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ABSTRACT

The Rabatak Inscription is one of the most important surviving written documents from the Kushan period. It
was discovered in 1993 CE in the Kafir Qala area, Rabatak village, in the northwestern part of Baghlan
Province, Afghanistan. The inscription is written in the Bactrian language using an angular Greek script and is
attributed to Kanishka I, the great Kushan emperor. The aim of this study is to analyze and explain the historical,
political, linguistic, religious, and administrative significance of the Rabatak Inscription and to examine its role
in understanding the governmental structure and cultural characteristics of the Kushan period. The research
employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library sources, archaeological studies, the inscriptional text,
and previous research on the language and history of the Kushans. The findings demonstrate that, in addition to
expressing Kanishka’s political legitimacy and authority, the Rabatak Inscription provides valuable information
about the geographical extent of the Kushan Empire and its connections with important regions of northern
India. Furthermore, the use of the Bactrian language in the Greek script reflects the coexistence and interaction
of indigenous and Greco-Bactrian traditions and indicates the strengthened position of Bactrian as an official
language within the Kushan state structure. The list of deities and religious practices mentioned in the
inscription also reveals the diversity and coexistence of Aryan, Bactrian, and Indian religious beliefs. Moreover,
references to the construction of a temple, the creation of statues of kings and deities, offerings, and the
activities of local officials demonstrate the close relationship between religious, administrative, and royal
institutions. Overall, the Rabatak Inscription constitutes a multidimensional source for reconstructing the
political, linguistic, religious, and cultural history of the Kushan Empire and for understanding cultural
interactions among Afghanistan, Central Asia, and the Indian subcontinent.

1. Introduction

and the linguistic situation of the period.

The Kushan period is regarded as one of the most
significant historical periods in the history of Afghanistan
and Central Asia, as extensive regions of Central Asia,
Afghanistan, and the northern Indian subcontinent were
brought together within a broad political framework
during this period. This political expansion created the
conditions for diverse cultural, linguistic, religious, and
economic interactions among different communities.
Therefore, the study of written documents and
archaeological remains from this period plays a
fundamental role in understanding the political, social, and
cultural structures of the Kushan world. Among the
surviving documents of this period, the Rabatak
Inscription holds a particularly important position because
its contents provide valuable information concerning the
reign of Kanishka I, the political territory of the Kushans,
religious beliefs, administrative structures.

© 2026 The Authors. Published by AcademiansEdu. This is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (CC BY 4.0) (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

The Rabatak Inscription was discovered in 1993 CE in the
Kafir Qala area, Rabatak village, in northwestern Baghlan
Province, near the border with Samangan. The inscription
was carved on a limestone slab measuring approximately 90
x 50 centimeters and consists of 23 lines written in the
Bactrian language using an angular Greek script. Its
proximity to the archaeological site of Surkh Kotal further
enhances its importance for studies of the cultural and
historical geography of the Kushan period.

The significance of this study derives from the fact that the
Rabatak Inscription is not merely a historical text but a
multidimensional source for understanding the political,
linguistic, religious, and cultural developments of the
Kushan period. On the one hand, the inscription provides
information about Kanishka, earlier Kushan rulers, and the
structure of political authority; on the other hand, its
references to various regions of northern India,
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including Pataliputra, Kausambi, and Srikantha, provide an
important picture of the geographical extent of Kushan
political influence and its connections with the Indian
subcontinent.

Given the multidimensional significance of the Rabatak
Inscription, the principal research question of this study is:
What information does the Rabatak Inscription provide
regarding the political, linguistic, religious, and
administrative structure of the Kushan Empire,
particularly during the reign of Kanishka I? In relation to
the main question, the following subsidiary questions are
addressed:

1. What role does the Rabatak Inscription play in
understanding the geographical extent and political
structure of the Kushan state?

What does the use of the Bactrian language in the
Greek script reveal about linguistic developments
and cultural interactions during the Kushan period?

3. What picture of the diversity and coexistence of
religious beliefs during the Kushan period is reflected
in the names of deities and religious practices
mentioned in the inscription?

What evidence does the Rabatak Inscription provide
concerning the administrative structure and the
relationship between royal authority, local officials,
and religious institutions?

Accordingly, this study seeks to analyze the content of the
Rabatak Inscription and examine its various dimensions in
order to provide a coherent understanding of the significance
of this document for the study of Kushan history and
civilization. It further demonstrates how the inscription
reflects interactions among Aryan, Greco-Bactrian, and Indian
traditions within the territories of the Kushan Empire.

2. The Linguistic Significance of the Rabatak Inscription

The Rabatak Inscription, discovered in 1993 CE in the Kafir
Qala area of Baghlan Province, Afghanistan, holds a special
position not only from historical and political perspectives but
also as an important document in linguistic studies. Written in
Bactrian, one of the Eastern Middle Iranian languages, and
using an angular Greek script, the inscription represents one of
the earliest known examples of the formal use of Bactrian in
governmental and religious documents during the Kushan
period (first to third centuries CE). This characteristic makes
the Rabatak Inscription an exceptional source for examining
linguistic developments, cultural interactions, and the
strengthening of Iranian linguistic identity in Central Asia.
The linguistic significance of the inscription can be examined
from several perspectives.

