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 Understanding the infrastructure that allowed for stability in Transjordan during the Roman 
occupation requires looking at more than just how the Romans would have set up a military 
defense. Other important aspects are the interactions between local sedentary and nomadic people, 
availability of natural resources, and other roles that the Roman military fulfilled in the region. I 
argue that the Roman military presence in Transjordan was not there primarily for the defense of 
the region, but to help with internal administration of the province, which included the facilitation 
of East-West trade and maintaining peace and stability nomadic and sedentary populations using 
traditional cultural methods.



Introduction

In the last forty years the history of Transjordan under the Roman occupation has become a 

source of contention amongst scholars.1 This chapter will discuss the nature of Transjordan during 

the Roman and Byzantine occupations. This encompasses a period that stretches from the early 

second century to the mid-sixth century (from the annexation of Nabataea by the Romans in 106 

CE to just before the Islamic expansion). Many scholars have put forth arguments concerning 

Rome’s civic and military roles, as well as the nature of the relationship between the sedentary and 

nomadic populations. Most scholars agree that this region was an important conduit for trade 

between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean. What is disputed is how the region functioned as a 

Roman province and how the Romans were able to maintain stability. 

Using modern historical scholarship, archaeology, and ancient literary sources this chapter 

will argue that the Roman military presence in Transjordan (modern-day Jordan), though important 

in fulfilling many essential duties within the region, was incapable of maintaining stability through 

military might alone. The environment was ill-suited to allow the Roman army its normal 

advantages and with other more pressing problems the Romans did not possess the manpower to 

act alone in defending the province. Rome’s success in Transjordan was due to a combination of 

good diplomacy with nomadic tribes and maintaining pre-existing traditions of social interaction 

between sedentary inhabitants and their nomadic neighbors. 

As for the Roman military itself, surviving evidence of military installations indicate that 

they served as centers of administration in rural areas. The Roman troops who occupied these forts 

and castella filled many roles. These included administering justice, collecting revenue and 

1The Romans knew it as Provincia Arabicus (the Arabian Province). Throughout this work I will alternate 
between Roman Arabia, Transjordan, and Provincia Arabicus, as all of these terms refer to a particular area of the 
Near East that (loosely) makes up the modern nation of Jordan.
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protecting communities on a local level from outbreaks of banditry (or razzias). They also helped 

to facilitate both local and interregional trade passing through this region by ensuring that 

important trade-routes between Aila (modern-day Aqaba) and Mediterranean ports, such as Gaza, 

were unmolested. Finally, large conventional units, such as Legio X Fretensis stationed in Aila and 

Legio III Cyrenaica in Bostra served as a frontline reserve, which could be called upon to deploy 

north in the event of major hostilities with the Persians.2 Thus, the Roman army in Roman Arabia 

was never intended to be a defensive bulwark against mass invasions from their nomadic 

neighbors, as some scholars have suggested, but instead assisted in the administration of the 

region.  

Early Work in Transjordan

Modern scholarship of Rome’s eastern frontier dates back at least to the nineteenth century. 

Early scholars, such as Vincent Yorke, and John Peters were responsible for many of the early 

surveys of Roman sites in the Near East.3 Their works, however, read much like travelogues. These 

focus as much attention on the idiosyncrasies of traveling through the Orient as they do on 

describing their archaeological finds. While of some benefit to later scholars, their works cater to 

the Victorian fascination with Oriental exoticism and adventure.4

2G. W. Bowersock, “A Report on Arabia Provincia,” The Journal of Roman Studies 61 (1971): 230.

3John P. Peters, “Notes on Eastern Travel,” The American Journal of Archaeology and of the History of the 
Fine Arts 9, no. 3 (Jul. – Sep., 1893): 325-334; Vincent W. Yorke, “A Journey in the Valley of the Upper Euphrates: 
Part I. The Journey,” The Geographical Journal 8, no.4 (Oct. 1896): 317-335. 

4For example, Peters wrote of his journey in what is now modern-day Jordan, “I must say that I visited the 
east of Jordan merely as a tourist, for my own information, and with no idea of finding any unpublished inscriptions. 
In fact I supposed that everything had been copied and published. I had been in the saddle for four months, riding 
through Irak as far south as Mugheir (Ur), then up the Euphrates, and through Palestine in midsummer, and was 
much exhausted . . . I did not know, when I started for Palestine, that I should be able to do more than follow in the 
usual beaten tracks . . . As the result of my brief experience east of Jordan I can say that there are still abundant 
gleanings of Greek and Latin inscriptions, generally the former. Even at Bosrah, where I supposed that everything 
had been copied, I saw in the underground passages of the citadel (the old theatre) a Greek inscription of 
considerable length, which seems to have escaped observation.”  Peters, “Eastern Travel,” 329.
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Modern archaeological fieldwork in the deserts of Jordan began in earnest during the 1930s 

with the surveys of Aurel Stein, Nelson Glueck and Fritz Frank.5 Glueck’s aerial reconnaissances 

of 1937 have been especially helpful in understanding the network of roads that connect various 

settlements and military installations. This network winds its way from Aila on the Red Sea, 

through Humayma, Petra, Bir Madhkur and finally to Gaza.6 Scholars, such as Brunnow and 

Domaszewski believed these to be part of an intricate Roman defense system, which they termed 

limes.7 They saw a system that consisted of a series of forts and castella interspersed along Roman 

roads running parallel to the line of demarcation. These roads, particularly The Via Nova Traiana, 

served to enable Roman troops to deploy quickly and gave them access to fast communications 

along a fortified frontier. Heavily influenced by their understanding of static-line warfare during 

the first half of the twentieth-century, what they saw was a double line of defense—an inner and 

outer limes.8 Brunnow’s and Domaszewski’s line of thinking went uncontested for decades. No 

doubt their theory of static borders on the Roman Arabian frontier was reinforced for later scholars 

by the Weltanschauung (worldview) of the Cold War years. 

