castle towns) there was less
military manpower on the spot to contain rebellion.417 The Tokugawa were capable of massing
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large numbers of troops, but they needed time to concentrate them. The Shimabara rebels began
their uprising in the fall of 1637, and commenced besieging Hondo and Tomioka Castles, which
belonged to the Terawa Clan. By the time government troops arrived from Kyushu, both had
nearly fallen to the rebels. After another abortive siege, the peasant forces coalesced around the
ruin of Hara Castle, where they stood against an army of 125,000 men until April of 1638. The
peasant defenders had armed themselves by ransacking feudal arsenals, and gathered a
significant number of weapons including quantities of matchlock guns. These weapons helped
them hold out against the government forces, since the matchlock allowed poorly trained
peasants to stand up to armored samurai. Indeed, the effectiveness of guns was one of the
principal reasons for restricting their ownership under the Tokugawa regime. Eventually state
forces massed in overwhelming strength to crush the defenders, who were slaughtered to the last
once the fortress fell. Clearly the Tokugawa had the capacity to organize impressively-large
military forces, but the feudal nature of the various clans' retainer armies meant that they were
not available in an instant.418
The basic pattern of both slave and peasant uprisings was the same: a small initial event
led to a rapid concentration of force on the part of the rebels, who swiftly became too numerous
for local leaders to thwart. At this point the rebels could defeat the smaller local forces, and
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would thereby continue to grow in numbers as more individuals were attracted to the success of
the movement. This sequence of events would continue until such time as the local ad-hoc
military apparatus was replaced by a regular army. Once this happened, the course of events
would shift decisively away from the rebels.
Alternative Hierarchies: Authority, Divinity and Rebel Leadership
Leadership and hierarchy were crucial to the success of organized rebellions. In fact,
movements that were directed against strict social hierarchies universally made their own
variants of these hierarchies at the earliest possible opportunity. This is quite clear for the three
Roman Servile Wars: In Sicily, Diodorus presents us with two successive Hellenistic-style kings,
in the form of Eunus and Salvius, who were initially elected and who subsequently selected
generals and advisors from their followers; in Italy the Spartacan rebels elected their leaders as
soon as they escaped captivity.419 The Boukoloi rebels of Egypt followed an Egyptian priest
who was also apparently skilled in battle. The Gallic rebellion of Tiberius' day was led by the
eponymous Mariccus, and the later first-century rebellion in Gaul was centered around a pair of
aristocratic leaders with Romanized names (a sign of citizen status), Gaius Julius Florus and
Gaius Julius Sacrovir. The Shimabara rebels chose a young man with prophetic abilities. In
each of these cases the leader was of prime importance to the organization and success of the
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rebellion. But there is more going on in all of these cases than simple direction or leadership.
Rebel leaders did much more than provide organization or issue commands. In a sense they also
organized the world of the rebellion, gave it a direction for collective action, and reconstituted a
legitimate social hierarchy in place of the illegitimate order that had been cast aside by the act of
rebellion. Further, in many cases rebel leaders enjoyed close contact with the divine, which in
turn helped to initiate their followers into a heightened relationship with the gods.
Many of the movements described above contained heavy millenarian overtones.
Religion provided one avenue by which rebellion could restore a corrupt social order, and
redress the wrongs that the rebels perceived to be ingrained in their society. We see this
component in the rebellion in Gaul under Mariccus, as well as in the Japanese rebellion in
Shimabara. Popular religion was also at work in the Servile Wars, especially the two Sicilian
rebellions where the principal leaders were apparently seen as prophets by their followers.420
Movements that sought to reorder the prevailing social hierarchy, a major task, gained strength
from religion, which had the power to provide legitimacy to the act of transformation.
In the year 69 CE there was a native rebellion in Gaul that seems to demonstrate a sort of
religious millenarianism. This was disparaged by the Roman historian Tacitus, who chronicled
the revolt. Presumably the rebels were taking advantage of the apparent weakness of the Roman
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state as it lurched through the civil war that followed upon the death of Nero. It was led by a
Boian commoner named Mariccus, according to Tacitus, who appealed to his followers by
claiming divinity and by calling himself a savior of Gaul. His followers soon numbered in the
thousands—Tacitus provides the figure eight thousand for the rebel army—and they attacked the
heavily pro-Roman Aedui, who had long been allied to Rome and who had proved instrumental
in Julius Caesar's conquest of Gaul in the 50s BCE. If Tacitus was correct about Mariccus it
seems that he was tapping into an undercurrent of Gallic dissatisfaction with Roman dominance
and the Roman-ordered tribal hierarchy of Gaul, and that at least certain groups could have
interpreted the events of 69 as a chance to reorder Gallic society with the favor of the gods
guaranteed by the person of their leader.421
Diodorus relates that Eunus, the Apamaean slave who became the leader of the First
Servile War, was chosen not for his abilities as a general (στρατηγία), but because of his
divinations (τερατεία).422 Despite this, the Syrian played the part of a fairly standard sort of
king: he selected advisors based on their intelligence, set his people to the manufacturing of arms
and the recruitment of new followers, and imposed a brutal justice on the slave-owning class.
The other named rebel leader, the Cilician slave Cleon, became an inspirational military leader
under Eunus. In Cleon's case, his prior social position was important to the leadership role he
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assumed within the rebellion, because as a slave he had been the pastoral overseer to a band of
subordinate slaves, whom he led into rebellion.423
The leader of the Second Servile War, the flute-playing diviner Salvius, also proclaimed
himself king (βασιλεύς), taking the royal name Tryphon ("luxurious one"). Later, after the rebels
settled into their capital at Triokala, Diodorus tells us that "in general he affected all the
trappings that go to make up and embellish monarchy."424 Diodorus Siculus has long been
attacked as a slavish copyist, a historian who adopted uncritically the opinions and statements of
earlier historians. More recently, however, scholars have taken a fresh look at the Sicilian
historian and have begun to defend him against more than a century of attacks by classicists and
historians.425
In the Spartacan War the hierarchical nature of the rebel band is apparent, though the
sources do not attribute regal properties to any of the rebellion's leaders, as Diodorus did with the
two revolts in Sicily. This could have been due to the relative differences in the geographic and
political contexts that made the Spartacan War distinct from the prior events in Sicily. For one
thing, the fact that this last war erupted in the Italian heartland meant that from the beginning it
was more ominous for the Romans than the prior revolts in Sicily. Spartacus and his followers,
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regardless of their actual threat to Rome, could have been perceived as a danger much more
easily than rebel slaves in provincial Sicily, as in Italy the rebels were impossible to ignore.
What this meant in practical terms was that Spartacus and his followers never had the time to
stop and think about anything more complex than what was required for purposes of defense,
whereas the Sicilian rebels were able to create a sort of Hellenistic community. The Spartacan
rebels' construction of social hierarchy was limited to the pressing needs of military organization,
and it appears that this was virtually the only organization they managed to construct.426
Spartacus and his fellow leaders look not at all like kings: they appear in the sources as military
leaders only, a practical concession to need to provide for defense against Roman armies. Over
the two-year course of the rebellion, rebel forces fought the Roman military repeatedly, and
when the end came it was in the form of a pitched battle with the Roman general Crassus, not the
slow grinding sieges of Sicily's wars.427
Spartacus and the other rebel leaders of the Spartacan War were gladiators, a fact that
intrigued writers like Plutarch and Appian. But again, there was a practical reason, aside from
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celebrity or popularity, for these individuals to assume the mantle of leadership. There is little
doubt that they were regarded with a mixture of awe and fear because of the weapons skills they
acquired as part of their training as gladiators. Constant physical training combined with regular
practice with weapons made gladiators dangerous opponents in a fight. It was natural that
gladiators who combined these qualities with leadership skills, as in the case of Spartacus, would
be ideal as leaders of popular rebellions. Military commanders in antiquity were close to the
fighting, and once battle began their most important function was to inspire their troops by their
presence and through a personal display of courage. That Spartacus did this is shown by the
manner of his death, as reported by Plutarch: he fell while bravely fighting in the front ranks.428
Furthermore, Spartacus' background as a soldier gave him further credibility for his new role as
rebel leader.429

He and the other gladiator-leaders provided the right mix of physicality,

authority, experience and latent violence to prove successful as the officer class for an army of
ex-slaves.
The rebellion of the Boukoloi in 171, according to Cassius Dio, was led by a priest
(ἱερεύϛ) named Isidorus, whose bravery merited special notice.430 Ian Rutherford has argued that
the passage concerning Isidorus is anecdotal and linked to pre-existing stereotyped views of the
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Boukoloi, which were drawn more from the realm of fantasy than reality. In his view the
Boukoloi were largely imagined, and particularly their alleged practice of human sacrifice and
cannibalism, since these elements can be found in fictional portrayals of this group.431
Nevertheless, what is important in this case is that Isidorus was the type of leader Cassius Dio
thought would be appropriate for the Egyptian rebels. Isidorus possesses the qualities of a good
rebel leader: he is brave, as befits a commander in both the Greek and Roman traditions, and he
has several types of pre-existing authority as a priest. Like the slave-overseer Cleon, though in a
different social and cultural context, Isidorus is portrayed as a person whose social standing in
the world before the rebellion prepared him for a leadership role in the new hierarchy of the
rebellion.
There may also be reason to not mistrust Cassius Dio regarding some of the details of the
rebellion in 171. He wrote only about forty years after the end of the rebellion and was therefore
not so far removed from events as to rule out access to oral history. It is also true that the native
priesthoods in Egypt were increasingly under strain by the late second century, as they had been
stripped of much of their wealth and political influence and were facing growing pressure from
Christianity. Thus it is not outside the realm of possibility that members of the native priesthood
served as leaders in what was a peasant revolt brought on by economic and social strains related
to epidemic disease.
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This brief discussion of the rebel priest Isidorus provides a good starting point for another
discussion of leadership in regards to peasant and slave rebellion. This is the place of religious
authority within the social world made by rebel bands. It is, of course, well-known that political
and military leaders in the Greco-Roman world usually had some sort of religious authority, in
addition to their normal, day-to-day duties. Generals sacrificed before battles; admirals did the
same before they sailed against an enemy.432 Political authority, likewise, was woven into the
fabric of divine authority: Roman consuls, for example, had religious ceremonies to perform
alongside their political or military duties. So it was entirely normal for political authority and
religious authority to be intertwined. What I suggest for the rebel groups studied here is that the
divine associations attributed to rebel leaders were both a replacement for the religious order
which preceded rebellion and at the same time different in character from what was replaced.
Rebel leaders were not in contact with the old gods of the established order, or at least this is not
what made them noteworthy: they were prophets, with a special, unusual relationship to the
world of the divine.433 They provided a comforting closeness with the protective power of
otherworldly forces.

This type of religious association suggests that the rebels needed a

collective reassurance that only close contact with the divine could provide. Rebelling against

432

More exceptionally, generals engaged in behavior that was not so different from Eunus' in regards to his
prophecies. In Spain Sertorius used a white fawn to demonstrate to his soldiers (and especially the Spanish
tribesmen who supported him) that he was specially favored by the gods.
433
The historians who chronicled the religious elements of slave and peasant rebellions tended to see these leaders
as base or fraudulent in some way. Consider Diodorus' treatment of Eunus' miracle-working, where the historian
makes clear that the miracles were only tricks, and the prophet himself a charlatan (34/35.2.5-9).

212

the established order was highly dangerous. Slaves, especially, could expect to be treated
harshly in the case of defeat. The promise of close contact with the divine must have therefore
been greatly comforting to those contemplating the consequences of failure: divine power,
focused by charismatic leaders, would ensure safety in the dangerous and uncertain times which
lay ahead.
The rebel leaders in each of the Servile Wars are described as having special connections
to divine forces. Eunus, for example, had an "aptitude for magic and the working of wonders,"
and it was for this reason that he was granted a leadership position among the rebels. 434 When
the rebels initially sought to act, they first ran their intentions by Eunus to see if the gods were on
their side. Eunus told them that this was indeed so and, convinced by his affirmation, they
proceeded to assault Enna.435 Later, after the rebels were successful, Eunus was chosen as leader
specifically because of his religious connections.436 During the Second Servile War, which
ended approximately fifty years before Diodorus wrote his history, the rebel leaders also
supposedly had special connections to divine forces. In same manner as Eunus, the rebel leader
Salvius was a prophet, "reputed to be skilled in divination,"437 and his reported opposition to
cities as "places of sloth and indulgence" may have had some connection with his status as a
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prophet.438 As a figure with divine authority, he had the power to remake society, creating a new
world for the rebels away from the prevailing social structure that he regarded as wicked. The
eventual settlement in the Sicilian interior at the site of Triokala, with its defensive capabilities
and natural resources, is reminiscent of the locations of later maroon communities.439
For the Spartacan War our evidence for divine connection is less solid than for the
Sicilian wars.

