‘Critically Consider How Accurate the Notion is that Rome’s Indian Ocean Trade Harmed the Empire’s Economy.’
[bookmark: _GoBack]The notion that Roman trade during the imperial period had a negative impact on the Empire’s economy is one which has been debated by modern scholarship and remains a key issue when considering Rome’s economic activity in the Indian Ocean.[footnoteRef:1] The crux of this debate focuses on the possibility of the Indian Ocean trade having extracted large quantities of valuable metal coinage from the Roman Empire due to a lack of desired in-kind exports, therefore, causing a trade imbalance.[footnoteRef:2]  Notable modern scholars who argue in favour of this include Warmington as early as the 1920s and Mclaughlin as recently as 2014 who suggest that this was the case primarily based on figures from Pliny the Elder, supported by Roman numismatic evidence discovered in India.[footnoteRef:3] On the other hand, modern scholars such as Young, Parker, and Turner have argued against such a proposition for a number of reasons.[footnoteRef:4] Nevertheless, further evidence from sources such as the anonymous author of the Periplus and apparent concern amongst the Roman elite about the drain of wealth to pay for long-distance trade make this a particularly complex and important question to resolve.[footnoteRef:5]   [1:  Warmington 1928: 272-276; Turner 1989: 22-24; Young 2001: 183-186; Mclaughlin 2010:159-161; 2014: 89; Fitzpatrick 2011: 47. ]  [2:  Warmington 1928: 272-276; Mclaughlin 2010:159-161; 2014: 89; Fitzpatrick 2011: 47.  ]  [3:  Warmington 1928: 275; Mclaughlin 2014: 47; plin.NH.6.101; 12.84; Turner 1989: 23. ]  [4:  Young 2001: 183-186; Parker 2008: 185; Turner 1989: 23. ]  [5:  PME.49; 56; Tac.Ann.3.53; Plin.NH.6.101; 12.84; Juv.Sat.6.509. ] 

The primary source which has led modern scholars to notions of the trade doing harm to the Roman economy is a series of controversial figures contained in books 6 and 12 of Pliny the Elder’s Natural History:
“And it will not be inappropriate to set out the entire route from Egypt, now that reliable information is available for the first time. It is an important topic, given that in no year does India drain off less than fifty million sesterces of our empire’s wealth, sending back goods to be sold amongst us at a hundred times the original cost.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Plin.NH.6.101.] 

“But the title ‘happy’ is still more appropriate to the Arabian Sea, for it is the source of the pearls which that country sends us. And by the lowest count India, China and the Arabian Peninsula remove 100 million sesterces from our empire each year – that is what our luxuries and our women cost us. For what fraction of these, I ask you, now goes to the gods or too the underworld deities.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Plin.NH.12.84. ] 

 Warmington, based on these figures, argues that, since the focus of Roman exports seems to be on the weight and the size of the items then they (the Romans) appear to be importing less than they are exporting.[footnoteRef:8] Therefore, he argues that the figure of 50 million sesterces recorded by Pliny represents an export of imperial coinage to pay for expensive Indian products that less valuable goods in kind could not pay for.[footnoteRef:9] Similarly, Mclaughlin appears to view Pliny’s figures as references to the amount of  gold and silver that was removed from the empire via the Indian Ocean trade each year.[footnoteRef:10] Indeed, for Mclaughlin, as long as precious metal was continually produced then this deficit was manageable.[footnoteRef:11] However, he argues that along with the rising cost of the military during the imperial period then this loss of coinage had a profoundly negative impact on the Roman economy.[footnoteRef:12]  [8:  Warmington 1928: 273. ]  [9:  Warmington 1928: 274.]  [10:  Mclaughlin 2010: 168.]  [11:  Mclaughlin 2010: 168.]  [12:  Mclaughlin 2010: 168.] 

