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Abstract. This paper explores the scheming slave (servus callidus), a characteris-
tic type of Roman comedy, using digital methods. I carried out network analyses
of 23 Roman comedies using the DraCor infrastructure and found data trends
that shape a data profile of the character type of the servus callidus. This type
shows a significant centralisation in the dramatic network, with having a high
degree centrality, a high weighted degree centrality, a high closeness centrality,
and a high betweenness centrality. While this character has many relationships,
shown by a high degree centrality and a large number of triangles, it has a low
clustering coefficient. This profile can be sharpened by using count-based mea-
sures, namely the number of words spoken by the scheming slave, the number
of his speech acts as well as the number of scenes in which he appears. All these
count-based values are significantly high for the scheming slave. By combining
network measures and count-based measures, I have created a data profile of
the scheming slave in Roman comedy. I was also able to show that this profile is
typical of both male and female scheming slaves as it does not regularly apply
to other scheming character types.

1. Introduction

1.1 Introducing the Scheming Slave (servus callidus)

To trick or to be tricked seems to be one of the central questions of Roman com-
edy. Intrigue is the order of the day, with many characters plotting against each
other. In this paper, I will examine the data trends for the scheming characters
in Roman comedy. Here the role of the schemer is closely linked to that of the
male slave as many plots, intrigues, and deceptions are initiated by a cunning
slave, a servus callidus. In fact, he is one of the most prominent character types of
Roman comedy. This character usually comes into play when a young man finds
himself in a hopeless situation, for example when his father or rivals threaten to
destroy his affair with a young girl or prostitute. The man of the moment who
helps the hopeless young man is the servus callidus. All the young man has to
do is step back and let his slave plot against his opponents. The latter is some-
times more, sometimes less successful in his intrigues. In my analysis, I focus
on this type of schemer and aim to create a data profile of the scheming slave
(servus callidus).
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This article is aimed at both scholars of Roman comedy and researchers in the digital
humanities. It will demonstrate the value of applying network analysis to Roman
comedy, especially by providing new insights into the servus callidus and contributing
to our understanding of this character type. For digital humanists, this study can serve
as a use case for literary network analysis of a comparatively small corpus of texts.

1.2 Introducing Dramatic Networks and Network Measures

Using sociologicalmethods, we can analyse the scheming slave as part of a social network
within the respective drama.1 Since the servus callidus is a character type of Roman
comedy, he is likely to hold a specific position in the social network of a drama. We can
therefore expect certain data trends to emerge for the scheming slaves when analysing
the dramatic networks. The method of network analysis promises a new perspective on
the scheming slave as it allows us to quantify the social capital of this character type.

Several scholars have attempted to capture the characteristics of social networks math-
ematically and in particular to approach the phenomenon of social capital. Bourdieu
defines social capital as follows: “Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institu-
tionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in other words,
to membership in a group.” (Bourdieu 1986, 248). An important aspect is highlighted
here: Social capital is based not only on actual but also on potential network resources.

In the case of the servus callidus, not all relationships per se give him access to the
resources of another character; his social capital is thus dependent on others.2 Through
his intrigues, he tries to gain access to material capital, such as the property of the head
of the family, the paterfamilias. Moreover, according to Bourdieu, social capital can be
transformed into other types of capital (Bourdieu 1986, 252–55). This transformation
process of social capital is the focus of the actions of the servus callidus who uses social
relations primarily to gain material possessions.3

Bourdieu’s concept of social capital has been further elaborated.4 Some scholars have de-
veloped network measures to operationalise social capital on the micro, meso, or macro
level (Jansen and Diaz-Bone 2011, 85–86). For this paper, I am particularly interested in
the centrality measures. The centrality measures are designed to identify central, hence
important social actors within the network and thus focus on the micro level.5 They can,

1. Fuhse defines a social network as follows: “Ein soziales Netzwerk steht für das Muster an Sozialbeziehungen
zwischen einer Menge von Akteuren. Sozialbeziehungen bezeichnen beobachtbare Regelmäßigkeiten der
Interaktion zwischen Akteuren und entsprechende Verhaltenserwartungen.” (Fuhse 2018, 14). On the
theoretical issues that arise when using social network analysis to study dramatic texts, see Trilcke 2013, 203–
08, 222–24. Several studies have demonstrated that social network analysis can provide new insights into
dramatic texts. For instance, Trilcke et al. trace the phenomenon of small-world networks in German drama
(Trilcke 2023, Trilcke et al. 2024).
2. On this dependency in general, see Jansen and Diaz-Bone 2011, 75.
3. For a discussion of Bourdieu’s concept of social capital in the context of Roman comedy, see Beine 2024a,
chapter “Einleitung”.
4. For research trends, see Fuhse 2018, 179–83.
5. To date, there is no consensus on the definition of centrality nor on the definition of importance of a social
actor which results in different approaches and centrality measures. On this theoretical gap, see Mutschke
2010, 365–66, 375–76.
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therefore, provide important insights into the characteristics of the servus callidus. Each
type of centrality is based on a specific differentiated theoretical model of social capital
and the resulting resources. The degree centrality, for example, assumes that social
capital means having relations to many different social actors whereas the weighted
degree centrality highlights the frequency of interactions in these relationships as being
essential for social capital. The closeness centrality, on the other hand, regards social
capital as being in close proximity to other actors in the social network. For my analysis,
I consider the aforementioned measures, namely the degree centrality, weighted degree
centrality, and closeness centrality.6 I also analyse the betweenness centrality,7 which I
will explain in subsection 2.1 of this article.8

Regarding the role of the schemer, I also analyse the clustering coefficient as it indicates
whether a character can more easily play other characters against each other.9 The
calculation takes into account the number of triangles of a character, i.e., the number of
groups of three a character is part of. To contextualise these character-specific values,
I also consider general network values, the average degree centrality and the average
clustering coefficient.

