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The Nature of Independence in The Seleucid Empire: Pergamon, Parthia, and Bactria


Introduction

The aftermath of the 3rd Syrian War (246-241BCE), which was perhaps one of the most significant conflicts ever to be fought in the Near East, certainly at the time, resulted in the fragmentation of the Seleucid empire, with many of the satraps and governors around what had been the empire asserting their independence, declaring themselves king and beginning to mint coinage in their own image. Specific major examples of emerging kingdoms seeking to establish independence include Pergamon, Parthia and Bactria, though there were others. 

This fragmentation was seemingly reversed in a comparatively short (in imperial terms) time frame during the reign of the Seleucid king, Antiochus III, during which he reclaimed Parthia and Asia Minor, secured an alliance with the Bactrians, and reduced the area of control exerted by the Kingdom of Pergamon essentially back to the walls of the city.

This, however, presents scholarship with a problem. When we think of the Seleucid control of Asia Minor in the first place, one must recognize that the Decree of Antigonus the One Eyed proclaimed the Greek Cities in Asia Minor, as ‘Autonomous and ‘Elutheroi’, or ‘autonomous and free’.[footnoteRef:1]

Whilst many scholars agree that this was a significant shift in the politics of the region, there is little to no consensus as to what that shift was towards, or away from. The issue of what it meant to be ‘independent’ in the context of the Seleucid empire remains unresolved, and the subject of continuing academic discussion.

First and foremost, it is important to realize that the Seleucid Empire was not a state, either in the modern accepted sense of the word, but furthermore, not even compared to its other Hellenistic rivals and contemporaries, for example Ptolemaic Egypt, as well as Pontus, Macedon, and eventually Bactria. In fact, given its sheer geographic size, extending from Greece and Egypt in the West to the border of India in the East ,  as shown in the map in Figure 1, combined with its cultural and, importantly, linguistic diversity, it would not be going too far to suggest that it would be almost impossible to govern the Seleucid empire in any way that could be comparable to those other ‘empires’  given the transport and communications capabilities of the day.	Comment by Paul Kimber: Added apostrophes – are you OK with that?
 [1:  Diod. 19.61-62] 



[image: ][footnoteRef:2] [2:  Holt (1999) p.4] 

Figure 1.

[bookmark: _Hlk10132427]This essay will attempt to argue that, rather than looking at the Seleucid empire in the context of a monolithic state, with control from a centralized government, akin to the later Roman Empire or the Ptolemaic Kingdom of Egypt, it may be more appropriate and productive to consider the structure of the empire as one of a federation of conquered ‘subsidiary vassal states’, and the manner of the Seleucid Empire’s control over those states as a decentralized model, or, as we shall see, in my view, perhaps more aptly, a protection racket, in which the massive and dominant Seleucid army was used to coerce tribute and taxes from those states for the Seleucid royal family.

As noted above, the Seleucid Empire was simply too large, too difficult to traverse quickly, and more importantly, too diverse in culture and language for a centralized system of government to even attempt to ‘manage’, let alone do so with any hope of efficiency. By comparison to the contemporary states of Antigonid Macedon (which controlled the area encompassed by modern day northern Greece, Macedonia and Bulgaria,) and Ptolemaic Egypt (which encompassed parts of Turkey, Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, and Palestine), the Seleucids, for the majority of their existence controlled nearly all of Asia Minor, the Euphrates and Tigris valleys, and all of the old Persian empire heartland. Furthermore, unlike Macedon which had to deal with predominantly Greek speaking subjects and neighbors of the same or very similar cultures, and unlike Egypt; where the Greek speaking minority had effectively usurped and monopolized most, if not all, of the positions of power, the Seleucids had to deal with large native populations and powerful interest groups, spread over a wide, diverse geographic area. This, combined with very different terrain and topology, made communications, transportation, and travelling across the empire difficult which further, led to individual subsidiary states developing and sustaining very distinct cultures and societies from each other let alone their Hellenistic overlords. 