The Bactrian Language and Its Position within the Indo-
European Language Family

The Bactrian language used in the Rabatak Inscription is one
of the Eastern Middle Iranian languages that was spoken in
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the northeastern regions of ancient Ariana, particularly in
Bactria (present-day Balkh) and its surrounding areas. The
Middle Iranian languages, which can broadly be divided into
eastern and western groups, represent an intermediate stage
between the ancient Iranian languages, such as Avestan and
Old Persian, and the modern Iranian languages, including Dari,
Pashto, and Kurdish. As an eastern Iranian language, Bactrian
has lexical and grammatical connections with languages such
as Sogdian, Khwarezmian, and Khotanese, while also
preserving its own distinctive characteristics.

The Rabatak Inscription, with its relatively extensive text of 23
lines in Bactrian, provides an important basis for the study of
the vocabulary, grammatical structures, and phonological
characteristics of the language. For example, the vocabulary
used in the inscription, including the names of deities such as
Ahura Mazda, Mithra, and Nana, as well as political and
religious terminology, demonstrates the lexical richness of
Bactrian and its interaction with ancient Iranian languages and,
in some respects, non-Iranian languages such as Greek. The
inscription also provides evidence for phonological
developments within the Middle Iranian languages, including
changes in consonantal and vocalic systems compared with
earlier Iranian languages.

The Transition from Greek Script and Language to
Bactrian

One of the most prominent features of the Rabatak Inscription
is the use of an angular Greek script to write the Bactrian
language. This script, which became widespread in Central
Asia following the conquests of Alexander the Great in the
fourth century BCE, continued to be used during the Kushan
period as a means of recording official and governmental
documents. However, the choice of Bactrian rather than Greek
as the language of the inscription indicates an important stage
in linguistic and cultural transformation, in which the Kushans
increasingly employed a local Iranian language for official
expression.

This transition can be examined within a broader historical
context. Following approximately two centuries of Macedonian
and Greco-Bactrian domination in Central Asia, Greek had
become established as a language of administration and elite
culture in the region. The emergence of the Kushans, whose
origins were connected with Central Asian peoples, provided a
context for the increased use and development of local
languages such as Bactrian. The Rabatak Inscription, through
its use of Bactrian in an official royal text, represents important
evidence for this linguistic development and reflects the
cultural and political environment of the Kushan Empire. It
may therefore be regarded as a key document for studying
processes of cultural localization within the multicultural
empires of antiquity.

Linguistic Comparison with Other Kushan Documents

The Rabatak Inscription, together with the Surkh Kotal
Inscription and Kushan coins, constitutes one of the relatively
limited bodies of written evidence in Bactrian surviving from
the Kushan period. A linguistic comparison of these sources
demonstrates the important position that Bactrian occupied in



the administrative and official sphere of the Kushan state. For
example, the Surkh Kotal Inscription, generally associated
with the reign of Kanishka I, was also written in Bactrian
using the Greek script. However, the Rabatak Inscription,
because of its greater textual length and broader range of
subjects—including references to deities, temples, rulers, and
territories—provides more extensive evidence for the
vocabulary and grammatical structures of Bactrian.

One of the notable linguistic features of the Rabatak
Inscription is the presence of relatively complex grammatical
structures compared with shorter Kushan texts, such as
inscriptions on coins. These structures include compound
sentences, the use of verbs in different grammatical forms, and
the employment of pronouns and adjectives to express
political and religious concepts with greater precision. Such
characteristics demonstrate the development of Bactrian as a
language capable of expressing relatively complex official and
religious discourse.

Because of its combination of the Greek script and Bactrian
language, the Rabatak Inscription is a key source for
examining linguistic and cultural interactions in ancient
Central Asia. The Kushan Empire, extending from Central
Asia to northern India, provided a setting for the coexistence
of diverse languages and cultural traditions, including Iranian,
Greek, Indian, and Buddhist traditions. The inscription
demonstrates how the Kushans employed a Greek cultural
instrument—namely, the script—to express their own
linguistic and political-cultural identity in Bactrian. This
phenomenon may be described as a form of “cultural
hybridization” *, in which indigenous and external elements
interacted and contributed to the formation of new cultural
configurations.

Furthermore, the Rabatak Inscription provides evidence for
linguistic interaction between Bactrian and other languages,
including Sanskrit and Prakrit. Certain religious terms and
cultural references associated with the religious traditions of
the Indian subcontinent indicate the broader cultural contacts
between the Kushan territories and northern India. These
linguistic interactions make the Rabatak Inscription a valuable
source for studying the history of Iranian languages within the
context of intercultural contact and exchange.

