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Abstract: This paper will reflect on how Pahlavi texts after the Islamic conquest
conceptualize conflicts between Islamic norms and Zoroastrian rules, in particular those concerning purity. The paper will therefore be concerned with the
representation of Islam and Islamic practices within the Mazdean community.
For this reason, the issue of the reception of the Holy Qur’ān within Pahlavi
literature will also need to be addressed. The paper will formulate some hypotheses on what goals the Mazdean intellectual elites (in this case, essentially
their clergy) tried to achieve through their representation of Islam. It will also
discuss how this representation connected with the economic and social transformation that this community underwent with the end of the Sasanian Empire,
in particular with the changes in landholding that had been among the main
sources of wealth and power for the Sasanian aristocracy.
Keywords: Zoroastrianism, Islam, early islamic period, Holy Qur’ān, purity

1 Texts and Norms of Purity
The absorption of the Sasanian Empire into the Islamic caliphate after the
Persian defeat at al-Qādisiyyah (636 CE) left deep traces in the consciousness
of the Zoroastrian community and its clergy, breaking the vital link between
empire and Zoroastrian cult that had characterized the previous centuries.1
However, the Mazdean religion survived (and still survives) and the
Zoroastrian communities continued developing their rich tradition of Pahlavi
literature. Most of the masterpieces of this literature, including encyclopedic
works like the Bundahišn or apocalyptic texts like the Zand ī Wahman Yasn, were
produced or acquired a new redaction after the Golden Age of the Sasanian
1 MORONY 1976; CHOKSY 1987; STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 1, p. 266–276; LEVY-RUBIN 2011, p. 99–110.
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emperors, under Islamic rule.2 Many Pahlavi texts allude to the presence of the
new conquerors after the fall of the Sasanian kingdom, in a society in which the
Mazdeans are subordinate to Muslim rulers.3 These texts are also largely concerned with the consequences of the contact between Mazdean and Islamic
communities.4 Texts of a different genre are in particular concerned about the
risks of contact with impurity that interreligious relationships imply for the
believers and therefore address the issue of the ritual regulation of relationships
with non-Zoroastrians.5 Purity and pollution are crucial themes for
Zoroastrianism: they are present from the cosmogony to the apocalyptic and
eschatological conclusion, as well as in all genres of the religious literature.6 As
a pattern of classification, purity rules represent schemes of social order and
behavior. Purity rules and rituals of purification establish social boundaries
inside and outside the community, constructing identities and regulating interreligious contact.7
Rituals are the ‘things to be done materially’ which structure reality and
therefore regulate the division of the world according to the tenets of
Zoroastrian dualistic theology.8 The world is divinely created as pure. Pollution
derives from the assault of Ahriman on the world and therefore sets up the
scenario of this cosmic conflict between purity and impurity, light and darkness.
It is necessary to protect the physical creations from impurity, such as water and
fire,9 which are created as an embodiment of their corresponding holy immortals.10 In this dualistic logic, benign spiritual beings correspond to arch-demons
and demons, and the creatures of Ohrmazd correspond to noxious creatures. The
metaphysical answer is also, in fact, a physical explanation, for in Zoroastrianism
there is a continuity between the spiritual (“mēnōg”) world and the physical
(“gētīg”) world. This cosmological narrative gives a metaphysical answer to the
question ‘what are the sources of impurity?’, which is that pollution originated

2 CERETI 2001, p. 16–19; MACUCH 2009.
3 For an overview of the literature: MACUCH 2009, p. 116–196, in particular p. 130–172.
4 STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 1, p. 276–286.
5 STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 3, p. 266–268.
6 WILLIAMS 2015, p. 347.
7 STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 3, p. 263 sq.
8 STAUSBERG/KARANJIA 2015, p. 363; WILLIAMS 2015, p. 347 sq.
9 Water and fire take a particular position in Zoroastrian purity discourse. Stausberg points to a
mythical political background for the origin of this prominent position: in the Bundahišn (which
will be discussed later in this article) we read, for example, that the entire Creation came from a
drop of water, with the exemption of the seed of men and animals, which originated from the
essence of fire: STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 3, p. 272.
10 Ibid., p. 271.
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from the affliction of demonic beings.11 The highest religious imperative is the repurification of the world; purification is a positive act and produces purity in this
cosmic conflict.12 Social anxieties are therefore reflected in theological reflections,
which are indissolubly connected to purity rituals and regulations. The anxieties
of the Zoroastrian community are particularly reflected in apocalyptic texts, in
which eschatological concepts are connected with the necessity of keeping purity
regulated. Although they built on pre-Islamic traditions, apocalyptic texts found
further diffusion and new re-elaborations in the age of the caliphs. The Zand ī
Wahman Yasn is such an apocalyptic text.13 Although it may include different
layers of tradition, the extant redaction is almost certainly post-Islamic (ninth
century). As has been shown by the editor Cereti, certain new Persian grammatical
features can be observed, such as the use of the word “rāy” to mark the direct
object or the use of “xwēš” as a pronoun.14 This text reveals that, at the end of the
tenth century of Zaraduxšt (‘Zoroaster’), Iran will be possessed by non-Iranian
rulers. This period will follow that of Husraw, who had defeated the accursed
Mazdak (the heretic who is supposed to have led a rebellion at the time of king
Kawād and king Husraw Anōshag-ruwān).15 The end of the tenth century will
represent the end of the millennium of Zaraduxšt, which will be characterized by
the subversion of the social order, with the subversion of the status of grandee,
freeman and “dehgān”:
ud āzādīh ud wuzurgīh ud dahigānīh ud dēn-rāstīh ud paymān ud *zēnhār ud rāmišn ud
harwisp dahišn ī man Ohrmazd dād, ud ēn dēn ‹ī› abēzag ī māzdēsnān, ud ātaxš ī Wahrām
‹ī› pad dād-gāh nišāst ēstēd ō nēstīh rasēd
The status of freeman, the status of grandee, the status of ‘dehgān’, the truth of religion,
treaties, sanctuary, peace, all the creation that I, Ohrmazd, have created, this pure religion
of the Mazdeans, and the Wahrām fire ‹that› has been established in the Fire Temple, ‹all›
will come to nought.16