The Persian Empire, which we shall assume for our purposes was more or less the immediate predecessor to the Seleucid empire, ruled largely the same territory, and solved this problem by dividing their holdings into satrapies, whose rulers were either appointed by the Achaemenid court, or more often, ruled by local elites that payed homage, and taxes, to the ruler of the Persian empire. These people were still styled as kings, and thus the ruler of the Persian empire became the ‘King of Kings.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Cartwright (2018)] 


This decentralized arrangement or power structure is what I will attempt to argue became ‘de facto’ the predominant, and arguably only tangible ‘government philosophy’ within the Seleucid empire, rather than a Macedonian type of centralized court structure that was adopted by the other successor states.  Clearly, such a decentralized (and thus at least semi-independent) governmental structure, perhaps combined with local historical and cultural influences, tended to lead to pressures within the peripheral states of the empire for more independence. Looked at chiefly from this perspective it potentially enables us to make sense of some of the more confusing events surrounding both the Anabasis of Antiochus III and the actions taken by some of the more well-known states that broke away from their former Seleucid overlords. Furthermore, as we see those developing and changing relations, they can then be attributed more to the result of Seleucid power and influence on those states waxing and waning over time, rather than any more complex geopolitical reasons which others may have looked for, and for which, incidentally, there appears no compelling evidence. 

[bookmark: _Hlk10128909]I shall do this by an analysis of the diplomatic /military actions taken by four ancient state-like entities, Pergamon, Bactria, Parthia, and the Aetolian league that at various times both swore fealty to the Seleucid empire, and in the case of three of them, considered the Seleucids their great enemies at different times in their existence.

Pergamon.

Pergamon’s relationship with the Seleucids has been one that has consistently confused and intrigued scholars; during some periods, they were undoubtedly sworn enemies of the Seleucids, while conversely, at others times, they were their close allies. On at least one occasion, specifically during the rebellion of Acheaus against Antiochus III, Pergamon became dependent on the Seleucids in order to ensure its survival, only to fight against them a few years later, as an ally of Rome.[footnoteRef:4]

Even the foundation of Pergamon itself can be regarded as a diplomatic accident. Though Pergamon as a city had existed since the 8th century BCE , its rise to prominence was immediately triggered by the death of King Lysimachus of Thrace in  281 BCE, the subsequent  collapse of the Kingdom of Thrace, (which at the time controlled the Ionian Greek states), and the murder of Seleucus I, by Ptolemy Keronaus.[footnoteRef:5]  Philetaerus, formerly the governor of the city of Pergamon for Lysimachus, and then under  Seleucus I after he defected from Lysimachus, suddenly found himself in command of the city, in possession of one of the old Persian treasuries, and becoming increasingly aware that he could no longer rely on protection from any of the Diodochi. During Philetaerus reign, although Pergamon stayed nominally under Seleucid control,  the latter took no active role in its governance and as a consequence both Pergamon, and Philetaerus, were for the most part left to manage and govern their  own affairs : The major powers of both Greece and the Near East were far too preoccupied with their own internal power struggles to bother with’ Pergamon, and in the case of Greece it also had to deal with a massive and hostile external threat from  a migration driven Celtic invasion from the north.[footnoteRef:6] As a result, over time, Philaeterus was able to build up his power base in Pergamon, significant enough for his immediate heirs and successors, Eumenes I and Attalus I, to begin to rapidly exert and extend Pergamon’s influence in the area.  [4:  Plb. 5.107, Livy 37.39]  [5:  Paus. 1.10.3-5, Justin. 17.2]  [6:  Justin. 24 3-8] 


Eumenes I expanded the realm of Pergamon during the reign of Antiochus I, and famously defeated the forces of the Seleucid King in a battle (circa 261 BCE) near to Sardis, though it is unlikely that he actually met Antiochus I in battle.[footnoteRef:7] In so doing, Eumenes successfully gained de facto control over a significant part of Asia Minor, becoming the Hegemon over most of Mysia, Troas, and Aeolia, and becoming a ‘king’ in all but name.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Strabo. 13.624]  [8:  Hansen (1971) pp.23-24] 


This period is very confusing as, apart from the difficulties with historical source material in ascribing the order and dates of events in this period of Hellenic history, other than very broadly, it also raises the important question regarding what was the actual political status of Pergamon with respect to the Seleucid empire? This is an especially important question because Eumenes’ I successor, Attalus I, proclaimed himself king  after he defeated a Galatian army (circa 240 BCE), and as many scholars have pointed out, this would have constituted a direct challenge to Seleucid rule, or kingship, in the area, yet was effectively ignored by the Seleucids.[footnoteRef:9]
 [9:  Hansen (1971) p31, Livy.38.16] 

