
Purity and Danger in 
Zoroastrianism

NES 397 / REL 397
Thus Spoke Zarathustra 

Week 5, Lecture 1 (10/09)

Act 1. The Law against the Demons
Act 2. Living in a World of Purity and Pollution
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Ritual Impurity

✤ British anthropologist Mary Douglas defines impurity or “dirt” as 
“matter out of place,” which must be approached “through order.” 
“Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included if a pattern is 
to be maintained.” (Purity and Danger, p. 41).

✤ Ritual purity is “important in the service of the gods and a safeguard 
against evil.” (Choksy, Purity and Pollution in Zoroastrianism, p. 1).

✤ “Being on one’s watch (against impurity) is this, (namely) one who 
makes his body like a fortress […] keeping the gods inside and not 
letting the demons enter.” Dēnkard 6.E34a (quoted on Williams p. 80).
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Sources for Zoroastrian Purity 
Law

✤ The Vīdēvdād (called Vendīdād in Persian, Gujarati, and older 
literature; called jud-dēw-dād in Pahlavi) - literally means “The law for 
discarding the daēuuas.”

✤ Pahlavi texts: Šāyist nē-šāyist (What is appropriate and what is not 
appropriate); the Dādestān ī Dēnīg (Religious Laws); the Pahlavi Rivāyats, 
etc. (mostly redacted in the 9th century)

✤ Persian texts: The Persian Rivāyats, the Sad Dar (One Hundred Subjects) 
texts, the Farziyātnāma (Book of Religious Duties). (15th-18th century)
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The sin of sodomy in various 
texts

✤ V.8.27
Orderly creator ...
If someone is sodomized willingly,
what is the penalty?
What is the expiation for it? 
What is the purification for it? 
Then Ahura Mazdâ said:
There is neither penalty for it,
nor is there expiation for it.
There is no purification for it.
In accordance with “inexpiable deed”
for ever and ever.

From the Rivāyat of Kāmdīn 
Shāhpūr

If one practices sodomy and if it 
is a boy 8 years old, it is a tanāvur 
sin, but if it is a man, then it is 
margarzān.
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The Vīdēvdād

✤ Composed in Young Avestan prose, 
consists of 22 chapters or fragards. 
Accompanied in many manuscripts 
by Pahlavi commentary.

✤ One of the 21 nasks of the “Sasanian 
Avesta,” and the only of these 21 
nasks that we possess basically in 
the form in which it is described in 
Dēnkard VIII.

✤ Chapters 4-18 consist legal and 
ritual subjects related to purity.
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About the importance of the 
Law
✤ V. 5.23 

Then Ahura Mazdâ said: Well, Spitama Zarathustra, this law for 
discarding the old gods, the law transmitted by Zarathustra, is far above 
and beyond other words in greatness, goodness, and beauty, just like the 
Vourukasha Sea is above and beyond other waters.

✤ V. 5.24 
Yes, Spitama Zarathustra, this law for discarding the old gods, the law 
transmitted by Zarathustra, is far above and beyond other words in 
greatness, goodness, and beauty, just like a greater water sweeps away a 
smaller water. Yes, Spitama Zarathustra, this law for discarding the old 
gods, the law transmitted by Zarathustra, is far above and beyond other 
words in greatness, goodness, and beauty, just like a greater tree covers 
a smaller tree.
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Dead Matter and the Elements

✤ Two principal sources of pollution in the Vīdēvdād are found in dead 
matter (nasu- / nasā), which is portrayed as a demoness that rushes to 
those who come into contact with it, and a menstruating woman 
(daštān), who must be sequestered from the natural elements to avoid 
polluting them with her blood. 

✤ It is incumbent on Zoroastrians to keep these pollutants away from 
the natural elements, especially the fire and running water. According 
to the tradition, there are seven material creations which are watched 
over by one of the Amesha Spentas.
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The nasu

V.7.1 Zarathustra asked Ahura Mazdâ: O Ahura Mazdâ, O most Life-giving Spirit, 
O creator of the material beings, O Orderly one! How does the demon Carrion 
rushes upon dead men? 
V.7.2 Then Ahura Mazdâ said: Immediately after death, O Spitama Zarathustra, 
the consciousness will go out(and) this Carrion demon rushes in from the 
northern directions in the form of a disgusting fly, knob-kneed, flat-assed, ..., 
driveling, like the most repulsive creeping things.
V.7.2a Until a dog looks at (them) or nibbles (at them) or a flesh-eating bird flies 
up at him. Then, when a dog looks at them or nibbles (at them) or a flesh-eating 
bird flies up at him,this demon Carrion rushes back to the northern directions in 
the form of a disgusting fly, knob-kneed, flat-assed, ..., driveling, like the most 
repulsive creeping things.
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The Good and Evil Animals

✤ The purity of good animals must also be maintained by Zoroastrians. 
The urine of the bull (gōmēz, when consecrated, nērang) and the gaze 
of the dog (sag-nigerišn) are in particular two powerful agents for 
removing pollution.