In the years following World War II Roman Arabia became viewed as a “backwater” area 

of specialization within the field of ancient history. This perception began to change, however, in 

the 1970s. In 1971 Glen Bowersock published an article in The Journal of Roman Studies. His 

article breathed new life into a field that had been gathering dust in the preceding decades. It 

5Andrew M. Smith II, “Bir Madhkur Project: A Preliminary Report on Recent Fieldwork,” Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research 340 (Dec. 2005): 60-61. 

6Nelson Glueck, “An Aerial Reconnaissance in Southern Transjordan,” Bulletin of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research no. 67 (Oct. 1937): 20-22.

7G. W. Bowersock, “Limes Arabicus,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 80 (1976): 219; Bowersock, 
“Arabia Provincia,” 229-230, 236-237, 240.

8Aurel Stein, “Note on Remains of the Roman Limes in North-Western ‘Iraq,” The Geographical Journal 
92, no. 1 (Jul. 1938) 62-66 passim.  
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inspired a whole new generation of historians and archaeologists to concentrate on Rome’s eastern 

frontier.9 Before long, fresh research had produced new theories about Rome’s role in this desert 

region.

Cold War – Hot Desert

One of the first innovative works to come out of this period cannot be attributed to a 

scholar of Roman antiquity at all, but a United States defense analyst. In 1976 Edward Luttwak 

published his book, The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire: From the First Century A.D. to the 

Third. Luttwak was neither a classicist, nor a historian, but was a strategic analyst by trade. Overall 

his book was well received. Grand Strategy’s success was helped by the “Foreword” to the book, 

which was written by J. F. Gilliam—one of the most respected scholars of Graeco-Roman history 

at that time.10 

Luttwak contended that Clauswitzian notions of warfare, which emphasize offensive 

military campaigns and oppose “the use of images of force, for the purposes of diplomatic 

coercion,” have clouded scholars’ understanding of Roman strategy. He believed that the 

introduction of nuclear weapons onto the world scene had put the United States in a position, 

which resembled that of the Roman Empire.11 Luttwak identified three systems of Roman grand 

strategy; the Julio-Claudian system, the Antonine system, and the defense-in-depth. These systems 

9G.W. Bowersock, Roman Arabia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983): ix. 

10Of Luttwak, Gilliam writes, “In systematically analyzing the grand strategy of the Roman Empire during 
four centuries, he has done for Roman historians what they have not done for themselves.” J. F. Gilliam, foreword to 
The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire: From the First Century A.D. to the Third, by Edward N. Luttwak 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), ix.

11Luttwak’s assumption that the majority of past scholars saw the limes as conduits to aggressive warfare 
and conquest of their neighbors can be disputed. In fact, the overwhelming evidence of scholarship has suggested 
the opposite; that the majority of scholars writing about provincial topics actually saw them as defense networks. 
Edward N. Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire: From the First Century A.D. to the Third (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), xii.  
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were marked by periods that reflected the changing political situations and strength of the Roman 

Empire. Luttwak’s theory of defense-in-depth is of particular interest for understanding the 

scholarship behind Roman Arabia, since it has been adopted by several of the most prominent 

scholars in the field. The defense-in-depth system is characterized by fortified settlements and 

military strongholds, which were supported by highly mobile field armies, who were stationed 

further back from the border. The bulk of the Roman army under this system acted as a reactive 

force rather than a proactive army of aggression and was supported by a network of Roman-built 

roads. Luttwak considers this to have been inferior to the other two strategies because it lacked the 

military manpower that would have been provided by client states under the Julio-Claudian 

system. Also, due to the reactive nature of this system, invading enemies could sometimes 

penetrate as deep as hundreds of miles within Rome’s borders before the Romans could muster 

enough force to stop them. This disrupted the infrastructure of the settled frontier areas, which bore 

the brunt of such incursions. Luttwak contends that the cumulative destruction caused in these 

frontier regions contributed significantly to the decline of Rome.12

Lex Martius

As one can imagine, Luttwak’s model for Roman frontier studies was greeted with mixed 

reactions. In his book, The Limits of Empire: The Roman Army in the East, Benjamin Isaac 

maintained a completely different view of the Roman Transjordan frontier. Drawing on 

archaeological, geographical, and literary evidence, Isaac argues that in order to understand the 

Roman frontiers, one must differentiate between the military authority and provincial authority. 

