 Theory and Methodology: Source Discussion  
Modern scholars have used several forms of evidence to discuss Roman state involvement in the Indian Ocean trade. Foremost amongst these are written testimonials from Strabo, Pliny, Cassius Dio and others, alongside documents found in the archaeological remains of forts roads and ports preserved in the arid conditions of the Eastern Desert of Egypt as well as the remains themselves.[footnoteRef:1] While these forms of evidence are extremely valuable for the study of Roman state activity in the region, their interpretation poses several challenges. Therefore, the aim of this discussion will be to highlight some of these issues and to consider how modern scholars attempt to use this evidence. For the literary evidence, the focus will be on Strabo’s record of the campaign of Aelius Gallus because contrasting modern scholarly views have debated whether this was an attempt by the Roman state to capture territory around the Red Sea and tightly control trade in the Indian Ocean.[footnoteRef:2] In addition, the archaeological remains of praesidia, as well as the documents discovered at these sites will be discussed since this evidence has led modern scholars to debate the periods of greatest threat from nomads within the desert which in turn prompted a response by the Roman state.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Strabo.16.4.22-23; Aug, Res Gestae 26; Pliny.NH.6.32; Dio.53.29.3-8; Young, 2001, p.71; 73; Sidebotham, 2011, p.150; Cobb, 2018, p.126.   ]  [2:   Strabo.16.4.22-23; Aug, Res Gestae 26; Pliny.NH.6.32; Dio.53.29.3-8; Sidebotham, 1986, p.122-123; Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.37; 52; Speidel, 2015, p.96-99. ]  [3:  Brun, 2006b, p.196; Cuvigny, 2006c, p.; Cobb, Forthcoming, p.16.   ] 

Using literary sources to attempt to reconstruct Roman state involvement in the Indian Ocean trade is frequently done by modern scholars, notably Nappo, who attempts to discern Roman state ‘policy’ between the 2nd and 6th centuries AD, largely based on literary sources.[footnoteRef:4] In contrast, scholars such as Sidebotham, Fitzpatrick and Speidel have debated whether the Roman state sought a policy of control over the Red Sea coast during the 1st century AD to dominate trade.[footnoteRef:5] This debate stems from several passages in Strabo’s Geography concerning the campaign of Aelius Gallus during the 20s BC.[footnoteRef:6] This offers a chance to evaluate an event which is rightly seen as a crucial point in early Roman state involvement in the Indian Ocean trade. For both Fitzpatrick and Speidel, these passages, which record a military campaign, led by Gallus, of 12,500 men into Arabia in 26 or 25 BC, represent an attempt to control the Indian Ocean trade.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, they link this campaign to similar efforts along the coasts of Africa which are referenced in Augustus’ Res Gestae, a record of his achievements.[footnoteRef:8] In contrast, Sidebotham sees this campaign as being purely motivated by exploration and economic gain rather than being part of a coordinated effort to control trade in the region.[footnoteRef:9] Indeed, on a precursory reading Strabo seems to suggest that both interpretations of the objectives of the campaign are correct and that Gallus’ aims were either to conquer territory or obtain money based on situational opportunity.[footnoteRef:10] However, it is important to note Strabo’s personal connection to Gallus when examining his representation of the campaign and its objectives.[footnoteRef:11] Indeed, while Strabo acknowledges the overall failure of the campaign he is swift to blame this on a lack of promised support rather than any failure on the part of Gallus this is done several times throughout his discussion.[footnoteRef:12] [4:  Nappo, 2009, p.71-77; 2015, p.55-194. ]  [5:  Sidebotham, 1986, p.122-123; Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.37; 52; Speidel, 2015, p.96-99. ]  [6:  Strabo.16.4.22-23.]  [7:  Strabo.16.4.22-23; Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.37; 52; Speidel, 2015, p.96-99.]  [8:  Aug, Res Gestae 26; Hekster, 2008, p.350. ]  [9:  Sidebotham, 1986, p.122-123.]  [10:  Strabo.16.4.22-23.]  [11:  Srabo.2.5.12 ]  [12:  Strabo.16.4.22-23.] 