This points to the core of one of the main sources of anxiety for the Zoroastrian
community under Islamic law: the transformation of the late Sasanian social and
economic order. The Sasanian monarchy ended and regions that were previously
ruled by Iranian kings were now ruled by Islamic governors. Land that was
taken from Fire Temples and Sasanian aristocrats was granted to Umayyad and
11
12
13
14
15
16

WILLIAMS 2015, p. 352.
STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 3, p. 269.
MORONY 1984a, p. 302–305; GIGNOUX 1986; DARYAEE 1998.
CERETI 1995, p. 11.
III 28, Zand ī Wahman Yasn, p. 135 (Pahlavi text) and 152 (English translation).
IV 7, ibid., p. 136 (Pahlavi text) and 153 (English translation).
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then to ‘Abbāsid protégés.17 This favored the emergence of a Muslim landholding elite, whereas high taxation had resulted in a loss of political and economic
influence for the Iranian landed gentry, the “dehgānan” (or “dahāqīn” in
Arabic). From the beginning of the eighth century, the attempt to prohibit land
sales in the rural areas of Iraq (the so-called Sawād) in order to prevent the loss
of revenue through sale to Muslims (the “ḫarāj” was in theory a tax on the land
of unbelievers) is one of the signs of the dramatic shift in positions of wealth and
power that affected the post-Sasanian world.18 In the Zand ī Wahman Yasn, the
subversion of the social order leads to the subversion of the purity norms of the
Mazdeans:
ud hamāg gēhān nasā-nigānīh ud nasā-wistarišn be bawēed. ud nasā nigānīdan ud nasā
šustan ud nasā sōxtan, ō āb ud ātaxš burdan, ud nasā xwardan pad dād gīrēnd ud nē
pahrēzēnd
and the whole world will be burying dead matter and spreading ‹around› dead matter. And
they will accept it as lawful to bury dead matter, to wash dead matter, to burn dead matter,
to bring it to water and fire, and ‹even› to eat dead matter and will not refrain ‹from it›.19

Norms of sexual cleanliness are also subverted, since many acts of sodomy
(“kūn-marz”) and sexual acts with menstruating women (“daštānmarz ī was
kunēnd”) will be committed.20 Like most world religions, Zoroastrianism developed a strong aversion to homosexuality and the taboo of menstrual blood,
which is evident from a part of the Avesta. “Widēwdād” means ‘the law (serving
to keep) to keep demons away’; the common name in Middle Persian is “juddēw-dād” (‘the law [for] for keeping demons separate’).21 Scholars have tended
to date the final compilation of the text to a post-Achaemenid period, either the
Parthian (247–224 BCE) or the Seleucid (320–63 BCE). Since the original Avestan
was no longer fully understood and had to be based on oral traditions, the text
has a Pahlavi translation that is not exactly accurate. The Middle Persian
translation belongs to the Sasanian period, although commentaries were also
added after the rise of Islam. The most ancient surviving manuscript dates to
1323 CE.22 According to the Widēwdād: “gušn ī wiftag ud gušn wiftēnīdag