While they were inextricably intertwined, they exhibit different characteristics. Isaac 

acknowledged that Roman provinces did have fixed boundaries. However, he believed that these 

12Luttwak, Grand Strategy, 127 – 190.
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boundaries did not restrict where the army could go. On the contrary, Roman armies operated 

wherever their commanders saw fit. He held this to be true throughout Rome’s existence. Isaac 

contends that this is because the Romans did not view their world in terms of military borders. The 

Romans instead concentrated on the occupation of urban areas—towns and cities—as a focal point 

for controlling people, not geographical features. In contrast, Roman provincial authority could 

only exercise power within the boundary of the province. For Roman governors, “[boundaries] 

marked the extent of judicial and financial responsibilities” of Roman authority.13 

In light of this, the archaeological remains of structures (forts, castella and watchtowers) 

and roads, which have been attributed to the Roman military occupation, can be misleading to 

scholars—some of whom have interpreted their existence as evidence that the Romans held a 

defensive mentality. This is especially the case concerning the military structures found along the 

length of the Via Nova Traiana, the major Roman highway that connects Bostra (located in 

modern-day Syria) with the city of Aila on the Red Sea. Some scholars assume that because the 

road is lined with forts and way stations that the Via Nova Traiana’s primary purpose was a line of 

demarcation.14 Isaac, however, contends that this road sits on an old Nabataean caravan route and 

he questions whether its primary purpose was any different after it was improved by the Romans.15

As for the role of the Roman military itself, Isaac argues that it was an army of occupation, 

not an army of aggression and not one of defense. Isaac writes:

The army in Judaea, Arabia, and western Syria had . . . functions different from those 
elements of the eastern army based in forward locations on the Euphrates. The troops in 
Judaea and Arabia were armies of occupation which, as long as they served there and were 
13Isaac, Limits, 426. 

14S. Thomas Parker, “Peasants, Pastoralists, and ‘Pax Romana’: A Different View.” Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 265 (Feb. 1987): 41, 43.  

15Isaac, Limits, 120-121. 
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not transferred elsewhere, performed tasks different from those carried out by troops 
stationed in an area of confrontation with Persia.16

It must be taken into account, however, that Isaac is a resident of the modern state of Israel and he 

may be projecting his own experiences concerning the Palestinian situation as a modern Israeli 

citizen. While drawing parallels between ancient and modern historical examples is not uncommon 

and can be beneficial for developing historical models, one must be cautious when doing so. 

Isaac’s model may fit the situation for Judaea under Roman rule. It does not, however, accurately 

reflect what we know of Provincia Arabica. For instance, there are no known uprisings to have 

occurred in Transjordan while it was under Roman rule. Judaea, on the other hand, experienced 

two major uprisings that nearly unseated Roman power in the region.17

Isaac’s main criticism of Luttwak is his assumption that the Romans even possessed a 

grand strategy of defense. Isaac argues that this is a completely modern concept and that there is 

no evidence for a Roman central military command responsible for planning long-term strategies. 

On the contrary, evidence indicates that the Romans were opportunistic and subject to the 

conditions dictated by a given situation.18 Thus, the empire’s borders were “simply the frozen 

forward lines of advance that could be held following military campaigns.”19 

Wolves of Arabia

It is generally accepted amongst scholars that the Persians posed no direct threat to Roman 

Arabia. Modern scholars have, therefore, had to look elsewhere to explain the Roman military 

16Isaac, Limits, 33-34. 

17The Jewish War of 66 CE, in which the Jewish Second Temple was razed by Roman soldiers and the Bar 
Kokhba Revolt from 132-135 CE. 

18Isaac, Limits, 374. 

19Isaac, Limits, 417. 
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presence in Transjordan. But if not the Persians, then who could have posed such a threat as to 

warrant the deployment of so many Roman troops? As stated above, unlike Judaea, there are no 

known uprisings to have occurred in Roman Arabia amongst its sedentary population.  Scholars 

have, therefore, naturally pondered whether Transjordan’s nomadic populations were the raison 

d’être of Rome’s military presence. After all, in the seventh century these very same nomads were 

responsible for snatching Transjordan and most of the rest of the Near East away from the 

Byzantines. Is it possible that the Romans foresaw a looming threat inherent in Transjordan’s 

pastoralist communities? To answer, “Yes,” assumes that the nomadic tribes both had a desire to 

conquer the settled regions and that they could somehow set aside their tribal differences long 

enough to do so. As it stands, there is little to suggest that either one of these conditions could be 

fulfilled until the arrival of the enigmatic Muhammad and the rise of Islam in the seventh century.

Robert Hoyland believes that the relationship between nomadic and sedentary populations 

is often misunderstood by scholars. Hoyland notes that the poetry of these people, which often 

displays contempt for those who allowed themselves to be subjugated (i.e. sedentary people), can 

be viewed as a reflection of what nomadic Arabs held dear. Hoyland writes, “The basic premise of 

nomad life is autonomy and its corollary of equality.” Likewise, the accounts of sedentary people 

in the region are equally contemptuous of those who lived the nomadic life.20 Looking at the two 

bodies of literature it is evident that there was an element of tension in the relationship between the 

adherents of either lifestyle. This has caused some scholars to see “nomad – sedentary relations as 

inherently antagonistic.”21 Hoyland, however, argues that the message found in the literature can 

often be misleading. He writes:

20The issue of symbiotic relations and ecological niches, which Hoyland touches on here will be elaborated 
on more fully below. Robert G. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs: From the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam 
(London: Routledge, 2001), 96. 

