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Abstract

The rise of Cyrus the Great in 559 BC
marked the beginning of a new era in imperial
gover nance, wherereligion and statecr aft wor ked
in tandem to unify diverse cultures. The
Achaemenid Persian Empireintegrated conquered
peoples through spiritual inclusivity, moral
legitimacy, and respect for local traditions. By
framing conquest asa divine mission under Ahura
Mazda, Persian rulers strengthened loyalty,
reduced resistance, and consolidated authority.
Through campaigns in Babylon, Greece, and
Egypt, they demonstrated how religion served as
both a psychological tool and a diplomatic
instrument, enabling Persia to expand and
administer one of history’s greatest empires.
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Introduction

AsCyrusthe Great arosein 559 BC fromthe
backwater plains of southwestern Iran to build the

first truly cosmopolitan, multicultural empire, sotoo
came anew age of statecraft whose echoeswe can
still hear today, nearly 2500 yearslater (Menek, 2020). The Achaemenid Persian Empire wasthe largest
empiretheworld had ever seeninitstime, and at itshead sat theindomitable King of Kings. New integrative
techniqueswere madeto unite disparate peopleswho barely spokethe samelanguageyet wereasked to fight
and dieunder the same banner (Van der Spek, 2014). How could aJudean, aworshiper of Yahweh, and a
Sindhu, adevotee of Shiva, be brought tofight under the banner of Persia, an empire hailingAhuraMazda? It
isnot an unfamiliar question faced by general sleading modern militaries composed of Chrigtians, Mudims,
Shintoists, and Hindus, among others (Daryaee, 2013). A glimpseinto Persian brilliance giftsan ancient
perspective onthemodern rel ationshi p between military and spirituality.

United under the Truth from thegreat prophet Zoroaster, Cyrusand hisPersian progeny glorified their
military victories as the manifest destiny of Truth’s victory over the Great Lie. Yet, not through the vanquishment
of local pantheons but through the purification of their worshippers, restoring the old Godsto their former
glory. It wasan act of reverence and integration by the Persians, not one of dominance (Parnian, 2022). Such
aspiritual system had two main advantages. Firstly, providing amoral substrate makes political ambitions
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more pal atabl e to the common folk composing the bulk of the armies. Though literature concerning the
psychology of thetypica Persanfoot soldier isvirtudly non-existent, smilar sratagemsare present throughout
higtory, fromthe Crusadesto the Communist revol utions. Theglorifying notionsof righteousconquest (Mdlowan,
1972). ThePersans, notably Cyrus, wereamong thefirst to makethis psychological discovery. Their empire
was part of Ahura Mazda’s plan to purify the Earth of evil. Therefore, it was divine destiny, self-reinforced by
victory, that guided theambitions of theemperor and sanctified the destruction wrought by the soldiers.

Main Body

Secondly, absorbingloca customsinto thisdivineplaninstead of declaring them heretical and seeking
to abolishthem hel ped the centralized Pers an bureauicracy absorb and admini ster new regions. Persan Emperors
often participated and encouraged Persian administratorsto partici patein sacrificestolocad Gods(Dandamayey,
1999). According to them, Apollo was indeed a noble God worthy of worship and part of Ahura Mazda’s
plan. With the ruling classes in place and religious customs unmolested, the King of Kings’s magnanimity was
often used asevidence to makeindependent rulers swear dlegianceto the Persian Empire, obviating theneed
for military force.

Foreshadowing thereal politik employed by Bismarck, such wasthe practica useof religion by the Persian
elitethat led to nearly 200 years of Persian dominancein the ancient world. Through this, Persiacould
marshall soldiersfrom across her dominion to suppressthe rebellion and expand her bordersto ever more
distant |ands, reaching toward her destiny. Wewill observethreemilitary campai gnsto seehow thisspiritual
strategy was used (Tuplin, 1987). Firstly, we will look at Cyrus’ annexation of Babylon, the emancipation of
the Jewish people, and his legacy in the Torah. Secondly, we will investigate Xerxes’ invasion of Greece and
his homage to the Olympians. Finally, we will track Darius’ reclamation of Egypt following a rebellion caused
by his predecessor’s disrespect.

Babylon

Cyrus’ campaign against Babylon in 539 BC was a seminal point in not only Persian history but also
Jewish theology. Babylon was known as the jewel of Mesopotamiaand had long been acradle of rich
religiousand cultural heritage. It was, perhaps, thefirst cosmopolitan city (Finkel, 2013).

In classic Persian fashion, Cyrus approached Babylon not as a conqueror but as a liberator — incorporating
and respecting local customswhile asserting Persian supremacy. Cyrus presented himself aschosen by the
Babylonian god Marduk to restore order and end the tyranny of Nabonidus, thelast king of Babylon.

