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CrossMark

Ancient Iran holds significant importance and utility in terms of reevaluating
and reconstructing the relationship between science and religion—one of the
most controversial issues of the modern era. The reason for this significance
lies in the presence of a clerical group known as the Magi in ancient Iran,
particularly during the Median and Achaemenid periods. Due to historical and
social circumstances, this group held a simultaneous monopoly over both
religion and science, and their interpretations of phenomena had the power to
dominate others. From the outset, due to their esteemed social status as
religious representatives, the Magi were also able to establish a solid position
within the social domain and jointly acquire monopolistic control over certain
spiritual and worldly domains. One of these domains was science, which, due
to its transcendent nature in antiquity, naturally fell under the monopoly of the
Magi. Therefore, the present study, using a "qualitative method and document-
based research," seeks to answer the question: What was the position of the
Magi in the scientific structure of ancient Iran (Median and Achaemenid
periods)? The research findings indicate that the Magi, as one of the most
influential groups in ancient Iran, simultaneously held monopolies in both
religion and science and engaged in reciprocal scientific interactions with other
nations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The intersection of science, philosophy, and religion in ancient Iran, particularly through the
institutional presence and intellectual authority of the Magi, marks a pivotal chapter in the global history
of knowledge exchange. In the ancient Iranian worldview, especially during the Median and Achaemenid
periods, the Magi represented a unique clerical class that wielded both religious and scientific power,
enabling them to become gatekeepers of knowledge and tradition. Their elevated status as both spiritual
and scientific elites granted them social prestige and political leverage. This dual role facilitated the
dissemination and assimilation of scientific knowledge across imperial borders. As early as the
Achaemenid expansion, evidence of philosophical and scientific dialogues between the Iranian Magi and
other advanced civilizations such as Greece and Babylon emerges clearly. The Magi institutionalized
learning through semi-clerical academies, which acted not only as custodians of Zoroastrian religious
teachings but also as centers for astronomy, medicine, and proto-philosophical inquiry. Such prominence
has led scholars to consider the Magi not merely as mystics or priests but as pivotal agents in a
transregional intellectual network that included Babylonian astronomers and Greek natural philosophers
(Ebrahimnejad, 2013). Indeed, references in ancient texts such as the Avesta and later Pahlavi literature like
the Bundahishn and Dinkard affirm the centrality of the Magi in codifying astronomical and medical
knowledge, which further affirms their dual identity as both spiritual shepherds and scientific scholars
(Zarrinkoub, 2011).

The etymological analysis of the term "Magi" reveals their trans-cultural significance and the
fluidity of their role across religious, philosophical, and linguistic boundaries. The term appears in sacred
texts such as the Rigveda as maghavan, meaning victorious or benevolent; in the Avesta as magavan and
magubis, referencing spiritual excellence; and in Greek sources as magos, denoting wisdom or magical
prowess. Latin sources translate this into mahghos, suggesting a servant of the divine or a practitioner of
mystical arts. Scholars such as Zaehner underscore the Indo-Iranian and Vedic parallels, asserting that the
Magi conceptually link ancient Persian and Indian religious-philosophical traditions through shared
linguistic roots and cosmological structures (Zaehner, 2008). This semantic plurality reflects the historical
evolution of the Magi from clan-based spiritual leaders of the Medes to high-ranking officials in the
Achaemenid administrative and religious hierarchies. Their influence, however, has not been immune to
critique. Classical historians like Herodotus portrayed them as both enigmatic and suspicious, citing
practices such as corpse exposure and ritualistic animal slaughter as evidence of magical or heretical
behaviors (Herodotus, 2003). Later scholars such as Moulton and Herzfeld, building upon Herodotean
narratives, accused the Magi of distorting Zoroastrian teachings through syncretism and manipulation,
particularly through the authorship of texts like the Vendidad, allegedly laden with superstition (Herzfeld,
2002; Moulton, 1926).

In contrast, modern Zoroastrian scholars and historians offer a revisionist interpretation that
positions the Magi as the original transmitters and possibly even the progenitors of Zoroastrian thought.
Figures such as George Messina and Mary Boyce argue that Zoroaster himself may have been a member
of the Magian order, thus reframing their influence not as antagonistic but as foundational (Boyce, 1979;
Taee, 2018). This perspective finds support in structural and symbolic parallels between the two traditions,
including dualism, fire worship, and clerical hierarchy. Dyakonov, in his critical history of the Medes,
likewise disputes the dichotomy posited by Herodotus and his followers, positing that the distinctions
between Magian and Zoroastrian doctrines were artificially constructed by later polemicists and that the
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Magi merely adapted their rituals and beliefs to the evolving Zoroastrian orthodoxy over time (Dyakonov,
1992). Still, some scholars stress the limited mention of Magi in the Gathas and caution against conflating
all pre-Zoroastrian clerical traditions under the Magian umbrella (Bahar, 2008). Others, like Pourdavoud,
maintain that while Chaldean and Iranian Magi shared a title, their religious practices diverged
significantly, with the Iranian Magi more inclined toward ethical monotheism and philosophical
speculation, whereas their Babylonian counterparts leaned into astrological determinism and ritual magic
(Pourdavoud & Jafari Dehaghi, 2008).

The role of the Magi in the medical traditions of ancient Iran underscores their broader identity as
stewards of both physical and spiritual well-being. Rooted in the Zoroastrian belief that disease was a
manifestation of evil and that every ailment had a divine cure, the Magi integrated spiritual ritual, hygiene,
and rudimentary pharmacology into a coherent healing system. Dastkhah documents the Zoroastrian
cosmology wherein Angra Mainyu (evil) introduced 99,999 diseases, counterbalanced by divine remedies
safeguarded by righteous healers—most of whom were Magi (Dustkhah, 1991). Physicians were trained
within temple precincts, particularly at fire temples, and often came from Magian ranks. Najmabadi notes
that the Magi were both theologians and physicians, suggesting a sacred duty in health preservation
(Najmabadi, 1987). The dual specializations of druvastpada (spiritual healers) and tanpezek (physical
healers) illustrate a proto-biomedical system that interwove empirical treatment with metaphysical
doctrine. These practices influenced neighboring civilizations, particularly Babylon. Azkaei emphasizes
that early Iranian tribes like the Medes and Kassites absorbed Mesopotamian medical methods while
contributing Zoroastrian principles of disease etiology and spiritual hygiene (Azkaei, 2012). The reciprocal
nature of this exchange positioned Iran not only as a recipient but as a significant transmitter of medical
knowledge.
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