Furthermore, while Pliny does not directly mention that this loss was one of precious metal coinage Warmington has argued that this seems likely based on the numismatic evidence of coins discovered in India.[footnoteRef:13] Additionally, the 1st century AD merchant’s guide known as the Periplus highlights the exchange of coined money for pepper, further supporting this notion of a potential loss of precious metal coinage.[footnoteRef:14] It is with this evidence from the Periplus, along with a further mention of coin-exchange in chapter 49 that Fitzpatrick suggests that the majority of trade was conducted in precious metal.[footnoteRef:15] On the other hand, while this along with Nappo’s recent suggestion that coins were brought to India in standardised packets  shows that coinage was certainly important to the trade, this and two references alone, considering the archaeological evidence for Roman trade of in-kind items suggests that it is unreasonable to visualise trade as operating primarily with coin.[footnoteRef:16] Nevertheless, these references from the Periplus are perhaps, some of the most concrete literary evidence, given the author’s apparent first-hand knowledge of the routes for the use of coined money in the trade.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Plin.NH.6.101; 12.84; Warmington 1989: 275. ]  [14:  Seland 2010: 15; PME.56.]  [15:  Fitzpatrick 2011: 47.]  [16:  PME.49; 56; Nappo 2017: 563-565; O.Berinike 162; Cobb 2015: 199. ]  [17:  Seland 2010: 15. ] 

In contrast, many modern scholars, have rightly highlighted the problematic nature and the very specific context of Pliny’s figures in terms of representing a notion of the Indian Ocean trade having had a negative impact on the economy.[footnoteRef:18] Amongst these, Young and Fitzpatrick both rightly highlight that frequent outbreaks of concern at the moral and social impact of goods such as those brought in via the Indian Ocean were a common occurrence amongst the elite of Roman society when faced with luxuries such as those represented by Indo-Roman trade.[footnoteRef:19] Indeed, while others such as Cobb have persuasively shown that the trade was comprised of items other than just the ‘luxuries’ recorded by authors like Pliny, such as, black pepper we, have numerous other social commentators, such as, Seneca and Juvenal  who similarly, display concern regarding the kind of conspicuous consumption which the Indian Ocean trade, in part, represented.[footnoteRef:20] Moreover, in the case of Seneca (the Younger) his education within stoic philosophy likely helps explain his concern at the importation of goods such as those from the Indian Ocean.[footnoteRef:21] Similarly, a significant theme in Juvenal’s 16 satires is an attack on the immorality of Roman society during the imperial period.[footnoteRef:22] Similar statements from a range of 1st century AD authors further demonstrates that a literary topos concerning luxury was in place and thus, this should rightly impact our understanding of the context of such statements. [18:  Young 2001: 183-186; Parker 2008: 185; Turner 1989: 23; Cobb 2015: 190-191. ]  [19:  Young 2001: 182-183; Fitzpatrick 2011: 32-33. ]  [20:  Cobb 2015: 199; Sen.NQ.1.17.8-9; Ben.7.9.4; Juv.Sat.6.509. ]  [21:  Oxford Reference 2017. ]  [22:  Oxford Reference 2017. ] 

 Indeed, while the crucial figure of 50 million is not specifically placed in a moral context the latter figure of 100 million is placed strongly within such a perspective of luxury and the expense caused by women.[footnoteRef:23] Such a complaint fits in with other rhetorical comments  and reinforces a common moral outcry on the part of writers during the imperial, which, when seen in the context of philosophical developments indicates that these figures are not strictly economic in nature.[footnoteRef:24] As a result it is wise to question the validity of the notion of the Indian Ocean trade having a harmful impact on the Roman economy.   [23:  Plin.NH.6.101; 12.84. ]  [24:  Ahbel-Rappe 2010: 530; Fitzpatrick 2011: 32.  ] 

