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The Ptolemaic Period in Egypt shows an increase in slavery based
on war capture, the purchase of slaves from Syria and Palestine, the
(JAAUTH) enslavement of debtors, and the inherited status of slaves' children born
Vol.24, No.2, in the house of their masters.
(2023),
pp.568 -5178. Roman rule over Egypt was a time of peace, and this is also the time

when the Roman civil wars came to an end. Despite the fact that some
routes developed between the Roman state and its neighboring nations
in the east, south, and north, this led to the enslavement of many
hostages of war.

This paper aimed to clear how slaves impacted on the Egyptian
economy in Ptolemaic and Roman Periods.

1. Introduction

The origin of slavery in the ancient world was linked to war. The ancient primitive
societies killed their prisoners of war at first and when the economic activity of those
societies increased, these societies needed their prisoners of war to use them as laborers, so
the rule at that time became to preserve the lives of prisoners of war, and turn them into
working human tools owned by the government, and then to individuals with the emergence
of private property. The origin in the emergence of slavery is an economic reason is the need
for manpower to cover the shortage that primitive societies suffered in their better stage.
Slaves were the lowest social class in the hierarchy of social classes that made up Greco-
Roman Egypt. They were consistently subjected to deplorable living conditions and hard
treatment.

568 |Page
/https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eq



https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/

Sherihan Ibrahim Gadallah (JAAUTH), Vol.24 No. 2, 2023, pp. 568-578

Meaning (slave) in the ancient Egyptian language:

There were many words that expressed the meaning of (servant) from the era of the Old
Kingdom until the Roman era, some of them appeared as follows (hm) or (hmt) was used to
express the meaning of (servant). It expresses the meaning of (servant) and (servant) for the
inhabitants of the house, as well as a worshiper of the temple god.

(hm ntr) It also expressed the (servants) of the priest, from the eighteenth dynasty until the
Greco-Roman era. The word was also used in the names of persons and it also expressed the
meaning of (followers of the king) (Walker, 1961).

Slaves in Ancient Egypt

Owning a slave is a manifestation of luxury among the Egyptians. Number of slaves in
Egypt was small, and the majority of them worked for the king, cultivating his lands and
exploiting mines and quarries. Ordinary people could own slaves, however, because the king
used to give some slaves to his employees, and owning slaves was considered a sign of
luxury among Egyptians. (Walz & Cuno,2010)

Slaves in general were all foreigners in ancient Egypt; they had social and legal rights, such
as the ability to testify in Egyptian courts. Slaves were the lowest social classes in Egyptian
society .They are of foreign origin, but they were captured in the past as a result of an
Egyptian victory in Nubia or Libya or the Eastern Desert or Syria. (Redford,2004)

Slaves have been used as a labor force since the reign of King Senefru, with the rise and
expansion of the state's architectural activities. When they were brought to Egypt during
military campaigns.(CASTILLOS,2021).Some of them were bought as slaves from
foreigners, who were the basis and commodity for the king, and when captivity, the free
prisoner was equal to his slave counterpart, so both are It has the status of a commaodity for its
owner.(Meillassoux,1991).

Egypt has recruited and harnessed Nubians and used them in general in paramilitary
operations for internal security since the Old Kingdom. (Yoyotte,1981).

In the Middle Kingdom, (hmw nsw) appeared frequently, which means (servants of the
king), they were the children of prisoners, and Asian slaves brought from Syria in the slave
trade, as well as prisoners brought by police inspection, appear in them. Similarly, many
prisoners with cows, livestock, and sheep during the reigns of King Merneptah and King
Ramesses 111, These captives were used as labourers in temples, forts, and other structures.
Slave’s sons and daughters are born slaves and are known as “dt” and they are not separated
from their mothers, these children, of course, were forced to accompany their fathers to work
from infancy, as were their mothers. (Loprieno,2012).

Slaves in Greco-Roman period

Slavery terms recorded in Greek papyrus documents from the Roman era show that the
terms applied to slaves were either general terms applied to all slaves or special terms applied
to specific groups of slaves. The general terms of slaves is (doiilog) it was called to the
masculine and feminine slave, it followed in use the term (naic) it originally means a child, or
a boy, and its derivations are applied to slaves and free people, therefore, this term - or one of
its derivations is often encountered in documents, and its publishers cannot determine the
legal status of those who were called the term, whether they are free or slaves.
(Mirkovi¢,2005).

