
 SLINGSHOT 337 July/August 2021 3

Introduction

Most history was always written from the perspective 
of great empires such as Rome, Persia, and China. 

For them, and their historians, the nomads of the Eur-
asian steppes were little more than savage troublemakers. 
Nomads of different tribes and lineages were also hard to 
distinguish from one another. Few imperial commentators 
went farther than merely to list the nomad tribes they 
received reports of, and when possible, to note which tribe 
or nomad dynasty had subjugated the others. Whether 
these early lists of nomad names were based on linguistic, 
ethnic, or political relationships was seldom clear. Neither 
was the ethnic identity of the nomads often known, who 
in any case were all regarded as barbarians. While the 
empire’s soldiers, spies, and statesmen had to deal with 
the nomads, the nomad threat was hardly ever seen as a 
subject worthy of the attention of the serious historian, 
except when his task was to glorify the general or emper-
or who for once managed to inflict a severe defeat on the 
nomads. Nomad savages were seen as raiders and looters, 
not strategists or makers of policy.

Yet, the nomad leaders were astute enough to know not 
only military tactics but also strategy and how best to im-
pose their political will on the hapless sedentary empires 
that faced them. The ruler of a nomad empire knew which 
strategies worked. He also knew that he needed his agrar-
ian neighbours as a source of revenue and luxury goods, if 
nothing else.1

Nomad Empires and Royal Clans
All the great nomad empires of Inner Eurasia2 depended 
on the use of the horse. Equestrian nomadism3 originated 
in the western steppes of the continent, possibly among 
the Cimmerians (Assyrian gimirrai, Greek kimmerioi) who 
dominated the steppe expanses north of the Black Sea 
from the Danube in the west to 
probably the Volga in the east in 
the period around c. 1000-700 
BC.4 That equestrian nomadism 
emerged there was no coinci-
dence; the earliest archaeological 
evidence of the domestication 
of the horse, dated to the fourth 
millennium BC, comes from this 
very region, where eneolithic 
stockbreeders then lived. The 
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horse was their major form of livestock, although they 
were not yet nomads. Fishing, hunting, food gathering, 
and probably also agriculture played a part in their lives, 
as is evidenced by the archaeological finds at Dereivka on 
the middle Dnieper.5 

Around the turn of the second millennium, the farmers 
were exchanging their settled life for a semi-nomadic 
one, although their horses were still perhaps more likely 
to have been used as pack animals or for the pulling of 
light sledges or carts instead of for riding. This way of life 
henceforth became increasingly common on the steppes 
of Eurasia. Archaeologists recognise it within two closely 
related Inner Eurasian bronze age cultures in the period 
around c. 2500-1000 BC: the Srubnaya (Timber-grave) 
cultural community, north of the Black and Caspian Seas, 
and the Andronovo, on the steppes east of the Urals. 
The period is characterised by the widespread diffusion 
across Inner Eurasia of a number of innovations, including 
wheeled transport, horse-riding, and metallurgy. With the 
emergence of horse-riding, the range of the early pastoral-
ists increased radically. By c. 900 BC if not before, eques-
trian nomadism was spreading rapidly. In addition, it was 
spreading in a form that would see only limited change in 
the following two millennia. This was especially true from 
a military point of view. Even the eventual introduction 
of the stirrup brought few further innovations. Cavalry 
warfare changed little, or not at all, in the period and geo-
graphical area under discussion.6

The Cimmerians were not only the first people known 
for equestrian nomadism; they were also the first no-
mads known to history who raided their agrarian, settled 
neighbours. By c. 774 BC, they were already at war with 
the kingdom of Urartu, south of the Caucasus. In about 
714 BC, the Cimmerians defeated the royal army of Urartu, 
in what looks suspiciously like a joint operation with the 
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Scythians depicted on electrum cup, dated to the 4th century BC. 
Found at Kul’-Oba in modern-day Ukraine, now in the State Her-
mitage Museum, St. Petersburg.

Scythians at war, depicted on gold comb, dated to the 4th century 
BC. Found at Solokha in modern-day Ukraine, now in the State 
Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg.

Assyrian King Sargon II (Sharru-kenu; r. 721-705 BC). Nine 
years later, Sargon too lost his life fighting Cimmerians.7

The Cimmerians may also have introduced the other key 
component of all subsequent nomad empires: the concept 
of the horse archer. In military terms, the mounted archer 
represented the maximum concentration of mobility and 
firepower, and would continue to do so until the emer-
gence of industrial societies.8 Yet, this innovation was 
more closely associated with the Scythians, who in the 
period c. 700-300 BC superceded the Cimmerians as the 
dominant power of the nomad steppes. The very name 
Scyth (originally *skutha) means archer in the Iranian lan-
guages used by both Cimmerians and Scythians (and has 
survived only slightly altered, with the original meaning, 
in most Indo-European languages9). For the two peo-
ples were, no doubt, one and the same. Though linguistic 
evidence is often scant, the first equestrian nomads were, 
as far as is known, all Iranian-speakers, and in many ways 
they shared the same culture. At least the names of the 
few known Cimmerian rulers were of Iranian origin, which 
suggests that their ruling strata, if no more, were linguisti-
cally Iranian.10

Unlike the sedentary empires which relied on administra-
tive institutions of various sorts to maintain a stable po-
litical structure, the typical Inner Eurasian nomad empire 
had few if any administrative institutions and thus did not 
enjoy a very stable political configuration. 

The nomads were typically organised in families, a number 
of which formed a clan. A number of clans formed a tribe. 

