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​Mazdak, the Khurramites, and the Radical Tradition of Ancient Iran

In the late fifth century CE, a Zoroastrian priest named Mazdak looked at the suffering world of the Sasanian Empire and reached a revolutionary conclusion: the poverty of the many and the wealth of the few were not the expression of divine order but the product of cosmic theft. What followed was one of the most dramatic social experiments in the history of the ancient world — a movement that briefly held state power, opened the granaries of the nobility, redistributed aristocratic land, and challenged the entire ideological apparatus of Iranian civilisation.

This book traces the full arc of the Mazdakite phenomenon: from its roots in the theological ferment of Late Antique Iran, through the extraordinary decade of officially sanctioned social revolution under Kavadh I, through the bloody suppression ordered by Khosrow I and the massacre of the Human Garden, and into the underground centuries of survival that carried the tradition through the Arab conquest and into the Islamic world, where it fed the Khurramite revolts, the theology of Bābak Khorramdin's great rebellion, and the esoteric currents of medieval Islam. Engaging with the movement's theology, its social programme, its political consequences, and its extraordinary afterlife, this book argues that Mazdak's questions — about justice, equality, and the proper ownership of the world — have never been fully answered.
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​Chapter I: The World Mazdak Inherited,Late Antique Iran in Crisis
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​The Twilight of the Ancient Order

In the fifth century of the Common Era, the world was coming apart at its seams, and nowhere was this more visible than in the vast arc of territory stretching from the Rhine to the Oxus. The age historians call Late Antiquity was not merely a period of political transition,the shuffling of dynasties, the redrawing of borders,but something more fundamental and more unsettling: a civilisational reckoning in which the great ordering systems of the ancient world were being tested to destruction, and in some cases found wanting. The Mediterranean world that Rome had unified under a single administrative and cultural umbrella was fracturing along fault lines that had always been present but had been papered over by the extraordinary machinery of imperial power. In the West, the city of Rome itself had been sacked,twice,within living memory, and the empire's western provinces were passing, sometimes violently and sometimes with a quiet institutional shrug, into the hands of Germanic federates whose relationship to the Roman tradition was complicated and deeply ambivalent. In the East, Constantinople held firm, the emperor still presiding over a functioning bureaucracy, still commissioning great works of theology and law, still projecting the image of Roman universalism across a Greek-speaking world that had long since ceased to be Latin in anything but aspiration. But the Eastern Empire too was under pressure,from the Sassanid Persians to its east, from the migratory peoples of the steppe to its north, and from the theological controversies that split its populations along lines of Christological dispute as bitter and as politically consequential as any military campaign.

Beyond the Roman frontier, the Eurasian steppe was alive with movement. The great grassland corridor that ran from the Pontic north of the Black Sea eastward to the edges of China had always been a highway for peoples whose economies were organised around mobility,pastoralists, horse-breeders, warriors who fought from the saddle with a ferocious tactical sophistication that sedentary armies repeatedly underestimated. In the fifth century, this world was in particular flux. The Hunnic empire that had terrorised both the Roman and Sasanian worlds under Attila had collapsed with astonishing speed after its founder's death in 453, releasing a cascade of peoples,Ostrogoths, Gepids, Lombards,westward into the Roman world, while in the East the power vacuum was filled by new confederacies whose names would come to dominate the next century of Iranian history. Chief among these were the Hephthalites, whom Byzantine sources called the White Huns but who were almost certainly a distinct people, perhaps of mixed Turkic and Iranian origin, who had established a formidable empire across Bactria, Sogdia, and the approaches to the Iranian plateau. They were the single most dangerous external force in the Sasanian world of the later fifth century, and it was their relationship with the Sasanian monarchy that would create the conditions in which Mazdak and his revolution became possible.

The Sasanian Empire that confronted this turbulent world was, by any objective measure, one of the great polities of the ancient world. Founded in the third century CE when the Parthian Arsacid dynasty was overthrown by Ardashir I of the House of Sasan, the empire had grown into a sophisticated, literate, multilingual state that controlled the entire Iranian plateau from Mesopotamia in the west to Bactria and the edges of the Indian subcontinent in the east. Its capital at Ctesiphon on the Tigris was one of the great cities of the ancient world,a metropolis of palaces, markets, and fire temples whose wealth was the product of its position at the intersection of the overland Silk Road routes and the maritime trade networks connecting the Persian Gulf to India and beyond. The empire administered this vast territory through a combination of direct royal governance and negotiated relationships with a series of powerful regional dynasties,great noble houses of Parthian lineage who had accepted Sasanian overlordship while retaining their own lands, armies, and political traditions. It was a hybrid structure, formally autocratic but functionally oligarchic, and the tension between these two principles,the king's claim to absolute authority and the nobility's insistence on its ancient prerogatives,ran like a geological fault line beneath the empire's impressive surface.

The ideological glue holding this structure together was Zoroastrianism, the ancient Iranian religion of fire and cosmic dualism, which the Sasanian dynasty had made into an official state faith with a degree of institutional elaboration it had never previously enjoyed. The Zoroastrian clergy,the mobads and herbads who maintained the sacred fires, performed the ritual calendar, and administered the religious law,were not merely a spiritual estate but a major political and economic force. They legitimated the monarchy, staffed the imperial administration, controlled vast temple endowments, and provided the theoretical framework within which the social hierarchy of the empire was presented as a reflection of cosmic order. The four-estate system,clergy, warriors, husbandmen, artisans,was not a mere sociological description but a theological claim: that the organisation of human society mirrored and sustained the organisation of the divine realm, and that any disturbance of this hierarchy was not merely a political act but a cosmic offence. This ideological architecture was both the empire's greatest source of stability and, as events would demonstrate, a profound vulnerability: it made the social order sacred, but it also made every injustice within that order an implicit theological problem, a question about the relationship between divine intention and earthly reality that a sufficiently bold theologian might choose to answer in unexpected ways.

The world, in short, that the Mazdakite movement would inherit and transform was one defined by the collision of enormous structural forces: the declining power of the ancient Mediterranean civilisation, the restless energy of the steppe peoples, the brittle magnificence of a great empire whose official ideology promised cosmic harmony while its social reality delivered something considerably less than that. To understand why a Zoroastrian priest named Mazdak, in the late fifth century, was able to set this world briefly on fire, it is necessary to understand first what the fire had been building in for decades before he struck the match.

​Peroz I and the Hephthalite Catastrophe

No single reign in the history of the Sasanian Empire did more to create the conditions for the Mazdakite revolution than that of Peroz I, and no single reign has been more comprehensively overshadowed by the catastrophe with which it ended. Peroz came to the throne in 459 CE after a struggle for succession that had itself involved the Hephthalites,he had secured their military backing to defeat his brother Hormizd III,and this initial dependence on the very power that would ultimately destroy him was a bitter foreshadowing of the reign's trajectory. For twenty-five years, Peroz ruled an empire that was by any external measure still formidable: its administration functioned, its trade routes carried wealth, its great cities maintained their magnificence. But beneath this surface continuity, the empire's relationship with its eastern neighbours was deteriorating into a cycle of military adventure, humiliation, and ruinously expensive settlement that would hollow out the imperial treasury and shatter the ideological confidence of the Sasanian establishment.

