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Abstract

It is difficult to debate about the planning, correct implementation, and effectiveness of a
government's strategies, such as defining the concept of the strategy. Having a strong military
force and utilizing a variety of efficient and modern armament has always been one of the ideals
of governments throughout history. The Iranian states have not been exempted from this rule
and have used their financial and human resources to achieve these goals. Although the
Sasanians were more advanced in many aspects of administration and military than the previous
Iranian governments, they could not have been so successful in military affairs without careful
strategic planning. The question is, what military strategy did the Sasanians adopt for the
maintenance and the continuity of their empire? The answer to this question can be summarized
in a variety of grand, long-term and short-term strategies. The very hostile strategy of the
Sasanian government is not very much in line with modern theories, but it was fruitful and
effective in the tumultuous late antiquity. Without their grand strategy, the Sasanian kings
would not have been able to achieve numerous lasting and dramatic victories. Through the
application of this strategy, they maintained and strengthened the position of the royal family
among the traditional aristocracy (feudal clans), clergy, warlords, high nobility, and so on. In
this paper, in order to find answers for our question, we attempt to explain the various types of
strategies and tactics of the Sasanians through a descriptive-comparative-analytical approach
and examine their role in the power, weakness, durability, or decline of their empire. The result
generally shows the efficacy of the various Sasanian strategies and tactics in the early and
middle periods, but the strategic errors of certain kings in the late period and several centuries of
persistence and repetition of some aspects of their grand strategy resulted in undermining of
their government.

Keywords: Sasanian, strategy, tactics, military, the Eastern Roman Empire.

1. M.A Student of Archaeology, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.

2. Corresponding Author Email: m_mousavi@modares.ac.ir.

Associate Professor of Archaeology, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.
3. Assistant Professor of Archaeology, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.

Jrroensodel//:sdny
L6¢6-TGZ¢C -NSSI auljuQ -88¢%-9.9¢ NSSI ulid

288271°205€0€ 0202 s94el/65022 0T @


mailto:m_mousavi@modares.ac.ir
https://jarcs.ut.ac.ir/editor?_action=search&kw=%D8%AE%D9%88%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%B1%DB%8C&fld=0&manu_statuss=0&sb_code=0&rev_limit=0&act_sday=14&act_smonth=10&act_syear=1400&act_eday=14&act_emonth=10&act_eyear=1400&rw_count_op=0&rw_count=0&rv_recom=0&go=
https://jarcs.ut.ac.ir/editor?_action=search&kw=%D8%AE%D9%88%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%B1%DB%8C&fld=0&manu_statuss=0&sb_code=0&rev_limit=0&act_sday=14&act_smonth=10&act_syear=1400&act_eday=14&act_emonth=10&act_eyear=1400&rw_count_op=0&rw_count=0&rv_recom=0&go=
https://jarcs.ut.ac.ir/
https://jarcs.ut.ac.ir/
https://jarcs.ut.ac.ir/

