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Act 1
Things you might already know 

about Zoroastrianism
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The word ‘magic’ in English is ultimately derived from the 
Old Persian word magu-, meaning a Zoroastrian priest.
The three magi of the Bible were originally imagined as 

Persian priests.
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Raphael’s School of Athens (1510-1511)
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“Zarathustra was the first to see in the struggle between good and 
evil the actual wheel in the working of things: the translation of 
morality into the realm of metaphysics, as force, cause, and end-

in-itself, in his work.” — Ecce Homo
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Act 2
What is Zoroastrianism?
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One of the pre-Islamic 
religions of Iran
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The state religion of the 
Achaemenid (550-330 BC), 
Parthian (247 BC-224 AD), 
and Sasanian (224-651 AD) 
empires
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Still practiced by ca. 
15,000-24,0000 people in Iran
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After the Arab conquest of Iran, some Zoroastrians 
found their way to India, where approximately 70,000 

remain today.
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Worldwide, there are probably about 
110,000-130,000 Zoroastrians today.
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Act 3
Why study 

Zoroastrianism?
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A chance to study the lifespan of a well-documented 
religion which has undergone dramatic changes since 

the 2nd millennium BC.
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Provides a glimpse of Indo-European and 
Indo-Iranian mythology
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Abundant material to compare with 
Vedic and later Indic religions.
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Important for the study of Second 
Temple and Late Antique Judaism
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Eastern Christianity and 
Manichaeism
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Early Islam
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Study of minority religions under 
Islamic rule
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Interactions of Colonial Regimes and Religion
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Understanding the formation of Iranian national identity
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Formations of orthodoxy, and the role of the 
religion in the modern world
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Act 4
Goals of the Course
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Course Goals
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Course Goals
I n t e r p r e t t e x t s i n o r d e r t o 
reconstruct an ancient worldview.

Interrogate our pre-conceived 
notions about religious belief, 
identity, and ethnicity.

Experience other ways of seeing the 
world without pejorative judgment.

Learn to discuss, critique, and write 
about religion from an academic 
perspective.

Foster lively debate with respect for 
difference of opinions.
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• Participation in discussion, doing the readings, 
and watching the films.

• One in-class presentation related to the readings 
(depending on enrollment).

• One short midterm (October 23).

• One 15-20 page term paper.

Course Requirements
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Course Books

Available in Labyrinth Books
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Course Books

Available in Labyrinth Books

(Skjærvø pronounced 
SHARE-VO)
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Course Website
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Course Website

Students will be emailed passwords to 
access the protected areas of the website 
by Friday morning.
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Act 5
What do Zoroastrians believe?
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e Languages of Zoroastrian Literature

Avestan – the language of the Zoroastrian ritual texts, preserved 
orally canonized as the Avesta. The oldest texts in this corpus 
date to ca. 1300-1500 BCE, with later texts composed into 
roughly 600-500 BCE.

Middle Persian (Pahlavi) – one of the languages of the Sasanian 
Empire, used for a variety of religious texts which reached 
their final redactions in the 9th century CE.

New Persian – the language of Iran after the coming of Islam; 
earliest texts by Iranian Zoroastrians beginning in the 13th 
century; by Indian Zoroastrians in the early 15th century.

Gujarati –  the language of the area of western India where the 
Parsis settled; earliest manuscripts from the early 15th 
century.

30



•A short “catechism” in the Middle 
Persian (Pahlavi) language written 
down perhaps around the 9th 
century CE.

•Details the things that a Zoroastrian 
should know before his or her 
fifteenth birthday.

The Book of Advice of 
Zarathustra
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Dualism in Zoroastrianism

• The good principle, Ahura Mazda, and the evil 
principle, Angra Mainyu have been existent 
since the beginning of time and are not 
created. 

• Rather, each have their own creations and act 
independently of each other in the spiritual 
and material worlds.
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The Good Creation

Ahura Mazda / Ohrmazd – the supreme good 
God, who created the world and fashioned 
man, by whom the other gods are created.

• The seven Life-giving Immortals and other Beings 
Worthy of Worship.

• Mankind, the good animals, the elements & 
beneficial plants.

• Zarathustra, the prototypical poet-sacrificer, who 
according to tradition received the Avesta from 
Ahura Mazda.
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The Evil Creation

• Aŋra Mainiiu / Ahrimen, the Evil Spirit, who 
covets Ahura Mazda’s creation and seeks to 
destroy it.

• The demons whom he has created to help him.

• All “bad” animals, darkness, foul smell, 
pollution, pain, etc.

• Bad thoughts, bad words, bad deeds.
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