The background of Indian influence on Mani and its evidence in

Sabuhragan

Mohsen Mirzaie

Assistant professor, Department of Culture and Ancient Iranian Languages, Faculty of Persian
Literature and Foreign Languages, University of Tabriz, Tabriz, Iran. Email:

mohsen311@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received 7 August 2023

Received in revised form 21
December 2023

Accepted 25 April 2024

Published online 24 June 2024

Keywords:
Mani

Indian schools
Adoption
Sabuhragan

astrology

Purpose: Most scholars who do research on Manichaeism and its
founder, Mani, believe that he did not possess suitable knowledge
about the Buddha’s teachings, and Mani’s familiarity with Indian
schools was limited to only a couple of years of his journey
somewhere in the subcontinent. On this premise, those scholars
argue that the information regarding Buddha and his teachings
provided in the Manichaean texts, is related to the Manichaean
society of Great Khorasan, who, due to their vicinity to the Buddhist
cultural milieu, have included the religious terminology of
Buddhism into Manichaeism.

Findings and Conclusions: This aforementioned assessment is not
acceptable for some reason proposed and discussed in this article:
There is notable evidence that shows before travelling to India,
Mani was acquainted with Indian schools, especially with
Buddhism, so that he made a trip there to complete what he had
learned about them in his homeland. Moreover, the Iranian
philosophers were obviously aware of Indian knowledge and
sciences, in as much as meetings of debate have been frequently
held in the Shahs’ court between the sages of different schools.
According to the spread of Indian teachings in Iran, and the
documentation provided by Mani and Manichaean writings, it can
be illustrated that before traveling and during the formative years of
his principles and revelation, Mani made great use of Indian
knowledge and schools; further, in his description of the universe
and celestial bodies in Sabuhragan, he was influenced by Indian
astronomy and astrology.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

1. Introduction

This study deals with the background of Mani’s acquaintance with the Indian Schools,
accompanied by a discussion of where and when the Indian teachings, especially Buddhism, were
introduced into Manichaeism and adopted by its founder. The focus then shifts to an interpretation
of two manuscripts M 98 I.and M 99 I from Sabuhragan, Mani’s first significant work, which
seems to have been influenced by Indian astronomical and astrological knowledge. The purpose
of presenting this article is to clarify the background of Mani's familiarity with Indian schools and
the history of the influence of those schools on Mani's teachings.

Despite the prevailing belief among most. scholars that Mani’s adaptation of Indian schools
was unrelated to his early life before his alleged evangelistic measures in the Subcontinent,
various historical evidence found in Manichaean and non-Manichaean writings suggests
otherwise. It is clear that by 242 AD, certain Indian concepts had already found their way into the
Mani’s preaching, either through Zoroastrian knowledge or directly by Indian missionaries. For
instance, the concept of Gozihr, or the lunar nodes, which Mani referred to as two dragons
(azdahag), and the number of planets (abaxtaran), are notable examples.

2. Methodology

To explain this influence, we will first examine the Manichaean accounts of the Prophet’s
departure for India. Following that, we will discuss, analyze, and classify the incorporation
of Jainism and Buddhism elements into Manichaeism in more detail. The information in this
section has been gathered from the studies of modern scholars, which illustrates and affirms the
extent of Mani’s interest in the Indian schools. Subsequently, the mythical concept of the lunar
nodes that Mani adopted from India will be discussed. In this research, using the comparative
method between Indian, Manichaean, and Zoroastrian beliefs, we will show that this adaptation is
sometimes indirect and probably derived from the Iranian culture through the Indian knowledge.
3. Discussion

From the text M 2 | (a fragment of Manichaean Middle Persian discovered in Turfan), which
describes Mar Ammao’s journey to thewastern border of Iran, an area dominated byBuddhism, it
is apparent that Mani himself had not conducted any missionary activities there before Mar
Ammd’s arrival. This report indicates that the Great Khorasan was unaware of Mani the Prophet
and his revelation. Moreover, from this fragment it becomes clear that the beliefs of the people of
the eastern Iranian lands and the religion presented by Mar Ammo are essentially the same. One
could therefore conclude that Mani incorporated these doctrines into his faith from Indian culture,
either subsequent to or preceding his educational journey to India.

