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​Chapter 1: The Steppe Before the Gods
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There is a version of the past in which everything begins with a name. Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, radiant and singular, speaks to a prophet in the Iranian highlands, and from that meeting a religion springs fully formed, like a temple rising overnight from bare rock. It is a satisfying story, the kind that makes for tidy textbooks and confident museum placards, and it has the additional virtue of being almost entirely wrong. The truth is older, messier, and considerably more interesting. Long before there was a Zarathustra to receive a revelation, and long before there was a Persia to make that revelation into an empire's official theology, there was a religion already old on the Eurasian steppe — a religion of lords and shining ones, of fire and oath and cattle, practised by peoples who did not yet call themselves Iranian, in a world that had not yet split into India and Iran at all. To understand Mazdaism, the deep and durable religious culture that this book sets out to recover, one must resist the temptation to begin with the prophet. One must begin instead with the wind.

The wind in question blew across the Pontic-Caspian steppe and the vast grasslands stretching east toward the Ural river and beyond, a corridor of open country some four thousand kilometres long that has, at various points in human history, functioned as one of the great engines of cultural transmission on the planet. It was here, in the early centuries of the second millennium before the common era, that a language and a religious system existed which scholars now call Proto-Indo-Iranian — the shared linguistic and spiritual ancestor of both the Vedic hymns later composed on the Indian subcontinent and the Avestan texts that would eventually crystallise into the sacred literature of Zoroastrian Iran. The people who spoke this language, whom historians and archaeologists have tentatively connected with cultural horizons such as the Sintashta and later Andronovo complexes, did not think of themselves as the ancestors of two great and distinct civilisations. They thought of themselves, in all likelihood, as clans: kin groups bound by blood, cattle, and the memory of shared ancestors, moving with the seasons across grass that seemed, from the perspective of any single human lifetime, to have no end.

It is worth pausing on what this world actually looked like, because the religious ideas this book will spend the next several hundred pages tracing did not descend from an abstract theological heaven. They grew out of the daily, physical, often brutal realities of steppe life. This was a world organised around the horse and, increasingly across the second millennium, around the light spoke-wheeled chariot — a genuine technological revolution whose earliest well-attested examples come from precisely the Sintashta sites associated with early Indo-Iranian speakers. The chariot was not merely a vehicle. It was a statement of status, a weapon of war, and very likely a ritual object in its own right, drawn in processions and buried alongside the dead in graves whose wealth still startles archaeologists who excavate them. Alongside the chariot stood cattle — not simply as property, though they were certainly that, but as a kind of moral and cosmic currency. Wealth on the steppe was measured in animals you could see grazing before you, animals that could be stolen, defended, gifted, or sacrificed, and this fact alone shaped an enormous amount of the religious vocabulary that would eventually flower into the Avesta's elaborate hymns to divine cattle-protectors. A society in which your entire fortune could walk away in the night, or be driven off by a raiding party from the next valley, is a society with an intense and practical interest in oaths, boundaries, and the gods who enforce them.

And then there was the clan itself, the fundamental unit of belonging in a world without cities, without centralised states, and — for the most part — without writing. Kinship determined nearly everything: who you married, who you fought beside, who avenged your death, who inherited your herds. The gods of this world were, unsurprisingly, gods who mirrored and sanctified this social architecture. Some of them were sovereigns, lords of order who watched over the keeping of oaths and the maintenance of boundaries between clans, between truth and falsehood, between the sanctioned violence of a raid properly conducted and the illegitimate violence of simple theft. Others were warriors, gods of storm and battle-fury who embodied not the maintenance of order but its violent, generative disruption — the raw force that won new pastures, captured new herds, and periodically threatened to tear the social fabric apart in the process. This division, between the gods who preserve and the gods who disrupt, is not a modern scholarly imposition read backward onto the evidence. It is baked into the very vocabulary the Indo-Iranian peoples used to talk about their own divine world, and it survived, transformed almost beyond recognition but never entirely erased, into the historical religions this book will spend its length examining.

​The Two Families of the Sacred

The Proto-Indo-Iranian pantheon, as best as comparative linguistics and comparative mythology allow it to be reconstructed, was not a single undifferentiated crowd of deities. It was organised into two broad classes, and the terms for these classes are among the oldest and most consequential words in the entire Indo-Iranian religious vocabulary. The first class comprised the beings called, in the reconstructed proto-language, something very close to asura — a term that would descend into Vedic Sanskrit as asura and into Avestan as ahura, and which is conventionally translated as lord, though the English word does not quite capture the weight the term carried. An ahura, or asura, was a sovereign power: a being associated with the maintenance of rta or asha, the cosmic and social order that held the universe together and prevented it from collapsing into chaos. These were gods of oath, contract, and law, gods who watched from a kind of moral height over the doings of mortals and held them to account for broken promises and violated boundaries.

The second class comprised the beings called daiva in the proto-language, descending into Sanskrit as deva and into Avestan as daeva — a term whose English cognates, divine and deity, betray its ancient and originally neutral meaning of simply heavenly one or shining one. These were, broadly speaking, the gods of natural force and martial vigour: deities of storm, of war, of the raw physical power that moved armies and toppled mountains. They were not, in the earliest layer of the tradition recoverable through comparative method, considered evil. They were simply a different kind of divine power, associated with a different, more turbulent aspect of the sacred than the ahuras represented.

It is here, in the fate of these two divine families, that the deepest and most consequential fork in the entire Indo-Iranian religious tradition occurs — a fork so profound that it would eventually produce two civilisations that regarded one another's principal deities as demons. In the Vedic tradition that developed on the Indian subcontinent, the asuras underwent a long process of moral inversion. Beings who in the earliest hymns of the Rigveda are addressed with genuine reverence — the god Varuna prominent among them, sovereign of cosmic order and the punisher of falsehood — gradually darkened over the centuries into adversarial, even demonic figures, locked in perpetual conflict with the devas, who by contrast rose to become the celebrated gods of classical Hinduism: Indra the storm-warrior, and the great pantheon that descends from him. By the time of the later Vedic and epic literature, an asura is, almost without exception, a monster to be fought and defeated by the shining devas.

In the Iranian world, the same inherited division underwent the mirror-image transformation, and it is this Iranian reversal that produced, eventually, the religious world this book exists to explore. Among the peoples who would become the Iranians, it was the daevas who darkened. Far from remaining neutral shining ones, the daevas came, over time, to be regarded as forces of disorder, deception, and eventually outright demonic malice — a semantic collapse so complete that the modern Persian word for demon, dīv, descends directly from daeva. The ahuras, meanwhile, retained and even intensified their status as noble guardians of asha, the Iranian cognate of the Vedic rta, denoting truth, order, and the correct functioning of both cosmos and society. It was from this class of ahuras, elevated and purified of any ambiguous or destructive associations, that the supreme figure of Iranian religion would eventually emerge: Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, whose very name declares him the most exalted member of the sovereign, order-preserving divine family rather than a deity descended from the shining, turbulent daevas.