However, Attalus was then forced into an alliance with Antiochus III as a result of the actions of Acheus, a former general of Antiochus III, who had been sent to Asia Minor with the objective of re-establishing Seleucid control.  After initial military successes against Attalus, Acheus then rebelled against Antiochus, and proclaimed himself King of Asia Minor. When Acheus was eventually defeated by Antiochus, Pergamon was effectively reduced to its original city state status, but was nevertheless left functionally independent, and Attalus continued to maintain the title of king.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Hansen (1971) p43] 


The Third Syrian War (246 – 241 BCE)

The answer to this conundrum lies, perhaps, in the origin of another famous conflict in this period, The Third Syrian War. 

Although exact time lines for events in this period are famously difficult to establish with any degree of certainty (particularly when they are part of the Third Syrian War, as our primary sources for this period are inconsistent at best) what most scholars agree on is that the time between the death of Antiochus II and Ptolemy III’s invasion cannot have been much more than a few months, with recent evidence suggesting that the armies of Ptolemy III made it all the way to the Seleucid heartland of Babylon within six months of the beginning of the war.[footnoteRef:11]

The important thing to take away from this exposition is that, in order for the Ptolemies to have moved as fast as they did, they would have had to already have had their army raised, meaning that they expected war to break out upon the death of the Antiochus II. Many scholars have argued that this was because , in this era, truces and treaties, were made between rulers, and  not states.

As such, any discussion of long term relationships between states must be based on the understanding that, for the most part, they are modern explanation, or attempt to rationalize the actions and phenomena that we know occurred, rather than any kind of long term planning on a strategic level by either the states or the dynasties that existed at the time.

Therefore, in this context, the fact that the allegiance of Pergamon seems to change with the accession of every new ruler naturally leads to the conclusion that once Seleucus died, any claim of fealty the Seleucids had over Pergamon was effectively null and void;  the diplomatic and economic bonds between the two parties were very loose, and the lack of cultural ties means there  was never enough to cement any kind of binding loyalty. [11:  BCHP 11] 



Parthia

[bookmark: _Hlk10209959]Parthia is our second case of interest, for as well as being one of the largest of the geographic areas that broke away from the Seleucid empire, it went through a radical change of government as a result of the invasion of the Scythian Parni tribe (which later formed the aristocracy of the Parthian/Persian Empire). 

The Seleucid satrap of Parthia, Andragoras, appears to have declared independence from the Seleucids in approximately 245 BCE during the period of the general chaos and disorganisation in the aftermath of the Third Syrian War, or possibly during the concurrent Seleucid civil war that may have resulted from it.[footnoteRef:12] Andragoras proclaimed his own independence from the empire, and began minting his own coins. His independence did not last long though, as the Parni, under their leader Arsaces, successfully invaded and occupied Parthia in 238 BCE, and killed Andragoras in the process.

After a failed and abortive attempt by Seleucus II to reconquer Parthia, the Parni managed to maintain effective independence from the Seleucids right up until they were ‘reconquered’ by Antiochus III in 209BCE.[footnoteRef:13]  However, this did not last long either as the Parni managed to regain their independence from his immediate successor, Seleucus IV, after the death of Antiochos’ III in 186 BCE.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Schippmann (1986) pp. 525–536.]  [13:  Plb. 10.31, Bivar (1983) p.29]  [14:  Justin 41.4] 


Importantly, according to our sources, the royal line of the Arascids (Arcases heirs) was maintained as the rulers of Parthia after they were reconquered by Antiochus III, and although they are under Seleucid rule, they apparently also maintained their titles as kings. This is in line with the position that the Seleucid’s philosophy of government was more in keeping with the old Persian style of governance, in that whilst they did appoint governors, they were also content to maintain already existing power structures,  as from their perspective this seemed to simplify the acquisitions and control of new territories, quite probably because, in this way, neither the actual population nor their  leaders were minded to regard the Seleucids as an external or existential threat.