A powerful nomad leader could form one or more of these 
into a nomad state, or more correctly, an imperial confed-
eration. The Inner Eurasian nomad empire of this type was 
autocratic and centralised in foreign and military affairs 
but federally structured and at least to some extent consul-
tative internally. 

A nomad empire typically consisted of two levels of leader-
ship: an upper tier of the imperial leader and his clan and 
a lower tier of the traditional, indigenous tribal leaders. At 
the local level, the tribal structure remained intact and the 
power of the tribal leaders derived from local, not cen-
tral support.11 This made the nomad empire essentially a 
mechanism for the waging of war. It was structured, indeed 
optimised, for handling foreign policy and military com-
mand in times of war. 

In so far as the nomad empire had a leadership idea, it 
was remarkably close to military thought in some modern 
Western military systems. High-level policy and strategy 
were formulated by the high command, that is, the nomad 
emperor and his immediate advisors, but tactical decisions 
were taken by local commanders, the traditional tribal 
leaders, upon their own initiative.12

In times of peace, the nomad emperor had fewer opportu-
nities to exercise his unifying power, while the lower-tier 
chiefs ran their business as usual. In addition, since the 
nomad empire was regarded as the personal possession of 
the man who had created it, and since the nomads usu-
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Detail of the warriors of the Kul’-Oba cup.

ally did not employ a strict patrilineal succession order, 
succession disputes were common. A nomad empire, being 
in essence a military machine, could not be ruled by a 
child. An able and proven uncle was often deemed a better 
choice than an inexperienced young man so far without 
retainers of his own. Not only the ruler’s sons and brothers 
but in extension every member of the often vast royal clan 
could nourish the ambition to become supreme leader in 
times of succession.13 Nomad empires were thus inherent-
ly unstable in times of peace and often torn by succession 
disputes.

Due to the inherent instability of the nomad empire, it, 
or rather its leading clan, would rise to power rapidly and 
eventually fall just as fast. This did not signify a change 
in the ethnic composition of the nomad empire. To the 
outsider, the change of leadership gave the impression that 
a new nomad tribe had suddenly appeared, overwhelming 
the already known tribes. Among the classical historians 
of the sedentary states, this impression developed into an 
often-quoted, yet mistaken, theory of serial displacement 
of nomad tribes. Herodotus, for instance, believed that 
the Massagetae expelled the Scythians, who in their turn 
evicted the Cimmerians.14 Eight centuries later, Ammianus 
Marcellinus followed the same literary convention when 
he argued that the Huns fell upon the Alans, who fell upon 
the Goths, who ultimately fell upon the Romans.15 

Amazingly, most modern classical historians continue to 
use the same literary convention as a model for under-
standing nomad dynamics. The nomads, however, real-
ised that only the royal clan had fallen, and a new clan, 
henceforth insisting on the designation royal, had risen 
in its stead. Regardless of his own ethnic origin, a prudent 
nomad tribal leader would then declare for the victors.

The first such change of nomad imperial power known to 
history (and just possibly the first ever) took place around 
700 BC. The ruling dynasty or clan of the vast confedera-
tion of nomadic Iranian-speaking horse archers known to 

outsiders as Cimmerians lost power to another clan, whose 
members simply referred to themselves as ‘the archers’ - 
Scythians. Herodotus suggests that the Royal Tribe of the 
Cimmerians disintegrated in a civil war, thus leaving the 
control of their subject tribes free for the taking of any 
other powerful clan.16 The winner in the ensuing more 
general civil war on the steppe was thus the clan hence-
forth known as the Royal Scythians.17 The latter name 
was recorded at around this time in Assyrian texts, and in 
676 BC, the ruler of the mighty Assyrian Empire, Esarhad-
don (Ashur-ahhe-iddina; r. 681-669 BC), appears to have 
married off his daughter, Shern a-etert, to the Scythian 
king Bartatua (r. c. 678 - c. 645 BC).18 The son of Bartatua, 
Madyas (r. c. 645 BC onwards), helped to relieve a siege of 
the Assyrian capital Nineveh by destroying the besieging 
Mede army.19 For several hundred years, the Royal Scyth-
ians came to dominate the steppes north of the Black Sea. 
Scythian culture came to dominate the region from pres-
ent Hungary all the way east to the steppes and deserts 
that today constitute Mongolia.

This did not exempt them from the pattern of regime 
change established by their royal clan. In the west, the 
Royal Scythians were in the final three centuries BC 
eventually overthrown by other dynastic groups within the 
steppe mosaic of related Iranian-speaking tribes, known 
variously as, among others, Sarmatians, Roxolani (probably 
‘Royal’ Alans, from Indo-European *rēĝs, ‘king’20), and Al-
ans. None, however, managed to enforce such a widespread 
dominion as the Scythians had done. 

In the east (to the north and north-east of Iran between 
the Caspian and the mountains of the Pamir Alai and 
western T’ien Shan), a branch of the Scythians known as 
Saka (a term etymologically identical to Scyth21) remained 
in power yet for some time, until the second century BC 
when their leading strata, known to Roman writers as the 
Sacaraucae (‘Saka kings’, that is ‘Royal’ Saka, again pre-
sumably from Indo-European *rēĝs) pushed into Drangia-
na (Seistan) and Arachosia (Kandahar) in present Iran and 
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Scythian archers, figurine dated to the 5th or 4th century found at 
Panticapaeum (modern-day Kerch) on the Crimea. (Photo: PHGCOM)

Afghanistan, a region since known in Iranian as the ‘Saka 
country’ (Sakastan, later Seistan, at present Sistan). Some 
also migrated to the Punjab and into the Indian subconti-
nent where Saka rulers remained until the fourth century 
AD.22 There is no evidence that there were any major ethnic 
or linguistic differences between the Scythians and Saka. 
Herodotus points out, that the Persians called all those 
Saka, whom the Greeks referred to as Scythians. The Greek 
word, Skuthai, is also attested by a fragment of Hesiod (c. 
700 BC).23 It is only in modern parlance that the name 
Scythians is reserved for those north of the Black Sea, while 
the ethnonym Saka is reserved for those north-east of Iran.