It would be a mistake, though a tempting one, to imagine that this reversal happened suddenly, or that it happened because of any single prophet's teaching. The evidence, such as it survives, suggests something slower and more organic: a long process by which pastoral, clan-based Iranian societies increasingly valued the qualities the ahuras represented — oath-keeping, boundary-respecting, socially stabilising order — over the qualities the daevas represented, and gradually reshaped their religious vocabulary to reflect that valuation. This is not to say the daevas vanished from Iranian religious life before Zarathustra's reform; quite the opposite, as later chapters will show in detail. The point, for now, is simply that the moral architecture that would eventually make Ahura Mazda the supreme deity of Iranian religion was already under construction on the steppe, centuries before anyone had heard the name Zarathustra, let alone composed a Gatha in his honour.

​Wisdom as an Earthly Office

The name Mazda itself deserves attention here, at the very origin point of the tradition, because its etymology carries within it a claim about the nature of divine authority that runs through everything this book will examine. The word derives from a Proto-Iranian root, reconstructed as mazdaH, which was originally a feminine noun meaning intelligence or wisdom. Its cognate survives in Vedic Sanskrit as medhā, carrying essentially the same sense, and comparative linguists have pushed the reconstruction further back still, to a Proto-Indo-European form rendered as mn-s-dʰh₁éh₂ — a compound whose literal sense is something like placing one's mind, or, less awkwardly, setting the mind in order. It is a striking image once you sit with it: wisdom, in this ancient conception, was not a passive possession, a quantity of accumulated knowledge sitting inertly in the skull. It was an act, a placing, a deliberate ordering of the mental faculties toward a purpose. To possess mazda was to do something with one's mind, and specifically, in the context this word would come to inhabit, to do something that served the maintenance of order among one's people.

This is not merely a linguistic curiosity. It points toward the earthly, human prototype that almost certainly stood behind the eventual divine title Ahura Mazda, Lord of Wisdom. Steppe societies, for all their mobility and lack of centralised political structures, were not without leadership, and the leadership they recognised was not purely a matter of martial prowess or inherited bloodline, though both mattered enormously. It was also, crucially, a matter of counsel: the capacity to judge disputes fairly, to remember precedent, to weigh competing claims among kin groups whose herds grazed the same limited pastures, and to hold the community together through the accumulated authority of demonstrated good judgement rather than through coercive force alone. This figure — call him priest, call him elder, call him counsellor-chieftain, since no single English word captures the composite office he likely held — was, in a very real sense, the wisdom-lord of his own small world long before any deity bore that title. The theology of Ahura Mazda, when it eventually crystallised, did not invent the idea of a wise sovereign lord from nothing. It took a role that already existed among mortal men, a role rooted in the very practical business of keeping a pastoral clan intact and productive, and projected it onto the cosmos entire.

This dynamic — the divinisation of an earthly office, the elevation of a functional human role into a governing principle of the universe — recurs constantly in the history of religion, and Iranian religion is no exception to the pattern. What makes the Iranian case distinctive is the thoroughness with which the projection was carried out. Ahura Mazda would come to be understood, in various periods and various regional traditions this book will explore, as creator, as lawgiver, as the ultimate source of political legitimacy for kings, and as the cosmic guarantor of truth against the forces of the Lie. Every one of these attributes has a plausible root in the practical authority of the wise counsellor-chieftain standing before his clan: the man who created order out of dispute, who gave judgements that became law, who legitimised the authority of whichever war-leader the clan followed into battle, and who was trusted, above all, to speak truth even when a comfortable falsehood might have been easier.

​The Word Asha and the Shape of the World

If mazda names the cognitive faculty of ordering, asha names the order itself — and it is difficult to overstate how central this single concept is to everything that follows in this book. Asha, cognate with the Vedic rta, is conventionally translated as truth, but the English word truth, with its narrow modern association with factual accuracy, badly undersells the term's ancient scope. Asha denoted the correct functioning of the entire cosmos: the reliable rising of the sun, the proper flow of rivers, the correct performance of ritual, the honest keeping of oaths, the right ordering of society into its proper hierarchies and obligations. It was, in essence, the word for how things ought to be and, in a well-functioning world, actually are. Its opposite, druj, denoted the Lie in an equally cosmic sense: not merely a false statement but the entire principle of disorder, deception, and misalignment between how things are and how they ought to be.

The steppe world that produced this vocabulary was one in which the stakes of asha and druj were not abstract. A society that depended entirely on oral agreement, on oaths sworn without the backing of written contracts or state courts, needed asha to be more than a philosophical nicety. It needed truth-telling and promise-keeping to be, quite literally, cosmically enforced, because there was often no other mechanism available to enforce them. This is very likely why the ahuras, the sovereign order-gods, became so closely associated with oath-protection specifically. A god like Mithra — whom later chapters will examine in far greater depth, since his cult rivalled and at times matched that of Ahura Mazda himself across the wider Mazdean tradition — was not an incidental figure in this pantheon. He was, in a sense, the practical machinery by which asha was maintained in the day-to-day dealings between clans: the divine witness to every contract, the punisher of every broken oath, the guarantor that a promise sworn beneath the open steppe sky carried consequences that outlasted the moment of its speaking.

​The Argument This Book Makes

It is worth stating plainly, at this early point in the book, what this history sets out to demonstrate, because the argument runs against a great deal of casual popular understanding and even against some scholarly convention that uses the terms Mazdaism and Zoroastrianism as if they were simply interchangeable labels for the same religious phenomenon. They are not. Zoroastrianism, properly understood, names the specific religious tradition that traces its authority to the prophet Zarathustra and his hymns, the Gathas, and to the institutional religion that developed around those hymns, particularly in its later, highly systematised Sassanid form. Mazdaism, as this book uses the term, names something broader, older, and considerably more varied: the whole religious culture of the Iranian-speaking peoples, stretching from the steppe world this chapter has been describing, through the ethical reform Zarathustra introduced, through the popular and courtly religion of the Achaemenid Empire, through the distinctive regional traditions of Armenia and Central Asia, and into the theological controversies of the Sassanid period, including movements the Sassanid orthodoxy itself would eventually condemn as heretical.

The distinction matters because collapsing it flattens an extraordinarily rich and contested history into a false simplicity. If Mazdaism simply is Zoroastrianism, then Zarathustra's reform becomes the whole story, and everything before it becomes mere prelude, while everything alongside and after it that does not conform to Gathic orthodoxy becomes deviation or corruption. But the evidence this book will present, drawn from inscriptions, archaeology, comparative philology, and the testimony of the Avesta's own later, non-Gathic layers, points toward a different picture entirely: a picture in which Zarathustra's reform was a genuinely radical intervention into an existing, polytheistic or henotheistic religious world, an intervention that never fully succeeded in displacing the older tradition it sought to reform, and which was itself, in turn, substantially reabsorbed into that older tradition within a few centuries of the prophet's death. Ahura Mazda, in the indigenous Mazdean context this book aims to recover, was not always the solitary, uncreated monad of later Zoroastrian theology. For long stretches of Iranian religious history, and across vast swathes of Iranian-speaking territory, he was one god among several great gods — exalted, certainly, first among near-equals in many contexts, but sharing the stage, and sharing it prominently, with figures like Mithra, whose cult this book will show was, in the wider Mazdean tradition, of genuinely comparable importance.

