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Editors’ Preface

This book is part of the New Oxford World History, an inno-
vative series that offers readers an informed, lively, and up-to-
date history of the world and its people that represents a signifi 

cant change from the “old” world history. Only a few years ago, world 
history generally amounted to a history of the West—Europe and the 
United States—with small amounts of information from the rest of the 
world. Some versions of the “old” world history drew attention to every 
part of the world except Europe and the United States. Readers of that 
kind of world history could get the impression that somehow the rest of 
the world was made up of exotic people who had strange customs and 
spoke difficult languages. Still another kind of “old” world history pre-
sented the story of areas or peoples of the world by focusing primarily 
on the achievements of great civilizations. One learned of great build-
ings, influential world religions, and mighty rulers but little of ordi-
nary people or more general economic and social patterns. Interactions 
among the world’s peoples were often told from only one perspective.

This series tells world history differently. First, it is comprehensive, 
covering all countries and regions of the world and investigating the 
total human experience—even those of so-called peoples without his-
tories living far from the great civilizations. “New” world historians 
thus share in common an interest in all of human history, even going 
back millions of years before there were written human records. A few 
“new” world histories even extend their focus to the entire universe, 
a “big history” perspective that dramatically shifts the beginning of 
the story back to the big bang. Some see the “new” global framework 
of world history today as viewing the world from the vantage point of 
the Moon, as one scholar put it. We agree. But we also want to take a 
closeup view, analyzing and reconstructing the significant experiences 
of all of humanity.

This is not to say that everything that has happened everywhere and 
in all time periods can be recovered or is worth knowing, but that there 
is much to be gained by considering both the separate and interrelated 
stories of different societies and cultures. Making these connections is 
still another crucial ingredient of the “new” world history. It emphasizes 
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connectedness and interactions of all kinds—cultural, economic, polit-
ical, religious, and social—involving peoples, places, and processes. It 
makes comparisons and finds similarities. Emphasizing both the com-
parisons and interactions is critical to developing a global framework 
that can deepen and broaden historical understanding, whether the 
focus is on a specific country or region or on the whole world.

The rise of the new world history as a discipline comes at an oppor-
tune time. The interest in world history in schools and among the gen-
eral public is vast. We travel to one another’s nations, converse and 
work with people around the world, and are changed by global events. 
War and peace affect populations worldwide as do economic conditions 
and the state of our environment, communications, and health and 
medicine. The New Oxford World History presents local histories in a 
global context and gives an overview of world events seen through the 
eyes of ordinary people. This combination of the local and the global 
further defines the new world history. Understanding the workings of 
global and local conditions in the past gives us tools for examining our 
own world and for envisioning the interconnected future that is in the 
making.

Bonnie G. Smith
Anand Yang



Preface

Iran has been at the nexus of world history for the past three thousand 
years. Situated at the crossroads between East and West, Iran has 
been marked by its encounters with other civilizations and has influ-

enced them with its own. Indeed, traces of Iranian culture can be seen 
throughout the world, from the very notion of Paradise (Avestan pairi 
daeza, “walled garden”) to Persian carpets, which are a nearly univer-
sal marker of status and beauty. Iran—which Westerners called Persia 
until 1935—played a pivotal role in the early self-conceptualization 
of the West, projected as the essentialized “Other” by which ancient 
Greece defined itself.

Somewhat ironically, many of the major scholarly figures in medi-
eval times who transmitted this same classical “Western” culture 
back to Europe were Iranians—although they are often mistakenly 
referred to as Arabs, since they usually wrote in Arabic, which was 
the scholarly language of the time. The pre-Islamic Iranian religion 
of Zoroastrianism provided many of the basic notions now found in 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

Today, Iran is best known for its stubborn refusal to submit to 
Western hegemony; as a result, the country continues to be cast into 
the role of the Other, in opposition to which Westerners define and pro-
mote their own values. What Westerners often fail to appreciate, how-
ever, is that in the Asian sphere—where most of the world’s population 
lives—Iran is often viewed in far more positive terms. Indeed, Iran is 
seen by many Asians as the very fountainhead of civilization, quite 
similar to how Westerners perceive ancient Greece and Rome. Persian 
literature, in particular, has deeply marked Turkey, Central Asia, and 
India; strong influences can be seen as well in areas such as architecture, 
administration, music, food, and religion. The Muslims of Asia, who 
represent three-quarters of all Muslims in the world, received Islam 
through a thickly Persian filter. A lesser-known fact is that the same is 
true for Asian Christianity, and even Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism.

When assessing the role of Iran in world history, therefore, it is 
important to recognize that the reach of Iranian civilization extends far 
beyond the borders of the present-day Islamic Republic—even beyond 
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those of the earlier Iranian empires (Achaemenid, Parthian, Sasanian, 
Safavid), which were much larger. Still today, one should speak of not 
one but three Iranian states: apart from the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
Tajikistan and Afghanistan are both officially Persian-speaking and 
culturally Iranian. Uzbekistan has a large albeit mostly unrecognized 
Persian-speaking population, concentrated in the cities of Samarkand 
and Bukhara. The Kurds, who are spread out over half a dozen coun-
tries and constitute the fourth largest ethnic group in the Middle East, 
are also part of the larger Iranian group, as are the Baluch of Iran and 
Pakistan, the Pushtuns of Afghanistan and Pakistan, and the Ossetes 
and the Tats of the Caucasus.