Settled Empires under Nomad Dynasties
The first Iranian-speaking nomads to make their mark in 
history as rulers of a settled, not nomad empire were the 
Parthians, or Parni as they were earlier known. These were 
a nomad people of the Scythian/Saka variety, which formed 
part of what was known as the Dahae confederation.24 
Sometime about 238 BC, the Parni invaded, seized, and 
settled in the Persian province of Parthia, after which they 
too became known as Parthians.25 Their leader Arsaces 
(Arshak; r. 247 - c. 211 BC), ‘a man of uncertain origin, but 
of undisputed bravery....who was accustomed to live by 
plunder and depredations’,26 gave his name to the Arsacid 
dynasty that in time came to control much of old Persia.27

For nomads to gain permanent control of a large, settled 
empire, or at least a centrally located major province of it, 
was unheard of, and it took a generation for the Arsacids to 
consolidate their rule. This is clearly indicated by the dif-
ferent ways in which Arsaces and his successor Artabanus 
I (r. c. 211-191 BC) responded to a military threat. Arsaces 
reacted to the invasion of the Hellenistic ruler Seleucus 
II Callinicus (r. 246-226 BC) in c. 230 - c. 227 BC by using 
traditional nomad strategy, that is, withdrawing in front 
of the Seleucid force northeastwards into the steppes near 
the Aral Sea until his enemies had overextended their lines 
of communications and were at most vulnerable to the 

nomad cavalry. Then he struck back and obtained a vic-
tory.28 This was the traditional nomad strategy employed 
by Scythians and had earlier been used against enemies 
as varied as the Persian ruler Darius the Great (Daraya-
vahush; r. 521-486 BC), in 513 BC, and the Macedonian 
conqueror Alexander the Great (356-323 BC, r. 336-323 
BC), in 329 BC. 

A generation later, the Arsacids were no longer nomads. 
When Artabanus in about 209 BC was threatened by 
another Seleucid ruler, Antiochus III (r. 223-187 BC), he 
instead chose to fall back into the long-since settled ter-
ritory of Hyrcania where his army took refuge in a city.29 
Even so, the Parthians retained a military system along 
the lines of their ancestors. ‘The fashion of their arms is 
that of their own country and of Scythia’30 and all their 
soldiers practice ‘the arts of riding and shooting with the 
bow’, a first-century BC source concluded.31 This did not 
prevent them from also making the best possible use of 
the bureaucracy of the settled state. The Arsacids were 
the first to successfully combine a sedentary bureaucracy 
and a steppe-based military into one whole, thus creating 
a hybrid system of ‘customs, which contain much that is 
barbarian and Scythian in character, though more that is 
conducive to hegemony and success in war.’32 As a result, 
Arsacid Parthian influence grew on the steppe, and over 
time, other rulers of nomad and semi-nomad empires 
strove to emulate them.

By the time of the establishment of the Arsacid Parthi-
an state, the range of Iranian-speaking nomad tribes of 
the Scythian or Saka variety reached far further to the 
east. Furthest away, living in the lands between Zungaria 
(present northern Sinkiang) and the Ordos (in modern 
Inner Mongolia) as well as in the Kansu area of present 
China, were the Tokhari, usually identified with the people 
known to the Chinese as the Yüeh-chih.33 Interestingly, 
the Tokhari may not have been Iranian-speakers (although 
they certainly spoke an Indo-European language), but they 
were characterised by a similar equestrian nomadic culture 
as other nomads of the Scythian/Saka type. It is likely that 
the Tokhari, or at least a major group among them, were 
led by a royal clan, which eventually became known to the 
Greek world as the Asii or Asiani.34 The royal clan was not 
necessarily of an ethnic origin identical with the Tokhari, 
since its members later were known to speak an Iranian 
language. The name Asii gives no clues; it was a name or 
ethnonym widespread in the Scythian world.35

In the second century BC, the Tokhari rulers were forced 
out from present Kansu by an ethnically and linguisti-
cally different nomad tribe known to the Chinese as the 
Hsiung-nu. Interestingly, the Tokhari had earlier domi-
nated the Hsiung-nu, but after the latter had adopted the 
military system of the former, and in particular the use of 
mounted archers, the Hsiung-nu rapidly pushed out their 
former masters.36 
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Meanwhile, groups of Saka, known under the name Sacar-
aucae (‘Royal Saka’), took advantage of the disorder fol-
lowing the Parthian incursions into Greek Bactria in the 
mid-second century BC by taking power there. However, as 
the Parthians consolidated their rule and gained control 
over much of eastern Persia, these Saka found themselves 
increasingly hemmed in, with many being forced to accept 
the status of vassal lords under the Parthians. When the Asii 
soon afterwards led their Tokhari into Bactria, the leading 
strata of the remaining Saka therefore responded by moving 
further south and east, into the Indian subcontinent, where 
they in the first century BC created hybrid states of their 
own, following the example of their Parthian cousins.37 

By 124/123 BC, the Parthians attacked Bactria but lost 
their king, Artabanus II (r. c. 128-123 BC), in a battle 
against the Tokhari,38 which would seem to prove that 
the Tokhari—still presumably under Asii rule—were then 
established in Bactria, or at least politically controlled Bac-
tria, which indeed later became known as Tokharistan.