3. Line-by-Line Analysis of the Rabatak Inscription

The Rabatak Inscription, discovered in 1993 in the Kafir Qala
area, Rabatak village, Baghlan Province, Afghanistan, is one
of the most important ancient documents associated with the
Kushan period (first to third centuries CE). The inscription,

* Cultural hybridization is a dynamic process through which
traditional and modern elements from different cultural
centers and peripheries interact and combine to create new
forms of culture. This phenomenon produces a mixed cultural
configuration that reflects the interaction of different and
overlapping forces. This perspective demonstrates that
cultures are not fixed or entirely homogeneous, but are
produced through interaction and mutual influence (Canclini,
2005, p. 3).
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carved on a limestone slab measuring approximately 90 x 50
centimeters, is written in Bactrian, an Eastern Middle Iranian
language, using an angular Greek script. It consists of 23 lines
and is attributed to Kanishka I, one of the most prominent
rulers of the Kushan Empire (Sims-Williams & Cribb, 1996, p.
75). The document provides valuable information concerning
the political, religious, and linguistic structures of the Kushan
Empire and constitutes an important source for the study of
linguistic developments and cultural interactions in ancient
Central Asia. In this article, each line of the Rabatak Inscription
is analyzed individually, with particular attention to its
historical, linguistic, religious, and archaeological dimensions.
The analysis is based on authoritative sources, particularly the
studies of prominent linguists and archaeologists.

Line-by-Line Analysis of the Rabatak Inscription
Line 1

Transcription:

[....] no bogo storgo kanéske kosan rastog ladeigo xoazaoargo
bag[e]-

Transliteration:

nod bogo storgd Kaneske Kosan rastog ladeg xwazawargo bage
Translation:

“[...] the great savior, Kanishka the Kushan, the righteous, the
just, the supreme ruler, lord of the deities...”

Line 2

Transcription:
znogo kidi aso Nana odo aso oispoan mi bagano i
abordo kidi id0g xSono

Saodano

Transliteration:
ezndgd kidi aso Nana ud aso wispan mi bagan 1
aburdd kid1 éwak x$0no

$aodano

Translation:

“The venerable and exalted one, who received kingship from
Nana and from all the deities, the one who brought the first
year...”

Line 3

Transcription:
nobasto s(a)gdndi bagano sindado ot€ia i idnaggo oaso 0zoasto
tad@ia aria

Transliteration:
nobastd sagondi bagand sindado ut€ia 1 [onangd waz uzwasto
tade Aria

Translation:

“He began [this undertaking]; when the deities were pleased, he
issued it in the Greek language and then translated it into the
Aryan [Bactrian] language.”

Line 4

Transcription:
ostado abo i0g xSon(o) abo [i] iundo froagdazo abo Satriagge
Saore agita koo-



Transliteration:

0stadd abo 10g x80nd abo 1 iundod fraydazo abo Satriage $aore
agita kii-

Translation:

“In the first year, this [decree] had been proclaimed in India,
throughout the entire realm of the Kshatriyas, as far as...”

Line 5

Transcription:
adéano odo i oa(s)po odo [i zagédo] odo i1 kdz(amb)o odo i
palabotro oidra ada abo i zirit-

Transliteration:

adeand udd 1 waspd udd 1 zagédd udd 1 kdozambd udd 1
palabotrd widra ada abo 1 zirit-

Translation:

“Among them were the cities of Wasp, Saketa, Kausambi, and
Pataliputra, extending as far as the city of Srikantha...”

Line 6

Transcription:
ambo sid€iano probao odo mandarsi zaorano abo i sindo
ostado ot&(i)a arougo

Transliteration:

ambo sidéand probad udo mandarsT zadrand abo 1 sindd Ostado
ot€ia ardgd

Translation:

“And all the rulers and other important persons; he brought all
of this together according to his own will, and he
incorporated...”

Line 7

Transcription:
iundo (abo) i sindo oOstado tadi
karalraggo fromado

Sai kanéSke abo Safaro

Transliteration:
yundd (abo) 1 sindd oOstado tadi
karalraggd fromado

§ay Kanéske abo safard
Translation:

“...all of India according to his own will. Then King Kanishka
commanded Shafar, the karalrango [official/overseer]...”

Line 8

Transcription:
(abeinao) bagolanggo kirdi sidi b[...] abo rizdi abo ma kadge
raga fareimoano b-

Transliteration:

(abénao) bagdlangd kirdi sidi b[...] abo rizdi abo ma kadge
raga fareTmodand b-

Translation:

“...to construct a temple called B[...] within the royal palace
precinct, for this purpose...”

Line 9
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Transcription:
(aga)no kidi maro kirdan(e) i ma[...]o[f]larro omma oogldi ia
amsa Nana odo ia am-

Transliteration:

(agand) kidi maro kirdang 1 ma[...]o[f]arrd 6ma GEldi ya amsa
Nana udo ya am-

Translation:

“...the deities whose worship [was established] in this glorious
sanctuary, namely the aforementioned Nana and...”

Line 10

Transcription:
sa omma Aouromozdo mozddo(a)no srosardo Narasao Mihr
ot€ia oudoa-

Transliteration:

sa oma Auromozdo Mozdoanod Srosardo Narasado Mihr otéia
udoa-

Translation:

“...and all [the people] swore by Auromozdo [Ahura Mazda],
the Mazdaean [deity], SroSardo [Sraosa], Narasa, and Mihr
[Mithra], and...”