21Hoyland, Arabia, 98. 
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The reality of nomad – sedentary relations is, however, much less clear cut than the 
rhetoric, for, despite all their fighting talk, Arab nomads were economically dependent on 
the settlements along their migratory routes. Often steppe and desert do not afford complete 
subsistence. In poor grazing seasons the migratory herder may be unable to supply his 
stock and he is forced into town by their needs, and perhaps into some arrangement with 
local farmers for access to the stubble or harvested fields. Nor is mobile life compatible 
with developed craft specialization, and a visit to the town will often be necessary for vital 
manufactures.22

Hoyland also notes that the “nomadic menace” paradigm is too rigid a model to reflect the reality 

of life in the region. It does not take into account semi-sedentary tribesmen, whose social system 

often includes an “urban-elite.”23 This is not to say that nomadic Arabs did not engage in the 

occasional raid, either on settlements or caravans. What scholars have failed to see, however, is 

that most raids did not take place on a large scale. In circumstances where nomads attacked en 

masse, raids were usually preceded by ecological disasters that forced nomadic people to migrate 

into already occupied areas.24

It cannot be denied that banditry was a major problem during all periods of antiquity, in all 

regions. It was common enough that in every area of Roman occupation gravestones can be found 

with the inscription Interfectus a latronibus (killed by bandits).25 In a frontier zone such as Roman 

Arabia, the Romans surely must have felt the need to show their strength. By constructing towers 

and forts and enforcing Roman law where they could, they were able to at least project the 

appearance that they were the keepers of order in the province. For the Romans, who used the term 

banditry in much the same way that the term terrorism is used today, these appearances were 

extremely important.26 A province rife with banditry may have been seen by the indigenous 

22Hoyland, Arabia, 98. 

23Hoyland, Arabia, 101. 

24Hoyland, Arabia, 100; Andrew M. Smith II, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2009.

25Brent D. Shaw, “Bandits in the Roman Empire.” Past and Present 105 (Nov. 1984): 10. 

26Shaw, “Bandits,” 21. 
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population as a sign of weakness, which could then lead to uprisings. Also, much of Rome’s 

wealth lay in trade and the natural resources provided by its provinces. Bandits not only threatened 

the local economy, but by extension they threatened the economic welfare of the empire itself. 

Because Transjordan was a nexus for East-West trade, via the Red Sea, an outbreak of rampant 

brigandage would have been very costly to Rome. This may explain why the Roman military 

presence appears to be so prevalent in Roman Arabia. 

Banditry amongst the nomadic populations living within the boundaries of Transjordan may 

not have been the only threat to Roman security. Thomas Parker has suggested that incursions by 

nomadic tribes from the Arabian Peninsula were the primary threat to the security of the Roman 

Arabia.27 This view is not universally accepted by scholars, particularly those whose work 

concerns the study of pre-Islamic Arabs. For instance, Montgomery Watt argues that the razzia 

(raid), an accepted cultural practice of the nomadic tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, was far less 

destructive than is commonly perceived. Watt writes:

It was a kind of sport rather than war. The Arabs had their wars indeed, but these were 
much more serious affairs. The razzia was directed against the camels and other animals of 
an unfriendly tribe. . . . A body of raiders would try to take by surprise a few camel-herds 
and their charges, while the rest of the clan or tribe was far away. For the time being the 
raiders would have overwhelming force, and little resistance would be offered. The raiders 
had then to try to rejoin the main body of their tribe before a superior force from the tribe 
attacked could overtake them. The Arabs generally tried to avoid hand-to-hand fighting on 
approximately equal terms. They seldom deliberately attacked except when they had the 
advantage of surprise or of overwhelming superiority, however temporary. Thus the loss of  
life in razzias was usually small [emphasis added]. Loss of life, of course, was always a 
serious matter, since it could lead to a bitter blood-feud, and both sides would try to avoid it 
when there was no specific hostility between them.28

27S. Thomas Parker, “Preliminary Report on the 1980 Season of the Central ‘Limes Arabicus’ Project,” 
Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 247 (Summer 1982): 21.

28W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad: Prophet and Statesman (London: Oxford University Press, 1961): 
106. 
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Could the character of banditry in Transjordan have been nothing more than a violent game, played 

for honors? It is highly doubtful whether the Romans would have willingly participated in such 

“games” with nomadic raiders. If Watt is correct about the nomad perspective on razzias, it may 

help to explain how the Romans were able to maintain order, since a small detachment of armed 

men could go a long way in protecting caravans and diffused communities. 

A show of force, however, can only go so far. In a region where manpower was spread 

thinly, the cooperation of the native population is required. Prior to this region’s incorporation into 

the Roman Empire as the Provincia Arabica, it was the domain of the Nabataeans. The Nabataeans 

were a group of Arabs who had migrated into the region from the Arabian Peninsula sometime 

around the fourth century BCE.29 By the time the Romans first encountered them during the first 

century CE, they had become a fully sedentary people, whose success lay in their position as 

merchants and brokers for goods coming in from the east. Being a relatively unwarlike people, 

they maintained good relations with those with whom they came into contact, which included the 

nomadic tribes living in Transjordan. 

David Graf postulates that this policy of “good will” included negotiations with nomadic 

Arabs. It was essential to maintain good relations with them in order to keep the trade caravans 

from being harassed.30 The Romans themselves found the Nabataeans to be good neighbors, and 

were content to have them as a client state until the year 106 CE, during the reign of the Roman 

Emperor Trajan.31 Graf believes that when the Romans took possession of Nabataea, they too 

29Bowersock, Roman Arabia, 12-13. 

