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1. Introduction

The Achaemenid Empire, as the first true empire in Iranian history and one of the largest of the
ancient world, faced immense challenges in governing its vast, multi-ethnic, and multi-cultural
territory. The key to its success in maintaining stability and unity was achieved not only through
military might but through the creation of a complex administrative structure and a centralized
economic system. Among the invaluable sources for understanding this structure, the collection
of Persepolis Fortification Tablets, dating from the reigns of Darius | and Xerxes I, is
unparalleled. Functioning as an administrative and archival archive, these tablets provide us
with unprecedented details of the flow of goods, labor, and financial resources at the heart of the
empire. This paper, focusing on two key categories of these documents—the records of salary
payments (rations) to employees and military personnel, and the records of financial donations
to religious institutions—examines the role of these two factors in consolidating and reinforcing
the political power of the Achaemenid rulers. The central hypothesis of this research is that the
system of salary distribution and financial support for religious institutions served as effective
tools for fostering loyalty, integrating diverse ethnic groups into the imperial structure, and
legitimizing the rule of the King of Kings.

The foundation of this research is the textual and quantitative analysis of the data found in the
Persepolis Tablets. This analysis draws from two main sources: first, the Fortification Tablets,
which primarily record the distribution of food, drink, and other daily provisions to various
employees, laborers, soldiers, and diplomats in Persepolis and its surrounding regions. Second,
the Treasury Tablets, which document larger financial transactions, including payments to the
king, high-ranking officials, and temples. Employing an interdisciplinary approach that
integrates historiography, archaeology, and studies of integration, this paper analyzes the
demographic data (such as the names of individuals and their regional origins), the distribution
of goods, and compares the volume and type of rations and donations. This analysis allows us to
understand not only what was being distributed, but also to whom, why, and for what purpose
these distributions were made.

Analysis of the salary records in the tablets paints a complex picture of the empire's workforce.
These documents show that the distribution of "salaries" (which were mostly in the form of food
rations) was not merely an economic mechanism, but a powerful political tool for creating
loyalty and national unity. The recipients of these rations came from diverse ethnic and regional
groups across the empire—from Egyptians and Greeks to lIranians and Babylonians. This
indicates that at the center of power, individuals were valued based on their skills and roles, not
solely on their ethnic origin. The regular and substantial payment of these rations to soldiers,
who were the backbone of the imperial army, ensured that the military remained loyal to the
crown and minimized the risk of rebellion or internal dissent. In this sense, the ration system
functioned as a social contract: the king guaranteed the loyalty and service of soldiers,
employees, and elites by distributing resources. This system was crucial for integrating local
elites into the central imperial structure; a local commander or priest, by receiving a stipend and
a place at the royal court, became a part of the system rather than an external threat.

The second pillar of this analysis is the role of financial donations to temples and religious
centers. The Treasury Tablets provide strong evidence of regular and sometimes enormous
payments from the royal treasury to major religious sanctuaries, particularly the temple of
Anahita in Babylon and the temple of Mithra at Pasargadae. This financial support should not
be seen merely as an act of charity. Rather, it was a political investment in acquiring religious
legitimacy and justifying the kingship. In the ancient Near Eastern culture, kings were often
seen as the representatives of the gods or even as divine beings themselves. By financially
supporting the primary cults of his various subject peoples, the Great Kings positioned
themselves not as foreign conquerors, but as the rightful patrons and upholders of their ancestral
traditions and cosmic order. This act of piety was of critical importance, especially for non-
Iranian peoples; supporting the temple of Babylon among the Babylonians or the temple of
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Amun among the Egyptians reassured these peoples that their culture and faith were respected
and protected by the central ruler. These donations also served to strengthen a powerful priestly
class whose interests were intertwined with the survival of the empire, and who consequently
supported the Achaemenid kings. Thus, imperial funds were used to build a religious-political
network that extended the legitimacy of the government across the entire realm.

2.Conclusion

The combined analysis of salary records and religious donations in the Persepolis Tablets
reveals a rich portrait of the Achaemenid Empire's political and economic mechanisms. These
documents demonstrate that the stability and longevity of this vast empire were not based solely
on its military power, but on a centralized and intelligent economic system. The ration system,
by distributing resources and creating economic dependency, guaranteed the loyalty of the
workforce and army while integrating various ethnic groups into the imperial administrative and
military structure. Meanwhile, financial support for religious institutions acted as a powerful
tool for legitimization, solidifying the king's rule in the eyes of diverse peoples by presenting
him as a protector of their traditional faiths. Ultimately, these two mechanisms—"money for
loyalty" and "money for meaning"—were intertwined, forming the very fabric of Achaemenid
power and allowing the empire to rule over a vast and diverse territory for more than two
centuries. The Persepolis Tablets are, therefore, not merely financial records; they are living
documents of the art of Achaemenian statecraft in using resources to build a lasting empire.
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