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GADES AND THE MEDITERRANEAN: 
A PROCESS OF INTEGRATION

Bruno dos Santos Silva*

Abstract. The impetus for this paper is to present possible con-
tributions of the Network Theory approach to the analysis of 
the Roman presence in Turdetania by the end of the 1st millen-
nium BC. Firstly, we discuss how some written sources, such as 
Strabo’s Geography, describe this region and how the country-
side and coastal areas are mentioned. Secondly, we present how 
contemporary historiography makes use of Network Theory to 
investigate numerous issues of Ancient History. Finally, we point 
out a proposal for Social Network Analysis (SNA) to questions 
regarding Turdetania before and after Roman occupation.
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1. 
Introduction

As historians, we are always asking ourselves how to approach 
our research objects. And this is one of the motivations of this 
paper. Since the beginning of my research, I have focused on the 
study of the Iberian Peninsula in Antiquity. However, inasmuch 
as the research goes on, its scope has been reduced to the city of 
Gades in the late Republican era. Nevertheless, this hyper-spe-
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cialization has always bothered me, because I was never satisfied 
with the limited analysis I had to do. I could not explore only 
a few aspects of the sources. There were so many features and so 
many levels to look through that all investigations felt shallow, 
superficial and incomplete. Therefore, I have been trying to find 
new ways of approaching this subject in order to avoid a hyper-
specialized work.

This article will present a tiny fraction of this problem. As far 
as the description of Gades is concened, it appears in book three 
of Strabo’s Geography, an extent description of the known world 
at the Turn of the First Millennium. Strabo wrote as follows:

The two that have grown most in fame and in power are 
Corduba and the city of the Gaditanians: the latter, because 
of the maritime commerce and because it associated itself 
with the Romans as an ally (Strabo 3.2.1)1.

The ancients seem to have called the Baetis River “Tart-
essus”; and to have called Gades and the adjoining islands 
Erytheia (Strabo 3.2.11).

Here live the men who fit out the most and largest mer-
chant-vessels, both for Our Sea and the outer sea, although, 
in the first place, it is no large island they live in, and, sec-
ondly, they do not occupy much of the continent opposite 
the island, and, thirdly, they are not well-off in the posses-
sion of other islands; indeed, they live mostly on the sea, 
though a mere few keep at home or else while away their 
time at Rome (Strabo 3.5.3).

These are only three of the numerous entries of Gades in Strabo’s 
work. This author was a scholar from an aristocratic family of the 
city of Amasya, the capital of the Kingdom of Pontus, ruled by 
Mithridates. Strabo’s Geography dates from the beginning of the 
first century AD and consisted of seventeen books, each one de-
scribing a part of the oikoumene. It is possible to state that Gades 

1 � All translations of Strabo’s work were retrieved from The Geogra-
phy of Strabo (1960). 
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has a prominence in the Iberian Peninsula context due to the fact 
that one-fifth of the 3rd book of Geography is dedicated to the de-
scription of this city. It is, by far, the best-described city of Iberia 
(Silva, 2013: 91–95).

Frequently, the passages quoted above are interpreted as a dem-
onstration of the incorporation of Gades to a new order that Rome 
was imposing onto the people of Iberia, from the end of the Second 
Punic War. A good example of this kind of interpretation is found 
in the Spanish translation of the 3rd book of Strabo’s Geography 
made by García y Bellido, España y los españoles hace dos mil años 
según la Geografia de Estrabón (1945). On the one hand, the com-
ments made by this scholar have a very strong nationalist compo-
nent, from the book’s title to his continuous translation choices that 
praise the ancient Spaniards. On the other hand, the author also 
states that the Romans have a very strong presence in the transfor-
mations that, one day, would lead to the birth of the Spanish nation. 
Indeed, the presence of the Romans is a very important component 
of Strabo’s report, but we need to acknowledge that there is more at 
stake, for example, Gade’s maritime experience, its proximity with 
the ancient Tartessians, or even the Greek mythological element 
that is very often present in the description. One cannot also forget 
the intense Phoenician background of the city’s foundation story 
[3.5.5], as well as the ethnical compound of the shores of the region 
where Gades is located [3.2.13].