The Asii/Tokhari could defeat the Parthians in battle, and, 
as noted, did so in 124/123 BC. However, the latter, being 
themselves of nomad origin, had managed to coalesce their 
military system with that and the administrative system 
of the settled Iranians they had assumed control over, and 
could not so easily be dislodged from their possessions in 
Iran. The Tokhari were checked at Merv by Mithradates II 
(r. c. 123-87 BC).39 

The Asii therefore had to make a choice: to search out 
another, more traditional and thus weaker sedentary state 
elsewhere to raid, or to follow the example of the Parthi-
ans and form a similar hybrid state of their own in Bactria. 
However, the Saka to the south and east, although weaker 

than the Parthians, were no more likely to present an easy, 
agrarian, settled target for raiding than the Parthians. 
Thus faced with militarily similar hybrid states in the west, 
south, and east, the Asii chose to abandon the traditional 
but no longer functioning nomad strategies of raiding for 
profit, instead establishing a state of their own in Bactria. 
This eventually took place under the Kushan dynasty, 
presumably an offshoot of the Asii although conceivably 
of different (but still Iranian) ethnic origin. The resulting 
Kushan empire eventually came to control a vast amount 
of territory from Bactria to northern India and lasted into 
the third century AD.40

Meanwhile, the Hsiung-nu (a derogative name in Chinese 
not used by the nomads themselves) remained in the 
Ordos region and present central Mongolia, where they 
already by the late fourth or at the latest mid-third century 
BC were recognised as an established power.41

The Hsiung-nu leader (known under the title Shan-yü, 
meaning ‘the greatest’ or ‘the best’42 or ‘broad and great’43) 
Mao-tun (r. 209-174 BC) created the first noted unified 
equestrian nomad empire on the Chinese frontier. Like 
the nomad empires in the west, it included several no-
mad tribes of different ethnic origin, centred around an 
imperial core, the Hsiung-nu and their hereditary line of 
rulers. Mao-tun first incorporated the Tung-hu, probably 
the ancestors of the Mongols, in his empire, then, as noted, 
defeated and drove off the leading strata of the Indo-Eu-
ropean-speaking Yüeh-chih to the west. He also, and this 
should be noted, according to Chinese records subjugat-
ed ‘all’ of the tribes to the north.44 Among the northern 
tribes subjugated by Mao-tun were the Hun-yü, Ch’ü-she, 
Ting-ling (to the north, in the Lake Baikal area), Ko-k’un, 
and Hsien-li. In 176 BC, the Shan-yü also claimed to have 
conquered the Lou-lan, Wu-sun, and Hu-chieh tribes as 
well as the twenty-six states in the nearby Tarim basin, 
and thereby united ‘all the people who live by drawing the 
bow.’45 Although not all of these can be conclusively iden-
tified, their ethnic diversity appears undisputed.

The innovation that probably enabled Mao-tun to form this 
empire may have been his full-scale introduction of horse 
archers into the Hsiung-nu army. Mao-tun had spent his 
youth as a hostage among the Yüeh-chih, who being an 
Iranian-speaking tribe of the Scythian type, probably chiefly 
fought as horse archers. The military potential of this must 
have deeply impressed Mao-tun. Indeed, Mao-tun’s experi-
ence as a hostage indicates that the first equestrian nomad 
empire on the Chinese frontier in fact was the Yüeh-chih; 
however, due to a lack of Chinese interest in them, the 
available sources are ambiguous on this point. Mao-tun also 
re-organised the army and subjected it to harsh discipline.46

Although the Hsiung-nu empire eventually, in AD 48, split 
into northern and southern branches, their power had by 
then grown for a period of several centuries. Besides, the two 
Hsiung-nu branches lasted until 155 (the northern branch) 
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and 439 (a successor state of the southern branch), respec-
tively.47 Either must be termed an impressive age for any 
empire, nomad or otherwise, and the antiquity of the heredi-
tary blood-line of the Shan-yü cannot have failed to impress 
neighbouring and considerably more short-lived dynasties.

In AD 87, the northern Hsiung-nu (attacked simultane-
ously by the Hsien-pi, a successor tribe to the Tung-hu, 
from the east, the Ting-ling in the north, and the southern 
Hsiung-nu on the Chinese border) were defeated and their 
Shan-yü killed. Many northern Hsiung-nu defected south. 
Those who remained behind were divided into two fac-
tions, both of whom moved north to escape raids by their 
neighbours. In AD 89, a combined Han/Hsien-pi/southern 
Hsiung-nu force routed the northern remants. Of these, 
a majority declared themselves Hsien-pi in the by then 
well-established steppe tradition of switching allegiance 
from a defeated royal clan to the victorious one (thus in-
creasing their own autonomy and freeing themselves from 
any further obligations to either the northern or south-
ern Shan-yü), while the rest moved yet further north. A 
northern Hsiung-nu court remained known to Han diplo-
matic records until AD 155, but as far as the Chinese were 
concerned, it had lost most of its power.48

The southern Hsiung-nu remained active in Chinese affairs 
far longer. Their history can be followed well into the fifth 
century. The last remaining border state of Hsiung-nu 
origin was Northern Liang (397-439).49