17 CAMPOPIANO 2011; VAN BAVEL e. a. 2014; REZAKHANI/MORONY 2014.
18 MORONY 1984a, p. 101–106; CAMPOPIANO 2012.
19 IV 23 sq., Zand ī Wahman Yasn, p. 137 (Pahlavi text) and 154 (English translation).
20 IV 63, ibid., p. 139 (Pahlavi text) and 157 (English translation).
21 MOAZAMI 2014, p. 1. See also ANDRÉS-TOLEDO 2016 and the Avesta Digital Archive: http://
ada.usal.es/.
22 MOAZAMI 2014, p. 17–19.
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Spitāmān Zarduxšt ān ast dēwān” – ‘A passive and an active participant in anal
intercourse, o Spitama Zarathushtra, he is a demon’.23
The threat of demons also lurks in menstruation. Because of the periodic
nature of their pollution, women were regarded as being possessed by a demon
on a regular basis. The fact that blood issues from a woman without any
apparent cause may have been the reason for associating them with demonic
contamination. Furthermore, the flow stopped with pregnancy. Infertility was
thus associated with menstrual blood, and therefore connected with the demon
of dead matter.24 During menstruation, a woman could harm anything just by a
glance. The Widēwdād establishes a special enclosure (“daštānestān”) to contain
women during the period of the flow.25 The Mazdean community was under an
obligation to follow the rules established in these sacred texts. In contentious
cases, the members of the community asked for direction from leading religious
figures. This procedure gave rise to the so-called “rivāyat”, which were manuals
containing the fundamental teaching of the Zoroastrian faith that flourished
from the ninth century until modern times.26 The “rivāyat” contain not only
basic theological principles, but also rulings on ritual and legal affairs, written
in the form of dialogues.27 Like the Widēwdād, the Rivāyat of Hormazyar
Framarz (ninth–tenth century) calls for an enclosure in which to contain menstruating women. A menstruating woman was barred from contact with other
humans, animals, plants, fire and water. She could not be warmed by fire and
food was brought to her in a metal dish. After the end of the menstruation
period, a purification rite, which involved washing with bull’s urine, had to be
observed.28
Similar preoccupations are echoed in cosmological works and, in particular,
in the influential Bundahišn. This work is known by two conventional names:
Bundahišn (‘primal creation “bun”’ – ‘base’ or ‘foundation’, “dah-dādan” – ‘to
give’ or ‘to create’) or Zand-āgāhīh (‘knowledge of the Zand’), which both appear
in the first, introductory paragraph of this cosmological work.29 It has been
hypothesized that the core of this work originated in the late Sasanian period;
however, the first compiler of this work that can be identified is Farrbay son of
23 Widēwdād, p. 238 (Pahlavi text) and 239 (English translation): MENDOZA FORREST 2011,
p. 94.
24 MENDOZA FORREST 2011, p. 71.
25 Widēwdād, p. 126 (Pahlavi text) and 127 (English translation).
26 JÁNOS 2005, p. 301; STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 1, p. 280–285.
27 JÁNOS 2005, p. 323.
28 MENDOZA FORREST 2011, p. 79. There are however divergences in Zoroastrian literature on
the rituals to be performed by menstruating women: STAUSBERG 2002–2004, 3, p. 377 sq.
29 CERETI 2001, p. 88.
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Ašwahišt, who lived toward the end of the ninth century. We need, therefore, to
see this text within a post-conquest social and religious context.30 Two different
redactions of the work have survived: the Iranian or Greater Bundahišn and the
Indian Bundahišn. The Bundahišn seems to echo concerns similar to those of the
Zand ī Wahman Yasn. It states that after Iran was left to the Arabs, many
customs of the ancients were destroyed and the invaders established “nisā
šōyišnīh nisā nigānīh nisā xwarišnīh” – ‘the washing of the dead, burying the
dead and eating the dead’.31 In Zoroastrianism, the corpse demon was believed
to rush into the body and contaminate all that came in contact with it. The
Dādistān-ī dīnīk, a religious and didactic text written by Manuščihr, who was
head of the Zoroastrian Church and active in the second half of the ninth
century, explains that after death the she-demon “nasūš” (‘corruption’) enters
the body, and it is then, for that reason, called “nasā” (‘dead matter’).32 Neither
fire nor earth nor water may be contaminated by dead matter. The Widēwdād
states that the Mazdeans should expose the corpses to the sun. The danger of
contamination is present until the birds have eaten the flesh.33 The text is also
particularly concerned with the contamination of water by dead matter.34 In the
case of a corpse coming into contact with water, it states: “hamē az ān ān āb ayōĵdahr [kū nē pāk] ud an-abar-xwarišn [kū nē abāyēd xwardan] tā ka ān nasā
be barišn” – ‘so far this water is impure, is not clean, is unfit to drink, one
should not drink it, until the removal of the corpse’.35
The Widēwdād further relates that dead bodies should be taken “pad ān
bālist gāh abar Spitāmān Zarduxšt [pad sar ī kōf] čiyōn bālistān be dānānd sag ī
kirb-xwār ayāb way ī kirb-xwār” – ‘on the highest places, o Spitama
Zarathustra!36 On the top of the mountains, so that the flesh-eating dogs or
the flesh-eating birds may notice them with certainty.’37 He who brings dead
matter to water or fire deserves death.38 Flesh-eating dogs and flesh-eating birds
can defeat the demon of dead matter.39

30 HULTGÅRD 1990; MACKENZIE 1990; CERETI 2001, p. 89.
31 Bundahišn, p. 278 (Pahlavi text) and 279 (English translation): DARYAEE 1998, p. 191 (whose
transcription and translation of this sentence I follow).
32 BOYCE 1984; BOYCE 1993.
33 Widēwdād, p. 132 (Pahlavi text) and 133 (English translation).
34 Ibid., p. 172–177 (Pahlavi text with facing English translation).
35 Ibid., p. 176 (Pahlavi text) and 177 (English translation).
36 Zoroaster, the prophet of ancient Iran.
37 Widēwdād, p. 180 (Pahlavi text) and 181 (English translation).
38 Ibid., p. 194 (Pahlavi text) and 195 (English translation).
39 Ibid., p. 196 (Pahlavi text) and 197 (English translation).
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A similar obsession for correct disposal of dead matter penetrates the
Rivāyat of Ēmēd ī Ašwahištān. This author lived in the tenth century, although
the text, as it has been preserved in its present form, could be slightly more
recent, as shown by the presence of neo-Persian linguistic features. The ideas
expressed in the Rivāyat of Ēmēd ī Ašwahištān specifically address the issue of
contact with Muslims, and of the risk represented by the fact that they follow
different norms of purity:
garmābag-i akdēnān har čiyon kunēd āb ō har kū šawēd pad hixrōmand ēwar ud pad nasā
pāsīh warōmand. Čē ōyšān pahrēz-i hixr ud nasā az ā ud ātaxš pad kēš nest
A Moslem bathhouse, whatever way it functions and wherever its water comes from, is
polluted and is susceptible to a lack of dead matter precautions. This is because there is no
such rule in their religion40 regarding the protection of water and fire from excrement and
dead matter.41

The Rivāyat also recalls that it was not the Muslims (“akdēnān”, from “ak” –
‘evil’ and “dēn” – ‘religion’, ‘those of the evil religion’) who introduced the bath,
but they had adopted them from their forerunners. Therefore, the Zoroastrians
(“wēhdēnān” – ‘those of the good religion’), if they need a bath, should arrange
one for themselves. We have seen how the anxiety concerning purity norms in
Zoroastrian literature in the Islamic period contributed to building boundaries
between the Mazdean community and the new dominant Islamic community. It
is important, therefore, to look at Islamic purity norms to understand the
differences from Mazdean norms and how they may have contributed to
strengthening the sense of alterity between the two communities.