On the other hand, while it is unclear if Pliny is referring to a monetary deficit in his comments, as mentioned above Warmington has seen the presence of many Roman coins discovered in India as support for reading Pliny’s figures as referring to a coinage drain.[footnoteRef:25] Indeed, approximately 6,000 coins (7,000 according to Nappo) have been discovered in India with the potential for a further c.8,000 aurei from the Kottayam hoard.[footnoteRef:26] On the other hand, the exact composition of this particular hoard is unknown due to this, most modern scholars do not include it in estimates of coinage from India.[footnoteRef:27] Moreover, the Periplus does mention gold being used in exchange and while Seland highlights that although, this is a personal account of the trade there are some regions that the author does not seem to have visited, and there are others where they do, thus making this an invaluable source on the operation and nature of the trade which shows that coined money was used.[footnoteRef:28] Despite this evidence that coinage at least comprised a part of Indo-Roman exchange the extent of its dominance as the primary trade item, thus causing a harmful deficit, has rightly been challenged.[footnoteRef:29] Indeed, both Turner and Parker, in contrast, to Warmington who argues that fine quality Roman coinage was imported to create a Roman currency system in India, rightly suggest that 6,000 coins is unlikely to be enough, even accounting for reworking to support Pliny’s potential figure which would equate to some 12.5 million denarii being imported to India each year.[footnoteRef:30] Nevertheless, the exact quantities are almost impossible to assess accurately. Additionally, as Young observes if the figure of 6,000 coins spread across mainly southern India is compared to hoards found in northern Europe, which in the case of Reka Devina exceeds 100,000 coins then this highlights the disparity between the two locations and casts serious doubt on the notion of the Indo-Roman trade having a negative impact.[footnoteRef:31]    [25:  Warmington 1928: 275. ]  [26:  Turner 1989: 23; Mclaughlin 2010: 161; Nappo 2017: 568.  ]  [27:  Turner 1989: 62; Nappo 2017: 568. ]  [28:  PME.56; Seland 2010: 15. ]  [29:  Cobb 2015: 199. ]  [30:  Turner 1989: 23; Parker 2008: 185; Warmington 1928: 278-279; Cobb 2015: 191-192. ]  [31:  Young 2001: 183-184; Oxford University 2017. ] 

Furthermore, while Warmington has highlighted the paucity of Roman exports, leading to the need to export coinage to pay for the trade with India, Cobb has rightly observed that not only were items such as Roman wine highly valued in India but that given the minimal space needed to transport even as much coinage as Pliny’s 50 million on an average Roman ship then extensive quantities of goods were needed to ensure the necessary ballast for a safe voyage.[footnoteRef:32] Moreover, he also notes the wide distribution of various Roman goods preserved across India in the archaeological record which suggests that even if precious metal was exported and formed an important part of the trade, which both Young and Turner also admit, the primary items sent by Rome to India were those in kind, while Sidebotham argues that trade was conducted via barter.[footnoteRef:33] Additionally, it appears that the Romans in some instances were aware of the potential for unbalanced trade as is shown by the case of Britain, from which they appreciated that they obtained more via trade than they would through direct control.[footnoteRef:34] This makes it unlikely that the trade would have continued to operate, at least to the extent that it did, on the appreciation of such a large imbalance.  [32:  Warmington 1928: 272-273; Cobb 2015: 192; Plin.NH.6.101. ]  [33:  Cobb 2015: 199; Young 2001: 183; Turner 1989: 24; Sidebotham 1986: 35. ]  [34:  Strab.Geog.4.5. ] 

Finally, when considering the validity of the notion that the Indian Ocean trade harmed the Empire’s economy it is vital to at least highlight the financial return which our evidence indicates the state could derive from trade.[footnoteRef:35] Moreover, the apparent lack of political action, despite some mention in our sources to prevent any significant loss of coinage, but rather the seeming state investment in the trade should be noted.[footnoteRef:36] The fact that the state could claim a substantial portion of the imported Indian Ocean products in taxation is clearly demonstrated by documents such as the Muziris papyrus, a mid-second century imperial loan contract which references the payment of a tetrate of one-quarter of the goods.[footnoteRef:37] Since the papyrus also records the value of the cargo being imported this has, as Gurrukkal rightly notes, enabled modern scholars to appreciate the potential value and size of the trade.[footnoteRef:38] Furthermore, in combination with references to the possible number of trading ships in Strabo it has enabled others, such as, Mclaughlin, Wilson and Sidebotham to attempt to estimate the likely state revenue from this taxation.[footnoteRef:39] While their estimates have been contested by Young and Mcleister who base their estimates on the figures of Pliny mentioned above and Cobb has highlighted that in comparison to estimates of Roman GDP by Schidel and Frisen, Sidebotham’s number is likely excessive, it appears that the trade could have generated anywhere between 10-270 million sesterces per year for the state.[footnoteRef:40]    [35:  P. Vindob.40822. ]  [36:  Young 2001: 184. ]  [37:  P. Vindob.40822.]  [38:  Guruukkal 2013: 186. ]  [39:  Strab.Geog.2.5.12; Mclaughlin 2010: 164; Wilson 2015: 23; Sidebotham 2011:217.]  [40:  Young 2011:189; Mclesiter 2011:41; Cobb 2015: 186. ] 

