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The Changing Politics of Achaemenid Studies

The year 1919 witnessed the opening of the Oriental Institute at the University of
Chicago. The Institute became active in Iranian archaeology in 1932 and has performed some of
the most extensive excavations of any American organization. Archacologists transported
thousands of artifacts back to the United States for analysis before leaving the country in 1979
and despite the US archacological departure from Iran, these artifacts have allowed for the
continued study of the nation’s history. Access to this wealth of historical objects limited the
impact of strained relations between the United States and the government that came to power in
Iran following the 1979 revolution.! Whatever barriers this political development created, the
Oriental Institute’s initial and prolific activity in the region prompted my desire to visit its
museum at the University of Chicago. I traveled to Chicago to study the Institute’s presentation
of Persian history, as well as the influence that international politics have exerted over the
university’s own scholarship.

My experience in the Oriental Institute’s muscum contrasted with the archival
investigations of my fellow rescarchers. As the other members of the Senior Honors Thesis
program have chosen to research topics that fall within the past five centuries, they have had the
advantage of textual primary sources, conveniently assembled 1n single archives. The nature of
their topics required little physical analysis, whereas my rescarch entailed a much more visual
and spatially interactive experience. Asl passed through the exhibit, guided through the various

regions of the Near East by the different rooms’ geographic and chronological organization, I

«A Brief History,” “Highlights from the Collection: Iran.”



was lefl with several impressions. Principal among these observations was the seermiog
hicrarchy of exhibits, represented by the size and order of the different repions” designated
spaces.

Unsurprisingly, Mesepotzrnia constituted the first and lzrgest spatial experience within
the broader Near Eastern exhibit. The three segments of the Mesopotzmizn room culminzied in
an enormous lamassu relief (composite deity with bull’s body, ez2gle’s wings, znd buman bead)
on the far wall, which fzced the mzin entrznce (Figure 1). The presentztion of thousands of
years of history demanded the region’s prominent placement zs it covered a rznge of
civilizations, beginning with the birnth of the city-stzte in Sumer (c. 5500 BCE) and eading with
the fall of the Neo-Babylonizn Empire (539 BCE). The lack of any geographic, temporal. or
cultural patiern of the exhibits led me to believe that their order must reflect their perceived
imporance. The Anziolian section followed the Mesopotzmizn and almost equaled it in size,
though it fezwred noticeably fewer anifacts. The Hittite kingdom figured most prominestly in

the Anatolia arca, but Lvdizn and Luwizn antifzcts appeared amidst the Hittite displzys as well.

Fizre It Lzmen coormesy o702 Onznizl Instisz 20 G5: Uoiversn of Ceego.
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Ipoovoadad w0 2 smaller Lavannine space, which presented the development of Judaism in
e ogion. Ntore reaching an axtensive Egvpran collection of artifacts. The scope of this
SXRIMT Mt my axpevTations squarely bovause the extent of documentation and artifacts from the
mogion mant such a high level of antention. However, the size of the display made the Persian
Space appear minuscule in companson. Their juxtaposiion highlighted ditferences in attention
and aXiensivenass berween the nwo exhibits. Removed to a comer of the building with only one

enmance—he other sections all flowed from one 1o the other with the visitor entering and exiting

the Persian room lied outside this flow of exhibits. Whereas I had

through different openings
10 pass through each other region to reach the next. I could have easily passed Persia by, had 1t
not been the focus of my visit.

I was particularly sensitive to what I understood as a failure to direct visitor attention
towards ancient Persia. The focus of my studies and the emphasis I had placed on the Onental
Instimte’s excavations in Iran led me to look for the museum’s treatment of Persian history more
than anv other region. Independent of my personal bias, however, I believe this diminished
focus resulted from either the Institute’s restricted access to Iranian sites or else to the neglect
Persian history has suffered in an cra of political tension. Regardless of the cause, the display
created an impression of inconsequence and impermanence.

Ironically, these two words could also describe one of the traditional theories regarding
the Achacmenid Empire in ancient Persia. Each of the regions featured in the Oriental Institute
museurn once fell under the rule of the Achaemenid Empire.” Despite its reach, the Persian

Empire has often been characterized as weak and having had little effect upon the territories it

occupied. Outdated by modern standards, this view reflects the influence of a Westem-centric

approach throughout Persian historiography.