2 Norms of Purification and Pollution.
The Mazdeans and Islam
Norms of purification are also central in the Islamic community, but they
obviously have a different theological interpretation than among the
Zoroastrians. Islam is a radically monotheistic religion and it does not share
the dualistic cosmology of Zoroastrianism.42 For Muslims, no act of worship can
be performed without first attending to matters of ritual purity. The central issue
40 The word used for religion is “kēš” – ‘dogma’, used in particular in reference to non-Mazdean
religions.
41 ĒMĒD Ī AŠWAHIŠTĀN Rivāyat, p. 145 (Pahlavi text) and 146 (English translation).
42 On the problems of defining Zoroastrianism as a monotheistic theology: STAUSBERG 2012.
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for Muslims was obedience to God’s specific requirements and to the duties that
humans owe to their creator.43 The Qur’ān’s provisions regarding ritual purity
seem to be thematically linked with the concept of the Covenant and, therefore,
refer to the necessity of obedience to God and to the gratitude towards the
benevolence of the divinity towards humankind.44 This linkage is reflected, for
example, in Sūrah 5, 6 sq., which concludes the instructions regarding ablutions
by stating: ‘God does not wish to burden you, but to purify you and to complete
his favor to you, so that you may give thanks. Remember God’s favor to you, and
his covenant which he concluded with you when you say: ‘we hear and obey’’.
Purity practices are preparation for eternal life in an uncorrupted realm and for a
state that transcends this world.45 The Qur’ān’s purity terminology and its moral
vocabulary show a strong connection, exemplified by the antonyms such as
“ṭayyib”/“ḫabīṯ” (‘pure’, ‘pleasant’, ‘good’/‘vile’, ‘evil’) and the range of their
usage extends from the purity status of foods to general moral censure and
praise.46 Purity rituals help to implement moral distinction and to distinguish
belief from disbelief.47
All the norms of purity as presented in the Mazdean texts are considered to
diverge, to a certain extent, from Islamic norms. By referring to the risks arising
after the Islamic conquest and, in particular, from contact with this community
and their places of social life (like the bathhouses), the Mazdean clergy shows a
certain awareness of these differences and exploits them to keep the two communities separate. The case of defilement of water by contact to dead matter is
very telling. The Islamic community had been developing norms concerning the
proper handling of corpses, and the washing of the body of the prophet
Muhammad is mentioned in the biography of Ibn Isḥāq (d. 767 CE). Discussion
concerning the washing of corpses is found among the jurists in the eighth–
ninth centuries, as well as the necessity of washing the washer.48 These questions arose because some Muslims suspected that handling a corpse could annul
their state of purity, also by coming into contact with polluting substances
emanating from the body.49 The Medinan jurist Mālik ibn Anas (711–795 CE)
did not recommend the ritual ablution for the perfumer before prayer or the
major ritual ablution for the washer of the body, suggesting that he may not

