“How did the Achaemenid Persian Empire deal with the challenges involved with the administration of a large empire?”

Introduction
The Achaemenid Persian Empire was one of the largest empires of the ancient world, at the time it was the largest empire in the near east and Mediterranean, its height stretching from modern day India to Egypt to Greece, and as such it encountered a great number of issues, and as such the Achaemenid emperors used a number of methods to ensure that their sprawling empire was kept strong, healthy and united. Many of these methods were unique to the Achaemenids, and it has to be said that the empire was widely quite successful in its administration and control, and even during its times of internal crisis it managed to keep the empire together very effectively. The Achaemenid Empire that was demolished by Alexander the Great was just as strong and stable as it had been in the fifth century Greco-Persian wars.
The key methods through which the Achaemenid Persian Empire adapted to the problems caused by the scale of its empire were through exceptional communication and travel infrastructure, its “multicultural ideal” and its decentralisation and system of satrapies ,it should be expected that there will be some overlap (particularly between the multicultural ideal and all the other themes). This essay will also be covering how the empire deals with internal conflict.
The Multicultural Ideal
A challenge that empires must face is how to deal with ruling foreign populations. The empire must recon with the fact that subject populations are often unhappy with the idea of foreign rule, to the extent that it often can be a destabilizing force on the empire, sometimes even requiring military force to maintain control.
The “Multicultural Ideal” of the Achaemenid Persians must be covered first in this essay, as it informs the majority of the decisions the Achaemenids make in their administration and rule of their empire, from the nature of the satrapies to the propaganda decisions to the building of infrastructure.
The Achaemenids went about avoiding unrest among the subjects through a very unorthodox approach, in comparison to the integrationist Romans that would come later, the Achaemenids held to an almost multicultural idea (at least on paper), the idea of many peoples under one empire. Emperor Darius I’s tomb inscription (the Behistun Inscription) states that he is “King of the countries possessing many kinds of people,”[footnoteRef:1] an admission that his empire is of a multicultural composition, in fact this is one of the earliest lines in a rather long inscription, hinting that it is one of the most important pieces of the message that he intended to convey. This is a piece of propaganda, that shows well the attitude of many of the Achaemenid Persian emperors, in that they attempted to reconcile with their subject populations by ingratiating themselves an appear as a more benevolent (or at least less tyrannical) force. Another notable propaganda piece that points towards this outlook is the “Cyrus cylinder”, which depicts Cyrus doing the work of the Babylonian god Marduk after conquering the city of Babylon.[footnoteRef:2] Cyrus also put a lot of effort into the rebuilding of holy places and the repatriation of displaced peoples, something best shown by his treatment of the displaced Jewish people, with the Hebrew Bible claiming that he allowed displaced jews to return to Jerusalem, and that he rebuilt their temple.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Tolman, Herbert Cushing, b. 1893]  [2:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018]  [3:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018] 

In addition, invasion was not the Achaemenid’s first resort (though failing peaceful measures the army was never far behind). Instead of going straight to military action, the emperors would often send offers of peaceful integration into the empire ahead of any direct invasion, as documented by Herodotus in his writings on the Persian wars, in that particular instance Xerxes demanded “earth and water”,[footnoteRef:4] a traditional symbol of subjugation. This served two purposes simultaneously, on one hand, if the Greeks accepted subjugation (as many did, particularly the northern states)[footnoteRef:5], it would be far less of a battle for Xerxes armies. On the other hand, if they refused (and particularly if they treated the messengers badly (as the Spartans and Athenians did)[footnoteRef:6], it would grant the emperor a more legitimate reason to invade, and go some way to keep up appearances.  [4:  Herodotus, 1920, 7.133.1]  [5:  Herodotus, 1920, 7.132.1]  [6:  Herodotus, 1920, 7.133.1] 

The multicultural ideal of the Achaemenids is also reflected in a number of the findings at the Achaemenid administrative capital of Persepolis, and this is shown nowhere better than in the “gate of all nations” and the “Apadana tribute Reliefs” or “tribute staircase”. Both of these are part of the route that was taken by the subjects bringing tribute to the Achaemenid emperor at Persepolis, and as such once again are a very heavy piece of propaganda. The Apadana Tribute Reliefs are by far the more blatant of the two piece of architecture, they line the stairway up to the palace where the tributaries would deliver their tribute, and depict tributaries from all of the subject nations of the Achaemenids, each differentiated by their attire, gifts, hairstyles and beards.[footnoteRef:7] These details of intentional heterogeneity are clearly intended to reinforce the multicultural ideal that the propaganda of the Achaemenid empire clearly strives for, as it clearly is trying to convince the tributaries that it is more than foreign rule and that there is a level of representation (even if it is not actually present). The gate of all lands is another of the pieces of Persepolis’ propaganda infused architecture, it serves a slightly more subtle purpose than the particularly blunt propaganda of the reliefs. The gate is a show of dominance of course, all tributaries must walk through the great gate of Xerxes, in effect depicting them as unified beneath the emperor. As well as this, the inscriptions on the gate are written in three languages[footnoteRef:8], a showing typical of the Achaemenids that is used to encourage unity among the subject people (besides also properly communicating the propaganda across more of the populace). A vital element of both of these pieces of architectural propaganda was that the subject peoples were never depicted as enslaved, but instead as equal peoples among the empire. [7:  Institute for the Studs of Ancient Cultures. “The Apadana.”]  [8:  Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, “The Gate of Xerxes.”] 

