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Abstrac: Despite significant advances in Achaemenid studies, fundamental
ambiguities about the revolts of ¢A¢ BCE remain persistent. g's reseitrch seeks to
answer the question: What was Xerxes' policy toward Babyloni mples &ter the
revolts of ¢A¢ BCE, and what impacts.did this policy have on the social structure
of Babylon? Also, what was the role of temples in the Babylonian revolts against
Xerxes and what were the causes of these uprisings? This research has been
conducted using historical analysis methods and utilizing the Limited Access Order
theory of Douglass North,.John Wallis, and Barry Weingast. The results of this
study show that Xerxes, contrary to traditional perceptions, adopted an intelligent
and pragmatic policy that focused on restructuring the power structure. Instead of
destroying temples; he transferred rents from rebellious Northern Babylonian
families to loyal local families. This strategy included decentralization of power,
creating constructive competition among new elites, and increasing their
dependence on the court. As a result of these social changes, long-term stability
was established in the region, and no significant revolts against Achaemenid rule
occurred in Babylon thereafter.
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Introduction

The Babylonian revolts against Xerxes [ in ¢A¢ BCE represent a pivotal moment in
Achaemenid history that has long been misunderstood by scholars. Traditional
historiography, heavily influenced by Greek sources, has portrayed Xerxes as a
brutal ruler who destroyed Babylonian temples, removed the statue of Marduk, and
devastated the region following these uprisings. However, recent archaeological
evidence and cuneiform texts contradict this narrative, revealing a more nuanced
and sophisticated response to the rebellions.

This study employs the Limited Access Order theory developed by Douglass
North, John Wallis, and Barry Weingast to analyze Xerxes' p(kicies\toward
Babylonian temples after the ¢A¢ BCE revolts. Rather than destruction and
punishment, the evidence suggests that Xerxes, implemented a strategic
reorganization of power structures that fun\damentally altered the social fabric of
Babylonia while maintaining religious continuity. The research addresses three
critical questions: What 'was Xerxes' actual policy toward Babylonian temples
following the revolts? How did this policy impact Babylonian social structures?
What role did temples play in the revolts, and what were the underlying causes of
these uprisings?

The Limited Access Order framework provides an ideal analytical lens for
understanding these events,-as it explains how elite coalitions control access to
economic and:political resources through rent distribution mechanisms. In such
systems, changes in power distribution typically lead to crisis and resistance from
groups that lose decess to rents. The Babylonian revolts can thus be understood as
a reaction to shifts in economic rent patterns associated with temples and the
Achaemenid government's attempt to redefine power coalitions in Babylonia.

Materials and Methods

The crisis that led to the ¢A¢ BCE revolts began months earlier with administrative
interference in temple finances. Letters from Borsippa, written shortly before the
rebellions, reveal a climate of anxiety and fear among priestly families who
discovered that their temple incomes had been cut off without explanation by royal
officials. These documents, primarily from the archive of the IlSu-abusu family,



detail complaints about the cessation of prebend payments and traditional revenues
for temple personnel.

Particularly significant are letters numbered © and 7, which describe how a royal
official called "quppi muhhi $a" (responsible for the money chest) had withheld all
prebend income from Borsippa residents. This interference represented a direct
challenge to the traditional economic system that had sustained priestly families for
generations. The letters also reveal that prominent Borsippans were traveling to
Susa to petition the royal court, bringing gifts and apparently paying bribes to
advance their temple's interests.

Contrary to some scholarly arguments, economic pressure gh\rising prices
was not the primary cause of the revolts. Statistical analysis of barley pﬁée!during
Darius I's final years shows that prices actually decreased rather than increased,
suggesting that the causes of rebellion lay in political\and administrative factors
rather than economic hardship.

Discussion& Results

The revolts occurred  in norﬁlem Babylonian cities, with two leaders—Bel-
shimanni and Shamash-eriba—claiming to be sons of Nabonidus, the last
Babylonian king, to establish traditional legitimacy. Archaeological and textual
evidence provides compelling proof of temple involvement in these uprisings.

Document BM 171¢) £ records a payment of temple rations during Shamash-eriba's
reign that refers. back to obligations from Xerxes' first year. This temporal
contradiction suggests‘that the document represents settlement of back-pay owed
to priests whose stipends had been cut by Xerxes' officials—essentially, the rebels
were paying overdue clerical wages to gain temple support.

Even more significant is document BM YY«VY  which records the dispatch of
temple personnel to Opis rather than the usual destinations of Elam or Susa. This
location i1s strategically important, as Opis was where Cyrus the Great had
previously fought Babylonian forces and likely where Darius I had entered
Babylonia during earlier revolts. The document suggests that temples provided
military support to the rebels at this crucial strategic location.

Xerxes' policies exemplify successful Limited Access Order engineering. Rather
than destroying rent sources (temples), he redirected rents from rebellious northern



Babylonian families to loyal local families. This strategy involved three key
elements:

). Decentralization of Power: By distributing temple control among multiple
local families rather than concentrating it in the hands of a unified northern
Babylonian elite, Xerxes reduced the risk of coordinated resistance.

Y. Increased Court Dependence: New appointees owed their positions to
royal favor rather than traditional local power structures, ereating stronger
incentives for loyalty to the Achaemenid court.

Y. Controlled Competition: By creating multiple competing ceénters of local
power, Xerxes established a system where local elites peted. for royal
favor rather than uniting against imperial authority. '
Conclusion R
This analysis reveals that Xerxes' response to.the ¢A¢ BCE Babylonian revolts was
neither the brutal suppression depicted in traditional accounts nor simple
administrative reform. Instead; it represents a sophisticated example of Limited
Access Order restructuring that.successfully neutralized future threats while

maintaining economic and religious continuity.

The revelts themselves stemmed not from economic hardship but from royal
interference .in temple finances and the broader crisis of legitimacy facing
traditional Babylonian ‘elites in the Achaemenid system. Temples played a central
role in the uprisings, providing both ideological justification and material support
to the rebels through payment of overdue clerical wages and deployment of
personnel to strategic }nilitary locations.

Xerxes' response demonstrated deep understanding of Babylonian power
dynamics. By preserving temples as religious and economic institutions while
completely restructuring their leadership, he maintained the rent-generating
capacity of these institutions while redirecting benefits to loyal local families. The
replacement of northern Babylonian families with local Urukian families, the
promotion of local religious traditions over Babylonian imperial cults, and the
transformation of temple administration from hierarchical to collegial structures all
contributed to long-term stability.



The success of this strategy is evidenced by the absence of significant subsequent
revolts against Achaemenid rule in Babylonia. The social changes initiated by
Xerxes created a new equilibrium that balanced imperial control with local
autonomy, demonstrating how Limited Access Order systems can adapt and
restructure to address challenges while maintaining overall stability. This case
study provides valuable insights into how pre-modern empires managed diverse
populations and local elites through strategic redistribution of economic and
political resources.
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