Despite uncertainty as to the exact figure, when compared to the 40 million sesterces which Suetonius, given his inner knowledge of the imperial household likely accurately says, was provided in tax by Gaul then either end of the range would have been immensely valuable to the Roman state.[footnoteRef:41] Moreover, while literary sources such as Livy describe a prohibition on senators engaging in maritime trade dating to 219/18 BC which is similar to that of  Tacitus record of a speech of Tiberius during the early 1st century AD Mcleister is right to suggest that this is evidence for senators regularly engaging in such activity, thus, demonstrating its value.[footnoteRef:42] Indeed, Young reads the comments in Tacitus in a similar light to those of Pliny and rightly argues that they do not represent a genuine concern on the part of the state.[footnoteRef:43] Indeed, modern scholars such as Sidebotham, Young and Cobb have all demonstrated that the state undertook fairly extensive measures to support the trade with the earlier Ptolemaic infrastructure undergoing substantial improvement and expansion throughout the imperial period with renovations of numerous harbours and way-stations.[footnoteRef:44] This further suggests that considering the tetrate, the trade was more likely a major benefit  to the Roman economy even if there was an indeterminate amount of coinage lost. Moreover, this state support also suggests that the alleged concern by Tiberius is likely, the opinion of Tacitus, who, at the top of Roman society would appear to be placing himself within a common topos of displaying moral concern at such things as Indian Ocean imports.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  Suet.Iul.25.1; Bradley 2012. ]  [42:  Liv.21.63; Tac.Ann.3.53; Mcleister 2011: 19. ]  [43:  Young 2001: 182. ]  [44:  Sidebotham 1986: 48-51; 2011: 28; Young 2001: 184; Cobb 2015: 377-379. ]  [45:  Benario 2011: 101; Ahbel-Rappe 2010: 530. ] 

In conclusion, while modern scholars such as Warmington, Mclaughlin and Fitzpartick have argued for the notion that Rome’s Indian Ocean trade had a harmful impact on the Roman economy, mainly through the long-term loss of coinage to pay for the trade this has been debated and, considering the evidence, does not seem likely. Firstly, the primary evidence for the trade’s negative impact comes from Pliny whose comments come in variously moralistic contexts, and indeed, do not strictly indicate that the loss of 50 million sesterces was one of coinage. This makes their validity for indicating a harmful impact difficult to ascertain. Secondly, while the number of coins that have been found in India may support Pliny, modern scholars are right to argue they are neither present in sufficient quantities, nor do they compare with hoards found within the empire. Moreover, while it is undeniable based on the numismatic evidence and the testimony of the Periplus that coins formed some part of the trade process, Cobb has successfully demonstrated that even if they were exported in quantities approaching those of Pliny, by necessity they were secondary to products in kind which archaeologically have been shown to have been in high demand in India. Lastly, the potential revenue which the trade represented for the state in the form of the tetrate indicates that the trade was conversely, immensely beneficial for the Roman economy. Moreover, the significant investment around the ports from which the trade departed on the Red Sea, supported by the state, indicates that it was, even considering some loss of coinage, a benefit for the economy. Indeed, while there appears to be some mention of prohibitions of maritime trade by our literary sources these appear to reflect the moral view of their authors rather than a genuine concern. Therefore, after a critical consideration of the evidence the notion does not appear to be accurate that Rome’s Indian Ocean trade harmed the Roman economy but instead greatly enhanced it and added greater diversity to Roman society and established lasting connectivity between west and east.    
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