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CrossMark

From the time of the Parthians, the names of tribes gradually appeared in texts,
indicating their movement toward the eastern borders of Iran. In the second
half of the Sassanid Empire, Iranians encountered new Altai tribes on their
eastern borders. These migrations continued for centuries, leading the
Sassanids to fight not only their traditional rivals, the Romans, but also these
nomadic tribes, resulting in significant consequences. Beyond the victories,
defeats, and political implications, these encounters also influenced their
economic, trade, and cultural relations. The objective of this article is to
examine and investigate the trade relations between the Sassanids and the
Altaians and to explore the outcomes of these relations. Therefore, the research
method first involves a brief review of the Altai tribes and their migration to
the borders of the Sassanid Empire. Following this, it addresses the trade
relations between these two regions, analyzing the exchange of goods in
various sectors and highlighting the significance of the Silk Road for the
economies of both territories. Ultimately, it is concluded that the trade
outcomes were beneficial for both states, though the gradual dominance of the
Altaians resulted in greater economic advantages for them.
Keywords: Sassanids, Altaians, Turks, Hephthalites,
Relations, Silk Road
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Sassanid Empire, following the Parthians, sought to expand and secure its eastern borders
against the incursions of nomadic Altai tribes, including the Kushans, Hephthalites, and Turks, whose
origins are complex and debated among historians (Frye, 2007). While some scholars emphasize the
destructive aspects of the Altai invasions, others acknowledge the revitalization and military contributions
brought by these nomads to Iranian society (Yarshater, 1994). Parthian and Sassanid rulers often recruited
Altai warriors due to their martial prowess and economic motivations, as seen in alliances with eastern
tribes during internal power struggles. Historical sources such as Procopius, Marcellinus, and Tabari
provide scattered references to the Altai and their interactions with the Sassanids, underscoring the
complexity of their relationships. Altai tribes, including the Scythians, Huns, and Hephthalites, occupied
the vast Central Asian steppes, influencing the economic and political stability of neighboring states (Rice,
1965). The Huns, noted by Chinese sources as Xiongnu, threatened both Roman and Sassanid frontiers,
with key battles such as those involving the Kidarites during the fifth century (Farrokh, 2007; Greatrex &
Lieu, 2002). Hephthalites, often described as a mix of Turkic and Iranian elements (Frye, 1983), established
a formidable presence along the northeastern borders, challenging Sassanid control until their eventual
defeat by the Turks and Sassanids. The arrival of the Turks, first noted in Chinese records in 552 CE
(Gabain, 1999), marked a new phase in the region’s history, with the Goktiirks forming powerful alliances
and rivalries with both the Sassanids and Byzantines (Dignas & Winter, 2007).

The Central Asian steppes, inhabited by nomadic groups such as the Scythians, Sarmatians, and
later the Huns and Turks, played a critical role in the region's socio-political dynamics. Migration waves,
beginning in the third century BCE with the Parni and Dahae, culminated in the establishment of the
Parthian Empire (Harmatta, 1994). The collapse of ancient empires in the second century CE spurred the
Great Migration, with Germanic tribes moving into Roman territories and Huns into Persian lands
(Beckwith, 2009). Hephthalites extended their control over Bactria and Sogdiana, displacing Iranian
populations and integrating with local cultures (Farrokh, 2007). Sassanid emperors like Shapur Il and
Kavad I navigated complex alliances and conflicts with these tribes, exemplified by Kavad’s marriage to
a Hephthalite princess (Garwaithe, 2005). The Turks’ expansion under the Goktiirks saw them dominate
trade routes, including the Silk Road, and establish diplomatic relations with Byzantium, challenging
Sassanid hegemony in Central Asia (Yarshater, 1994). The division of the Hephthalite Empire between the
Sassanids and Turks further entrenched Turkic influence in the region, with Sogdiana becoming a key
commercial hub under Turkic patronage (Klyashtorny & Livshits, 1971).

The Silk Road facilitated extensive trade and cultural exchange between China, Persia, and
Byzantium, with Sogdian merchants playing a pivotal role in this network (Amanbaeva, 2017). The
Sassanids, recognizing the economic potential of this trade, prioritized securing these routes against
nomadic incursions (Yarshater, 1994). Trade agreements and conflicts between the Sassanids and Turks
often centered on control over the lucrative silk trade, with Byzantium seeking alternative routes to bypass
Persian intermediaries (Menander & Blockley, 1985). The economic rivalry between Khosrow | and the
Goktlrks reflected broader geopolitical tensions, as both powers sought dominance over Central Asian
trade (Farrokh, 2007). Byzantine efforts to establish direct trade links with the Turks, highlighted by
embassies such as that of Maniakh, underscored the strategic importance of the Silk Road (Blockley, 1985).
Sassanid control over key trade centers like Merv and Balkh enabled them to levy taxes and monopolize
trade, though this dominance was frequently challenged by Altai tribes (Chegini & Nikitin, 2012). The
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economic interdependence fostered by the Silk Road, however, ensured continued interaction despite
political hostilities.

Sogdian merchants, integral to Silk Road commerce, established trading colonies from Crimea to
China, facilitating the exchange of goods such as silk, spices, precious metals, and luxury items
(Pulleyblank, 1952). The Sassanid production of high-quality silk textiles, particularly in workshops at Susa
and Gundeshapur, competed with Chinese imports, leading to intricate trade negotiations and alliances
(Ghirshman, 1954). The economic prosperity derived from this trade supported Sassanid architectural and
cultural achievements, while also funding military campaigns against both the Byzantines and nomadic
invaders (Farrokh, 2007). Turkic control of northern Silk Road routes posed significant challenges to
Sassanid economic interests, prompting military and diplomatic responses aimed at preserving trade
stability (Garwaithe, 2005). The integration of Sogdian culture into the Turkic Khaganate further
complicated Sassanid relations, as Sogdian cities became centers of commerce and political intrigue
(Klyashtorny & Livshits, 1971).

The Silk Road not only facilitated economic exchanges but also cultural and religious interactions,
with Buddhist monks traveling from China to India and Zoroastrian influences reaching Central Asia
(Litvinsky, 1996). Sassanid and Byzantine cooperation in constructing defensive fortifications, such as
those at the Darial Pass, highlighted the shared challenges posed by nomadic raids (Canepa, 2009).
Sogdiana’s economic peak during the seventh and eighth centuries saw the proliferation of coinage and
trade networks extending from the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean (Smirnova, 1981). The production
of Sogdian silk, known for its intricate designs, became a hallmark of Central Asian trade, with notable
finds in sites like Astana and Dunhuang (Yokohari, 1991). The collapse of the Sassanid Empire and the rise
of Islamic Caliphates did not diminish the importance of these trade routes, as Sogdian merchants adapted
to new political realities. The legacy of Sassanid-Altai trade relations persisted in the economic and
cultural fabric of Central Asia, shaping the region’s historical trajectory.
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