Line 11

Transcription:

no pidogirbo fromado kirdi eimoano bagano kidi maska
nibixtigendi ot&ia

Transliteration:

nd pidogirbd fromadd kirdi €mand bagand kidi
nibikhtigandi otgia

maska

Translation:

“He commanded that images/statues of those same deities be
made, namely of the deities who had been mentioned above,
and...”

Line 12

Transcription:
fromado abeimoano $aonano kirdi abo kozotilo Kadfiso $ao abo
ifr-

Transliteration:

fromado abimano $aonano kirdi abo kozulo Kadfiso $§a6 abo 1
fr-

Translation:

“He commanded that images of the following kings be made:
of King Kujula Kadphises...”

Line 13

Transcription:
oniago odo abo ooémo (takto) Sao abo i niago odo abo ooémo
Kadfiso $ao abo

Transliteration:
Oniagd udd abd G€md (taktd) $30 abd 1 niagd udd abd GEmMO
Kadfiso §a6 abd



Translation:
“...his great-grandfather, and of King Vima Taktu, his
grandfather, and of King Vima Kadphises...”

Line 14

Transcription:
(1) pido odo abo i xobie abo kan&sko Sao ta sagdondi Saonano
$ao i bagopoo-

Transliteration:

(1) p1do udo abd 1 xobl abd Kangsko $a0 ta sagondi §a6nand
$30 1 bagopii-

Translation:

“...his father, and for himself, King Kanishka. Then, just as
the Bagopouro [divine son/son of the deity]...”

Line 15

Transcription:
rakane [...] fromado kirdi tadi Safare karalraggo kirdo eio
bagolanggo

Transliteration:
rakane [...] fromado kirdi tadi Safaré karalraggo kirdo &yo
bagblanggo

Translation:
“...had commanded the gods [...] Shafar, the karalrango,
constructed this temple.”

Line 16

Transcription:
[...]o karalraggo odo Safaro karalraggo odo nokonzoko i asto-

Transliteration:
[...]0 karalraggd udo Safard karalraggd udd nokonzoko T asto-

Translation:
“[...] the karalrango, and Shafar the karalrango, and
Nokonzoko, the asto- [possibly a religious or administrative
official]...”

Line 17

Transcription:
a[lgo kir]do ia fromano eimidba bage kidi maro nibixtigendi
tadano abo $aon-

Transliteration:

algu kirdo 1@ fromand eimidba bageé kidi maro nibikhtigendi
tadano abo $aon-

Translation:

“...carried out the king’s command. Concerning the deities
who were inscribed here, may they protect...”

Line 18

Transcription:
ano $ao abo kanéske koSano abo iad€dani zorrigi Irou(g)o
aggad...go oanind-

Transliteration:
and $20 abo Kaneské Kosand abd yawedant zorrigl lrii(g)o
aggad...go anind-
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Translation:
“...the king, Kanishka the Kushan, forever, in good health,
prosperity, and victory...”

Line 19

Transcription:
o p[...Ji(n)di odo...i ba(g)epooro aso idgo xSono abo io (a)
xSono iundo arougo n-

Transliteration:

0 p[...]ind1 udo...1 bagépord aso i0gd x$0nd abod 10 (a) x86nod
iundo arogo n-

Translation:

“...and may the son of the deity rule over all India, from the
first year to the thousandth year.”

Line 20

Transcription:
ara[...]i bagolanggo abo idgo xSono aspado tadi abo i arémeso
xSono aggarf...]

Transliteration:

ara[...]1 bagolanggo abo i10go x$0no aspado tadi abo 1 arémiso
x$0no aggarf...]

Translation:

“This temple was founded in the first year; then, in the third
year, it was completed...”

Line 21

Transcription:
[1xa[...] pido Sao fromana abissi paréna lado abissi rédge lado
abiss]...]

Transliteration:

[...]xa[...] pido $a6 fromana abissi paréna lado abissi rédgé
1ado abiss|...]

Translation:

“According to the command of the king, numerous ceremonies
were also performed; many attendants/servants were also
dedicated, and many [other offerings/services]...”

Line 22

Transcription:
[...]3ai mad...a (abo) bagano lado odo fareimoano axodano
[si]di abo mi bage lado

Transliteration:
[...]3a1 mad]...]a (abd) bagand 1addé udd fareimdand axdodand

Translation:
“...the king presented an endowment/property to the deities,
and for this purpose it was given to the deities...”

Line 23

Transcription:
[...] atid(€)os

Transliteration:
[...] atid€os



Translation:
“[...] The text is incomplete.”

Complete Translation of the Rabatak Inscription

1. “[...] the great savior, Kanishka the Kushan, the righteous,
the just, the supreme ruler, lord of the deities...”

2. “The venerable and exalted one, who received kingship
from Nana and from all the deities, the one who [began] the
first year...”

3. “He initiated it; when the deities were pleased, he issued it
in the Greek language and then translated it into the Aryan
[Bactrian] language.”

4. “In the first year, this decree was proclaimed in India,
throughout the entire realm of the Kshatriyas, as far as...”

5. “Among them were the cities of Wasp, Saketa, Kausambi,
and Pataliputra, extending as far as the city of Srikantha...”

6. “And to all the rulers and other important persons, he
incorporated all of it according to his own will, and he
incorporated...”

