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Abstract

Zoroastrian Middle Persian texts consist of vast and precise moral precepts mostly
found in Zoroastrian gnomic treatises, the most comprehensive of which is the Dénkard,
Book VI. The significance of morality in Zoroastrian religion is embedded in its
relationship with cosmology and eschatology. Morality is intended to empower human
to deliver his expected duties, to reinforce goodness front and consequently, to
contribute to the progress of Ohrmaz’s aim of creating the world. Is it possible to
recognize certain criteria for Zoroastrian Morality? Can these criteria support
enhancement of the goals expected of morality in Zoroastrian framework? To find out
answers to the above questions, we have focused our study on the Middle Persian
gnomic treatises introduced in The History of Persian Literature before Islam,
incorporating descriptive-analythical method. Examining the domain and depth of the
moral themes and contents of these treatises, we have found them based on two general
criteria: first fairness and justice, second, altruism and mercy. These criteria are

compatible with the myths of origin and end in Zoroastrianism, and contribute to
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fulfillment of human’s duty, reinforcement of goodness in the world, and realization of

Ohrmazd’s goal of creation.

Keywords: Zoroastrian Religion, Middle Persian, Gnomic Treatises, Morality, Fairness,

Altruism.

1. Introduction
Ohrmazd has created the world and its creatures for a certain purpose (Bahar, 2011: 35
ff), therefore, Man shall figure out his place in the religious cosmology and soteriology,
and set his life agenda based on the goal of creation. In Pahlavi texts, morality is rooted
in dualistic doctrine of Zoroastrian religion, therefore, contribution to the advancement
of Ohrmad’s plan, is considered a religious and moral deed, and acting against that plan
is regarded unethical and sinful. (Cantera, 2015:323) Being commonly created by
Ohrmazd relates human beings and other creatures on one hand, and the common goal
of expulsion of Ahriman and the vice from the world on the other, makes humans
companion, co-combatant, and collaborator (Pahl. ~am-arg).(Shaked, 1979, 214)
Considering all above, one wonders what agenda Zoroastrian morality has planned
to satisfy the role of human being in the cosmological frame work of the religion and on
what criteria is it based upon? According to overall integrity of Pahlavi texts’ narrative
on the beginning and end of the world and Man’s position and role in his salvation,
universal salvation and the final redemption of the world, it is expected from
Zoroastrian Morality to be constituted upon criteria which assist Man to achieve these

goals.

2. Materials and Method

Since Zoroastrian moral virtues and norms are mostly reflected in its gnomic literature,
to find out the replies to the aforementioned questions we have based our search on this
corpus, specifically gnomic texts introduced in The History of Persian Literature before
Islam. Examining the content of this corpus, we have recognized two general criteria on
which the moral maxims and virtues are based upon. The first criterion is “Equity” and
the second, “Altruism”. These two are familiar criteria in Morality; the first was
introduced in ancient Greek and the second in Christian Morality. In this article we have
tried to categorize and introduce Zoroastrian Moral maxims according to their

underlying criteria.
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3. Moral Criteria in Middle Persian Gnomic Literature

3-1. Equity. Equity is the first criterion on which some of the Zoroastrian moral
maxims are based upon. This is common between law and morality. Based on this
criterion, one is not entitled to annoy others or afflict any harm on them. One is obliged
to treat others exactly the way he wished to be treated himself. This idea is known as the
Golden Rule in Morality. (See Eighth Chapter of Gansler, 2016, 181ff) Examples of
moral virtues based on Equity are righteousness and harmlessness.

3-2 Altruism. In Pahlavi texts there is a conflict between Ohrmazd and Ahriman and
moral duty is resulted from following one of the two. Being privileged with mental and
psychological faculties and free will, Man is responsible for his dees. All religious
maxims (in the broad sense) and Pahlavi gnomic literature are aimed to assist Man in
making right choices, i.e. the path of Ohrmazd. The goal of Zoroastrian morality is to
help man in fulfilling his own duty, assist other people to fulfill their duties, and finally
to reinforce the power of Goodness in universal order. Therefore, other than Equity,
more transcendental criteria apply to Zoroastrian morality, namely love and Altruism.
Moral maxims based on love and altruism are listed under Benevolence. Examples of
this type are “Being Good and Wanting Goodness for Others”, “Collaboration in
Eradication of Poverty”, “Advocating on behalf of the Needy”, “Being Hard on oneself
and Easy on Others”.

We will introduce some instances of Benevolence in order to clarify the concept in
Zoroastrian morality: 1- In Zoroastrian moral maxims other than taking action to correct
his/her personality and his/her salvation, one shall endeavor to provide goodness in this
world and redemption in the other world for others. (Mirfakhrayi, 2014, 117 and 127) 2-
To attempt to eradicate poverty from the society is a common duty, because it is
believed that a person who cannot provide his/her essential needs will not be able to
fulfill his/her duties and thereby contribute to elevation of goodness in the world and
realization of salvation in the other. (Mirfakhrayi, 2014, 292) 3- People are all
responsible for realization of each other’s rights. If one person does not have the means
to do this, it is a social duty for others to advocate him/her. (Pahlavi Rivayat, 2011,
ch62, n. 12).

4. Conclusion
In this article we tried to identify moral critera in Middle Persian gnomic literature and
examine their compliance with the aim of morality in Zoroastrian worldview.

Examining the content of this corpus and analyzing it, we reached answers to our initial
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questions. First, we were able to recognize two main criteria for the moral maxims in
Pahlavi Zoroastrian gnomic literature, Equity and loving and Altruism, the sum of
which bears high standard moral obligation on humans. Moral criteria of this corpus are
consistent with the Moral goals of Zoroastrian Literature and comply with the position

and role of human being in the general agenda of this religion.
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