There were also Hsiung-nu in the east. After the Hsi-
ung-nu empire split into northern and southern branches 

in AD 48, a Hsiung-nu clan known as the Yü-wen took 
control of a group of eastern Hsien-pi in the upper basin 
of the Liao River in northwestern Liaoning and southern 
Kirin. They eventually set up a state in Liaotung, whose 
leader in 302 assumed the title Shan-yü. The Yü-wen state 
remained independent until 344, when it was defeated by 
the Mu-jung Yen dynasty (c. 300-400; formed by a Hsien-pi 
clan), following the collapse of the more powerful Hsi-
ung-nu Han/Chao state (304-329). However, the Yü-wen 
eventually re-established an effective state, the Northern 
Chou (557-589).50 Several other border states as well were 
formed by Hsiung-nu nobles.51

The Needs of the Nomad Ruler
The ruler of a nomad empire faced the same needs and 
demands as the leader of any other empire, whether seden-
tary and based on a bureaucracy or grown from an illiterate 
warrior society. He needed daily supplies for his rank-
and-file dependents, of everything in which they were not 
self-sufficient (nomads were self-sufficient with regard to 
basic food products), and luxury articles for distribution to 
favoured sub-chiefs and clan nobles.

The goods available to the nomad leader consisted of loot 
from raids as well as subsidies and trading rights received 
from agrarian settlements and states. The settled states 
in effect paid for protection, and these payments were 
the chief income of the nomad ruler and thereby his chief 
means to maintain control over his own people as well as, 
seldom mentioned in the sources from the settled states, 
the typically vast hinterland of less powerful tribes that also 
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Hsiung-nu crown. Wikimedia Commons Licence.

had to serve the equestrian empire. This hinterland included 
various permanent and semi-permanent settlements in-
volved in agriculture and supplementary economic activities 
such as metallurgy, so the nomad economy was not exclu-
sively dependent on the neighbouring agrarian states.52 

In addition, the nomad need for trade should not be un-
derestimated, even though raiding formed an important 
part of the nomad economy.53 The nomad imperial leader 
distributed the loot and the trading rights and subsidies to 
the local tribal leaders, who while they had lost their full 
autonomy, thereby received more material benefits than 
they could have amassed on their own. The nomad empire 
lasted as long as the imperial power was strong enough to 
retain central power. However, if the imperial system col-
lapsed, for instance in a succession crisis, the local tribal 
leaders again became fully autonomous and the steppe 
reverted to the pre-unification situation.54

Unlike a sedentary state, the equestrian nomad empires 
thrived not because of their ability to extract resources 
from the peoples that formed part of the empire (tax-
ation), but because of the subsidies that the nomads 
extorted from neighbouring settled states. With regard 
to China in particular, and to some extent the Roman 
empire, this took the form of ceremonies in which nomad 
chiefs seemingly submitted to Chinese (or Roman) over-
lordship but which in reality were occasions of exchanges 
in which the nomad chiefs invariably profited handsome-
ly. This type of tributary relationship could be compared 
to some form of trade or barter. The nomads received 
more goods than they gave. 

In the 440s, for instance, the Hun ruler Attila sent embassy 
after embassy to the Eastern Roman empire, and received 
Roman envoys in return, each occasion which necessi-
tated the presentation of rich gifts to Attila and his chief 
advisors.55 Even so, a sedentary state could afford this lar-
gesse.56 Furthermore, the embassies no doubt offered, over 
and above the opportunity to carry back rich gifts, chances 

for further exchanges in the form of real trade—and the 
nomads needed trade with the settled empire.57 

For the sedentary state, on the other hand, it was usually 
vital that its ruler gave the impression to his own citi-
zens that he was an undisputed leader. The fact that the 
powerful agrarian empire in fact was militarily weaker than 
the united steppe nomads could never be acknowledged 
in public. Meanwhile, the nomad state maintained itself 
by exploiting the sedentary state, not by exploiting the 
production of its own scattered herdsmen.58 The pay-
ments supported a state hierarchy among the nomads. To 
paraphrase the thirteenth-century Mongol leader Geng-
his Khan’s advisor Yeh-lü Ch’u-ts’ai, one could conquer 
an empire on horseback, but it took the bureaucracy of a 
settled state to extort serious money.59

This also meant that sedentary and nomad empires often 
were complimentary. Nomad empires typically provided 
efficient military forces, while agrarian states supported 
larger populations and were far more efficient in producing 
an exploitable surplus of goods and services. This explains 
why large settled empires frequently employed nomad 
armies under tribal leaders as mercenaries (often in times 
of civil war) while at the same time paying the very same 
nomad leaders for protection so that they would not turn 
against the sedentary empire that had hired their services. 

On the other hand, smaller agrarian states on the frontier 
between the world of the nomads and the world of the ag-
riculturalists were less likely either to need or pay for pro-
tection, as long as they also included a tribal component. 
Besides, the rulers of such composite states understood the 
tribal organisation and social structure of the nomads, so 
they frequently knew how to promote disunion among the 
nomads when threatened by them in times of crisis, which 
was an efficient means to prevent a nomad empire from 
being formed in the first place (for more on these frontier 
hybrid states, see below).