The question arises here again: how can we deal with such 
a complex source of information? In other words, how can we ful-
ly understand the work of an aristocrat from Asia Minor (Strabo 
12.3.33), who speaks Greek, travels through the most important 
harbors of the East and Central Mediterranean (Strabo 2.5.11), 
and who also writes about a city from the extremities of the in-
habited world? How can we interpret so many different assump-
tions about this city? Among these statements, we have: a Greek 
mythological memory; oral traditional narratives about the Phoe-
nician foundation of Gades; its important relationship with the 
Tartessos; wealthy people better known for their work with the 
metal trade; and, assumptions derived from the contemporary 
reports about the productive activities of the city of the Gaditani-
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ans and its geopolitics. How can one combine all of these data, not 
to mention other available information not mentioned here?

We have tons of excellent philological analyses of Strabo’s 
work, for example, Ettore Pais (1886), Germaine Aujac (1966), 
François Lasserre (1982), Katherine Clarke (1997) and Daniela 
Dueck (2000). In their particular ways, they all make great contri-
butions to a better understanding of this valuable source. My goal 
is much simpler and, at the same time, a broader one: with the 
available sources, I want to study the nature of the interactions of 
the city of Gades with the hinterland of the Guadalquivir valley 
by the end of the first millennium BC.

A traditional narrative of the history of a city is always possible, 
and there are some interesting examples in literature. In the book 
Nueva historia de Cádiz: Antigüedad (2011), Francisco Javier Lomas 
Salmonte presents a narrative about the foundation of the city by the 
Phoenicians, Carthage’s domination and the incorporation of the 
city into the Roman Empire. It is an excellent work, but it maintains 
a structure that is not only conventional, but also uncritical, as the 
sources are used as examples instead of being analyzed with a range 
of various methodological tools. Nevertheless, the official story of 
Cadiz is not the solution that I think we should have in mind. Instead, 
I would like to propose a new look at this subject. An approach closer 
to our “zeitgeist” – in other words, an approach that encompasses our 
desire to understand the world, which seems to be getting smaller, 
more connected, but also poorer, less equal and more violent. We 
have been seeing the development of research proposals that intend 
to articulate local stories with broader historical processes. Those re-
searchers use what Carl Knappet (2013) calls “network thinking”.

2. 
Network Theory and Ancient History

We think in terms of networks. We can see things as nodes with 
connections between them, “like joining dots on the map” (Mal-
kin, Constantakopoulou and Panagopoulou, 2007: 2). This kind 
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of descriptive network can be found in many historical works. 
Fernand Braudel’s masterpiece La Méditerranée et le Monde Mé-
diterranéen a l’époque de Philippe is, perhaps, the best example for 
this statement. What new studies do nowadays is to find a more 
theoretical way of studying networks. The most influential ap-
proach in this kind of work is Social Network Analysis (SNA). 
Researchers of the ancient world, like Irad Malkin, Carl Knappett 
and Kostas Vlassopoulos, all, in one way or another, introduce 
Social Network Analysis into our field of research. It has been 
a methodological tool developed and used by social scientists 
since the 1960s, starting with Stanley Milgram and his studies 
about the “Six Degrees Paths”. We can also highlight Mark Gran-
ovetter and his work on the strength of weak ties (1983), and more 
recently the mathematical evidence of the Small World Theory by 
Strogatz and Watts (1998).

“Social Network Analysis emphasizes the importance of rela-
tions between social entities, and examines the patterns and im-
plications of these relations” (Malkin et al., 2009: 3). This sentence 
can be found in the preface (Networks in the Ancient Mediterra-
nean) for the 22nd volume of the Mediterranean Historical Review, 
which is dedicated exclusively to studies dealing with Social Net-
work Analysis and a myriad of ancient world topics. The compila-
tion, published almost ten years ago, was edited by Irad Malkin, 
Christy Constantakopoulou and Katerina Panagopoulou, and 
later published as a book Greek and Roman Networks in the Medi-
terranean. It is a compilation of research in ancient history that 
used, in one way or another, the idea of a network. The editors, 
in addition to encouraging this kind of work, also wrote that we, 
classicists, need to go beyond descriptive networks, that is to say, 
they suggest that we need “to qualify networks, to understand 
their duration, function, scope, overlapping, and historical im-
plications” (Malkin et al., 2009: 2).