This is not an argument made for the sake of scholarly contrarianism. It is an argument that the evidence, patiently assembled across the regions and periods this book will visit — the Armenian highlands with their vivid divine family headed by Aramazd, the Achaemenid court with its careful and evolving inscriptional formulae, the Sogdian temples of Central Asia with their frankly startling syncretism, the philosophical resolution offered by Zurvanism to a problem the Gathas themselves never fully solved — makes with increasing force the further one travels from the Gathas and toward the lived religious practice of actual Iranian-speaking communities across a thousand years and more of history. Recovering Mazdaism, in other words, means resisting the gravitational pull of later orthodoxy, which naturally wants to tell its own story as the whole story, and instead reading the evidence for what an older, wider, and more genuinely popular religious tradition actually looked like.

​The World the Steppe Left Behind

By perhaps the middle of the second millennium BCE, the linguistic and cultural unity this chapter has been describing was beginning to fracture. Groups of Indo-Iranian speakers moved south and east in waves whose precise chronology and mechanism remain, and likely will always remain, subjects of scholarly debate — some entering the Indian subcontinent, where their descendants would eventually compose the hymns of the Rigveda in a form of early Sanskrit; others moving onto the Iranian plateau and into Central Asia, where their descendants would develop the various Iranian languages, Avestan and Old Persian prominent among them, in which the religious literature at the centre of this book was eventually composed. This was not a single migration but a long, uneven, and almost certainly multi-directional process, involving groups that split, rejoined, absorbed local populations, and diverged linguistically over many generations rather than in any single decisive break.

What travelled with these dispersing groups, however, was not simply a language. It was a religious vocabulary and a religious structure — the ahura-daeva division, the concept of asha as cosmic and social order, the earthly-turned-divine office of the wisdom-lord, the practical theology of oath and contract embodied in figures like Mithra — that would take on radically different forms in its new homelands while never entirely losing the fingerprints of its steppe origins. The Vedic tradition of India would develop this inheritance in one direction, exalting the devas and darkening the asuras. The Iranian tradition would develop it in precisely the opposite direction, and it is the Iranian development, in all its regional variety and historical complexity, that occupies the rest of this book.

It is tempting, and not entirely misleading, to picture the moment of divergence as a kind of religious fork in the road, two paths splitting from a single point of origin. But this image, useful as a first approximation, risks obscuring something important: that for centuries after the linguistic split between Indic and Iranian speakers, their religious worlds likely remained close enough in vocabulary and structure that a Vedic poet and an early Iranian priest, could they somehow have been placed in conversation with one another, would probably have recognised a great deal of common ground in each other's invocations, even as the moral valence of key terms had already begun, or would soon begin, to invert. The gods of the steppe did not simply vanish when the peoples who worshipped them scattered across half a continent. They travelled, transformed, and in transforming, laid the deep foundation on which every subsequent chapter of this book will build: the Gathic reform of Zarathustra, the courtly religion of the Achaemenid kings, the vivid divine family of Armenia, the syncretic temples of Sogdiana, and the philosophical resolutions of Zurvanite theology, each one a further elaboration, region by region and century by century, of a religious inheritance whose deepest roots reach back to a pastoral, chariot-driving, cattle-herding world on the open Eurasian steppe, long before anyone had a word for Iran at all.

​A Fire on the Open Ground

Picture, then, by way of closing, a scene that no single text records but that comparative religion and archaeology together make it possible to imagine with reasonable confidence, somewhere on the steppe in the early second millennium BCE, in the world this chapter has been describing. A clan has gathered at dusk around a fire kindled on open ground, the kind of fire whose smoke rises straight in still air and bends low and urgent when the wind picks up off the grassland. Cattle move somewhere beyond the firelight, their presence marked by sound rather than sight, the low complaint of hooves and breath in the darkening cold. A dispute has arisen among two families within the clan, over grazing rights, or over an oath sworn and, in one party's telling, broken — the precise cause scarcely matters, because disputes of exactly this kind, over exactly these stakes, were the daily business of pastoral life across this entire world.

A figure steps forward to speak into that dispute: not the clan's strongest warrior, not necessarily its oldest member, but the one whose judgement the clan has learned, through years of accumulated instances, to trust — the counsellor whose mind has been placed in order, whose mazda, whose wisdom, gives his words a weight that raw authority alone could not supply. He invokes, in doing so, powers greater than himself: the ahuras, the sovereign lords who watch over asha, who witness every oath sworn beneath the open sky and hold every clan to account for its violation. He does not know that he is, in this small and unrecorded act, rehearsing a role that will eventually be projected onto the cosmos itself, elevated across the coming centuries into the supreme deity of an empire that will one day stretch from the Aegean to the Indus. He knows only that his people are cold, that their cattle are their whole fortune, and that order, hard-won and carefully maintained, is the only thing standing between them and the chaos that presses in from every direction on the dark and enormous steppe.

He is, in every meaningful sense, the earthly prototype of the Wise Lord to come — not a myth, not a theological abstraction, but a man doing a job that his community needed done, a job that would, across the long and winding history this book now sets out to tell, be done by prophets, by priests, by Magi, by emperors claiming divine sanction on carved cliff-faces, and by ordinary worshippers lighting fires in temples from Armenia to Sogdiana, each one, in their own way and their own era, still invoking the wisdom that places the mind in order, still calling upon the lord who watches over truth, still tending, however the theology around it had shifted and multiplied and divided by then, the same fire this nameless figure tended on the open steppe, three and a half thousand years before anyone thought to write any of it down.
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​Chapter 2: Lords and Shining Ones — The Ahura-Daeva Division
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Every religion inherits a vocabulary before it inherits a theology, and the vocabulary the Indo-Iranian peoples inherited from their common past carried within it a division so fundamental that it would eventually split one shared pantheon into two mutually hostile ones. This is, on its face, a strange thing for a religious tradition to do to itself. Gods do not, as a rule, change moral character simply because the people who worship them move to a different valley or begin speaking a slightly different dialect. And yet this is precisely what happened, over the centuries following the dispersal described in the previous chapter, to the two great classes of divine being that Proto-Indo-Iranian religion had bequeathed to its Vedic and Iranian descendants. In India, one class of gods rose to become the celebrated, temple-filling deities of classical Hindu worship, while the other darkened into a race of cosmic adversaries fit only to be defeated in myth after myth. In Iran, the reverse happened, with a thoroughness and a permanence that reshaped the entire moral vocabulary of the language: the word for demon in modern Persian is, quite simply, the lineal descendant of a term that once denoted nothing more sinister than heavenly one. To understand how and why this inversion occurred — and to understand what it tells us about the deep structure of the religion this book calls Mazdaism — requires sitting for a while with two words: ahura and daeva, and their Vedic cognates asura and deva, and asking what kind of divine power each term was originally built to describe.

​Two Kinds of Sacred Power

The division between ahuras and daevas, or between asuras and devas in their Vedic form, was not, in its earliest recoverable layer, a division between good gods and evil gods. This point cannot be stressed enough, because so much later theology on both the Indian and Iranian sides retroactively projects a settled moral hierarchy onto a distinction that began life as something closer to a division of divine labour. The ahuras — a word built, as the previous chapter noted, from a root meaning lord or master, cognate with a wider Indo-European vocabulary of lordship and possession — were sovereign powers. They were the gods associated with maintaining the abstract, overarching order that made civilised life, insofar as pastoral clan society constituted civilised life, possible at all. An ahura watched over oaths. An ahura punished the breaking of contracts. An ahura sat, metaphorically and in some conceptions quite literally, above the fray of ordinary divine and human action, observing, judging, and occasionally intervening to restore a balance that mortal or lesser-divine actors had disturbed.