Further afield, Iranian ideas and practices shaped those of cultures 
from the Balkans to India and China until quite recent times. The pri-
mary aim of the present work is to highlight the extraordinarily broad 
range of contributions Iranians have made to world history through the 
spread of their cultural norms, which were adopted in various forms 
by peoples from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean, and along the 
Silk Roads as far as China, from prehistoric times up to the present.

Iranians today are often pained by the mostly negative ways their 
culture is portrayed in Western media. Many prefer to distance them-
selves from the current government of Iran, which they do not see as 
properly representing who they are or the role they see as rightfully 
theirs in the world. At the same time, Iranians’ pride in their own 
history remains unshaken and unassailable. But what exactly are the 
defining features of the “Iranian cultural identity” that is the source of 
this pride?

The Persian language (farsi) is of course a central component of this 
identity. Another is the “Land of Iran” (Iran-zamin), which extends well 
beyond the country’s present-day borders. Yet another basic element is 
a shared cultural memory, most fully embodied in the tenth-century 
epic poem known as the Book of Kings (Shah-nameh), which is a leg-
endary history of the Iranian people from the dawn of Creation up 
to the Arab conquest of the seventh century—an event that symboli-
cally marks the “End of Civilization” on some level, even though it was 
the historical starting point for the Islamic identity most Iranians now 
share and with which Westerners tend to associate them. This paradox, 
about which more is said later, needs to be carefully considered by any-
one wishing to better understand the Iranian psyche.

Language, land, and a shared memory seem to suffice for most 
discussions on cultural identity, but this simple framework masks a 
far more complicated underlying reality. In fact, cultural identities are 
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almost always highly complex, and treating them as if they were clear 
and straightforward categories leads to all kinds of abuses. One need 
only consider the many “ethnic cleansing” campaigns that character-
ized the twentieth century to see the harm that can result from such 
oversimplifications.

In the case of Iran, certainly, each of these three “defining features” 
presents problems. The Persian language, while it has served as a marker 
of high culture throughout much of Asia for more than a thousand 
years, is actually the native language of only about half the population 
of modern Iran; at the same time, millions of native Persian-speakers 
live in other countries such as Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. 
Throughout the ancient period, three successive Iranian empires used 
Aramaic—a Semitic tongue—as the principal language of government; 
on the other hand, Persian was the administrative language of large 
parts of India for more than eight centuries, and the total corpus of 
Indo-Persian documents may exceed that of Iran proper.

The “Land of Iran” is, historically speaking, a highly fluid imagi-
nary construct, spilling beyond borders—sometimes far beyond—which 
themselves were constantly shifting. The Sasanians (224–651 ce) had a 
clear enough conception of “the Realm of the Aryans” (Eranshahr) that 
they built permanent walls (still visible today) to mark the four corners 
of their empire. Yet even then, many Iranians lived outside the territory 
of Eranshahr, in Anatolia, Transoxiana, and China.

And as for the Book of Kings as a repository of cultural memory, it 
has been every bit as popular in Turkey, Central Asia, and India as it is in 
Iran. Adding to the irony, this tale of pre-Islamic Iranian heroes—which 
treats the coming of Islam as an apocalyptic tragedy—was composed 
by a Muslim poet (Abo’l-Qasem Ferdowsi), for a Muslim audience, and 
ultimately offered to a Turkish royal patron (Mahmud of Ghazna).

So much for “Iranian” culture—what of the “Iranian” people? 
Persian is a descendant of the Iranian branch of tongues which them-
selves are descended from Proto-Indo-European, the putative ances-
tor of English, French, German, Russian, Greek, Irish, Armenian, 
Hindi, and many other languages. (It has no genetic relation to Arabic 
or Turkish.) But merely speaking a language proves little about one’s 
biological ancestry or group affiliation; all of history’s most wide-
spread idioms (Latin, Arabic, Spanish, English, Russian, Chinese) suc-
ceeded because they were adopted by peoples who originally spoke 
something else.

Speakers of proto-Iranian arrived in their present location only 
a little more than three thousand years ago. As newcomers to the 



Pr efacexiv

region they were outnumbered, sometimes vastly, by the existing 
inhabitants who represented a wide range of languages and cultures. 
Some of them—the Elamites and Babylonians, for example, and per-
haps “Jiroftians” as well—were heirs to great and ancient civiliza-
tions of their own. These peoples did not simply cease to exist, and 
while they may in many cases have adopted Iranian speech, their 
own cultural heritages were incorporated as elements of what came 
to be recognized as “Iranian” civilization in historical times. In fact, 
like most great civilizations, the Iranian should be understood as 
a composite culture made up of many diverse components. From 
ancient times to the present, Iranian society has been multiethnic, 
multilingual, and multireligious.