Another part of this strategy is something that may be very familiar someone knowledgeable on empire in any Period, the emperor of the Achaemenids would often take on the titles of the local subjugated populace. The reason for this is obvious, it allowed them to claim succession of older rulers and empire, and in doing so it allowed them to act with a level of increased legitimacy, seeming as if they were the “rightful” rulers of the lands that they had conquered.[footnoteRef:9][footnoteRef:10] This occurred in a number of places in the empire, with some of the most notable being found in the pharaohs of Egypt and the kings of Babylonia.[footnoteRef:11] In similar evidence, a number of foreign artistic motifs are used in Achaemenid propaganda to convey the message that the emperor wished to send, some of the more notable instances of this being the use of Egyptian and Assyrian artistic motifs that were used in the art on Darius’ tomb, namely in the form of the winged sun-disk and fire alter.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018]  [10:  Briant, P. 2002]  [11:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018]  [12:  Kuhrt, Amélie.1984] 

This “Multicultural Ideal” is a tool of the Achaemenid Persian empire that enables some of the empires other practices (particularly those that will be covered in the “Decentralisation and the Satrapies” section), and that effectively reduces the dissent among the subject peoples. This approach was vital to allowing the Achaemenids to run an empire on the immense scale that they did in that time.
It should be noted however, that the strength of the multicultural ideal over the policy of the empire varied dramatically from emperor to emperor. Some emperors were more or inclined towards the policies of multiculturalism, including some of the most successful emperors, Cyrus the Great and Darius the Great. On the other hand, some of the other emperors were far less inclined to upkeep this state of affairs, notably Cambyses I was supposedly more oppressive to his subject peoples (though of course it should be noted that the opinion of him is negatively influenced by Darius’ propaganda.)
The question of course that must be asked is “was the multicultural ideal just propaganda, or did it really and truly change the Achaemenid policy.” The answer, as is commonly the result, is that there is a mix. The ideal clearly has some impact on a number of pieces of policy, as already explained earlier in the chapter, but also, a lot of the propaganda across the Achaemenid world is just that, propaganda, and while it is clearly an effort to attempt to foster sympathy among the empire, it is not always representative of the reality of the empire.
Decentralisation and the Satrapies
The Achaemenid Empire had a somewhat decentralised form of governance, some of the central Persian territories were directly administered by the emperor (or his proxies), but the regions that were further away from the capital were distributed among the satrapies.
The Satrapies were a key part of the Achaemenid system of governance and administration. In effect the satrapies were vassal provinces that the Achaemenids established either through conquest, or through diplomacy. Where possible the Achaemenids would attempt to preserve already existing bureaucracy[footnoteRef:13], though often they would put in place a new ruler if the original rulers had attempted to resist subjugation, as Herodotus claims they had intended to do with the former Athenian tyrant Hippias, in the 490bce invasion that was stopped at the battle of Marathon.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018]  [14:  Herodotus. 1920, book 6] 

The Satrapies were vitally important to the continued administration of the empire for several reasons.
The first of these reasons was that the satrapies almost entirely removed the administrative burden on the empire (assuming that everything is running smoothly). It achieves this through effectively fully delegating the administration of the provinces to the satraps, as opposed to the more centralised government. In this the satrapies had a remarkable degree of autonomy, though there was a high level of variability in the satrapies themselves, as there was no real attempt made to standardize the systems in place in the satrapies, nor was there any consistency in scale or complexity in the satrapies.[footnoteRef:15] The state also made efforts to not interfere with and even conduct some business with the local economies of the satrapies.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri.  2018]  [16:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018] 