Wefind evidence of thisin the Cyrus Cylinder, an ancient clay artifact. Here, Cyrusisdepicted as
chosen by the chief Babylonian god. The Cylinder, dated around 539 BC, States:

“Marduk, the great lord, a protector of his people/worshipers, looked with pleasure at his (Cyrus’s)
good deeds and his upright heart (and therefore) ordered him to march against his city Babylon.”

Thispieceof Perdgan propagandalent Cyrusdivinelegitimacy amongtheBabylonians, aiding hiscampaign
by presenting his conquest as sanctioned by the gods and thus pl acating the Babyl onian people.

Oneof themost significant actsof Cyrusduring hisruleof Babylon wasthe emancipation of the Jewish
people. After theAssyrians conquered ancient Isragl, they began the Jewish diasporaby exiling Jewsfrom
their homeand. By alowing the Jewsto return to Jerusalem and funding arebuild of their great temple, he
gained their loyalty and gratitude, as evident in the Hebrew Bible, where he is called God’s anointed shepherd
or messiah.

The emancipation of the Jews is detailed in the Book of Ezra 1:1-4, around 538 BC, where Cyrus’s
decreeisrecorded:
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“The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed
me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. 3 Any of his people among you may go up to
Jerusalemin Judah and build the temple of the Lord, the God of Isradl, the God who isin Jerusalem,
and may their God be with them. 4 And in any locality where survivors may now be living, the people
areto provide themwith silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the
temple of God in Jerusalem.”

Cyrus’s support for rebuilding the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem is further emphasized in Ezra 6:3-5,
wherehisdecreeismentioned:

“In the first year of King Cyrus, the king issued a decree concerning the temple of God in
Jerusalem: Let the temple be rebuilt as a place to present sacrifices, and let its foundations be laid. It
IS to be sixty cubits high and sixty cubits wide,”

Thismovea so placed afriendly and indebted popul ation near the border of the Egyptianterritories, a
potentia threat to Persian hegemony.

Greece

Xerxes I’s campaign and ultimate failure will forever be immortalized in the Battle of Thermopylae,
wherethe va orous 300 Spartans, led by King Leonidas, face off against the great Persian horde (Degen,
2024). This campaign, though ultimately unsuccessful, provides rich historical examples of Xerxes’ consolidation
of power through his imposition of Ahura Mazda’s will and his engagement with the Greek pantheon as a
psychological tool against the holdout cities of Athensand Sparta.

The Davialnscription wasaroyal text commissioned by X erxesthat provideshis perspectiveon his
conquest. Consider thefollowing quotes:

“King Xerxes says: when | became king, there was among these countries one that was in
rebellion. Ahuramazda bore me aid. By the grace of Ahuramazda | smote that country and put it down
in its place. And among these countries there was a place where previously demons (daiva) were
wor shipped. Afterwards, by the grace of Ahuramazda | destroyed that sanctuary of demons, and |
proclaimed: ‘The demons shall not be worshipped!” Where previously the demons were worshipped,
there | worshipped Ahuramazda at the proper time and in the proper manner. And there was other
businessthat had been doneill. That | madegood. That which | did, all | did by the grace of Ahuramazda.
Ahuramazda bore me aid until | completed the work.”

Here clearly liesthe cosmic context that gives purpose to the campaignsthe Persiansengaged in
throughout the ancient world. Thefirst prong of the spiritual strategy employed by the Persians.

The second prong isintegrating thereligious beliefs of the peoples being annexed. Inthis, Xerxes
engaged in sacrificesto the Greek Gods of Poseldon and Athena, often to an extent that grestly exceeded the
Greek sacrifices, highlighting Persian purity and piety and, by contrast, the presence of evil among the Greek
peoplethat needed to be purified. A masterclassin psychological warfare and propaganda.

From Herodotus’ “Histories,” we get glimpses of the Greek rituals the Persians engaged in. One of the
best examplesishissacrificetoAthenawhilevisiting theancient city of Troy, thesite of theeponymousbettle
that foreshadowed the contemporary oneinwhich Xerxeswas engaged.

The passage regarding the sacrificeto Athenaof 1lium (Troy) isfound in Book 7, Section 43. Here,
Herodotus discusses Xerxes’ actions at Troy:

“When he came to the Scamander River the first river after leaving the Hellespont whose stream
was insufficient for his army he went up into the Pergamum of Priam, deeming it worthy of his
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observation, and having seen it and learned all about it, he sacrificed a thousand cattle to Athena of
Ilium, and the Magi offered libations to the heroes.”

Thisact wasnot only areligiousgesture but also asymbolic one, aligning himself with thelegendary
conquerorsof the past and invoking their favor. In away, he presents hiscampaign asrevengefor what the
Greeksdidtothegreat city of Troy. Payback fromthe East.