Even more important, this composite civilization we call  
“Iranian” always lived in dynamic interaction with its neighbors—  
Mesopotamian, Greek, Indian, and Chinese—and the influences 
were inevitably mutual. Thus, searching for “essential elements” by 
which it can be defined may be as elusive as looking for elemen-
tary particles in quantum physics. Taking a lesson from science, it 
may be more appropriate to consider Iranian civilization as a his-
torically persistent pattern of appearances, which are nevertheless in 
constant flux.



C h a p t e r   1

A Convergence of Land and 
Language (3500–550 bce)

Darius the Great, who consolidated the Persian (Achaemenid) 
Empire during a thirty-six-year reign from 522 to 486 bce, has 
left us history’s first documented statement of explicitly Iranian 

self-identification. As he states in one of his royal inscriptions: “[I am] 
an Achaemenid, a Persian, son of a Persian, an Aryan, having Aryan 
lineage.”1 Following a framework still observed by many in the Middle 
East today, Darius identifies himself first in terms of family, then by 
tribe, and finally according to a broader category, what we might refer 
to today as “race” or “nation.”

“Iran” derives from the same root as “Aryan”: heryos, a word that, 
in a language spoken on the Eurasian steppes some five thousand years 
ago, meant “a member of our group.” By perhaps fifteen centuries later, 
this self-designation had acquired the meaning “the noble ones” (that 
is to say, “us”). The people who used this word to describe themselves 
extended it to the place where they lived: Airyanam Vaejo, or “Land 
of the Noble Ones.” However, since their history included centuries 
of southwestern migration from their original homeland near the Ural 
Mountains in Siberia, Airyanam Vaejo was not the same place from 
one period to the next. In other words, “Iran” was not always where it 
is now; it was farther north, then farther east.

In linguistics, “Iranian” is a subgroup within the Indo-European 
language family. All languages within the family are descended from a 
common ancestor language. For the sake of convenience, we situate the 
speakers of this language somewhere north of the Black and Caspian 
Seas during the fourth millennium bce. But this period is merely a snap-
shot in time: the people in question had earlier come from somewhere 
else, and later moved on, while their language was constantly changing 
as languages do. From time to time bands split off from the main 
tribe and went their separate ways, and as these separations became 
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permanent, their respective dialects diverged into distinct languages. 
Speakers of the branches that evolved into Celtic, Germanic, Italic, and 
Greek headed west into Europe; others, including Indo-Iranian- and 
Tokharian-speakers, went in the opposite direction. (The ancestors of 
the Slavs seem to have more or less stayed put.)

This common linguistic ancestor is helpful for reconstructing the 
prehistory of Iranians and other Indo-European peoples. A compari-
son of their various myths and material cultures can tell us something 
about the Indo-Europeans’ ancestors themselves—how they lived, how 
they viewed things, what they invented, and the impact they had on 
the world. The “Aryans,” as they called themselves, also influenced 
non-Indo-European cultures all across northern Eurasia, from Eastern 
Europe to Mongolia and beyond. Their myths and rituals even influ-
enced those of prehistoric China and Japan.2

The Aryan culture preserved in our fourth millennium bce snap-
shot was distinctive in a number of respects. Its people survived largely 
by herding domesticated animals, shifting between summer and win-
ter pastures—a form of social economy anthropologists refer to as 
“pastoral-nomadic.” They measured wealth in terms of ownership of 
cattle and sheep, which they often acquired by raiding their neighbors’ 
livestock. They were highly patriarchal and recognized clear social di-
visions between three classes: priests/rulers, warriors, and herders and 
craftsmen. (These social divisions laid the basis for what would later 
become the caste system in India.) The pastoral-nomadic culture of the 
steppe-dwellers has been surprisingly resistant over the past five mil-
lennia, surviving in its essentials well into the twentieth century when 
as much as one-third of the population of the greater Iranian world still 
continued to follow this way of life.

Warrior ethics have always been prominent in nomadic societies. 
To ancient Aryan raiders, cattle, land, and women were not so much 
“stolen” as “liberated” from inferior peoples who didn’t deserve them. 
Their poets celebrated these values in heroic tales, some of which 
made their way into written texts such as the Sanskrit Rig Veda, the 
Zoroastrian Avesta, and the Persian Book of Kings.

The myth of the hero who slays the dragon—often rescuing an 
imprisoned maiden in the process—is found in so many Indo-European 
cultures that it must date back to the early common period. The Avestan 
hymn to Anahita contains one such episode, where the hero Thraetaona 
asks the goddess for the strength to “overcome the Giant Dragon with 
three mouths, three heads, six eyes, a thousand tricks. . . . May I also 
carry off his two beloved women Sanghawaci and Arnawaci, who have 
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the most beautiful, the most wonderful bodies to be won in the world 
of the living!”3

By around 3500 bce our steppe nomads had domesticated the horse, 
enabling them to become the most mobile people on the planet. Some 
fifteen centuries later they developed the war chariot, which gave them 
a decisive advantage over their enemies in battle. It is perhaps no his-
torical accident that the descendants of these warlike people went on to 
conquer most of the world, as attested by the fact that Indo-European 
is the most widespread of all the language families.