30Graf, “Saracens,” 4. 

31It is commonly believed that a breakdown in the Nabataean infrastructure prompted the Romans to annex 
Nabataea peacefully, as there is no material evidence to indicate that a conflict took place, and Roman writers would 
surely have written about a Roman victory. Bowersock, Roman Arabia, 81-85. 
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found it necessary to negotiate with the Arab nomads in order to keep the trade routes open. Graf 

writes: 

Roman interest continued to be maintained in the old caravan routes of the Arabian 
peninsula. This is evidenced by military activity in the Hejaz during the late 2nd century. 
The presence of Rome in this area and the inevitable encounters with the socio-political 
organizations of the region, some of which must have been uncooperative and disruptive of 
Roman interests, made imperial diplomacy a necessary adjunct to defensive policy. A 
concerted effort was therefore made to cultivate friendship with the tribal structures 
adjacent to the borders of the empire. The focus of these attempts was normally tribal 
organizations of considerable size and influence, i.e., those who were able to act effectively 
as buffers against the penetration of the defensive system by warring or rebellious tribes.32

Inscriptions found in a Thamudic sanctuary in Rawwafa illuminate this relationship between the 

Romans and the Arabic tribes. As time wore on, many of these same Arabic tribesmen—the 

“wolves of the desert,” as Cyrillus refers to them— found their way into the Roman auxilia, where 

they served in other provinces.33

Just Add Water

For many years scholars of the Roman east have been baffled by a 170 km gap between 

Roman fortifications along the southeast corner of the empire. This gap extends northeast from 

Aila to the ancient Nabataean city of Petra.34 It has been suggested that the Romans and the 

Nabataeans before them, did not build fortifications there due to the region’s exceptionally harsh 

desert environment.35 Recent excavations in other areas of the Near East, however, such as the 

ancient port city of Berenike, tell a different story. Berenike, located on Egypt’s Red Sea coast, is 

32Graf, “Saracens,” 20. 

33Cyrillus, Vita Euthymii, quoted in Philip Mayerson, “The Saracens and the Limes,” Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 262 (May 1986): 36; Graf, “Saracens,” 17-18, 20. 

34Graf, “Saracens,” 2. 

35Graf, “Saracens,” 3.
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located in a rugged desert environment—similar to southern Transjordan, which makes potable 

water difficult to attain. Excavations conducted by Steven Sidebotham in 2000 have shown that the 

Romans were not averse to moving water via caravan when conditions required it. Sidebotham 

writes:

The water in wells dug near Berenike is too brackish to drink, so water had to be brought in 
either by pipeline or pack animals over a distance of at least 5 km to be out of the brackish 
zone. . . . It seems that the site of trench 36 in the Ptolemaic are west of the town proper 
was the receiving end of the caravans of pack animals loaded with leather water sacks. . . . 
[During the early Roman period] no evidence for pipelines, a feature well known from 
other Roman sites . . . was found, so presumably early Roman Berenike was still dependent 
on water brought in by caravans.36

In Wadi Hisma, however, such drastic measures, as described above, may not have been necessary. 

The ancient city of Hawara (modern-day Humayma) sits along the trade-route leading 

between Aila and Petra. Its location places it right in the center of the 170 km fortification gap in 

Wadi Hisma, which has been baffling scholars. A 1986 survey by John Eadie and John Oleson of 

water supply systems there indicate that with proper water harvesting techniques communities in 

even the most desolate regions of the desert thrived under Nabataean and Roman rule. In addition 

to the urban settlement, Humayma boasts a fort, a castellum, and a watchtower, which are believed 

to date to the reign of Trajan. The three structures are located on the eastern-most side of the 

settlement, facing the Via Nova Traiana, which lies approximately 2 km to the east.37 Eadie and 

Oleson believe that Humayma was an important stopping point for caravans making the trip from 

Aila to Petra. In an otherwise desolate region, Humayma would have offered an opportunity to 

36Steven E. Sidebotham and Willeke Wendrich, Berenike: 1999/2000: Report on the Excavations at  
Berenike, Including Excavations in Wadi Kalalat and Siket, and the Survey of the Mons Smaragdus Region (Los 
Angeles: Cotsen Institute Publications, 2007), 373.  

37John W. Eadie and John Peter Oleson, “The Water Supply Systems of Nabataean and  Roman 
Humayma,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 262 (May 1986): 51.
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resupply with fresh water and food, as well as find protection if needed before continuing on one’s 

journey.38 

What is especially interesting about Humayma is that it is neither an oasis, nor does the 

surrounding area receive much rainfall.39 According to Eadie and Oleson, there is no evidence that 

the inhabitants of Humayma dug wells in order to tap into the aquifer that exists underneath the 

urban area. Although evidence of wells exist in the surrounding area, these are located at a distance 

from the urban center and Eadie and Oleson suspect that they may have been used to supply water 

for agriculture.40 

Water was supplied to Humayma’s urbanites via two methods. The first method used 

covered aqueducts, which brought water from two perennial springs found near the al-Shera 

escarpment 17 km to the north of Humayma. The construction of these aqueducts indicates that 

they predate Roman occupation. They can most likely be attributed to the city’s founding near the 

middle of the first century CE during the reign of Nabataean king, Aretas III.41 The second method 

used the natural terrain and low walls to direct runoff water from the seasonal rains into cisterns 

located throughout the city. Using these techniques, Humayma was able to thrive and evidence 

shows continuous occupation until 749 CE, when the Abbasids abandoned the city to overthrow 

the Umayyad Dynasty.42 

38Eadie and Oleson, “Humayma,” 50-52.

