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During the Sasanian period, population movements-including wartime captives
and state-organized resettlements-played an important role in shaping the
empire's economic development and revenue system. This study examines the
relationship between these movements and the economic and fiscal structure of
the Sasanian Empire. It seeks to answer the question of how such migrations
contributed to changes in the composition of the labor force, the expansion of
trade networks, and the consolidation of the Sasanian tax system. The study
takes a qualitative approach through the interpretation of historical sources. A
wide range of sources is used, including Sasanian inscriptions, Pahlavi texts,
Roman-Byzantine, Armenian, and Syriac sources, as well as historiographies
from the Islamic period. The evidence suggests that by relocating populations
to agricultural, strategic, and commercial regions, the Sasanian state not only
secured a labor force for production and trade, but also created favorable
conditions for regular taxation, strengthened central authority, and increased
economic productivity. These population transfers also contributed to the
dynamism of trade routes and the growth of new economic centers. The results
indicate that population transfer was one of the Sasanian government's strategic
tools for implementing economic policy, managing human resources, and
ensuring stable state revenues.
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1. Introduction

In the Sasanian period, population relocations—whether through the transfer of war captives
or organized governmental migrations—constituted a central policy aimed at advancing
economic development, state revenue, and administrative efficiency. These relocations played
a decisive role in shaping the economic structure of the empire, particularly in agriculture,
urban development, trade, and taxation.

The present study examines how the Sasanian rulers strategically used population movements
to consolidate resources, mobilize labor, and expand the tax base, highlighting the direct link
between demographic policies and economic growth. By relocating skilled and unskilled
populations to areas under royal control, the Sasanians could both cultivate previously
underutilized lands and establish new urban centers that functioned as hubs for trade,
production, and taxation.

The redistribution of populations facilitated the implementation of agricultural reforms,
construction of irrigation networks, roads, and bridges, and the creation of cities such as
Gundeshapur, Bishapur, and Weh-Antiyukh-Khosrow. These cities not only served as
administrative and military centers but also as sources of fiscal revenue, enabling the central
government to increase tax collection efficiency and strengthen economic oversight.

In particular, fertile regions such as the Shushan plain were critical in generating state
income. The Sasanians implemented large-scale projects including ganats, dams, and roads,
which were carried out using the expertise of relocated populations, including engineers,
craftsmen, and other skilled laborers, often drawn from war captives of Roman and other
origins. The presence of these specialized labor groups accelerated urbanization and
agricultural productivity, directly contributing to higher yields and increased land taxes.
Moreover, the strategic settlement of foreign artisans, merchants, and farmers in new cities
ensured the emergence of diverse economic activities and strengthened the fiscal foundation
of the Sasanian state.

Taxation policies were closely intertwined with these population movements. By
concentrating relocated populations in areas under direct royal control, the government could
enforce tax regulations more effectively and ensure regular revenue flows. Agricultural and
industrial outputs from these settlements not only bolstered the empire’s finances but also
reinforced the central authority’s capacity to maintain economic and political stability.
Evidence suggests that Sasanian rulers, particularly in the early period, viewed population
transfers as both a means to enhance the tax base and a mechanism to support large-scale
economic projects without the prohibitive costs that would have arisen from relying solely on
local labor. In certain cases, the administration even imposed higher tax obligations on
relocated communities to meet fiscal demands, particularly during periods of military
campaigns, demonstrating the direct connection between demographic strategies and state
revenue.

Overall, the relocation of populations during the Sasanian era was a multifaceted economic
policy designed to optimize labor distribution, enhance agricultural and urban productivity,
and increase fiscal income. These measures underscore the central role of population
management in Sasanian economic planning and reveal how the state integrated demographic
strategies with infrastructural, agricultural, and fiscal policies to consolidate imperial power



247

Population Deportation and Sasanian Economic Transformation: Labor, Trade, and Taxation
and ensure long-term economic sustainability. The study illustrates that population relocation

was not merely a political or military tool but a deliberate economic strategy that underpinned

the empire’s prosperity and administrative cohesion.
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