Climate surely spurred Indo-European speakers to fan out through 
centuries of successive migrations. The Eurasian steppe is a place of 
extremes:  long, cold winters and hot, dry summers. According to 
Iranian mythology, the original Airyanam Vaejo had ten months of 
winter (created by the Evil Spirit) and two months of summer. Hell, 
rather than possessing eternal fires, is described as a place of intense 
cold: “Regarding the cold, dry, stony, and dark interior of mysterious 
hell . . . the darkness is fit to grasp with the hand, and the stench is fit 
to cut with a knife.”4

This origin myth fits neatly with archaeological evidence from sites 
around the southern Ural Mountains, on the western fringes of Siberia. 
Typical of these sites is Sintashta, which was a fortified town during 
the centuries before and after 2000 bce where burial techniques corre-
spond very closely to those described in the Sanskrit Vedas held sacred 
by today’s Hindus in India. These burials contain the results of ritual 
horse sacrifices (Sanskrit asvamedha), as well as the earliest remains yet 
discovered of spoke-wheeled chariots.5

The oldest text in the Sanskrit language, the Rig Veda, was first 
written down in India around the seventh century bce, but it pre-
serves an oral tradition going back, apparently . . . to the southern Ural 
Mountains, during the centuries before and after 2000 bce. The people 
associated with the Sintashta site probably spoke a proto-Indo-Iranian 
language that was the common ancestor to both the Iranian and Indic 
linguistic branches, including Avestan and Sanskrit. Having access to 
copper mines in the Urals, the Sintashta people smelted bronze, which 
they traded with people in places as far away as Central Asia and even 
Mesopotamia.

Over the following millennium their descendants migrated south-
ward, leaving burial mounds, pottery, and other traces throughout 
northern Central Asia. Known to archaeologists as the Andronovo 
peoples, some of these migrants may have introduced the wheeled char-
iots and advanced metallurgy that appear for the first time in China 
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around 1200 bce. Others continued their migrations to the southeast, 
over the Hindu Kush Mountains and into South Asia. The main body 
of proto-Iranians, meanwhile, moved more slowly but directly south, 
to the east of the Caspian Sea, eventually making their way into the 
arid, mountainous plateau region that now bears their name.

What would come to be the Iranian heartland in historic times was 
already inhabited by a wide range of peoples, including settled agri-
cultural societies that predated the arrival of Iranian-speakers on the 
plateau by almost seven thousand years. The foundations of permanent 
dwellings, milling implements, and storage vessels for grain found in 
the central Zagros Mountains of western Iran all point to the transi-
tion from hunting and gathering to agricultural societies around the 
early eighth millennium bce. Goats were probably first domesticated 
here, and sheep, cattle, and pigs were also present. Wheat and barley 
were indigenous to the region. Contemporary Neolithic sites have been 
identified in northeastern Iran as well, demonstrating that all parts of 
the plateau had known human habitation prior to the arrival of the 
Iranians.

Since the pre-existing inhabitants of what would become Iran were 
absorbed into Iranian culture over time, these older societies must be 
reconstructed by means of the archaeological record they left behind. 
Whenever Iranian-speaking groups settled in new areas, they would 
have mixed with the native population and the resulting cultural influ-
ences would have been mutual, although the Iranian language eventu-
ally prevailed.

The first major civilization that the southward-moving proto-  
Iranians encountered was a Bronze Age culture stretching eastward 
from the Caspian Sea, between the mountainous region of modern 
Afghanistan and the parched steppes of present-day Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan. This civilization, which flourished from the late third to 
early second millennium bce, left behind a material culture of walled 
towns, ceramics, tools, and jewelry that was uncovered by Soviet exca-
vations during the twentieth century. The Soviets labeled the ensemble 
of related sites after the ancient Greek names for the corresponding two 
provinces of the Persian Empire—Bactria (the northern part of what is 
now Afghanistan) and Margiana (roughly modern Turkmenistan)—
calling it the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex, or BMAC.

Unlike the Iranians, the BMAC peoples were settled agricultur-
alists, cultivating wheat and barley. This sustenance they supple-
mented with animal husbandry; a recent BMAC excavation in North 
Khorasan province unearthed the remains of a smelly dish called 
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kaleh-pacheh—the “head and feet [of sheep]”—which is still enjoyed 
in Iran today as a breakfast delicacy and a humorous means of hor-
rifying foreign guests.

Farming in this arid region depended on a sophisticated system 
of irrigation canals, called qanats in modern Persian, which brought 
runoff snowmelt from nearby mountains via underground channels. 
The BMAC people traded widely: with the Elamites to the southwest, 
the Indus Valley peoples to the southeast, and the Sintashta/Andronovo 
culture (that is, the Indo-Iranians) to the north. The trans-Asian trade 
network we call the Silk Road had probably already begun to emerge 
by this time, and the BMAC peoples were situated directly in the heart 
of it. While the Silk Road is commonly said to have been “opened” 
during the first century bce, in fact these paths, beaten down by cen-
turies of human traffic across Eurasia, are to a large extent dictated by 
geography and probably date far back into prehistoric times.