39Rainfall in this area averages approximately 95 mm per year. Eadie and Oleson, “Humayma,” 54. 

40Eadie and Oleson, “Humayma,” 70, 71. 

41Eadie and Oleson, “Humayma,” 50, 56, 59-64, 66, 68-70.  

42Some of the cisterns have been renovated by the Jordanian government and have been put to use 
providing water to the local Bedouin. Eadie and Oleson, “Humayma,” 52, 55-56. 
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Though located further north and not as urbanized as Humayma, Bir Madhkur lies in an 

environment that is no less difficult. It is, therefore, worth examining this site for differences and 

similarities with Humayma. Bir Madhkur lies approximately 11 km northwest of Petra, in Wadi 

Araba. Like Humayma, Bir Madhkur receives less than 100 mm of rain per annum.43 The main 

excavation site itself consists of a Roman fort, a bath-house, and several domestic dwellings. 

Within sight of the main excavation area are the remains of two towers, which are located on hills 

that overlook the wadi, where the fort is located. Excavations in 2008 indicate that it was occupied 

between the first and seventh centuries CE.44 The location of the site was probably chosen because 

of its proximity to both a reliable water source, and the trade route from Petra.45 Though Bir 

Madhkur shows no signs of urbanization, surveys conducted in the area indicate that Bir 

Madhkur’s surroundings once comprised a burgeoning agricultural center.46 Interestingly, surveys 

conducted since the early 1990s have failed to uncover any wells in the outlying regions of Bir 

Madhkur. What they have found is evidence that runoff from the annual rains were being 

channeled into cisterns.47 

This became plainly evident during the excavation of the caravanserai at Khirbet Umm 

Qhuntera, which was an element of the Bir Madhkur Project in 2008.48 In addition to the 

caravanserai itself, the complex of structures included a cistern made of sandstone. Sandstone is 

43Andrew M. Smith II, “Bir Madhkur Project: A Preliminary Report on Recent Fieldwork,” Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 340 (Nov. 2005): 57.

44Late Nabataean to Byzantine. Andrew M. Smith II, conversation with author, July 25, 2008. 

45The well that gives the site its name (Bir means “well” in the local dialect) is still in use today by the 
local Bedouin population.

46Smith, “Bir Madhkur,” 57, 71-73. 

47Smith, “Bir Madhkur,” 71. 

48Khirbet Umm Qhuntera is located approximately 12 km northwest of Bir Madhkur in the Hammada 
Plain.
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not indigenous to the region, which led excavators to conclude that it was imported for the express 

purpose of constructing the cistern. Leading directly into the cistern are channels lined with 

sandstone that extended out from the cistern to different wadi, where it is expected that water 

would run during the winter months that make up the “wet” season.49 

If the excavations at Humayma and Bir Madhkur tell modern scholars nothing else, they at 

least indicate that while natural resources, particularly water, were difficult to come by in southern 

Transjordan, the difficulties in attaining them were not impossible to surmount. It should be 

viewed as no coincidence that both Humayma and Bir Madhkur are located along what was the 

network of roads that connect Aila with Petra and the Mediterranean seaports of Gaza and 

Caesarea. Both locations can also be considered desert environments, offering very little water. Yet 

both the Nabataeans and the Romans managed to turn these areas into highly successful 

communities using some innovation. It is, therefore, necessary to seek out another reason for the 

large gap in military structures that existed between Aila and Petra. Furthermore, as nomadic 

migrations were known to have occurred freely between sedentary communities, scholars must 

reassess what they know about the interactions between sedentary and nomadic populations. 

Friend or Foe: Mutualism vs. Antagonism

In an article he wrote for the Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research E. B. 

Banning proposed a radically different model for understanding Roman Transjordan. Heavily 

influenced by the research conducted by anthropologist Fredrik Barth, Banning contends that 

ecological factors in Transjordan dictated the nature of the relationship between sedentary 

agriculturalists and nomadic pastoralists in antiquity. Evidence collected in Banning’s 1979 

49Andrew M. Smith II, conversation with author, July 14, 2008. 
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archaeological survey of the Wadi el-Hasa region in southern Jordan indicates that this relationship 

was a relatively peaceful symbiotic one.50 

As stated above, Banning drew heavily on the work of Fredrik Barth, who in 1956 

published an article in American Anthropologist detailing his study of ethnic groups in Swat, a 

region in northern Pakistan. There were three ethnic groups living in the region at the time of his 

study—Pathans (Pashto-speaking agriculturalists), Kohistanis (Dardic-speaking semi-nomadic 

people), and Gujars (Gujri-speaking nomadic herders). Using concepts derived from ecology, 

Barth applied the concept of the ecological niche in order to understand how the various groups 

within the region interacted with each other.51 According to Barth, the sedentary Pathans held 

hegemony over the region and owned land, which included most of the hills and mountainsides of 

the area. Since the Pathans concentrated their efforts mostly on agriculture, they had little use for 

the rougher, hilly regions except for harvesting firewood. The Pathans earned extra income by 

renting out the hills and mountainsides to the nomadic Gujars, who used the land for grazing their 

flocks and herds. In return, the Gujars paid rent to the Pathans in the form of animal products, such 

as butter, milk, skins and meat for allowing them to use the hillsides to graze their livestock. 