43
44
45
46
47
48
49

BROWN 2009, p. 160.
KATZ 2002, p. 32–39.
Ibid., p. 204; LEDER 2015, p. 289.
KATZ 2001; KATZ 2002, p. 343 sq.
LEDER 2015, p. 286.
HALEVI 2007, p. 43–45.
Ibid., p. 54 sq.
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have considered a corpse a source of contamination. In Mesopotamia during the
eighth and beginning of the ninth centuries, Islamic law came to be as preoccupied with dispatching the dead in a state of purity as the Jewish and
Zoroastrian laws had been with restoring purity to the living after defilement
by means of contact with the dead. The corpse was, however, not seen as a
source of pollution in itself: positive values were attached to the ablution of the
corpse, possibly under the influence of Christian practices which had already
exalted the bodies of saints and martyrs, accompanied by references to the
performance of the ritual as an act of pious devotion.50 Basran Muslims also
saw the handling of corpses as an opportunity, as it was an honor to wash the
corpse of a pious fellow Muslim. Parts of the body involved in acts of piety were
particularly honored.51
Similarly, the attitude to menstrual blood was different. Menstruation in
Islam is a preclusion (“ğanābah”). A preclusion is an event that requires lustration (“ġusl”). Islamic jurists argue that the presence of menstrual blood requires
abstention from ritual life and sexual intercourse either for the duration of the
menstrual flow or a certain minimum number of days, whichever is greater. A
woman who is ‘impure’ by reason of menstruation among the Mazdeans is
‘dangerous’: her clothing and presence are defiled and potentially defiling. In
the case of menstruation, neither the Muslim woman nor anything with which
she has contact is dangerous. Those items stained with menstrual blood are
defiled, as are all things tainted with human blood, but the taint is not different
because it is menstrual. The menstruating woman is precluded, and she must
cleanse herself in a manner different from a person otherwise issuing blood
from, for instance, a wound. She is not impure, if by impure we mean dangerous
or ontologically transformed, as it seemed to be the case for the Mazdeans. For
Muslims, blood is dangerous since its defiling character is contagious, but its
power to affect one’s fitness for ritual activity is limited. If either defiling
substance falls on one’s clothing, it is cleansed merely by removing the offending substance and running water over the clothing – until one does so, one may
not worship. There is no ritual act connected with removing these substances,
only washing is required. Mere contact with defilement does not hinder the
performance of ritual.52
The Mazdean clergy had its own specific purity norms and purification rites.
The most powerful Mazdean purification rite was the “baršnūm”. According to
the Widēwdād, it was called for only in cases of severe contamination, such as
50 Ibid., p. 77.
51 Ibid., p. 71 and 79 sq.
52 REINHART 1990; MAGHEN 1999; BOYD/WILLIAMS 2013.
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contact with corpses. It was performed in a bare infertile land, digging six holes
in the ground, and a furrow was drawn around these holes. The performer stood
outside the furrow with a stick with nine knots and a ladle and poured “gōmēz”,
bull’s urine, then water, on the person. He did this each time he passed from one
of nine trenches to the other.53
Another issue was the one of animal slaughter. Mazdean practices were
different from Islamic ones. Zoroastrians distinguish between “ahuric” and
“daēvic” animals: these last could not be eaten. However, “ahuric” animals
also had to be properly slaughtered, otherwise they would have been considered to be carrion and polluting.54 Preference is given to strangling and
stunning while avoiding the spilling of blood.55 Mazdeans had already
opposed the Jewish practices of animal slaughtering, probably because of the
spilling of blood.56 In the Yasna 29 of the Avesta, the cult of “daēvic” priests is
associated with violence in sacrifices. The Dēnkard – the famous encyclopedia
first redacted by Ādurfarrbay ī Farroxzādān, a Mazdean priest in the age of
caliph al-Ma’mūn (813–833 CE), and later revised by the head of the Mazdean
Church Ādurbād ī Ēmēdān in the second half of the tenth century – states that
the victim must be knocked unconscious before its throat is cut.57 Slaughtering
and eating has to be regarded as a necessity of material life to be eliminated in
the future world. The Ardā Wirāz Nāmag, a description of Heaven and Hell
probably originating at the end of the Sasanian dynasty but modified again in
the ninth or tenth century,58 describes the punishments of people who have
unlawfully slaughtered cattle or other animals: one man sees his limbs ever
breaking and separating, and others are hung upside down with a knife in
their bellies.59 As Touraj Daryaee has shown, food was crucial for differentiating Zoroastrians from non-Zoroastrians, and particular attention was paid to
which meat was consumed: for example the Rivāyat ī Āturfarnbag ud FarnbagSrōš establish that it was not authorized to consume meat bought from a
Jewish or Muslim butcher.60
There were several social and economic aspects attached to these rituals.
First of all, they included payments for the Mazdean clergy. Furthermore, the
observance of these taboos helped to keep the two communities separated and
53 MENDOZA FORREST 2011, p. 122 sq.
54 KATZ 2002, p. 15; FREIDENREICH 2011, p. 169.
55 SHAKED 2004, p. 341 sq.
56 KALMIN 2006, p. 133 sq.; SECUNDA 2014, p. 79 sq.
57 MALANDRA 2010.
58 VAHMAN 2017, p. 11.
59 Ardā Wirāz Nāmag, p. 136 and 179 (Pahlavi text) and 301 and 315 (English translation).
60 DARYAEE 2012, p. 230.
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avoid risks of conversion. A defining feature of Zoroastrianism is the belief that
individual human beings can, in the meantime, contribute to the realization of
this eschatological restoration through the performance of ‘their own proper
task’ (“xwēškārīh”), an ethical program which included, among many other
elements of this complex ethical system, participation in the ritual system and
the observation of purity codes.61
The Mazdean community saw its numbers dwindle. The opportunities for
social promotion that conversion offered to Mazdean elites by integrating into
the cosmopolitan empire of Islam were great, especially after the ‘Abbāsid
revolution of the mid-eighth century. Conversion must have been common
among this landed elite. The fiscal rescript, attributed to ‘Umar II (717–720
CE), affirms that conversion to Islam exempted individuals from the poll tax
but not from the payment of the heaviest land tax, the “ḫarāj”, showing that the
landed elite of Iranian origin were trying to convert to Islam in order to achieve a
better economic status.62 The difficult issue of keeping the landed property
within the Mazdean community is reflected in their religious literature. The
Rivāyat of Ēmēd ī Ašwahištān affirms the necessity of retaking possession of
the property of the converted:
uš xir ud xwāstag-ē pad xwēšīh ēstēd ud windišn-iz kē-š pad weh dēnīh xwēš būd pad
paoiryāi dāmanam ēstēd. Paoiryāi dāmanam kē ka ēn kū har kē az weh dēnān ān xir ud
xwāstag fradom abar gīrēd pad xwēšīh-i xwēš dārēd pādīxšā
Any property, wealth or income that belonged to him while he was Zoroastrian, becomes
subject to the ‘Law of Primitive Men’. The ‘Law of Primitive Men’ is this: Any Zoroastrian
who seizes that property first, is entitled to possess it.63

Consanguineous marriage (“khwēdōdāh”) was encouraged, probably in order to
maintain land ownership within the community. It does seem that the
Zoroastrians were rather reluctant in entering “khwēdōdāh”,64 but from the
eighth century, the juridic literature increasingly showed the merits attached
to this form of marriage.65
Further challenges were posed by the development of ‘heretical’ movements
that increasingly separated themselves from the Mazdean ‘High Church’.66 These
movements were also the result of social discontent and nativist opposition from
61
62
63
64
65
66

PAYNE 2013, p. 8 sq.
DURI 1974, p. 138–140; MORONY 1984b; CAMPOPIANO 2011; CAMPOPIANO 2012.
ĒMĒD Ī AŠWAHIŠTĀN Rivāyat, p. 181 (Pahlavi text) and 182 (English translation).
JÁNOS 2005, p. 304 sq.
DARYAEE 2013, p. 98 sq.
CRONE 2012, p. 371–385.
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Islam, but they rarely embraced fully the dogmas and norms expressed in the
Pahlavi literature of the Mazdean clergy.
Muslims also created their purity norms in order to distinguish themselves
from the surrounding religious group. The dog is a holy animal for
Zoroastrians, but it is impure for Islam. It is clear that here the impurity of
the dog shapes a difference between the two communities. Similarly, the
contrasting role of urine and water in the purification rituals would have
traced a clear line between the two communities. Mazdeans’ superior obsession with defilement could reflect their isolated status and the dwindling
numbers of Mazdeans – and in particular, their clergy – feeling pressured by
the adherence to Islam of some of their members, the loss of power and
influence, and the loss of control (as Crone has shown) in their ‘Low Church’
and heretical movements.67 As Mary Douglas has pointed out in her groundbreaking book Purity and danger: ‘The analysis of ritual symbolism cannot
begin until we recognise ritual as an attempt to create and maintain a particular culture, a particular set of assumptions by which experience is controlled.’68 In referring again to Douglas’ study, the Mazdean community’s
obsession with pollution expresses an anxiety arising from danger pressing
against external boundaries.69 In particular, anxiety about the body’s orifices,
as in the case of menstrual blood, mirrors a concern to protect the political and
cultural unity of the minorities. As in the case of the Israelites analyzed by
Mary Douglas: ‘Their body politic would be well mirrored in their care for the
integrity, unity and purity of the physical body.’70
Mazdean purity norms and their obsession with the danger of pollution after
the Islamic conquest reflects the body politic of a minority group who feels
threatened by the unifying power of Islam. This threat is particularly felt by its
clergy, its cultural elite, who defined its socio-economic position in connection
to this system of beliefs and norms. Their economic position weakened considerably during the first century of Islam – a stereotypical occupation for Mazdean
priests in Islamic literature is that of innkeepers.71 The clergy reflected this
weakness through its obsession with pollution, and in trying to use this obsession to keep the two communities separate.