The Hephthalites were a formidable opponent. Established across the territories of Bactria and Sogdia,the great agricultural and mercantile oases of Central Asia,they commanded both the manpower resources of the steppe and the strategic sophistication that came from governing sedentary populations and controlling the most lucrative segment of the Silk Road. Their armies were cavalry-based, highly mobile, and tactically inventive, and they had a particular genius for the kind of strategic deception that repeatedly caught the Sasanian forces off guard. Peroz, for his part, was not a timid man: he launched not one but three major campaigns against the Hephthalites, and each was more disastrous than the last.

The first campaign, launched around 469 CE, ended with Peroz himself captured and his army destroyed. The terms of his release were humiliating: a vast ransom, the surrender of territory, and,most galling of all,the provision of hostages including members of the royal family. The ransom was so large that Peroz reportedly could not pay it without Byzantine financial assistance, a fact that Byzantine sources record with a certain diplomatic satisfaction. The second campaign, a few years later, ended similarly,Peroz trapped in a defile, his army surrounded, the king once again obliged to submit to terms that included the payment of annual tribute and the public performance of obeisance before the Hephthalite khagan, a ritual prostration by the King of Kings of Iran before a steppe lord that the Zoroastrian priestly establishment must have found almost theologically incomprehensible.

The third campaign was the last. In 484 CE, Peroz led the full strength of the Sasanian imperial army,a force that included not only the royal cavalry but the contingents of all the great noble houses,eastward into Hephthalite territory in what appears to have been a genuinely all-or-nothing gamble, an attempt to resolve the eastern problem once and for all by decisive military action. The result was a catastrophe of the first order. The Hephthalite commander, Khushnavaz, lured the Persian army into a prepared killing ground,a large concealed trench or pit, the sources suggest, around which the Hephthalite cavalry was stationed,and the entire Sasanian force was annihilated. Peroz himself was killed, along with his sons, his nobles, and the flower of the Iranian military aristocracy. The battle of the Gurgan plain, or wherever exactly it was fought, was not merely a military defeat: it was the obliteration of an army and the death of a king, and its consequences radiated outward through every dimension of Sasanian political life.

The immediate political consequence was a crisis of succession and a collapse of royal authority that left the empire briefly at the mercy of its great nobles. Peroz's brother Balash emerged as king, but his position was dependent on the goodwill of the wuzurgān,the great noble houses,in a way that no strong Sasanian king would have tolerated. The Hephthalites imposed tribute on the empire as a condition of peace: annual payments that drained the imperial treasury and redirected resources away from the maintenance of the administrative apparatus, the patronage of the clergy, and the agricultural infrastructure on which the tax base depended. The empire was, in the most literal sense, paying for its defeat for years after the battle, and the cost fell not equally on all segments of society but in the way that imperial financial crises always distribute their burdens,downward, onto those least able to resist.

But the consequences of Peroz's catastrophe were not merely financial. They were ideological, and in the context of the Sasanian world, ideological consequences were also theological ones. The Zoroastrian framework that underwrote the empire's social order rested on a claim about the relationship between cosmic truth and earthly reality: the king, as the possessor of the divine royal glory (khvarenah), was the living guarantee that Ahura Mazda's truth (Aša) was ordering the world. Military victory was not merely a practical good but a theological confirmation,evidence that the cosmic order was working as it should, that the righteous were prevailing over the followers of the Lie (Druj). The annihilation of the Iranian army, the death of the king, the payment of tribute to a foreign power,these were not just political setbacks. They were problems for the entire Zoroastrian worldview, uncomfortable facts that the priestly establishment was obliged to explain in terms that preserved the credibility of their cosmic framework while acknowledging the undeniable reality of catastrophic defeat.

The explanations that were offered,divine punishment for the king's sins, the inscrutable workings of fate, the temporary ascendancy of the dark principle,were not unreasonable within the logic of the system, but they had a cost. They acknowledged, however obliquely, that the world was not in order, that the divine guarantee was not functioning as advertised, that something had gone deeply wrong with the arrangement between heaven and earth. And once that acknowledgement was in the air, once the gap between the official ideology of cosmic harmony and the lived reality of military defeat, financial crisis, and social misery became visible, it created a space,an interpretive gap,into which a radical theologian might step with a different explanation. Not divine punishment, not inscrutable fate, but a structural diagnosis: the world is disordered because the powerful have stolen what belongs to all, and the stolen light is waiting to be reclaimed.

That diagnosis was still a generation in the future. But the catastrophe of Peroz had prepared the ground for it in ways that no one, in the immediate aftermath of the battle on the Gurgan plain, could yet have foreseen.

​Famine, Drought, and the Grinding of the Poor

If the military disasters of Peroz's reign created an ideological crisis for the empire's ruling classes, the agricultural and economic crises of the late fifth century created something more immediate and more visceral for the majority of the population: hunger. The Sasanian Empire was fundamentally an agrarian economy. Its wealth derived from the labour of millions of peasant farmers working the irrigated river systems of Mesopotamia, the rain-fed highlands of the Zagros and the Alburz, and the carefully maintained qanat networks of the Iranian plateau,the underground aqueducts that channelled meltwater from distant mountains to the arid lowlands, the engineering achievement that made settled agriculture possible across vast stretches of landscape that would otherwise have been desert. This agricultural system was productive when maintained, but it was also fragile: dependent on the continuous investment of collective labour in irrigation infrastructure, vulnerable to the periodic droughts and temperature fluctuations that characterised the continental climate of the Iranian interior, and sensitive in the extreme to the disruptions of war, taxation excess, and administrative neglect.

The late fifth century was not kind to this system. The sources,later Arabic chronicles drawing on Sasanian administrative records, Syriac ecclesiastical histories, and the scattered references in Pahlavi religious literature,preserve repeated references to droughts, crop failures, and famines during this period. The precise dating and geographical extent of these crises are difficult to establish with certainty, since the sources were not writing agricultural history and their references to natural disasters are typically embedded in narratives concerned with other matters. But the cumulative picture is consistent: a period of recurring agricultural instability that placed chronic pressure on the food security of the rural population, and that coincided with the financial pressures created by the Hephthalite tribute to produce conditions of widespread and deepening destitution among the empire's poor.

The driyōšān,the poor, the destitute, those who had nothing to offer but their labour,occupied the lowest rungs of a social hierarchy that was both rigidly defined and theologically justified. Zoroastrian social theory placed them within the estate of the husbandmen (wāstaryōšān), but this formal categorisation obscured enormous gradations of practical circumstance: between the prosperous free farmer who owned his land and had surpluses to sell, the tenant farmer who worked the estate of a great noble house under arrangements that left him little after rent and taxes, and the landless agricultural labourer who survived from season to season in conditions of permanent precarity. For those at the bottom of this hierarchy, the combination of drought, military requisitioning, and the financial demands of the post-Peroz tribute created conditions that could slip quickly from hardship into catastrophe.