Plutarch is the primary source for the story of Spartacus' special religious

associations, in which Spartacus' Thracian wife supposedly followed him into slavery.440
According to the story, it was this Thracian spouse (we never learn her name) who saw that a
snake had curled itself around Spartacus' face as he lay sleeping.441 Since the wife was a
prophetess (μαντική), like Eunus and Salvius from the Sicilian rebellions, she had the ability to
interpret this unusual incident: Spartacus, the curled snake implied, would have an dramatic and
extraordinary fate. Plutarch's inclusion of the snake, and the woman with the ability to interpret
its meaning, is a clear allusion to the cult of Dionysius. Compare, for example, the story of
Spartacus' wife with the same author’s description of Alexander's mother Olympias, who also
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follows Dionysiac mysteries and is associated with snakes.442 Plutarch notes that "all" the
women of that part of the world were initiates of the Dionysiac mysteries, and copied the
practices of Thracian women regarding ecstatic religious ceremonies. 443 Thus divine powers
were at work in Spartacus' life, and later events, as narrated by Plutarch, would eventually bear
out his special status. Unfortunately, the anecdote is problematic for a number of reasons. The
most obvious is that Plutarch was writing as a considerable remove from the period he was
describing. Composing the Parallel Lives in the late first century CE, he was separated by more
than one and a half centuries from the time of Spartacus. The anecdote of Spartacus' wife,
moreover, does not appear in any of the other extant source material related to the Spartacan
rebellion. She is found only in Plutarch, appearing only in a single anecdote, nameless, and
disappears from the text as mysteriously as she came. As careful students of history, we should
be cautious with the assertion of Plutarch that Spartacus really did have a Thracian wife who
somehow followed him into slavery, there to make a prophetic prediction about his future
exploits as a rebel general. But caution does not mean this passage from Plutarch is worthless.
Rather than evidence for Spartacus' marital situation, it provides evidence for what Plutarch
thought about Spartacus as an important individual: he had the gods on his side, which is part of

442

Plutarch, Alexander 2.6-9.
Plutarch, Alexander 7. It is also noteworthy that Salvius, the leader of the slave rebels of the Second Servile War,
was a flute player and prophet who joined in Dionysian rituals alongside women (Diodorus 36.4.4). Ancient writers
were eager to see the potential for rebellious or subversive behavior in the cult of Dionysis, perhaps particularly in
the "uncontrolled" nature of the female participants. The suppression of the Bacchic cult in Italy by the senate is the
clearest example this sort of fear on the part of the Roman state/patrimony.
443

215

the explanation for why it was that a simple slave from Thrace (or Italy) could do so much
damage for so long at the very epicenter of Roman power in Italy. His success proved divine
support, and so the anecdote gave further explanation to what exactly this divine link entailed.
The peasant rebellions discussed above also tended to have leaders with special religious
qualifications. The Boukoloi revolt in Egypt, as we recall, was led by a priest named Isidorus. A
priest would have been a good focal point for popular unhappiness with the prevailing hierarchy
of second-century Egypt. As historian Roger Bagnall shows, the decline of the native temple
complexes and the associated native priesthoods was not a phenomenon that suddenly appeared
in the mid-third century: it had much older roots.444 The temples and their priests, Bagnall
argues, had been watching their power, wealth and influence slip away ever since late Ptolemaic
times. The decline of native Egyptian religious traditions accelerated under Augustus, so that
official patronage of the Egyptian temples had all but ceased by the time of the first Antonine
Emperors. Priests such as Isidorus would have maintained their authority over certain segments
of the rural populace, and might have called upon the support of the humbler members of
Egyptian society who still venerated the old religious traditions after being pushed out of contact
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with elites because of their loss of Roman backing. Thus it can be seen how a figure like
Isidorus would have been a potent source of authority and protection for the rebellious rural
populace. Rebels could have looked to Isidorus and other priests and seen that those in control
of society—i.e., the Romans—were not ruling as they should. When the effects of the Antoninie
Plague and high taxation are taken into consideration, the growing visibility of the decline of
religious patronage on the part of the Roman authorities might even have been taken as a sign
that those in power had abandoned the gods. Isidorus and priests like him had the power to
return the gods to the people and show them that the divine powers were on their side.
Nor were the Egyptian rebels alone: the short-lived Gallic uprising of Mariccus, as
Tacitus relates, seems also to have had a millenarian religious connection through its
leadership.445 According to Tacitus, Mariccus "pretended to divine inspiration" (simulatione
numinum), saying that he was a "restorer of Gaul, and a god" (adsertor Galliarum et deus). Like
Diodorus in describing the divine connections of the Sicilian rebel leaders, Tacitus disparages the
divine pretentions of his subject. Mariccus, like Eunus or Salvius, was outside the officially
sanctioned and legitimate religious community. The movement he led was one of fanatics, in
Tacitus' description, though this should likely be seen as a blanket condemnation of a group of
individuals rebelling against the established order, rather than as a sober analysis of the
movement. Of course, Tacitus is writing from the point of view of the Aedui, and the Roman
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authorities who were interested in restoring order. From the rebel point of view (which we lack,
of course) the situation must have looked rather reversed, with Mariccus being a legitimate
leader whose divine inspiration was a source of strength and comfort.
Extraordinary connections to the divine are to be found outside the bounds of the Roman
world, as well. For the Japanese insurgents of the Shimabara rebellion, religion seems to have
held an ambiguous position. Duarte Correa, the Jesuit eyewitness, is quite emphatic in his
assertion that the real cause of the rebellion was not religious fervor, or even the persecution of
Catholicism, but rather the economic impacts of exorbitant taxation combined with repressive
brutality. Despite this, though, the leadership of the rebellion was not without a type of divine
inspiration. In this case the savior-figure was the teenage Amakusa Shirō Tokisada, "heaven's
messenger" to his followers, who became the charismatic focus of the rebellion and led the
resistance of those besieged in Hara Castle. Captured and executed once the fortress’s defenses
were finally breached, his death-poem read, "now, those who accompany me in being besieged
in this castle, will be my friends unto the next world."446 His followers were clearly inspired by
him, but by the forces of order he was portrayed much as Eunus was by the chroniclers of the
First Servile War: as a charlatan who fooled those beneath him for personal benefit. Consider
the account of the Japanese economist and philosopher Miura Baien, written in 1784:
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The members of this sect, concluding that this Shiro was that very person, called
him Heaven's messenger and made him their general, although he was in reality
nothing more than a superb scoundrel. He could, for example, make a bird land in
his hand and lay an egg there, and do similar things to blind men's vision and lead
them astray, so that the common people looked up to and revered him as an
authority on the supernatural, and his followers grew to the tens of thousands.447
The discussion above demonstrates that both free and servile agricultural laborers were
likely to connect themselves to supernatural forces through their leaders. The act of rebellion
was undertaken because of extreme socio-economic stresses and was a decision that carried with
it the anticipation of danger and violent reprisal. It was because of this danger, and the need to
reconstruct a replacement social hierarchy, that rebels tended to forge special relationship with
divine forces, channeled through individual leaders. There was a certain reciprocity to this
relationship: rebel leaders relied upon religion as a foundation for their legitimacy as authority
figures, while the rebel community as a whole was psychologically strengthened and comforted
by the presence of divine support. Rather than allow rebel leaders to exploit their followers,
religion helped to cement the connections within the hierarchy of rebel communities.

A Well-Travelled Path: The Trajectory of Rural Rebellion
Much of this chapter has been dedicated to understanding slave and peasant rebellions as
they formed and subsequently developed. These form the beginning and middle chapters of each
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story. But each story has an ending, and each episode of rural rebellion had an end-point. So
here, as this chapter winds towards its conclusion, I wish to briefly discuss the similar endings of
the various rebellions discussed above.
It is almost too obvious to point out that the rebellions covered in this chapter ended in
defeat. Each of the three Servile Wars ended the same way: Roman forces eventually massed
against the rebels and crushed them. The rebel leaders—Eunus, Salvius, Spartacus and others—
were killed in battle, starved in prison, or executed. The rebellious peasants of Gaul and Egypt
were likewise crushed by the forces of the legitimate social hierarchy. Mariccus' followers were
defeated by their own Gallic cousins, the Aedui (help by Roman military units). The peasants of
Shimabara were overwhelmed by a massive counterattack directed by the Tokugawa bakufu, and
most died in vain defending Hara Castle. Thus to assess the impact of these events the reader
has to look for something other than long-term survival or military success. Rebel victories were
essentially short-term, and doomed ultimately to failure, in the traditional sense of a martial
contest between military forces. There simply was not enough manpower, not enough resources
for rebellious peasants or slaves to triumph in the long term. But the inevitable defeat of
rebellion was more complex than this.
First, rebel groups like those who fought the Servile Wars or the rebellions in Egypt and
Gaul were only loosely organized. Despite the acts of social construction or the various kinds of
religious belief that helped to unify action, the rebels discussed in this chapter were
predominantly motivated by anger, hunger and fear. The ideological motivation was probably
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not more specific than this for most rebels: there was no revolutionary program, no manifesto, no
idea other than to escape pain, starvation and humiliation and perhaps exact a little revenge along
the way. Without a unifying goal, rebel movements could only be loosely organized, and this
was a significant handicap in the long run. The efforts made by various rebel leaders to train and
organize their followers are evidence of this, just as much as evidence of rebel indecision is
evidence of the limits of their success. The Shimabara rebels tried vainly to besiege enemy
fortresses, only to abandon their efforts without success. Diodorus describes the same behavior
for the rebel forces of the Sicilian slave rebellions. In the end, virtually all rebel forces lacked
strong centralization, in spite of all the efforts of their leaders.
Historian Teresa Urbainczyk has attempted to argue that an anti-slavery ideology
developed among the rebel slaves of the Servile Wars, even as she acknowledges that none of the
ancient sources provides evidence for such a development. Her reasoning is that even though an
anti-slavery ideology did not exist in the larger Greco-Roman society of the ancient
Mediterranean, it was an inevitable outgrowth of the act of rebellion by the slaves. Thus, they
must have constructed an ideological opposition to slavery in the years of successful rebellion
before their various defeats. If this existed it would have helped to unify the rebel groups and
made their resistance more difficult to eradicate in the long run. In my opinion the chief
opposition to this argument—other than the fact that there is no explicit evidence in favor of it—
is that a centralizing anti-slavery ideology is not necessary to explain the course of events.
Anger and other related emotional responses are more than sufficient to inspire action. This can
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be seen in examples of riots from the 20th century, where collective violence occurred
spontaneously and was driven by emotion, as with the rioting in Los Angeles in the 1990s. The
ideology which potentially may have figured in our examples could have been focused on the
establishment of freedom and of either monarchy (in the case of Sicily) or a military organization
(in the case of the Spartacan rebels). The rebels were not in revolt against the institution of
slavery, but rather their own classification as slaves.
If there was something that could provide any sort of ideological cohesion to these
various rebellions, it was the notion that a violation of the moral economy had been committed
by state and local elites. The unwritten rules that governed society were powerful, and they
operated in various forms in all the societies touched upon in this study. Both slaves and
peasants had the capacity to internalize what was considered "fair" or "just" in their societies,
and breaches of these moral and social codes resulted in unrest and resistance. If the violations
recurred or were particularly severe, then the result could be rebellion. In this sense it might be
possible to consider such a sentiment the basis of the ideology which drove many ancient
rebellions, though the precise details of such an ideology would have varied slightly from case to
case, and were never codified in a neat manifesto. Such sentiments did not need to be written
down, because they were based on sets of rules that were themselves unwritten, but no less
powerful for it.
Ancient rebellions were not revolutions, at least not in the sense promoted by modern
revolutionary theory. Even if we take the likely-inflated numbers in our ancient sources for the
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Servile Wars, the participants numbered only in the tens of thousands, a tiny fraction of the
population. If Spartacus led eighty thousand individuals through Italy this was a far cry from the
total number of slaves in the country, even if only the lowest of the field-slaves are under
discussion.448 That is, the rebellions discussed in this chapter were not "popular" uprisings, in
that they did not extend beyond a relatively narrow band of the population. Most slaves did not
rise in rebellion. Most peasants stayed at home. It was the angriest and most desperate who took
part, as in Tacitus' dismissive description of the rebel followers of Mariccus. Violation of the
unwritten moral economy was not universal. Not every slave owner was a Damophilos or a
Megallis, and not all peasants were as mistreated and overtaxed as those of the second-century
Egyptian Delta or the seventeenth-century Shimabara peninsula.

So episodes of social

breakdown were localized, and were expressions of a minority of the population. They were not
revolutions in the modern sense. But that is not the same thing as concluding that they had no
historical impact.
Conclusion
The peasant and slave rebellions discussed in this chapter were events in which the
fundamental (though asymmetrical) reciprocal ties that bound mass and elite unraveled. The

448

As noted elsewhere, the size of Rome's slave population is highly debated. Brunt (1977, 122-124) considered
Beloch's estimate of 2,000,000 to be incorrect, preferring 3,000,000 out of a total population of 7,500,000. More
recent scholarship has tended to accept lower figures for the number of slaves in Italy, for example Scheidel (1997,
2005) who argues that the population of slave workers could not have been higher than about 1,000,000. Regardless
of the figure, Spartacus' forces were only a small minority of the overall servile population, especially if larger
estimates of Spartacus' army are considered to be exaggerations.

