Mazdak Movement: "Mazdakism" by Prof. Ehsan Yarshater

Prof. Ehsan Yarshater is Hagop Kevorkian Professor of Iranian Studies at Columbia
University. He was a long time Editor in Chief of Bongaah-e Tarjomeh va Nashr-e Ketaab, the
leading research and publication institution in Iran. He is the foremost authority in Iranian
studies, raging from history, language, religion, to arts.
The most authoritative book of history about the Sassanid is entitled, "The Cambridge History
of Iran," Volume 3, The Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian Period," edited by Ehsan Yarshater,
Parts 1 and 2, Cambridge University Press, 1983.
The Chapter 27 (a) of the book is entitled "Manichaeism and its Iranian Background." The
following chapter, Chapter 27(b), is entitled "Mazdakism," and is writtend by Prof. Yarshater,
pages 991-1024.
Prof. Yarshater begins the chapter by some general comments, then elaborates on the sources
for studying the movement, then divides the movement into "the Early Stage of Mazdakism,"
"the Second Stage of Mazdakism," and "the Third stage of Mazdakism." He then describes
the doctrine of the movement in detail, followed by the conclusion section.
The following is the beginning of the "Conclusion" section (page 1018):
We may then chart the course of the Mazdakite movement as follows. Sometime in the course
of the 5th century, presumably during or soon after the reign of Bahram V, Zardusht
Khurragaan, a mobad or possibly a chief mobad of Fasaa, began reform movement in
Zoroastrian religion; he claimed to offer a correct interpretation of the Avesta. It is also
possible that, claiming, to be an incarnation of an earlier leader, he only renewed and
elaborated a movement begun previously by one Bundos, who had resided in Rome for a while
and who had come under the influence of some gnostic religions there. The assigning of inner
meaning to Zoroastrian scriptures early branded the followers of the movement as Zandiks.
Zardusht's interpretation of the Avesta disguised a set of beliefs, widely spread in late
antiquity, which postulated a remote supreme deity and attributed the creation and
management of the world to two demiurges. [The rest of this paragraph is about the religious
belief of the said interpretation].
[Page 1019] We do not know how the movement fared between its inception and the time of
Kavaad. We may assume that it continued to attract followers through quiet missionary work,
which prefigured the Baatini da'wa. During Peerooz's reign Iran was afflicted with a number
of disasters, and when he was killed in 484, during a catastrophic war with the Hephthalites,
Iran was facing formidable social, economic and political problems. The coutry had been
weakened by successive wars and heavy taxation, and now was subjected to the humiliation of
having to pay tribute to the Hepthalites, while territory was lost to the victors and much of the
army destroyed.
About this time the leadership of the sect passed to Mazdak son of Baamdaad, a man of
chrisma and revolutionary temper, deeply committed to the notion of social justice and the

welfare of the poor. Under his leadership te movement assumed a pronounced social colouring.
Capitalizing on popular discontent, Mazdak questioned the enormous privileges of the noble
classes and the clergy. He not only envisaged an egalitarian society, but as a man of action also
planned to carry out his communistic ideas. The peasants, the artisans and the "have-nots", in
general, welcomed his teachings and flocked to his side. His movement was called that of
"justice". (However, he did not include the slaves in his scheme, else our sources would not
have missed the point as grounds for further invectives against him; cf. below, p. 1024).
Whether any outside influence affected the formulation or the spread of the Mazdakite
revolutionary attitude is hard to say; our sources are silent on that. [The rest of this paragraph
discusses this outside influence possibility].
[Page 1020] Kavaad, a capable and ambitious king, but also a man of liberal tendencies and
with a passion for justice, who resented the restricting power of the nobles and the Church,
sided with Mazdak and accepted the movement's interpretation of the good religion. He
promulgated a number of laws curtailing the privileges of the nobles and introducing
unprecedented social reforms. The king's support gave heart to the sectarians, and
disturbances resulted from the Mazdakite mob attacking granaries, storehouses, and the
mansions of the affluent and their harems. The nobles reacted sharply and Kavaad was
deposed.