Therefore, given Strabo’s links to Gallus and while his knowledge of the events of the campaign may be sound and his ability to record historical events is supported by the existence of his lost universal histories, his presentation of this campaign is open to question given the connection to Gallus while the latter served as Augustus’ Prefect in Egypt.[footnoteRef:13] Moreover, Strabo’s desire, despite admitting the failure of the campaign, to highlight its successes further brings into question his presentation, particularly in his record of the Roman battle dead which he places at seven men.[footnoteRef:14] Although, for Sidebotham this indicates that the campaign was successful, recording a low casualty rate may indicate a ‘propagandistic’ element which was a common feature of imperial literature concerning the army, as Hekster observes and should not be taken as a measure of success.[footnoteRef:15] Further to this point, even the record of the campaign in chapter 26 of the Res Gestae fails to note the success or failure of the expedition but rather states only that large numbers of the enemy were killed.[footnoteRef:16] Moreover, other sources which mention the campaign add little detail, with Pliny discussing the inhabitants of Arabia and Cassius Dio seemingly copying his account directly from Strabo considering the similarities in their descriptions of the disease which afflicted the troops.[footnoteRef:17] Thus, on the face of it Strabo presents a seemingly straightforward account, which may be used to consider Roman state involvement in the Indian Ocean trade, yet on closer examination his presentation of events due to his wish to support Gallus call this into question. [13:  Strabo.2.5.12. ]  [14:  Strabo.16.4.22-23.]  [15:  Sidebotham, 1986, p.122-123; Hekster, 2008, p.350-351. ]  [16:  Aug, Res Gestae 26.]  [17:  Strabo.16.4.22-23; Aug, Res Gestae 26; Pliny.NH.6.32; Dio.53.29.3-8. ] 

However, given the ubiquity of the campaign in literary sources other than Strabo, notably in the Res Gestae, a document designed to record Augustus’ achievements and advertise them throughout the empire, it seems reasonable to assume that it was a major campaign with a significant objective sanctioned by Augustus.[footnoteRef:18] Indeed, as noted above, Strabo indicates that the campaign’s goals were based on the situation at hand and while these dual goals must be seen in the context of Strabo’s desire to represent the campaign positively his comment does indicate that the campaign was intended to obtain influence over the coasts of the trade, either through conquest or alliance as Fitzpatrick and Spediel suggest.[footnoteRef:19] Therefore, although Strabo’s account must be seen in the context of his personal connections which affect his presentation, those same connections also allow him to provide details such as the course of the campaign, its size and the time involved.[footnoteRef:20] This, in conjunction with other sources, allows us to determine that Strabo (and by extension other literary sources) may be used to discern Roman state involvement in the Indian Ocean trade despite the challenges they present. Hence, while modern scholars have used literary sources to consider the Roman state’s ‘policy’ objectives regarding the trade, archaeology, and the documents found in such contexts, have been used to determine more direct forms of Roman state involvement with the actual conduct of trade, such as by providing infrastructure and defence.[footnoteRef:21]   [18:  Hekster, 2008, p.350.]  [19:  Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.37; 52; Speidel, 2015, p.96-99.]  [20:  Strabo.2.12.5; 16.4.22-23. ]  [21:  Sidebotham, 1986, p.51; Young, 2001, p.71; 73; Cobb, 2018, p.126. ] 

Modern scholars such as Sidebotham, Young and Cobb rightly utilise the archaeological remains of forts and towers in the Eastern Desert to suggest that the Indian Ocean trade was a major concern for the Roman state, primarily due to the levels of taxation which could be obtained, as shown by the Muziris papyrus.[footnoteRef:22] Moreover, the documents also discovered in such contexts are used to discuss several forms of state activity such as protecting and supervising commerce.[footnoteRef:23] However, while this evidence can be used to obtain an overview of state participation, the associated issues with it make it challenging to determine the frequency, duration or precise date of involvement. As noted above, the conditions in the Eastern Desert provide an extraordinary level of preservation, such as the black pepper cache from Berenike and the c.9,000 documents found at Mons Claudianus.[footnoteRef:24] In addition, such conditions mean that many of the forts have been found in exceptional states of preservation.[footnoteRef:25] Indeed, it is the sheer number of these, along with towers, and the layout of the ports of Myos Hormos and Berenike that have led modern scholars such as Sidebotham to argue for a high level of state involvement.[footnoteRef:26] Certainly these remains indicate that this was the case. Moreover, many forts contained wells to supply water. This would have been vital for traders, considering the number of camels needed to transport the goods recorded in the Muziris papyrus which has been estimated at between 300 and 625 tons.[footnoteRef:27] Indeed, as Cobb observes, the influx of Roman traders, military personnel and families into the desert will have greatly strained water resources.[footnoteRef:28] Despite the extensive archaeology, several forts which appear to be mentioned in our literary sources have yet to be found.[footnoteRef:29] This highlights a further issue in utilising such evidence in that, regardless of the conditions for preservation, sites may remain undiscovered. This may be due to an error by literary sources or a lack of modern financial support to conduct archaeological surveys. Indeed, while modern efforts at mining and other programmes in the Eastern Desert have ensured that extensive surveys were conducted in the region during 1980s and 1990s this has meant that work has focused on these areas.[footnoteRef:30] This prevents modern scholars from establishing a complete picture of activity.  [22:  Sidebotham, 1986, p.51; Young, 2001, p.71; 73; Cobb, 2018, p.126; P.Vindob.G 40822. ]  [23:  Young, 2001, p.69-74. ]  [24:  Sidebotham, 2011, p.79; Adams, 2007, p.197-198. ]  [25:  Tomber 2008, p.24; 54-55; Sidebotham, Matin and Nouwens, 2008, p.312.]  [26:  Sidebotham, 1986, p.51; Cobb, 2018, p.126.]  [27:  Rathbone, 2000, p.46; De Romanis, 2012, p.89.]  [28:  Cobb, 2019, Forthcoming. ]  [29:  Cobb, 2018, p.100-102. ]  [30:  Sidebotham, Matin and Nouwens, 2008, p.35-36.] 