7. “All of India according to his own will. Then King
Kanishka commanded Shafar, the karalrango
[official/overseer]...”

8. “To construct a temple called BJ...] in the precinct of the
royal palace, for this purpose...”

9. “For the deities whose worship [was established] in this
glorious sanctuary, namely the aforementioned Nana and...”

10. “And all [the people] swore by Aurdomozdo [Ahura
Mazda], Mazda, Srosardo [Sraosa], Narasa, and Mihr [Mithra],
and...”

11. “He commanded that images/statues of those same deities
be made, namely of the deities mentioned above...”

12. “He commanded that images of these kings also be made:
of King Kujula Kadphises...”

13. “His great-grandfather, and of King Vima Taktu, his
grandfather, and of King Vima Kadphises...”

14. “His father, and for himself, King Kanishka. Then, just as
the emperor, the Bagopouro [divine son/son of the deity]...”

15. “...had commanded that it be carried out, Shafar, the
karalrango [official/overseer] of this temple, constructed it.”

16. “Then [...] the karalrango, Shafar the karalrango, and
Nokonzoko, the asto- [possibly a religious or administrative
official]...”

17. “Carried out the king’s command. Concerning the deities
who were inscribed here, may they protect...”

18. “The emperor, Kanishka the Kushan, forever, in good
health, prosperity, and victory...”

19. “And may the son of the deity rule over all India, from the
first year to the thousandth year.”
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20. “This temple was founded in the first year; then, in the third
year, it was completed.”

21. “According to the king’s command, many ceremonies were
also performed; many attendants/servants were dedicated, and
many other [offerings and services were provided]...”

22. “The king presented an endowment/property to the deities,
and for this purpose it was given to the deities...”

23. “[...] The text is incomplete.”
4. General Analysis of the Rabatak Inscription

The opening line of the inscription introduces Kanishka I as the
“great savior,” baga (god/deity), and the “supreme ruler.” The
term baga, meaning a “high-ranking or exalted person” in
ancient and Middle Iranian languages, is used here to
emphasize the religious legitimacy of the king (Boyce, 1977, p.
89). The term has its roots in Iranian religious traditions and is
also attested in Avestan texts and Old Persian inscriptions. The
epithets “righteous” and “just” correspond to the Zoroastrian
concept of asha (arta), meaning truth, order, and justice, and
indicate a connection between Kushan kingship and Iranian
religious values. The title “supreme ruler” (autokrator) in
Greek likewise reflects the influence of the Greco-Bactrian
cultural tradition, in which kings were represented as unrivaled
sovereigns. The combination of Iranian and Greek elements in
the portrayal of Kanishka demonstrates the multicultural
character of Kushan political ideology, presenting the king as
both a religiously legitimate and just ruler (Sims-Williams,
1989, p. 32).

The following line refers to the legitimacy of Kanishka’s
kingship through Nana, a Mesopotamian-Bactrian goddess.
Nana occupied an important position in Bactrian religious
culture and was associated with divine protection and royal
authority; she also appears prominently in Kushan inscriptions
and coinage. The divine term bagana in the inscription
signifies the sacred status associated with Nana and reflects her
elevated position within the Kushan religious system. The
tradition whereby political legitimacy is derived from a deity
has parallels in Iranian religious traditions, such as the role of
Ahura Mazda in Achaemenid royal inscriptions, as well as in
Mesopotamian traditions associated with deities such as Ishtar.
The selection of Nana as a source of royal legitimacy
demonstrates the Kushans’ effort to integrate indigenous
Bactrian religious traditions with broader Iranian traditions and
to establish a cultural connection among the diverse ethnic
groups within the Kushan Empire (Jafri-Dehghani, 2009, p. 6).

One of the most important linguistic features of the Rabatak
Inscription is its reference to the transition from Greek to
Bactrian. The term “Aryan” in this context refers to Bactrian,
an Eastern Middle Iranian language. The initial use of Greek
reflects the continued influence of the Greco-Bactrian cultural
tradition in the region following the conquests of Alexander the
Great. However, the translation of the royal decree into
Bactrian indicates the increasing importance of an indigenous
Iranian language in official communication under the Kushans.
This linguistic development, which occurred during the reign
of Kanishka, was accompanied by the continued use of the



angular Greek script for writing Bactrian, itself representing a
combination of eastern linguistic identity and a western
writing tradition. The passage therefore emphasizes the
importance of Bactrian as an official language of the Kushan
Empire (Sims-Williams & Cribb, 1996, p. 85).

The Rabatak Inscription also provides significant information
concerning the geographical extent of the Kushan Empire. The
royal concept represented by terms associated with xsafra
recalls Iranian traditions of imperial sovereignty and
emphasizes Kanishka’s extensive authority. References to
India and the Kshatriyas indicate the broad extent of Kushan
political influence, which extended from Central Asia into
northern India. This geographical expansion not only
demonstrates the political power of the Kushans but also
highlights their role in connecting Central Asia and the Indian
subcontinent through cultural and commercial networks. The
reference to the Kshatriyas may possibly relate to eastern
regions under Kushan influence, although the precise
geographical identification remains debated.