The daevas, by contrast — a word whose root simply means shining or heavenly, related distantly to the Latin deus and the English divine — were gods of immanent, often violent natural and martial power. They were the deities of storm and thunder, of the battle-fury that seized a warrior and made him capable of feats beyond ordinary human strength, of the raw, generative, and destructive energy of nature itself: the crack of lightning that split a tree, the flash flood that scoured a valley, the fury that drove a raiding party to overrun an enemy camp. Where the ahuras represented order as a kind of standing, watchful principle, the daevas represented power as immediate, kinetic, and often morally ambiguous force — force that could win a clan new grazing land or burn its granaries to the ground, depending entirely on whose side it favoured on a given day.

It is worth dwelling on why a pastoral, clan-based society would need both kinds of god, because the need was not merely theological but deeply practical. A community that lived by moving cattle across contested grassland required, on the one hand, mechanisms for maintaining trust across clan boundaries — oaths that could be relied upon, contracts whose violation carried consequences, a shared sense that some actions were simply not done because a sovereign, watching power would hold the violator to account even if no human court ever heard the case. This was the domain the ahuras governed. But the same community also required, on the other hand, the capacity to fight, to raid, to seize new territory when the old pastures failed, to summon in its warriors precisely the kind of overwhelming, half-uncontrollable force that made victory possible against a rival clan equally desperate for the same limited resources. This was the domain the daevas governed. Neither kind of divine power was dispensable. A clan governed only by oath-keeping ahuras and lacking any cult of martial daeva-force would have been defenceless against its more aggressive neighbours. A clan governed only by storm-gods and battle-furies, lacking any sovereign principle of oath and order, would have been unable to sustain the internal trust that made large-scale cooperation, marriage alliance, and long-term herd management possible in the first place. The earliest Indo-Iranian religious world, in other words, was not a world of good gods and bad gods. It was a world that had, with considerable practical wisdom, divided the sacred into complementary registers of power, each indispensable to a different aspect of survival.

​The Comparative Evidence

How do we know any of this, given that no text survives from the period before the Vedic and Iranian traditions diverged? The answer lies in the discipline of comparative philology and comparative mythology, a method that reconstructs shared inheritance by examining what the daughter traditions retained in common even after they had begun to diverge in radically different directions. When a term, a formula, or a mythological motif appears in both the Rigveda, the oldest layer of Vedic Sanskrit religious literature, and the Gathas or Younger Avesta, the oldest layers of Iranian religious literature, and when that term or motif cannot easily be explained as a later borrowing between the two traditions, the most economical explanation is that both traditions inherited it independently from a common Proto-Indo-Iranian source that predates either.

The asura-ahura correspondence is exactly this kind of evidence. The words are not merely similar in sound; they are systematically related by the regular sound-correspondences that comparative linguists use to establish genetic relationship between languages, in this case reflecting a predictable shift in which the Sanskrit s corresponds to the Avestan h in a wide range of cognate vocabulary. The same regular correspondence links Sanskrit deva to Avestan daeva. These are not coincidental resemblances of the sort that might arise from chance or from later cultural contact between India and Iran; they are exactly the kind of systematic, rule-governed correspondence that comparative linguists rely upon to reconstruct a genuine common ancestor language, in this case the reconstructed Proto-Indo-Iranian tongue that both Vedic Sanskrit and Avestan descend from independently.

What makes the case for a genuinely shared religious inheritance, rather than merely a shared linguistic root, particularly strong is that the earliest layer of Vedic literature preserves traces of a period when the asuras were not yet demonic. The god Varuna, one of the most exalted figures in the Rigveda, is repeatedly addressed as an asura in early hymns, and addressed with a reverence that leaves no doubt he was, at the point those hymns were composed, considered a great and legitimate sovereign deity rather than an adversary to be defeated. Varuna in these hymns watches over rta, the Vedic cognate of the Avestan asha, punishing those who violate truth and cosmic order, seeing into the hearts of men from his position in the sky, binding oath-breakers with invisible cords that no mortal escapes. This is, functionally, almost precisely the theology that Iranian tradition would preserve and develop around its ahuras, and around Ahura Mazda specifically. The fact that early Vedic hymns preserve this positive, sovereign conception of at least one prominent asura, even as later Vedic and post-Vedic literature increasingly demonises the asura class as a whole, is powerful evidence that the earliest shared Indo-Iranian tradition regarded the ahura/asura class with genuine reverence, and that the later Vedic inversion of this reverence into hostility was a development internal to the Indian tradition rather than a feature inherited from the common ancestor.

The same logic applies, in mirror image, to the daeva/deva class. If the earliest Vedic tradition still shows traces of the asuras as legitimate sovereign gods before their later demonisation, then the parallel expectation, on the Iranian side, is that the earliest Iranian tradition should show traces of the daevas as legitimate, if morally different, gods before their eventual and much more thorough demonisation into outright demons. The evidence here is admittedly thinner, since the surviving Avestan corpus is dominated by texts composed after the daevas had already been substantially condemned. But scholars have identified residual evidence — certain daeva names that appear to correspond to genuinely ancient Indo-Iranian deity-names also attested favourably in the Vedic corpus, and certain grammatical and formulaic features of daeva-condemnation passages in the Avesta that suggest the condemnation is a relatively deliberate theological overlay onto an older, more neutral religious vocabulary rather than an inheritance stretching back to the Proto-Indo-Iranian period itself. The daevas, in short, were probably not born condemned. They were condemned, deliberately and as a matter of theological policy, at some point in the development of specifically Iranian religion — a point this chapter will return to shortly, because identifying when and why that condemnation occurred is central to understanding the structure of Mazdaism as this book presents it.

​The Vedic Inversion

Turn first, then, to the fate of the asuras in India, because understanding the Vedic side of this story throws the Iranian development into sharper relief by contrast. The Rigveda, composed and orally transmitted across a period that most scholars place somewhere in the mid-to-late second millennium BCE, already shows signs of an unsettled and shifting relationship between the terms asura and deva. In its oldest hymns, as already noted, asura can be applied with complete reverence to figures like Varuna, and indeed to other major gods including, in certain formulaic contexts, Indra himself, the storm-warrior deity who would eventually become the paradigmatic deva of classical Hindu mythology and the leader of the devas in their perpetual war against the asuras. This detail alone should give pause to any account that imagines the asura-deva conflict as an ancient, primordial, and unchanging feature of Vedic religion; if Indra himself could once be called an asura without apparent contradiction, then the later strict opposition between the two categories had not yet crystallised at the point the earliest hymns were composed.

The shift toward hostility appears to intensify across the composition of the Rigveda itself and accelerates dramatically in the subsequent Vedic literature — the Brahmanas, the ritual and theological texts composed to explain and elaborate the sacrificial system, and later still the great mythological compilations of the Puranas. By the time these later texts were composed, the asuras had been transformed into a coherent mythological category: a race of powerful, often intelligent and even virtuous beings who are nonetheless cosmically opposed to the devas, locked with them in an eternal contest for supremacy over the three worlds, a contest the devas, aided by the machinations and boons of gods like Vishnu, reliably though not always easily win. The asuras of this later mythology are not simple monsters; Hindu mythology preserves surprisingly nuanced and even sympathetic asura figures, ascetics and devotees whose piety earns them genuine spiritual power, and whose eventual defeat is often narrated with a kind of tragic weight rather than uncomplicated triumphalism. But whatever nuance individual asura figures retain, the structural position of the category as a whole has been thoroughly inverted from its earliest attested usage: asura has become, in classical Hindu religious vocabulary, essentially synonymous with demon, while deva has become essentially synonymous with god in the fullest and most positive sense.