Since the BMAC peoples left no written records, their language is 
unknown, although it contributed a number of loanwords to Indo-Iranian. 
These include—tellingly, since loanwords typically indicate cultural 
borrowings—the words for “camel,” “donkey,” and “wheat.” The migrat-
ing Indo-Iranians mixed with the BMAC throughout the second millen-
nium bce and gradually formed a hybrid society. This process of cultural 
synthesis can be considered the first major step in the “civilizing” of the 
warlike Iranian-speaking tribes.

The pattern is repeated endlessly throughout the history of Eurasia, 
with steppe nomads and oasis settlers all the way from Europe to China 
maintaining an uneasy relationship that alternated between raiding 
and trading. When the nomads did choose to settle, they would quickly 
assimilate into the urban culture, although they often succeeded in 
imposing their language, as Iranian-speakers did in ancient times. The 
nomad-settler dynamic remained an essential feature of Iranian society 
up to the early twentieth century.

As Iranian tribes continued their movements south and west onto the 
plateau they came into contact with a number of other settled societies, 
some of which had long been established in southeastern Iran, south-
ern Mesopotamia, and eastern Anatolia. In southeastern Iran, exca-
vations south of the town of Jiroft have uncovered relics of a culture 
dating back at least to the third millennium bce and possibly earlier. 
Discussions about how to interpret these finds have been controversial, 
and scholars dispute whether all the artifacts associated with Jiroft 
really came from there. Because these discoveries are so recent (begin-
ning in 2001) and have been the province almost entirely of Iranian 
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archaeologists, it is too early to assess the impact of the claims made 
about them, but the possibilities are very intriguing.

The Jiroft excavations have uncovered some impressive building 
structures. These include a massive ziggurat (a terraced step pyramid), 
more than twelve hundred feet square, as well as a two-story citadel and 
a fourteen-room house. The ziggurat has been claimed to date to around 
2300 bce, which would make it older than any of those existing in 
Mesopotamia. A number of inscriptions have also been found. They 
are in an unknown script, but Iranian archaeologists have asserted that 
they are older than the earliest writings in Sumerian, the language of the 
Sumer people who inhabited southern Mesopotamia during the third 
millennium bce. If true, this could mean that writing—long assumed 
to have been an invention of the Sumerians—was first devised by the 
Jiroft culture and then spread to Mesopotamia from there.

To the east of Jiroft, on the border of Afghanistan, lie the remains of 
Shahr-e sukhteh, “the Burnt City,” a large Bronze Age town that flour-
ished between 3200 and 2100 bce. Its culture appears to be related to 
that of the Jiroft site, leading some (mainly Iranian) archaeologists to 
suggest that we are on the verge of piecing together the existence of a 
major, hitherto unknown ancient civilization situated between those of 
Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley.

The Burnt City site has revealed a number of “firsts,” including the 
oldest known artificial eye, the oldest backgammon set and dice, and 
damaged skulls showing that the inhabitants practiced brain surgery and 
dentistry (how successfully is unclear). A goblet was found which, when 
spun, shows a deer leaping in motion—perhaps the world’s earliest exam-
ple of animation.

An animated vase, made in eastern Iran in the late third millennium bce, is 
possibly the world’s earliest example of animation: when it is spun, the gazelle 
appears to leap; this illustration demonstrates that effect. Found at Shahr-e 
sukhteh, the vase may be connected with the little-understood Jiroft culture 
that existed between Mesopotamia to the west and the Indus Valley to the east. 
Reproduction by Michał Sałaban, courtesy Wikimedia Commons
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At its opposite western edge, marked by the Zagros mountain chain, 
the Iranian plateau spills out onto the fertile plains watered by the Tigris 
and Euphrates rivers—Mesopotamia, “the land between the rivers.” 
Although this region is associated today with the modern nation of Iraq, 
from twenty-five hundred years ago until early modern times it was politi-
cally part of Iran. Indeed, because its population and economy were con-
siderably greater than that of the Iranian plateau, throughout much of 
history Mesopotamia was the political and economic center of the Iranian 
world, although a majority of its inhabitants were neither ethnically nor 
linguistically Iranian.

The ancient language of neighboring Elam, for instance, has no 
confirmed links to any other. Originally based in the highlands of the 
southern Zagros Mountains, around 4000 bce the Elamites founded a 
capital and economic center called Shushan on the alluvial plains to the 
south of the mountain chain. A number of ethnic and linguistic groups 
inhabited this area, but from the early fifth to the early first millen-
nium bce Elamite culture dominated and spread in all directions. To 
the northeast, a ziggurat at Tepe Sialk in central Iran (near the city of 
Kashan), dated to around 2900 bce, is thought to have been built by 
the Elamites.

The alluvial plains are dry and very hot for much of the year, so 
Elamite agriculture depended on irrigation channeled off from the 
mighty Karun River. Due to the region’s climatic extremes, seasonal 
migration between the mountains and lowlands was the norm for many 
of it inhabitants, including a succession of royal dynasties who had both 
summer and winter capitals. The Zagros uplands have a mixed econ-
omy of sheep and goat herding and agriculture going back almost ten 
thousand years.