Gujars were also hired for labor during times of harvest.52 Meanwhile, the Kohistanis, who were 

semi-nomadic, occupied adjoining regions, but did not have much interaction with either the 

Pathans or Gujars, since they lived in regions that were unsuitable for Pathan methods of 

agriculture. The Kohistanis essentially filled the niche normally fulfilled by Gujars, who roamed in 

50E. B. Banning, “Peasants, Pastoralists and ‘Pax Romana’: Mutualism in the Southern Highlands of 
Jordan,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 261 (Feb. 1986): 45.

51Fredrik Barth, “Ecologic Relationships of Ethnic Groups in Swat, North Pakistan,” American 
Anthropologist, New Series 58, no. 6 (Dec. 1956): 1079.

52Barth, “Swat,” 1085.
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the territory occupied by Pathans.53 Barth’s observations led him to conclude that “different ethnic 

groups will establish themselves in stable co-residence in an area if they exploit different ecologic 

niches, and especially if they can thus establish symbiotic economic relations.”54

When Banning applied this model to his survey of Wadi el-Hasa, he discovered that a 

similar situation was very likely to have existed in southern Transjordan in antiquity.55 Banning 

notes that especially in harsh environments, like that found in Wadi el-Hasa, there are great 

benefits to be gained through the cooperation of groups filling different niches. For instance, the 

size of animal herds that sedentary people are able to keep is limited by the amount of grain and 

pasture available on a given plot. Also, animal diseases are more prevalent amongst sedentary 

societies than they are amongst nomadic societies. In Transjordan a relationship between sedentary 

and nomadic populations would give farmers access to manure to rejuvenate their soil, healthy 

animal products, and labor—both human and animal. In return, nomadic people would have access 

to agricultural products, and be able to earn wages in coin, which could be used to purchase 

necessities and luxuries from any other populations with which they had contact.56

Since the subjects of his survey were people who have long-since vanished, there were 

certain traits about his archaeological sites that Banning felt were necessary to support such a 

hypothesis. First, evidence must show that at least two different groups were responsible for site 

remains. In the event of two sites, the proximity of the sites must indicate the exploitation of two 

different niches. The two sites must also exhibit signs that communication between different 

groups was easy, i.e. the terrain must allow for the free movement of people and products. And 

53Barth, “Swat,” 1081-1082.

54Barth, “Swat,” 1088.

55Banning, “Mutualism,” 29.

56Banning, “Mutualism,” 29. 
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finally, evidence must show that the activities of one group did not visibly degrade the niche of the 

other. Banning states that this last trait is extremely important, since if there are signs of niche 

degradation there can be no symbiosis and military coercion on the part of one group over another 

is highly probable.57

Unfortunately, Banning’s tests using modern groups of agriculturalists and pastoralists 

living in the Wadi el-Hasa showed a “conflict with the agricultural schedule.”58 Banning noted that 

the schedule of migration for the local Bedouin meant that from June through October they 

remained in the desert, pitching their camps around watering holes. Bedouin would not move west, 

toward agricultural areas, until the first rains began sometime between October and November. 

Because of the environment, however, the local agriculturalists begin their harvest in July and 

begin plowing and sowing in late November. Thus, the schedule of Bedouin migration is a full two 

months off-schedule.59 Banning contends that there was more agriculture in antiquity, which would 

have made it possible for nomadic migrations to occur earlier in the year.60 Although his study of 

the modern population in Wadi el-Hasa failed to support his hypothesis, Banning believes that his 

theory of mutualism among population in antiquity is still a valid alternative to other contending 

theories.61

Ever Vigilant

One of Banning’s most vocal critics is Thomas Parker. Parker is of the generation of 

archaeologists, who heeded Bowersock’s call in 1971.62 He has since made a name for himself with 
57Banning, “Mutualism,” 30-33.

58Banning, “Mutualism,” 44.

59Banning, “Mutualism,” 42-44.

60Banning, “Mutualism,” 44.

61Banning, “Mutualism,” 45.

62Bowersock, Roman Arabia, x.
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numerous excavations, which include Roman Aila (modern-day Aqaba) and the legionary-fort of 

Lejjun. He is also a strong proponent of Luttwak’s “defense-in-depth” theory, as applied to Roman 

Transjordan. As Parker points out, there were many flaws in Banning’s survey, which Parker 

believes led Banning astray in his conclusions. Parker contends that while there may have been at 

times amiable relations between nomadic pastoralists and sedentary agriculturalists, this was only 

possible due to a strong government supported by a capable military presence.63 Parker believes 

that Banning’s most crucial flaw was that he neglected to account for a third group, which would 

have had an enormous impact upon the local population in antiquity: the Romans.64 

Parker believes that the disappearance of sedentary Arab states in the region, such as 

Palmyra and Nabataea resulted in an upsurge in banditry. Banditry was already a serious problem 

in Transjordan. It could, on occasion, be such a problem that large-scale violence between bandits 

and Roman forces was inevitable. Parker sites Diocletian’s campaign of 290 CE, in which the 

emperor himself took part, as an example.65 In addition, overpopulation in the Arabian Peninsula 

among the nomads forced them to migrate, bringing them into contact with sedentary populations 

in Transjordan. Parker concedes that these contacts were not always violent, but this was due to the 

strength and vigilance of Rome’s military.66 

In addition to brute military force, Parker states that there were several other methods that 

Rome used to maintain peace in the region. First and foremost was careful monitoring of the 

nomadic migrations through Transjordan. The Romans could easily do this with their network of 

hilltop towers and through routine patrols. Roman officials could also ratify treaties and arrange 

63 Parker, “A Different View,” 35. 

64Parker, “A Different View,” 37.