Why did this inversion happen? Scholars have proposed various explanations, none of them fully conclusive, and this book does not need to adjudicate the question definitively to make its central point, which concerns the Iranian side of the fork rather than the Indian. But a few plausible factors are worth noting because they illuminate, by contrast, what did not happen in Iran. One line of explanation points to the possibility that specific historical or quasi-historical conflicts between rival priestly or political factions within early Vedic society became mythologised over time, with one faction's patron deities eventually cast as the victorious devas and a rival or displaced faction's patron deities cast as the defeated asuras. Another line of explanation points to internal theological pressures within the developing sacrificial religion of the Brahmanas, in which the devas' association with successful sacrifice and cosmic maintenance through ritual performance became increasingly central to Vedic religious self-understanding, naturally elevating deva-associated gods at the asuras' expense. Whatever the precise mechanism, the outcome is clear and well-attested across the full span of surviving Vedic and post-Vedic literature: the sovereign, oath-guarding asuras of the earliest tradition lost their exalted status entirely, surviving only as the demonised antagonists of a pantheon now headed by gods, like Indra, who had begun their own textual life carrying the very asura title that would eventually be used against their opponents.

​The Iranian Reversal

Now turn to the Iranian side of the fork, where precisely the opposite transformation occurred, and where the consequences for this book's subject matter are considerably more direct. Among the peoples who would become the historical Iranians, it was the daeva class, not the ahura class, that underwent the process of demonisation, while the ahuras retained and steadily intensified their status as the most exalted class of divine being in the tradition. The endpoint of this process is unambiguous and linguistically preserved for anyone to verify: the modern Persian word dīv, and its cognates across the modern Iranian language family, mean simply and unambiguously demon, a monstrous, malevolent being fit for folklore and fairy tale rather than reverent worship. This is not a subtle shift in connotation. It is a total collapse of an originally neutral or even positive religious category into outright villainy, and it happened, on the available evidence, considerably more thoroughly and more permanently than the parallel Vedic transformation of the asuras, which as already noted retained pockets of ambiguity and even sympathy for individual asura figures within its later mythology. Iranian tradition, by contrast, shows little comparable sympathy for the daevas once their demonisation was underway; they become, in the Avesta and in everything that follows it, essentially without theological remainder, the enemy.

The mechanism behind this Iranian reversal is somewhat easier to identify than the Vedic one, because Iranian religious literature preserves, in the Gathas attributed to Zarathustra, what appears to be a genuinely deliberate and self-conscious act of theological condemnation rather than a slow, anonymous drift of connotation across centuries of oral transmission. The Gathas repeatedly and explicitly reject the daevas as false gods, as beings whose worship leads mortals astray from asha and toward druj, the Lie. This is significant because it suggests that the Iranian demonisation of the daevas was not, or was not solely, the kind of gradual, unauthored cultural drift that seems to characterise the Vedic asura's decline. It bears the marks of a specific reforming intervention, a moment at which someone — traditionally Zarathustra himself, though the precise historical circumstances remain genuinely uncertain and contested among scholars — took an existing and evidently still-vital daeva cult, the martial, storm-and-battle-fury worship this chapter has described as complementary to and coexisting alongside ahura worship in the earlier shared tradition, and declared it not merely inferior to ahura worship but actively false and dangerous.

This raises an important question that this book will return to repeatedly across its length, because the answer shapes everything that follows: did this condemnation succeed in eliminating daeva worship among the Iranian peoples, or did it merely succeed in relabelling it, driving older cultic practices and older divine figures either underground, into the margins of official religion, or into new theological categories that allowed them to survive under different names? The evidence assembled across this book's later chapters — the vigorous cult of Mithra and Anahita that persisted and eventually flourished within nominally Mazda-worshipping Iranian religion, the reintroduction of numerous originally daeva-adjacent figures as yazatas, beings worthy of worship, in the Younger Avesta, the frankly polytheistic religious landscape attested in Achaemenid inscriptions and in the archaeological record of Armenia and Sogdiana — suggests strongly that the condemnation of the daevas, whatever its original theological force, was considerably more successful as a linguistic and doctrinal statement than it was as a practical suppression of the religious impulses and cultic practices the daevas had once represented. The daevas as a named category were successfully demonised. The functions they once served — martial protection, the harnessing of raw natural and battle-force, the veneration of storm and victory — proved much harder to eliminate, and resurfaced, as later chapters will show in detail, under other names and within other, more theologically acceptable categories.

​Asha and Rta: The Shared Bedrock

Beneath both the Vedic inversion and the Iranian reversal lies a concept that both traditions preserved with remarkable consistency, even as they inverted the moral status of the divine classes associated with guarding it. This is the concept the previous chapter introduced as asha in its Iranian form and rta in its Vedic form, cognate terms descending from a shared Proto-Indo-Iranian root that denoted, at the deepest level, the correct and proper functioning of reality itself. It is worth examining this concept somewhat more closely here, because it constitutes the genuine constant beneath the Vedic-Iranian fork, the shared inheritance that both traditions, for all their divergence over which divine class deserved reverence, never abandoned or seriously modified.

Rta, in the Vedic conception, denoted an extraordinarily wide field of meaning that modern readers, accustomed to compartmentalising physics, ethics, ritual, and law into separate domains, tend to find difficult to hold together in a single mental category. Rta was, simultaneously and without contradiction, the principle that governed the regular movement of the sun and stars across the sky, the principle that governed the correct performance of sacrificial ritual, the principle that governed truthful speech and honest dealing between persons, and the principle that governed the proper structure of society into its various classes and obligations. A violation of rta could therefore be, depending on context, an astronomical anomaly, a ritual error, a lie, or a social transgression, and the Vedic mind appears to have regarded all four as manifestations of essentially the same underlying disorder, deviation from the single cosmic pattern that rta named. The gods most closely associated with guarding rta in the earliest Vedic tradition were, as already discussed, precisely the asura-class deities, Varuna foremost among them, whose entire theological portfolio centred on watching over oaths and punishing falsehood — which is to say, on enforcing rta specifically in its ethical and social dimensions.

Asha, in the Avestan and broader Iranian conception, occupies essentially the same conceptual space, denoting truth, cosmic order, and the correct functioning of reality across the same startlingly broad range of domains: ritual correctness, ethical honesty, social propriety, and cosmic regularity, all understood as facets of a single underlying principle rather than as separate concerns. Its opposite, druj, denoted the corresponding disorder across all these same domains — not merely a spoken falsehood but the entire negative principle of deception, chaos, and misalignment between how things are and how they ought to be, a principle whose eventual personification as the demonic force opposing Ahura Mazda in the developed dualist theology of later Zoroastrianism represents one of the most consequential theological developments this book will trace in subsequent chapters.