2 Nubia, the final and sparsest ¢xhibit, presents the only exception to this claim.



Modern scholars initially developed 1héir understanding of Persian history through an
oricntalist lens, exoticizing Persian customs and recollecting the decadence found in Arabian
Nights and other medicval literature.? They imposed this interpretation upon Middle Eastern
culturcs in general, portraying them as lavish, but weak. The heavy reliance of historians upon
classical Greek texts reinforced a Eurocentric approach—an approach that has been difficult to
overcome. After the Persian defeat at Plataca in 479 BCE and the conclusion of the Greco-
Persian Wars, Greek literature increasingly represented Persian kings as ineffective. The literary
celebration of Greek victories over their imperial neighbors to the east invaded historical and

cultural accounts and lasted throughout the classical period, which began with this military

conflict.*

This cultural bias has, until recently, defined our understanding of the Achaemenid
Empire. Seeking to lessen this prejudicial influence, I have carefully selected a collection of
sources that return the Persian voice to Persian history. It is impossible to avoid the Greek
sources as they often provide the only historical narrative of the Achacmenid Empire.
Nevertheless, I have directed my focus toward primary sources that come directly from the
Persians and the people they ruled. This decision created certain challenges throughout the
rescarch process unique to the study of ancient history. Particularly, the progression of the
imperial chronology renders textual sources increasingly rare, except for those that refer to royal
inscriptions. From Artaxerxes I (464-424 BCE) onward, Persian administrative texts become
scarce and modern arguments struggle to maintain a Persian orientation of history. Historians
have conscquently continued to rely upon the classical sources, even with their biases and

discrepancies. Thus, Xenophon and others will appear in this thesis, albeit with a much heavier

3 For more information on Orientalism, see Said 1979.
% Kuhrt 2007: 238.



cmphasis on the Persian sources than the Greek. Part of what this fhesis seeks to accomplish is
the reconciliation of clements of the many schools of thought regarding the Achaemenid Empire,
all of which bear the mark of this Eurocentric attitude.

Traditionally popular interpretations of Achaemenid administration portray it as
politically weak and dependent upon a strong military. Historian Willem Vogelsang has cited
P.R.S. Moorey as equating the apparent cultural autonomy of Achaemenid provinces with their
political independence.” Moorey describes Achaemenid rulers as distant from their subjects with
rule supported only by military garrisons. Any infrastructure established throughout the empire,
such as its extensive road system, arose to facilitate the channels of communication between
these military outposts. Vogelsang points out, however, “political developments do not
necessarily correlate directly to changes in material culture.” Furthermore, this thesis will
establish the active role Persian kings played in presenting themselves to their subjects and the
immediacy they attempted to create.® Historian Pierre Briant contradicts this autonomist view as
well, asserting the presence of a Persian “efhno-classe dominante” in the territories, which strove
to remain culturally separate from local clites while ruling over the region.” We see in this theory
the birth of the notion that cultural autonomy in Achaemenid territories resulted from deliberate
decision making on the part of the administration. This thesis furthers this understanding and
argues that the Persian clites who relocated to conquered lands did not isolate themselves, but
rather sought to incorporate themselves within the local ruling class. Through a combination of
measured local autonomy and status-creating practices, the Achaemenid nobility won the loyalty

of local elites and used local political systems to their advantage. As each territory reflected a

* Moorey in Vogelsang 1992: 4-5.

¢ Vogelsang 1992: 4-5.