The ancient world knew many of the main sources of slavery, the prisoners of war, who
became slaves, and this source was the first in the emergence of slavery, the slave trade and
569 |Page

/https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eqg



https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/

Sherihan Ibrahim Gadallah (JAAUTH), Vol.24 No. 2, 2023, pp. 568-578

the upbringing of female slaves. Kinds of the slavery based on military capture, buying slaves
from Palestine and Syria in Ptolemaic period.(Wiedemann,2003).

The beginning of the Roman reign of Egypt was the beginning of the so-called Roman
peace period, which is the period in which the Roman civil wars ended, and the situation
began to stabilize. Despite the fact that some paths arose between the Roman state and its
neighboring people in the east, south and north, which resulted in a large number of hostages
of war were enslaved.(Woolf,1993).

Slaves from India and Ethiopia (upper Nubia), which was considered the eastern gate to
Africa, were exported to the west via Egypt; they were exported to Egypt as good slaves from
East Africa. (Hathaway,2018). The Roman administration in Egypt imposed great restrictions
on the export of slaves outside Egypt, apparently to prevent the existing slaves from leaking
out. Slaves were brought from Germany, France, Italy, and Macedonia. (Goody,1980). As the
names of the slaves do not indicate their nationalities, it is noticeable that the slave girls
represented an important percentage among the imported slaves, especially from Asia, and
slave girls were preferred to perform housework. When a slave was born, his owner
registered him and extracted a certificate proving his inclusion in the category of slaves. This
testimony was valid throughout the life of the slave because it was like an identity for him. It
was discovered that children left behind in wars and those who are thrown into ruins are both
captured and sold into slavery. The kidnapped kids were brought up as slaves.(Collins,2008).

As for the marriage of freewomen and slaves, a freewoman who holds Roman or Latin
citizenship, if she marries a slave without the approval of the slave owner, becomes a slave of
that owner, and thus her children become slaves. (Parker, 2007). But if this marriage is
approved by the slave's owner, the woman retains her freedom, and her children become
freemen. (Evans-Grubbs, 1993).

Slave hire was common in the Greco-Roman era, and the documents relate to the hiring of
female slaves as a wet nurse, and the hiring of male slaves to work in knitting, weaving, and
in the field. ( Dalby,1979).

Since raising a child is costly and time-consuming, it is preferable to purchase an adult slave
rather than a child slave. The owner purchases a wet nurse (a woman who breastfeeds) for a
child slave, who is sometimes exposed to death, resulting in loss to the owner.( West,1916).

Economic production was based on agriculture and industry, and there were plenty of
freemen laborers available for low wages so, slaves had little impact on production, however,
slaves were responsible for managing the agricultural land of their masters. (Hunt,2017).

The slaves worked in several fields, they worked in the palaces of the noblemen , they also
worked on farms, where the exemption of slaves from military service led to an increase in
the rush to employ them in farms and fields, especially vineyards, especially at a time when
many free men were driven to the battlefields, and the fields became abandoned on the one
hand and tied to debts on the other hand, Which led to its sale in the hands of the owners,
who used slaves to take care of it. (Bradley,1994).

Slaves also worked in trade, which was considered one of the professions un worthy by
the masters, as they were practicing it under the guise of their slaves, The creditors of his
slaves were not able to file a lawsuit against him because the contract was in the name of the
slave. Slaves were used as agents in commercial life, financial affairs and auctions.
(Bradley,1994).1t is possible that the dancers and musicians who were celebrating the parties
were slaves, and undoubtedly the prostitutes were slaves.( Dalby,1979) (Montserrat,1996).
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As for Alexandria, which was the largest commercial and industrial center in Egypt in the
Ptolemaic and Roman eras, the role of the slave differs in it from his role in the Egyptian
countryside in terms of working in the homes of the rich and in the construction work.
(Rostovtzeff,1936).

The legal possession of slaves, there were many methods of possession of slaves in Egypt
during the Greco-Roman era, and these methods are:  Purchasing, gifting, inheritance and
division of property, appropriation of female slaves, abduction and enslavement of children,
in return for payment of debts. As for the illegal possession of slaves, the purchase of slaves
in most cases, the buying and selling of slaves took place directly between the two direct
parties, namely the owner and the buyer. Sometimes it was done through a mediator or an
agent and sometimes through auctions. (Westermann,1955).