The nomad states eventually developed two main strate-
gies with regard to their sedentary neighbours. Following 
the pioneering work of Thomas J. Barfield, these strate-
gies could be referred to as the ‘outer frontier strategy’ or 
‘border independence’ and the ‘inner frontier strategy’ or 
‘border dependence.’60

The Outer Frontier Strategy
By 198 BC, the Hsiung-nu in its dealings with China had 
developed what has been called the outer frontier strategy: 
a predatory strategy of extortion aimed at impressing the 
sedentary empire’s court with the nomad empire’s power.61 
The strategy could also be referred to as border indepen-
dence, since it did not depend on the existence of an actual 
border zone. The Hsiung-nu were not the first nomads to 
develop this strategy; similar methods were used already 
by the Scythians and no doubt even the Cimmerians. The 
Hsiung-nu were, however, the first whose actions can be 
followed in some detail.
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The outer frontier strategy took full advantage of the no-
mad ability to live far beyond the borders of the sedentary 
state and thereby beyond the military range of this state. 
The strategy also took maximum advantage of the nomad 
mobility, that is, the ability of the nomads to make sudden 
raids and strikes deep into the settled state and then dis-
appear before the soldiers of the agrarian state could react. 
The strategy consisted of three elements: violent raiding 
(what could be called a form of early terrorism) to terrify 
the central government of the sedentary state, a repeated 
alternation of war and peace to maximise the amount of 
subsidies and trade privileges granted by the agricultural-
ists, and a deliberate refusal to occupy the territory of the 
settled state even after major victories.

The outer frontier strategy relied on two assumptions: 
first, that the central government of the sedentary state 
feared that disruptions along the border with the nomads 
might lead to the unraveling of the settled empire and the 
overthrow of its ruling dynasty, second, that the central 
government would rebuild and resettle the devastated 
frontier areas so that they could be looted again. Another 
important factor was that warfare was far more expensive 
and disruptive for the agriculturalists than for the nomads.

Every raid was followed by nomad envoys who suggested 
that the raids could be stopped if the central government 
of the sedentary state agreed to a new, and to the nomads 
more favourable, treaty. The nomads needed subsidies as 
well as trade in the form of border markets (where pasto-
ral surpluses could be exchanged for manufactured goods 
such as cloth and metal or food products such as grain and 
wine). If the agrarian state agreed and subsidies and border 
markets were provided, relations between the two empires 
usually did stabilise, at least until the nomad empire need-
ed increased subsidies, or until a new regime among the 
agriculturalists thought it could get away with not paying 
the nomads—a not unheard of phenomenon.

This pattern of nomad-sedentary relations was intriguingly 
similar wherever such relations occurred. Two examples will 
suffice, one from the east and a subsequent one from the west.

The first known case of this relationship was, as noted, the 
policy set by the Hsiung-nu ruler Mao-tun, who first united 
the Hsiung-nu into a great nomad empire. In the east, the 
outer frontier strategy indeed appears to have first grown out 
of his needs to maintain a united, militaristic nomad empire. 

In 198 BC, Mao-tun compelled the Han court to enter into 
the first of a number of formal alliances known as ho-ch’in 
(‘appeasement’) treaties. Later ho-ch’in treaties were signed 
in 192, 179, 174 (twice), 162, 161, 156, 155, and 135 BC, and 
the Han court almost every time had to increase the gifts 
to the nomads.62 Although the exact figures of the annual 
subsidy on a year by year basis seem unavailable, the Han 
subsidy grew steadily until the nomads by 90 BC saw fit to 
demand no less than 5,000 hu of millet and rice, 10,000 shih 
of wine, and 10,000 p’i of silk per year, in addition to per-
sonal gifts and the by then traditional request for a Chinese 
princess.63 Silk, notably, was used as a form of currency 
within the Han empire. In addition, the Han supplied the 
nomads with gold, clothes, and other objects of value. 

Early on, perhaps in 174 BC, the Han court also had to 
agree to establish border markets, since these were badly 
needed by the Hsiung-nu people.64 The establishment 
of markets was a source of perennial disputes between 
nomads and sedentary states. When markets were estab-
lished, this removed a major cause of raids and took away 
one excuse that tribal chieftains had traditionally used to 
justify their raids.65 On the other hand, settled states often 
wished to limit the volume of trade that reached the no-
mads and prohibit certain goods, in particular weapons.66 
In 174 BC, it was furthermore agreed, the Han court had to 
provide a Han princess to Mao-tun, in the same manner as 
the Assyrian princess provided to Bartatua in 676 BC, half 
a millennium earlier.

The second, later case is taken from the west, where the 
relations between the Roman empire and the Huns were no 
different. In the late 430s, the Hun leader Ruga following 
a successful war with the Eastern Roman empire received 
subsidies of 350 pounds of gold, 25,200 solidi.67

After the death of Ruga shortly afterwards (in 439 at the 
latest), his nephews Attila and Bleda concluded a new trea-
ty with the Eastern empire. The terms were very favourable 
to the Huns, and the annual subsidy was doubled from 350 
to 700 pounds of gold. In addition, the treaty concluded 
that Huns and Romans should have the same rights at the 
border markets.68 These markets were important, being 
held at fixed dates, apparently only once a year and proba-
bly in late spring or early summer.69

In 442-443, following another Hun incursion into Roman 
territory, the annual Roman subsidy to the Huns seems 
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again to have been doubled, to perhaps 1,400 pounds of 
gold. However, after one or two payments, Constantinople 
felt strong enough unilaterally to repudiate the agreement. 
The Eastern empire had been vulnerable to the Huns while 
its main army was occupied elsewhere. Once the army was 
back, the Romans ignored their treaty obligations.70

In 447, Attila’s Huns again invaded the Eastern empire. 
Eventually the Romans begged for terms, and a peace was 
negotiated. Attila first demanded and received the arrears 
in subsidies, 6,000 pounds of gold. Then the annual subsi-
dy was again raised, this time to 2,100 pounds of gold.71

The key to the relationship was the nomad military supe-
riority over the sedentary state. If attacked by the armies 
of the settled state, the nomads typically retreated across 
the steppe or some conveniently located desert area such 
as the Gobi Desert of Mongolia. This made it difficult and 
expensive for the soldiers of the agriculturalists to follow 
them. It was not unusual for the nomads to attack and 
wipe out the exhausted enemy columns when they were 
on their way home and lacked supplies and water, as the 
Scythians attempted with the Persians in 513 BC and Ar-
saces dealt with the Seleucids in c. 227 BC. 