67 Ibid., p. 386–388.
68 DOUGLAS 2002, p. 158.
69 Ibid., p. 152.
70 Ibid., p. 153.
71 CHOKSY 1987.
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3 Knowledge of the Qur’ān in Mazdean
Apologetics. The Škand-Gumānīg Wizār
The Mazdean Middle-Persian text in which we can detect a direct use of the
qur’ānic text is probably the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār (‘the doubt dispelling exposition’), an apologetic work defending the Mazdean creed from the criticism of
other religions, in particular from Islam, Judaism, Christianity and Manicheism.
The Škand-Gumānīg Wizār originated in a period of interreligious-public
debates in the early ‘Abbāsid period that lasted till at least caliph alMutawakkil (847–861 CE). This is also the period of the development of the
“‘ilm al-kalām”, the reasoned justification of the truth of the divine world,
developed under the influence of Greek philosophy. Likewise, Christians produced apologetic works in Syriac and Arabic, also informed by the use of
rational theology, the purpose of which was to strengthen Christians in their
faith and to show they could answer Islamic challenges to their belief.72 There
were also open debates between Muslim and Christian theologians, such as that
between Abū Qurra (d. 830 CE) and Muslim theologians at the court of the caliph
al-Ma’mūn (813–833 CE).73
The Škand-Gumānīg Wizār arose from the same background and needs.
Ādurfarrbay ī Farroxzādān, the early compiler of the Dēnkard, held a religious
disputation against a Mazdean convert to Islam, Abāliš, in the presence of alMa’mūn.74 The author of the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār, Mardānfarrox son of
Ohrmazdād, uses Ādurfarrbay’s redaction of the Dēnkard. This and other references have led the scholars to date the book between the middle and the end of
the ninth century. The most ancient manuscripts transmit a Pāzend (Middle
Persian in Avestan script) and Sanskrit version of the text: we will use the
Pāzend text here.
The Škand-Gumānīg Wizār defends dualism, in particular its solution of the
problem of the presence of evil in creation. In defending the Mazdean dualistic
creed, the author of the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār does not limit himself to philosophical arguments. He also relies on a direct knowledge of the scriptures of his
adversaries, which he employs to show what, from his perspective, are their
contradictions. This is shown by his familiarity with the Torah,75 and by his

72 GRIFFITH 1994; GRIFFITH 2002.
73 RISSANEN 1993.
74 HOYLAND 1997, p. 511.
75 See the polemic of the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār against the Jews: Škand-Gumānīg Wizār,
p. 196–203.
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direct knowledge of the Qur’ān, and its use in building his arguments against
Islam. The Qur’ān was also used by Christians in their debates with Muslims,
allegedly already in the debate between the patriarch Timothy and caliph alMahdī in the year 781 CE.76 The Muslim theologians also used the Bible to
support their arguments. Already the caliph al-Mahdī in the aforementioned
debate refers to the commonplace of the corruption of the four Gospels.
During the ninth century, Muslims started to use isolated verses from the Bible
to support their arguments, a strategy seen in the Kitāb ad-Dīn wa’d-Dawla by aṭṬabarī, written during the reign of the caliph al-Mutawakkil.77
A similar attitude is shown by the author of our Mazdean apologetic work.
This is particularly evident in connection with the narrative of the fall of Iblīs
(the devil) and of Adam and Eve, a crucial point in understanding Islamic
theology of evil. The Škand-Gumānīg Wizār affirms that the first Angel has
been created of fire:
Cun kaš ą i naxustīn frīstagą dādār yašą garąmi rā ež ātaš vīrāst cand hazārą sāl i cun
gōēnd ku parastašni i ōi hamē kard, awadim pa yak farmąn akard yaš dāt ku namāž ō īn
mardum i naxustīn yam ež gil vīrāst barēt, vaš bōžašni i pa ne sažet burden cimīha guft,
aigiš pa gil u nifrīn u xašm θar xvār kard
So when the creator made the first angel out of fire for honor, during thousands of years,
according to what they say, he always cared for him. Then, having disobeyed just one of
the orders given by God: ‘worship this first man’ (which He had made out of clay), he
apologized that he was not worthy, he gave reasons that he was made of clay, curse,
anger, darkness and abject.78

God turned him to a demonic nature (“ō dēwī u drūžī vardinīt”) and banished
him from paradise (“vahēšt”). The Škand-Gumānīk Vičār affirms that, according
to the Muslims, God has therefore laid down the foundation for damning and
misleading his worshippers:
hazāraihā zindaī xvadāī i jāwadąnaa dāt ku ‘šawom bandagą u parastagą i men awērāh
vyāwąn kunom’, vaš ō xveš kām vazūdār u patyāraa kard
So the eternal Lord has created a millenary life: ‘I am going to mislead and damn my
servants and worshippers.’ And he has created destroyer and opposition of his own will.79