In addition to Shushan, by the late third millennium the Elamites 
had established a highland capital at Anshan, west of the mod-
ern city of Shiraz. An Elamite ruler was thus often referred to as 
“the King of Shushan and Anshan.” Subjected to invasions from 
Mesopotamia throughout the second and early first millennium bce, 
Anshan fell into decay. Eventually, during the mid- to late seventh 
century bce, the region fell under the control of an Iranian tribe 
known in Assyrian records as the Parsumash who had moved south 
from the central Zagros Mountains under pressure from a related 
Iranian tribe, the Medes. They eventually gave their name to this 
region—Parsa—which the Greeks called “Persis” (Persia) and is now 
the Iranian province of Fars.



Ir a n  in  Wor l d His t ory8

Mesopotamian states depended on the mountainous lands to the 
east to supply them with such essential materials as wood, metals, and 
stone; sometimes these were traded and sometimes taken by force. 
Cuneiform records from the third millennium bce onward document 
repeated Mesopotamian attempts to bring the Elamite lands under 
control. Given its position on the southern plain, Shushan was more 
subject to political and cultural influence from Babylonia in the cen-
tral Mesopotamian lowlands than was the less-accessible mountain 
region of Anshan. This influence can be seen notably in the realm of 
religion: at Shushan, Babylonian as well as Elamite deities were wor-
shipped. Written records from Shushan—mostly lists of kings and 
conquests—are predominantly in Sumerian and, later, Akkadian (a 
north Semitic language). In Anshan, on the other hand, Elamite was 
the more prevalent language. The material culture of Shushan, such as 
pottery, shows Mesopotamian influences in its techniques and decora-
tive designs.

The polytheistic Elamite religion differed from one location to 
another. A  ziggurat constructed just east of Shushan around 1250 
bce contained temples to both highland and lowland deities and may 
have represented an attempt to unify the two regions. The Elamites 
gave special prominence to goddesses, a fact taken by some scholars 
as indicating that their society was originally matriarchal. The god-
dess Kiririsha, identified in the northern part of Elam as Pinikir, was 
the primary female deity, second only to her husband, Humban. Many 
of her features, such as ensuring fertility and health, appear to have 
been later assimilated into those of the Iranian water goddess, Anahita, 
whose cult came to flourish in the same region from the Achaemenid 
period onward.

Mesopotamia’s influence over Sushan waned as the Gutians, a 
nomadic mountain people (or peoples) from the central Zagros range, 
raided and eventually conquered much of Mesopotamia during the late 
third millennium bce. In fact, it seems that the Mesopotamian records 
use “Gutian” as a catch-all term for raiders from the eastern moun-
tains, so it probably did not refer to a single people. None of the sources 
has anything good to say about the Gutians; they are seen as hostile 
savages who kidnap women and children and don’t respect proper reli-
gious rites. One Sumerian text describes them as having “human face, 
dog’s cunning, and monkey’s build.”6

During the second half of the second millennium bce, the Kassites 
of the southern Zagros Mountains introduced the domesticated horse 
into Mesopotamian culture. Not surprisingly, given the significant 
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military advantage this represented, the Kassites worshipped horses as 
divine creatures. The introduction of cavalry permanently altered the 
nature of warfare throughout the region, and a ready supply of horses 
became indispensable to any large-scale military conquest.

Further north in the Zagros region, in the lands to the west of Lake 
Urmia, Hurrians and Armenians were both well represented within 
the multiethnic state of Urartu, known in the Hebrew Bible as the 
Kingdom of Ararat. Urartian civilization left many traces, especially its 
monumental architecture, dam building, and the practice of carving in-
scriptions onto rock cliffs, all of which the Iranian Medes and Persians 
adopted several centuries later. Like the Kassites, the Medes were horse 
breeders, which made them both an economic necessity to the Assyrians 
(who were the major imperial power in the region during the ninth to 
seventh centuries bce) and a constant threat to them as well.

At some point during the proto-Iranians’ southward migrations, 
perhaps toward the end of the second millennium bce, a hereditary 
priest from one of their clans began to compose ritual hymns of a very 
distinctive nature. The priest’s name was Zarathushtra, better known 

The ziggurat at Chogha Zanbil, near the modern city of Shush in Khuzestan 
province, southwestern Iran, was constructed around 1250 bce by the Elamite 
king Untash-Napirisha. The complex contained temples to twelve separate 
deities and has been seen as an attempt to meld the religions of the highland and 
lowland cultures of Elam. It is theorized that ziggurats were built in imitation 
of mountains, especially where previously mountain-dwelling peoples had 
migrated to lowland areas. Arian Zwegers/Wikimedia Commons/CC-BY-2.0
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in the West as Zoroaster.7 His hymns, called the Gathas (songs), dra-
matically reconfigured the relationships and rituals associated with the 
old Indo-Iranian pantheon, elevating one deity, Mazda (the Lord of 
Wisdom), to the status of Supreme Being, while relegating the others 
to the level of either Mazda’s servants (ahuras) or his demonic enemies 
(daevas).

