
The Study of the 
Zoroastrian Tradition

NES 397 / REL 397
Thus Spoke Zarathustra 

Week 2, Lecture 2 (09/20)

Act 1. What does “Zoroastrianism” Mean?
Act 2. In Search of Zarathustra
Act 3. Introducing the Gāthās
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Zoroastrianism as an 
“ethnic” religious identity
• Tied to an “Iranian” (Avestan airiia- / Pahlavi ēr) 

identity as opposed to a “non-Iranian” (Pahlavi 
anēr) identity?

• Dēnkard V: Why did god send the Tradition to the land of the 
Iranians only and leave the others to the teaching of the demons? And 
does he not consider the other gods deserving, or can he not exhibit it 
to them?
Ohrmazd the Creator did not send this Tradition only to the land of 
the Iranians, but to the entire world of the living and to all kinds (of 
people), and it was set in motion throughout this world, in both pure 
and mixed form.
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Zoroastrianism as an 
“ethnic” religious identity
• Tied to a “Parsi” ethnic identity in India, which 

since at least the early 19th century CE has 
strongly discouraged conversion and 
intermarriage.

• Zoroastrians are: “a) Parsis who are descended from the original 
Persian emigrants and who are born of both Zoroastrian parents 
and who profess the Zoroastrian religion; b) Iranis professing the 
Zoroastrian religion; c) the children of Parsi fathers by alien 
mothers who have been duly and properly admitted into the 
religion.” (Petit v. Jejeebhoy 1909)
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auuarāne mazdaiiasnō zaraθuštriš
“I choose to perform the ritual to (Ahura) Mazdā,

in the tradition of Zarathustra”

Zoroastrianism as credal 
religious identity
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Zoroastrianism as credal 
religious identity

• Book of Advice of Zarathustra:
I have to consider myself as the property of Ohrmazd and the 
Amahrspands and separate myself from the demons and 
consideration of the demons.
On earth, firstly, I have to ally myself by my praise to the 
Tradition, perform and sacrifice according to it, and not turn 
away from it, but believe in my mind in the Good Tradition of 
the Mazdayasnians (dēn ī weh ī māzdēsn). I have to distinguish 
what is good for me from what is bad, evil-doing from well-
doing, goodness from badness, and light from darkness, and one 
who sacrifices to Ohrmazd from one who sacrifices to the 
demons.
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A Zoroastrian “Meme”?
Neo-Zoroastrian Movements
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Some Contemporary Conceptualizations of 
the Prophet Zarathustra
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Some Contemporary Conceptualizations of 
the Prophet Zarathustra

• Zarathustra the 
philosopher:

• Zarathustra the composer 
of the Gathas:

• Zarathustra the religious 
reformer:

From Ervad Sheriarji Bharucha’s Brief Sketch of the 
Zoroastrian Religion and Customs (1893):
anks to the researches of modern scholars the 
essential and fundamental principles of the religion 
have been distinguished from and raised superior over 
the later foreign accretions that grew round them in 
course of ages and for a while threw the right principles 
in the background; and it may confidently be asserted 
that in the progress of times, scholarship will serve yet 
more conspicuously to reveal and bring into 
prominence the real philosophical monotheism of 
Zoroaster.
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Some Contemporary Conceptualizations of 
the Prophet Zarathustra

• Zarathustra the 
philosopher:

• Zarathustra the composer 
of the Gathas:

• Zarathustra the religious 
reformer:

From Piloo Nanavutty’s Zarathustra (1968)
We now come to the era of Zarathustra. Nobody 
knows the date of Zarathustra’s birth. All we have of 
his writings are the five Gathas, or Divine Songs. The 
Gathas resemble the earliest portions of the Rig Veda. 
Like the Vedas, the Gathic verses were chanted for 
many hundreds of years and written down only much 
later. The archaic form of the language, however, has 
been preserved to this day.
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Some Contemporary Conceptualizations of 
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reformer:

From Maneckji Dhalla’s Zoroastrian eology (1914)
It is generally asserted by Western scholars that 
Zoroaster’s religion was a reform of the primitive faith 
of the Iranians. But the reform had not lasted long, 
owing to the counter-reformation that had followed the 
prophet’s death. This revived the religion that 
Zoroaster came to replace. The prophet had dethroned 
and banished the Indo-Iranian divinities from the 
spiritual kingdom.
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Act 2.
In Search of Zarathustra
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Classical Accounts of 
Zoroastrianism

• Pliny’s Natural History (77 AD) contains the 
earliest extant reference to the familiar birth 
narrative of Zarathustra. VII § 72: Risisse eodem 
quo genitus esset unum hominum accepimus 
Zoroastren “We are told that only one person, 
Zoroaster, laughed at the same time he was 
born.
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e Languages of Zoroastrian Literature

• Old Avestan

• Young Avestan

• Middle Persian (Pahlavi)

• New Persian

• Gujarati
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Number of texts Amount of scholarship
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The Beginnings of Iranian 
Studies in Europe, 1700-1800.
• The British scholar Thomas Hyde’s Historia 

Religionis Veterum Persarum (A History of the 
Religion of the Ancient Persians) published in 
1700.