76
77
78
79

WOLFSON 1976, p. 310.
THOMAS 1996.
Škand-Gumānīg Wizār, p. 130 sq.
Ibid.
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This reference is to several qur’ānic verses, while the idea that Iblīs has been
made out of fire (“ātaš”) and the man of clay (“gil”) is also qur’ānic. The history
of the fall of Iblīs is not recounted in the Qur’ān as a continuous narrative.80 In
Sūrah 2, 34, God commands the angels to bow down to Adam, but Iblīs refuses.
In Sūrah 7, 11–13, we read that Iblīs refuses to bow to Adam: Iblīs affirms that he
is better than him since he has been made out of fire (“nār”) and Adam from clay
(“ṭīn”), while God affirms that Iblīs is therefore among the debased creatures
(“innaka min aṣ-ṣāghirīna”), which the Mazdean apologetic translates as a
conversion to demonic nature. The reference to the different material in the
creation of Iblīs and the first man is repeated in Sūrah 38, 71–76, where we read
that Iblīs was made of fire (“nār”), and the first man of clay (“ṭīn”). The Sūrah 15,
26–28 affirms that the man was made from sounding clay (“ṣalṣāl”): Iblīs therefore refuses to prostrate to him since he says the man has been made out of
sounding clay from an altered black mud (Sūrah 15, 33: “min ṣalṣāl min ḥamā’
masnūn”) and God curses Iblīs, saying he is expelled (Sūrah 15, 34: “innaka
rağīm”) and on him there will be a curse till the Day of Judgement (Sūrah 15, 35;
“‘alayka al-la’na ilā yaum ad-dīn”).
In Sūrah 17, 61, Iblīs refuses to bow down to someone created from clay like
Adam. In Sūrah 18, 50, Iblīs refuses to bow down to Adam, and the Wrongdoer
is said to be one of the genies. In Sūrah 20, 116, it is repeated that Iblīs refused to
bow down to Adam. In Sūrah 38, 71–76, Iblīs refuses to bow down to Adam and
he affirms: ‘You created me from fire, and you created him from clay’
(“khalaqtanī min nār wa khalaqtanahu min ṭīn”).
It seems clear how the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār has synthethized the context of different Sūrahs, adapting them to the theology and cosmology of the
Mazdean religion. It is important to note, for example, how the first angel/
Iblīs in the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār undergoes a real change of nature – he
becomes demonic according to the dualistic nature of Mazdean cosmology,
rather than being simply banished and cursed. This is more relevant if we
want to understand why Škand-Gumānīg Wizār affirms that, according to the
Islamic creed, God is going to mislead his followers. This is once more based
on the qur’ānic text, but again on words that are attributed in it to Iblīs. In
Sūrah 7, 16 sq., Iblīs affirms that he has been put in error by God
(“aghwaytanī”), and therefore will wait for the men on his right path (“aq’udanna lahum ṣirāṭaka al-mustaqīma”), and he will approach them from any
side and God will not find the majority of mankind grateful to Him (“wa la
tağidu aktharahum šākirīna”), i. e. they will be deceived by Satan. In Sūrah
15, 39, Iblīs affirms that since God has put him in the wrong, he will put them
80 MAHMOUD 1995.
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all (mankind) in the wrong (“aghwaynnahum ağma’īna”). In Sūrah 17, 62 sq.,
Iblīs affirms that if God will respite him until the Day of Judgement, he will
bring Adam’s descendants under his way, and God replies that if anyone will
follow him, Hell will be his price. The author probably also has in mind
Sūrah 38, 79–83, where Iblīs asks God to give him respite till the Day of
Resurrection, and by the power of God he will put all mankind in the wrong,
except his servants.
The Škand-Gumānīg Wizār also relates the story of the fall of the first man,
whom God had put in the Garden of Paradise (“vahēšt”). God had also created
the Seducer, whom some say was the Serpent, while others say Ahriman: the
Creator gave to the man a nature tainted by concupiscence.81 The Holy Qur’ān is
again among his sources. The Qur’ān mentions the interdiction to approach the
tree in the Garden of Paradise and the fact that Adam and his wife were
corrupted by Satan (Sūrah 2, 35 sq.; 7, 19–25). In Sūrah 20, 120–123, Satan
promises to lead Adam to the Tree of Eternity – both Adam and his wife were
banished from the Garden as a result.
From the dualistic Mazdean point of view, the contradiction actually comes
from the fact that Iblīs has been created by God himself. If we do not admit the
existence of two different and opposite principles, then the entire responsibility
of evil falls on the shoulder of the almighty, omniscient Creator.82 The author of
the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār tries to point to the ambiguities of the depiction of the
origin of evil in Islamic theory by referring to the qur’ānic text. In defending the
idea that Ahriman is the principle of evil, he assumes that everything in the
world has to enter into one of these two categories: good or evil. If we admit that
everything comes from the will of God, then we are wrong in blaming Ahriman:
the rebellion of Ahriman and the fact that the evil angels have been expelled are
also the result of the will of God.83 He writes ‘if Good comes from God, evil from
man, then it is pointless to blame Ahriman, and to curse him’ (“Agarica nēkī ež
Yazat, vat ež mardum gōyēhet, aigin Aharman abunyašt awēgunāh vaš nifrīn
nigoišni awēcim”).84 This is another qur’ānic reference (Sūrah 4, 79): ‘What
comes to you of good is from God, but what comes to you of evil, is from
yourself’ (“mā aṣābaka min ḥasana fa min Allah wa mā aṣābaka min sayy’a fa
min nafsika”). For the author of the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār, if evil does not come
from a completely different being, but from the very essence of God, this means
that God is His own enemy. It is absurd that evil could come from a good
81
82
83
84