When Kavaad returned to the throne with the help of the Hephthalites and the assistance of
some of the nobles inclined to Mazdakism, he had been somewhat sobered and acted more
cautiously; but there is no reason to believe that he had undergone a drastic change of heart.
His acceptance of Mazdakism must have been based on religious grounds, as much as anything
else, and he presumably continued his faith, even though the Mazdakites' excesses drove him
gradually to agree to their restriction and finally to their suppression.
Mazdak's end and the downfall and massacre of the Mazdakites have been recounted with
some element of fiction and fantasy. The Mazdakites were trying to ensure the succession of
Kaavus, the elder son of Kavaad and a sympathizer, against Khusrau, Kavaad's younger and
favorite son. Khusrau, who was supported by the Zoroastrian priesthood and anti-Mazdakite
nobles, eventually persuaded the king to give in to his plans for putting down the sect. By this
time the Mazdakite disruptions and possibly also Mazdakite mismanagement of common
properties must have alienated many of their earlier supporters, and the desire for a return to
law and order was probably spreading. Khusrau arranged for a typical religious debate in
which the Mazdakite leader was foredoomed. Most sources mention a massacre of the
Mazdakites in Ctesiphon, which apparently took place under Kavaad in about 528 but was
directed by Khusrau, who was now assuming de facto royal powers. The massacre must have
been followed by a wave of persecutions in the provinces, repeated again at the beginning of
Khusrau's reign. The sect lost much of its following and strength, particularly since Khusrau
combined his suppression of the Mazdakites with far-reaching social, administrative, and fiscal
reforms, carried out with an iron hand. The sect went underground, but survived, particularly
outside urban centers.
Pages 1022-1024 discusses the Mazdakite movement, and its influence on uprising against
moslem invaders after the fall of the Sassanids upon the arab conquest. The most interesting
statement is on page 1022, first paragraph:
With the Muslim conquest and the fall of the Sasanian state the Mazdakites resumed their
activities. In the period of sever persecution under the late Sasanians the Mazdakites seem to

have developed or refined a system of beliefs which we find later adopted also by the extremist
Shi'is.
Thus, the research of Prof. Yarshater comes to a conclusion exactly the same as Dehkhodaa's.
That due to certain conditions in Iran, internal and external, both the Sassanid kings and the
early Madzak movement promoted reforms. Then, Mazdakites took a reactionary direction,
leading to people demanding and supporting their suppression. In fact, their behavior was like
the reactionary, fundamentalist, extremist Shi'ites. Mazdak movement was dangerous!
Another note. Nowhere in the book there is a mention of polygamy by the kings, nobles, or the
commoners during the Sassanid period. When Prof. Yarshater refers to "harem" above, that's
not meant to be the indication of polygamy, but a section of the house of nobles where women
were kept: the wife, daughters, and female servants. There is also no evidence to dispute that
concubines were not held by nobles - most probably they did hold concubines, the same as in
Rome.
Also, this entire chapter includes numerous references in the form of footnotes. None of the
references includes the book written by Morteza Ravandi. Since Ravandi's book was written in
1968, 1969, or 1976, it predates this book of Prof. Yarshater which was written in 1983.
Apparently, Prof. Yarshater did not find a value in the content of that book as a reference...