223

behavior of elites amounted to a violation of the prevailing moral economy and this was
violently contested by those most betrayed by the breakdown of the social system. While the
rebellions discussed in this chapter ended with the violent suppression of the rebels, they did not
pass without notice. The accounts of historians like Diodorus Siculus or eyewitnesses like
Duarte Correa stress that it was aberrant behavior on the part of elites which led to rebellion.
The fact that men like Diodorus could subsequently comment upon and condemn the behaviors
which led to revolt is one measure of the impact that rebellious peasants and slaves could have.
The condemnation of exploitation and cruelty that can be found in the history of Diodorus or the
agricultural treatises of Cato, Columella and Varro is evidence for the contestation of power in
Roman society. The poor peasant and the field slave formed the base of the Roman social
hierarchy. In this hierarchy they were generally exploited by those higher up the social ladder,
but such relationships were meant to contain some reciprocal elements. The unwritten rules of
custom dictated certain behaviors for the landowner and the slave-holder, just as much as it did
for the field slave or the tenant. The unequal relationships that bound mass and elite were forged
out of a set of social expectations that dictated what a "good" master was just as much as who
was a "good" slave. When this social balancing act broke down, as it did in Sicily and Italy
during the Servile Wars, as it did in 2nd-century Egypt and 17th-century Shimabara, the
marginalized agricultural classes, both free and servile, responded to the breaking. Collective
violence in the form of rebellion was as much an explosion of emotion, especially fear and anger,
as it was an attempt to redress aberrant behavior by elites.
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The Servile Wars and peasant rebellions represented for Roman history the possibility
that marginalized groups like peasants and slaves really did have a say in the application of
power. They had a say in the level of their marginalization, and their rebellions represented a
statement to this effect. Violent rebellion was a form of protest, part of an ongoing dialogue in
which class and social position were tugged upon from both ends of the social spectrum. It is
because of this dialogue that the Servile Wars and other related forms of rebellion must be
integrated into the story of Rome's history, and not remain (as they largely have been) sidelined
as anomalies, outliers of the particular history of Roman slavery or imperial oppression. As the
next chapter will show, a "people's history" (to paraphrase Howard Zinn) of Rome would be
hard-pressed not to notice that the so-called Struggle of the Orders was the ancestor of later
manifestations of social strife. The Servile Wars formed one variant of the instability which saw
the Gracchi murdered in the streets, and ended with the violent destruction of the Roman
Republic at the hands of opportunistic warlords and the landless men who fought for them.

225

CHAPTER FOUR: THE TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIAL STRUGGLE
My focus in this chapter is a gradual process of transformation that took place within the
social world of the Roman Republic over the course of several centuries. As in the other
chapters of this volume, my goal here is to draw connections between seemingly disparate social,
political and economic developments that occurred as Rome evolved from a local Italian power
into an imperial and pan-Mediterranean polity. Yet while in previous chapters I have focused for
the most part on a series of case-studies unified by the general subject of social struggle, in this
chapter I seek to present a more sweeping overview of social conflicts as key components which
drove the continual evolution of Rome's state and society. In support of this idea I will make a
number of suggestions. First, I will argue that while the history of the early Republic (especially
during the fifth century) is essentially impossible to reconstruct in any reliable detail, it is clear
that the later Roman historiographical tradition depicted early Roman history as being heavily
influenced by ongoing class struggle, the so-called Struggle of the Orders.

Whatever the

historicity of the social strife depicted in the ancient sources, it is clear that when the Romans
finally got around to writing Greek-style historical treatments of their distant past they thought in
terms of a period of social strife and presented this version of events to their peers. Scholarly
opinion saw conflict and compromise resulting in eventual social concord. Thus when the
Gracchi enacted populist legislation in the second century, they did so under the influence of an

226

intellectual tradition that looked favorably upon compromise and the establishment of social
equilibrium.
I will also suggest that this historiographical tradition was itself bound up in the
increasing military and political power of Rome after the early third century. The growth of
Rome into an imperial force was a process that brought power and wealth but also social
disequilibrium, which contributed to social upheavals that grew increasingly violent over the
course of time. The failure of the Gracchan Revolution in the later part of the second century
proved to be the calm prior to the storms of the first, when a succession of civil wars provided
the catalyst that transformed the Republic into the Empire of Augustus and his successors. In
keeping with my focus on slave and peasant rebellions I will argue that the late republican civil
wars were in fact themselves a species of peasant rebellion.449 The landless soldiers who fueled
and helped direct the conflicts of the first century were the same people who had previously
agitated for social change in other less violent ways. Peasant discontent was responsible for the
destabilization and "fall" of the Roman Republic. To this must added the discontent of the mass
of rural slaves from the middle Republic onward. The destabilization of Rome's agricultural
workforce, in all of its various guises, was the principal cause of the violent transformation that
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In making this assertion I disagree with scholars like Eric Gruen, who view social conflict as insufficient to
explain the transformation (in other words, the "fall") of the Republic during the late first century. Gruen accurately
states that there was little in the way of class consciousness or unity during the period. On the other hand, when
instancea of peasant and slave uprisings are considered alongside the essentially mercenary peasant armies of the
late Republic, it is arguable that a broad-based solidarity among the lower classes is unecessary to support the notion
that social conflicts were responsible for transforming the Roman state. See Gruen 1974, 502-505.
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overtook Rome in the late first century. While this topic has been covered from a variety of
angles by generations of historians, a consideration of the issue of social conflict in an inclusive
sense, drawing into the discussion all the forms it could take, seems promising.450
Finally, while a full treatment of social struggles under the Empire is impossible in a
work of this length, I will end this chapter with an analysis of mutinies within the ranks of the
Roman army, arguing that these events were the descendants of the same socio-economic
pressures which had brought first political discord and later Mediterranean-wide violence.

Ancient and Modern Historiographies
The early Roman Republic is one of the most indistinct periods that a historian of Rome
can study. The regal period that preceded the founding of Rome's Republic is relatively better
known through the aid of archaeological evidence, but the history of what came immediately
after is shadowy at best. Beyond the foundation dates of some of the major Roman temples, we
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Work on the fall of the Republic is extensive. Gruen (1974) usefully (if somewhat controversially) argued that
the fall was not inevitable, placing considerable agency on certain key individuals like Julius Caesar. Shotter nicely
cataloged the standard arguments, which stress the growth of empire, the limits of republican bureaucratic
institutions and the ambitions of powerful nobles (1994). Brunt (1971) placed heavy emphasis on the role of
landless soldiers and stressed the role of the nobility and the failure of political institutions. His analysis presents
social conflict as essentially episodic, a stance which relies upon faith in Livy and Dionysius and compartmentalizes
the Servile Wars and some elements of the Social War.
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have relatively little undisputed historical evidence for the period.451 This is most especially true
for the 5th century, a period which the Romans themselves remembered as the starting point of
their republican history.452
For our purposes, the importance of the early history of the Republic is the series of
social conflicts known as the Struggle of the Orders. As presented in the first century histories of
writers like Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus, the Struggle of the Orders was a prolonged
series of social and political events in which two distinct social classes, the aristocratic patricians
and the commoner plebeians, vied with each other for political and economic standing within the
Roman state.453 The process as it was understood by later Romans involved a gradual series of
concessions made by the patricians, until the plebeian faction gained rough parity by the early 3 rd
century. Later Romans saw this story as a foundational part of republican history, the ultimate
source of social and political equilibrium that sustained Rome through its rise to imperial
greatness. But as modern historians have pointed out, the simplified course of events in the
Roman sources is highly problematic.

451

Outright falsehoods, duplications of events, and

The temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus was dedicated in 509. In 484 the Temple of Castor was the last to be
founded until 431, when there was the isolated foundation of the Temple of Apollo. See Latte 1960, 415.
452
It is, in Tim Cornell's words "something of a blank" due to our extremely limited knowledge of material culture
from the period (2005, 55).
453
The endpoint of the Struggle of the Orders is often placed in the year 287, with the Lex Hortensia which bound
the patrician class to recognize the legitimacy of plebescites. The Lex Hortensia had earlier republican precedents
reaching at least into the middle of the fourth century, making it the final victory in a socio-political struggle of
some antiquity; see Develin 1978, 45-60. Grieve argues that later reforms in the second century down to the time of
the Second Punic War continued a shift of political power away from aristocratic dominance (1985, 278-309).
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simplifications of more complex realities make the Struggle of the Orders one of the most
difficult phenomena to understand in the entire history of Rome.
Much of the difficulty of understanding the early Roman Republic lies in the fact that the
surviving ancient sources are far removed from the period they chronicle. Local Greek authors
would have taken some interest in the rising Roman state, but the Romans themselves did not
begin to write Greek-style histories until the late 3rd century.

The earliest of these was

undertaken by the Roman senator Q. Fabius Pictor, who wrote an annalistic history of Rome in
which he intended, in part, to trace the history of the city from its foundations. Pictor and others
like him would have had access to some epigraphic evidence, some official documentation like
the consular fasti, and whatever additional information could be provided by living memory. But
what was for these authors the distant past would have been difficult to reconstruct in a detailed
record of Rome's political and social history. Pictor himself was born around 270, and thus
could have accessed the memories of others to provide evidence back to around 300 or so. Thus
the earliest historical sources written in Rome were produced around the time of the Second
Punic War, and could have provided seemingly reliable information for the preceding century.
Following these earliest annalistic historians, the second century saw Gnaeus Gellius write a
ninety-seven volume history of Rome during the 130s, a source which was later utilized by the
Greek historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Gellius' text in turn was used as a source by
Licinius Macer, writing in the early first century, who would, in turn, have a strong impact on the
comprehensive Roman history of Livy.

230

Thus the history of Rome, as the Romans themselves constructed it, was one that had
truly reliable evidence beginning only around the year 300. Regarding events prior to that date
later Romans had much less reliable evidence to go on, and consequently they tended to fill in
socio-political details with material they were more familiar with, namely more recent Roman
history. For the Struggle of the Orders, this meant more contemporary episodes of sociopolitical conflict, especially the troubles of the late second century associated with Roman
imperialism and radical tribunes like the Gracchi.454 To be sure, this is not to suggest that the
earliest histories were complete fabrications. Certain pieces of data—like the dates of foreign
wars or the construction of important public works projects—are likely to be on firmer historical
ground. Nevertheless, these histories are highly problematic. Cornell summarizes this view of
the historical tradition:
We are in fact entitled to conclude that the surviving literary accounts are firmly
based on a common body of tradition that outlined the main developments in the
history of the city. This tradition was constantly being reinterpreted in the light of
new historical circumstances and filled out with rhetorical elaboration as the art of
historical writing became increasingly sophisticated. On the other hand there is
no reason to think that the tradition was consciously deformed or systematically
contaminated in the course of its transmission. I have argued that the annalists of
the late Republic were not in a position to alter the basic outline of events by

454

For example, the sources have a heavy focus on distribution of public lands and a general preoccupation with
military manpower. Both of these concerns make more sense for the middle Republic as opposed to the early, postregal 5th century. While Rome was engaged in near-continuous warfare as a young Republic, it is likely that many
of these engagements were little more than cattle raids. They were certainly not the large-scale conflicts of the
mature Republic. The threat of foreign invasion in this earlier period, and the corresponding issues of land
redistribution and military manpower, though perhaps genuine concerns. were doubtless also on a much smaller
scale.
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inserting arbitrary manipulations and wholesale inventions, and there is no serious
evidence to suggest that any of them tried.455
These events therefore provided a scaffolding around which the later republican historians could
elaborate with details that made sense to them.456
There remains no modern scholarly consensus on the Struggle of the Orders or the larger
early history of Rome, especially the period of the 5th century. Modern treatments of the period
range from hypercritical, in which the surviving sources are considered to be largely invention,
to blind acceptance of the sources at face value.457