Škand-Gumānīg Wizār, p. 130 sq.
Ibid., p. 86 sq. and 92–101.
Ibid., p. 144 sq.
Ibid.
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essence, and that Ahriman belongs to the creation of God.85 On a similar line of
argument, the author of the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār writes: ‘it is me who misleads
the human beings, because if I wanted, I would show them the right path; but I
wish them to go to Hell”.86 This is again a qur’ānic echo (Sūrah 6, 149): ‘With
Allah is the far-reaching argument. If He had willed, He would have guided you
all’ (“fī Allah al-ḥuğğah al-bāligha fa law šā’ lahadaykum ağma’īna”).
Similar arguments are found in the Mazdean encyclopedia Dēnkard, the
apologetic nature of which has been stressed by de Menasce,87 but without the
literal references of the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār: the encyclopedia refers instead to
the opinions of the “kēšdāran”, doctors or sectarians who hold Islamic doctrines
(from “kēš” – ‘dogma’, ‘faith’). The Dēnkard refers to the doctrine, attributed to
the Muslims that some angels and Ahriman refused to prostrate themselves
before the man.88 Similarly, the Dēnkard attributes to them the idea that most
of the men will go to eternal punishment, and therefore according to them God
would show an evil purpose toward mankind, once more in contradiction with
the dualistic solution of the problem of evil in the Mazdean creed.89
The apologetic of the Mazdean solution of the problem of evil is supported
by a direct knowledge of the qur’ānic text – but the question remains of which
qur’ānic text. Most likely, the version standardized under caliph ‘Uṯmān
became the canonical version, but it has been widely discussed whether this
standardization had actually been achieved under caliph ‘Uṯmān. John
Wansbrough argues that the final redaction of the Qur’ān took place in
Mesopotamia between the end of the eighth century and the beginning of the
ninth.90 The ‘Uṯmānic codex itself still left room for different readings,91
although these are largely a minor variation.92 The ‘Uṯmānic text established
the “rasm” of the text, i. e. the writing of the consonantal structure, but not the
diacritic and vowel signs.93 A range of issues need to be addressed: distinguishing between consonants with a similar shape, marking long vowels,
marking short vowels, as well as certain other matters, such as the doubling
of certain consonants.94 It has been suggested that the scriptio plena was
85 Ibid.
86 Ibid., p. 146 sq.
87 DE MENASCE 1958, p. 3–36.
88 Dēnkard, p. 252 sq.
89 Ibid., p. 258 sq.
90 WANSBROUGH 1977.
91 GILLIOT 2006, p. 49.
92 NÖLDEKE 1909–1938, 3, p. 112.
93 LEEHMUIS 2006, 348.
94 NÖLDEKE 1909–1938, 3, p. 239–273; GROHMANN 1967, p. 39–52; NEUWIRTH 2014, p. 51–54.
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introduced by the grammarian Abū ’l-Aswad ad-Du’alī (d. 688 CE). However, it
is possible that the impetus to broadly employ diacritic came from the scholars
of Basra who employed a method apparently copied from that used in Syriac
texts (dots or strokes were used to mark readings). Al-Ḥağğāğ ibn Yūsuf (d. 714
CE) is generally credited with having improved the orthography of ‘Uṯmān’s
codex during the period of al-Ḥağğāğ’s governorship of Iraq. The process
probably continued to evolve even after the time of al-Ḥağğāğ. The evidence
in early copies of the Qur’ān shows that for some considerable time the new
system was used sparingly.95 Divergences were not easily eliminated, and by
early 900 it seems that there were fifty systems of pronouncing the text.96 It is
not the purpose of this article to analyze the editions and systems of pronunciation of the Holy Qur’ān. The Middle-Persian translation of qur’ānic terminology in the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār, however, seems to show no variant from
the ‘Uṯmānic text commonly used, nor does it seem that different vocalizations
would have suggested to the Mazdean reader a different interpretation of the
text. However, we are dealing with a handful of quotations in the ŠkandGumānīg Wizār. There are several other aspects which we cannot know, such
as if the copies used by the author of the Middle-Persian text diverged from the
vulgate. Christian apologetic works of the eighth century refer to the Sūrahs as
being different texts from the Qur’ān.97 Some manuscripts until the beginning
of the ninth century do not include Sūrahs 113 sq.,98 but there is obviously no
way to ascertain this for the copies used by the compiler of the Škand-Gumānīg
Wizār.

4 Conclusions
Compared to the obsessions with the danger of pollution shown by the other
Mazdean texts, particularly those from the ninth and tenth centuries, the
Škand-Gumānīg Wizār takes a different approach, using scriptural and
rational arguments to support Zoroastrian cosmology and theology. This
approach is in line with the atmosphere of open religious debates supported
by the ‘Abbāsid caliphs in the eighth and ninth centuries. The ŠkandGumānīg Wizār deserves, therefore, a place in scholarship similar to the

95 GILLIOT 2006, p. 48; LEEMHUIS 2006.
96 SMALL 2011, p. 167 sq.
97 Ibid., p. 164.
98 VON BOTHMER e. a. 1999.
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Christian apologetic of that time, and it should also be analyzed for its use of
philosophical arguments that are in accordance with the development of
rationalistic theology in Islam since the late eighth century. However, both
the Dēnkard and the Škand-Gumānīg Wizār remain apologetic works, the
purpose of which was to fortify believers in the Mazdean faith and supply
arguments in reply to Islamic criticism of their doctrine. It was particularly
crucial to support the dualistic theology of Zoroastrianism, in opposition to
the radically monotheistic creed of the Muslims. Interestingly enough,
Mazdean dualistic creed grounded and justified the division between pure
and impure, divine and demonic that called for the enforcement of strict
norms of purity. As we have seen in one of the examples discussed above, to
avoid pollution by the demon of dead matter, Mazdeans were encouraged not
to go to Muslim bathhouses. The constant obsession with pollution helped to
hold the weakening community together and to prevent intensification of
social interaction with the Muslims, which brought with it the seductions of
conversion (linked to social promotion) and risked depriving the Mazdean
community of believers and economic resources.
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