g

Shahid Bahonar
University of Kerman

Iranian Civilization Research

Online ISSN: 2821 - 0867

Hamidreza Peighambari 1™

Iranian Civilization Research, Volume 7, Issue 2 - Serial Number 14, December 2025

The Arsacids “Persianism”

| Zohreh Taghipour Birgani 2

1. Corresponding author, Assistant Professor, History department, Persian Gulf University, Bushehr, Iran. E-mail: peighambarih@pgu.ac.ir
2. PhD student, Department of History, Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran. E-mail: Zohrehtaghipour1371@gmail.com

Article Info ABSTRACT
According to historical sources and numismatic studies, epigraphic, and archaeological
Avrticle type: data, the Parthian kings followed the traditions and customary epithets of dynasties before

Research Article

Article history:

Received: 09 Jan 2025
Revised: 12 April 2025
Accepted: 17 June 2025
Published online: 16 Dec 2025

Keywords:

Arsacids,
Roman—Persian Wars,
Philoromaios,
Artabanus II,
Persianism

them, especially the Achaemenids. Hence, one of the important topics in the study of the
Parthian Empire history is that of their “Persianism.” Previous research on the question of
what factors played a role in the Parthians’ turning to “Persianism” have considered two
factors to be effective: the opposition with Hellenism and the conflict with Rome. The present
paper examines "Persianism" in the context of the political developments of this period and,
accordingly, in addition to examining the aforementioned viewes, it also identifies other
factors that have led the kings to the "Persianism™ throughout the long history of this dynasty.
It indicate that the Parthian claim of Achaemenid succession became apparent from the time
of their confrontation with the Roman empire, but this territorial claim also required dynastic
and lineage support, which emerged in the 1st century AD with Artabanus Il and his
successors as a legitimizing factor in intra-dynastic conflicts. Accordingly, the Parthian
“Persianism” was neither formed by emulating the local states of Asia Minor nor was it the
Roman historians’ perception of eastern enemies and the result of comparison of Parthians
and Persians. Rather, it is considered as a conscious policy that began from the time of the
early Parthian kings. Therefore, the Arsacid claim of Achaemenid succession is considered
an effective measure to gain legitimacy when facing secessions and dynastic struggles and
foreign invasions.
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1.

Introduction

One of the main subjects in the political and ideological history of the Arsacid dynasty is
their Persianism—a deliberate inclination toward the traditions and titulature of the
Achaemenids. Historical sources, along with numismatic and epigraphic evidence, indicate
that from the very beginning of their rule the Arsacids sought to present themselves as the
legitimate successors of the Achaemenids. The main question addressed is what factors
prompted Arsacid kings to return to Achaemenid traditions and claiming Achaemenid
ancestry.

Methodology

This study intend to benefit a descriptive—analytical method, relying on Classical Greek
and Roman historical sources (such as Tacitus, Justin, Josephus Flavius, and Plutarch),
Roman propaganda documents (including the Res Gestae Divi Augusti), inscriptions,
numismatic evidence, and Iranian national traditions. The analysis of these sources has been
conducted with due attention to their propagandistic and partisan character, in order to
reconstruct a more accurate picture of the Arsacids Persianism.

Discussion

Drawing on Classical sources, Iranian national history, as well as numismatic, epigraphic,
and archaeological findings, the present article investigates the Arsacids Persianism. While
previous scholarship has often interpreted this policy as a mere reaction to Hellenism and
confrontation with Rome, the present study demonstrates that Persianism was not a
temporary or episodic response to external developments but a deliberate and purposeful
strategy rooted in the very beginnings of Arsacid rule. It evolved in three main stages:

The Initial Stage: The earliest Arsacid rulers perpetuated Achaemenid and satrapal
traditions by employing symbols such as the title Karen, the royal fire, the bashlyk (hooded
headdress), the bow, and even the ritual of drinking sacred water.

The Middle Stage (Mithridates I and I1): With the transformation of Parthia into an empire,
the revival of the title King of Kings and the adoption of Achaemenid royal symbols
consolidated the Arsacid position as a universal power. This policy also served as a
response to local opposition (in Persis and Elymais) and separatist movements in
Mesopotamia and Armenia.

The Final Stage (First Century CE): Confrontation with Rome and internal succession
crises brought Persianism to its peak. Roman interference in Arsacid succession, the revolt
of Seleucia, and the presence of princes educated in Rome compelled rulers such as
Artabanus Il and Vologases | to abandon Hellenistic-style titulature, highlight indigenous
elements, and assert Achaemenid lineage. This policy not only reinforced dynastic
legitimacy but also provided an ideological weapon in the struggle against Rome and its
Hellenizing allies.

It is also necessary to consider that, there is a contradiction between the claim of
Alexander's succession and the Persianism of Artabanus Il; in Iranian national traditions,
Alexander is introduced as a prince of his own, a descendant of Dara (Darius). Accordingly,
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it seems that the Parthians emphasized Alexander's legacy as much as the Romans did, and
apparently, in their time, the negative image of Alexander, which is a prominent feature of
the Zoroastrian tradition, was not yet in place. However, with the development of the
"Persianism™ of the Parthians, this type of attitude towards Alexander was gradually
abandoned; because it was at this time that the devastating wars between Iran and Rome
and the conflicts between the Iranian and Greco-Roman worlds intensified, and with the
claims of emperors such as Trajan and Septimius Severus to repeat the conquests of this
Macedonian world conqueror, the concept of "Alexander the Roman" (Aleksandar 1
Haromayig) was formed in Iranian beliefs.

4. Conclusion

The present research shows that Arsacids Persianism was not a superficial reaction to
Hellenism or Roman policy, but rather a conscious and internally driven process that
originated at the outset of their dynasty and developed throughout its existence. By invoking
the Achaemenid legacy, the Arsacids were able to strengthen their royal legitimacy,
maintain internal cohesion in the face of revolts and separatism, and assert their Eastern
and Iranian identity against Roman and Greco-Roman cultural influence. Ultimately,
Arsacids Persianism should be understood as part of a broader process of “Iranian revival”
in antiquity, one that bridged the Achaemenid past with the Arsacid present.
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