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Abstract

During the Achaemenid period, the deportation of populations and tribes to newly conquered
lands was a common practice following military campaigns in particular regions. This research
aims to investigate the mechanisms, reasons, and consequences of these displacements. The
main question addressed is: What was the process of forced population transfer in the Ach-
aemenid period, and for what purposes was it carried out? A qualitative analysis method was
employed to answer this question. The study examines remaining texts from the Achaemenid
period, including the fortification and treasury tablets from Persepolis, Babylonian texts such
as the Murast archive from Nippur, and Greek sources like the works of Herodotus, Xenophon,
and Diodorus Siculus, which confirm the deportation process. Some tribes were captured
during wars and relocated to other areas. Much of the works for building and other tasks, such
as masonry, architecture, goldsmithing, and carpentry, was supplied in this manner. It seems
that in this period there were certain mechanisms for deportation and resettlement, and the
terms Kurta$ and Hatru were related to these mechanisms. A significant portion of the Kurtas,
which included foreign workers, were those who migrated to other countries during the Ach-
aemenid conquests, as evidenced by financial documents. Similarly, the Hatru were those who
worked on Babylonian lands and, as soldiers, were sent to participate in battles. The research
findings indicate that deportations were conducted to central areas of the empire to provide
labor for construction projects and to peripheral areas for military and economic purposes.
This practice played a crucial role in maintaining the overall balance and development of the
empire.
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Introduction

From the outset of their conquests, the
Achaemenids implemented a distinctive
policy for managing the defeated tribes
and groups. One of the most notable as-
pects of this policy was the relocation of
these tribes to new territories. As Pars was
the heart of the Persian Empire, many of
these groups were resettled there. How-
ever, Pars was not the only destination
rather Babylon and the eastern cities of
the empire also saw the arrival of new
populations. Additionally, Achaemenid
garrisons throughout the empire were
populated with non-native groups.

The vast geographical area and di-
verse cultures and populations make it
challenging to study the inhabitants of
the Achaemenid territory. Additionally,
historical data directly related to depor-
tation is scarce and limited. However,
other evidence suggests that the Ach-
aemenid administration carried out nu-
merous population deportations. Written
records confirm the presence of various
ethnic groups in different geographical
areas, often far from their original home-
lands, indicating a significant population
displacement.

Questions worth considering include:
At what points in Achaemenid history
did these groups move, and was the gov-
ernment’s coercion necessarily involved
in these deportations? Other questions
include: What were the Achaemenid rea-
sons for relocating populations? What
were the titles, occupations, and services
of these groups? How they coexisted
with indigenous groups, what benefits
and rights did they enjoy, and what cul-
tural exchanges occurred between them
and the native tribes? All these questions

need a thorough study and investigation,
and this paper attempts to address them
accordingly.

There have been general studies on
the migrations during the Achaemenid
period, but they lack detailed analysis.
Alireza Shapur Shahbazi, in an article in
the Encyclopaedia Iranica, briefly refers to
the deportations during this period, but
the impact of these deportations on the
Achaemenid Empire and the resulting
cultural exchanges have not been thor-
oughly studied (1994). In the first volume
of History of the Persian Empire, Pierre
Briant briefly mentions some population
movements without providing details or
categorization (2013). In an article enti-
tled “Demography”, Wiesehofer discusses
the demographic structures and factors
affecting the population of the Achae-
menid Empire, including the issue of
deportation (Wiesehofer, 2021). The in-
novation of the present study, compared
to previous ones, lies in its detailed exam-
ination of the process and objectives of
the population displacement during the
Achaemenids. It provides a more com-
prehensive analysis of this phenomenon.
Additionally, it analyzes specific char-
acteristics of the displaced groups, such
as Kurta$ and Hatru, and examines their
roles in the economic and military struc-
tures of the Achaemenids. This study also
clarifies new aspects of the socio-eco-
nomic impact of the deportation during
this period, offering insights not covered
in the previous researches.

Discussion

The records of population movements
during the reign of Cyrus the Great are
very limited. However, implicit referenc-
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es in sources and archaeological data al-
low us to identify several cases. Herodo-
tus and Xenophanes mention population
movements during his period, and it has
been proven that the people from Sardis
were brought in to perform masonry
works during his reign.

Ctesias, in his writings, informs us
about the deportation and transfer of
some 6,000 Egyptian artisans to Susa
during the occupation of Egypt by Cam-
byses (10.13). Diodorus also reports the
transfer of Egyptian artists to Pars, Susa,
and Media to build palaces (1.46).