The list of cities mentioned in the inscription—including
Pataliputra, Kausambi, and Srikantha—indicates Kushan
political influence over important political and commercial
centers of northern India. Wasp and Saketa probably refer to
additional cities in northern India. This list not only
demonstrates the geographical scope of Kushan influence but
also emphasizes the importance of these urban centers as
economic and cultural hubs. Pataliputra, the former capital of
the Mauryan Empire and modern Patna, retained considerable
importance during the Kushan period and may reflect
Kanishka’s efforts to consolidate authority over strategically
significant areas of the Indian subcontinent (Fussman, 1998,
pp. 621-622).

Modern Modern Identification Name in the Inscription
Country
. Probably Vaidali (Vaishali), -
India in northern Bihar Wasp / waspo
. Ancient city of Saketa, _ -
India identified with Ayodhya Zaged / zagedo
Historical city of Kausambi,
India near present-day | Kausambi/ kozambo
Prayagraj/Allahabad
Pataliputra, capital of ancient
India Magadha, corresponding to | Pataliputra/ palabotro
modern Patna
India Ancient city of Champa, near Srikantha / zirit-
present-day Bhagalpur

Consequently, the political sphere of Kanishka’s influence
encompassed extensive areas of present-day northern India.
This political influence was accompanied by the expansion of
Kushan culture, the Bactrian language, and diverse Iranian
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and Buddhist religious traditions (Sims-Williams & Cribb,
1996, p. 110).

The references in the Rabatak Inscription to local rulers and
officials (Sahrab) indicate aspects of the administrative
organization of the Kushan Empire. Such officials may have
served as intermediaries between the central royal authority and
regional communities, although their precise institutional
relationship to Achaemenid satraps should not be assumed
without qualification. The reference to “important persons”
may likewise denote local elites or aristocrats who participated
in the administration of the empire. These references point
toward a complex administrative structure that incorporated
elements of Iranian and Greco-Bactrian political traditions
(Jafri-Dehghani, 2009, p. 7).

Another section of the inscription concerns the consolidation
and expansion of the Kushan realm during Kanishka’s reign
and emphasizes the importance of successive regnal years in
recording royal activities. The reference to officials operating
under the authority of the great king also suggests a
hierarchical administrative system in which central authority
was exercised through appointed officials (Sims-Williams,
1989, p. 34).

A particularly significant section of the inscription contains a
list of deities that clearly demonstrates the religious diversity of
the Kushan Empire. Nana, a Bactrian/Mesopotamian goddess;
Ouma, associated with an Indian religious tradition;
Auramazda (Ahura Mazda); SroSardo (SraoSa); Narasa; and
Mihr (Mithra) collectively reflect the coexistence and
interaction of Iranian, Bactrian, and Indian religious traditions.
This religious diversity illustrates the pluralistic character of
Kushan religious culture and the coexistence of different cults
within the empire. The presence of Auramazda, in particular,
reflects the continuing significance of Iranian religious
traditions in Kushan ideology (Fussman, 1998, p. 623).

The inscription also refers to Kanishka’s predecessors,
including Kujula Kadphises and Vima Taktu, demonstrating his
effort to emphasize dynastic continuity and the legitimacy of
his own rule. The commemoration of earlier rulers was an
important element of Kushan royal ideology, while the names
recorded in the inscription correspond closely with evidence
provided by Kushan coinage (Humbach, 2003, p. 159).
Particularly noteworthy is the instruction to create royal images
alongside representations of deities and royal ancestors. This
practice demonstrates the sacralization of kingship and the
effort to associate the reigning monarch with both divine and
dynastic traditions. Such royal representation may be
understood within the broader artistic and religious context of
the Hellenistic and Iranian worlds and the developing traditions
of Kushan royal ideology.

The title Bagopouro, commonly interpreted as corresponding to
Sanskrit devaputra, “son of the god,” reflects the sacred
dimension of Kushan kingship. The title is also attested in
Kushan numismatic and political contexts and demonstrates the
close relationship between royal authority and religious
concepts.



The official named “Shafar” was probably a high-ranking
local or administrative official responsible for implementing
the royal command and supervising the construction of the
temple. His role illustrates the importance of regional officials
in carrying out royal projects and reflects the administrative
organization of the Kushan state (Sims-Williams & Cribb,
2000, p. 21).

Accordingly, the inscription emphasizes the central authority
of Kanishka and the implementation of his commands by
subordinate officials. The references to the completion of the
construction project demonstrate the effectiveness of the
administrative mechanisms through which royal orders were
executed (Sims-Williams, 1989, p. 35).

The reference to the “third year” is significant because the
inscription records activities according to regnal years. Such
chronological references provide evidence for the use of a
systematic dating convention during the Kushan period. The
chronology associated with Kanishka has been the subject of
considerable scholarly debate, and it is therefore preferable to
interpret the reference primarily as a regnal-year notation
rather than automatically equating it with a universally
established “Kushan Era” (Fussman, 1998, p. 625).

The Rabatak Inscription also refers to religious ceremonies

associated with the establishment and dedication of the temple.

Offerings and endowments to the deities correspond to
broader Iranian and South Asian religious practices in which
material offerings were presented to divine powers. These
ceremonies demonstrate the important role of religious
institutions and ritual practices in Kushan society and royal
ideology.