7 For more on Briant’s interpretation of elite culture and imperial administration in the Achaemenid
Empire, see Briant 2002.



vastly different culture from the next, the Persian approach also had to be flexible. ’I‘hé
Achacmenids still maintained a sensc of supcriority, however, and the strength of Persian
identity remained important in the heart of the empire. My claim allows for this flexible identity
and merely asscrts that the Persians Icarned to use the empire’s diversity to their benefit.
Throughout Persian historiography—and Middle Eastern in general—Western

interpretations of historical events have carried the influence of cultural and political interactions
between the two regions.® Orientalism and its prominence in traditional Western scholarship
have distorted our understanding of the region and as early as the fifteenth century, proto-
capitalist developments allowed for intercultural exchange and the subsequent Western
exoticizing of Middle Eastern culture and history. The study of this region, labeled Orientalism,
became a legitimate field of study for European scholars by the late eighteenth century. This
“scholarship” found its base in pseudo-science and medieval literature like Arabian Nights,
popularizing a confused understanding of Islamic culture.’

The condescension found in Orientalism survived into the twentieth century and
influenced the mandate system that followed World War One. In this system, Western victors
redrew the boundaries of Middle Eastern communities and established the modern nation-states
that make up this region today. The underlying sentiment of this Western intervention implied
that the new countries had not “modernized” sufficiently to handle the difficulties of self-
governing, so the same foreign governments who created the new international borders also
assumed political control. While these nations have since achieved political autonomy, their

former colonial powers have indeed continued to exercise political and cultural influence in the

region.

8 Any discussion about the “Middle East” as a region typically refers to the modern nations of Turkey,
Syria, Palestine-Isracl, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iran.
? Said 1979: 5.
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The legacy of colonialism has inspired in many Middle Easterners a fecling of resentment
towards Western condescension. Noteworthy for the focus of this thesis, Iran has experienced
particularly strained relations with the United States and other Western powers. The overthrow
of an American-installed government, headed by Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, in 1979 led to
the establishment of Islamist Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini as head of state. Political relations
between the US and Iran cooled after the revolution and a 444 daylong hostage crisis that took
place at the American embassy in Iran in the same year. Excavations by American institutions in
Iran ceased and each country became a symbol for cultural backwardness to the other. In this
way, the study of Iranian history is inherently affected by political situations. Interpretations of
the Achaemenid Persian Empire, a prominent feature in Iran’s history, have oscillated between
nincteenth century Orientalism and modern apologies for past misrepresentations of Persian
culture,

The benevolent Achaemenid image has proliferated with interational circulation of the
Cyrus Cylinder.'® Much of the basis for this portrayal comes from the claim that the Cylinder
represents one of the earliest examples of a human rights declaration. However, as this thesis
will establish, such an interpretation reflects neither Cyrus’ intentions nor the historical context
of his actions in Babylon. Rather, the popularization of this Achaemenid portrayal does suggest
how extensively political agendas can influence historical analysis. Historians, Western or
otherwise, must then analyze historical characters within their own contexts as much as possible.
In the case of the Achaemenids, this entails a comparison with contemporary empires and the

analysis of Achaemenid provinces against their own unique histories.

*® The Cyrus Cylinder is a Babylonian artifact that dates to the reign of Cyrus the Great. After conquering
the city, Cyrus commissioned this cylinder in the Assyrian fashion and in the cuneiform text, he addresses
his conquest and his treatment of his subjects. The Cylinder is currently on traveling exhibit in museums

around the world. For more information on the Cyrus Cylinder and its modern connotations, see Curtis
2013.
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The Achaemenid Empire appears particularly diverse when compared to other ancient
empires. Their actions regarding provincial clites and administration distinguish Achaemenid
practices from previous Mesopotamian empires, as well as the later Roman Empire. Persian
tactics both influenced, and were influenced by, the historical context in which the Achaemenids
rose to power and a brief history of the Achaemenid Empire is necessary to set the context for
this understanding.

In many ways, the small kingdom of Media established the Persians’ imperial heritage.
Later Greek sources used “Mede” and “Persian” interchangeably and even though the Median
Empire did precede the Achacmenid, the two seemed to flow from one to the next. In this initial
phase of Median impcrial development, the Medes and Babylonians united to defeat the Neo-
Assyrian Empire, which ccased to rule independently after the Battle of Harran in 609 BCE. The
division of spoils between the allics is not entirely clear, so it is difficult to determine who
controlled which territories when the Persians began their conquest. Nevertheless, Cyrus II (r.
559-530 BCE), also called Cyrus the Great, had led the Persians to victory over the Median and
Neo-Babylonian Empires, as well as the Lydian in Anatolia, by 538 BCE."" After his death,
Cyrus’ son Cambyses II (r. 530-522 BCE) consolidated control over these territories and added
Egypt to the empire in 525 BCE. A succession crisis followed Cambyses’ death, foreshadowing
a pattern of problematic successions throughout the Achacmenid Empire’s history. In the
struggle for the throne, a distant relative of Cyrus’ line seized power under the name Darius I (r.
522-486 BCE)."