What is worth emphasising here, at this early point in the book's argument, is that asha and rta represent the deepest layer of continuity between the Vedic and Iranian traditions, the bedrock concept that survived the inversion of the ahura-daeva division essentially intact even as the moral valence of the divine classes built atop it reversed in opposite directions on either side of the Indo-Iranian split. This continuity is not merely of antiquarian interest. It tells us something important about the structure of the religious worldview both traditions inherited: that cosmic order was, from the very earliest recoverable stratum of Indo-Iranian religion, conceived as a single, unified, and morally weighted principle, one that encompassed the movements of the heavens and the honesty of a shepherd's word within the same explanatory framework, and that the gods who mattered most, whichever divine class they were eventually assigned to on either side of the split, mattered because of their relationship to this principle rather than because of any more narrowly defined divine portfolio. Ahura Mazda's eventual supremacy within Iranian religion, which this chapter now turns to directly, cannot be understood except against this backdrop: he becomes the supreme deity not primarily because he is the strongest or the most martially formidable of the gods, but because he becomes, more thoroughly and more completely than any other figure in the tradition, identified with asha itself — with truth, order, and the correct functioning of reality as a whole.

​Reconstructing the Pre-Split Pantheon

Having established the theoretical framework — the ahura-daeva division, the divergent Vedic and Iranian fates of the two classes, the shared bedrock concept of asha and rta — it is worth pausing to attempt a more concrete reconstruction of what the actual, functioning pantheon of the pre-split Indo-Iranian religious world may have looked like, insofar as comparative method allows such a reconstruction with reasonable confidence. This exercise matters because it is easy, when discussing abstract categories like ahura and daeva, to lose sight of the fact that real communities worshipped real, named deities, each with a distinct personality, portfolio, and cult, and that the ahura-daeva division was a classification imposed on this concrete pantheon rather than a substitute for it.

At the head of the reconstructed ahura class, comparative evidence points toward a figure or pair of figures closely associated with sovereignty, oath-protection, and the punishment of falsehood — the figure or figures the Vedic tradition preserves as Varuna, and sometimes as the closely linked pair Mitra-Varuna, whose joint invocation throughout the Rigveda suggests they functioned in the earliest tradition as complementary aspects of a single sovereign principle rather than as fully independent deities. Mitra, the Vedic cognate of the Avestan Mithra, is associated in the earliest layer of Vedic evidence primarily with contract, friendship, and the bonds that hold society together through mutual obligation, while Varuna carries the more austere and cosmic dimension of sovereignty, the all-seeing judge who binds oath-breakers and maintains rta across the widest possible scale. This Mitra-Varuna pairing is of considerable importance for understanding the Iranian tradition specifically, because it provides the comparative evidence for the argument, which later chapters will develop in much greater depth, that Ahura Mazda and Mithra occupied a similarly paired, near-equal sovereign relationship in the broader Mazdean tradition before later Zoroastrian orthodoxy elevated Ahura Mazda to unambiguous solitary supremacy.

Alongside this sovereign pairing, the reconstructed daeva class appears to have been headed by a figure or figures associated with storm, martial fury, and victory in battle — a role the Vedic tradition develops most fully in the figure of Indra, wielder of the thunderbolt, slayer of the serpent Vritra, and the paradigmatic warrior-god whose martial exploits dominate an enormous proportion of the Rigveda's hymns. Whether Iranian tradition once possessed a directly cognate figure occupying an equivalent position within its own daeva class is a matter of ongoing scholarly discussion, complicated considerably by the thoroughness of the later Iranian daeva-condemnation, which had every theological motive to erase or transform the memory of any figure who might have once stood in a position comparable to Indra's. Some scholars have proposed that certain functions later associated with figures like Verethragna, the Avestan god of victory whom later chapters of this book will examine in detail as a yazata rather than a condemned daeva, may represent the partial, theologically laundered survival of exactly this kind of ancient martial deity, rehabilitated under a different name and folded into the acceptable Zoroastrian pantheon precisely because his function — victory in battle — remained too socially indispensable to simply eliminate, whatever fate befell the daeva category as a whole.

This reconstruction, it should be stressed, is necessarily provisional and reconstructed rather than directly attested; no single text preserves the pre-split Indo-Iranian pantheon in its entirety, and every element of the picture sketched here depends on inference from later, divergent evidence read backward with appropriate caution. But even in its necessarily hypothetical form, the reconstruction illuminates something important for this book's purposes: that the ahura-daeva division was never simply an abstract philosophical category imposed after the fact. It organised a concrete, functioning pantheon of named deities, each associated with specific human needs — oath-keeping and social trust on the one hand, martial victory and the harnessing of violent natural force on the other — and the fate of these individual deities, as they travelled into the divergent Vedic and Iranian traditions, was inseparable from the fate of the broader categorical division that classified them.

​Why Iran Chose the Ahuras

It remains to ask, even if only tentatively, why the Iranian tradition specifically chose to elevate the ahuras and condemn the daevas, rather than developing in the opposite direction as Vedic tradition did, or indeed developing in some entirely different pattern altogether. This is, admittedly, a question to which no fully certain answer exists, but several converging lines of evidence and reasoning point toward a plausible account, one this book will develop further in the chapters that follow on Zarathustra and the Gathic reform specifically.

Part of the answer likely lies in the specific social and political conditions of the communities among whom Zarathustra's reform, or reforms very much like it, first gained traction — communities that, on the evidence of the Gathas themselves, appear to have experienced significant social stress, quite possibly including cattle raiding, violence between rival pastoral groups, and a corresponding anxiety about the maintenance of social order and honest dealing that the martial, daeva-associated cults, with their emphasis on raw force and battle-fury, may have seemed increasingly to threaten rather than protect. A reform movement that elevated the oath-guarding, order-maintaining ahuras at the expense of the martial daevas would, in such conditions, carry an obvious appeal: it offered a theological framework that prioritised the values — honesty, contractual reliability, protection of the vulnerable, condemnation of unprovoked violence — that a community under stress from precisely the opposite behaviours might find newly urgent to sanctify and enforce.

Part of the answer may also lie, more speculatively, in the specific social position of the figure or figures behind the reform. If, as the previous chapter suggested, the theological elevation of Ahura Mazda drew on the earthly prototype of the wise counsellor-chieftain, the figure whose authority rested on judgement and accumulated trust rather than on martial prowess alone, then a reform originating from within or close to this kind of priestly-counsellor tradition would have an obvious institutional interest in elevating precisely the divine class, the ahuras, that most closely mirrored and legitimised its own social function, while correspondingly demoting the divine class, the daevas, most closely associated with the rival authority of the war-leader and the raiding chieftain. This is necessarily speculative, and this book will resist the temptation to overstate confidence in any single explanation for a transformation whose precise historical circumstances remain, and are likely to remain permanently, beyond full recovery. But the broad pattern — a reform movement elevating order over force, contract over conquest, and the deities associated with each — fits comfortably within what can be reconstructed of the social and theological stakes involved, and provides a plausible bridge between the deep prehistoric material this chapter has examined and the specific historical figure of Zarathustra, whose reform the next chapter but one will examine directly.