Military Strategy in the Sasanian Empire/ 24

1.Intuoduction

The rise of the Sasanians began in the Fars province when the territory of the Parthians was divided
between the supporters of Ardavan 1V and Balash V1 and those who opposed both (c. 207-223 B.C.).
After Ardashir defeated Ardavan, he established a regular and standing army. The name of this
armed force in Middle Persian was the "Spah" (Shapour Shahbazi, 1986). The extent of the Sasanian
territory was one of the biggest challenges that their army faced. The defense of such a vast empire
required a force capable of countering military challenges by rapidly deploying throughout the
empire on all fronts. The Parthian solution to this problem was the creation of an all-cavalry military
doctrine, which enabled the rapid deployment of their forces in the threatened areas. The Sasanians
inherited this doctrine at the very beginning of their reign, but their methods of warfare gradually
became fundamentally different from those of the Parthians (Farrokh et al. 2018: 11). The military
policies and practices of Sasanians were usually very sophisticated. At first, the king and his advisers
formed objectives, and then they analyzed the best way to achieve them. Usually, it could involve
the use of allies, proxy warfare, threats, and real warfare (Syvanne and Maksymiuk, 2018: 63-64). In
addition to the usual military strategy, the Sasanians also had a grand strategy. The grand strategy of
the Sasanians can be divided into three broad categories: (1) The king described his hostile policy
against the “An€ran territories” as a means of defending "Eran". This was introduced as a kind of
religious war, and in this way the king portrayed himself as a pious man and blessed by the divinity.
(2) Imposing ransom and war reparations on the defeated and capturing captives (especially the
Romans) in order to expand economic and industrial infrastructure and strengthen the royal family's
position against the feudal lords. (3) Foundation of fortified cities, barracks, and defensive walls in
order to limit the incursions of nomadic tribes, and at the same time increasing the hegemony of the
central government and maximizing the exploitation of resources and improving trade income
(Mcdonough, 2013: 688-691).The authors believe that the Sasanian military strategy and tactics
were very effective in the early and middle periods. The military approach of the Parthians was more
defensive, and for reasons such as their military doctrine being based entirely on cavalry, they had
little opportunity to expand their territory and conquer cities and fortresses, especially in the West.
But one of the most important aspects of the Sasanian grand strategy was the acquisition of spoils of
war and the imposition of ransom and war reparations on Romans, and the capture of Roman
prisoners of war. They pursued this strategy from the very beginning of their rule. One of the main
reasons that forced the Romans to divide their empire was its very poor performance in the face of
the constant menace of the Sasanians. Although this approach was very fruitful for them, its
repetition over the centuries did not only render it ineffective but also destructive, because a
country's strategies, actions, intentions, and goals must always be enigmatic for other nations,
especially their enemies. As a result, the Romans who had garnered all their experiences of dealing
with their enemies in the “Strategikon”, eventually used it against the Sasanians, thus thwarting its
threats forever. The insistence of the Sasanian kings on the continuation of this aspect of their grand
strategy came at the cost of sabotaging their achievements in the field of making all kinds of
advanced armament. During their reign, the Sasanians adapted many military equipment and
techniques from other nations. These adaptations were very fundamental in the rise of their military
machine. But the Sassanians also had innovations. Most of these innovations can be seen in the field
of Bladesmithing and heavy cavalry equipment. The influence of the Sasanians on other nations
continued even several centuries after the fall of their government, and we have discovered
numerous archaeological findings in this regard (Haskins, 1952a: 258-261; Ghirshman, 1955: 5, 7,
15-16; Bivar, 1972: 278-286; Trousdale, 1975: 85, 91, 93-96; Overlaet, 1982: 189-206; Nicolle,
1996: 10, 20-21, 26, 28; Masia, 2000: 185-206; Wojcikowski, 2013: 233-234, 236, 242, 244-245,
247; Farrokh et al, 2017: 129, 131-132, 135). But centuries of war with the Romans had familiarized
them with all the tactics and equipment of Sasanian warfare. As a result, the Romans had found a
solution to neutralize the destructive effects of Sasanian methods of warfare. Therefore, it can be
concluded that the Sasanian army did not have a fundamental deficiency, at least in terms of
armament. Therefore, some of the roots of the Spah’s failures in the last wars can be found in the
weakness of strategic planning. The best example in this case is the actions of Khosrow II. During
the last war between the Sassanians and the Byzantine Empire (602-628 AD), Khosrow did not
consider some of the key aspects of grand strategy. Khosrow severely undermined the Romano-
Sasanian balance of power by conquering and annexing Roman heartlands. Even if the Sasanians
could keep these territories at the end of the war, one of the most important source of their income
and legitimacy would have been lost forever. Khosrow also did not calculate the state of security and
stability of the region after the end of the war. As Howard-Johnston has noted (Howard-Johnston,
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2016: 602), can it be assumed that Khosrow I1, in spite of all his strategic errors, tried to change the
Sasanian grand strategy and take the lead in destroying the Eastern Roman Empire? But we must
note that the Sasanians and the Romans, who were in close competition with each other and in
constant war with the nomadic tribes in the north, completely ignored the threats of the Arabian
Peninsula. This fatal strategic error vanquished the Sasanians and severely weakened the Eastern
Romans forever. Heraclius and his Christian and non-Christian Roman and Persian advisers did not
know much about the Arab tribes gathered under the banner of a new prophet. The Romans had no
practical instructions for confronting the Arabs. The situation of the Sasanians was the same;
Because from the time of Khosrow Il, Sasanian relations with the Arabs had become strained
(Kaegi, 2003: 229-230). As a result, even if the Sasanians utterly defeated the Eastern Romans, they
would probably lose their newly acquired lands during the Arab invasion because they had not yet
established a firm control in the lands that had been under Roman rule for centuries. It seems that the
very late Sasanian monarchs did not have a well-planned strategy to deal with the Arabs. Insufficient
knowledge of the Arabian armament and methods of warfare and their underestimation was one of
the determining factors in the failures of the Sasanian army against this new enemy, who longed for
the conquest of the whole known world. Even in Arabic literary sources, the overall superiority of
their strategy, tactics and armament over the Sassanians is not mentioned. However, the authors of
some of these sources emphasize the superiority of the Arab archery methods and equipment,
especially during the Arab conquest of Persia (Al-Baladhuri, 1958: 371; Al-Tabari, 1992: 31, 69, 71,
75; Ibn al-Tigtaga: 2011: 110). In any case, this issue cannot be considered as the only determining
factor in the failures of the Sassanian army in their final war; Because the superiority of one type of
ancient weapon may have changed the fate of a battle, but it could not have a dramatic impact on the
overall course of a war. In addition, some armies have been defeated by their enemy, even though
they had more advanced weapons on the battlefield. Therefore, it can be concluded that the turmoil
in the court, the lack of coordination and balance of power between the elements of the Sasanian
Empire and the lack of appropriate strategies to deal with the Arabs, were the most important factors
in the failures of the Sasanian army from a military point of view. The authors assume that the
Sasanian government could repel the Arab invasion by reviewing their grand strategy, careful short-
term strategic planning and optimal use of the Spah. Although the Spah had suffered tremendously
due to governmental insistence on continuing their grand strategy, it could still be used as an
efficient armed force.
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