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This chapter outlines the information, or lack of it, on Arabia in literary sources from
inside the Roman Empire’s borders in late antiquity. Roman relations with peoples of
the desert and/or steppes of Syria and the Arabian peninsula were central in the
conflict/contact with the Sasanians. They are also important for understanding this
frontier, the history of Christianity and the origins of Islam. This study explores the
nature and limits of part of the available evidence from inside the Empire’s borders
between the middle of the fourth and the end of the sixth centuries. Despite the
significant role played by “Arab allies” in the Roman Empire’s history, “classical”
authors did not show any interest for a systematic inquiry on Arabia and its peoples
(tribes, origins, movements, settlements, family genealogies, etc.). The author explains
that questions about origins, identities and social structure should be investigated by
resorting to other sources: contemporary inscriptions from the peninsula, Syriac
writings from the Sasanian Empire, Syriac post-Islamic narratives and Arabic accounts
of events written in the eight century and afterwards.
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