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Abstract
Scholars of slavery have long been divided between those who define slaves
primarily as human property and those who define slaves primarily as kinless
outsiders. This article reconciles these competing definitions by using the new
understanding of definitions popularized by George Lakoff in his book Women,
Fire and Dangerous Things. The two formal definitions that have been offered
are really two sides of the same coin. Slaves in Africa were property because
they were kinless outsiders, while slaves in the United States were kinless out-
siders because they were property. Slaves in other societies also had this dual
character as both property and kinless outsiders. Slavery is a human institution
that began in the psychological dependence caused by the shame of kinlessness
experienced by isolated individuals. It was thus a mechanism for the incorpora-
tion of new members into a society. It spread and developed in human societies,
coming to have various extensions in different societies, but always so recog-
nizably similar that slaves could easily be transferred between cultures that had
very different understandings of slavery.

Résumé
Un clivage existe depuis longtemps chez les universitaires spécialisés dans l'étude
de l'esclavage, entre ceux qui définissent fondamentalement l'esclave comme
une propriété humaine et ceux qui le considèrent essentiellement comme un être
sans attaches familiales. Cet article réconcilie ces deux définitions concurrentes
en recourant à la nouvelle conception de définitions popularisée par George
Lakoff dans son ouvrage Women, Fire and Dangerous Things. Ces deux défini-
tions proposées sont comme bonnet blanc et blanc bonnet. En Afrique, les es-
claves étaient considérés comme une propriété, parce qu'il s'agissait d'individus
sans attaches familiales, tandis qu'aux Etats-Unis, les esclaves étaient des indi-
vidus sans attaches familiales, justement parce qu'ils étaient la propriété d'autres
personnes. De même, dans d'autres sociétés, les esclaves présentaient égale-
ment cette double caractéristique d'être à la fois propriété et personnes sans
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attaches familiales. L'esclavage est une institution humaine née de la dépendance
psychologique provenant du sentiment de honte d'être dépourvu d'attaches fami-
liales, honte ressentie par certains individus. Il représentait ainsi un mécanisme
d'intégration de nouveaux membres au sein de la société. Il s'est étendu et s'est
développé au sein des sociétés humaines, à travers diverses ramifications, qui
présentaient cependant de fortes similitudes, à tel point que les esclaves étaient
aisément transférables d'une culture à l'autre, cultures qui présentaient pourtant
des conceptions très différentes de l'esclavage.

Introduction: The Persistence of Slavery
Although slavery has been universally outlawed only recently in historical
terms, it is surprisingly persistent. Despite strong social disapprobation and
stiff legal penalties, bonded labour, other forms of involuntary servitude,
and even the outright sale of persons, persist into the twenty-first century on
every inhabited continent. Shockingly, even some slaves who have been freed
from bondage return voluntarily to slavery, or even attempt suicide because
they do not know what else to do with themselves. Psychological depend-
ence is not only possible, it is far more effective in ensuring control of slaves
than is mere brute force.2 Slavery is probably as irrational and stubbornly
persistent among slave owners as among slaves themselves. The institution
may be an economic one in that it involves economic relations between slaves
and their owners, but it is not economically rational in the sense that it is an
efficient way to organise human labour. In the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, slave societies have shown that they were simply not able to compete
with free societies economically, yet slave owners almost everywhere have
put up a very stubborn resistance to the emancipation of their slaves, despite
evidence that the owners themselves would be among the beneficiaries of
the abolition of slavery. Understanding slavery and the psychology of its
stubborn persistence has been and still is one of the most important yet diffi-
cult tasks of historians and social scientists.

The Problem of Defining Slavery
In an absolute sense there is no slavery, there have only been a finite number
of persons held for a limited time (even if often to the end of their lives), in
conditions considered by themselves or others to be slavery. Those condi-
tions differed widely, not only from society to society but from time to time
in the same society, and often even for the same slave at different times in his
or her life. Historically speaking, there have only been those specific con-
crete instances of domination of one or more human beings by one or more
other human beings. These specific instances can be broken down and
deconstructed theoretically to arbitrarily prove that ‘slavery’ as a unified sys-
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tem of human domination never really existed. Such deconstructionist theo-
rising would be silly, perhaps dangerous, especially when one considers the
tremendous amount of human suffering that has been caused, indeed is still
being caused, by these various cases of slavery. But any human theorising
about the abstract nature of those many, but still finite, instances is simply
that: human theorising, which has no real, objective existence in the outside
physical world.