As for slaves and taxes, the impact of Roman rule on the law of slavery is most obvious. A
process (known as Epikrisis) that was used to identify people in this status was created as a
result of the emergence of a class of financially honored metropolitans. Slaves also
underwent this process because they were expected to follow their masters' financial status.
Slaves were liable for a number of taxes, including the trade, taxes known as poll tax, and the
Jewish tax even if their masters were Jewish and the slaves were not. (Rathbone,1990).

Additionally, they had to perform obligatory tasks like fixing the dams and clearing the
canals. In some cases, slaves were used as collateral for loans, and sometimes it was
contracted to train them in one of the crafts, especially weaving. (Rathbone,1993).

This following lines of a papyrus of several contracts where a slave is hired out by her or his
master to perform a specific kind of work, with the master receiving the earnings from the
slave's labor (P.Wisc.1 5 : Oxyrhynchus(Elbahnasa,Egypt) ,185 AD.) fig no.1
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Transcription:

1 2picBmaoey Iiavktog IMexvotog pntpog

2 Awgitog o’ DZuplyymy moAens Kooyt

3 vopevog gv Tevid Aydidn Apmo-

4 crog untpdg Teonooiptos and Tig admig
5 mélemg En’ Svtautdv Eve. 0Td veopur]-
6 viog Tov ovrog punvdg Odd Ty vrdp-
7 yovooy avtd Soviny Tamdvrow

8 mpog Epyaciay tig yepSraxiig teymg
9 Yy mepéZetat ovtd 6 peptcboras

10 prjte dprjpepoy pide* amdxottoy

11 adtoU vivopdmy, tpepop[Ehmy pév
12 xod tév 022.00v EmmnBeioy Tovyd-

13 vovooy mopd to Ayl ipotiops-
144mv 82 ¥ cdtod ToU Secndtov,

15 ptcBov tov dA0v Eviautol aprupiov
16 Spoyudy teTpaxocioy Sikoct

17 donep Peforovpdimg g pobo-

18 cemg anodhcm 6 Ayrdds té I'ioav-

19 ki kot pijve To aipoly 2l télet

22 3.0vov1d pév TOPL pvivuépos

23 tégoopog 1 &8 Hoydyv dpoimgps-

24 pos téccopas T i T eoTd Npépeg

25 dxtad, Yndp tv ovBEV BroRoyn -

26 cetot 4o Ty pcbiy, v G

27 mieio apyon ot dt’ Eoptis ] acbE-

28 veraw 1] 02Ny Tvd Gvorvkoioy ypei-

29 ay o SecndToV|pEp s TOUTEY O

30 poBdgvmorom[Bcetat] [xotd] pive.

31 2év 82 e S1i vuxtdg yp[elifofv ad-

32 tijg 6 Seocndmg TP oG ApTOTOLDY

33 peroépyetat oOTY ovdevog Sté

34 tovto UoLoyoupEVoL 4rd ThY peB@[v].

33 xupie] picBogis. (Erovs) kg
Avtokpartop[og]

36 [K]eicapog Mdapxov Avpriiov Koppddou
37 Avtovivov Zefoctot Edoefol; Appeviaxou
38 MnStxoUITopbixod Zepuotwoi I eppoviko
39 [Bpe]rravikou* Mey[ict]ov O 16.

20 1o¥ pnvdg avurepBita[c]. apicet

Fig:1 The slave's labor (P.Wisc.1 5 : Oxyrhynchus(Elbahnasa,Egypt) ,185 AD.)
The translation of the document:

{Glaukios, who is Pekysis’ son , Dieus is his mother, form Oxyrhynchos, Sento is his town,
has employed to Achilllas, Harpaesis’s son , Tesposiris is his mother, living in the same
town, for period of only one year, beginning on the first of the current month of Thoth, his
feminine slave whose name is Tapontos as a performance of weaver. The lessor will make
sure she is never far from him any time of the night or the day. The slave is fed by and gets
her other needs from Achillas, however her master brings her clothes. The annual hire is 420
silver drachmas, which 1, Achillas, shall immediately pay to Glaukios in installments at the
end of each month after the lease has been approved. There will be no deduction from the
hire for the eight days of vacation that the female slave Tapontos will receive in the months
of Tybi and Pachon. However, if she is absent for longer periods of time due to a holiday of
festival day, an illness, or a pressing need on the part of her master, the pay for those days
will be withheld. Her master will send for her if he needs her to bake some bread late at night
without taking anything away from the hire. The lease is valid. The twenty sixth year of the
Caesar Marcos Aurelios Commodous Antonius Agustus Pius Armeniacous Medicous
Sarmaticus Girmanicous Bretannicous Maximous, the fourteenth Thoth.} (P.Wisc.:1 5)
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There were many means by which the master exploited his slave or female slave to obtain
income in return for his work, or to teach him a specific trade or skill without obtaining a
wage for the purpose of profiting from the slave or female slave after the end of training.
(Forbes,1955). The purpose of the number of documents related to teaching female slaves
was to learn the craft of weaving, as for slaves; they were trained in the craft of
carpentry(Thompson,1982).