The taxation system bore directly on this vulnerability. The Sasanian state extracted its revenue from the agricultural population through a combination of land tax (assessed on the productive capacity of the land) and poll tax (assessed on individuals), supplemented by a range of additional levies that could be imposed in emergencies. Under normal conditions, these demands were burdensome but survivable. Under the conditions of the late fifth century,with the empire simultaneously paying tribute to the Hephthalites, maintaining a military establishment that had just suffered catastrophic losses and needed rebuilding, and struggling with reduced agricultural output,the fiscal demands on the peasantry became crushing. Great noble houses, by contrast, enjoyed a degree of protection from these demands that derived partly from their political influence over the assessment process and partly from the structural arrangements through which their land was managed: the peasants who worked noble estates bore not only the state's demands but the lord's as well, a double burden that left nothing in reserve for the inevitable bad year.

What did poverty look like in the Sasanian countryside? The sources are not generous with social detail, but the picture that emerges from scattered references is one of communities living at the edge of subsistence, where a failed harvest meant not inconvenience but starvation, where the obligation to pay taxes in years when the crops had failed meant the sale of children into slavery or debt bondage, where the concentration of land in the hands of noble houses proceeding through mechanisms of debt foreclosure as well as original grant meant a steady drift of previously independent small farmers into conditions of dependency. The Zoroastrian religious literature of the period, however obliquely, acknowledges the reality of this poverty: the concern with the driyōš (the individual poor person) is woven through the ethical teaching of the mobads, and the duty of charity toward the destitute is a recurring theme in the priestly texts. But there is a considerable distance between acknowledging poverty as a moral problem for the wealthy to address through charitable giving and addressing it as a structural problem requiring structural remedies,and it was precisely in that distance that the Mazdakite movement would take root.

The famine conditions of the period also had a specifically religious dimension that is easy to underestimate. In the Zoroastrian framework, the fertility of the earth was intimately connected to the moral condition of society: when the cosmic order was properly maintained, when Aša prevailed, the earth was productive and the rains came in their season. Drought and famine were therefore not merely natural events but theological signals,evidence that something was wrong with the moral order of the world, that Druj was in the ascendant, that the sacred compact between the human community and the divine realm had been violated in some way. The priestly establishment had ready-made explanations for this: sin, ritual impurity, the transgression of estate boundaries. But a more radical reading was possible,one that located the transgression not in the sins of the poor but in the theft of the rich, not in the violations of the humble but in the hoarding of the powerful,and it was this reading that Mazdak would articulate with a theological rigour and a political directness that the orthodox establishment was wholly unprepared to counter.

​The Great Noble Houses and Their Stranglehold on Power

To understand the Mazdakite revolution, it is essential to understand what it was revolting against,and the primary target of its social programme was not an abstraction but a specific and identifiable class of people: the great Parthian noble houses whose power had survived the Sasanian conquest and who represented, in the late fifth century, the single greatest obstacle to effective central government in the Iranian world. These were not merely wealthy landowners in the sense that a modern reader might imagine,men of property whose influence derived from their economic resources and who might, in principle, be taxed or regulated into compliance. They were something more formidable and more deeply rooted: autonomous military powers with their own armies, their own courts, their own administrative traditions, their own networks of marriage alliance and political obligation, and their own claims to legitimacy that derived not from royal grant but from lineages stretching back centuries before the House of Sasan had ever held a throne.

The most significant of these houses were the Kārens, the Mehrānids, and the Ispahbudhān, each associated with a specific region of the empire and each maintaining a degree of practical independence from the Sasanian crown that was incompatible in the long run with any serious project of royal centralisation. The Kārens were based in the Alburz mountain region of northern Iran and the approaches to the Caspian coast,a geographically formidable redoubt that had always been difficult to govern from Ctesiphon,and they had a tradition of producing military commanders of the first rank whose services the Sasanian kings needed but whose loyalty was conditional on the respect of their prerogatives. The Mehrānids were closely associated with the eastern provinces and had connections with the Hephthalite frontier that made them both strategically indispensable and politically dangerous. The Ispahbudhān maintained their power base in the southern Caspian region. Together, these houses and others of comparable stature constituted what might be described as a permanent structural veto on any Sasanian king who attempted to concentrate power in the hands of the crown at their expense.

The mechanism through which this power was maintained was not primarily military, though the military dimension was always present and always available. It was genealogical. The great houses maintained their position through the control of lineage,through the careful management of marriage, inheritance, and reproductive succession that kept land, title, and military obligation concentrated within a defined group of families and prevented the dilution or dispersal of accumulated power. This meant, in practice, the maintenance of large harems: the confinement of highborn women within the domestic establishments of the great houses, where they served simultaneously as the bearers of the next generation of noble heirs and as markers of status, wealth, and genealogical claim. A great nobleman's harem was not merely a domestic arrangement but a political institution,a statement about his capacity to control access to the women of his lineage, to forge and refuse marriage alliances on his own terms, and to ensure that the inheritance of his lands and titles passed only through bloodlines he controlled.

This system had consequences that extended far beyond the households of the great nobles. The concentration of marriageable women within the harems of the wealthy meant, by simple arithmetic, that men of lesser means,the driyōšān who could not afford the substantial bride-price (kābin) that formal Zoroastrian marriage law required, or who lacked the social connections to negotiate an advantageous match,were effectively excluded from the institution of legitimate marriage and the reproductive and social rights it conferred. The heavy dowry system that accompanied aristocratic marriage was not merely a financial transaction but a mechanism of social control: it priced the majority of the population out of access to the women who had been accumulated at the top of the social hierarchy, ensuring that the genetic and cultural inheritance of the noble houses remained concentrated and exclusive. Mazdak's later demand for the communal availability of women was routinely interpreted by hostile sources as an advocacy for sexual licence,and this interpretation served the interests of those who wished to discredit the movement,but the more accurate reading is that it was a targeted attack on precisely this system: a demand that the hoarding of women by the powerful be recognised for what it was, namely a form of property theft that had the same theological character as the hoarding of grain and land.

The land question was equally fundamental. The great noble houses had, over generations, accumulated vast landholdings through a combination of original royal grant, military conquest, debt foreclosure, and the simple absorption of smaller holdings whose owners had been unable to survive the pressures of taxation and adverse seasons. These estates were worked by dependent peasants,a population that ranged from legal slaves through various categories of debt bondage and tenant farming to nominally free smallholders whose practical independence was severely constrained by their economic dependence on the great lord's infrastructure, credit, and protection. The produce of this labour flowed upward through the noble household economy, sustaining the military establishments, the patronage networks, and the conspicuous consumption through which the great houses demonstrated and reproduced their social dominance. Very little of it found its way into the imperial treasury in proportion to the wealth being generated, because the political influence of the noble houses over the assessment and collection of taxation was sufficient to ensure that their estates bore a share of the fiscal burden substantially lighter than that borne by the free peasantry.