The Gathas present the world as a battleground between the forces 
of good (asha, “cosmic order”) and evil (druj, “the Lie”). All good 
things come from Ahura Mazda, whereas evil is due entirely to the 
workings of a dark spirit, Angra Mainyu; it is up to each person to 
choose a side. Zoroaster complains bitterly in the Gathas about the 
warrior ethics that ruled his pastoral society, assigning cattle thieves 
and their patron deities to the legions of the wicked: “Those who by 
their evil guiding wisdom and by the utterances of their tongues will 
only increase Wrath and Obstruction, they who tend no cattle among 
those who do and not one of whom has overcome bad deeds by good 
deeds, they will define the old gods as the vision-soul of the one pos-
sessed by the Lie.”8

The exact time and place Zoroaster lived remain open to specula-
tion, but on linguistic and sociological grounds it would seem appropri-
ate to place him somewhere in southern Central Asia shortly after the 
Indo-Iranian split during the second millennium bce. The language of 
the Gathas, called Old Avestan, is an east Iranian dialect very close to 
the Sanskrit of the Vedas. Both texts were transmitted orally for many 
centuries, until each was finally written down—the former in Iran and 
the latter in India—by priests who no longer fully understood either 
language.

The Avesta, which became the sacred text of Zoroastrianism, 
includes the Gathas, plus a ritual manual called the Seven-Part 
Sacrifice, as well as other texts in a related dialect called Younger 
Avestan. The latter are mostly sacrificial liturgies devoted to deities 
other than Mazda, including the warrior god Mithra and the water 
goddess Anahita. As in Vedic and numerous other ancient religions, 
the veneration of fire was central to the Mazda cult, to the extent 
that Zoroastrians were often inaccurately described as “fire wor-
shippers.” It is likely that for at least thirteen centuries or more, 
Zoroaster’s radical religious vision was preserved by a particular 
priestly school—perhaps among the tribes known as the Medes—and 
not necessarily by Iranians as a whole. During this time, many if not 
most Iranian groups continued to follow their own local variations of 
sacrificial polytheistic religion.
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By the late second millennium bce, Iranian-speaking tribes had 
begun to move into the region that would come to be known as Iran, 
beginning east of the Caspian Sea and spreading westward along the 
southern flank of the Alborz Mountains. The various Iranian tribes 
had many things in common, and they spoke closely related dia-
lects, but there were significant differences among them. The Medes 
and the Persians, who settled in the central and western parts of the 
plateau during the early first millennium bce, gradually integrated 
themselves into the existing social economy of ancient West Asia, 
eventually becoming significant new players in the imperial dynamics 
of the region.

The Sakas, on the other hand, maintained most of their warrior-  
nomadic ways, continuing to occupy the steppe regions to the east, 
north, and west of the Caspian Sea. They frequently raided the settled 
populations of the Iranian plateau and sometimes overran them entirely. 
Farther west, their incursions into the territories north of the Black Sea 
brought them into contact with Greek colonies—the Greeks referred to 
them as Scythians or “mounted archers.” (“Scythian” comes from the 
Indo-European root skud, which has an English cognate, “to shoot.”) 
With their high-speed battle techniques, the Sakas were the masters of 
the steppe for many centuries, leaving their mark through incursions as 
far afield as Eastern Europe, China, and India.

Saka culture is known for its art production, including brilliant 
22-karat gold jewelry, which usually featured animal figures and came 
to characterize what contemporary art historians refer to as “steppe 
art.” From the seventh century bce to the second century ce sub-
stantial numbers of Saka nomads adopted settled life and began to 
trade, especially with the Greeks of the Pontic Steppe region north of 
the Black Sea. The art from this period of both the Greeks and the 
Sakas shows mutual influences stemming from the encounter between 
their respective cultures, refined urban in the case of the Greeks 
and rustic nomadic in the case of the Sakas. Saka art often featured 
horses—perhaps the most central element of their culture—and also 
fantastic depictions of the Goddess, sometimes shown with snakes 
for limbs, who was apparently the main focus of their religion. The 
Sakas also appear to have invented the hand-knotted carpet; the old-
est surviving example of this technique was found at Pazyryk in the 
Altai Mountains on the border between Kazakhstan and Mongolia, 
and dates to the fifth century bce. For nomads living in tents, carpets 
were the most essential item of furniture, and the same is true in many 
traditional Iranian homes today.
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Saka tribes based in southeastern Iran began to invade the north-
western part of the Indian subcontinent beginning in the mid-second 
century bce. During the next few centuries they remained an active 
though numerically small component of north Indian society, on 
several occasions managing to establish culturally mixed kingdoms. 
Northwest India at that time was highly cosmopolitan, a meeting 
ground of Indian, Iranian, Greek, and Tokharian cultures and an 
important center of early Buddhism. The cultural mix character-
izing the Gandhara civilization, which flourished under the Kushan 
dynasty (first to third centuries ce), can be seen in the representation 
of the Buddha and Buddhist tales through art using Hellenistic forms. 
Kushan coins illustrate this cosmopolitanism as well, incorporating 
languages and religious symbols from the full range of peoples inhabit-
ing the empire.

The eastern Sakas, who eventually settled in the city of Khotan 
(now in Xinjiang province of western China), adopted Buddhism 
and became notable for their literary production, which was primar-
ily Buddhist texts—these date mainly from the fourth to tenth cen-
turies ce. The Saka legacy in Khotan shows the central importance of 
Iranians in the eastward spread of Buddhism.