Historian Harriet Flower prefers a

construction in which there is no single Roman Republic, but rather a gradual process of change
and political innovation, where pre- and proto-Republics finally gave way after several centuries
to the Republic remembered by the Romans. To Flower, the details of the earliest post-regal
phase of Roman history were forgotten, at least regarding specific political institutions which
were themselves ad-hoc and experimental. As the political climate gradually changed, the
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Cornell, in Raaflaub 2005, 52.
For the notion that the basic framework of the history is plausible, but was re-interpreted and re-made by later
generations of Romans, see Cornell, in Raaflaub 2005, 47-61.
457
Frier, detailing the formation of the annalist historical tradition at Rome, underlines the basic difficulty that
confronted the annalistic historians. Fabius Pictor, for example, was limited to sparse documentary sources, Greek
historians he distrusted, and knowledge of his own time. The document he produced, argues Frier, owed more to
Pictor's views of contemporary Roman greatness than a historical presentation of the past (1979, 255-284). Millar
argues for a cautious approach, "working backward" from the more firmly attested "historical period" as opposed to
beginning with the start of the post-regal era (1989, 149-150). Cornell, in Raaflaub 2005, is more willing to accept a
historical basis for Rome's early history, based in part on what he sees as the confluence of literary and archaeolgical
evidence (67). Raaflaub himself takes a moderate approach, noting the difficulty of Rome’s early history while at
the same time arguing that it is a fundamental starting point (2005, xi).
456
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earliest innovations were first no longer needed and finally forgotten. This left later Romans to
reconstruct the half-remembered past according to the more familiar present they knew.458
I tend to favor a somewhat conservative approach to the evidence for early Rome. The
annalistic tradition formulated by Fabius Pictor and his successors provides us with a literary
record that does, at least in some places, coincide with independent archaeological evidence,
such as the foundation dates for major temples. It is true, as Raaflaub urges, that archaeological
data, especially the sparse material attributable to the 5th century, does not provide evidence for a
detailed analysis of social struggle.459 On the other hand, the fact that these few details coincide
with the much later literary record proves that the framework that later writers "fleshed out" did,
in fact, exist. As far as the Struggle of the Orders is concerned, it would be strange if there had
not been some form of conflict between the various classes in the early Roman state, given that
similar types of social conflict and transformation were already prevalent among Rome's
contemporary Greek and Etruscan neighbor states.460 Greek authors could utilize the term stasis
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Flower's reconstruction is an acceptable compromise given the available evidence (2010, 34-55).
The archaeological evidence from the period is "subject to conflicting interpretations" and provides at best
ambiguous information regarding social change. See Raaflaub 2005, 5-8.
460
The Etruscan city-states went through a period of social and cultural transformation in the 5th century, much of
which seems to have been due to contact with the Greeks of the eastern Mediterranean. The process can be charted
through archaeology, for example changes in Etruscan funerary practices and associated material culture. See
Torelli 1987, 43-53; Barker and Rasmussen 1998, 117-140. Smith is more cautious about the Greek impact (1996,
75-77). For a discussion of 'orientalizing' contact with the east and the transformation of political authority in
Etruria see Riva 2010, 108-140. Izzet refocuses the discussion of cultural transformation on the agency of the
Etruscans themselves, rather than on simple adoption of Greek models (2007, 10-41).
459
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to describe Roman social struggles precisely because the meaning of term was familiar to them
from the intra-city conflicts of Greek city-states.461
An analysis of the precise historicity of the Struggle of the Orders is beyond the scope of
this book. Given the incredibly divided nature of the scholarship and the state of the literary and
archaeological evidence it is impossible to say much concretely about Rome's early social
conflicts. There is another approach to the Struggle of the Orders that is of interest, however,
and this lies in the region of ancient historiography. The earliest Roman annalists like Fabius
Pictor and the 1st century historians who were their intellectual descendants characterized the
early history of the Republic as one marked by a prolonged social struggle between rich and
poor. Late republican historians such as Livy might question the reliability of the earliest history
of the state—and Livy himself considered much of the early information he relayed to be at least
semi-mythic—but nonetheless they presented the earliest history of Rome as filled with social
struggle.462 Whether or not the Struggle of the Orders took place as they depicted, Roman
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Social conflict and political transformations were a key feature of the classical polis. Political change and even
the development of the concept of citizenship were linked to rises in wealth and population: see Davies, in Caltaldi
2004, 19-27; also Thomas and Canant 1999, 118-125. Snodgrass points to what he considers the intellectual
'openess' of Greek society, as it transitioned out of the Archaic period, for an explanation of this phenomenon (1981,
160-200). Lewis argues against an 'end to tyranny’ during this period, noting that tyrannies flourished
contemporaneously with powers like Athens and Sparta, who both developed ideological and historiographic
traditions in opposition to the concept of tryanny (2009, 46-57).
462
See Livy 6.1.2: domi seditiones, quinque libris exposui, res cum uetustate nimia obscuras uelut quae magno ex
interuallo loci uix cernuntur, tum quid rarae per eadem tempora litterae fuere, una custodia fidelis memoriae rerum
gestarum, et quod, etiam si quae in commentariis pontificum aliisque publicis priuatisque erant monumentis,
incensa urbe pleraeque interiere. (matters obscure, as well by reason of their very great antiquity, like objects which
from their great distance are scarcely perceptible, as also because in those times the use of letters, the only faithful
guardian of the memory of events, was inconsiderable and rare: and, moreover, whatever was contained in the
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historians treated it as essentially factual. Stressing the purpose and importance of the Struggle
of the Orders served a convenient didactic goal. As the history was constructed and remembered
it served to explain why it was that Rome had become so great: concord between the various
social classes allowed for the healthy functioning of state. Without social struggle Rome was
enabled to look outwards, focusing the energies of the state on conquest and expansion. Thus the
Struggle of the Orders served to explain all that Rome had become. This idea that the Struggle
of the Orders had an important didactic role in Roman historiography gains support from the
elite presentation of other sorts of social conflicts in authors like Diodorus Siculus.463 So how
exactly did the Struggle of the Orders influence later Romans, and what lessons might they have
derived from it?
When Livy and other late republican historians wrote comprehensively about Rome's
past, they did so with a clearly delineated didactic purpose. The preface of Livy's opus makes
this abundantly clear:

commentaries of the pontiffs, and other public and private records, were lost for the most part in the burning of the
city).
463
Diodorus Sicilus blamed the outbreak of slave rebellion in Sicily in the 130s on the misbehavior of local elites.
The first villains of his story are the cruel slave owners who mistreat their slaves and drive them to rebellion. The
audience was meant to internalize this lesson, and use it to inform their own behavior. "Heavy-handed arrogance"
(ὑπερηφανία καὶ βαρύτης), as Diodorus terms it, was the cause of social discord at the level of the state, and the
cause of unrest and rebellion within households (34/35.2.33): ἡ γὰρ ὑπερηφανία καὶ βαρύτης ἐν μὲν ταῖς πόλεσιν
ἀπεργάζεται στάσεις ἐμφυλίους τῶν ἐλευθέρων, ἐν δὲ τοῖς κατὰ μέρος τῶν ἰδιωτῶν οἴκοις δούλων ἐπιβουλὰς τοῖς
δεσπόταις καὶ ἀποστάσεις φοβερὰς κοινῇ ταῖς πόλεσι κατασκευάζει (for heavy-handed arrogance leads states into
civil strife and factionalism between citizens, and in individual households it paves the way for plots of slaves
against masters and for terrible uprisings in concert against the whole state).
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What chiefly makes the study of history wholesome and profitable is this, that you
behold the lessons of every kind of experience set forth as on a conspicuous
monument; from these you may choose for yourself and for your own state what
to imitate, from these mark for avoidance what is shameful in the conception and
shameful in the result.464
Livy was doing more than writing a "useful" version of historical events. The task he set for
himself was one of necessity. His history was not presented in isolation, as a sort of case study,
but bound up with what he perceived to be the progressive moral decline of the state, a world
view which was heavily impacted by the chaos of the late first century that transformed the
Republic.465
As far as the social conflicts of the early Republic were concerned, these were seen as
part of the initial rise of Rome to greatness that Livy wanted his readers to contemplate. Livy's
history was meant to introduce Roman (elite) readers to the "life and morals of the community
and the men and the qualities by which through domestic policy and foreign war dominion was
won and extended."466 In this reconstruction of early republican history, a period of social
conflict between those who had access to wealth and political power and those who did not gave
way to a period of social concord. In presenting the story this way, the various disturbances of
the Struggle of the Orders represented opportunities for Livy to show his readers examples of
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Livy 1. pr. 10: hoc illudest praecipue in cognitione rerum salubre ac frugiferum,omnis te exempli documenta in
inlustri posita monumento intueri: inde tibi tuaequae rei publicae quodimitere capias, inde foedum inceptu, foedum
exitu,quod vites.
465
Livy 1. pr. 9.
466
Livy 1. pr. 9: Quae uita, qui mores fuerint, per quos uiros quibusque artibus domi militiaeque et partum et
auctum imperium sit.
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moral and immoral behavior from both groups. Heroes and villains were to be found on both
sides of the divide between patrician and plebeian; neither side could claim a monopoly on either
moral behavior or putting the interests of the state before those of individuals. Popular leaders,
in Livy's construction of events, are often portrayed as ambitious demogogues, seizing the power
of popular protest for their own ends. In the year 382 Livy tells how the patrician Marcus
Manlius Capitolinus made a public spectacle of the emancipation of a veteran Roman soldier
who had been reduced to slavery through debt:
A centurion renowned for military prowess had been condemned for debt. As he
was being led away, Manlius caught sight of him, and hastening to his side
through the midst of the Forum with his band of retainers, he laid hold of him, and
exclaiming at the arrogance of the patricians, the heartlessness of the moneylenders, the sufferings of the plebs, and the merits and misfortunes of this man,
“Then in very truth,” he cried, “was it all in vain that with this right hand I saved
the Capitol and the Citadel, if I am to see my fellow citizen and fellow soldier
carried off a captive—as though the Gauls had conquered us—to servitude and
chains!” He then paid the money to the creditor in full sight of the people, and
with the ceremony of the scales and bronze redeemed the debtor and set him free,
to invoke the blessing of gods and men on Marcus Manlius, his liberator, the
father of the Roman plebs.467
According to Livy this was the first instance in which a member of the patrician ruling class used
popular issues to leverage political support against the entrenched forces of Rome's elites. Livy
paints the episode very starkly as an example of a demagogue provoking sedition among the
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Livy 6.14: Centurionem, nobilem militaribus factis, iudicatum pecuniae cum duci vidisset, medio foro cum
caterva sua accurrit et manum iniecit; vociferatusque de superbia patrum ac crudelitate feneratorum et miseriis
plebis, virtutibus eius viri fortunaque, “tum vero ego” inquit “nequiquam hac dextra Capitolium arcemque
servaverim, si civem commilitonemque meum tamquam Gallis victoribus captum in servitutem ac vincula duci
videam.” Inde rem creditori palam populo solvit libraque et aere liberatum emittit, deos atque homines obtestantem
ut M. Manlio, liberatori suo, parenti plebis Romanae, gratiam referant.
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common people. This is in keeping with Livy's stated understanding of the use of history, as
didactic tool by which one may observe how moral and immoral actions affect both the
individual and the state, in order to emulate what produced a desirable outcome.
Popular agitation against the elites was not always portrayed by Livy or Dionysius as
illegitimate, however. Both authors object to the violence and economic polarities connected
with the issue of debt slavery (nexum) which was finally abolished late in the 4th century.468 In
their presentation of stories about debt, it is the wealthy and powerful who provide the examples
of how not to act. The greed of elites, and their use of force to ensure obedience to unjust
policies, gave the late republican historians an opportunity to present cautionary depictions of the
rich and powerful. Even in the story related above, while Livy presents popular leadership as
dangerous demagoguery, the figure of the captive centurion is meant to illicit sympathy from a
patriotic audience: the greed and arrogance of those in power had condemned a brave Roman
soldier to slavery. In narrating the end of debt slavery, which he placed in the year 326, Livy
used a story about corrupt elites and the misuse of wealth and social position to demonstrate how
popular public discord could be beneficial. The banning of nexum is described by Livy as a
"new era of freedom for the Roman plebs"469 brought about by mass popular agitation against the
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Nexum was abolished in 326, according to Livy (8.28). It was not chattel slavery in the strict sense, but an
intermediate form of bondage, translated by many modern historians as "debt-slavery" (e.g., Finley 1998, 138-140).
The abolition of debt slavery was one aspect of the increasing plebeian access to political office during the fourth
century. Plebeian politicians were able to use the discontent of poor plebeians as a source of political strength; see
Develin, in Raaflaub 2005, 293-308.
469
Livy 8.28.1: eo anno plebi Romanae uelut aliud initium libertatis.
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enslavement of a certain Gaius Publilius for his father's debts. As Livy tells the story, the
younger Publilius was an attractive youth who aroused the "lust and cruelty" of the moneylender
Lucius Papirius.470 When Papirius' advances failed to work on Publilius, the moneylender
resorted to threats and from there resorted to public violence: he had the boy stripped and beaten.
This so outraged the Roman audience that they marched in a body to the senate house and
displayed the wounds suffered by the youth. The effect of all this was that the consuls outlawed
the practice of enslaving debtors. Livy's narrative places the blame on the actions of a single
person, Lucius Papirius, and the purpose of the story was to demonstrate how the misuse of
wealth and power led to a positive transformation in Roman law through popular action. The
actions of the crowd in this instance were justified, as Livy saw it, because they grew out of the
wickedness of a corrupt individual and resulted in a positive change for the Roman people.471
Dionysius of Halicarnassus viewed social conflict as existing in an oppositional
relationship with the social concord stemming from foreign danger:
Now in all nations and places, both Greek and barbarian, respites from evils from
abroad are wont to provoke civil and domestic wars; and this happens especially
among those peoples who choose a life of warfare and its hardships from a
passion for liberty and dominion.472
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Livy 8.28.1: libidinem...crudelitatem.
Livy 8.28.3-9.
472
Dionysius 8.83.2: ἐν ἅπασι μὲν οὖν ἔθνεσι καὶ τόποις Ἑλλήνων τε καὶ βαρβάρων φιλοῦσιν αἱ τῶν ἔξωθεν κακῶν
ἀνάπαυλαι ἐμφυλίους τε καὶ ἐνδήμους ἐγείρειν πολέμους, μάλιστα δὲ τοῦτο πάσχουσιν, ὅσοι πολεμιστὴν καὶ
κακόπαθον αἱροῦνται βίον ἐλευθερίας τε καὶ ἡγεμονίας πόθῳ. χαλεπαὶ γὰρ αἱ μαθοῦσαι τοῦ πλείονος ἐφίεσθαι
φύσεις ἐξειργόμεναι τῶν συνήθων ἔργων καρτερεῖν· καὶ διὰ τοῦτο οἱ φρονιμώτατοι τῶν ἡγεμόνων ἀεί τινας ἐκ τῶν
ἀλλοεθνῶν ἀναζωπυροῦσιν ἔχθρας, κρείττονας ἡγούμενοιτῶν ἐντοπίων πολέμων τοὺς ἀλλοδαπούς.
471
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Effectively, the model Dionysius used presented warfare and militarism as a means of securing
safety and freedom (while presumably imposing some degree of un-freedom upon others).
States like Rome, which were militaristic in order to maintain their free status, tended to create
domestic enemies if they lacked external ones to focus their energies upon. This view of social
conflict makes more sense if viewed from the socio-political realities of Dionysius' own time: by
the end of the Republic, when social discord had grown into a series of bloody, transformative
civil wars, there were essentially no enemies left for the Romans to face. The Republic was by
Dionysius' time a massive empire, so powerful that no serious external threat could present itself
to restore social solidarity. To both Livy and Dionysius the absence of a foreign enemy or
imminent external danger was the principal condition that produced social strife, and they saw
this as valid even during the Republic's infancy. For example, in Dionysius' depiction of the
cessation of war in the year 474, civil dissention automatically apopeared.473
The histories that Greek and Roman historians produced during the late Republic viewed
early Roman history as dominated by a socio-economic divide between rich and poor (simplified
as patrician versus plebeian), which they organized into a polarized social struggle between the
two groups lasting several centuries. The end point of this struggle came sometime around the
year 300, which also happens to coincide with the point at which the earliest Roman historians
had access to greater amounts of solid historical evidence. The period which came after,
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The key agents in this story were the tribunes, who are described as stirring up popular resentments against the
elites (Dionysius 9.27.1-2).