The outer frontier strategy enabled the nomads to exploit 
the sedentary state despite the fact that they were con-
siderably fewer than the soldiers of the latter and without 
losing their mobility, the chief weapon of the nomads.72 
Although nomads could mobilise a larger part of their 
population for military duty, nominally indeed the entire 
adult male population if the women and children managed 
the cattle and took over the work normally done by their 
menfolk,73 nomad populations were because of their need 

for large areas for pasturage much smaller than the corre-
sponding agrarian ones.

The Inner Frontier Strategy
In time, the nomads inevitably realised that the tributary 
system of the sedentary empires, in which they were invit-
ed symbolically to submit although they still remained de 
facto independent and indeed were showered with gifts, 
was a mere charade. They accordingly developed a new 
strategy which has been referred to as the inner frontier 
strategy.74 This strategy could also be referred to as border 
dependence, since it depended on the existence of a known 
and generally respected border zone between the steppe 
nomads and the settled empire. 

The new strategy fundamentally consisted of using the 
wealth, resources, and military protection of the settled 
empire to win a civil war on the steppe, a not uncommon 
occurrence in time of nomad succession crisis. One party 
in the civil war, usually the weaker, sought refuge at the 
border with the settled empire, where he obtained support 
from the agriculturalists which he could use to destroy his 
steppe enemies. This was in no way an outright surrender 
to the sedentary power (although this could happen as 
well; the tribal leader then accepted titles from the settled 
empire, abandoned the nomad strategies, and became part 
of the sedentary empire’s administrative apparatus), since 
the nomad leader maintained his autonomy and kept free 
of direct control by the agrarian empire. This option was 
only available when a civil war had shattered a formerly 
unified steppe empire. 
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As for the central government of the sedentary empire, 
it was always eager to support contenders in a nomad 
civil war, as this first prolonged the nomad infighting and 
then, with some luck, could ensure that the winning side, 
that is, the one aided by the agriculturalists, in the future 
would retain friendly relations with the settled empire. 
Both objectives were often realised in the short term. 
For the nomad chief, however, the policy of the seden-
tary empire only meant that it, not he, was financing the 
reconstruction of the shattered nomad empire. Since the 
nomad ruler needed subsidies from the settled empire 
to maintain his own steppe empire, any contender who 
gained its support accordingly had a huge advantage over 
those who did not.

For the sedentary state, the need to provide gifts in this 
relationship with a powerful nomad ruler was no less 
expensive than the subsidies it would have had to pay 
to nomads who followed the outer frontier strategy. 
The longer the peace lasted, the higher the value of the 
gifts allocated to the nomad ruler. The Hsiung-nu again 
provides a telling example. The following list shows the 
steady increase with time in the value of gifts the Han 
court allocated to the Hsiung-nu ruler during his fre-
quent visits following the Hsiung-nu shift to the inner 
frontier strategy:75

Other gifts had to be provided as well. During the visit 
in 51 BC, for instance, the Hsiung-nu ruler also received 
20 chin of gold, 200,000 cash, and 34,000 hu of rice. In 49 
BC, in addition to the several smaller, personal gifts, he 
received 20,000 hu of rice.76

The nomad chief who obtained the support of the agricul-
turalists also received military protection during the cru-
cial period when he needed to rebuild his forces. He could 
then use his position to blockade any rivals on the steppe 
by denying them access to trade or gifts from the central 
government of the settled state. In addition, he could often 
persuade the central government of the agrarian state 
to finance his tribal army, and sometimes even to send 
its own army to fight the nomad rivals on the steppe. If a 
sedentary empire could be persuaded to become involved 
in a nomad civil war in this way, its central government 
could often be coerced into doing increasingly more than it 
originally envisaged out of fear that their chosen candidate 
might change his mind, turn hostile, and resume raiding. 

These various advantages meant that the nomad chief 
backed by a settled empire usually won any war on the 
steppe against other nomad leaders. He then had two 
options: move back into the steppe, unite the tribes, and 
return to the outer frontier strategy, or leave the steppe 
fragmented, maintaining control only over the immediate 
frontier region where he could dominate the flow of goods 
to the steppe and thereby prevent other nomads from gain-
ing access to subsidies and trade from the agrarian state.77

The Hybrid Frontier States
The inner frontier strategy in the long term often caused the 
formation of an in essence new type of state: a hybrid, fron-
tier state located on the divide between agriculturalists and 
nomads, with both settled and nomad population under the 
leading nomad clan. It was a frontier state, since it devel-
oped on the frontier between two different kinds of commu-
nities, and it was a hybrid state since, while the real rather 
than perceived difference in strength between the two com-
munities was usually not that significant, it resulted in ‘a 
new community not only larger in numbers and occupying 
a greater territory, but differing in quality from both of the 
communities by whose amalgamation it was created.’78 

The first such hybrid state known to history was, as has 
been shown, the Arsacid state of Parthia. The early Parni 
rulers, who provided the nomad component of the new 
state, came to dominate the frontier between nomads and 
settled Iranians and Greeks in exchange for the use of their 
men for military purposes by the agriculturalists. This was 
seen perhaps most clearly in their invasion of Parthia, in 
response to what may well, as noted, have been an invita-
tion by the ruler of Bactria, Diodotus, in a plan to destroy 
his rival Andragoras, then ruler of Parthia. In the end, the 
Arsacids successfully combined both population groups 
into one, unified hybrid state. 