The earliest written reference to an Iranian tribe, the Medes, ap-
pears in official records of the Assyrian Empire dating to 881 bce. The 
Assyrians counted the Mede lands, or Madaya—a province situated 
south of the Alborz Mountains and east of the Zagros—as one of their 
vassal states for the next two centuries. (Territories just to the south, 
controlled by a closely related Iranian tribe, the Parsa [Persians], held 
a similar status beginning in 744 bce.) The major economic activity 
of the Medes was horse breeding, and they were the main providers of 
horses for the Assyrian army.

The Assyrians had a policy of deporting the populations of con-
quered territories, and during their overlordship they transplanted 
many Medes and Persians into Syria. Likewise, following their con-
quest of the Kingdom of Israel in 722 bce, the Assyrians deported 
many Israelites to Iranian lands to the east:  this migration was the 
beginning of the historical Jewish diaspora. While the Assyrians’ pol-
icy had no other object than their own political control, it had the 
unintended benefit of bringing diverse cultures into contact and foster-
ing mutual influences.

The encounter between Iranians and Israelites would prove to 
be one of the most significant in the history of religions. Avestan 
notions that came to be central to later religions such as Christianity 
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and Islam—including the existence of heaven and hell, angels 
and demons, the Devil, the Resurrection of the dead and the Last 
Judgment, and the restoration of the divine kingdom by a Savior fig-
ure following an apocalyptic battle between the forces of good and 
evil—are all absent from the Israelites’ sacrifice-based Yahweh cult 
prior to their contact with Iranians. The Israelites would therefore 
seem to have absorbed these ideas from Zoroastrianism, which was 
probably brought from Central Asia to western Iran by a priestly 
class of the Medes known as the Magi. The biblical book of II Kings 
specifically notes that following the Assyrian conquest, Israelites 
were deported to “Halah and Habor by the River Gozan and in the 
cities of the Medes,”9 which means that they were settled among 
Iranians in precisely the area where the Zoroastrian rite is likely to 
have been most prevalent.

In a rock relief at the burial site of a Median ruler—possibly Cyaxares I (who 
may be the figure to the left)—the ruler faces a Mazdaean priest before a fire 
altar, in what is possibly the earliest known depiction of Zoroastrian ritual. 
A rare example of Median architecture, this mausoleum shows an emerging style 
combining Greek-style pillars, Assyrian iconography, and the Urartian model 
of building funerary monuments in honor of important individuals. Photo 
by author
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According to the Greek historian Herodotus, during the eighth and 
seventh centuries bce, six Mede tribes formed an alliance and began 
to rebel against their Assyrian overlords. In about 672 bce they man-
aged to expel the Assyrians altogether and assert their independence, 
forming, in Herodotus’s words, a “Median empire” (medikos logos).10 
In 612, the Medes went on to conquer the Assyrian capital at Nineveh 
in northern Mesopotamia, which allowed them to extend their power 
into Anatolia. Contemporary scholars, citing the lack of archaeological 
evidence such as imperial infrastructures, have questioned whether in 
fact the Medes ever established a unified state, so calling it an “empire” 
may be a bit of an exaggeration. In fact, little is known about Median 
politics after the Medes expelled the Assyrians, up to 550 bce when 
they were conquered by their southern relatives, the Persians.



C h a p t e r   2

Iran and the Greeks 
(550–247 bce)

One of the key moments in Jewish history as described in the 
Hebrew Bible is the conquest of Babylon by the Persian king 
Cyrus in 539 bce. The Book of Isaiah refers to Cyrus as 

“God’s anointed” (literally, a Messiah), and portrays the Persians as 
instruments of the Hebrew god, Yahweh, sent to liberate the Israelites 
from their Babylonian captivity: “I will raise up Cyrus in my righteous-
ness: I will make all his ways straight. He will rebuild my city and set 
my exiles free, but not for a price or reward, says Yahweh Almighty.”1

Cyrus the Great, as he is known in the West, was actually Kurash II, 
the King of Anshan in Elam. It was under his leadership that the Parsa 
tribe—who by that point were becoming an ethnic mix of Iranians 
and Elamites—successfully rebelled against their Median overlords in 
550 bce, reversing their prior relationship and turning the Medes into 
Persian vassals.

In fact, Babylon was home to many captive peoples, and Cyrus lib-
erated all of them. He accorded citizenship to everyone, along with the 
freedom to live wherever they wished within the boundaries of his now 
vast empire. Ironically, few Israelites actually took advantage of this 
opportunity to return to Palestine, which had been laid waste by the 
Babylonian invasions several decades earlier. On the contrary, many 
stayed on as free citizens in Persian-ruled Babylonia. This region would 
become the center of Jewish civilization for the next thousand years or 
more, eventually producing the Talmudic religion that came to repre-
sent its essence.

Other groups of Israelites preferred to move even farther east, set-
tling throughout the lands of the plateau where they became integrated 
into Iranian society. (The biblical books of Esther and Daniel are both 
set in Iran.) The Jewish tradition developed to a large extent within an 
Iranian cultural environment and was shaped by it in many ways.

 

 