We could say that, in the terms put forward by Thomas Kuhn 
(2010), we have been experiencing a paradigm shift in ancient 
world studies. The works about the Mediterranean written by 
Fernand Braudel and by Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell 
influenced a generation of researchers and set the ground for 
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the emergence of Network Studies in Ancient History. Malkin 
asserts that:

It is driven from the need to understand both ‘Mediterra-
nean’ and social structures, to analyze the factors that de-
termined their shape and the flow of communication within 
them, and ultimately to understand the motors that led to 
transitions towards new structures (Malkin et al., 2009: 6). 

Carl Knappett – who is more concerned with the influence of 
network theory on archaeological studies – warns us about the 
problem of the lack of “agency” in this kind of approach, thus it is 
the structures rather than the agents that tend to be emphasized 
when we use Social Network Theory. It happens when variations 
of the network are not considered. Variants like the growth and 
dynamics of the networks need to be taken into consideration. 
In other words, time, space and exchange are very important 
in these kinds of approaches. Knappett proposes a theory that 
explains interactions and changes instead of just describing 
them. His solution to these problems is to emphasize the causes 
of the transformations on the networks. Therefore, he can find 
these causes in the interactions between human and non-human 
protagonists in socio-material networks in the Archaic Period 
(Knappett, 2013: 8–13).

I would like to present brief ly two other specific pieces of 
research that use network thinking and that shall be useful 
in this article. First, there is Irad Malkin’s Small Greek World. 
It is a fascinating attempt to analyze the formation of “Greek 
Civilization” before the Classical Period in terms of the forma-
tion of the Mediterranean Network of cities. He describes it as 
follows:

The eighth century started the process of transforming dis-
parate maritime cultures into a Mediterranean civilization 
based on ties among mostly city-oriented nodes. Phoeni-
cians, Greeks, and to some degree Etruscans were founding 
new settlements, thus signaling a social and political model 
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diametrically opposed to what the far more affluent ancient 
Near East had to offer (Malkin, 2011: 22).

What is interesting in Malkin’s approach is not just his definition 
of a historical network that can be easily extended to our analysis. 
His analytical proposal is useful as well. First of all, a historical 
network needs to be identified; then, the characteristics of the net-
work must be understood; thirdly, it is essential “to locate those 
problems that are better served by a network approach”; and the 
last thing to do is to examine the implications of the network ap-
proach for the studied object (Malkin, 2011: 25). 

He sees as an advantage of the network approach the fact that 
he can go through a very deeply studied subject, such as archaic 
Greek identity, and look for things that others might have missed. 
He says that “network perspectives reveal much more about an-
cient mental maps of space and connectivity than modern atlases 
and historical maps of ancient Greece” (Malkin, 2011: 19). So, in 
this way, he is able to analyze the colonial experience of the Greek 
polis, understand the cognitive maps of these people and realize 
that it is the distance that brings them all together. Or, as he puts it:

I believe that colonization informed and strengthened the 
nascent idea of Greekness primarily because the initial co-
lonial experience was similar and common, and its initial 
problems and solutions were quickly copied among colonies 
that had different origins and were at great distances from 
each another (Malkin, 2011: 63).

Malkin identifies some syncretism between the Greeks’ and the 
Phoenicians’ colonial experiences, such as they both developed in 
a Mediterranean network where ports and shores relate to each 
other in a maritime network of connections that was present from 
the eighth century BC on and prominent in the sixth BC; both 
people developed a political culture of city-states; they exper
ienced similar enterprises of founding new city-states in overseas 
lands and they had in common a malleable and interchangeable 
context of polytheistic religion. So, he argues that any work that 
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intends to analyze the Mediterranean Network of the first millen-
nium needs to take this syncretism into consideration.

Just like Irad Malkin, Michael Sommer proposes a network 
way of thinking about the Phoenicians’ colonial experiences. In 
the article entitled Networks of commerce and knowledge in the 
iron age: the case of the Phoenicians (2009) he states that this 
‘network’ paradigm is most apt for explaining the genesis of the 
Phoenician commercial diaspora in the Mediterranean and its 
gradual transformation into an informal empire dominated by 
Carthage (Sommer, 2009: 102). He points out the existence of 
an open Mediterranean network that, because of its dynamism, 
led to the rise of the prominence of Carthage over part of the 
Western Mediterranean. Sommer argues that we need to look 
through this network and its dynamics, namely : how do infor-
mation, people and material flow in this network and how do 
the existing ties create new ones? His conclusion is that by the 
middle of the fifth century BC, there was a complete reorganisa-
tion of the Mediterranean system, “from which the west largely 
benefited – not only Carthage, but in the long run also Rome” 
(Sommer, 2009: 101).