✤ On the other hand, evil animals (xrafstar, lit. “creepers”) are vectors 
for pollution, and killing them is a source of merit.
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The extent of pollution

V.5.1. A man dies *there, in the depths of rivers. A bird flies up there, from the tops of the mountains to 
the depths of rivers. It nibbles at that body, that of the dead man. A bird flies up there, from the depths of 
rivers to the tops of the mountains. It flies up on that tree, a hard tree or a soft tree. It vomits on it, it 
urinates on it, it defecates on it.

V.5.2. A man goes forth there,from the depths of rivers to the tops of the mountains. He goes to that tree, 
which that bird (flew up on). He seeks firewood for the fire. He strikes it, he cuts into it, he cuts it down. 
On it he lights the fire, the son of Ahura Mazdâ. What is the penalty for it?

V.5.3. Then Ahura Mazdâ said:Neither dog-borne, nor bird-borne, nor wolf-borne,nor wind-borne, nor 
fly-borne dead matter makes a man guilty.

V.5.4. For if these corpses, namely, dog-borne, bird-borne, wolf-borne, wind-borne, and fly-borne, were 
to make a man guilty, right away my entire Life with bones the Order of his *hymn would be crippled, 
every soul would be shuddering (in anger and fear), every body would be forfeit, by the large amount of 
these corpses which lie dead upon this earth.
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The natural elements and the 
Amesha Spentas
✤ Ahura Mazdā - man

✤ Vohu Manah - animals

✤ Asha Vahishta - fire

✤ Xshathra Vairiya - metal

✤ Spenta Ārmaiti - earth

✤ Hauruuatāt - water

✤ Ameretatāt - plants.
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Polluiton and the elements

✤ Each of these elements must be protected from impurity. To pollute 
these elements is an inexpiable sin:

✤ V. 7.25
O Orderly creator ...
How will those men be purified, O Ahura Mazdâ, sustainer of Order,
who impure carry dead matter with feces onto the water or the fire?
V. 7.26
Then Ahura Mazdâ said:
they will  not be purified, O Orderly Zarathustra.

✤ Thus, dead matter cannot be cremated nor buried. How then should it 
be disposed of?
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Body as Microcosm?

✤ “Microcosm is viewed […] as an alloform of the macrocosm, matter as 
an alloform of spirit, and humanity as a corporeal alloform of the 
divine. Because of such alloformic association in meaning, through 
homology and analogy, Zoroastrians perceive no distinction in the 
tangible activities of ritual and the symbolic meanings of these 
activities, just as they see no dichotomy between the material and 
spiritual states. As a result of this cosmic interconnection ultimately 
based on meaning, the importance of each Zoroastrian rite lies in a 
fusion of actions, liturgies, and beliefs with religious 
symbols.” (Choksy, Purity and Pollution, p. 111)
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Baršnūm Ritual

✤ One of the most involved 
Zoroastrian purification 
ceremonies, which removes the 
status of being “polluted” (rīman).

✤ Originally, a candidate would 
undergo nine cleansings, after 
which he would remain isolated 
for nine nights – thus, a ceremony 
of re-integration of someone who 
has been polluted.
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The Towers of Silence

✤ The body must be isolated from the natural elements and exposed. 
According to the Vīdēvdād 8.1-2 “Then, if in a hut covered with wood 
or a hut covered with felt a dog or a man dies, how should these 
Mazdayasnians behave? Then Ahura Mazdâ said: Let them search on 
a dakhma.”

✤ Though the evidence of the Achaemenid tombs and Central Asian 
ossuaries seems to imply that there were a variety of practices, 
according to modern practice, this means that the body should be 
placed in a so-called “Tower of Silence,” where the corpse is exposed 
to the rays of the sun (called xwaršēd-nigerišn in Pahlavi) and 
devoured by carrion-feeders.
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Tower of silence in Iran.
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The Chinwad Bridge
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