By the late fifth century, the combined effect of these dynamics,the military catastrophe of Peroz's reign, the Hephthalite tribute, the agricultural crises, the fiscal burden falling disproportionately on the poor, and the structural concentration of land and women within the great noble households,had produced a social landscape of extraordinary inequality and widespread suffering, presided over by an ideological apparatus that presented this inequality as the expression of divine order and its perpetuation as a religious duty. The stage was set for a theologian who would argue, with precision and force, that the divine order actually demanded something very different: that the inequality was not Aša but Druj, not the expression of cosmic truth but the product of cosmic theft, and that the moment for reclamation had arrived. The world that Mazdak inherited was a world primed for the message he would deliver,and the messenger, when he came, would prove equal to the moment.
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​Chapter II: The House of Sasan,Empire, Ideology, and the Four Estates
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​The Origins and Self-Mythology of the Sasanian Dynasty

Every empire tells a story about itself, and the story it tells is never merely decorative. It is functional, load-bearing, woven into the practical machinery of governance in ways that make the narrative inseparable from the administration it sustains. The Sasanian Empire was no exception to this rule, and in certain respects it was its most sophisticated exemplar in the ancient world: a state whose ideology was so thoroughly integrated with its institutional structure, so deeply embedded in its legal codes, its religious practices, its court ceremonial and its artistic production, that to challenge the story was to challenge the state, and to challenge the state was to challenge the cosmos. Understanding why the Mazdakite movement was experienced by the Sasanian establishment not merely as a political inconvenience but as an existential threat requires understanding first the extraordinary ideological edifice that Mazdak's teachings placed under assault,and that edifice had its foundations in the founding mythology of the dynasty itself, in the story that the House of Sasan told about why it ruled and what its rule meant.

The historical Ardashir I, who overthrew the last Arsacid king of Parthia around 224 CE and founded the Sasanian dynasty, was a regional lord from the province of Pars,the heartland of the old Achaemenid Empire, the province whose name the Greeks had rendered as Persis and from which they had derived their name for the entire Iranian civilisation. This geographical origin was not incidental. Pars was the sacred ancestral territory of Iranian imperial tradition, the province where Cyrus and Darius had their roots, where the great ceremonial city of Persepolis had been built to receive the tribute of a hundred nations, where the memory of Achaemenid greatness was embedded in the landscape itself. For Ardashir to emerge from Pars was already a statement,or it became one in the retrospective telling,about the dynastic programme he represented: the restoration of authentic Iranian kingship after the long interregnum of the Arsacid Parthians, whom Sasanian propaganda consistently portrayed as usurpers, foreigners, and inadequate custodians of both the imperial and the religious tradition.

The Parthian Arsacids had, in fact, ruled Iran for nearly five centuries and had produced a sophisticated court culture with its own Iranian identity, its own literary and artistic traditions, and its own relationship to Zoroastrianism,but this inconvenient complexity was largely suppressed in the official Sasanian narrative, which required the Parthians to be inadequate in order for the Sasanian restoration to be necessary. The key elements of that narrative were established early and repeated with the consistency of institutional propaganda across the four centuries of Sasanian rule. Ardashir had received divine sanction for his enterprise: the god Ahura Mazda had invested him with the royal glory (khvarenah), the luminous spiritual force that marked the legitimate king and guaranteed divine favour for his reign. The Zoroastrian religion, which the Parthians had allowed to exist in a pluralistic religious landscape alongside Mithraism, Buddhism, and various local cults, was to be restored to its proper primacy as the single official religion of the Iranian state, purified of contamination and organised under a centralised clerical hierarchy in a way it had never previously been. And the empire itself was to be governed according to the principles of Aša,divine truth and cosmic order,with the king as its earthly embodiment and the clergy as its institutional guardians.

The figure most responsible for translating these aspirations into institutional reality was Ardashir's son and successor Shapur I, and after him the great priest Kartir, whose career under four successive Sasanian kings in the third century CE represents perhaps the most systematic effort in the history of the ancient world to construct a state religion from the ground up. Kartir's inscriptions,some of the most remarkable primary documents of the Sasanian period,record his programme with extraordinary directness: the establishment of fire temples across the empire, the organisation of the Zoroastrian priesthood into a hierarchical structure with a chief priest (mowbadan mowbad) at its apex, the persecution of rival religious communities including Christians, Jews, Manichaeans, and Buddhists, and the explicit identification of religious orthodoxy with political loyalty to the Sasanian crown. What Kartir was building was not merely a church in any recognisable modern sense but something more radical: a comprehensive ideological apparatus in which religious practice, social organisation, and political obedience were fused into a single system whose every element reinforced every other.

The genius of this construction, and simultaneously its ultimate fragility, lay in the relationship it created between the dynasty and the clergy. The Sasanian kings needed the Zoroastrian priesthood to provide the theological legitimation that transformed raw military power into sacral authority,the claim that the king ruled not merely because he was strong but because Ahura Mazda had chosen him, because the cosmic order demanded his sovereignty, because resistance to his authority was literally an act of alignment with the principle of the Lie. And the clergy needed the king to provide the political power, the military protection, and the economic patronage,the endowments, the land grants, the revenues from subject populations,that sustained their institutional infrastructure and their social position. It was a relationship of mutual indispensability, and under normal conditions it was enormously productive for both parties.

But mutual indispensability is not the same as equality, and the relationship between crown and clergy was characterised from the beginning by tensions that periodically erupted into open conflict. Who, ultimately, was the more important party? Was the king great because the god had chosen him, in which case the clergy who interpreted the god's will were in some sense superior to the king? Or was the clergy powerful because the king protected and endowed them, in which case their authority was ultimately derivative of royal patronage and could, in principle, be withdrawn? This question was never definitively resolved in Sasanian political theory, and the ambiguity it created was the source of both the system's flexibility and its chronic instability. Different kings answered it differently, depending on their personal piety, their political circumstances, and the degree to which they felt constrained or empowered by clerical opinion. What is clear is that by the late fifth century, after several generations of increasingly confident clerical institutional consolidation, the balance had shifted substantially in the direction of the priesthood,and that this shift was one of the factors that made the prospect of a king who challenged clerical orthodoxy so simultaneously dangerous and, from the perspective of royal power, so attractive.

The founding mythology of the Sasanian dynasty thus created both the ideological framework within which Mazdakism would be condemned as an abomination and the political logic that would temporarily make it useful to a king desperate to reclaim authority from the institutions that had been built to serve but had learned instead to constrain. To understand how that paradox worked itself out requires understanding the specific content of the ideology it both animated and undermined.