Here's the complete elaboration of "Annoshrivaan" by Ali Akbar Dehkhodaa, in
Loghatnaameh-ye Dehkhodaa, Harf-e Alef, page 464:
ﻋﻠﯽ اﮐﺒﺮ دهﺨﺪا
ﻟﻐﺘﻨﺎﻣﻪ دهﺨﺪا ﺣﺮف اﻟﻒ
( داراﯼ روان ﺟﺎوﻳﺪ، ﺟﺎوﻳﺪان،اﻧﻮﺷﻴﺮوان )اخ( ) ﺑﻤﻌﻨﯽ ﺟﺎوﻳﺪ
 ﭘﺲ از ﻗﺒﺎد ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ ﭘﺎدﺷﺎهﯽ ﺑﺎ ﺑﺮادران. ﻟﻘﺐ وﯼ ﮐﺴﺮﯼ اﺳﺖ. ﻗﺒﺎد در ﻧﻴﺸﺎﺑﻮر او را ﺑﺰﻧﯽ ﮔﺮﻓﺖ.ﻣﺎدر وﯼ دﺧﺘﺮﯼ دهﻘﺎن ﺑﻮد
 اﻧﻮﺷﻴﺮوان ﻋﺎدت و ﺁﻳﻴﻦ: ﺣﻤﺪاﷲ ﻣﺴﺘﻔﻮﯼ ﻧﻮﻳﺴﺪ.ﺧﻮد ﮐﺒﻮس و ﺟﺎم ﺑﻪ ﺳﺘﻴﺰﻩ ﺑﺮﺧﺎﺳﺖ و ﺑﻴﺎرﯼ ﻣﻬﺒﻮد وزﻳﺮ ﺑﭙﺎدﺷﺎهﯽ رﺳﻴﺪ
 ﮐﺘﺎب. او ﭘﻴﺪا ﮐﺮد، ﺗﺮﺗﻴﺐ ﺧﺮاج ﻣﻠﮏ و ﺿﺒﻂ ﻟﺸﮑﺮ داد و دﻓﺘﺮ ﻋﺮض و ﻋﺎرض.و ﺷﻤﺎﻳﻞ ﻧﻴﮑﻮ داﺷﺖ و ﻋﺪل و داد ﻧﻴﮑﻮ ﻧﻬﺎد
.( ﺑﻪ ﺑﻌﺪ119 ﮐﻠﻴﻠﻪ و دﻣﻨﻪ در ﻋﻬﺪ او از هﻨﺪ ﺑﻪ اﻳﺮان ﺁوردﻧﺪ )رﺟﻮع ﺷﻮد ﺑﻪ ﺑﺎب ﺑﺮزوﻳﻪ ﻃﺒﻴﺐ ﻣﻘﺪﻣﻪ ﮐﻠﻴﻠﻪ( )ﺗﺎرﻳﺦ ﮔﺰﻳﺪﻩ ص
 ﻣﻄﻠﻊ درﺧﺸﺎﻧﺘﺮﻳﻦ دورﻩ،ﻇﻬﻮر ﺧﺴﺮو اول ﮐﻪ در ﺗﺎرﻳﺦ ﺑﻠﻘﺐ اﻧﻮﺷﺮوان )اﻧﻮﺷﮏ روان ﻳﻌﻨﯽ ﺟﺎوﻳﺪان روان( ﻣﻌﺮوف اﺳﺖ
 در رواﻳﺎت ﺷﺮﻗﯽ. ﻓﺮﻗﻪ ﺧﻄﺮﻧﺎﮎ ﻣﺰدﮐﯽ ﻣﻐﻠﻮب و ﺳﺮﮐﻮﺑﯽ ﺷﺪﻩ ﺑﻮد در داﺧﻠﻪ ﺻﻠﺢ و ﺳﻠﻢ ﺣﮑﻤﻔﺮﻣﺎ ﺑﻮد.ﻋﻬﺪ ﺳﺎﺳﺎﻧﯽ اﺳﺖ
ﺧﺴﺮو اول ﻧﻤﻮﻧﻪ دادﮔﺴﺘﺮﯼ و ﺟﻮاﻧﻤﺮدﯼ و رﺣﻤﺖ اﺳﺖ و ﻣﻮﻟﻔﺎن ﻋﺮب و اﻳﺮاﻧﯽ ﺣﮑﺎﻳﺎت ﺑﺴﻴﺎر در وﺻﻒ ﺟﺪ و ﺟﻬﺪ او ﺑﺮاﯼ
 ﻣﺸﻬﻮرﺗﺮﻳﻦ ﺑﻨﺎﻳﯽ ﮐﻪ ﭘﺎدﺷﺎهﺎن ﺳﺎﺳﺎﻧﯽ ﺳﺎﺧﺘﻪ اﻧﺪ ﻗﺼﺮﯼ اﺳﺖ ﮐﻪ اﻳﺮاﻧﻴﺎن ﻃﺎق ﮐﺴﺮﯼ ﻳﺎ اﻳﻮان.ﺣﻔﻆ ﻋﺪاﻟﺖ ﻧﻘﻞ ﮐﺮدﻩ اﻧﺪ
 ﺳﺎﺧﺘﻤﺎن اﻳﻦ ﺑﻨﺎ را ﺑﻪ ﺧﺴﺮو اول اﻧﻮﺷﻴﺮوان ﻧﺴﺒﺖ دادﻩ.ﮐﺴﺮﯼ ﻣﻴﻨﺎﻣﻨﺪ و هﻨﻮز وﻳﺮاﻧﻪ ﺁن در ﻣﺤﻠﻪ اﺳﭙﺎﻧﺒﺮ ﻣﻮﺟﺐ ﺣﻴﺮت اﺳﺖ
 اﻳﺮان در زﻣﺎن اﻧﻮﺷﻴﺮوان ﭼﻨﺎن ﻋﻈﻤﺘﯽ. ﻋﻬﺪ ﺑﺰرگ ﺗﻤﺪن ادﺑﯽ و ﻓﻠﺴﻔﯽ اﻳﺮان ﺑﺎ ﺳﻠﻄﻨﺖ ﺧﺴﺮو اﻧﻮﺷﻴﺮوان ﺁﻏﺎز ﻣﻴﺸﻮد.اﻧﺪ
 ) از.ﻳﺎﻓﺖ ﮐﻪ ﺣﺘﯽ از ﻋﻬﺪ ﺷﺎهﭙﻮران ﺑﺰرگ ﻧﻴﺰ درﮔﺬﺷﺖ و ﺗﻮﺳﻌﻪ ادﺑﻴﺎت و ﺗﺮﺑﻴﺖ ﻣﻌﻨﻮﯼ اﻳﻦ ﻋﻬﺪ را ﮐﻴﻔﻴﺖ ﻣﺨﺼﻮص ﺑﺨﺸﻴﺪ
.(اﻳﺮان در زﻣﺎن ﺳﺎﺳﺎﻧﻴﺎن
My translation:
Anooshiravaan - Immortal; Immortality; Having an immortal spirit. The Son of Ghobaad,
who was the Son of Firooz. His mother was a peasant girl. Ghobaad married her in Neyshaapoor. His title is Kasraa. After Ghobaad, for the thrown, he fought his brothers Kaaboos

and Jaam, and won the thrown with the help of a Court Minister Mahbood.