Egypt

In518 BC, Darius | embarked on a crucial campaign to reconquer Egypt, one of the empire’s wealthiest
and most important Satraps. Thisstrategic movecamein thewake of aperiod of turmoil and rebellion that
had gripped Egypt after the harsh rule of Cambyses Il, Darius’s predecessor. Darius’s campaign was not only
amilitary endeavor but also asignificant diplomatic and cultural effort (Tobin-Dodd, 2019). Heaimed to
gtabilizetheregion by restoring traditiond religiouspracti cesand respecting Egyptian customs, in stark contrast
to Cambyses I1’s approach, which involved the desecration of temples and disregard for local traditions.

Here, we have aunique opportunity to seethedifferencein efficacy of theruling stylesof Dariusand
Cambyses. Dariusfollowsthetraditiona Persian pattern of respectinglocad cusomsand beliefs, and Cambyses
eschewsthem.

Thequintessentid exampleisthetreatment of theApisBull. TheApisBull in ancient Egyptian culture
was ahighly sacred symbol, representing both aliving embodiment of the gods Ptah and, after itsdesath,
Odiris. Thismadeit acrucid rdigiousicon, embodying fertility, strength, and abridge between thelivingand
theafterlife.

Cambyses I1’s desecration of the Apis Bull was a direct affront to Egyptian religious and cultural beliefs.
Such actionswoul d have been perceived not only as sacrilegious but also asablatant di srespect to the deeply
rooted traditionsand identity of the Egyptian people. Thisact likely contributed to tensionsand resentment
among the Egyptians towards Cambyses’ rule.

From Book 3 Section 27 of “Histories” by Herodotus:

When the priestsled Apisin, Cambyses for hewas all but mad drew his dagger and, meaning to
stab the calf in the belly, stuck the thigh; then laughing he said to the priests:

Smpletons, arethese your gods, creatures of flesh and blood that can feel weapons of iron? That
is a god worthy of the Egyptians. But for you, you shall suffer for making me your laughing-stock.” So
saying he bade those, whose businessit was, to scourge the priestswell, and to kill any other Egyptian
whom they found holiday-making.

Incontrast, Dariusishailed for hispioustreatment of theApisBull ashe putsdowntherebellion that
flared up dueto the mistreatment of the Egyptian people by Cambyses and other governorsof Egypt.

7.11.7 in Srategemata by Polyaenus

The Egyptians revolted, on account of the crueltiesinflicted on them by Aryandes, their satrap.
In order to reduce themto obedience, Dareius himself marched through the Arabian desert and arrived
at Memphis, at the very time when the Egyptians were commemorating the death of Apis. Dareius
immediately made a proclamation, that he would give a hundred talents of gold to the man who could
produce Apis. The Egyptians were so impressed by the piety of the king, that they took decisive action
against the rebels, and entirely devoted themsel ves to support of Dareius.

Incredibly, this passaged so highlightsthe utility of religious appeasement inamilitary context, where
immediately the Egyptians sidewith thenobility of the king and themsd ves put down theinsurgency.
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Conclusion

Thekeystone of Persian military might beanove religio-political ideology that bound diverse cultures
together under the banner of empire. By presenting conquest asfulfillingthe cosmic struggleof Truth over Lie,
the Persian kingsturned imperia expansioninto aspiritua imperative. Local troopswere motivated to fight
not just for earthly glory, but tofulfill divinedestiny.

Thisspiritual narrative was complemented by respect for foreign customs. Rather than crushing local
faiths, the Persians co-opted them through sacrificesand veneration. By honoring deitieslike Marduk and
Athena, Persian |eaders pacified new subjects and softened cultural barriers. The grandeur of AhuraMazda
wasamplified, not diminished, by welcoming other godsinto theimperial fold.

Thus, did adroit religiouspolicy enablethelogistical miracle of Persian military power. It allowed the
raising of vast multinational armies, kept satrapiesloyal, and disarmed cultural resi stance. When rebelionsdid
aise, thePersganscould brand res sersasenemiesof thedivineorder. Asexemplifiedin Egypt, piouspropaganda
and thestrics could turn occupied popul aces against insurgentsovernight.

Inthisway, the sword of Persiawas edged with the sacred. Military objectiveswere empowered and
enabled by aflexible state theol ogy that unified Iranians, Babylonians, Jews, Egyptiansand more. Their
collective might be consecrated through rites, inscriptions and decreesinvoking theauthority of Persanand
native godsalike. By baptizing earthly affairsin cosmic purpose, the ancient Persian emperors crafted an
enduring strategy of spiritua statecraft and turned faith itself into animplement of war.
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