​The Four Estates,Cosmology Made Social Policy

The most characteristic product of Sasanian ideological thinking was the theory of the four estates,the doctrine that human society was correctly and divinely organised into four distinct functional groups, that membership in each group was in principle hereditary and fixed, that movement between groups represented a violation of the cosmic order, and that the stability and prosperity of both the human world and the divine realm depended upon the maintenance of these distinctions with absolute rigour. This doctrine was not a Sasanian invention,its roots stretched back into the broader Iranian and indeed Indo-Iranian religious tradition, and parallels can be found in the Vedic caste system of the Indian subcontinent,but it was under the Sasanians that it received its fullest institutional elaboration and its most explicit theological justification, becoming the cornerstone of an ideological system that presented the existing social hierarchy not as a human arrangement susceptible to reform but as a reflection of the cosmic order that to disturb was to sin.

The four estates, as elaborated in Sasanian religious and administrative literature, were the clergy (āsrōnān), the warriors (artēštārān), the husbandmen (wāstaryōšān), and the artisans and craftsmen (hutuxšān). Each estate had its defined function in the maintenance of the social and cosmic order, and each was associated with specific rights, obligations, and privileges that marked its members off from those of every other group. The clergy maintained the sacred fires, performed the ritual cycle that kept the divine realm in contact with the human one, administered the religious law that governed personal status and social interaction, and provided the theological expertise through which the king's actions were legitimated and the population's behaviour was regulated. The warriors defended the realm against external enemies and internal disorder, providing the military force on which the survival of the whole system depended. The husbandmen fed the population through their agricultural labour, maintaining the material foundation without which no amount of priestly expertise or military prowess could sustain civilised life. The artisans and craftsmen produced the tools, textiles, buildings, and manufactured goods that the other estates required and that the empire's trading networks distributed across the known world.

The theological justification for this arrangement drew on the Zoroastrian concept of Aša with a directness and an elaboration that transformed a cosmological principle into a social programme. Aša,conventionally translated as Truth, Order, or Righteousness, but carrying in the original Avestan a range of meaning that encompasses all three and more besides,was the fundamental principle of the divine realm, the characteristic of Ahura Mazda's creation in its original perfection, the quality that the world possessed before the assault of Angra Mainyu (the Evil Spirit) introduced mixture, corruption, and disorder. The duty of every Zoroastrian, expressed in the most basic formulations of the faith, was to increase Aša and decrease Druj (the Lie, the principle of disorder and falsehood) through righteous thought, righteous word, and righteous action. In the hands of the Sasanian ideological apparatus, this cosmological imperative was translated into a social one: to maintain the four estates in their proper order, to perform the functions of one's estate with diligence and without trespass on the functions of others, was to enact Aša in the social realm and thereby contribute to the ongoing cosmic struggle against Druj.

The implications of this identification were far-reaching and, from the perspective of anyone outside the upper estates, deeply conservative. If the social hierarchy was an expression of cosmic truth, then inequality was not a human failure to be corrected but a divine arrangement to be maintained. The poverty of the husbandman and the artisan was not evidence of injustice but a reflection of their proper place in the order of things,a place that they were obligated to accept and inhabit with the same conscientious commitment that the warrior was obligated to fight and the priest to pray. The wealth of the great noble houses, the vast landholdings of the clergy, the conspicuous luxury of the court,these too were expressions of cosmic order, the material correlates of spiritual and functional distinction, evidence that Aša was organising the world correctly. To resent them was not merely politically subversive but theologically incorrect, a failure of righteous thinking that aligned the resentful individual with the principle of the Lie.

The priestly texts that elaborated this ideology were not, it should be said, entirely without concern for the welfare of the lower estates. Zoroastrian ethical teaching placed genuine weight on the duty of those with resources to provide for the destitute, and the figure of the driyōš,the poor, the man of nothing,appears throughout the religious literature as an object of charitable obligation. But there is a profound structural difference between charity,the voluntary transfer of resources from the wealthy to the needy as an expression of individual piety,and justice, which would require acknowledging that the concentration of resources at the top was itself the problem rather than the solution. The four-estate ideology was entirely capable of accommodating the former and entirely incompatible with the latter. It could make room for a generous nobleman who distributed grain to starving peasants as an act of religious merit. It could not make room for a theologian who argued that the grain belonged to the peasants in the first place.

It is worth pausing to consider the practical mechanisms through which the estate boundaries were enforced, because they were not merely theoretical. The Zoroastrian religious law,preserved in the great legal compendium known as the Mādayān ī Hazār Dādestān and in various priestly texts,contained detailed provisions governing the consequences of estate transgression: a warrior who engaged in agricultural labour, a husbandman who presumed to bear arms, a craftsman who claimed priestly status. These were not merely social infractions but religious ones, actionable before the priestly courts that administered the religious law and capable of resulting in substantial penalties. The hereditary principle,the rule that estate membership followed from birth into an estate family,meant that upward mobility was formally illegitimate, that the clever son of a peasant who acquired enough wealth or learning to function as an administrator or a priest was always, in some sense, living on stolen ground, occupying a position that the social theology of the empire denied was rightfully his.

In practice, of course, the system was never as rigid as the ideology demanded. Societies cannot function with the kind of absolute social immobility that the four-estate theory prescribed, and the Sasanian Empire was no exception: there was always movement at the margins, always individuals whose circumstances defied the neat categorical boundaries, always practical accommodations between the ideal and the real that the priestly texts never fully acknowledged. But the gap between the official ideology and the social reality did not make the ideology less powerful or less consequential. It made it, if anything, more dangerous,because the gap was itself a source of grievance, a constant reminder that the cosmic order the establishment claimed to be maintaining was in fact a convenient fiction, and that the fiction served specific interests at the expense of specific others. It was precisely this gap that Mazdak would exploit, with devastating theological precision, when he argued that the world's current state of inequality was not Aša but its opposite.

​The Zoroastrian Clergy as an Economic Power

The Zoroastrian clergy of the late Sasanian period occupied a position in Iranian society that modern categories struggle adequately to describe. They were not priests in the limited, spiritually specialised sense familiar from post-Reformation Christian usage,men whose authority was confined to the ritual and theological domain and whose material circumstances were separate from and subordinate to the secular economy. Nor were they a bureaucratic class in the modern administrative sense, though they performed many bureaucratic functions. They were something more comprehensive and more deeply embedded in the fabric of social life: a hereditary learned estate whose members simultaneously conducted religious ritual, administered civil and religious law, maintained the literacy and record-keeping on which imperial administration depended, managed vast institutional endowments, and exercised a pervasive social authority that touched nearly every aspect of life from birth to death and from the regulation of marriage to the adjudication of property disputes. To be a mobad,a fire-priest,in the late Sasanian Empire was to be a person of very considerable practical power, and the collective institutional weight of the priestly estate as a whole was one of the defining structural features of the empire in which Mazdak was born.