240

generalized as the middle Republic, is a crucial one for the arguments presented in this chapter: it
was this period that saw Rome's rise to real imperial power, but it also saw the eruption of
serious social conflicts. When serious social problems became politicized in the late second
century, the prevailing intellectual tradition viewed them as potentially dangerous but also
transformative in a positive way. It is not accidental that the reformer tribune Tiberius Gracchus
based his politics around legislation that dated to the time of the Struggle of the Orders. 474 To
Tiberius, the Struggle of the Orders was not only real in a historical sense but ultimately
beneficial to the Roman state and its people. It makes sense that he would have looked to the
significant events of the past as he attempted to solve the problems of his present.
In important ways these two historical issues, social conflict and imperialism, are
inseparable. For that reason in the following section I will detail the relationship between
expansion and social disequilibrium, ending with an analysis of the period of the Gracchan
Revolution, when social conflict began to transform.

Social Conflict and the Middle Republic: Agency, Power and Social Upheaval
That Rome suffered from a series of social upheavals in the late Republic is well known.
Many historians see the period of social and civil war of the 80s as a breaking point from which
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Gracchus was looking back to the Licinio-Sextian legisltation of 367, which pushed for political equality for the
plebeians and placed limits on the holding of public lands.
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the decline of the Republic can be dated.475 The dictator Sulla is often cast as a villain in this
story, in that he was the first to openly use arms against the state, or rather against that fraction of
the state and its people that opposed him and supported his enemies. His march upon Rome
eventually led to victory against Cinna and the various Marian partisans, and in victory he
attempted reforms to forestall future civil conflicts. These reforms did not long outlive the
dictator, and soon after his death the Republic was again torn between the various factions of
powerful nobles, many of whom had learned their craft at the feet of Sulla. New wars led to the
demise of the powerful politician-generals one by one, until Octavian emerged supreme by 31.
A longer view of the process which transformed the Republic might go back to the period
of the Gracchan reforms, but even this would ignore some important historical developments of
earlier times. The real beginnings of the violent social upheavals of the later Republic are tied,
as some historians note, to the imperial expansion that occurred from the period of the First
Punic War onwards.476 This, as argued above, was a period that coincided with relatively firm
historical knowledge. Indeed, the events of the third century were recognized as momentous,
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The issue of inevitable decline is a contested one among modern scholars. Gruen (1971) argues against the
inevitability, noting the contiunued vitality of republican institutions and the rule of law during this late period.
Flower (2010, 118-134) considers the Sullan program not simply a set of reforms, but rather the institution of a new
Republic, with radically new political rules. While this may be going too far, she does note the basic un-workability
of Sulla's new rules, which were quickly broken after his death, even by his supporters. More traditional is the view
of Shotter, who sees a growing acceleration of political change after the time of Sulla (2005, 44-45).
476
The First Punic War (264-241) was bloodier and longer than all prior conflicts in Italy. It was fought against the
Phoenician city-state of Carthage, and resulted in Roman dominance in the western Mediterranean, marking the
transition of Rome from a local Italian power into a truly Mediterranean force. Further victory over Carthage in the
Second Punic War (218-202) cemented this status and increased Rome's power. Lazenby provides an excellent
analysis of both conflicts (1978, 1996).
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and famously so by the pro-Roman Greek historian Polybius.477 After defeating Carthage to
become dominant in the western Mediterranean, Rome was drawn into a fresh series of conflicts
in the Greek-dominated eastern Mediterranean, as well as brutal wars in Spain and Northern
Italy.478 In a period of little more than a hundred years from the middle of the third century,
Rome became a vast and wealthy empire. This process, as is generally known, caused important
changes to take place in Rome's Italian heartland.
Many of these changes were tied to the vast amounts of money that poured in from
Rome's overseas conquests. Warfare had a long history as a source of wealth at Rome, and even
the small-scale cattle raids of the early Republic still generated a certain amount of economic
activity. Warfare was a source of wealth and glory for elites, but it also served to enrich the
common soldiers and their families. Thus Romans had a long-established tradition of seeing
warfare as not just a path to social status (and this was, of course, a very important aspect of
warfare) but as source of personal wealth. By the middle Republic this view was so well
established that Rome would embark on its first war with Carthage in part due to the support of
the popular assemblies: war in Sicily was viewed favorably as a source of wealth, for both the
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Polybius 1.1.
I use the phrase "drawn into" because some of the major wars of the period after the Second Punic War were
causally connected to that conflict, especially those in Spain and Greece/Macedonia. Harris famously argued for
economically-motivated aggression on the part of the Romans in these conflicts (1977, 200-254). It may be more
accurate, however, to say that elements of economic interest existed in varying combinations with fears of foreign
aggression. At all events, the argument over whether or not these were wars constituted self-defense or imperial
aggression is peripheral to the subject at hand.
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people and the state.479 Warfare produced wealth in the form of land, booty and slaves, and the
influx of these spoils gradually transformed Rome's state and society.
That the aristocracy became increasingly wealthy during this time is proven by the
publication of agricultural manuals by men like Cato the Elder and Columela. These tomes
praised farmers and farming in the abstract, but were really how-to manuals aimed at the large
estates of the increasingly rich aristocracy. As argued at length above, the demographic and
economic changes that accompanied Rome's seizure of empire were also a primary cause of the
large slave rebellions, the Servile Wars, which occurred in Sicily and Italy. Over time, as wealth
flowed into the Roman state and concentrated at the top of the social pyramid, the wealthiest
Romans (as well as wealthy non-Roman provincials) held more and more land.480 The large

479

Polybius describes the consuls appealing to the popular assemblies, pointing out that all would benefit from
plunder accrued during the war (1.11.2). Harris (1977) makes a very strong argument for the economic motivation
behind Roman warfare, though he overreaches at times. An example of this comes in his discussion of the 2 nd
Macedonian War, where Harris presses his economic argument despite the fact that Rome had just emerged from the
most trying period of its history to that date, the invasion of Hannibal Barca during the 2 nd Punic War. Rome was
especially "touchy" in regards to external threats at the end of the long and terrible war with Carthage. Since the
Macedonians had thrown in their lot with Hannibal at Rome's moment of crisis, the war against Macedon was not
simply a run-of-the mill example of Roman aggression. That said, Harris is surely right to stress that economic
factors were very important to Rome's practice of warfare. War was, in effect, a path to status and wealth.
480
For an analysis of the occurence of the term latifundia in Latin literature , see van Hoof 1982, 126-128. In Pliny's
view the large estates were a dangerous and destructive thing: Modum agri in primis servandum antiqui putavere,
quippe ita censebant, satius esse minus serere et melius arare; qua in sententia et Vergilium fuisse video. verumque
confitentibus latifundia perdidere Italiam, iam vero et provincias—sex domini semissem Africae possidebant, cum
interfecit eos Nero princeps—, non fraudando magnitudine hac quoque sua Cn. Pompeio, qui numquam agrum
mercatus est conterminum (Natural History 18.7; The ancients were of opinion, that before everything, moderation
should be observed in the extent of a farm; for it was a favourite maxim of theirs, that we ought to sow the less, and
plough the more: such too, I find, was the opinion entertained by Virgil, and indeed, if we must confess the truth, it
is the wide-spread domains that have been the ruin of Italy, and soon will be that of the provinces as well. Six
proprietors were in possession of one half of Africa, at the period when the Emperor Nero had them put to death.).
Similar sentiments were expressed by Columella (De Re Rustica 1.3.12).
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farms they accumulated became the latifundia, export-oriented estates intended to take advantage
of the unprecedentedly hungry market that was the metropolis of Rome. As time wore on, ever
larger conflicts were fought by the Romans farther and farther away from Italy. Consequently,
the Roman view of warfare as a path to status and wealth gradually began to change during this
period. Fantham is essentially correct in stating that:
the chief horror of military service for the citizen peasant was not his own
subordination so much as the incompatibility of his absence on military service
with the maintenance of his bit of land: in Livy's account of the early republic this
conflict of military duty and household responsibility is soon highlighted as the
chief cause of citizen debt and the source of endless friction between the
senatorial officer class and the plebs.481
By the second century the new transmarine nature of Roman warfare was beginning to make this
statement more and more accurate. Small farmers in the early Republic could more readily
balance the demands of warfare and farming, since Rome's early wars were shorter and fought
closer to home. But being shipped off to distant places like Spain for long periods had the effect
of ruining farms and impoverishing families. For soldiers so shipped, war was less a path to
status and wealth, and more a dangerous economic burden.
The growing antipathy towards military service at Rome is clearly visible in Polybius'
depiction of the preparations for the Spanish war in 151. He is explicit about draft resistance
being due to the difficulties of the Spanish conflict. Whereas battles in Greece or Asia were
decided in one or two decisive engagements, the war in Spain was different. The Spanish tribes
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Fantham 2005, 212.
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were implacable foes and the terrain was difficult. Victory could not be had in one stroke.
Polybius thought that this war was unique in its ferocity, and he labeled it a "fiery war" (πύρινος
πόλεμος) because of this.482 During the attempt to enroll men into the legions a sort of panic
erupted, accompanied by widespread refusal to serve:
But the more eager the Senate was to pursue the war, the more alarming did they
find the state of affairs. For since Quintus Fulvius Nobilior, their former
commander in Spain, and the members of his force had spread the report in Rome
of the constant succession of pitched battles, the great losses suffered by the
Romans and the valour of the Celtiberians, and as Marcellus was evidently afraid
of continuing the war, such an extraordinary panic took hold of the young recruits
as their elders said they never remembered before. This fit of cowardice went so
far, that neither did competent officers present themselves as military tribunes, but
their posts were not filled, although formerly many more than the required
number of qualified officers used to apply, nor were the legates, nominated by the
consuls, who should have accompanied the general, willing to serve; but the worst
of all was that the young men avoided enrolment, finding such excuses as it was
disgraceful to allege, unseemly to examine, and impossible to check.483
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Polybius 35.1.1.
Polybius 35.4.1-6: ὅσῳ δὲ φιλοτιμότερον ἡ σύγκλητος διέκειτο πρὸς τὸν πόλεμον, τοσούτῳ σφίσι τὰ πράγματ᾽
ἀπέβαινε παραδοξότερα. τοῦ μὲν γὰρ Κοΐντου τοῦ τὸν πρότερον ἐνιαυτὸν στρατηγήσαντος ἐν Ἰβηρίᾳ καὶ τῶν μετ᾽
αὐτοῦ στρατευσαμένων ἠγγελκότων εἰς τὴν Ῥώμην τήν τε συνέχειαν τῶν ἐκ παρατάξεως κινδύνων καὶ τὸ πλῆθος
τῶν ἀπολωλότων καὶ τὴν ἀνδρείαν τῶν Κελτιβήρων, τοῦ δὲ Μαρκέλλου προφανῶς ἀποδειλιῶντος τὸν πόλεμον,
ἐνέπεσέ τις πτοία τοῖς νέοις παράλογος, οἵαν οὐκ ἔφασαν οἱ πρεσβῦται γεγενημένην πρότερον. εἰς γὰρ τοῦτο
προύβη τὰ τῆς ἀποδειλιάσεως ὥστε μήτε χιλιάρχους προπορεύεσθαι πρὸς τὴν ἀρχὴν τοὺς ἱκανούς, ἀλλ᾽ ἐλλείπειν
τὰς χώρας, τὸ πρότερον εἰθισμένων πολλαπλασιόνων προπορεύεσθαι τῶν καθηκόντων, μήτε τοὺς εἰσφερομένους
ὑπὸ τῶν ὑπάτων πρεσβευτὰς ὑπακούειν, οὓς ἔδει πορεύεσθαι μετὰ τοῦ στρατηγοῦ, τὸ δὲ μέγιστον, τοὺς νέους
διακλίνειν τὰς καταγραφὰς καὶ τοιαύτας πορίζεσθαι προφάσεις ἃς λέγειν μὲν αἰσχρὸν ἦν, ἐξετάζειν δ᾽ ἀπρεπές,
ἐπιτέμνειν δ᾽ ἀδύνατον.
483
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If the date of the draft riot is early, then the refusal to serve is partially explainable by the
sensational character of the wars in Spain. Generally speaking they were long and difficult, and
soldiers sent to Spain had a high likelihood of finding death rather than riches.484
With more citizens absent for longer periods in distant theaters of war, Roman
landowners found that it was desirable to employ slaves.485 Free farmers might be used at
crucial points in the agricultural year, especially during harvests, but Roman citizens were
subject to the military draft and as such could not always be relied upon. So slaves filled the
labor gap. They were a source of manpower that could be worked continuously, and they could
be fed and clothed minimally as a means of keeping the cost of ownership down. Happily for the
landowners, the state's regular diet of overseas wars kept a steady supply of war captives
streaming towards the slave markets, so slave labor became cost-effective for the large estates.486
These were the origins of the ergastula slaves, the unskilled labor of the great estates who were
kept chained, the lowest of the low. Even slaves had a social hierarchy and the field slaves were
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The wars in Spain were problematic for Rome for another reason, as well: it was politically difficult to enlist
more men to replace those already serving there, in part because of other military commitments. So soldiers
languished in long deployments, fighting a dangerous enemy with little expectation of financial benefit. See Brunt
1977, 396-403.
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The rise in agricultural slavery was dramatic, and linked to the growth of empire. "Two aspects of the
transformation of the Italian economy in the period of imperial expansion stand out: the increase in the wealth of the
Roman elite and the massive growth of slavery.... There were about two (or even three) million slaves in Italy by
the end of the first century BC" (Hopkins 1978, 8-9). Estimates of the numbers of slaves vary from scholar to
scholar, in relation to the number assumed for the free population. Brunt, for example, criticised the estimates of
Beloch, who argued for a population of 4,500,000 of which 2,000,000 were slaves. Brunt, who considered the ratio
of slaves to free persons extremely high, had a tally which was larger in both respects: 7,500,000 people, of whom
3,000,000 were enslaved (1971, 12-124). Regardless of whom one believes, it may be useful to point out that either
estimate produces an enormous number of slaves.
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Hopkins provides a useful summary of the increase in the number of slaves during the middle Republic (1978, 815).
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at the bottom.487 It was these individuals who provided much of the rebel manpower during the
Servile Wars.