​The Rise of the Wise Lord

All of this — the ahura-daeva division, the Vedic inversion and Iranian reversal, the shared bedrock of asha and rta, the reconstructed pre-split pantheon and the plausible social logic behind Iran's particular resolution of the inherited categorical fork — sets the stage for the emergence of the figure who will occupy the centre of this book from this point forward: Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, whose name and whose theology represent the single most consequential outcome of the entire process this chapter has described. Ahura Mazda did not emerge from nowhere, and he did not emerge, whatever later orthodox Zoroastrian theology would eventually claim, as an entirely novel deity introduced without precedent by a single prophetic revelation. He emerged as the most prominent, the most fully developed, and eventually the most exalted figure within the already-ancient ahura class this chapter has traced back to the shared Indo-Iranian pantheon — a class of sovereign, order-guarding deities that included, as the comparative Vedic evidence strongly suggests, other figures of comparable or near-comparable stature, Mithra prominent among them, whose relationship to Ahura Mazda within the wider Mazdean tradition this book will examine in detail in the chapters immediately following.

What made Ahura Mazda's rise within the ahura class so complete, so much more thorough than any parallel process on the Vedic side, where no single asura-class figure ever achieved comparable supremacy before the entire class was demonised, is a question this book cannot fully answer without turning to the specific historical intervention of the Gathic reform, since it is in the Gathas that Ahura Mazda first appears, in the surviving textual record, as an unambiguously supreme and singular creator-deity rather than merely the most prominent among several great sovereign ahuras. But the raw material for that eventual supremacy — the etymological association with wisdom traced in the previous chapter, the theological portfolio of order-maintenance and truth-guarding inherited from the ahura class as a whole, the earthly prototype of the wise counsellor whose authority rested on judgement rather than force — all of this was already present, already assembled, in the deep Indo-Iranian past this chapter has attempted to reconstruct, long before any prophet gave it final and definitive theological shape.

The chapter that follows will take up this etymological and conceptual material directly, tracing the specific philological history of the name Mazda itself in considerably greater depth than the brief treatment offered in this book's opening pages, and connecting that etymology more precisely to the historical office of priest-counsellor and law-giving king that this chapter has proposed as its earthly prototype. But it is worth closing here, at the end of this examination of the ahura-daeva fork, on the observation that Ahura Mazda's eventual supremacy represents, in a real sense, the logical endpoint of a process this chapter has traced across its full length: a tradition that chose, at some point in its development and for reasons this chapter has attempted to reconstruct with appropriate caution, to organise its entire theological world around the principle of sovereign, order-maintaining, oath-guarding divinity rather than around the principle of martial, immanent, storm-and-battle divine force, was a tradition already primed, already structurally prepared, to eventually produce a single supreme deity whose very name meant wisdom, and whose entire theological identity would come to rest on his unbreakable association with asha, with truth, with the correct and proper ordering of a cosmos that a distant and half-remembered class of ancient sovereign gods, the ahuras of the open Eurasian steppe, had once been charged with protecting on behalf of clans whose entire fortune walked on four legs and whose entire security depended on a promise, once sworn beneath the open sky, being kept.
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​Chapter 3: Mazda — The Etymology of Wisdom
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Words carry histories the way rivers carry silt, picking up meaning as they travel and depositing it, layer upon layer, in places far from their source. The word mazda is one of the more remarkable examples of this process to survive from the ancient Indo-Iranian world, because unlike so much of the religious vocabulary this book has already examined, its journey from ordinary noun to the proper name of a supreme deity can be traced with unusual precision, through a chain of linguistic reconstruction that reaches back past Avestan and Vedic Sanskrit into the reconstructed depths of Proto-Indo-European itself, the hypothetical common ancestor of languages as far-flung as English, Sanskrit, Russian, and Irish. To follow that chain is not merely an exercise in antiquarian philology, satisfying as such an exercise can be in its own right. It is to watch, in slow motion and across an almost unimaginable span of centuries, the precise mechanism by which a human cognitive faculty, mind, wisdom, judgement, became first a divine quality and then a divine name, and in following that mechanism closely, this chapter will argue, one uncovers something essential about what kind of religion Mazdaism was always going to become: a religion whose deepest theological commitments were never separable from the practical, earthly business of governing a community, rendering judgement, and holding a fractious and vulnerable society together against the constant threat of its own dissolution.

​Beginning at the Deepest Layer

The starting point for this investigation must be the reconstructed Proto-Indo-European root that lies, according to the consensus of historical linguists, at the very bottom of the etymological chain that eventually produces both the Avestan mazdā and its Vedic Sanskrit cognate medhā. This root is conventionally reconstructed in a compound form rendered, in the notation historical linguists use for such reconstructions, as mn-s-dʰh₁éh₂ — a form that will look forbidding to any reader unfamiliar with the conventions of comparative Indo-European linguistics, and which deserves a moment of careful unpacking before this chapter proceeds any further, because the structure of the compound itself carries the entire argument this chapter intends to make.

The reconstruction breaks into two recognisable elements, each with its own independent attestation across the wider Indo-European language family. The first element, the portion rendered as mn-s, descends from the same ancient root that gives English its word mind, that gives Latin its word mens, from which English inherits mental and mention, and that gives Sanskrit its extraordinarily productive root man-, the source of an enormous family of words related to thinking, remembering, and intending across the whole span of Indo-Iranian religious and philosophical vocabulary. This is, in other words, one of the best-attested and most securely reconstructed roots in the entire Indo-European family, a root denoting, at its core, the cognitive faculty of thought itself: the capacity to hold ideas in the mind, to remember, to intend, to deliberate.

The second element, the portion rendered as dʰh₁éh₂, descends from an equally ancient and equally well-attested root meaning to place, to set, or to put — the same root, as it happens, that ultimately gives English its verb do, by a long and winding path of sound-change, and that appears across the Indo-European family in an enormous range of compounds denoting the act of positioning, establishing, or setting something in a particular place or state. When these two elements combine into a single compound, as the reconstruction proposes they did at some point in the prehistory of the language, the resulting sense is something close to placing the mind, or, to render it slightly more naturally into English while preserving its essential structure, setting the mind in order, or perhaps most evocatively, putting one's thoughts in their proper place.

It is worth pausing here to register just how unusual this etymology is, judged against the etymologies of comparable wisdom-words in other religious traditions. Many languages, when they reach for a word to denote wisdom or divine intelligence, draw on roots associated with seeing or perceiving — the Greek sophia, for instance, whose deeper origins remain somewhat obscure but which sits within a broader Greek vocabulary of clear-sightedness and perception, or the widespread association across many language families between wisdom and vision, the capacity to see clearly what others miss. The Indo-Iranian mazda/medhā root takes a different path entirely. It does not describe wisdom as a kind of seeing. It describes wisdom as a kind of placing, an active, deliberate, almost physical act of arrangement performed upon the contents of one's own mind. Wisdom, on this etymological evidence, was conceived by the earliest Indo-Iranian speakers not as a passive receptivity to truth arriving from outside, a light shining in from elsewhere that the wise merely perceive more clearly than the foolish, but as an active, effortful, ongoing labour of internal organisation, the mental equivalent of a shepherd sorting his flock into their proper pens, or a judge sorting the true testimony from the false, or — to reach toward the image this chapter will develop at greater length shortly — a counsellor arranging the competing claims of disputing kinsmen into their proper order of priority and resolution.