Crucially, though the Parthians  technically remained under the suzerainty of the Seleucids, after the death of Antiochus III, the Parthians were largely left to manage their own affairs as a de facto independent state, and were later able, under Phraates I, to expand territorially, conquering Bactria and eventually taking large areas of the Seleucid empire under during the reign of Mithradates I.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Bivar (1983) p.34-35] 


Bactria

Bactria, much like Parthia, had long been part of both the old Persian empire, and subsequently part of the Seleucid empire, and again like Parthia, its governor, Diodotus, chose to break away from the Seleucids during the aftermath of The Third Syrian War, declaring himself king.[footnoteRef:16] Unlike Parthia however, having broken away from the Seleucids Bactria managed to maintain its independence, at least nominally, against foreign threats both from tribes such as the Parni, and also from the attempted reconquest by Antiochus III, up until it was eventually conquered by Parthia.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Justin 41.4]  [17:  Justin 41.6] 


[bookmark: _Hlk10212138]Though Antiochus III was able to defeat the Bactrian army a the battle of the River Arius, it has been widely assumed by modern scholarship that he was subsequently unable to capitalize on the military victory, and following the failed siege of the Bactrian capital, Bactra, Antiochus then proceeded to make peace with the Bactrian king , Euthydemus and even promised him the hand of one of his daughters in marriage to the Bactrian crown prince.[footnoteRef:18] (This of course was in those times a common way of establishing and cementing relationships with rulers who might otherwise become a threat or at least a distraction.) [18:  Plb. 10.49, Plb. 11.34] 


Interestingly, according to Polybius, the reasons that Antiochus III was willing to come to terms with the Bactrians was firstly, that the then ruler of Bactria, Euthydemus, had overthrown the dynasty of the original usurper, and secondly, that he was persuaded by Euthydemus that the Bactrians would be useful as an independent force to fight off the barbarian invaders to the north east of Bactria, which were seen as a potential  major threat to both the Seleucids and  the Bactrians. [footnoteRef:19] [19:  Plb. 11.34] 


Thus, though initially looking like a capitulation on the part of Antiochus, upon closer inspection and through the lens of a direct comparison with the situation that had seemingly just prevailed in Parthia, it is observed that there are some striking similarities between how Antiochus  dealt with the Parthians, and how he eventually dealt with the Bactrians. Though it is apparent that Euthydemus secured a great diplomatic victory, it is certainly not true to say that that victory came at the expense of the Seleucids in any way; potentially more of a recognition that there are times when the parts can be greater than the whole, especially if they can command additional resource and army manpower, rather than be a drain on the resources of the would be “victor”.

First and foremost, it is important  to realize that, despite Antiochus having failed to mount a successful siege on the capital city of Bactria, the very fact that his army was emplaced around it would have made the effective governance of the kingdom of Bactria virtually impossible, especially since both the king and the royal heir were inside the besieged city at the time. The fact that Antiochus had not been able to take the city, whilst a good thing for the Bactrians, could hardly be considered a major embarrassment militarily to Antiochus himself, as the very fact he had managed to contain the Bactrian court and army in one city for three years was itself a great military achievement. However there is no doubt that had the siege conflict gone on for much longer, the Bactrians would have ultimately lost the war. Indeed, the likely issue for Antiochus with this situation was that it was taking too long and taking up too many of his military resources, thus allowing his chief enemies, the Ptolemies of Egypt the time to recover and regroup from their own internal struggles and problems. (The anabasis of Antiochus III occurs at approximately the same time as a massive anti Ptolemaic revolt in upper Egypt).

It is important to recognize that as a result of the 4th Syrian War, where it had  lost a large amount of its military capability, the Seleucid empire was increasingly unable to raise the size of military force that it had historically been able to do, and this meant that they were constrained to carrying out short, focused campaigns, rather than large scale operations.[footnoteRef:20] Consequently it needed to concentrate its forces on a given threat or area to achieve victory as quickly as possible since to get sucked into a protracted conflict potentially risked exposing themselves to new threats in a another part of their empire.  [20:  Plb. 5.86] 