• The Frenchman Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil 
du Perron comes to India for seven years 
(1755-1761) to live in Surat and study Avestan 
and Pahlavi with Dastur Darab Kumana. After 
the publication of his Le Zend-Avesta, Ouvrage 
de Zoroastre (e Zend-Avesta, Work of 
Zoroaster), in three volumes from 1771-1783, 
the Avesta was decried as a forgery by the famous 
British Orientalist Sir William Jones, whose 
opinion was followed by several officer-scholars 
in the Raj.
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The Decipherment of 
Old Persian Cuneiform

• Deciphered along with 
Babylonian and Elamite by 
Henry Creswicke Rawlinson ca. 
1849.

• Vindicated Anquetil du Perron’s 
claim of the antiquity of the 
Avesta.

• Initiated a surge of interest in 
the Ancient Near East.
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Friedrich Spiegel and the 
“Traditionalist Approach”

• Enjoyed an exceptionally productive career,  writing 
on Zoroastrianism from 1847-1903, his works 
including the first edition of the Avesta with its 
Pahlavi translation, the first German translation of 
the Avesta based on the Avestan and Pahlavi text 
itself, an edition of the Sanskrit translation of the 
Yasna,  the first comprehensive encyclopedia of 
ancient Iran, and many articles and monographs.

• Already in 1847 explained his method of following 
the tradition by saying “that one cannot in any way 
be ill-authorized by the tradition of the Zend-Avesta 
and that one should not in any way dismiss it 
without further ado.” He later further explained, 
“one should progress going from the known to the 
less known or the entirely unknown. From this 
viewpoint, I have begun my studies of the Avesta 
with Pârsî [Pazand], which stands so close to 
Modern Persian,  and with the help of this dialect,  I 
attempted first to research Huzvâresch [Pahlavi], 
and with the help of Huzvâresch, Old Bactrian 
[Avestan].”

Friedrich Spiegel, 
1820-1905
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Spiegel and the Legendary 
Zarathustra

• Spiegel was from a very early point in his career 
interested in what he termed mythische Heldensage 
(mythical heroic legends), and, like F. Max Müller, he 
sought to incorporate Zoroastrianism into a comparative 
mythology.

• Spiegel, unlike Müller and Haug, did not believe that 
Zarathustra was a religious reformer, and instead sought 
to explain the differences between Indic and Iranian 
religions as being due to Western, Semitic influences on 
the latter.
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Friedrich Spiegel and the 
“Traditional” School

“One cannot in any way be ill-authorized by the 
tradition of the Zend-Avesta and that one should 
not in any way dismiss it without further ado.”

He later further explained, “one should progress 
going from the known to the less known or the 
entirely unknown. From this viewpoint, I have 
begun my studies of the Avesta with Pârsî [Pazand], 
which stands so close to Modern Persian, and with 
the help of this dialect, I attempted first to research 
Huzvâresch [Pahlavi], and with the help of 
Huzvâresch, Old Bactrian [Avestan].”
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The “Historical Zarathustra”
The question of the historicity of Zarathustra had already 
been raised some years earlier by the French scholar 
Joachim Ménant: “And did Zarathustra exist in the first 
place? To which era should we ascribe his existence? Big 
questions, perhaps unsolvable! There are more. If the 
existence of Zarathustra were to be demonstrated, if we 
knew exactly what date we should ascribe it to, we would 
still have to prove that he was the author of the books 
which bear his name. Each of these questions could occupy 
the life of the most fervent Mobed. But I err; the Mobeds 
never raise any doubts about these subjects; the faith of a 
true believer knows not how to compromise.”

For Spiegel, the main interest was not in Zarathustra’s 
historicity but in the legendary roles which he fulfilled for 
his community: “Zarathustra is no longer, either in East 
nor in the West, a historical person; rather he has fallen 
into legend. But this legend is, at least in its main forms, 
already quite ancient. […] Though we have extracted no 
clues about the historical Zarathustra,  we at least know 
how the followers of his teaching view him, and this is not 
unimportant.”
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Martin Haug, who was to become perhaps the 
most influential of 19th century academics on 
the Parsi community, was born to peasant 
farmers and struggled throughout his life. 
According to his autobiography, his mother, a 
pious Lutheran, “advised my father urgently to 
make me not a gentleman, but instead either a 
farmer or a weaver […] She said, nay, she feared 
that I wanted to become an even greater heretic 
than Strauss, whose name is known in every 
village in Württemberg.”