Yet without this very theorising there is no slavery, even in the concrete
historical instances of which I have spoken above. Slavery, like money, is an
abstract, artificial, human-created institution. Again like money, it is, of course,
very real and powerful, but it is still clearly theoretical and metaphorical in
its inception. Paternity, or at least fatherhood, may also be a socially con-
structed category, but it is based on the biological fact of human reproduc-
tion. Slavery, however defined and conceived theoretically by whatever so-
ciety practices or practised it, is not usually considered a natural category, at
least today. The state of enslavement is only an artificial metaphor imposed
by human theorising. No one is really born chattel, for no living, conscious
human is actually an inert, manipulable object, unless he or she believes
themselves so and submits, because ‘every bondman in his own hand bears
the power to cancel his captivity’.3 Neither are humans naturally without kin,
for all humans are necessarily born from a biological mother. Slaves are
made by humans, not by nature. These are, in William Blake’s famous phrase,
‘mind forged manacles’.

Yet too few bondsmen have so cancelled their captivity, and the institu-
tion is still with us, laws to the contrary or no. It is not with any intent to
trivialise the institution that we must consider its nature, but rather out of
recognition of its great importance. We do not need to deconstruct it, to ex-
plain it away, or to cut it into pieces so we will live in less fear of it. We need
to understand its great power and its persistence. How has its hold on human
beings been so strong and lasted so long? How has it appeared and reap-
peared and lasted so long in so many societies, many with no relation to each
other? How do we know that most of these legal and social institutions
throughout history, each of these instances of domination, are recognisable
as something called ‘slavery’ in other societies, to the extent that slavery,
legal or not, has been a recurring factor in human history.

While recognising the cross-cultural, near universal existence of the slave
category we also must recognise that the borders of this category are fuzzy
and fade into other categories of social and economic relations, such as
peonage and serfdom. Those considered enslavable in one society may be
considered immune to enslavement in another. Honoured labour in one soci-
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ety may be considered fit only for slaves in another. Conceptions and defini-
tions of slavery have been very different from society to society throughout
history, yet there have been few attempts to deny the reality of the concept,
and most investigators would find any such attempt dangerously absurd. The
only argument has been about the definition of slavery, not its existence.

Academic attempts to construct universal theories of slavery have been
almost as contentious as have the social and legal debates over definitions of
slavery in various societies. The very nature of the institution has long been
debated in terms that might make an outsider to the debate wonder whether
the participants were discussing the same institution or not. Specifically, while
many have theorised that the slave is essentially property, a human being
owned by another human being, others have theorised that the slave is essen-
tially a deracinated human, one who is considered so much an outsider to the
society in which he or she lives that he or she is considered to have no kin.4

The two definitions are not, of course, incompatible. In actual historical
instances of slavery they would seem, in fact, to be mutually reinforcing. In
the antebellum United States slaves had no legal families, and were thus kin-
less, because of the legal fact that they were property. The Supreme Court
even ruled, in Dred Scott vs. Sanford, that slaves had no rights that free
persons were bound to respect, a rather extreme statement of theoretical slav-
ery. Likewise, in societies where slaves were primarily thought of as kin-less
outsiders, such as Hausa and other African societies, where the opposite of
‘slave’ (Hausa ‘bawa’) was ‘son’ (Hausa ‘d’a’),5 this very status as expend-
able outsiders made slaves alienable, and therefore valuable property, that
could even be traded as a kind of currency.6 In Thai society slaves were
considered property to the extent that anyone who helped a runaway slave
was punished as a thief.7 Yet even here slavery was the only rural institution
not ‘cast in the kinship idiom’.8 Thus the two seemingly different and unre-
lated definitions obviously describe the same institution. Only the formal
definition, the question of which characteristic of slavery defines the cat-
egory and which is merely incidental, is controversial, not the reality of slaves
as both kin-less outsiders and property of others. This academic question of
which definition to use certainly never hindered the trans-Atlantic, Indian
Ocean, trans-Saharan or other inter-cultural slave trades, in which slaves
were passed from one civilisation to another. And yet the slaves involved in
these great forced migrations were passing from one concept of slavery to
another, and others’ understandings of their situation became different, even
if their own did not change immediately. What was the essence of this slav-
ery, or these slaveries, they found themselves in? Let us look at some of the
more important recent academic definitions of slavery more closely to see
what they tell us about the dispute, and about the nature of slavery itself.
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In the introduction to their important collection of studies of African slave
institutions, Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers contrasted African concepts
of slavery with western models, especially those influenced by New World
plantation slavery in the era of the Atlantic slave trade and its aftermath.9
They noted that the ‘bundle of traits’ forming the western concept of slavery
did not necessarily coincide with African institutions that were analogous to
slavery, and questioned the wisdom of using the term ‘slavery’ for these Af-
rican institutions. Ultimately they chose to forego attempts either to compare
and contrast ‘African’ slavery with western slavery, or to develop a universal
definition, which they referred to as ‘a fruitless exercise in semantics’. Rather
they chose to present a series of case studies, and to provide a framework
within which those institutions could be seen, and the range of possible hu-
man institutions that have been referred to as slavery could be better under-
stood, a framework they referred to as ‘rights-in-persons’ especially in the
context of kinship. Specifically, the slave is the marginal outsider, with no
right of membership in the kinship group that defines the society in question.
They posited a continuum between completely marginal outsiders (slaves)
and fully incorporated lineage members who are free. Unfortunately, they
neglected to define the difference between the status of slave outsiders with
the status of a ‘guest’ or ‘stranger’ (concepts which are covered by the same
semantic category in many African languages, as in the Hausa word ‘bak’o’).