Hamdoulaah Moustoufi writes: Anooshiravaan had fine (pleasant) habits, conduct, and
appearance, and instituted fine justice and machinery [note: my translation of "nikoo" is
"fine." There could be a better English word.] He organized the monetary affairs of the
country, as well as recruiting for the army, and founded the office of plaintiff and the
defendant [note: I could be wrong on my translation of "'arz o 'aarez." That could mean a
Treasury Office]. The book "Kelileh o Demneh" was brought to Iran from India in his era
(refer to the section Borzoo-ye-ye Tabib (Medical Doctor), the preface of Kelileh). The coming
of Khosrow the First, who is known in history as Anooshiravaan (Anooshak Ravaan, meaning
Immortal Spirit) is considered the height of the Sassanid era. The dangerous sect of Mazdaki
was put down and defeated.
Inside the country, peace and tranquility was spread. In the Eastern fables (stories), Khosrow
the First is the symbol of justice, kindness (Javaanmardi, there could be a better word for this
than "kindness"), and forgiveness (Rahmat, again there could be a better word for this than
"forgiveness"), and the Arab and Iranian writers have many stories about his insistence and
endeavor for maintaining the justice. The most reknown building by the Sassanid kings is a
palace that Iranians call it "The Kasraa Roof" or "The Kasraa Court", and until this day its
ruins exist in a place named Espaanir, which is an amazing site. The building of this structure
is attributed to Khosrow the First Anooshiravaan.
The era of the great literary and philosophical civilization starts with the time of
Anooshiravaan. Iran in the era of Anooshiravaan reached such a height that it even surpassed
the era of the Great Shahpoors (more than one king), and it brought a special expansion of
literature and humanities, and gave it a special quality.
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