1.3 Introducing Count-Based Measures

For the analysis of the schemer, I also examine count-based measures, namely the
number of words spoken by a character, the number of speech acts, and the number of
scenes in which the character appears. The greater the number, the greater the presence
of the character in the play. Moreover, a large number might imply that a character
dominates the action of the play.

2. Hypotheses for Analysing Schemers with Digital Methods

2.1 Exploring Schemers through Network Analysis

Certain positions within a network make it possible to influence the network in a
certain way. In this respect, the betweenness centrality is particularly important when
analysing schemers. The betweenness centrality shows how often a node or character
is part of the shortest path between other nodes or characters. A high betweenness
centrality indicates that the respective node or character can access information faster
than others in the network. It can therefore influence the flow of information and act
as a broker (Fuhse 2018, 60–62). Such a position could be very advantageous for a
schemer. However, the betweenness centrality signifies only the potential to control the
flow of information.10 Whether a character realises its potential as a broker should be
examined case by case.

6. For the mathematical formula, see Mutschke 2010, 367–68; NetworkX Developers 2023.
7. There are different formulae to calculate the betweenness centrality, see Mutschke 2010, 370. This analysis
uses the algorithm proposed by Brandes 2001. For further details, see subsection 3.2 of this article.
8. For an explanation of the network measures accompanied by examples from Plautus’ Pseudolus, see the
glossary in Beine 2024a, chapter “Glossar zur Netzwerkanalyse”.
9. Fuhse describes the position of ‘the laughing third’ as follows: “Akteure mit Beziehungen zu ansonsten
unverbundenen Akteuren oder Gruppen können diese gegeneinander ausspielen” (Fuhse 2018, 167, cf. 22).
In fact, this position can be identified by a low clustering coefficient of a social actor.
10. Mutschke emphasises this particularity regarding all structural centrality measures (Mutschke 2010, 373–
74).
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The clustering coefficient is another measure of increasing importance for the analysis
of schemers. This measure gives the number of connections between the neighbours
of a node. The calculation takes into account the number of triangles of a node. A low
clustering coefficient marks characters that can turn two other characters against each
other more easily (Fuhse 2018, 22, 167). For instance, if character A and character B do
not interact directly, but both interact with character C, it is easier for character C to
play character A against character B and vice versa. In a network that consists only of
character A, character B, and character C, the clustering coefficient of character C is 0
because its two neighbours do not interact. Furthermore, as character A and character B
only have one relationship each and at least two neighbours are required to calculate
the clustering coefficient, a clustering coefficient is not available for character A and
character B.

Following these definitions, a character with a high betweenness centrality and a low
clustering coefficient can act as a broker and as a manipulator. In such a position, the
character can exercise power over other characters.11 Both values thus indicate which
characters have potentially powerful and advantageous positions within the dramatic
network. The following network effects are likely to constitute the social capital of the
servus callidus and are indicated by specific network measures: access to information
(indication: high betweenness centrality) and power (indication: high betweenness
centrality, low clustering coefficient).12 The servus callidus should therefore have a high
betweenness centrality and a low clustering coefficient. While it is advantageous for a
schemer if his victims do not interact (indication: low clustering coefficient), he himself
is likely to interact with many different characters. This would result in a large number
of triangles.

A high degree centrality, and even more a high weighted degree centrality, characterises
those characters who verbally interact most with other characters. Furthermore, the
centralisation on one character (indication: high centralities) gives this character a
coordinating role in the network (Fuhse 2018, 170), which would also favour intrigues.
Accordingly, the type of the servus callidus should have high centralities.

These considerations lead to the following partially graded hypotheses for the analysis:

1. In the respective network, the degree centrality, weighted degree centrality,
closeness centrality, and betweenness centrality of the schemer are the highest
values.

2. In the respective network, the degree centrality, weighted degree centrality, close-
ness centrality, and betweenness centrality of the schemer are among the three
highest values.

3. In the respective network, the degree centrality of the schemer is above average.

4. In the respective network, the clustering coefficient of the schemer is the lowest
value while the number of triangles is the largest value.

11. Fuhse gives the following definition: “In einem Netzwerk verfügen solche Akteure über , (1) die
als Broker zwischen verschiedenen Gruppen fungieren, oder (2) von denen andere Akteure für ihren Zugang
zum Netzwerk abhängig sind.” (Fuhse 2018, 168).
12. Fuhse lists five network effects: “Zugang zu Informationen”, “Macht”, “Anpassung / sozialer Druck”,
“Soziale Kategorisierung”, and “Koordination” (Fuhse 2018, 166–170).
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 �* �F�Y�U�S�B�D�U�F�E �U�I�F �S�P�X�	�T�
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�C�F�M�P�X �B�W�F�S�B�H�F �G�P�S �U�I�F �T�D�I�F�N�F�S�T�� �5�I�J�T �X�B�Z�
 �* �D�S�F�B�U�F�E �T�J�Y �U�B�C�M�F�T �G�P�S �U�I�F �F�W�B�M�V�B�U�J�P�O �P�G �U�I�F

�T�F�M�F�D�U�F�E �3�P�N�B�O �D�P�N�F�E�J�F�T�� �*�O �B�M�M �F�W�B�M�V�B�U�J�P�O �U�B�C�M�F�T�
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