In another important collection of studies of slavery, Paul Lovejoy de-
fined slaves in terms of three characteristics: they were property, they were
outsiders who shared no kinship ties to the society in which they lived, and
their status was based on coercion, it was not a voluntarily chosen status.
Thus the ‘bundle of traits’ to which Miers and Kopytoff pointed was simpli-
fied, and at least in non-Islamic areas the lack of kinship characteristic of
slaves was considered decisive. ‘Where kinship was the governing principle
in societies, slaves were perceived as non-kin’. Slaves in such societies were
property because they were kin-less, just as slaves in other societies were
kin-less because they were property. More importantly, Lovejoy argued that
the ideology of any society should not necessarily be taken at face value. The
self-justifications of any society do not necessarily reflect the reality of that
society, especially as experienced by those at the bottom of the social order.
The ideology should not just be studied as an end in itself, but as a part of the
very social structure it professes to describe, filling a function in that society
which serves particular interests.10

Claude Meillassoux began the introduction to his important study of slav-
ery by complaining about the very semantic dispute itself, observing that
‘Current research seems to be concerned less with slavery as a social system
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than with the definition of the slave’.11 He took the position that the slave
was basically property and that all other characteristics of the slave’s condi-
tion grew from that. He criticised Miers and Kopytoff for not realising that
their own definition in fact ‘rests on the strict application of Western notions
of law and liberal economics’.12 He held that their assimilation of slavery to
the rubric of kinship missed the real point, that slavery was the clear oppo-
site of kinship. Although he claimed (p. 22) that the definition of slavery was
the main object of his study, in his glossary (p. 343) he defined slavery as a
‘social system based on the exploitation of a class of producers or persons
performing services, renewed mainly through acquisition (used also, by ex-
tension, to mean enslavement)’ (emphasis in original).

While this moderates the explicit Marxism of much of his argument by
including services along with material goods, it also has two problems. For
one it would exclude slavery in the United States on the eve of the Civil War
from the definition, since the slave trade had been abolished fifty-three years
before the war broke out, and the slave population was dramatically increas-
ing. The same is true of other slaves who had been born, rather than taken,
into slavery. Second, if intended only to apply to African societies, the topic
of the book, it ignores the acquisition of slaves as prestige commodities,
which in many African societies was important.

The most comprehensive and influential survey of slavery to date has
been Orlando Patterson’s Slavery and Social Death.13 In it he tried to sum-
marise the increasingly complex understanding of slavery with a ‘prelimi-
nary definition of slavery on the level of personal relations: slavery is the
permanent, violent domination of natally alienated and generally dishonored
persons’14 (emphasis in original). This extremely well and carefully thought
out and argued definition is probably the most refined one that could be done
without a new way of thinking about not only slavery but also the nature of
semantic categories themselves, especially categories for social phenomena
that transcend cultural and linguistic boundaries.

Despite the evolution and increasing sophistication of the debate about
the nature of slavery the difference in definitions persists, remains an irritant
and an annoyance to theoretical attempts to understand slavery, and still leads
to misunderstandings.15 We need a new way of thinking about the problem of
slavery, a new understanding of the category of slave, to help us understand
the reality of the institution. Fortunately cognitive science and linguistics
have given us a new understanding of human-created semantic categories,
and the words we use to manipulate these categories and understand the
reality around us. It is time to use this new understanding of categories cre-
ated by human minds, especially in the case of categories like slavery, that

3.Edward.p65 27/09/2006, 13:3232



33Philips: Slavery as a Human Institution

do not exist in nature but which are human creations and which therefore
have nothing but the human imagination behind their existence. Psychology
has also given us a new understanding of human emotions, which may help
us understand why the category of slave is so widespread and persistent.

What Is a Definition?16

The old understanding of categories is that they were defined by shared char-
acteristics or properties. All members of categories shared all those proper-
ties that were necessary to be members of such categories and therefore all
such group members were assumed to be equally good examples of the cat-
egory as a whole. Categories were thought to have clear boundaries set by
their definitions (‘define’ is from the Latin word ‘finis’ meaning, among other
things, ‘border’), and it should therefore be a relatively simple matter to
determine whether or not a particular person, place, thing, idea, event, action
etc. was a member of a category or not. If it had the defined properties it was,
otherwise not. This sort of category reduces semantics to a general problem
of mathematical set theory. Thus, in this classical scheme of categories, once
one has defined the characteristics of a ‘slave’ one can easily determine
whether or not a particular existing human being is or was a slave. All slaves
would be considered equally good examples of members of the category
‘slave’.