The other important thing to remember is that in Hellenistic Greece, the concept of giving gifts to secure loyalty was very important. An example of this is when Alexander allowed King Porus to maintain his kingdom in India after the battle of Hydaspes and even gifted him more land to govern.[footnoteRef:21] The idea was that they would essentially be placed in a moral debt that was so deep they would never betray the gift giver (perhaps in a forerunner to the later chivalric code.) From the perspective of the Bactrians, though Euthydemus made it clear that he believed that he had the right to rule over the kingdom of Bactria, the fact that he was essentially force to sue for peace with Antiochus, placed Antiochus in the enviable position of essentially being able to gift the acknowledgement of Euthydemus right to rule Bactria to him, and therefore permit peace in place of a war that otherwise presented an existential crisis and threat for the Bactrians. By accepting peace terms, Antiochus had effectively gifted Euthydemus not only continued existence as effective leader of the Bactrians, but of equal importance and significance, an alliance with what was at the time the single most powerful Hellenistic entity in world, the Seleucids. [21:  Arrian Anab, 5.29.2] 


In the aftermath of this treaty, Antiochus proceeded to move on to India, but crucially, Polybius tells us that he did so after “liberally provisioning his troops and accepting the elephants belonging to Euthydemus”.[footnoteRef:22] This is likely to have been some form of tribute, since the Bactrians are effectively providing troops and supplies to the Seleucid army on campaign. However, it also goes some way to supporting Euthydemus’ diplomatic argument that they, the Bactrians were more useful to Antiochus as military allies than as vanquished foes. The interesting aspect for our argument, is that the Antiochus III agreed. [22:  Plb. 11.34] 


The fact that Euthydemus maintained his title as King of Bactria in the face of the initial aggression of Antiochus III , should not necessarily been seen as a continuation of full Bactrian independence, especially now that we have looked at the more subtle detail of the immediate aftermath of the peace, particularly  the comparable situation that had occurred in Parthia only a few years earlier, and the fact that it was the Bactrians that sought peace against the backdrop of almost certain defeat.


Aetolians 

Though the Aetolian League were never a part of the Seleucid empire, they are discussed here in order to highlight the main premise of this essay, and in so doing to show that there is a striking similarity in how Antiochus III dealt with both the Aetolians and the Kingdom of Pergamon.

After the defeat of Macedonia in the Second Macedonian War, the Aetolians became increasingly anti-Roman; they resented the fact that in spite of the Rome declaring Greece to be free, they maintained Roman military garrisons in Chalcis and Demetrias.[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, the Romans had prevented the Aetolians from reincorporating the cities of Pharsalus and Echinus into their league. It is recorded in Livy that the Aetolians had even suggested during the conflict between Sparta and Rome, that the Aetolians should deal with Sparta’s aggression towards other Greek states in return for the Romans withdrawing from these garrisons, and thus withdrawing all their forces from Greece as a whole.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Livy 34.24]  [24:  Livy 34.24] 


According to Peter Derow, the Romans had not even concluded their conflict with Macedon before they started planning a war with the Seleucids.[footnoteRef:25] For many years a kind of cold war existed between Rome and the Seleucids, with the Romans trying to, but seemingly failing to find an appropriately satisfactory ‘causus belli’, and Antiochus trying apparently to avoid a conflict with Rome.[footnoteRef:26] However, when the Aetolians invited Antiochus to liberate Greece from Rome, Antiochus clearly decided that he had no choice but to act. Derow correctly assesses that he was pitifully unprepared to do so, and the military force that he crossed the Hellespont with was woefully inadequate to deal with the Roman garrisons.[footnoteRef:27] It is possible that Antiochus believed that he would get more support from the other Greek powers such as the Achaean League, Macedon and Sparta. Indeed, this seems a likely assumption, since the army he crossed with must have been raised and prepared beforehand. However, it still seems somewhat strange that, even if Antiochus had intended to invade Greece to remove the Romans, he would have done it with such a comparably small force, especially if he was in fact aware that there was no guarantee that he had the alliances required to supplement his force. [25:  Derow (2005) p.64-5]  [26:  Derow (2005) p.64-5]  [27:  Derow (2005) p.64-5] 


We must then question what would have prompted Antiochus, by this point a highly experienced military commander and ruler, either to begin an invasion before he was ready, and or with such an obviously small and inferior military force?