In 1854, Haug completed his Habilitation 
dissertation, demonstrating that the Gāθās 
were composed in an older language than the 
rest of the Avesta by comparisons with Vedic 
Sanskrit.

Martin Haug and the “comparativist” school
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Haug and the Gathas
• Haug explained his views that Zarathustra, despite the 

fact that “an absolute treatment of his personality is 
difficult, since he appears as the intermediary between 
the good God Ormuzd and man, as prophet and 
announcer of the divine revelation, and becomes 
almost a super-natural being as head and lord of this 
terrestrial world, as he is called in some texts,” by 
examining the Gāθās, the oldest texts, the real, 
historical Zarathustra can be sought, who was “the 
greatest poet.”

• Haug was also one of the first to formulate 
Zarathustra’s reform of the religion: “Concerning the 
old Aryan folk-belief in a good spirit,  called Ahura 
Mazda,” Zarathustra “kept him close and sought to 
spiritualize him. To the belief in the evil power, on the 
contrary, he gave an entirely different form, in which 
he transferred most of the previously revered gods. 
This was the beginning of a great religious movement, 
the oldest that world history knows.”

21



From Haug’s Essays on the Sacred Language, 
Writings, and Religion of the Parsees 

“Zarathustra’s real doctrines, untouched by the speculations 
of later ages, can be learnt only from the old Yasna, chiefly 
from the Gâthâs. The leading idea of his theology was 
Monotheism, i.e., that there are not many gods but only one, 
and the principle of his speculative philosophy Dualism, i.e., 
the supposition of two primeval causes of the real world and 
the intellectual, while his moral philosophy was moving in 
the Triad of thought, word and deed […] He was a great and 
deep thinker who stood far above his contemporaries, and 
even the most enlightened men of many subsequent 
centuries.”
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The Linguistic Model
• It is difficult to underestimate the 

importance that philology played within 
the Parsi community. The philological 
curriculum, which was also exported by 
Parsi missionaries to the Iranian 
Zoroastrian community, completely 
replaced the traditional study of Persian, 
Pahlavi and Avestan that had preceded it. 

• This reimagination of canon effectively 
allowed Parsi reformists to downplay the 
importance of “unsavory”  texts which 
were (and continue to be) dismissed as 
later corruptions of Zarathustra’s ideology.
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James Darmesteter and 
Modern Zoroastrian Studies
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The Indo-European Languages, from Āsār-i ʻAjam (1896)
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The Old Avesta

Consist of the five verse 
Gâthâs (Yasna 28-34, 43-51, 
53) and the prose Yasna 
Haptanghâiti (“the sacrifice 
with seven parts” Yasna 
35-41).

Composed sometime during 
the mid-2nd millennium BC 
and were for some reason 
crystallized and transmitted 
by later speakers of Avestan.
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The Gāthās

• Consist of five metrical “songs” of different lengths:

• The Ahunawaitî Gâthâ (the longest), the 
Ushtawaitî Gâthâ, the Spentamainyû Gâthâ, the 
Vohukhshathrâ Gâthâ (the shortest), and the 
Vahishtoishtî Gâthâ.
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The Contents of the Gāthās

• Songs of the poet-sacrificer to Ahura Mazdā, 
praising his creation and attacking his 
opponents, both the daêuuas and the followers 
of the Lie.

• This praise/blame poetry takes the form of a 
poetic competition (compare analogues in Greek 
and Indic traditions).

29



The Thematic Structure of the 
Gathas

• I. Introduction of praise and promise of benefits for the Gods and for the 
poet.

• II. The poet-sacrificer proves himself worthy and establishes basic knowledge 
about the gods and the cosmos, as well as himself and the human community.

• III. Announces information about the creation of the universe, and about 
helping to destroy the Lie, and about how the good can get the better of the 
bad on this Earth.

• IV. Poetic weaving being required for the gods to remake the cosmos, the poet 
has now fulfilled his end of the bargain and awaits judgment & compensation.
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Rival Poet-Sacrificers

• Conflict between the rich and the poor – the poet-sacrificer 
portrays himself as poor and persecuted.

• Competition on the one hand judged by Ahura Mazdā, 
portraying himself as the one who is qualified and 
competent to perform the ritual like Zarathustra.

• On the other hand, competing against rival poet-sacrificers, 
trying to get patrons to pay him the money they owe.
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