Unfortunately the matter is not so simple. Semantic analysis of such terms
as the English word ‘game’ has shown that there are no shared characteris-
tics of all things recognised by English speakers as being ‘games’, although
games are similar to each other in a wide variety of ways.17 Likewise, such
basic categories as colours have been shown, despite their wide variation
from culture to culture, to have certain identifiable prototypes that are neuro-
physiological in origin. There is a universally recognised ‘bluest blue’ at
least in those cultures that have a word for blue, and there are certain colours
that can be learned more easily than others. This is called the prototype ef-
fect. It has been shown to be a general characteristic of categories as per-
ceived and manipulated by humans.18

Legal categories and social science definitions of ‘slave’ have always
assumed classical definitions of the type I have laid out above, yet the very
existence of legal and social science arguments about the definition of slave,
and about which persons fit into the category and which do not, points out
that the boundaries are inherently fuzzy and need policing to be maintained.
At what point does working one’s way out of debt become peonage? How
did Roman slavery evolve into medieval serfdom? What is ‘white slavery’
and is it really slavery? Is the buying and selling of baseball players a form of
slavery? Was the obligation to work under Communism (‘parasitism’ was a
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criminal offence) a form of slavery? Were vagrancy laws in American
communities the same? Is a military draft a form of involuntary labour and
therefore slavery? Were slave soldiers and officials, from the praetorian guard
of the Byzantine Empire to the Janissaries of the Ottoman Empire to the
Mamluke Dynasty of Egypt, really slaves, or something else? None of these
cases fits the common western (or at least American) mental prototype (or
idealised cognitive model—ICM—in Lakoff’s terminology) of slavery, but
they all fall within various formal definitions of slavery. Instead of fine-tuning
the two main competing classical definitions we need to transcend the old
dichotomy of definitions, and generate a new kind of definition of slavery.

The new concept of categories is that they are based on idealised cognitive
models, which in turn produce prototype effects. In the case of a human-
created institution like slavery this is obvious. We all have a mental image of
an ideal or prototypical slave. Powerful members of slave societies projected
these prototypes onto the world, creating slaves in the image and likeness of
their prototype. That prototype is different from society to society, and even
from individual to individual, of course, just as the exact nature of slavery is
also different from society to society. But the fact that these idealised cognitive
models organise and reproduce the institution of slavery seems irrefutable.

What kind of idealised cognitive model or models are involved in the
creation and reproduction of slave relations? Some human idealised cogni-
tive models, of course, do conform to the classical semantic model described
above. These models are defined by necessary and sufficient conditions. They
have clear boundaries that simply and adequately define whether a particular
phenomenon is a member of the category or not. All members of the category
are equally members of the category. Other cognitive models are graded or
scalar. There are degrees of membership in them, but no clear boundaries (as
with the category ‘tall’ for example) though some members of the group are
obviously better examples of the category. Still other category models are
radial. They are complex amalgams of several models arranged in a cluster,
all of which link to a centre. The radial models are not predictable from the
central model, but have connections to it which are not necessarily obvious
from outside their conceptual universe, but which make clear sense from
within it.

One such radial category is the universal category of ‘mother’, even more
universal than the category ‘slave’. The several models in this cluster include
the birth model (a mother is one who gives birth), the genetic model (the one
who furnishes the egg cell, whether or not she winds up giving birth, is the
mother), the nurturance model (the mother is the female who raises the child),
the marital model (the mother is the wife of the father), and the genealogical
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model (the mother is the closest female relative). The term mother has even
more common metaphoric extensions in English (mother tongue, mother
country, etc.) and in Arabic (mother of battles etc.). While the further
metaphoric extensions can easily be considered subordinate, which of the
other meanings is primary is not so simple a matter, since in the ideal cognitive
model they all coincide. Dr Johnson used the birth model to define mother in
his dictionary, and many lexicographers have copied him. This has not been
a universal choice, however. Funk and Wagnall’s Standard Dictionary
considered the nurturance model primary, and the American College
Dictionary used the genealogical model.19 The parallel with the problem of
defining slavery should be obvious.

The semantic category ‘slave’ is an example of such a complex, cluster-
ing model of a human social category. Slavery is a complex radial idealised
cognitive model with different characteristics and extensions in different so-
cieties. This explains how most human societies can have a category that is
understood as ‘slave’ in other societies, despite the fact that the actual legal
definitions of slavery in the societies in question are very different, and some
of each society’s extensions of the concept of slavery are not recognised as
slavery in some other societies. In American perception even today, the ide-
alised cognitive model of a slave is necessarily black,20 and therefore ‘white
slavery’ is an oxymoron, an aberration to be condemned even by those who
might otherwise approve of slavery as an institution, and slavery that does
not necessarily involve blacks on plantations is often not even recognised as
slavery. Thus the system of slave prostitution in Japan survived even the
reforms of the American Occupation (1945-1952), but was only outlawed
later, as a result of women’s enfranchisement.21 Despite these differences,
there is a bundle of properties (dishonour, kinlessness, physical domination
by another, lack of remuneration for services, inability to voluntarily leave
one’s occupation, ability to be sold, etc.), that together combine to explain
what is a slave. These properties are sufficiently related to make slavery a
cross-cultural category, a very human institution in that slaves were easily
transferable between societies that might have had very different idealised
cognitive models of slavery, even when the slave trade was legal. In this ease
of cross-cultural transfer were born the great slave trades of the ancient world
and especially the major slave trades out of Africa in the medieval and mod-
ern world. There is something terribly human, even (dread the thought!) natu-
ral, about slavery, despite its many forms and its differences from society to
society. It may not be as universal as the institution of motherhood, but it is
very widespread, and notoriously difficult to eradicate because, as Ehud
Toledano recently pointed out, ‘Something in human nature made slavery
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possible everywhere, and it took major transformations in our thinking to get
rid of it; and that barely a century and a half ago, an admittedly late stage in
our history’.22