After his accession, Darius faced the challenge of connecting his ancestry to Cyrus’ and

creating a sense of continuity between reigns. He littered his royal inscriptions with references

I The use of Roman numerals to denote lincage came as a much later invention. Thus their use in this

thesis only serves to clarify descent for the reader.
12 Kuhrt 2007: 30-135.
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1o Achacmencs, a vagucly t'ccoglliﬂlblc dynastic patriarch."? Darius claimed Achacmenes as a
common anceslor with Cyrus 11 and then married the deccased king’s daughter to solidify his
claim. Despite numerous rebellions, Darius’ reign saw the development of a coherent imperial
idcology and the consolidation of power over an empire that spanned from Egypt and Anatolia in
the West to the cdges of India in the East. Xerxes 1 (r. 486-465 BCE), Darius’ son and heir,
ruled during the height of Greco-Persian friction and also suppressed several revolts throughout
the empire. Despite the heavy emphasis on the Greco-Persian Wars in classical literature,
however, this conflict likely constituted only a minor affair in the Achacmenid perspective.
Kingship passed to Xerxes’ son Artaxerxcs I (r. 464-424 BCE) with little intriguc, but failure
plagucd his reign. He barely retained possession of Egypt and upon his death, three of his sons
struggled to scize the throne. A son named Ochus eventually prevailed and then ruled as Darius
II (r. 423-405 BCE). The struggle that loomed over his early reign alluded to the violence that

would haunt the empire until its eventual fall.™

Numerous revolts, both within and outside the core provinces, tested Darius’ ability to
coordinate the administration of the empire. Anatolian governors rebelled and fought amongst
themselves, reflecting a lack of loyalty and unity within the Persian nobility. Darius’ son,
Artaxerxes 11 (r. 405/4-359/8 BCE), overcame similar obstacles in the rebellion of his own
brother, Cyrus the Younger. Despitc Artaxerxes’ victory, his loss of Egypt around 405 BCE
marred his reign. His son, Artaxerxes III (r. 358-338 BCE), recovered the lost province and the
throne transferred to his son, Artaxerxes IV (r. 338-336 BCE) without incident. Darius II1 (r.

336-330 BCE) came to power after the assassination of the two previous rulers and concluded

3 Despite the ambiguity of Achacmencs’ relationship with Cyrus’ line, this Achaemenes has given his

name to the Achacmenid Empire,
" Kuhrt 2007: 135-312.



12

the Achacmenid line with his military defeat by Alexander the Great. The empire splintered
upon his death and the vast territorial gains made under Achaemenid rule fell into disunity."?
With this acknowledgment of Persian history’s complexity, this thesis will argue against
a simplification of Persian culture and politics. Representations of the Empire as politically
ineffective or benign fail to consider the various levels of interaction in the Persian-subject
relationship. Therefore, this thesis will move past these two extreme stances—namely,
orientalist and the modern overcorrection—in the analysis of Achaemenid culture and governing
techniques, as well as their impact on the peoples they conquered. The extent to which provinces
accepted or resisted Persian rule depended heavily upon the unity of local social classes in the
receptivity they demonstrated toward Persian culture. Through the examination of Persian
ideologies of empire, this thesis will demonstrate the centrality of cultural autonomy to
Achaemenid imperial management and how this liberty allowed subject peoples to selectively
engage in Persian culture. Finally, the close study of the Western regions Anatolia, Judea, and
Egypt will prove that a province’s submission ultimately rested on the cultural cohesion of its

indigenous population more than the incorporation or rejection of elements of Persian society.

'3 Kuhrt 2007: 135-422.




















































































































































