​From Root to Noun: The Feminine Abstraction

The reconstructed compound root mn-s-dʰh₁éh₂ does not appear directly as a word in any attested Indo-Iranian language; it survives only as a scholarly reconstruction, the hypothetical common ancestor inferred from its daughter forms. What does survive, directly attested in ancient texts, is the noun that this compound root eventually produced in the Proto-Iranian branch of the language family: a form reconstructed by Iranianist philologists as mazdaH, using the capital H here as a conventional notation for a Proto-Iranian sound that would later be lost or transformed in the daughter languages but that left detectable traces in the shape of the words it once belonged to. This Proto-Iranian mazdaH was, and this point matters enormously for everything this chapter goes on to argue, grammatically a feminine noun — not a masculine noun, and certainly not, at this stage in its development, a proper name at all. It was an ordinary abstract noun, belonging to the same grammatical class as other Iranian abstract nouns denoting qualities and states, and its meaning, inherited directly from the compound root that produced it, was simply intelligence, or wisdom, understood in the active, ordering sense the previous section has already described.

This grammatical detail — the femininity of the original noun mazdaH — deserves more attention than it typically receives in popular accounts of Zoroastrian and Mazdean theology, because it illuminates something genuinely significant about the process by which this ordinary abstract noun eventually became the second element in the proper name Ahura Mazda, Lord Wisdom or Wise Lord, the supreme masculine deity of the developed Iranian religious tradition. Abstract qualities across the wider Indo-European language family are disproportionately, though not universally, grammatically feminine, a pattern reflected in an enormous range of attested vocabulary: the Latin words for wisdom, virtue, and justice are feminine nouns, as are their descendants across the Romance languages; the Greek words for the same qualities follow the identical pattern; and the same grammatical tendency appears, mutatis mutandis, across the Indo-Iranian branch as well. Mazda, in its original Proto-Iranian form, before it was ever attached to the divine name Ahura, was simply one more entry in this large and cross-linguistically common category: an abstract feminine noun denoting a valued human quality, grammatically indistinguishable, in its basic morphological behaviour, from the words for truth, justice, or beauty in the same or related languages.

The theological consequence of this grammatical fact, once mazda was joined to the masculine noun ahura to form the compound or genitive construction Ahura Mazda, is a small but genuinely fascinating puzzle that Iranianist scholars have long noted and that this book's argument depends on addressing directly. The resulting divine name does not straightforwardly mean the wise lord, in the sense of a lord who happens to possess the masculine-grammatical-gender quality of wisdom as one attribute among others; the underlying grammar preserves, even after the compound's formation, something closer to lord of wisdom, or lord who possesses Wisdom, with wisdom understood almost as a distinct, quasi-personified feminine principle or hypostasis that the masculine lord possesses, embodies, or is united with, rather than simply an adjective describing him. This is not merely a grammatical curiosity to be noted and set aside. It points toward exactly the kind of theological structure that later chapters of this book will examine in considerably more detail when they turn to the Amesha Spentas, the Bounteous Immortals of developed Zoroastrian theology, several of whom are themselves grammatically feminine abstract nouns — Asha herself, Truth, is grammatically feminine in Avestan, as is Armaiti, Devotion, and several others in the same class — personified into quasi-independent divine beings who nonetheless remain, in a theologically important sense, aspects or emanations of Ahura Mazda's own nature rather than fully separate deities in their own right. The grammatical femininity of mazda, in other words, is not an isolated linguistic accident. It is the earliest attested instance of a pattern of theological thought — the personification of abstract qualities as feminine divine hypostases united with a masculine supreme deity — that would eventually flower into one of the most distinctive and philosophically sophisticated features of the entire Zoroastrian theological system, a system this book will examine at length in a later chapter devoted specifically to the Amesha Spentas and their function as the bridge between abstract divine attribute and personified, prayable deity.

​The Vedic Cognate: Medhā

To fully appreciate what mazda meant within its own Iranian religious context, it helps enormously to examine its Vedic Sanskrit cognate, medhā, which survives directly attested across a substantial body of Vedic literature and which therefore offers a considerably richer body of evidence for how this shared Indo-Iranian root actually functioned within a living religious vocabulary than the more fragmentary Iranian evidence alone can provide. Medhā appears throughout the Rigveda and later Vedic literature denoting, consistently with the etymology already traced, a quality of mental sharpness, insight, and, crucially, the specific kind of practical wisdom associated with the correct performance of ritual, the correct composition of poetry, and the correct rendering of judgement in matters of dispute and law.

It is this last association — medhā as the specific quality that enables correct legal and social judgement — that proves most illuminating for this book's argument, because it appears repeatedly in contexts that have nothing to do with abstract philosophical contemplation and everything to do with the practical governance of a community. Vedic hymns invoke medhā as a quality bestowed by the gods upon those who must judge disputes, upon poets who must compose hymns that correctly and effectively invoke divine favour, and upon sacrificers who must perform ritual with the exact precision that Vedic religion demanded, since an incorrectly performed sacrifice was understood not merely as an aesthetic failure but as a genuine cosmic and social danger, a rupture in the fabric of rta that could bring real disaster upon the community responsible for the error. Medhā, across this body of evidence, is never simply an intellectual ornament, a quality valued for its own sake in the manner that later philosophical traditions might value pure contemplative wisdom divorced from any practical application. It is consistently and specifically a functional quality, valued because of what it enables its possessor to do correctly: judge fairly, compose effectively, sacrifice accurately, and thereby maintain the correct functioning of a community's relationship with the gods and with rta, cosmic and social order, on whom that community's survival depended.

This functional, practically-oriented conception of wisdom stands in fairly stark contrast to certain other ancient conceptions of wisdom with which modern readers may be more immediately familiar — the contemplative, world-transcending wisdom sought by certain strands of later Indian philosophical and ascetic tradition, for instance, or the abstract, dialectically pursued wisdom of the Greek philosophical schools, in which wisdom is frequently conceived as a kind of theoretical knowledge of ultimate reality pursued for its own sake, somewhat divorced from, or at least logically separable from, the practical business of governing a community or rendering legal judgement. The Indo-Iranian medhā/mazda tradition, by contrast, never developed this kind of sharp separation between contemplative and practical wisdom, at least not in its earliest and most religiously foundational layer. Wisdom, in this tradition, was from the outset a governance quality, a quality whose value lay precisely in its social and practical application, and this fact, this chapter will now argue, shaped the entire subsequent development of Iranian religion around Ahura Mazda in ways that are easy to overlook if one approaches the Wise Lord's theology through the lens of later, more abstractly philosophical religious traditions.

​Wisdom as Earned, Bestowed, and Applied

A further feature of the medhā/mazda vocabulary, well attested across the Vedic evidence and inferable with reasonable confidence for the parallel Iranian tradition, deserves careful attention: this wisdom was consistently conceived as something bestowed rather than simply possessed by native right, a divine gift granted to particular individuals for the exercise of particular social functions rather than a universal human faculty distributed evenly across the population. Vedic hymns repeatedly ask the gods to grant medhā to specific individuals — to the poet composing the hymn, to the patron sponsoring the sacrifice, to the king whose judgements the community depends upon — treating wisdom not as something these individuals simply have by virtue of being human, or even by virtue of holding a particular social office, but as something that must be actively requested from, and actively granted by, the divine powers who are its ultimate source.

This conception carries an important theological
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