The various extensions of the basic prototypical characteristics of the cat-
egory ‘slave’ are where the institution of slavery varies most in different so-
cieties. In the antebellum United States, even where slavery was legal, slave
soldiers and officials were unimaginable. In other societies, especially but
not exclusively Islamic societies, they were part of everyday life. Despite the
existence of the term ‘white slavery’ in American English, it was legally im-
possible in every American state before the Civil War for a person defined
legally as ‘white’ to be enslaved. (Racial categories, and their occasional
relation to slavery, are also human-created and artificial.) This is not just a
matter of the ways in which slaves were used in different societies. It is a
matter of the way the category ‘slave’ was conceived. It is simply impossible,
in every society, to conceive of using slaves in certain ways, even if slaves
have been used in those ways in other societies.

The Appearance of Slavery

The Origin of Slavery in Human Society
The question of the appearance of slavery in history must necessarily be con-
nected with the question of why some people have slavery as an institution
and others do not, or perhaps why slavery has been so central to some socie-
ties and so marginal in others.23 Anthropologists have traditionally posed that
question in terms of the relatively primitive (in terms of technology and sub-
sistence) Native Americans of the northwestern United States and southwest-
ern Canada who had elaborate institutions of an extreme form of slavery and
even an extensive slave trade, while the agricultural Creek people of the
southeastern United States never developed chattel slavery as a significant
economic institution. This is particularly surprising because the Creek lived
in a situation where land was not a scarce commodity but labour was. The
usual explanation for the appearance of slavery in any agricultural society is
that labour is scarce but land abundant. Therefore a market develops in pri-
vate property in persons, rather than in land.24 This incidentally also explains
the prevalence of walled cities in Africa, and their complete absence in Ja-
pan. In Japan lords went to war to get land for their people, or at least for
their clan. African kings went to war to get people for their land.

We can see from our new understanding of the nature of slavery that the
question here has been posed wrongly. In the best theoretical explanation of
the argument over the alleged non-existence of slavery in some societies it is
in fact framed differently.25 There are in fact ‘many instances of sporadic
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slavery among most primitive groups’.26 This ‘sporadic’ slavery is not a ma-
jor economic institution among hunter-gatherers, but the psychological de-
pendency typical of humans in slavery, even in its surviving instances, is
probably a human universal among those cut off from social networks.

Contrary to popular assumptions, slavery did not originally begin as an
economic institution to exploit agricultural labour. It is, in origin, a relation-
ship of psychological dependence induced by lack of connection to the sur-
rounding society and resulting shame and loss of control. In societies through-
out history this relation of dependence has served to integrate new members
into a society. It is best for those of us in modern, individualistic Western
society to remember how essentially social human beings are, as evidenced
by our universal, constant use of languages to communicate and coordinate
our activities. Just as bees could not exist without a hive, in which they com-
municate by dancing, so we humans cannot exist without a society, in which
we communicate through language, including gesture. Isolated persons from
more groupist, non-western societies, even if they are industrially developed
and modernised, will attach themselves fervently to the first new groups they
encounter, as did Japanese prisoners of the American military in the Second
World War. From this natural human bonding came slavery, originally a means
of incorporating isolated individuals into new groups.

 This early, natural ‘sporadic’ slavery was extended for economic gain in
most agricultural societies, and even in some of the more prosperous gather-
ing societies. While still an institution for the incorporation of outsiders,
slavery became more and more one of economic exploitation. It did not ex-
tend into economic exploitation in all agricultural societies, but even the
Creeks had household slavery, although their captives were generally either
executed immediately or integrated into their society as quickly as possible.
In their case there was no economic incentive to extend the system of natu-
ral, sporadic slavery much beyond occasional household slavery of an inte-
grative nature, since status in the matrilineal and matrilocal world of the
Creek was not attained from individual or even clan wealth, but was as-
cribed for the clans and obtained by valour in battle by the men. When histo-
rians and anthropologists speak of the ‘absence’ of slavery among the Creek
they simply refer to the failure of slavery to develop into agricultural chattel
slavery of the type found in those states of the United States that displaced
the Creek from their land.27