There are additional reports of pop-
ulation movements during the reign of
Darius the Great. Herodotus mentions
the expulsion and deportation of Greeks
to Bactria (Herodotus, 4.204-205). During
Darius’s conquest of Thrace, some Pae-
onians, who were among groups of
ancient Northern Macedonia, were re-
located to Asia (Herodotus, 5.12-13). An-
other instance involves the capture of the
Malatya by Darius’ troops, who were then
settled by the Sea of Pars in the city of
Ampe at the mouth of Tigris (Herodotus,
2.6). Among other documents from the
Darius period is a treasury tablet (pt. 9),
which refers to the transfer of a group of
Egyptian artisans to Nopisitas in the lat-
er years of his reign (Cameron, 1948: 95;
Wasmuth, 2017: 273-274).

Regarding deportations during Xerx-
es, Strabo mentions a city called Branchi-
dae, near Sogdiana and Bactria, whose
inhabitants were relocated during the
Xerxes reign. According to Diodorus, the
Boeotians, who lived around Tigris, were
also moved to this area during the Xerxes
time, retaining their ancestral customs
and language (Diodorus, 17.10). Diodorus

further notes that Greeks and Lycians
played roles in the workshops of Perse-
polis and on Achaemenid farmlands (Di-
odorus, 17.69). Arian briefly mentions the
deportation of Carians to Babylon (Ari-
an, 3.8). Additionally, Murasti documents
confirm the presence of workers in Baby-
lon (Stolper, 1985: 79).

In the Achaemenid Empire, deported
populations served as human resources
in various capacities. The terms Kurtas
and Hatru are key to understanding this
system. Kurta$ referred to workers em-
ployed on farms, in government work-
house, or in construction in Persepolis. In
the treasury tablets, Kurta$ denotes those
involved in the construction and decora-
tion of buildings. Artisans such as sculp-
tors, carpenters, carvers, scribes, copper-
smiths, and founders are often referred to
as Kurtas, receiving rations in Persepolis.
The ethnic origins of these people, men-
tioned only once as Lycia, are an import-
ant question. Most were captured during
conquests and moved according to the
government’s needs. Among Kurtas were
Bactrians, Sogdians, Persians, Lycians,
Carians, Ionians, Sardians, Cappadocians,
and Thracians (Cook, 2004: 160). Anoth-
er Achaemenid policy in Babylon was
the establishment of Hatrus. This term,
appears several times in Mura$i texts,
refers to large tracts of land cultivated
by dividing into smaller plots by family
members. These lands were used to train
soldiers and provide personnel for gov-
ernment services. In times of peace, sol-
diers stationed on these lands paid taxes
(Stolper, 1991: 231). These people were not
exclusively Babylonian but included oth-
er ethnic groups as well, likely those who
had moved to Babylon during the Achae-
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menids as prisoners of war. The Hatrus
comprised of diverse populations whose
common element was their economic
and legal dependence on the government
and privilege holders in Babylon (Stolp-
er, 1991: 79). Besides land ownership, the
deported tribes engaged in other services
such as building construction, navigation
and shipping, material extraction and re-
finery, military service, and agriculture.

Conclusion

The current research showed that there
was deportation of tribes during the Ach-
aemenid period, although it is not pos-
sible to determine its exact boundaries.
While this tradition may have been bor-
rowed from the Babylonians and Assyri-
ans, surviving evidence suggests that the
treatment and rights of defeated tribes
differed from those under the Assyrians.
In Persepolis, foreign workers had rights
and benefits and were not considered
slaves. Greek sources, the Fortification
and Treasury Tablets of Persepolis, and
some Babylonian sources indicate ex-
tensive population movements in the
Achaemenid history. Greek sources re-
peatedly mention their relatives being
deported to the interior of the empire af-
ter wars. The Persepolis Tablets confirm
the active presence of Anatolian, Lyd-
ian, and Ionian workers under the title
of Kurtas, corroborating Greek sources.

Babylonian sources confirm the presence
of non-Babylonians in this region, work-
ing and providing services under the ti-
tle of Hatru. Artistic and archaeological
evidences also confirm the presence and
activities of these people in the Achae-
menid Empire. Population transfers had
several advantages for the Achaemenids.
Besides economic benefits, the depor-
tation was an effective way to minimize
unrest and eliminate centers of rebellion.
In the empire’s centers, these transfers
provided with necessary labor force for
construction projects, while in peripher-
al areas like Babylon, they supplied with
agricultural labor for plantation. Some
of the deported groups worked on the
land they were given in Babylon or other
states and paid taxes to the government.
Many of these lands were cultivated for
the first time, increasing the arable area
in Babylon, with the income being used
for military and other governmental ex-
penditures. In addition to economic ben-
efits, the presence of these populations
had an artistic impact as well. Their inter-
action with indigenous and local cultures
led to the creation of a new style known
as Achaemenid art and facilitated cultur-
al exchange within the empire. Another
outcome of the population transfer was
an increase in population in some cities
and the mixing of races, which had fur-
ther consequences.
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Table 1. A Babylonian Tablet BM 31450 Reports the Transfer of Sidonian Women to Babylon and Susa during the
Time of Ardashir IIL.
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