3. 
The Matter of Scale

So, how can this approach be helpful to answer the questions stat-
ed at the beginning of this article? Using Network Theory, how 
can we rethink some sources such as Strabo, who clearly con
siders other transformation forces aside from Rome?

The first valuable tool is the possibility to work with different 
scales. “Network approaches facilitate the articulation of different 
scales of interaction” (Knappett, 2013: 10), says Carl Knappett. It 
means that we could, in the first moment, try to fragment that 
information into different levels of analysis, or into different 
networks, and then articulate them all in a narrative about the 
relationship between these parts.
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If we start from the region where Strabo locates Gades, it be-
longs to Turdetania. He first describes its coast, an area with a vast 
number of cities inhabited by Phoenicians (Strabo 3.2.13). Gades 
is for Strabo the most relevant of them (Strabo 3.2.1). The distribu-
tion of goods produced in the interior of Turdetania, including its 
own products, especially salted-fish, is made on the coast. Then, 
he presents the countryside with the most important city of Cor-
duba, in which the rivers are essential for the transportation of 
agricultural and mineral goods produced there.

Strabo describes a mental map of a local network that must be 
analyzed in its own terms. For example, the cities are the nodes, 
the links between which we need to find. They could be cultural, 
at least for those that share the Phoenician heritage; they could be 
economic, with the Guadalquivir river playing a very important 
role as a facilitator of connections between the two zones. In ad-
dition, Gades, Corduba and other cities, like Hispalis, could be 
seen as clusters in this network, because more connections were 
concentrated there than on other nodes, for example, a direct 
connection with Rome.

At this point of the analysis, the scale is a very important as-
pect to deal with. Rome is, in fact, a very important node that 
connects this network with a wider one, but there are also some 
other links to be identified. Strabo tells us about the ships that are 
produced there and sail on both the Mediterranean and the At-
lantic; there are descriptions of migration from the North Africa 
to Turdetania and of notorious people that came to Gades to visit 
the Melqart/Heracles Sanctuary. Gades and the Turdetanian re-
gion are part of a Mediterranean network that, at least in Strabo’s 
times, has Rome as a very important actor, but which is bigger 
and more complex than that. The network approach gives us the 
opportunity to bind all these different kinds of information into 
a complex network ready to be understood.

We can agree that this view is too “Strabonian”. However, we 
should consider that Strabo relies in his description on many 
other writers, “official information” and oral traditions; that is, we 
should assume that all this knowledge is part of an informational 
network that can be traced and historicized. Strabo himself 
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cites his main sources, like Polybius, Artemidorus, Posidonius, 
Eratosthenes, et cetera. The next step that needs to be taken is to 
understand how this mental map of a local network connected to 
a wider one changed until it formed the one presented by Strabo.

In conclusion, the purpose of this paper was to show the ad-
vantages of a research approach based on Network Theory. There 
is a well-known topos of historiography according to which Ro-
mans marched to Iberia to fight the Carthaginians, with some 
historians defending these actions, saying that they „freed” the 
Peninsula’s population from the Barcids2. This way of thinking 
leads us, on the one hand, to the idea that the Romans built a new 
society from the ground, or from scorched earth. Therefore, these 
narratives attribute foreign people with too important a role, and 
leave almost no space for others to act. On the other hand, we 
cannot deny the existence and the power of the Romans. In the 
approach I tried to present, this kind of dichotomy does not exist. 
If my assumptions are not completely wrong, it is very plausible to 
say that much of what can be identified as Roman domination is 
actually built on Phoenician, Greek and Carthaginian networks, 
at least in the southern part of the Iberian Peninsula. That is, the 
relationship between Gades and the Mediterranean network 
changed over time, and a close look at the links between the city 
and its surroundings can help us understand the dynamics of an 
ancient global process of integration.
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