Thus, while the state of archaeological studies is an ever-present issue, for example, at the port of Berenike where only a small portion of the site has been excavated, the remains of facilities such as the praesidae at Maximiaon do provide an important picture of the fundamental importance of the state for supporting the infrastructure for trade.[footnoteRef:31] Nevertheless, the archaeology does present several further problems, primarily dating the activity at these sites, particularly the forts. This has revealed itself during attempts to determine periods of construction and increased military activity due to the threat of nomadic attacks.[footnoteRef:32] This is due to the fact that the evidence used comes from inscriptions referring to construction by soldiers along the Koptos-Myos Hormos route.[footnoteRef:33] Dating these inscriptions can be difficult, not least, due to them often being fragmentary, thus, causing issues in their reconstruction. This is compounded further by their often ambiguous nature.[footnoteRef:34] Such complications have caused several dates to be proposed with Syme arguing for a late 1st century BC date because of the names of two soldiers linked to a Roman official and Alston connecting it with the reign of Vespasian due to a soldier with the name Flavius.[footnoteRef:35] On the other hand, while Cobb acknowledges that the exact date is unknown, he and Sidebotham rightly posit that, owing to the overwhelming Flavian era material at the sites on this route then these inscriptions (2 of which survive) should be dated to the same period.[footnoteRef:36] In a similar line, inscriptions set up by military officers proclaiming victories against nomads have been seen by Cuvigny as retaliatory strikes.[footnoteRef:37] However, this illuminates a third important issue with this evidence, in that such inscriptions were often set up for personal commemoration by officers and, thus, may exaggerate the events which they record.[footnoteRef:38] Indeed, in the case of attacks against the nomads, while Cobb sees Cuvigny’s suggestion of this action being retaliatory as unprovable due to a lack of evidence he does suggest that it could equally be a pre-emptive attack.[footnoteRef:39] Moreover, given the scale of the threat which is suggested by some documents, neither possibility should be ignored.[footnoteRef:40] Therefore, while archaeology does present numerous issues such as discovering sites and dating periods of state-driven activity which must be carefully examined, it presents a further means to examine state interaction in greater detail than the overarching policy decisions which modern scholars reconstruct from literary sources.   [31:  Wilson and Bowman, 2018, p.2; Sidebotham, 2011, p.222; Cobb, 2018, p.97-99. ]  [32:  Brun, 2006b, p.196; Cuvigny, 2006c, p.267-273; Cobb, Forthcoming, p.17 ]  [33:  ILS 2483; I.Pan 68; I.Did 1; I.Did.2.]  [34:  Bodel, 2001, p.52. ]  [35:  Alston, 1995, p.30; Syme, 1995, p.249.]  [36:  I.Pan.87; Cobb, 2019, Forthcoming; Sidebotham, 2011, p.154.]  [37:  Cuvigny, 2006c, p.348-349.]  [38:  Bodel, 2001, p.48. ]  [39:  Cobb, 2019, Forthcoming.]  [40:  Krok.6; K693; O.Dios.inv.687; Turner, 1950, p.57-59. ] 

In conclusion, there is a wide variety of sources which has enabled modern scholars to attempt to reconstruct Roman state participation in the Indian Ocean trade. These range from wider ‘policy’ considerations using more traditional literary sources to detailed assessments of the nature and periods of state construction and military activity through using archaeological remains. All of this evidence presents advantages and disadvantages which must be accounted for when using such sources. These issues vary from Strabo’s presentation of Gallus’ campaign to the uncertain dating of inscriptions. On the other hand, when such evidence is compared to a larger number of sources and a wider archaeological context then this enables many of these issues to be resolved, thus allowing the strengths of such sources to be utilised more effectively. This enables us to discern both wider policy objectives and periodic activity within the desert. With that being said, modern scholars have often used such evidence to consider how the Indian Ocean trade was important for the state and not how the state was important for the trade. Indeed, by combining the forms of evidence discussed above it may be possible to consider state involvement from a different perspective.      
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