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Introduction

Manichaean cosmology, as one of the dualistic religious and philosophical
systems, presents a complex structure of opposition between light and darkness,
spirit and matter, and good and evil. Within this framework, myths play a central
role in explaining the origin of existence, the nature of the world, and the position
of humankind. One of the key elements in this cosmology is the feminine
principle, which manifests in various forms throughout Manichaean mythological
narratives. Some of these feminine figures—such as the Mother of Life and the
Maiden of Light—symbolize light, vitality, and salvation, whereas others, like the
demon Az and other female demonic beings, represent darkness, temptation, and
deviation (Smagina, 2011).

The main problem addressed in this study is the examination of this duality in the
representation of femininity within Manichaean cosmology. Is femininity in this
system merely a divine and salvific force, or does it embody contradictory roles
associated with both good and evil? To answer this question, the present study
employs a textual analysis of Manichaean sources and an interpretive approach to
the symbolic system of femininity in this religion. It compares the positive and
negative aspects of female figures in Manichaecan myths. The aim is to provide a
comprehensive interpretation of the status of femininity within the Manichaean
worldview and its role in conceptualizing the duality of good and evil. Such an
examination offers a deeper understanding of how feminine symbols operate
within Manichaean cosmology and demonstrates how these symbols contribute to
the formation of the religion’s moral and theological narratives.
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Research methodology

The present research adopts a qualitative and interpretive textual analysis approach based on original Manichaean
sources. Primary texts—including the Kephalaia, the Shabuhragan, Middle Persian fragments from Turfan (M 7980—
84), and Manichaean hymns—were first examined in detail. Subsequently, a comparative analysis was conducted with
reference to secondary studies such as those by BeDuhn (2000), Franzmann (2007), Gulacsi (2015), and Reeves (1996).
The data were analyzed according to the symbolic content of feminine elements in three main dimensions:

1. The Mother of Life as the force of creation and the protector of light;

2. The Maiden of Light as the agent of salvation and the restorer of light from darkness;

3. The demon Az as the embodiment of greed, deviation, and cosmic corruption.

In each section, different Coptic, Middle Persian, and Syriac narratives were compared, and the semantic variations in
the interpretation of femininity were analyzed. This method allows for uncovering both the continuity and
transformation of female roles within Manichaean cosmology and for assessing the cultural and geographical
influences on their representations.

Discussion

The Mother of Life embodies the most nurturing and maternal qualities. She lovingly kisses her son, Ohrmazd-Bag,
arms him, and prepares him to battle against the powers of darkness (Kephalaia 38:22-24; 39:3—7). These descriptions
vividly portray her dual role as both nurturer and protector. In these passages, the Mother of Life is depicted as a
vigilant figure who fulfills her maternal duties through both emotional support and the preparation of her son for
combat.

She also possesses distinct warrior attributes, which are more explicitly emphasized in Middle Persian texts. To rescue
her son, who has been imprisoned in darkness, she herself descends into battle. According to Franzmann (2007:57),
the Mother of Life, together with the Living Spirit (or Maiden of Light) and other divine warriors, descends to the
borders of darkness to free her son. In the Kephalaia, it is stated that the Living Spirit and the Mother of Life together
descend, defeat the demonic rulers, and from their bodies shape the material world (Gardner & Lieu, 2004:15). Thus,
her role extends beyond care and nourishment to include the transmission of power and strategic capability necessary
for survival and victory in the cosmic struggle. Ignoring her militant aspect would oversimplify this deeply symbolic
character. Her maternal duty continues even after preparing Ohrmazd-Bag for battle; throughout every stage, she acts
as both protector and savior, ultimately ensuring his deliverance from darkness (Kephalaia 39:37). This expectation
for readiness, blessing, and acceptance of the son’s departure reaffirms her active participation. Her role is not confined
to preparation; in moments of crisis, the Mother of Life emerges as an active rescuer—a model of motherhood that
blends compassion and empowerment with strength and agency (Franzmann, 2007:58).

However, in Manichaean mythology, the concept of “mother” does not always carry positive connotations. In contrast
to the Mother of Life, who symbolizes divine light and creation, a counter-image appears in the figure of the demon A4z
in Iranian mythology. This figure is introduced in a Middle Persian Turfan text (M 7980-84) (Klimkeit, 1993:224). Az
is depicted as a malicious and deceitful being who teaches demons the art of reproduction and implants wickedness in
the first human woman. She is considered the origin of sexual desire and is called the “mother of demons,” a role that
identifies her as a destructive and corrupting force within Manichaean cosmology.

In contrast, the Maiden of Light is described in Manichaean texts as possessing such beauty that it shames the powers
of darkness. This imagery can be interpreted through the lens of the male gaze and the visual power of femininity. As
a woman subjected to the gaze of dark forces, she is not a victim but rather a weapon of their collapse. Unlike earthly
women in Manichaean cosmology—typically portrayed as agents of sin and deception—the Maiden of Light employs
the very same weapon (sexual allure) that the powers of darkness use to ensnare light.
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Conclusion

The analysis of Manichaean cosmology reveals that the religion’s dualistic system presents a complex reflection of the
opposing forces of good and evil, within which feminine elements play contradictory yet complementary roles. The
findings demonstrate that female figures in Manichaean mythology are not solely portrayed as divine or salvific
powers; rather, in some instances, they also appear as agents of deviation and darkness.

On one hand, figures such as the Mother of Life and the Maiden of Light embody the forces of illumination, creation,
and deliverance. The Mother of Life not only serves as the creator of the First Man but also as his guide and protector
in the cosmic struggle against darkness. She combines nurturing and warrior-like qualities, playing a decisive role in
overcoming evil and reclaiming light. Likewise, the Maiden of Light functions as a mediator between the realms of
light and darkness, whose interaction with the Archons enables the liberation of the captive light.

On the other hand, the demon Az represents the darker aspect of femininity—associated with temptation, corruption,
and material entrapment. The textual analysis indicates that 4z personifies both greed and lust, deceiving the first
human woman and thus serving as the source of evil’s entry into the material world.

In this dual framework, femininity is depicted as a dynamic force capable of both freeing and imprisoning light.
Ultimately, the study concludes that femininity constitutes a fundamental element in explaining the Manichaean
dualism of good and evil. It is neither an inherently positive nor negative principle, but rather a fluid and multifaceted
concept that operates at the core of Manichaean mythological structure. Through the redefinition of female roles within
a religious context, Manichaeism offers a unique vision of womanhood that remains in constant, reciprocal interplay
with the cosmic powers of light and darkness.
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