The second of the reasons, heavily entwined with the first, and another shadow of “Achaemenid multiculturalism” was that the hands-off policy in regard to the governance of the provinces that had a very particular and intentional effect. That effect was to reduce the impact of foreign rule on the stability of the area. A region ruled by a local ruler is typically dramatically less likely to rebel than one that was ruled by a foreign ruler sent in to rule by a tyrannical empire. The Achaemenids would vastly prefer subjects who viewed themselves as “co-operative allies not subjugated foes”.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Kuhrt, Amélie. 1984] 

The third of these reasons is that the division of the satrapies reduced the amount of power that could be easily consolidated by someone attempting to rebel against the Persian empire. In a similar vein, it allowed the Persians to suppress small parts of their empire in the case of them needing to put down a rebellion, or if it was decided that a satrapy needed to be weakened after a rebellion (such as with Egypt, which was possibly the most rebellious of the Achaemenid vassals), the empire could simply raise the taxes on the province, or take even more repressive measures if such a thing were needed to ensure that stability was kept.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018] 

Communications and Travel Infrastructure
One problem that every large Empire in the ancient world must overcome through some means is the problem of communication and at scale. If an empire cannot effectively communicate across its expanse, it will suffer greatly when quick responses are needed, and it can also lessen the control that the empire can exert, particularly in the regions further away from the administrative centre of the empire. Additionally, every empire must be able to move its resources and armies, the quicker these can be moved, the more efficiently the empire may maintain its power base and control.
The Achaemenid Empire was no exception, and for a particularly terrestrial empire, with little central oceanic access, oceanic communication and travel was somewhat limited to the coastal areas on the Persian gulf and eastern Mediterranean.
To tackle the challenge of communication, the Achaemenids made use of a particularly innovative courier system. Herodotus claims that “there is nothing mortal that accomplishes a course more swiftly than do these messengers, by the Persians' skillful contrivance.”[footnoteRef:19] The Pirradazish system of couriers were the fastest form of communication in the Achaemenid empire.[footnoteRef:20] Herodotus claims that “There is nothing mortal that is faster than the system that the Persians have devised for sending messages.”[footnoteRef:21] A claim that (as far as messengers go in the ancient world) seems to be backed with some merit.
Herodotus also claims that there is a horses and men posted at each 1 day’s riding intervals with a fresh horse and rider for each day of the journey, so that the messengers may keep travelling in the fastest possible time and through any conditions.[footnoteRef:22] It should however be noted that his actual description of the royal roads, along with archaeological surveys of Southwestern Iran have revealed that the distance between waystations was far shorter than one day’s ride, being somewhere between 24km and 17km apart (closer to a day’s walk on foot, or about an hour on horseback).[footnoteRef:23] The speed of these riders is estimated to be very impressive indeed, estimates based off of the time it took for them to undertake the journey between Susa and Sardis, the speed would likely have been somewhere in the region of 230km per day, which is a particularly fast speed that actually matches some of the early modern horse-riding couriers, and was dramatically faster than the roman equivalent, that only manages circa 75km per day, several times slower than the Achaemenids’ messengers.[footnoteRef:24] [19:  Herodotus, 1920]  [20:  Colburn, Henry P. 2013]  [21:  Herodotus, 1920, book 8]  [22:  Herodotus, 1920, book 8]  [23:  Colburn, Henry P., 2013]  [24:  Colburn, Henry P., 2013] 

In addition, to the courier system, an extensive system of roads, canals and rivers was used for transportation across the empire. The best known of these is the “royal roads”, so called by Herodotus, was the road running between Susa (in the east of modern Iran) and Sardis (on the Ionian coast, eastern modern-day Türkiye).[footnoteRef:25] Of course that road is not isolated, instead being part of a huge empire-spanning network, stretching even as far as the Indus valley, with a number of large hubs such as Sardis and Persepolis being interconnected, and with forts on the most vital areas.[footnoteRef:26] Additionally, along the road were built “road stations and very good resting places,”[footnoteRef:27] which would have enabled transit across the longer distances between settlements.  [25:  Herodotus, 1920, 5.52]  [26:  Colburn, Henry P., 2013]  [27:  Herodotus, 1920, 5.52] 

It must be mentioned that part of the reason for the creation and maintenance of the vast network of roads across the empire links back to the system of satrapies. Particularly, the infrastructure allowed for the Persian emperor to exert control over all corners of the empire. In a symbolic sense the infrastructural projects would have acted as a visible representation and constant reminder of the Achaemenid empire’s presence even when they lacked an actual practical presence in the region. Additionally, it would be a great help to trade and travel for the locals in the satrapies. The roads and other transport infrastructure would not only provide assistance to the forces of the Achaemenid empire, but it would also assist all of the provincial peoples, both the businesses and anyone who needed to travel for any reason.