The economic foundation of clerical power was the fire temple, and understanding the fire temple as an institution requires setting aside any instinct to think of it as purely a place of worship,a Zoroastrian equivalent of a church or a mosque, a building devoted to prayer and ritual whose significance was primarily spiritual. The great fire temples of the Sasanian Empire were all of this, certainly, but they were also something considerably more earthly: major economic institutions that controlled substantial landholdings, administered charitable endowments (known as waqf-like foundations in the later Islamic terminology that provides the closest analogy), employed large numbers of dependent workers, collected revenues from a variety of sources, and served as the repositories of accumulated wealth whose management occupied a significant portion of the priestly class's practical attention.

The origins of this accumulation lay in the patterns of royal and noble endowment that had characterised the relationship between the wealthy and the clergy since the founding of the Sasanian state. Kings, nobles, and prosperous merchants regularly dedicated land, livestock, and other productive assets to the support of fire temples and priestly establishments, both as expressions of personal piety and as practical arrangements for the maintenance of prayers and rituals on behalf of their families across generations. These endowments were typically made in perpetuity,the dedicated assets were intended to support the specified ritual obligations permanently, with the priestly establishment that administered them entitled to retain whatever surplus the endowment generated above the cost of the ritual services required. Over generations, the cumulative effect of this pattern of endowment was the creation of a priestly economic sector of very considerable scale: fire temples that owned tens of thousands of acres of agricultural land, herds of thousands of animals, workshops and mills, and the labour of hundreds of dependent workers who tilled the fields and maintained the facilities.

The management of these endowments gave the upper clergy a set of economic interests that were structurally distinct from, and potentially in tension with, the interests of both the crown and the laity. A senior mobad responsible for administering a major temple endowment was, in practice, functioning as the manager of a substantial agricultural enterprise, with all the practical concerns about labour supply, crop yields, water rights, tax assessments, and market access that such a role entailed. His theological concerns and his administrative concerns were not separate domains but were braided together in the daily reality of institutional management, and in cases of conflict between them the institutional interest had a way of asserting itself with considerable force. The great fire temples were not indifferent to tax policy, not unconcerned about land tenure law, not detached from the political questions about noble power and royal authority that defined the political landscape of the late Sasanian period. They had stakes in all of these questions, and they used their ideological influence to defend those stakes with the same vigour that any major institutional property-holder brings to the protection of its assets.

This economic reality created a profound and in the long run politically toxic contradiction at the heart of the clerical estate's social position. The priests preached Aša,cosmic truth, social order, the divine harmony of the four estates,and they administered a system in which every estate member was supposed to fulfil their allotted function for the welfare of the whole. But the priestly estate itself, whose allotted function was the maintenance of the sacred flame and the administration of the religious law, had over generations developed an economic profile that looked, from the perspective of the driyōšān and the middling peasantry, uncomfortably similar to that of the noble houses against whose accumulation the poor had no theological recourse. Priests owned land. Priests employed dependent labour. Priests accumulated surpluses and reinvested them in the expansion of institutional wealth. Priests used their control of religious law and social convention to protect these accumulations from challenge. And priests justified all of this within a theological framework that presented the existing distribution of resources as the expression of divine will,a framework that happened, coincidentally, to identify the priestly estate itself as the supreme guardian of that divine will and therefore the ultimate arbiter of any challenge to the arrangements from which it benefited.

The lower clergy,the ordinary fire-keepers and ritual specialists who performed the daily offices of the faith without the institutional resources of the great temple establishments,occupied a considerably more modest economic position, and there is evidence in the sources for significant tension within the clerical estate between the grandees who controlled the major endowments and the rank and file whose circumstances were not obviously more comfortable than those of the skilled artisans with whom they nominally shared the upper floors of the social order. But it was the upper clergy,the mowbadan mowbad and his senior colleagues, the administrators of the great fire temples, the priestly advisers to the royal court,who set the public face of the institution and who bore the brunt of popular resentment against clerical wealth and clerical complicity in the maintenance of an unjust order.

That resentment was real, widespread, and documented across multiple source traditions. The Arabic chronicles that preserve the most substantial accounts of the Mazdakite period consistently identify the clergy alongside the nobility as the primary targets of the movement's social critique, and Mazdak's own theological arguments,as reconstructed from hostile sources,are notably specific in their identification of priestly greed (along with noble hoarding) as one of the root causes of the world's disorder. The Zoroastrian priestly literature of the period, read against the grain of its apologetic intentions, reveals an establishment acutely aware of its reputational vulnerability on precisely these grounds: the repeated emphasis in priestly ethical texts on the duty of the wealthy to give generously to the poor, the insistence that the accumulation of excessive wealth is spiritually dangerous, the elaborate theological machinery deployed to distinguish legitimate priestly endowments from the kind of grasping accumulation that the teaching officially condemned,all of this reflects an awareness that the gap between the clergy's preaching and its practice was visible, commented upon, and capable of generating the kind of radical theological challenge that would eventually arrive in the person of Mazdak son of Bamdad.

​The King of Kings,Between God and Man

At the apex of the Sasanian ideological system stood the Šāhānšāh,the King of Kings,a figure whose position within the cosmic and social order was unique, paradoxical, and ultimately unstable in ways that the official ideology was never quite able to resolve. The paradox was this: the Sasanian king was presented, and genuinely understood himself, as the earthly representative of Ahura Mazda, the living vessel of the divine royal glory (khvarenah), the supreme guarantor of Aša in the human realm. His authority was absolute in theory, deriving not from consent or contract but from divine election,Ahura Mazda had chosen him, had invested him with the luminous spiritual force that marked legitimate sovereignty, and therefore to resist his authority was to resist the cosmic order itself. Yet this same king was, in political practice, profoundly dependent on two sets of human institutions,the great noble houses and the Zoroastrian clergy,whose cooperation was essential to the functioning of his empire and whose interests were not always aligned with his own. The divine absolutism of the ideology and the collaborative oligarchy of the practical reality were in permanent tension, and the management of that tension was the central problem of Sasanian statecraft.

The royal ideology was expressed with extraordinary elaboration in every medium available to the Sasanian state. The great rock reliefs,at Naqsh-e Rostam, at Bishapur, at Taq-e Bostan,showed the king receiving the ring of sovereignty from Ahura Mazda himself, both figures depicted as equals in scale and magnificence, the divine and the royal mirroring each other across the carved limestone surface in a visual theology of mutual election. The royal titulature,preserved in inscriptions, coins, and administrative documents,accumulated epithets that proclaimed not merely political sovereignty but spiritual distinction: mazdēsn bag, the Mazda-worshipping god, a title whose implications of divinity were never entirely comfortable within orthodox Zoroastrian theology but which the kings deployed with evident satisfaction. The court ceremonial, described in later sources and preserved in the elaborate protocols of the Byzantine court that borrowed heavily from Sasanian models, staged the king's presence as a quasi-sacred event: the prostration required before the royal person, the veiled face of the king at certain audiences, the graduated access to the royal presence that marked the hierarchy of the court, all constructed the encounter with the Šāhānšāh as something approaching a religious experience, an approach toward the divine.