Other societies in which status was based on wealth did develop chattel
slavery and even elaborate slave trades, despite being non-agricultural. For
example, in the language of the Quinault of the Olympic Peninsula of
Washington State the word ‘ali’s’ meant ‘rich man, chief, noble’.28 This was
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a stateless society and chiefs had no absolute, legal, coercive authority. They
were forced to have their authority confirmed through their generosity in
potlatch, which required wealth, obtained partly through the exploitation of
slaves. Slaves could buy their freedom in this society, but the society was
heavily stratified, with nobles, commoners and slaves said to be distinguished
by ‘blood’. Not only were slaves traded up and down the coast to similar
groups, but in the nineteenth century they were sold to trading posts on the
Columbia River for guns, powder, steel tools and trade blankets.

Domestic slavery has also been common in other societies where a la-
bour shortage never tempted masters to turn it into a system for the accumu-
lation of wealth in agriculture. In India and Nepal slaves were used mostly as
servants, and therefore could not be from the lower castes, since contact with
them would have been polluting for their masters. The lack of a need to
recruit more labour into one’s group also meant that slavery in these systems
was less likely to be ended by eventual emancipation and assimilation into
the host society, although in African societies that was often a process that
took generations.29

In Asian societies where chattel slavery, not just household slavery, was a
major economic institution, there was a more open system that allowed for
former slaves and their descendants to be reintegrated with free society.
Slavery in Thailand seems originally to have involved the capture and sale of
persons from surrounding societies. As time went on, more and more Thais
were reduced to slavery, either for inability to pay debts, as punishment for
crimes, or because their parents had sold them into slavery. A business of
abducting free people into slavery grew up, and a substantial proportion of
the capital at Ayudhya was enslaved. By 1397 there was even an Officer of
Slave Affairs in the government whose primary responsibility was hunting
runaway slaves.30

Frontiers of Slavery (Extensions and Borders)
As a fuzzy category, slavery has never had clearly defined borders, although
there are clearly instances of slavery that make better examples of the insti-
tution, although which examples are best may be seen differently by differ-
ent societies. Rather than indulge in hair-splitting about which are the best
examples of slavery, or semantic border patrolling to determine which cases
are ‘really’ slavery and which are something else, let us look at how some of
these more dubious instances of shame augmented physical domination re-
late to the more general category of slavery, to show how the institution can
arise and prosper around the human inhabited parts of the planet.

Among the Ecuadorean highland Quechua the institution of ‘concertaje’
was only abolished in 1918. Grants to Spanish conquistadores had included
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rights to the services of Native Americans in return for ‘protection, indoctri-
nation in Catholicism’ and other alleged services. The indigenous people of
the area were obliged to render a certain number of days of unremunerated
labour, perform other services and hand over a portion of the produce of
their meagre landholding. This institution did recognise the rights of the na-
tive people to their small plots of land, but their accumulated debts left them
unable to leave the lord’s estate in a situation often referred to as peonage,
and which extended to their descendants.31 Such an institution is clearly on
the edges of slavery, although both its victims and its beneficiaries could
also have seen it as being significantly different from slavery.

Shame and Elite Slaves
‘Elite slavery’ is even more clearly and universally recognised as an oxymoron
than the term ‘white slavery’. Since shame is one of the most painful affects
to experience, and since the various definitive characteristics of slavery are
not generally considered desirable, the idea of elite slavery is difficult to
reconcile with most idealised cognitive models of slavery. Many commenta-
tors on slavery reject the idea that elite slaves are in fact slaves, using a
classical definition that includes characteristics that exclude any elites from
the definition. Yet if we conceive of elite slaves as an extension of the basic
concept of slave it becomes more understandable. If we combine our new
understanding of definitions with our new understanding of the relation be-
tween slavery and shame we may be able to come up with a new understand-
ing of the origins of elite slavery in the late Roman Empire.

Rome was one of the great slave-holding societies of history, but Roman
slavery, though often brutal and exploitative, was also very largely a means
of incorporating new persons into the society. Roman law favoured emanci-
pation, and Roman masters often gave pay and bonuses to their slaves. This
pay in turn, could be saved and used by the slaves to buy their freedom.
Slave descendants of the third generation were indistinguishable from other
Roman citizens. Even many slaves were respected craftsmen and profes-
sionals. So many slaves were employed as teachers of the Roman gentry’s
children that Latin had a word, ‘paedagogus’, which meant slave teacher.
‘With few exceptions, slavery in Rome was neither eternal nor, while it lasted,
intolerable’.32

Gradually Roman slaves came to be used in more and more responsible
positions. Wealthy Romans kept slaves to guard their (other) property from
fire.33 In the imperial period slaves came to fill more and more important
positions.