The following document represents the training of slaves. (Grenfell & Hunt,1916) fig:2

Transcription: p.oxy.14.1647 (https://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.oxy;14;1647)

I spc Oxyrhynchus
oporoyo0[ov GAA[AJoNE [MAa-] TPRTOV EViauTdV KaTd
Twvic ) kal QoefAja Qpelwlvog] pfiva Spayuv OKTw ,
am' ‘OLupUyxXwyY TTOASWS PETA [KU-] éml ¢ 1OV Oe[uTiE[pov 6-
plou 100 6poyvnaolou adsA@[o0] polwg kard [pifvial 8[pa-]

5 NAdrwvog kal [Alouki[oc] 1ofw- 30 xu@v 6ekadulo], xal é-
vog punTpdg Tiodoiog amfo] Tl 10V TpiToV Op[o]i[ws]
100 Appodeigiov TA¢ Meikpa[gl(*) Kard pfva dpayxuv
Oaoswe vépdiog, fy pév NAla-] Bexaet | kal £l 1ov [r¥ér[ap-]
Twvig N kal QosAla £k5[ed6-) TOV EVIQUTOV Opolw(c]

10  oBal T Aoukiw Av £xer apr- 35 kard pfiva dpayu[v]
AIKa SoUANV @epuoubiov gikoa , AMjpweg[dai 5t
wp[dlc pasnav 1fi¢ yepdifa-] v maidakar’ £1[og £i¢]
K¢ 1€xvNG &[] xpovov &- £0pTRV AGYoV apylag fufe-]
™ 1ég0apa amd veounvialg] pag dexadkTw, £av O[E A-]

15 100 £EAC pnvog TORI To0 40 pgpag nviaglapyrion i aod(e-]
EveaTTog [EToU]C, £ & Bpiy(av] vrio[n, ToluTwv (i) T{ag T-]
kal It)pareiv(*) Thvaida cag ma[paplevel T O15[a-]
kal mapeteodal a0tV 1@ OKGA[w] petaTov Xplévov,]
015aoxaAw kad' fuépav 1[0 1A¢ TEXVNS X[EIpw-]

20 amwd avatoAfig nAlou pé- 45 vagiwv kafl] Ekdooswv T[eAso-]
Xp1 Suotwg ExTeAo0oav PATWY VTV TTPOC
wavra 1 Emrpannooye- [ro)v Biddokarov. ¢ 6¢ [O -ca.?-)
va a0t U aoTo0 avrikov-
1a 1) [mlpokeipévn 1€-

25  xvn, moBo0 £l pév 10V

Fig:2 P.oxy.14.1647 represents the training of slaves
(https://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.oxy;14;1647)
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The translation of the document

Platonis, also known as Ophelia, is the daughter of Horion of Oxyrhynchus. Together with
her guardian, Plato, who is also her full brother, and Lucius, a weaver living in the small
Oasis of Aphrodisium, they mutually acknowledge that Ophelia has apprenticed Lucius's
young slave Thermuthion to learn the craft of weaving for a period of four years beginning in
the first year of the current year She gets paid 8 drachmae per month for the first year, 12
drachmae for the second year, 10 drachmae for the third year, and 20 drochmae for the fourth
year. In addition, she is given 18 days off each year for vacations. The taxes on the trade and
imposts on apprenticeship are chargeable to the teacher and Lucius on his end, if there are
any days when she does not work or is unwell, she shall remain with her instructor for a
number of days equivalent to these at the conclusion of the time.

Slaves were being bought around five thousand drachmas of the Ptolemaic currency and
one thousand nine hundred and sixty silver drachmas. (Biezunska-Malowist,&
Lentsman,1986). It is noted that the prices of slaves increased greatly in this period, this is
due to the general economic crisis that the Roman Empire witnessed in this century, and its
effects were reflected in Egypt. (Straus,1973).