The khvarenah,the divine royal glory,was the theological key to this construction, and its implications deserve careful attention because they illuminate both the power and the vulnerability of the Sasanian royal position. In the Zoroastrian tradition, the khvarenah was a luminous spiritual force associated with sovereignty, prosperity, and divine favour that attached itself to the legitimate king and departed from the unjust or impious one. It was not merely a metaphor for political success but a quasi-material spiritual substance whose presence or absence was believed to have tangible effects on the welfare of the realm: when the khvarenah was present, the rains came, the harvests were good, the armies were victorious, and the social order was stable; when it departed, chaos followed. The king was thus not merely the administrator of the state but its spiritual substance,the point at which the divine order met the human world, the living guarantee that the cosmic compact between Ahura Mazda and the human community was being honoured.

This construction had consequences that cut in two directions simultaneously. On the one hand, it gave the king a claim to authority that transcended anything his noble subjects could counter on their own terms: they were great, certainly, but he was divine, or at least divinely chosen, and no amount of ancestral lineage or military prowess could match the metaphysical distinction of khvarenah. On the other hand, the khvarenah was conditional,it depended on the king's maintenance of Aša, his performance of the royal religious duties, his observance of the complex system of taboos and obligations that the priestly literature prescribed for the ideal monarch,and this conditionality gave the clergy an enormous implicit leverage over the royal person. If the king's legitimacy depended on his possession of the divine glory, and if the clergy were the authoritative interpreters of what constituted righteous royal behaviour, then the clergy were in a position to question the legitimacy of any king whose conduct they found theologically objectionable. They rarely did so openly, because the political risks were severe, but the implicit threat was always present, and it shaped royal behaviour in ways that even the most autocratic Sasanian king could not entirely ignore.

The great noble houses constituted a different kind of constraint on royal power, but one equally fundamental to the practical reality of Sasanian governance. The king of the Sasanian Empire did not rule his territory directly in any modern sense: he ruled it through the cooperation of regional powers whose military resources, administrative expertise, and local legitimacy were essential to the translation of royal decrees into provincial reality. The great Parthian noble houses,the Kārens, the Mehrānids, the Ispahbudhān, and their peers,were not merely wealthy subjects who happened to own large estates; they were autonomous political entities with their own military establishments, their own courts, their own administrative traditions, and their own deep roots in the loyalties of the populations of their regions. A Sasanian king who wished to govern effectively needed the cooperation of these houses, and obtaining that cooperation required respecting their prerogatives, confirming their landholdings, appointing their members to key military and administrative positions, and generally maintaining the delicate balance of mutual recognition on which the practical governance of the empire depended.

This structural reality created the central contradiction of Sasanian kingship: an ideology of divine absolutism operating within a political structure that was, in practice, a negotiated oligarchy. Every Sasanian king managed this contradiction differently, depending on his personal qualities, his political circumstances, and the degree to which the balance of practical power in any given moment favoured the crown or the nobility. Strong kings,Shapur I, Shapur II, Khosrow I,found various means of asserting royal authority against noble prerogative, using military success, administrative reform, and strategic patronage to shift the balance toward centralisation. Weaker kings,and there were many,found themselves dependent on the very noble houses whose power they needed to contain, prisoners of an oligarchic reality that their ideology denied but their practical circumstances enforced.

It was into one of the weakest moments of this structural tension,the reign of Kavadh I, hemmed in by the Kāren regent Sukhra, confronting the aftermath of the Hephthalite catastrophe, presiding over an empire whose treasury was depleted and whose population was suffering,that Mazdak arrived with his theological revolution. The genius of Mazdak's challenge, and the reason it was simultaneously so explosive and so potentially useful to a beleaguered king, was that it attacked the ideological foundation of the noble and clerical power simultaneously. By arguing that the existing distribution of land, wealth, and women was not Aša but Druj,not the expression of divine order but the product of cosmic theft,Mazdak denied the theological legitimation of every institution that constrained royal authority. The great noble houses could not claim divine sanction for their landholdings if those landholdings were the product of the blind, random actions of the dark principle. The clergy could not claim divine authority for a social order whose fundamental injustice was itself evidence of cosmic disorder. The king alone,presented in the Mazdakite narrative as the potential patron of redistribution, the agent of restoration,retained a claim to legitimacy that the movement's theology could accommodate.

Kavadh's embrace of Mazdakism was therefore not merely an act of personal religious enthusiasm, though it may have included a genuine element of that. It was a constitutional revolution,an attempt to rebuild the ideological foundation of royal authority on a new basis, one that simultaneously delegitimised the institutional constraints on royal power and presented the king as the champion of the suffering majority whose support would replace the unwilling cooperation of the nobility and the conditional endorsement of the clergy. Whether Kavadh fully understood the magnitude of what he was unleashing when he extended his patronage to Mazdak is impossible to know with certainty. What is clear is that the world he sought to reshape was a world that the ideology of the House of Sasan had built over three centuries,and that dismantling that ideology, even partially and temporarily, would prove to have consequences that neither the king nor the prophet who served his purposes had fully anticipated.
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​Chapter III: Fires Before the Flame,The Iranian Religious Milieu
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​Zoroastrianism,Orthodoxy, Variation, and Internal Dissent

The religion that Mazdak inherited, reinterpreted, and ultimately turned against itself was among the oldest continuously practised faiths in human history, and one of the most intellectually ambitious. Zoroastrianism,the religion of the sacred fire, of cosmic dualism, of the eternal struggle between truth and the lie,had been shaping Iranian thought, social organisation, and political imagination for at least a millennium before Mazdak was born, and its influence on the civilisation in which he moved was so pervasive and so deeply rooted that even his radical challenge to its institutional expressions remained, in its deepest structure, a distinctively Zoroastrian kind of challenge: one that argued about the meaning of Aša rather than denying its existence, that disputed the proper social expression of cosmic truth rather than abandoning the concept of cosmic truth altogether. To understand what Mazdak was doing theologically, it is necessary first to understand the tradition he was working within, and working against,a tradition that was, by the late fifth century, simultaneously more institutionally powerful and more internally divided than its official spokesmen were ever willing to acknowledge.