Such frontier states, which successfully merged the mili-
tary strength of the nomads with the economic, technical, 
and administrative strengths of the sedentary peoples, 
came to play an important role for the further develop-
ments of Eurasia. In effect, they created a dual government 
system which combined the nomad army with a bureaucra-
cy of the type used by agrarian states, with both govern-
ment branches under the control of the ruling emperor.

The hybrid state thus retained the ability of the nomad state 
to wage aggressive war based on mobility and the initiative 
of junior commanders under the centralised command of 
the imperial leader, but in addition could provide logistic 
support, hold territory, and conduct sieges like a sedentary 
state. In Inner Eurasia, hybrid frontier states of this type 
were typically formed by dynasties of nomad origin. Howev-
er, similar frontier states were commonly created in Europe 
as well, although there they were more often formed by 
non-nomadic dynasties of Germanic type such as those of 
the Goths, Vandals, Franks, and Langobards, or dynasties 
of more distant nomad origin such as the Ottoman Turks. 
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25 BC 220 20,000 chin 20,000 bolts

1 BC 370 30,000 chin 30,000 bolts
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Such states might at times develop into steppe empires on 
their own, even though they did not abandon their agrarian 
roots, which was shown by the fourth-century AD Gothic 
state under Ermanaric. However, a few nomads fresh from 
the steppe formed lasting frontier states in Europe as well, 
among them the Avars and Magyars.

With regard to China, hybrid frontier states were usual-
ly located in the Manchurian borderland in the Liao River 
basin and sometimes in the Kansu corridor; the latter area, 
however, was too distant for its rulers easily to reach out and 
capture the Chinese heartland. As for Persia, the natural hab-
itat of the frontier state was Transoxania, always open to the 
nomad world. Europe does not seem to show a clear-cut pat-
tern for the location of frontier states, since there they were 
not only created by nomads. When nomads were involved, 
frontier states tended to emerge in the Pontic region and on 
the Hungarian steppes.

Frontier peoples from the steppe were usually, if they 
wished, those with the best opportunity to invade any 
adjacent sedentary state when internal order collapsed 
there. However, while steppe nomads due to their tribal 
military organisation were successful on the field of battle, 
dynasties established in this way typically had little of the 
administrative experience needed to rule a large agrarian 
state and often could not create a stable government. They 
also had difficulties in resolving the contradictions between 
nomad and settled rule. It was not unheard of for such 
dynasties to collapse swiftly, being replaced by other, more 
sophisticated dynasties, which emerged from the frontier 
state itself. Usually their military forces in the form of tribal 
nomads and their sedentary bureaucracy in the capital were 
too large to be sustained without further expansion—as it 
was only through opportunities in these two branches that 
the states could enlist further supporters. This left the fron-
tier states vulnerable to more militaristic, tribal components 
among their supporters. Such men, in their turn, might rise 
to sweep away the original ruling dynasty, replacing it with 
one of their own under a new leader.79

Since frontier states almost by definition were geographical-
ly isolated from the events in the central regions of both the 
sedentary and nomad world, having been formed in the bor-
derlands between them, they could take the time to develop 
while one or both of the latter were in turmoil. The hybrid 
border states also had a huge advantage, as compared to 
the purely agrarian states, when dealing with nomads. They 
were themselves of nomad origin or at least had incorporat-
ed a nomad component into their state structures. While the 
court of a settled state regarded the nomads as true aliens 
and usually found them as well as their actions and social 
organisation incomprehensible, the rulers of the frontier 
states, as noted, understood tribal organisation and way of 
life. They knew where to find weaknesses among the no-
mads. They also, unsurprisingly, knew where to find weak-
nesses in the neighbouring agrarian states.80

While the frontier state itself might be stable, its ethnic 
composition, especially with regard to its nomad compo-
nent, could be as heterogeneous as in any nomad empire. 
The Kushan empire is a clear example of the possible ethnic 
diversity of such a state, its population being composed of 
former nomadic Iranians, settled Iranians, Greeks, and vari-
ous groups from northern India. The frontier state consisted 
of many subjected groups: the nomad clans in the army no 
less than the sedentary groups that formed the bureaucracy.
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With Covid Restrictions due to be lifted in late June 2021, 
Battleday 2021 (Bosworth) has now been rescheduled to 
take place on Sunday 15th August 2021 in Newbury. 

The venue is Shaw House, Church Road, Newbury RG14 
2DR.  The venue, which has a café, will be open at 9am and 
the event will run until 4pm. The attendance fee will be £10. 

Those wishing to attend should now register with Richard 
Lockwood: battleday@soa.org.uk. 

Since the number of tables is limited, probably 8-10, boards 
will be allocated on a first come, first served basis. So get your 
request for a table in quickly. Those without a game will have 
the opportunity of participating in one of the games being run.

The Battle Day page on the website is: 
http://www.soa.org.uk/joomla/battle-day

BATTLEDAY 2021

SHAW HOUSE
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Membership Renewal
Does your Society membership number start with 
the number 337? If so you need to renew your 
membership now in order to continue receiving 
Slingshot and participating in the Society.

Email reminders will be sent to all members 
for whom we have an address and everyone 
else will receive a postal reminder. Contact the 
Membership Secretary if in doubt.

Membership can be renewed either through the 
Society’s website, at any show where the Society 
has a stand or by contacting the Membership 
Secretary directly.