Over time, the growth of empire produced a transfer of wealth from the

smallholder class to estate-holding landlords, at least in certain sections of Italy and Sicily. The
land hunger that this process produced among sections of the Roman populace meant that from
the middle Republic onwards access to farmland was increasingly politicized, most famously by
the Gracchi brothers.488
The late second century was an increasingly tumultuous period for Rome. Among other
things, the radical tribunes Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus gained tremendous power through their
populist policies, such as land reform and the extension of Roman citizenship. Tiberius, who
was tribune in 133, a decade before his brother Gaius, seized upon land reform as his overriding
political concern. Plutarch, in his biography of Tiberius, says that the tribune was troubled by
the impoverishment and depopulation of Italy.489 The free farmers were gone, replaced by
slaves. Thus he set out to enact land reforms that would reverse these conditions, reforms which
would ultimately result in his death at the hands of the Senate. Shochat argues convincingly that
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The slave workers on the large estates were organized through a vertical social hierarchy with slave overseers on
top and the unskilled ergastula laborers at the bottom. The agricultural manuals offer advice as to the ideal
character of the slave appointed as overseer: he was essentially to be tough but fair, mature, and physically capable
of leading by example. Beneath him were other slaves who were used as laborers but not chained, and at the very
bottom the unfortunates of the ergastula. The manuals also make it clear that slaves were to be rewarded for good
behavior, while violence was to be a last resort for dealing with misbehavior. For the social hierarchy, employment
and treatment of agricultural slaves, see Varro, Rerum Rusticarum Libri III 17; Cato, De Agricultura 5-19;
Columella, De Re Rustica, 1.6.3.
488
Shochat argues that the problem of recruitment was not related to a lack of land or manpower, but instead was
due to political considerations, i.e. the unpopularity of the wars in Spain (1980, 75-76.).
489
Plutarch's account focuses on Roman citizens, and makes the issue the conflict between rich and poor (Tiberius
8.1.7).
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Tiberius' real aim was to increase the military contributions of the Italian allies, in order to
bypass growing citizen opposition to military service. Land was to be distributed to landless
Italians so that they might qualify for army service, and to the Roman poor to address their
poverty. This was needed due to Rome's overseas military commitments, some of which at least
were growing more and more unpopular. The clearest example of this was the wars in Spain
(where Tiberius himself had served as an officer), which, as we have already seen, were
extremely dangerous and not likely to result in much booty for the Roman draftees. 490 In the
end, Tiberius' actions were primarily concerned with the health of the state and its military
apparatus.491 But the fervor of his supporters suggests that Tiberius had struck a popular nerve
with his proposals. His reforms were needed, and he gained a lot of support for them from the
populace—enough to make the Senate see revolution and react violently.
It should be stressed that the social conflicts of the middle Republic demonstrate the mass
agency of sections of the population. Seeing the mass as merely the tool of opportunistic
politicians like the Gracchi ignores how powerful and potentially dangerous popular unrest could
be. This has not been stressed by scholars in part because the two slave wars in Sicily have
traditionally been compartmentalized and treated as isolated phenomena, separate from social
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Brunt provides a chart that shows the heavy military commitment needed for the Spanish provinces during much
of the second century (1977, 432-433). Harris describes both the aggressive nature of Rome's wars in Spain, as well
as their difficulty and unpopularity (1979, 208-210, 233-234, 238, 244-245). Schochat considers the inherent
difficulty of the Spanish wars responsible for a crisis in military recruiting (1980, 56-59).
491
Shochat 1980, 75-76; 93-94. Brunt also considered it possible that the Italian allies were to receive lands under
Tiberius' program (1971, 88). This is in accord with the account of Appian, who describes the impoverishment of
the Italian allies as a danger to Rome (BC 1.7-8).
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conflicts of the Roman free populace. The Servile Wars were quite obviously not led by
ambitious Roman politicians, but instead occurred spontaneously in response to socio-economic
conditions prevalent among the poorest members of Rome's agricultural workforce. It is easy to
see in these events the agency of the mass of the population: while in each of the three Servile
Wars ex-slave commanders served as leaders, the relative resilience of the rebel groups is proof
of the formation of a group identity and subsequent action on behalf of that identity. The
compartmentalization of the Servile Wars as at best a sort of secondary phenomenon to the rest
of Roman social history is unfortunate, as the events of these conflicts illustrate the importance
of studying socio-economic conditions and a large-scale will to act on the part of segments of the
society.492 Such a focus on economic and social polarization and group agency casts many of the
major developments of the late Republic in a new light. It should also be noted that the First
Servile War and the reforms of Tiberius Gracchus were contemporary, a crucially important
detail that deserves much wider recognition than it usually receives. In order to more fulluy
illuminate the connections between the two events, I will now turn briefly to a more pointed
discussion of the military and political career of the eldest Gracchi brother.
The brief and spectacular political career of Tiberius Gracchus highlights many of the
social pressures that were then building in Roman society. Before his meteoric rise to the
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Finley (1998, 182-183), for example, argued that there were only four slave rebellions large enough to be
considered wars in all of human history: the two slave wars in Sicily in the later second century, the rebellion of
Spartacus (73-71), and the Haitian Revolution (1791-1804).
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position of plebeian tribune, Tiberius served as a military officer in the Third Punic War—
holding the rank of military tribune—where he was noted for his bravery. Afterwards, as
quaestor to C. Hostilius Mancinus at the siege of Numantia in Spain, Tiberius' promising military
career ran into trouble: Mancinus was defeated by the Numantines and risked the destruction of
his army in what to the Romans was a shameful disaster. Tiberius negotiated a peace with the
Numantines, and returned to Rome presumably expecting to be praised for his service: he had,
after all, played a significant role in saving the lives of many of Rome's citizen-soldiers through
his negotiations. As it turned out, Tiberius was attacked by his political enemies who argued that
he had lacked the necessary rank to negotiate a treaty with an enemy of Rome, and that his
settlement amounted to ignominious defeat. Mancinus, who bore the responsibility for a series
of defeats in Spain, was handed over in chains to the Numantines who, for their part, refused to
accept him as a prisoner.493 Tiberius' political career, stalled by this setback, was rekindled by
his tenure as plebeian tribune.

The familial and social pressures that fueled aristocratic

competition at Rome were a driving force behind his actions while holding that office.494
Tiberius' land reform legislation was tied not only to current social conditions in Roman
Italy, but also to contemporary political events. His military service was in many respects
responsible for this: Tiberius' experiences as an officer in the Third Punic War, and especially in
the bloody war in Spain, would have made him especially aware of a variety of problems
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For the military career of Tiberius Gracchus see Plutarch, Tiberius 4.4-7.3.
Plutarch describes Tiberius' unsuccessful attempt to win military renown at Numantia: Tiberius 7.1-8.7.
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resulting from Rome's continuing militarism. The Third Punic War, for example, was in many
ways an embarrassment for the Romans. A weakened Carthage fought for several years against
overwhelming Roman strength, inflicting humiliating defeats on the Roman army. The veterans
who had overseen successful Roman conquests in the wars of the early second century had
grown too old to serve.495 Their younger replacements did not demonstrate the same skill and
vigor, and the problematic Third Punic War, despite a final and inevitable Roman victory, was
evidence of this decline. The declining efficiency of the Roman military in this period had much
to do with the growing unpopularity of wars among the citizens. Though veterans of the Third
Punic War and the wars in Greece were available, for example, they were not selected for service
in Spain in 145.496 Popular resentment of the draft was such that it was politically impossible to
draft the veterans.

In Spain, discipline suffered, casualties were heavy, and lost battles

contributed to an aura of defeatism.497 No one knew the gravity of the situation in Spain better
than Tiberius, who had negotiated and signed the treaty with the Numantines.
In addition, when Tiberius was contemplating the reforms that ultimately became his
infamous legislation, the events of the contemporary slave rebellion in Sicily must have been

495

The account of Appian details a series of setbacks and defeats until the arrival of Scipio, despite overwhelming
Roman advantages in material and manpower (Punic Wars, 74-117).
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Appian, Iberian Wars 65.
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The unpopularity of the wars there and the consequent popular opposition to the draft can be seen in the actions
of Scipio Aemilianus upon being sent to take command in Spain: he left the veterans alone, enrolled his clients, and
accepted soldiers from allied nations. For a vivid depiction of the demoralized Roman army in Spain, see Appian,
Iberian Wars 81-83. Scipio Aemilianus' difficulties in recruiting soldiers were not the only problems he faced in
Spain. Upon his arrival he was also forced to enact harsh disciplinary measures in order to transform the troops
already there into something resembling an army (Iberian Wars 84-85). For the political problems associated with
the draft and the pressing need for troops see Smith 1958, 6-7; Shochat 1980, 75-76, 85.
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circulating in the back of his mind. By the time that Tiberius became tribune in 133 the First
Servile War was in its second or third year, making it exactly contemporary with his plans to
redistribute land.498 Reading Appian's version of Tiberius' pronouncements with the above in
mind, the connection between the slave rebellion in Sicily and Tiberius' reforms becomes
abundantly clear:
He inveighed against the multitude of slaves as useless in war and never faithful
to their masters, and adduced the recent calamity brought upon the masters by
their slaves in Sicily, where the demands of agriculture had greatly increased the
number of the latter, recalling also the war waged against them by the Romans,
which was neither easy nor short, but long-protracted and full of vicissitudes and
dangers.499
Appian is quite clear about the relationship between the rebellion in Sicily and the changing
nature of agriculture. Slaves had replaced free men in Sicily, and that had resulted in a brutal
and ongoing war on that island. Tiberius' aims were intended to help avoid the catastrophe that
had befallen Sicily.

When viewed in this way, the First Servile War regains a place of

importance in the social transformation of the Roman Republic. The upheavals of Tiberius'
reform program were in part due to the rebellion of Sicily's slaves, because it was precisely that
event to which he was responding. The need to repair Rome's military establishment through the
distribution of land was a direct consequence of the social changes that were destabilizing the
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Diodorus Siculus, our major source for the conflict, is vague about the when the war began, saying that it started
sixty years after the Second Punic War. Modern scholars disagree as to the exact start date of the war, with most
scholars arguing that the war began between 140 and 135.
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Appian, BC 1.9: ἐπὶ δὲ τῷ δουλικῷ δυσχεράνας ὡς ἀστρατεύτῳ καὶ οὔποτε ἐς δεσπότας πιστῷ, τὸ ἔναγχος
ἐπήνεγκεν ἐν Σικελίᾳ δεσποτῶν πάθος ὑπὸ θεραπόντων γενόμενον, ηὐξημένων κἀκείνων ἀπὸ γεωργίας, καὶ τὸν ἐπ᾽
αὐτοὺς Ῥωμαίων πόλεμον οὐ ῥᾴδιον οὐδὲ βραχύν, ἀλλὰ ἔς τε μῆκος χρόνου καὶ τροπὰς κινδύνων ποικίλας
ἐκτραπέντα.
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Roman state: long and bloody transmarine warfare, the increasing wealth of Rome's landlords,
the impoverishment of the farmer-soldier and the influx of large numbers of agricultural slaves.
Tiberius' younger brother Gaius held the office of tribune ten years after his brother, in
the year 122. His political program is usually presented as more sweeping than Tiberius' had
been, and more oppositional to the Senate. But the younger Gracchus was responding to many
of the same popular issues to which his brother had, and like Tiberius he was concerned with the
health of Rome's military establishment. Military service was no more popular during his
tribunate than it had been ten years earlier, and Gaius had first-hand experience of the hardships
and disillusionment of Roman soldiers from his experience as an officer in Sardinia.500 Like
those of his brother Tiberius, Gaius' actions as tribune were motivated by knowledge of
contemporary events, and these pointed to signs of growing social disorder. That Gaius sought
to extend the citizen franchise to Italians was a decision made in the aftermath of the rebellion
and destruction of the town of Fregellae in 125.501 The revolt and annihilation by Roman arms
of an allied town was not something to be taken lightly.
The most controversial of Gaius' proposals as tribune revolved around the extension of
citizenship to the Latin and Italian allies.502 By obtaining citizenship for the allies, Gaius'
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Plutarch says that the Roman soldiers were insufficiently equipped for what was apparently a harsh winter, and
Gaius personally acted to solve the problem (Gaius 2.2-3).
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Plutarch, Gaius 3.1.
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The grant of citizenship was probably not meant to be comprehesive, as the Latins alone were offered full citizen
rights. See Mourtisen 2006, 418-425.
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measure would have won him their political support. Tiberius' assistance to the Italians hed been
limited to the proposal of land grants, and as some of the redistributed land would have
necessarily come from wealthier Italians, not all of the allies would have looked kindly on the
proposal. Gaius' proposal, on the other hand, offered the possibility of more inclusive support
from the Italians. The political cost of this was hearty opposition from Roman citizens as well as
the Senate, who did not wish to extend their citizen privileges. Gaius also proposed land reforms
for poor citizens, and given his goal of extending citizen rights this should perhaps be seen as an
attempt to ameliorate the problems of the landless poor while simultaneously strengthening
Rome's military establishment.503 It also bears mentioning that the attractiveness of citizenship
to the Italians was not based on any idealized political abstraction, but on the concrete issue of
control over and access to land. Gaining citizenship as a means of safeguarding landholdings
was an issue that grew more strident down to the beginning of rebellion in 90.504
Among Gaius’ reforms, the proposed expansion of citizenship usually gets the most
attention, but it should also be stressed that his reforms included a number of measures intended
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to make military service more tolerable.505 According to Plutarch these stipulated that clothing
would be provided free of charge, without deductions from the soldiers' pay, and that no one
under the age of seventeen would be drafted.506 Both Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus were aware
of the growing problems within Rome's military establishment. A creeping disparity in the
possession of landed wealth, due in large part to the changing conditions of service, was in the
process of disqualifying both citizens and Italian allies from military service. Enrollment in the
legions was unpopular and growing steadily more so as the economic burdens of warfare became
clearer, and the issue had become politicized to the point where finding men willing to serve was
difficult. Rome was being dangerously weakened, and the growing restlessness of the poor
combined with the real and present danger of slave rebellions was a serious problem. Tiberius
attempted a solution in 133 through the legal redistribution of land. Gaius tried again in 123 with
an even more ambitious redistribution program, both within Italy and further afield with
colonization.