It seems quite probable that the answer is a result of Antiochus both mis-reading the level of  military  support he thought he would get from non-Aetolian Greeks, but also reading somewhat more accurately the position he was put in by the mere fact that he was requested to act in Greece’s defence by the Aetolians.

To put this into a wider context, Antiochus III had spent the entirety of his reign trying to reacquire the parts of the Seleucid empire that had broken away over a period of time as a result of the 3rd Syrian War, including most recently, those parts of Greek Asia Minor that  were the centre of the conflict with Rome. These had previously been either independent, or under the protection of the Attalids of Pergamon. If these cities were still functionally independent, and, as we are suggesting, could better be described as under the suzerainty with the Seleucids, not their rule, then their loyalty was essentially only assured as long as they were sure that the Seleucids were able to protect them, or at the very least had the power to prevent them from breaking away. If Antiochus declined an invitation for protection by the Aetolians, it could well have been interpreted as a sign of weakness by the other Greek city states of Asia Minor. Not only would this have made many cities who were otherwise, on the face of it, loyal to the Seleucids, question the purpose of remaining loyal, it would potentially give already disloyal or wavering states impetus to break-away. If Antiochus was seen to display fear of Rome, it might very well encourage those states to appeal instead to Rome for help and protection from the Seleucids, as Pergamon and Rhodes had already done with regards to Macedon. The Seleucids would then be placed in a very precarious position in an area that they were currently in the process of trying to consolidate. Considering that Rome had already asked both the cites of Lampaksos and Smyrna to lay their complaints about the Seleucids before them, this must have seemed like a very real and frightening possibility to the Seleucid king.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Derow (2005) p.64-5] 


Consequently, as soon as he was asked to intervene by the Aetolians, in order to save face in Asia minor, he was essentially forced to move before he was ready, and eventually this resulted in his defeat by the Romans, with the loss of Asia Minor, and the expansion of both Rhodes and Pergamon in that same region. The fact that Antiochus was willing to risk this outcome in order to aid the Aetolians, despite the fact he knew the Romans were both in Greece already and with a significant force, and it is highly likely that he knew that they were actively looking for an excuse to start a war with him, means that he must have had an overwhelmingly powerful reason to get involved in that war himself, rather than to leave the Aetolians to their own devices. What more powerful reason could there be than to ensure the continued peace and stability in the now re-expanding area of Seleucid influence and thus a continued “buffer-zone” from the mighty Roman Empire.


Conclusions

In conclusion we can see that, given the events that lead to the independence of all of the Seleucid states that we have covered in this essay, Pergamon, Parthia, Bactria, and particularly in the almost accidental independence of Pergamon from the Seleucids as a result of the death of both Seleucus I and Lysimachus, the manner in which those states achieved that independence was perhaps less ‘won’ from, and more ‘granted’ by, the Seleucids. Far from them becoming suddenly independent entities from a greater Seleucid whole, it seems that the reality is that states on the peripheries of the Seleucid empire were effectively permitted to ‘decide’ to opt into and out of the Seleucid dynasty’s protection racket. From the Seleucid’s perspective the benefit would have been that they had, without the need to provide any administrative function or guarantee any particular standard of civic / cultural resources, established in effect buffer-zone states at the periphery of their empire. For the quasi-independent states who sat between two effectively much stronger forces, their position was that they could either accept the Seleucid suzerainty with the potential it had to protect them from external threats, or they could go it alone against those external threats, such as for example the Parni, the Galatians, and subsequently the Romans. But more than this it has also become much clearer that the foundation of the Seleucid empire and its power, while it had its  geographic, political, and economic centre of gravity in the Babylonian region, was far more closely tied to its ruling dynasty rather than a centralised governmental system, such as that used by its contemporaries in Macedon and Egypt. In fact, though it nominally ‘controlled’ a very large geographic area, it did not in reality govern directly the more peripheral states in the empire, and these were in general permitted to develop and maintain their own local cultures, economies and governance. The behaviours that these three break away states, Pergamon, Bactria and Parthia, exhibited in establishing and maintain a their de facto independence, and understanding of events which culminated with the attempted protection of Greece and the Aetolians, more readily supports that conclusion  the Seleucids exerted control in a very different way to that used by  more centralised states and empires of the time. 
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