The foundational vision of Zoroastrianism, attributed to the prophet Zarathustra whose historical dates remain one of the most contested questions in the study of ancient religion,the scholarly estimates range from the second millennium BCE to the seventh century BCE, with the most recent consensus favouring something in the range of 1500 to 1000 BCE,was one of stark and clarifying moral dualism. At the beginning of all things, in the primordial moment before the creation of the material world, two fundamental principles confronted each other: Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, the principle of truth, light, life, and ordered existence; and Angra Mainyu, the Destructive Spirit, the principle of falsehood, darkness, death, and chaos. These were not equal and eternal opposites in the manner of some later dualistic systems,Zoroastrianism was always insistent that Ahura Mazda would ultimately prevail, that the cosmic struggle had a terminus and a victor,but they were real and active forces whose conflict constituted the fundamental dynamic of created existence. The material world itself was the arena of this conflict: Ahura Mazda had created it as a trap for Angra Mainyu, a bounded space in which the destructive principle would be caught, engaged, and ultimately defeated, but the consequence of this cosmic strategy was that the world of human experience was a world irreducibly marked by the presence of evil, suffering, and disorder alongside goodness, joy, and truth.

The concepts of Aša and Druj,Truth and the Lie, or more expansively, Cosmic Order and the principle of its violation,were the ethical and cosmological heart of this system. Aša was not merely a moral principle but an ontological one: it described the fundamental character of reality as Ahura Mazda intended it, the state of affairs in which every element of creation fulfilled its proper function, in which the rains came in their season, the crops were fertile, the social order was harmonious, and the divine realm and the human realm were in proper correspondence. Druj was the systematic negation of all of this,not merely individual acts of dishonesty or injustice, but the active force that worked to unmake the order of things, to introduce confusion where there should be clarity, suffering where there should be flourishing, falsehood where there should be truth. The Zoroastrian was required to align himself with Aša through the triple formula of good thought (humata), good word (hūkhta), and good deed (huvarshta), and this alignment was not merely an individual ethical achievement but a contribution to the cosmic struggle,each righteous act increased the sum of Aša in the world and diminished the power of Druj.

The ritual dimension of Zoroastrianism was elaborate, demanding, and in the late Sasanian period heavily professionalised in ways that had progressively removed its most complex elements from the reach of ordinary lay believers and concentrated them in the hands of a hereditary priestly caste. The yasna,the central ritual of the faith, involving the preparation and consecration of the sacred drink haoma, the recitation of the Gathas (the ancient hymns attributed to Zarathustra himself), and the maintenance and veneration of the sacred fire,required years of specialised training and was performed exclusively by priests who had undergone the elaborate process of ritual purification and initiation that qualified them for the task. The sacred fires themselves,particularly the three great fires of the Sasanian Empire, which were understood to embody the divine presence and whose maintenance was the supreme religious obligation of the state,were objects of veneration and institutional investment on a scale that made the fire temple complexes that housed them among the most significant institutions of the empire. Laypeople participated in religious life through a combination of personal prayer, observance of the religious calendar, adherence to the purity laws that governed contact with the sacred and the impure, and financial support of the priestly establishment,but the deepest mysteries of the faith, the most powerful ritual technologies, were accessible only through the mediation of the priests.

This concentration of ritual expertise in a hereditary priestly caste had consequences for the intellectual life of the religion that are easy to underestimate. The Zoroastrian theological tradition was not monolithic. It was a living intellectual culture with competing schools, disputed interpretations, and genuine disagreements about fundamental questions,the nature of the supreme deity, the mechanics of eschatological redemption, the proper understanding of fate and free will, the relationship between the material and spiritual worlds,that the official emphasis on orthodoxy and the later dominance of the Dēnkard tradition tends to obscure. The great priestly schools of the Sasanian period,associated with different regional centres and different fire temple complexes,maintained their own textual traditions and their own interpretive preferences, and the Avestan and Pahlavi literature that has survived represents only a fraction of what was once a rich and varied body of theological discourse. Within this discourse, questions that might seem settled from the perspective of later orthodoxy were in fact genuinely open: the precise relationship between Ahura Mazda and the lesser divine beings (the yazatas and amesha spentas), the mechanics of the cosmic renovation (frašgird) that would end the current age of mixture, the role of human free will in the cosmic struggle, and,most relevant to the Mazdakite context,the proper theological interpretation of the inequality and suffering that characterised the present world.

Folk Zoroastrianism,the religion as actually practised by the rural population of the Iranian plateau, the peasants and small farmers and artisans who nominally belonged to the faith,was substantially different from the high theology of the priestly schools, as folk religion always is. It incorporated elements that the orthodox tradition regarded with suspicion or hostility: the veneration of local sacred sites and water sources that had roots in pre-Zoroastrian Iranian religion, the use of magical practices and protective formulae that sat uneasily with priestly claims to exclusive ritual authority, the maintenance of beliefs about fate and the influence of the stars that blurred the boundaries between Zoroastrian theology and the astrological traditions of Mesopotamia. The relationship between this popular religious culture and the official orthodoxy of the priestly establishment was one of permanent negotiation and occasional tension, and it meant that the boundaries of Zoroastrian belief in the late fifth century were considerably more porous than the priestly texts suggest. A theological innovator who wished to address the rural poor in terms that would resonate with their actual religious experience needed to work within this broader and more fluid tradition,and the evidence suggests that Mazdak, whatever his origins, understood this very well.

The diversity within Zoroastrianism also expressed itself in the form of specific theological variants that gained substantial followings within the Iranian world and that shaped the intellectual environment in which Mazdakism developed. Chief among these was Zurvanism, to which we will return in detail, but there were others: traditions that emphasised the role of fate and cosmic determinism over individual moral agency, interpretations that placed greater or lesser weight on the imminence of the cosmic renovation, approaches to the problem of evil that moved in the direction of attributing the world's suffering to impersonal cosmic processes rather than to the active malevolence of the Destructive Spirit. All of these represented live options within the Iranian religious imagination of the period, and all of them fed, in various ways, into the specific synthesis that Mazdak would eventually produce. The religion that generated his challenge was not the monolithic orthodoxy of the Dēnkard's self-presentation but a genuinely diverse and intellectually fertile tradition whose internal tensions created the space within which radical reinterpretation was not merely possible but, in certain historically specific conditions, almost inevitable.

​Manichaeism,The Shadow of Mani

Two centuries before Mazdak was born, another Iranian religious genius had looked at the same cosmic landscape,the dualistic struggle between Light and Darkness, the suffering of the material world, the question of what the divine demanded of human beings in the present age,and had arrived at conclusions so radical that they had earned him execution at the hands of the Sasanian state and posthumous veneration by millions of followers stretching from the Atlantic coast to the shores of China. Mani, born in Babylonia around 216 CE to a family associated with the Jewish-Christian baptismal sect of the Elkasaites, produced one of the most sophisticated and in some respects most rigorous religious systems in the history of human thought: a comprehensive account of cosmic origins, the present state of the world, and the path to spiritual liberation that drew on Zoroastrian dualism, Buddhist soteriology, and Christian redemption theology and fused them into a new synthesis whose intellectual ambition was matched only by the social radicalism of its implications. Understanding Manichaeism is essential to understanding Mazdakism, not because the two movements were identical,they were, in certain fundamental respects, diametrically opposed,but because they shared a common theological vocabulary and a common set of cosmological premises, and the contrast between the conclusions they drew from those premises is itself the most illuminating thing about both.
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