65Parker, “A Different View,” 44-45.

66Parker, “A different View,” 46-48.
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payments with tribal leaders. As allies of Rome, tribal leaders would be reluctant to organize raids 

on Roman territory, and they would see to it that their people followed suit. Indeed, there is 

evidence that some agreements called for the active protection of settled territories and caravans.67 

Parker also states that the Romans maintained control over frontier regions by controlling natural 

resources, particularly water.68 

Again, not all scholars agree with this view. Philip Mayerson contends that if anyone one 

was denied water in Roman Arabia, it was the Romans—not the nomads. Mayerson writes:

The major objection to that [Parker’s] point of view is that we do not possess a recorded 
instance of a military unit “controlling” a nomadic raid; nor do we have a citation of 
Romans denying invaders food, water, and fresh mounts, nor of a mobile strike force 
taking preemptive action to intercept and destroy raiders. On the other hand there are more 
than ample citations . . . to demonstrate the inability of the Romans to control raids by Arab 
tribes.69

Mayerson cites the Christian monk, Jerome, who in one of his works describes a raid on his 

monastery by nomadic raiders, which left one of his monks dead.70 

Mayerson represents a compromise between Banning’s mutualist model and Parker’s 

defense-in-depth. He concedes that while peace generally existed between sedentary and nomadic 

populations in Transjordan, this was not always the case. Like Parker, Mayerson too believes that 

Banning’s survey was “flawed in terms of its use as a model for other areas.”71 But while 

Mayerson agrees with Parker’s contention that Roman soldiers in watchtowers may have been 

67Mayerson, “The Saracens and the Limes,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 262 
(May 1986): 43.

68Parker, “A Different View,” 49. 

69 Mayerson, “Saracens,” 75.

70Mayerson, “Saracens,” 74.

71Phillip Mayerson, “Saracens and Romans: Micro-Macro Relationships,” Bulletin of the American Schools  
of Oriental Research, no. 274 (May 1989): 74. 
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monitoring nomadic movements, he argues that they were never actually able to do more than alert 

communities to potential threats. Mayerson writes:

Monitoring is another matter, if it means observing the movement of tribes so as to be on 
the alert against attacks. Towers, of course, would be used for that purpose. Monitoring in 
that sense would be a defensive action; it would give the local inhabitants time to seek 
safety in a tower or fortified place.72

In addition to providing safety for travelers, castella served the dual-function of housing military 

detachments, which would often be tasked with caravan escort—not for preemptive strikes on 

raiding nomads.73 Actual stability was only reached with alliances established between nomadic 

tribes and Romans. In such cases, the nomadic tribes would become foederati and would be 

responsible for the safety of sedentary communities.74

Conclusion

Archaeological evidence in the region indicates that there was very little armed conflict 

during the period of Roman occupation. Yet, the Roman military presence cannot be ignored. It is 

tempting to attribute the relative peace in Transjordan to the diligent watchfulness of the Romans. 

To do so, however, oversimplifies the complex social relationships between the various groups, 

who called Transjordan home in antiquity. 

The Roman military did play an important role in Transjordan. As the only tangible 

representatives of Rome in the hinterlands, it stands to reason that they would be responsible for 

collecting tariffs from caravans moving through the region, settling local disputes, overseeing 

public building projects, and protecting local communities from the occasional raid. In short, the 

Roman military in Transjordan served no one purpose. 

72Mayerson, “Micro-Macro,” 75. 

73Mayerson, “Micro-Macro,” 75. 

74 Mayerson, “Saracens,” 35, 39.
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The argument for mutualism between sedentary agriculturalists and nomadic pastoralists is 

a reasonable one. One cannot deny, however, that there were incidents of conflict between the two 

groups, as it is well-attested in the written record. During times of hardship, such as during 

droughts, banditry became a serious problem for travelers and sedentary communities, alike.75 

Indeed, one must not underestimate the lure of personal gain through coercion, as banditry was still 

a concern in the region even into the twentieth-century.76 

75Andrew M. Smith II, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2008. 

76Nelson Glueck and W. F. Albright reported that prominent archaeologist James Llewellyn Starkey was 
murdered by Arab bandits while returning from an excavation in the area in 1938. Nelson Glueck, “Archaeological 
Exploration and Excavation in Palestine, Transjordan and Syria During 1938,” American Journal of Archaeology 43, 
no. 1 (Jan. – Mar. 1939): 146, 147; W. F. Albright, “James Llewellyn Starkey, Excavator of Lachish,” Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 69 (Feb. 1938): 6-7 passim. 
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