Up to the time of Claudius the imperial ‘cabinet’ was composed almost
exclusively of slaves. They received the petitions of the empire, issued in-
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structions both to provincial governors and to the magistrates of Rome, and
elaborated jurisprudence of all the tribunals including the highest senatorial
court.34

From Claudius to Trajan free citizens were used for these tasks, but the
move to slave officials seems to have been irresistible. Other elite Romans
imitated the emperors and more and more of the official business of Roman
public and commercial life came to be transacted by slaves, a fact which
proved demoralising for the free poor.35 Eventually

their slaves and freedmen—the ‘Caesaris servi’ and the ‘liberti Augusti’—
formed a kind of new aristocracy as rich as the freeborn senatorial and
municipal  bourgeoisie, and certainly not less influential in the management
of state affairs.36

This system of elite slaves continued into the Byzantine Empire and was
picked up by the Abbasid Caliphate. It spread nearly everywhere in the Mus-
lim world, although it may have been invented independently in West Africa.
With this system slavery was extended to the point that it nearly turned back
on itself, and became something else entirely.37 Yet the argument over whether
slave soldiers and officials are really ‘slaves’ or not is based on the old form
of definition that we have here rejected. The slave soldier and official sys-
tems were natural extensions of chattel slavery, just as chattel slavery itself
was an extension of household slavery and household slavery was itself an
extension of the original, sporadic slavery. They cannot be meaningfully
understood and discussed in isolation from each other, since they are organi-
cally linked. The shame that was attached to slavery was attached to military
slaves as much as to any others, if their attempts to win honour for them-
selves by means of military prowess and administrative authority made slave
status more appealing for them than for most others in different situations of
slavery.

Transitions

Disappearances: Serfdom38

Slavery not only disappeared for individual slaves, it sometimes disappeared
for whole groups of them, if not necessarily as an institution. The most fa-
mous example is the gradual evolution of Roman slavery into medieval serf-
dom. Unfortunately it is one of the least studied and least understood aspects
of the history of slavery. It is one of the most interesting cases not only be-
cause it was so huge, but more importantly because it only applied to some
of the slaves of Europe. It is not often realised that there were still large
numbers of slaves in medieval western Europe, for while serfs were tied to
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the land and had certain rights, slaves were more mobile and served as the
medieval equivalent of modern hired hands.39

The main reason serfs won increased rights over the slaves of the preced-
ing Roman Empire was the difficulty of increasing their numbers.40 Kin-less
people do not reproduce as well as those in recognised families, which has
been a problem for so many slave societies, that the alleged inability of slave
populations to reproduce themselves has sometimes been treated as the equiva-
lent of a natural law. Giving the serf an interest in the land also tended to
reduce management costs, in addition to giving the serf an interest in upkeep
of land and capital equipment. Thus Roman slavery slowly evolved into some-
thing not unlike the sharecropping of the post-bellum American South.

Because this was a gradual evolution the term ‘serf’ is in fact derived
from the most common Latin word for slave, ‘servus’. When slavery and
serfdom came to be distinguished a new term was used for slave, derived
from the ethnonym ‘Slav’. Eastern Europeans were in fact the major source
of slaves in Europe at this time.41 Thus those with a semi-free status, the
serfs, came to see themselves as not only socially but (at least at first) as
ethnically superior to the slaves. They had been successfully integrated into
their societies. The slaves, like all slaves, had not. Where this distinction was
not found, or where slaves were not readily available, the conditions of serfs
tended to deteriorate to those of true slaves, until there were even cases of
them being bought and sold in the markets.42 Divide and rule policies of the
elite were as important in defining slaves and serfs in medieval Europe as
they were in the American South.

Abolition, Slavery and Caste
The coincidence of slavery with a colour caste system is not only a uniquely
modern system of slavery, it is a specifically Anglophone, New World devel-
opment. While slavery has been common throughout human history, and other
societies, most famously India, have had colour caste systems,43 the combin-
ing of slavery with a hereditary colour caste system, especially to the extent
that a new idealised cognitive model of slavery was created, has been unique
to the English-speaking New World, especially the United States of America
and its British colonial antecedents. The origins of this slave/caste system in
the late seventeenth century Chesapeake have been much debated, and it is
not my intention here to resurrect the old debate about which came first,
racism or slavery. After all, both came first. The questions should be how and
why they were combined, for their combination is not natural. The question
to be considered here is rather how it is that abolitionism appeared for the
first time in human history in the British North American colonies approxi-
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mately a generation after the combination of slavery and colour caste. Before
this time slavery had often been a temporary situation, lasting at most a few
generations. If one could not work oneself out of slavery, at least one could
hope that one’s children or grandchildren would be integrated into the host
society as regular members. Likewise persons of caste, whether in India,
West Africa or elsewhere, had autonomous family lives and were not liable
to being sold. They may have been inferior, even despised, members of soci-
ety, but they were not chattel slaves. Previous studies of the origins of aboli-
tionism have focussed either on the rise of mercantile and industrial capital,
or on the British humanitarian tradition, especially the Friends (Quakers) in
Pennsylvania, the first state in the world to abolish slavery, but it might be
better to look at the peculiar institution in the antebellum United States as a
peculiar combination of slavery with racial colour caste which necessitated a
number of other unique characteristics of American slavery.

