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As one of the most significant Gnostic movements of late antiquity, Manichaeism
emerged from the cultural and religious context of Iran. One of the most debated
issues in Manichaean studies concerns the extent and nature of this religion's
indebtedness to Zurvanism, an influential current within Sasanian Zoroastrianism.
Adopting a comparative approach, this study demonstrates that Manichaeism's
encounter with Zurvanism transcended mere borrowing, evolving into conceptual
interaction and ultimately cosmological opposition.The central question addresses
the extent of Zurvanian elements in Manichaeism and how this conceptual
engagement led to cosmological confrontation between the two systems. Employing
a descriptive-analytical method, this research draws upon Manichaean texts
(including the Kephalaia and hymns), Pahlavi sources (such as the Bundahishn and
Arda Wiraz Namag), and historical accounts.Findings indicate that while
Manichaeans adopted the concept of "Zurvan" as the god of boundless time, they
fundamentally transformed its function. In Zurvanism, Zurvan holds a primordial
and exalted position; in Manichaeism, however, he becomes symbol of the material
world and imprisoning time—synonymous with the dark hell. This conceptual shift
reveals a profound cosmological opposition: Manichaeism regards the world and
time as absolute evil from which liberation is sought, whereas Zurvanism attempts
to explain the origin of evil within a framework tending toward monotheism.Thus,
Manichaeism appropriated Zurvanian myths to construct a new adversary for the
God of Light, redefining Zurvan as embodiment of darkness and captivity. This
study contributes significantly to understanding pre-Islamic Iranian religious
interactions and their divergent approaches to the fundamental problems of evil and
time.
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1. Introduction

Manichaeism, a profoundly influential religion founded in 3rd-century CE Persia by the prophet
Mani, was not an isolated phenomenon but a product of the vibrant intellectual crossroads of the
Eastern world. Its most significant, yet under-explored, intellectual root is Zoroastrianism, the
official state religion and dominant intellectual framework of the Sasanian Empire. This
research addresses the central question of how Mani and his followers engaged with
Zoroastrianism, a relationship that evolved from initial conceptual synthesis into an
irreconcilable cosmological conflict. The importance of this study is twofold. Historically, it is
crucial for understanding the religious and intellectual dynamics of ancient Iran, a pivotal era
that set the stage for the advent of Islam. It illuminates how a new universal religion challenged
the established state religion and the political structures that supported it. Epistemologically,
this analysis offers deep insights into the nature of religious thought in late antiquity by
examining how fundamental concepts—such as the origin of evil, humanity's role in the
cosmos, and the path to salvation—were interpreted and redefined within these two competing
traditions. This comparative lens enriches our understanding of both and reveals the
philosophical complexities of Iranian thought. The theoretical framework of this study is
twofold: first, the theory of comparative religion, which allows for an analysis of Manichaeism
not in isolation but in direct relation to its Zoroastrian counterpart; and second, a focus on
cosmology as the core analytical lens. Cosmology, the explanation of the universe's structure,
origin, and purpose, is the heart of any religious system. By examining the core dualisms of
Ohrmazd and Ahriman in Zoroastrianism versus Pramye (the Father of Greatness) and Garmin
(the Prince of Darkness) in Manichaeism, this study moves beyond superficial comparisons to a
structural and philosophical analysis of their similarities and ultimate divergence.

2.Research Method, Question, Hypothesis, and Literature Review

Employing a descriptive-analytical method rooted in intellectual history, this study conducts a
detailed examination of primary and secondary sources. Key primary sources include
Manichaean texts like the Arzhang (Gospel of Mani) and the Kepai Deénk, Zoroastrian
compendia such as the Dénkard and Bundahi$n, and the historical accounts of writers like al-
Tabari and Epiphanius of Salamis. Secondary sources draw upon foundational scholarship from
figures such as Richard N. Frye, Hans Jonas, and Gershom Scholem. The central research
question is: How did the conceptual and cosmological relationship between Manichaeism and
Zoroastrianism evolve from an initial synthesis into a fundamental conflict, and what does this
reveal about the nature of each tradition? The central hypothesis posits that Manichaeism
initially engaged with Zoroastrianism strategically, co-opting its familiar concepts to gain
legitimacy within the Sasanian Empire. However, fundamental cosmological differences—
particularly concerning the origin of evil and humanity's role—transformed this engagement
into a core conflict. By proposing a new cosmology where evil was a product of an internal fall
within the divine itself, Manichaeism positioned itself as a transcendent faith, ultimately leading
to its rejection by the Zoroastrian state. The existing literature on this topic has a long but
scattered history. Early scholarship, like that of Richard N. Frye, provided broad overviews of
Iranian cultural interaction. Hans Jonas masterfully placed Manichaeism within a global Gnostic
context, emphasizing its Iranian elements, yet a focused, in-depth analysis of its direct
cosmological conflict with Zoroastrianism remains a gap. This study aims to fill that void by
offering a systematic, philosophical analysis centered on the core tenets of each tradition's
worldview.

3 .Conclusion

The findings of this research demonstrate that the relationship between Manichaeism and
Zoroastrianism was a dynamic evolution from "conceptual coexistence” to "cosmological
conflict.” Initially, Mani adeptly used the language and symbols of Zoroastrianism—such as
Ahura Mazda, the fravashis, and the idea of a cosmic struggle—to present his new faith as a
perfected continuation of the Iranian tradition. On the surface, both religions shared a dualistic
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language. However, a deeper analysis reveals a profound and irreconcilable schism at the very
core of their cosmologies. In Zoroastrianism, evil (Ahriman) is a primordial, co-eternal force of
chaos, eternally opposed to the good creator god (Ohrmazd). Humanity is a participant in this
external battle, and salvation is achieved through righteous thoughts, words, and deeds that
align with the divine order. In stark contrast, the Manichaean cosmology posits that the material
universe, and all evil within it, is the direct result of a catastrophic internal event: the "fall" of a
divine being, Garmin, from the World of Light. Humanity is not a participant in an external war,
but consists of "sparks of light" tragically imprisoned in material bodies. Salvation, therefore, is
not about ethical action in a material realm, but about gnosis—the secret knowledge of one's
divine origin—which allows these light-sparks to be freed and return to their source. This
fundamental difference in the origin of evil and the nature of humanity transformed
Manichaeism from a seemingly reformist movement into a revolutionary ideology. It challenged
the very basis of the Zoroastrian social and political order, which was built upon maintaining
cosmic balance through ethical action in the material world. Consequently, Mani and his
followers were not merely seen as a dissenting sect but as an existential ideological threat. The
persecution and eventual marginalization of Manichaeism in Iran were thus less a result of
purely political calculations and more the outcome of a deep, intellectual incompatibility. This
study concludes that the fate of Manichaeism was sealed by a radical divergence in worldview:
a conflict between a religion that saw humanity's purpose as upholding a material cosmic order
(Zoroastrianism) and one that saw it as liberating a divine essence from a material prison
(Manichaeism).
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