In the ancient Greek and Roman cultures, teaching literacy to slaves was likely a labor-
intensive and financially rewarding endeavor. The royal family was one of the several large
families that frequently employed instructors or taught their own slaves and freedmen how to
read and write. (Poster,2002).0On important estates and in the imperial chancery, a sizable
portion of the copyists, stenographers, and letter writers were slaves and freedmen. Producing
literate slaves was another thriving industry. From this vantage point, it is clear that educated
slaves would fetch a higher price when sold, and their abilities would also contribute to the
big ability to maintain its opulent way of life. (Alford,1986)

The following document represents a contract of a course for a slave and the teacher will be
paid in three increments (education for slaves) fig no.3

Apprenticeship to Shorthand Writer (https://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.oxy;4;724)
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Transcription: p.oxy.4.724 (AD 155 Oxyrhynchus)

Nalviexwrng 6 xal Navdpng 1OV kexoaunTeukdTWY TAC CLUPUYXETOV
moAswg Sidt Mepédiou @lhou AroArwviw anpioypdew(*) xalpev. ouveéoTnod ool
Xaipappwva do0Aov Tpd¢ paenaiv anpelwy wv émlararar 6 vi6e agou(*)
Aifolvoaioc £mml xpovov £1n G0o amd 100 EveoT@Tog unvoc @auevius 100

5 oxtwkaibekarou £1oug Aviwvivou Kaloapog 100 xuplou pio8od 100 gupmepw-
vnuévou pdg arAnAouc apyuplou Spayu®v Exardv eikoar Xwplc opTi-
KQv, £€ v EoXeC TAV TpwTNV 8601V £V Opayualc(*) tecoapakovia, TAv &€
Seutépav Afwn(*) 100 Taibog aveiAn@oétog 16 xouevtaplijov SAov év Gpa-
x{ulaic T[ecolapdxovra |, TAv &2 Tpltnv Arjwoua £ml 1éAsl To0 Xpdvou 100

10 madog £k mavtog Adyou melol ypagoviog kal avayeivivolkovitog(*) auéummwg
14¢ {6£} Aomac Spoyudc recoapdkovia . &av 62 Evidc 100 Y[pldvou aoTdy
amaptiong ouk £xbEgopan(*) TAv wpokeipévny mpoBeop(jav, UK £56vTog
poi &v1o¢ 100 Xpdvou 1OV Tatda droomly, mapapevel &€ afol perd [To)v xpodivov]
doacg
sav apyrjon fpépag fi pivag. (Eroug) in Altokpdropog Kaloapog Titou AlAlou Abp
1avol

15 Aviwvelvou(*) ZeBaotod EboeBolg ©apevis €.

Fig:3 Apprenticeship to Shorthand Writer (https://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.oxy;4;724)
The translation of the document

Salutations from Panechotes, also known as Panares, a former cosmetes for
Oxyrhynchus,who reached out to Apollonius, a shorthand writer, through his
acquaintance Gemellus. For a period of two years beginning in this month, Phamenoth of
Antoninus Caesar the lord's 18th year, | have assigned my slave Chaerammon to you to
learn the signs that your son Dionysius is familiar with, for the agreed-upon wage. 120
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silver drachmas, not including feast days; of this amount, you have already received the
first installment in the amount of 40 drachmas; you will receive the second installment in
the amount of 40 drachmas once the boy has mastered the entire system; and the third
installment in the amount of 40 drachmas will be paid to you at the conclusion of the
period once the boy writes fluently in all respects and reads flawlessly. If you make him
excellent within that time, | will not wait until the specified deadline, but it is illegal for
me to remove the child before that time has passed, and he must stay with you after that
for as many days or months as he may have been idle. The Eighteenth Year of Titus
Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus Augustus Pius the Great, Phamenoth 5.

Conclusion

=Slaves had a major impact on Egypt's economy in Greco- Roman period. They were
valued as assets in Greco-Roman Egypt and could be bought, sold, rented, mortgaged, or
inherited.

=Slaves were allowed to own property as they desired, including farms that they could
pass down to their children and they could marry freewomen.

=In the case of renting a slave, his master covers the cost of his clothes and all his needs,
and this is proved in an official contract.

=Slaves had little impact on production because there were plenty of freemen workers for
low salaries, but they were in charge of managing their masters' farms.

=Educated slaves would get a higher price when sold.

=In accordance with the slavery debt repayment agreement, a slave may purchase his
freedom following a period of employment.

=Slaves were treated poorly at first, and then improved under Hadrian's rule.

=It is preferable to buy an adult slave rather than a child slave, since the cost of raising a
child is high and expensive.
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