The Manichaean traditions contain fascinating stories about the champion Mani and provide an
extensive hagiographical account of the rapid spread of his teachings and the conversion of many
lands, including Indian territories, into his church. However, a significant account of Mani
documented in The Chapters of the Teacher (1Ke), explicitly proves that he initially had poor
success, if any, in his missionary endeavors in India if they were carried out by him at all (cf.
Gardner, 1995: 194, 196). In light of this confession, the theory proposed by Widengren that Mani
unexpectedly began his first activities in India is not acceptable. This evidence leads us to assert
that Mani’s first important journey was primarily an educational one.

According to Bar-Daisan’s report_on the presence of Jain [?] monks in the court of
Heliogabalus, Deeg and Gardner (cf. Deeg and Gardner, 2009) argue that Mani was probably
aware of Jainism before his journey to India. Furthermore, BeDuhn according to The
Chapters of the Wisdom of My Lord Mani (2Ke) analytically describes a miraculous story
about Mani’s triumph in a debate with a sage hailed from India by the name of lodasphes
(BeDuhn, 2015: 60 ff). Moreover, Iranian scholars were familiar with the Indians and their
sciences, for in his inscription, Kirdeér the Priest prides himself on suppressing Brahmins and
Buddhists. Additionally, in Dénkard IV it is(inentioned that by the order of Sabuhr I, the
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original knowledge and science of Iran which (according to the Zoroastrians) had once
dispersed to other countries, were gathered again from India, Greece, and other regions. These
reports provide strong evidence for the presence of Indian knowledge in Iran, indicating a
deep penetration of Indian schools and extensive relations between Iran and India, as well as
other lands. Therefore, it is evident that Mani's knowledge of Indian schools was not solely
reliant on his journey to the Subcontinent.

In Sabuhragan, there is convincing evidence of the influence of Indian astronomy and
astrology on Iranian culture, including Mani’s teachings. In the following sentence, Mani
interpreted the moon nodes as two dragons, a concept derived from Indian astronomy: “They
fastened the seven planets, then they hanged up and tied the two dragons”. In Indian
astronomy, the lunar nodes were considered as two beings who were originally the head of
‘Rahu’ and his body, known as ‘Ketu’. By this reckoning, similar to the Navagrahas (9
planets) system in India, the Iranian astronomy system comprises 9 planets too. However,
Mani excluded evil-planets i.e. Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and the ascending-
descending nodes from the Luminaries. Yet, there is a mistake: Mani recounts the two
dragons here not only as two pseudo-planets but also as the lunar nodes, who are the cause of
solar and lunar eclipses; so(far, we have 11 planets in Mani’s account, ie. the five planets +
the dark sun and the dark moon or the pseudo-planets + the light sun and the light moon or the
Luminaries + the two dragons who are reconsidered as the pseudo-planets. This confusion,
even more ambiguous than Sabuhragan, is found also in Pahlavi Books. Though the Pahlavi
authors, impressed by the Indian astronomy, spoke of 7+2 planets, but out of the demonic
nature of planets in the Iranian dualistic universe, the Zoroastrian Ulema put aside the light
sun and the light moon from the group of the seven planets, (five planets + the dark sun and
the dark moon) and added two other evil-doers (sometimes three) to the list as the adversaries
of the Luminaries.

In the process of creating the eight earths, the Living
Spirit, acting as a crearor, also constructed a mystical
structure that bears a resemblence to the Mandala in Indian
culture. This edifice features three pillars at points B, C, and
D along with five arches extending from Ato B, Bto C, C to
D, D to E, and the largest arch from D to B, all contained
within a circle. It is plausible that the Mandala was adopted
by Elamites and Mesopotamians as a Ziggurat style prior to
the arrival of the Aryan race on the Iranian
plateau. Therefore, it is not impossible that Mani indirectly
had learned about it from India.

4. Conclusion

To explain the concept of lunar nodes or describe the magical world, Mani did not need to
embark on a journey to the Subcontinent; instead, he could draw upon the knowledge derived
from India to describe how the system of eleven planets and other celestial phenomena
operates, why the pseudo-planets are the cause for the eclipse, and so on. “Pre-Islamic Iran
was a living society, crossed by political and religious movements (Manichaeans and other
Gnostic sects, Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Brahmins, Mazdakites, and others), not a sort of
immovable monolithic statue”, according to Panaino (Panaino, 2009: 75).
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