The final sections of the inscription contain prayers for the
health, prosperity, and victory of the king. Such formulaic
expressions were common in ancient royal and religious
traditions and served to reinforce the divine protection and
legitimacy of the monarch. The inscription also contains
expressions referring to the continuation and longevity of
royal rule, comparable in general function to formulaic
expressions found in other ancient imperial traditions (Jafri-
Dehghani, 2009, p. 8).

The final portion further indicates the existence of
arrangements for maintaining the temple and supporting its
religious personnel. The references to attendants or servants
may point to individuals responsible for the functioning of the
sanctuary. This suggests that religious institutions in the
Kushan Empire possessed an organized administrative and
economic basis (Sims-Williams, 1989, p. 36).

Although some of the final lines of the Rabatak Inscription are
damaged and cannot be read with certainty, the references to
offerings, endowments, religious ceremonies, and the formal
recording of the royal order demonstrate the importance
attached to institutional documentation and ritual practices
during the Kushan period. These damaged sections probably
contained concluding formulae associated with the protection
of the temple, the welfare of the king, and the continuity of the
royal and religious establishment (Sims-Williams & Cribb,
1996, p. 87).
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Figure 1. The Rabatak Inscription, National Museum of
Afghanistan. Photograph by Sulaiman Kohistani, 1403 (2024).

" Of w0r rop Fop pyak bk ¢ ko b ar b

z - AopA Ly 0 v

# NOok| 2o ﬂANAebaArcmf\rrcA}imMiKg e aRen
HD&b«"ycrArwr\o.lgm-ar~c<-rNAAAQmM\”
JAAOA};OI\N-'*OX\J

zAO0hprofar
:r«AAr‘c‘FATM IAfop&oLe o) Jw;—iﬂ.’ii’m
™ =COAroO 3 ¢
U"wAEO,!‘fr«!—”o‘tﬁ{’om-bAgoAgo#/\:FJOAA:_Z;ZA:“ZA"f’" 0we
«\;-n?az.w "'_k';‘oo*m’k“f‘~l\**‘KO"DOAFAAAEOT[-vcayPDAAi:;};
rp ORA sosonten 02 HOBROICIH S0 ey Ao Doy adpore
- "}’/(4A[OFA‘f’f\fOKA/’u/\/?AA rodpomaLa
RopizInR0i Aleacnre pArapapeiaon ol
f F’OO/‘\M-J\C“#/\/J/JQ&:_V LA D KA 0N AN
CHChAP S ONALA erR«yl?'b‘S&’)f‘F&”éé}*loA
QA0 AT 0 LArAM O LIS A b el ARIRIX T I ¢ fes] o
Ofei pAIBROKGX OV A0 fpos | o b o ARol$p
ir(aro om0 pRe0oir a0 ke o> b b0A L0
DA CA From s [PAG AN o /ﬁAcléAr( oo
£y [ AP APES APARRAC € kIpeio Gof ok brro
AP A hbpApokspAAPLrTooroNokonzokolaproo
A0 s (& EARBEER ] ) M Lp DML T re a4 s A 0pRo fidor
& feb,’r»\r‘oA@O[Ao,,b;,;NJT\n‘P/o“—[ ApoyiroArrhas oo
PDA’":)/wr—u)(lbﬁ.(r‘. PLO10>: X PO ro N e CApoYIror
,Wf,maArn-Aao 7AB{#_KO/AP}. cbeo X b Ho Al mA N

o ponant AAR e Ap fr AR ARl ecip e = L g
s adeberAronamoosadart /«.~0A§f*;/i’l§&:r" 0 #)

A=pAR
Dom | R Bt

Figure 2. Transcription of the Rabatak Inscription, reproduced
from an online source.

5. Research Findings

The findings of this study demonstrate that the Rabatak
Inscription is one of the most important sources for
reconstructing the political and cultural history of the Kushan
Empire, particularly the reign of Kanishka I. Analysis of the 23
lines of the inscription reveals that this document extends
beyond a merely religious or royal decree and contains a broad
range of historical, linguistic, religious, and administrative
information.

First, from a political and geographical perspective, the
Rabatak Inscription demonstrates the authority and extensive
territorial reach of Kanishka I. References to regions and cities
in northern India, including Pataliputra, Kausambi, and
Srikantha, indicate that Kushan political authority or influence
extended into parts of the Indian subcontinent. This evidence
highlights the significant role of the Kushans in establishing
connections among Afghanistan, Central Asia, and northern
India.

Second, from a linguistic and cultural perspective, the
findings demonstrate that the use of the Bactrian language
written in the Greek script constitutes one of the most
significant features of the Rabatak Inscription. This
combination reflects, on the one hand, the continuation of the
Greco-Bactrian scribal tradition and, on the other, the
strengthened position of a local Iranian language within the
official structure of the Kushan state. The Rabatak Inscription
therefore provides important evidence for the interaction and



integration of indigenous and external cultural elements
during the Kushan period.