Dealing With Internal Conflict
An inevitable challenge that the empire must rise to, even with its remarkable stability, is internal conflict within the empire, in the nature of uprisings and civil war. 
Likely the most common cause of internal conflict are the various succession crises that the Achaemenid empire suffers from. If there is one weakness in the Achaemenid’s system (at least in terms of stability), then it is the succession system of the emperors. 
The list of assassinated emperors is notable, including even Xerxes I, one of the best known of the Achaemenid emperors for his invasion of Greece that constituted the largest part of the Greco-Persian wars, who was slain by a group of conspirators in his court.[footnoteRef:28] Despite this, the succession crisis was fairly minimal, with Artaxerxes I (Xerxes third son) taking the throne.
The long list of emperors assassinated included a lot of notable names, Xerxes I, Artaxerxes I and Xerxes II along with a number of others were all assassinated. [28:  Briant, P. 2002] 

The succession crisis/coup of Darius I (also called “The Great”) was a quick but eventful crisis that was over somewhat quickly, but not without a small conflict. Initially it started with the current emperor being accused of being illegitimate, and Darius quickly inserting himself into the position, what is in many ways a very typical crisis of legitimacy.[footnoteRef:29] The exact details are sparse, but it is likely that Darius then fought a short succession war and came out the victor, a course of events which is alluded to on the Behistun inscription.[footnoteRef:30] This conflict would mark the typical display of succession crises that the Achaemenid empire would suffer, a short war or crisis that would be over in a year or two, and then be very effectively swept under the rug by the colossal propaganda efforts of the Achaemenid emperors. [29:  Briant, P. 2002]  [30:  Mark, Joshua J. 2019] 

The succession crisis after the death of Darius II was one of the largest crises that the empire would see. Cyrus the Younger Claimed the throne that had been given to his brother Artaxerxes II, and lead a large-scale armed rebellion, with the assistance of a number of Greek mercenaries (among which was the Author Xenophon).[footnoteRef:31] This rebellion was ended with the defeat and death of Cyrus the Younger in the battle of Cunuxata (404-401).  [31:  Briant, P. 2002] 

There was also another danger to the internal stability of the Achaemenid empire though, revolt in the provinces was (as with all empires), an ever-present concern. While the Achaemenid empire was broadly quite stable, some of the provinces of the empire were more rebellious than others. The two most rebellious regions in the empire, at least by the indication of the number of revolts that they were involved in, were Egypt and the Greek satrapies. Of those two, Egypt was by far the most unstable, directly revolting from the empire a number of times.
The revolts in the Greek satrapies were most typically found in Ionia, and very often they received assistance from the western Greek city states. Of these revolts, the best-known revolt was definitely the Ionian revolt that resulted in the burning of Sardis, and caused the first major invasion of the Persian wars, that ended with the Persian defeat in the battle of Marathon.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Herodotus, 1920, book 5.] 

The revolts in Egypt took a slightly different form, they lacked the likelihood of support that the Ionian Greek city states could call on from the western Greek city states, though sometimes the Egyptians would get support from the Persian’s enemies, such as the revolt circa. 460 during the time of the Delian League. In that revolt, the Delian League (lead by the Athenians) decided to assist the Egyptians in their war, as it also aligned with the Delian League’s strategic aims (fighting the Achaemenid empire).[footnoteRef:33] That war was lost, and marked one of the turning points of the Delian league’s war with the Persian Empire, but did not mark the end of the Egyptian unrest, with several more revolts occurring over the course of the next couple of centuries.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Libourel, Jan M. 1971]  [34:  Briant, P. 2002] 


Conclusions and Final Notes
The Achaemenid Persian Empire has developed a number of innovative systems to aid in the running of their empire, these were innovative and, in many cases, unique systems and approaches which were in many cases not seen anywhere else in the ancient world.
Almost all the decisions in the administration of the empire are touched in some way by the Achaemenid Persian “Multicultural Ideal”, from their choices in the management (or lack thereof) of the satrapies, to the construction and placement of roads. Despite that it is never black and white, and the exact policy greatly varies depending on the specific emperor, with some supporting the idea of multiculturalism and others opposing it. 
The Achaemenid’s administrations greatest issues (at least until Alexander the Great’s Invasion and the final destruction of the empire) was its internal stability, particularly in regard to the succession crises and assassination of a number of kings. Though it caused surprisingly few full civil wars, and those civil wars were generally of relatively low in damage to the overall empire, with the Achaemenid empire managing to weather the storms off internal conflict entirely intact.
At the time of its fall to Alexander, the Achaemenid Persian empire was, in most aspects just as strong as it had been centuries earlier in its wars with the Greek city states.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Altaweel, Mark, and Andrea Squitieri. 2018] 
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