Crucially, both failed.

The social pressures the Gracchi had responded to

continued to build, with dramatic consequences for subsequent Roman history. The following
section will analyze what this failure meant during the last century of Rome's Republic.
Civil Wars as a Form of Peasant Rebellion
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The fall of the Republic was not a single event but complex series of historical
developments that stretched over a period of at least a century, going back to the time of the
Gracchi. The victory of Octavian in 31 at the Battle of Actium sealed the fate of the republican
form of government in which power rested in the hands of the Senate and magistrates elected to
office from its ranks. This last period of civil war, which guaranteed Octavian's preeminence,
was only the final conflict in a whole series of wars and social disruptions that stretched back at
least to the second century, and which originated in Rome's imperial expansion.507
The ultimate failure of the Gracchan reforms more or less ensured that change would
come about through violence, as peaceful, negotiated change had not worked. 508 There is a
relatively clear pattern of increasingly violent disruptions centered on Roman Italy for the last
century of the Republic. This pattern was recognized by the historian Appian and formed the
narrative framework for his history. First came the civic violence that ruined Tiberius and Gaius
Gracchus, noteworthy as an inaugural period of carnage and political polarization.509 Conditions
continued to deteriorate until the explosion of the Social War, which ushered in a more general
period of civil war between Marius and Sulla and their various supporters. The political reforms
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and realignment under Sulla provided a short window of stability at the cost of purges and
calculated genocide, most notably against the Samnites.510 With the death of Sulla these reforms
were picked apart and gradually discarded, and a new round of competition and infighting
among the nobles began.511

These embarked on political and military careers in order to

strengthen their standing at Rome, anticipating the same sort of conflict that had resulted in civil
war and the reign of Sulla. Between 73 and 71 the Italian peninsula was ravaged by a massive
slave rebellion led by the gladiator Spartacus.512 After his defeat, competition resumed and led
ultimately to the civil war that made Caesar dominant. His assassination in 44 produced a new
crop of ambitious commanders who fought it out until Actium.
The above, in very general terms, is the course of events which occurred in the Republic's
transition to monarchy. It is a narrative that places most of the agency in the hands of important
politicians like Sulla or Caesar or Octavian, great men who—so the traditional view holds—
drove the events of the decline of the Republic. Elites tirelessly competed for power and
position, and elites commanded the armies and made the political settlements that led to
Octavian and the Empire. Yet this traditional picture has been challenged in a variety of ways.
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Eric Gruen, for example, argued that this view assumes to much in painting the decline as a neat
and inevitable series of events where there could be but a single outcome. He portrayed a more
or less functional Roman republicanism that was not doomed to failure.513 Indeed, many recent
reassessments of late republican history have addressed individual pieces of the story and have
seen in them evidence for either decline or survival: Sulla, for example, can be seen as a tyrant
who helped destroy the republican system of government, or he can be rehabilitated into a
reformer interested in saving republicanism.514
One way of viewing the transformation of Rome from Republic to Empire that has not
been stressed enough is through the collective agency of the peasant classes of Italy and their
role in driving the events of the Republic's demise. Going back at least to the time of the
Gracchi, the agitation of Italian peasants was an important aspect in the political turmoil at
Rome. In a sense the consecutive civil wars (and the Spartacan War, as argued above) were
peasant rebellions.

This is not to argue simplistically that only poor agriculturalists were

responsible for the events that swept away the republican oligarchy.

By all means, elites

certainly played their role, and indeed they were necessary to form what might be considered a
"revolutionary coalition" by modern revolutionary theorists.515 But popular force was the key
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component driving change, for without it there would have been only political infighting
between Italy's elites. The role of mass popular action becomes increasingly clear with the
intrusion of violence into Rome's political arena. Civil wars required manpower, and that
required the participation and agency of the agricultural classes. The events of the civil war in
Etruria in 77 and the actions of the consul Marcus Aemilius Lepidus provide a useful case study
of the role of popular action amid the turmoil of late republican politics.
Lepidus, consul in 78 and father of the triumvir of the same name, was a prominent
politician who had gone over to the Sullan camp more or less at the last moment, when Sulla's
triumph was certain.516 By doing so he managed to save his political future, and he kept a
relatively low profile until after Sulla's death. Lepidus had previously been linked with the
Marian faction and liberal policies, and he resumed this political course once Sulla's demise
made this possible. In 78 Lepidus shared the consulship, to his misfortune, with Catullus, who
hated him and opposed Lepidus' policies at every turn. As his tenure as consul wore on, Lepidus
backed measures that sought to revoke elements of the political settlement left over from Sulla.
These included a grain distribution bill (outlawed by Sulla) and a bill to recall Italians whom
Sulla had exiled.

More provocatively Lepidus supported returning lands which Sulla had
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appropriated from the Italians in order to settle his veterans. 517 Sulla's actions were obviously
hated by the Italians who lost their lands, as were the veterans themselves. In Etruria people who
had been "driven from their fields or expelled from their [cities]" rose in rebellion. 518 Both
consuls were ordered to go north to tend to the situation, with armies allotted to them by
senatorial decree.519 Once in Etruria Lepidus raised more troops and marched back towards
Rome at the head of his army. Lepidus' march on Rome ended with a defeat near the Campus
Martius, and he was forced to flee to Sardinia, where he died of disease shortly thereafter.520
The ancient accounts of Lepidus' civil war portray the consul as an ambitious politician
seeking to misuse popular support for his own political ends.521

Modern historians have

rehabilitated Lepidus to a certain degree, arguing that he seems to have been a very grudging
revolutionary, someone who resorted to force only after a year’s worth of opposition from
Catallus. The rebellion that ended in 77 began not on the orders of Lepidus, but spontaneously
among the people of Etruria, who attacked Sulla's veterans and called for Lepidus to lead them.
Sallust describes the popular and spontaneous nature of the uprising: "the Etruscans, and the
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other people who supported the same cause, thinking they had at last found a leader, provoked
war with the greatest delight."522
For our purposes, the most crucial element of Lepidus' rebellion is that while his rhetoric
may have influenced its beginning, the actual decision to rebel was made by the people, and the
first steps of the rebellion itself were taken by the people.523 Popular resentment over land
confiscations and the redistribution of stolen lands had been hot-button issues in Italy since the
time of the Gracchi, and it was these issues, not the political ambitions of the consul, which
determined the course of events in Etruria. Indeed, Lepidus led his army against Rome only after
being ordered north to deal with the rebellion. He was obviously trusted by the Senate enough
for that body to grant him troops to quell the disturbance in Etruria, and so the course of events
seems to argue against the notion of Lepidus as a dangerous revolutionary. The people of Etruria
decided on their own to act and decided to call upon Lepidus to lead.524 It may even be possible
that Lepidus' actions were taken specifically because of the fervor of the popular rebellion. If so,
then Lepidus would have been the victim of his own rhetoric, having unleashed something
beyond his full control. Other regions of Italy besides Etruria were home to rural unrest after
Lepidus' rebellion was a memory:
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Etruria was the chief centre of disturbance, as in Lepidus' time—it had once been
the heart of Marian countury—but outbreaks are also attested in Cisalpina,
Picenum, Umbria, the Paelignian land, Campania, Apulia and Bruttium. It is
almost a catalogue of recruiting areas for the Roman legions.525
Elements of popular rebellion appear also in the political and military career of Quintus
Sertorius, a supporter of the Marian faction who fled westward to Spain following Sulla's return
to Italy in 83. Sertorius overthrew Sullan rule in Spain based mostly on the strength of his army.
The local tribes and Roman colonists in Spain flocked to Sertorius because of his skills as a
general and statesman, but also spurred on by dislike for the rapaciousness of previous Roman
commanders. Plutarch makes clear that most of his followers "joined him of their own accord,
owing chiefly to his mildness and efficiency."526 Between 78 and 72 Sertorius made Spain into
effectively a separate Roman-style republic, complete with a 300-man senate drawn from the
ranks of Spanish nobles and Roman colonists.527 Sertorius' military skills kept his republic alive
until 72, when Pompey managed to have Sertorius assassinated. Renewed attacks by Roman
forces led by Pompey and Metellus then crushed Sertorius' successors, and Spain was returned to
the Roman fold.528 In spite of the ultimate failure of the rebellion, during the high point of
Sertorius' control this odd renewal of civil war drew to Spain those who of their own accord were
fleeing from the chaos elsewhere. Exiles and deserters joined Sertorius, as did people fleeing
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from Sulla's persecutions and determined to fight against the forces of their persecutor. After
Lepidus' defeat the remnants of his army from Etruria made their way to Spain, where they
linked up with Sertorius. In both of these events we see clear connections with the earlier period
of civil war, but also strong elements of popular agency: people abandoned the post-Sullan order
and cast their lot with the those who would tear it down.
The civil wars of the late Republic were also peasant revolts in another sense, aside from
the elements of popular agency they displayed: they were peasant rebellions due to the fact that
much of their manpower was derived from the process of transformation of Rome's agricultural
sector and the subsequent impact this had on the military establishment. Gaius Marius is
popularly linked with the military reforms that drew landless men into Rome's legions.529 In part
this is overly simplistic since the property qualification for military service was in decline before
Marius appeared on the scene. Nevertheless, Marius does provide a rough date for the increased
employment of landless men in the army. Though desperate in many respects, these soldiers
were not unthinking automatons serving powerful men without question. Since the law requiring
a minimum property qualification had not been formally abolished, on paper at least these
conditions still held sway. Landless men, therefore, were not subject to conscription, and so
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when they did serve they did so as volunteers.530 Their military service to commanders like
Sulla was based on rational choice, and undertaken for more or less specific goals. Chief among
these was access to farmland. When Sulla decided to march his army on Rome he was deserted,
according to Appian, by all but one of his officers.531 His men followed him, though, and they
expected to be repaid for their service. Sulla, in victory, did repay them: he confiscated the lands
of his enemies and their allies and settled his veterans on these properties.532 In what amounted
to a type of peasant rebellion Sulla used the military strength of landless men to obliterate his
opponents, and then rewarded their service with land. This later caused the peasant rebellion of
those whose lands had been expropriated, leading to the actions of Lepidus and the civil war of
77.
In fact all of the major military leaders of the late Republic can be seen settling their
soldiers after victory. Marius did so, in Africa and Cisalpine Gaul.533 Sulla followed suit, more
notoriously, placing men on lands he obtained by confiscating the properties of his enemies.534
Caesar had a mass of his own soldiers as well as the forces of his defeated enemies to worry
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about.535

The final victor, Octavian, inherited far more legions that he could afford.536

Confiscations were a short-term solution to the problem, and could be counter-productive as the
rebellion in Etruria demonstrated. But the fact that so many Roman soldiers needed to be placed
on confiscated farmland or in new colonies abroad says a lot about who was fighting (peasants)
and what they were fighting for (land).

That this was what really mattered to them is

demonstrated by their overall success as tenants: the failure of soldiers who were settled on land
as farmers was in fact the exception to the rule that most veterans stayed on the land, if they
could get it.537

Large numbers of landless men fought in the armies that transformed the

Republic into the Empire, and the scale of their involvement argues favorably for the notion that
the conflicts of the first century were in fact a form of peasant rebellion.