Third, from a religious and ritual perspective, the inscription
provides a clear picture of the diversity of religious beliefs
within Kushan society. The presence of the names Nana,
Ouma, Auramazda, SraoSa, Narse, and Mihr reflects the
combination and coexistence of Bactrian, Iranian, and Indian
religious elements. This diversity may be regarded as an
important reflection of the multicultural character of the
Kushan Empire. Furthermore, the construction of a temple and
the creation of images of deities and royal ancestors
demonstrate that religious beliefs were closely connected with
royal ideology.

Fourth, from an administrative and governmental
perspective, the inscription provides evidence for the
existence of a hierarchical administrative structure within the
Kushan state. References to officials such as Shafar and the
karalrango, together with the delegation of royal commands
to these officials, demonstrate the important role of local and
regional authorities in administering the territory and
implementing royal policies. The construction of the temple,
performance of ceremonies, allocation of endowments, and
presence of religious attendants also indicate institutional
connections  between  administrative and  religious
organizations.

Fifth, with regard to royal legitimacy, the inscription
demonstrates that Kanishka sought to consolidate his political
authority through associations with deities, royal ancestors,
and the Kushan dynastic lineage. The mention of Kujula
Kadphises, Vima Taktu, and Vima Kadphises alongside
Kanishka emphasizes dynastic continuity and the historical
legitimacy of his kingship. Furthermore, the creation of royal
images alongside representations of deities and royal ancestors
reflects the elevated and sacralized status attributed to
kingship.

Sixth, the findings demonstrate that religion and politics
were closely interconnected within the Kushan political
system. The royal command to construct a temple, install
images, perform religious ceremonies, and make offerings,
together with prayers for the health and victory of the king,
indicates that religious institutions played an important role in
strengthening royal ideology and legitimizing political
authority. From this perspective, the Rabatak Inscription can
be regarded as a significant source for studying the
relationship between religion and kingship during the Kushan
period.

Finally, the most important finding of this research is that the
Rabatak  Inscription reflects a multilayered and
multicultural cultural structure during the Kushan period.
Within this structure, Iranian and Bactrian traditions, the
Greco-Bactrian legacy, and cultural and religious elements
from the Indian subcontinent coexisted and interacted.
Therefore, the historical significance of the Rabatak
Inscription is not limited to its recording of political
developments. Rather, it constitutes an important source for
understanding the processes of cultural interaction, integration,
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adaptation, and transformation within the territories of the
Kushan Empire.

Conclusion

The examination and analysis of the Rabatak Inscription
demonstrate that it is one of the most important written sources
for understanding the history and civilization of the Kushan
period, particularly the reign of Kanishka I. The significance of
the inscription is not limited to its antiquity or written content;
rather, its principal value lies in the multidimensional
information it provides concerning the political structure,
administrative system, religious beliefs, language, royal
legitimacy, and geographical extent of the Kushan state. From
this perspective, the Rabatak Inscription may be regarded as a
document in which various dimensions of the political and
cultural life of the Kushan Empire are reflected simultaneously.

From a political and historical perspective, references to
various territories and cities in northern India, including
Pataliputra, Kausambi, and Srikantha, demonstrate the
extensive sphere of Kanishka’s influence and the political and
cultural connections between the Kushan realm and the Indian
subcontinent. Likewise, the mention of earlier rulers and the
emphasis on royal lineage indicate that dynastic continuity
constituted an important element of Kushan royal legitimacy.
The delegation of royal commands to local officials and the
construction of a temple by royal order further indicate the
existence of an organized administrative structure and political
hierarchy within the Kushan state.

From a religious perspective, the Rabatak Inscription provides
a clear picture of the diversity and coexistence of religious
traditions during the Kushan period. The presence of Nana and
Ouma alongside Auramazda, SraoSa, Narse, and Mihr
demonstrates the combination of Bactrian, Iranian, and Indian
religious elements within the religious environment of the
period. The royal command to construct a temple, create
images of deities and royal ancestors, and conduct offerings
and religious ceremonies further demonstrates that religious
institutions were closely connected with royal ideology and
played an important role in consolidating the legitimacy and
authority of the king.

From a linguistic and cultural perspective, one of the most
significant features of the Rabatak Inscription is the use of the
Bactrian language written in the Greek script. This combination
demonstrates that, while preserving certain literary and cultural
elements inherited from the Greco-Bactrian tradition, the
Kushans strengthened the position of the indigenous language
within official and governmental contexts. The Rabatak
Inscription can therefore be regarded as important evidence for
the process of cultural interaction and integration through
which indigenous, Greco-Bactrian, and Indian traditions
coexisted within the framework of the Kushan Empire.

Overall, the Rabatak Inscription provides a multilayered picture
of the Kushan Empire, in which political authority, religious
legitimacy, linguistic identity, and cultural interaction operated
in continuous and mutually influential relationships. The added
value of the present analysis lies in examining the Rabatak
Inscription not merely as a historical text, but as a source for



simultaneously studying the relationships among language,
religion, politics, and culture in the Kushan world.
Consequently, the inscription occupies an important position
in understanding the ancient history of Afghanistan and in
explaining the role of this region as one of the major centers
of cultural interaction among Central Asia, Afghanistan, and
the Indian subcontinent.
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