The necessity of combining slavery with caste led to such unique features
of slavery in the United States as the laws against teaching slaves to read and
write. Frederick Douglass wrote that this was the single fact about slavery
that first caused him to think that something might be wrong with the institu-
tion.44 The contrast with the Roman slave Terence, one of the most famous
authors of Latin literature, is great. Terence, a slave from Africa, was not
only taught to write, he earned his freedom as a reward for his great contribu-
tions to Roman theatre. So many Greek slaves were school teachers in Ro-
man times that the Roman poet Horace made a famous pun about how Greek
slaves enslaved the Romans, or how taken Greece took her wild conqueror,
however one translates it.45 The great West African Islamic reformer Usuman
Danfodiyo criticised the scholars of his time for not educating their slaves,
although it was their religious duty to do so.46 Both the necessity of keeping
Douglass a slave for life, and keeping him in an inferior caste, meant that he
could not be allowed to better himself, and both the lifetime nature of the
slavery and the inability to better himself were a cause of his discontent as a
slave and his conversion into one of the most eloquent abolitionists of his
age, something that Terence probably never considered. Of course the ban on
teaching slaves to read and write was sometimes controversial among slave
owners themselves, as shown by the experience of future General William
Tecumseh Sherman in advocating it in Louisiana just before the outbreak of
the US Civil War,47 but no slave state in the United States ever legalised the
education of slaves, and even after the abolition of slavery the education of
former slaves continued to arouse much opposition. The education of Ameri-
ca’s subordinate colour caste, now politely referred to as ‘African Ameri-
cans’, together with the dominant white caste, is still not completely accepted

3.Edward.p65 27/09/2006, 13:3242



43Philips: Slavery as a Human Institution

by all, even at the present time, and was one of the United States’ most ex-
plosive domestic political issues throughout the last half of the twentieth
century. ‘These two words, Negro and Slave [are] by custom grown Homog-
enous and Convertible’.48 It was only because blacks in the US were a slave
caste, who could never become free, that they were to be denied education,
and otherwise prohibited from entering fully into the life of their host soci-
ety.

The debate about the causes of the rise and spread of abolition in the
modern world are usually framed in terms of ideological causes versus eco-
nomic causes. Was this a story of the ultimate triumph of high-minded prin-
ciple, or was it rather a story of the triumph of industrial capitalism over a
previously dominant form of economic exploitation?49 In the light of the
new understanding of slavery advanced here I would like to propose a social
explanation. Slavery as a human institution became untenable when it was
combined with a permanent colour caste system in British America at the
end of the seventeenth century.50 While slavery heretofore had been either a
marginal household slavery, or even if sometimes brutal economic exploita-
tion as chattel slavery, it had also been a means of assimilating people into
the larger society, as in ancient Rome. The dangerous combination of slav-
ery with colour caste proved to be an unstable mix that eventually brought
down the whole edifice of legal slavery with it.

The first stirrings of the anti-slavery movement seem to have objected to
the idea that black colour was an excuse for slavery.51 After several scholars
had objected in theory to the idea that blacks were necessarily to be slaves,
the Quaker George Fox travelled to Barbados to argue that African slaves
should be treated mildly and freed after a term of years. He had an effect on
his fellow Quakers, but the upshot was that a law was passed against them
bringing their slaves into their meeting houses. Eventually all of them were
pressured or compelled to leave the island. Other Quakers became active in
writing and speaking against slavery in the eighteenth century, and thus the
movement began to spread.52 Fox’s ideas eventually took root among the
much more numerically significant community of Quakers in Pennsylvania,
where, despite the not insignificant numbers of slaves in the colony, they
began to spread and eventually became dominant in the second half of the
eighteenth century.53 Anti-slavery sentiment spread as more and more people
in Britain and America began to see black slaves not so much as heathen
savages but rather as English-speaking people who happened to be black.54

If the individual slave who had successfully adapted to the host society could
not be taken in as a citizen, as had been the case in ancient Rome and so
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many other slave societies throughout history, the whole body of slaves would
eventually have to be taken in at once, as was the case in the United States.

The economic triumph of free society helped the spread of the emancipa-
tion movement as slavery was exposed as an irrational economic institution.
Despite their great importance in Thai society, slavery and compulsory la-
bour by peasants were abolished in the late nineteenth century and the latter
was replaced by wage labour in order to increase economic efficiency and
the amount of rice available for export.55 Slavery is today universally out-
lawed not only because it developed into an inhumane institution but also
because it is simply not an efficient method of organising human labour.
Only if civilisation collapsed and had to be rebuilt from scratch can one im-
agine slavery again becoming more than a marginal institution in any human
society.
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