Military Mutiny in the Early Empire: A Continuation of Popular Protest?
The professional Roman army of the emperors was in many ways unique in antiquity.
Under the system created by Augustus the new, smaller army was a fully professional fighting
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force, filled out by men who enlisted in the military as a career.538 Supplied with regular wages
by the aerarium militare, the military treasury created under Augustus, the soldiers of the new
army were provided with a cash settlement if they managed to survive their long terms of
service.539 This important innovation did away with the need to find land for soldiers once they
left the army, a difficulty that could previously only be overcome through the confiscation of
territory (as Sulla had done) or through the creation of new veteran colonies. Overall, these
novel mechanisms for maintaining the soldiers were an improvement over earlier methods,
which were ad hoc and tended to generate significant resentment if land confiscation was
involved. The reforms of Augustus solved many of the problems encountered in the republican
period and provided for a reliable military force that was sustainable over time.
While the reforms made the need to find land for veterans less pressing—although land
grants were still made on occasion, as with the Pannonian legions discussed below—this did not
mean that all the problems of the soldiers had been solved, or that they no longer had grievances.
Since the aerarium militare replaced land with cash payments, under the Empire the civic unrest
of the soldier would feature money as an issue to be contested. Violence, which had been such
an accelerant in Rome's earlier social disorders, was very much a central feature of unrest in
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imperial army camps. To some degree this was because soldiers surrendered themselves, as they
had for centuries, to the discipline of the army camps. In the military Roman citizens were not
protected by all of the same rights they normally enjoyed. They were required, as they had been
for centuries, to submit to corporal punishment administered by their officers. In the hierarchy
of the military soldiers could easily find themselves suffering under the abuse of an officer class
that was both violent and corrupt. Soldiers were under the power of the centurions, and might
have to pay to avoid extra or unpleasant duties. They could be beaten by men (the centurions)
whose unofficial badge of office was a vine cane used to administer beatings. Soldiers might be
denied pay, or kept from receiving expected bonuses; and under Augustus, the state discovered
that the expense of the military (which was extreme) could be lessened if the soldiers were
required to serve for longer terms. Longer periods of service meant that fewer men would live
until retirement, and fewer men living to retirement mean that the state would be burdened with a
smaller number of pensions.540
Though the military limited the freedom of soldiers and subjected them to a very specific
social hierarchy, it was not meant to be tyrannical in its operation. Just like the slave rebels of
the servile wars, Roman soldiers could differentiate between treatment that was just and unjust.
Officers who mistreated the men under their command risked being viewed as tyrants, and
tyrants could be dealt with through the collective action of the group. If soldiers viewed the way
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they were being treated as unjust, and this unjust treatment carried on for long enough, rebellion
might occur. Thus we find incidences of mutiny within the ranks of the Roman army.
Evidence that military mutinies were sparked by the same sorts of pressures that had
driven earlier forms of social strife can be seen in the well-known mutiny that took place in
Germany shortly after the death of Augustus in 14 CE. The revolt of the Rhine legions was
quieted by Germanicus, who was in Gaul at the time of the uprising and hurried to act before it
could spread.541 In describing the beginning of the mutiny, Tacitus lays principal blame for its
outbreak on the newest recruits, who were unused to the hardships involved in army life. But the
historian quickly shifts his focus to the specific grievances of the soldiers, and these are
illuminating. The soldiers proclaimed that the "time had come when the veteran should seek his
overdue discharge, and the younger man a more abundant stipend... when all should claim relief
from their miseries and take vengeance on the cruelty of their centurions."542 The focus upon
economic issues and inappropriate physical violence is reminiscent of the Struggle of the Orders,
when veteran soldiers were financially ruined by debt and subject to violence at the hands of
their creditors. There was also the realization, on the part of the soldiers, of their role in
maintaining the political and financial power structure of Rome, since their victories aggrandized
the state and it was from them that emperors received their titles. 543
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soldiers' perspective, was an attempt to return a just order that had been subverted. That this was
the case is visible in the punishment they meted out to the despised centurions, who were
subjected to the lash: they apparently received sixty strokes each, based on the total number of
centurions.544 This was a punishment normally applied at the behest of the centurions for
breaches of discipline. Thus, in a sense the mutineers were appropriating the judicial function of
military justice to their own cause.
With the arrival of Germanicus the soldiers had an audience, and as a group they entered
into a spectacle-laden portrayal of the reasons behind their mutiny.

Tacitus describes old

soldiers thrusting Germanicus' fingers into their mouths in an attempt to impress upon him their
long years of service, made manifest by toothless gums. They spoke of poor pay and the
extortionate behavior of their officers. They placed special emphasis on the violence they were
subjected to, in several respects. Perhaps most powerfully, "they all bared their bodies and
taunted him with the scars of their wounds and the marks of the lash."545 Thus they displayed to
Germanicus and to the larger body of the soldiers the principal reason for their unrest. While
they suffered repeated wounds on behalf of the state, they were subjected to violence and
extortion by those who were supposedly allies. This basic injustice was the cause of the mutiny,
and it bears considerable similarity to the earlier examples of citizen unrest found in the
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chronicles of Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus, dating to the Struggle of the Orders. While
Germanicus managed eventually to turn the soldiers away from their mutiny and convinced them
to embrace loyal service to Rome once more, this was not accomplished without commentary
from the men. When Germanicus theatrically stated that he would kill himself rather than betray
the state, raising his sword as if to stab himself, one of the soldiers produced his own weapon,
with the assertion that it was sharper.546
Episodes of mutiny in the early imperial army revolved around economic issues: soldiers
wanted discharge, and they wanted land or bonuses so that they could live as civilians. Many of
these individuals were presumably expecting a certain amount of upward social mobility as the
reward for their service. They hoped to transform their years of service into an improved social
position, to receive enough land to live off its proceeds, to have a comfortable end to their lives.
When the conditions of their service denied them this hope they became resentful, and
potentially mutinous. Though mutinies in different places and at different times certainly varied
in their specific details, in terms of what the men wanted and why they were driven to rebel the
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answer was virtually always economic in nature.547

Tacitus recognized this fact when he

reported that the cause of each of the separate mutinies of 14 CE were identical.548
Tacitus does not look favorably upon the mutineers who rebelled under Tiberius, seeing
in their behavior a self-serving lack of patriotism, a symptom of moral decay. In part Tacitus’
views can be attributed to his knowledge of the civil wars of the first century, and especially his
experiences of the reign of Domitian and the turmoil that attended the end of the Flavian
dynasty. But the mutinous soldiers of Tiberius' day were expressing what seem to have been
very legitimate grievances at a time when terms of service in the Roman military were
transforming. As recently as the civil wars that had led to the victory of Octavian the military
system was still at least partly based on conscription and relatively short terms of service. Even
long-service veterans would generally not have served for terms of twenty-five years. The story
of the long-serving professional soldier in Livy, whose rhetoric encouraged his reluctant fellow
soldiers to enlist, was included precisely because he had served for so many years. Such long
periods of service should be seen as exceptional.549

The extreme length of the military

enlistment that prevailed by the early Empire is one direct cause of the incidence of mutiny,
since the excessive term effectively diluted the rewards of serving. Rather than a six-year hitch
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rebellions that took place in Pannonia and along the Rhine in CE 14. Her case is stronger for the revolts of the late
Empire, but by then service conditions and the nature of the army had changed radically from the time of the JulioClaudians. See Williams 1997, 44-74.
548
Tacitus, Annals 1.31.
549
In the speech which Livy attributes to the veteran Spurius Ligustinus, we learn that he has served for twenty-two
years and was over fifty years of age at the time (Livy 42.34).
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in Sulla's army, the legionaries of Tiberius' age were serving for twenty-five year stints in order
to receive their rewards.

It should not be surprising, therefore, that their service was an

emotionally charged issue for them.550
The revolt of the Pannonian legions in 14 CE recalls some of the problems of the Romans
experienced with their military in the last two centuries BCE. The speech that Tacitus attributes
to the leader of the mutiny, Percinnius, lists a predictable litany of complaints: the cruelty of the
officers, the extreme terms of service, and the inadequacy of land grants offered to discharged
veterans.551 The epigraphic evidence offered by tombstones suggests that soldiers leaving the
standards in Pannonia were being settled near their former camps. 552 If this is the case, then the
statement of Tacitus that the land offered to discharged men was of poor quality is likely correct,
as the region was swampy and unsuitable for agriculture. Unfortunately, it was all that was
available, as Octavian's prior troop settlements in Italy had likely taken most of the available
land. The veterans objected to being settled in Pannonia for good reason, and when they
demanded a cash settlement their demands were rejected.

In addition, the mutineers'

unhappiness was also partly explainable by the conditions of their service in Pannonia, which
were reminiscent in some ways of those that prevailed during the second century conflicts in

550

The Roman military under the early Empire was a potential means of upward social mobility, but only if an
individual managed to survive to retirement. Patterson estimates that roughly 40% could have lived to their
discharge. Obviously if pay was not forthcoming or troops were stationed in dangerous or unhealthy theaters then a
40% survival rate may not have seemed like such a good bargain. See Patterson, in Rich and Shipley 1993, 92-112.
551
Tacitus, Annals 1.16-30.
552
See Wilkes 1963, 268-271.
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Spain. The mutinous legions of 14 CE had recently served in the Illyrian war (6-9 CE), which
was a difficult conflict fought amid swamps and dense forests across the Balkan peninsula. Like
that in Spain it was an unpopular war, due to the combination of difficult terrain and warlike
inhabitants. Tiberius had fought an earlier war in Pannonia between 12-9 BCE, and the unsettled
nature of the Pannonia frontier meant that violence was always a potential threat. Octavian
ultimately resorted to conscription when willing volunteers failed to meet troop quotas.553
Essentially, like Spain Pannonia was a place where the risks outweighed the rewards of service.
Mutiny within the ranks of the army represented a continuation of the social struggles of
earlier centuries in a new form. Much of the unrest since the time of the Gracchi was based on
the socio-economic conditions affecting the agricultural strata of Roman society. The farmersoldier was at the center of social conflict under both Tiberius and Gaius, and featured in the
later disturbances of the violent first century. As demonstrated above, the Social and civil wars
provided opportunities for advancement for some members of the agricultural workforce while at
the cost of the impoverishment and embitterment of other members of that class. This process
set the stage for further instances of popular unrest and collective violence leading to the civil
wars that ended the Republic. The pressures that were the cause of so much bloodshed in the
first century BCE remained in some form under the regime of the emperors. What was different
was that the divide between soldier and farmer was wider: no longer intermittent soldiers, the
new imperial legions were staffed with men taken from the ranks of the rural poor and made into

553

Vel. Pat. 2.110.
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long-serving professional soldiers. Despite their long terms of service, soldiers fighting under
Octavian and his successors were still serving with the expectation of certain economic rewards,
and weighing them against the terms and conditions of their service. Under certain conditions
mutinies occured, a type of behavior held over from the earlier wars and rebellions of the late
Republic.
This chapter has shown that for much of republican history, especially that part for which
somewhat reliable evidence exists, the Roman state was wracked by an interrelated series of
social upheavals. These took various forms in the last two centuries of the Republic, though they
all incorporated and were driven by the collective action of segments of the agricultural base of
Roman society. Slave rebellions, civil wars and military mutinies drew on the discontents of
different elements of the rural agricultural labor force, and together they formed a related series
of social upheavals that drove the transformation of the Roman Republic, socially and politically.
The acts of violent rebellion repeatedly occurred throughout the history of the Roman Republic.
These episodes of social breakdown and reorganization were probably always a feature of
Roman history, but the particular forms that they assumed during the last two centuries BCE
were distinct and historically important. The slave and peasant rebellions during this period
were unprecedented in scale and scope, both driving and responding to the larger changes that
were transmuting the malleable fabric of Roman society and culture.

Whereas previous

scholarship has displayed a strong tendency to marginalize episodes of rebellion, especially in
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regards to the rebellion of slaves, this volume has shown that such “isolationist” approaches to
acts of rebellion.are methodologically unsound.
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CONCLUSION
The three Slave Wars that afflicted the Roman Republic were not events occurring in
isolation from the larger social and economic history of Rome, but were instead symptomatic of
a myriad of larger historical developments. The march of Rome across the Mediterranean was
the ultimate cause of all of this. At the same time, while large-scale rebellion was the result of
social and cultural forces stemming from demographic and economic changes, the events
themselves were also responsible for the continual transformation of Roman society during the
late Republic. If a collective “push” from Roman social developments caused slave and related
peasant rebellion, it is crucial to stress that these rebellions as historical events pushed back. The
bottom-up pressure of slave rebellion drove the actions of Tiberius Gracchus, who responded to
rebellion in Sicily with an attempt to release some of that pressure through the legal apparatus of
the state, by implementing change from above. When those efforts failed amid the intransigent
hostility of the senatorial aristocracy, his subsequent populist political agitation was fuel to the
increasing fire of Roman political and social divisions. The brutal assassination of Tiberius was
meant by the aristocracy as a means of restoring the status quo, but it was too late. The
subsequent slaying of Tiberius' younger brother Gaius is further proof of the growing disorder
that affected the Roman social world during this period.
When the forces that the Gracchi were both responding to and accelerating came to a
head they resulted in a period of terrible civil war. The Social War and the civil conflicts that
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were appendages of it created a new and reactionary reordering of Roman society, the
dictatorship of the general Sulla. But his restablishment of order only hid the forces that were to
result in the further unravelling of the Roman Republic. Sulla's victory in civil war created a
false picture of order restored. In reality his dominion worked to forcefully plaster over the
terrible damage inflicted during the Social and civil war, and those wounds finally broke open
and unleashed the destruction of the most iconic Slave War, that led by the gladiator Spartacus.
Later the vanquisher of that rebellion, Marcus Licinius Crassus, played his part in the political
machinations of the First Triumvirate, the actions of which were the beginning of the end for
Rome's Republican system of government.
While slave rebellion was a particularly dramatic example of the increasing
disequilibrium of the later Roman Republic, it was firmly intertwined with the occurrence of
large-scale peasant rebellion. As socio-economic disruption continued the Roman peasantry
took part in acts of collective violence that were much more focused than the apparently
spontaneous explosions of the Slave Wars—they became a crucial mechanism in what were
effectively the private armies of Rome's competing aristocrats.
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