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Paul the Persian’s Parallel Departures from Tradition

Abstract: This article examines the parallel conceptualizations of “religion” developed by two
intellectuals of distinct backgrounds in late Sasanian Iran, Burzoy and Paul the Persian, and the
broader climate of incipient “secularity” their ideas, and the convergence between them, may
reflect. The article shows how these authors made similar innovations within their respective
religious and scholarly traditions (Zoroastrianism for Burzoy, and specifically the genre of
andarz or wisdom literature; East Syrian Christianity for Paul the Persian, along with late antique
Neoplatonism) significantly breaking with their antecedents and contemporaries. Both Burzoy
and Paul delineate a certain sphere of discourse, focused above all on questions of cosmology,
eschatology, and the otherworldly consequences of action in this world, in which the members of
various “traditions” or “religions” participate. These authors also share the assumption that the
choice between these traditions or religions should be made on the basis of reason, and not

tradition; and they are also each, in their way, emphatically non-committal to any individual
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tradition or religion. Aspects of Burzoy and Paul the Persian’s shared late Sasanian context,
including the popularity of the inter-religious disputation, are brought forth to explain their
parallel departures from tradition. The transmission and reception of these authors’ respective
works and ideas in the medieval Islamic world are also considered, along with the broader

intellectual legacy of the Sasanian Empire.

I. Introduction

This article examines an important development in the intellectual life of late antique Iran: a new
circumscription of the “religious” as one realm of discourse among others, and a concomitant
tendency toward a kind of religious relativism, if not outright unbelief. Altogether, this suggests
a kind of incipient “secularity”: the approach of a situation where, in Charles Taylor’s
formulation, “faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among others.”!
The article focuses on two scholars who addressed works to the Sasanian Iranian ruler Khusro I
(r. 531-79 CE), the East Syrian ecclesiastical official and philosopher Paul the Persian, and the
physician Burzoy, who made parallel departures from the traditions of, respectively, late antique
Neoplatonism and East Syrian Christianity (in Paul’s case), and Zoroastrian wisdom literature (in
Burzdy’s). Paul and Burzoy break with their antecedents and contemporaries in delineating a
certain sphere of discourse, focused on questions of cosmology, eschatology, and the
otherworldly consequences of action in this world, in which the members of various “traditions”
or “religions” participate. Both authors claim that this sphere of discourse is unusually prone to
doubt and conflict, due to the very nature of its subject matter. Burzoy takes the further

extraordinary step of declining to back any particular faction participating in this discourse, as he



simply adopts those views on which all of these groups agree and does not take a position where
they disagree. And if Paul persists in his Christianity, he expresses his faith in a vastly more
muted, equivocal way than his East Syrian contemporaries did. These texts, | argue, reflect a
momentous epistemic shift in late Sasanian Iran with, in all likelihood, an enduring legacy in the
medieval Islamic world: the emerging recognition of the “religious” or “religion” as a certain
sphere of discourse among others, uniquely focused on certain issues. The neutrality with which
Paul and Burzdy treat the religions they discuss, as they adjudicate among them on the basis of
reason, rather than belief or prior commitment, is part and parcel of this recognition of a distinct
“religious” realm.

Some further discussion of what I mean by “religion,” as well as “secularity,” is in order.
The past fifty-odd years have seen a much-needed reevaluation of these terms” histories and
ranges of applicability, which Sasanian Studies, as a field, is only beginning to digest.? As
scholars such as Wilfred Cantwell Smith and Talal Asad have persuasively and helpfully argued,
the terms “religion” and “secularity” (along with, of course, relatives such as “religious,”
“secular,” etc.) have specifically modern and Western histories, which have been decisive in
determining their meanings; in applying these terms outside of the modern West, one risks
anachronism and, hence, a considerable distortion of the situation one is trying to explain or
understand.® Some, building upon Smith and Asad’s work, have arrived at somewhat more
radical positions: that, for instance, “religion” can never be an appropriate translation for a word
in a premodern text, since the term “has no place [in any] attempt to reproduce the classifications
of the group of people being studied,” as Brent Nongbri as argued;* or that the development of

terms more or less equivalent to “religion” and “secularity” in the non-Western world can be



explained as a straightforward result of “the modern concept of religion [being] exported to non-
western countries in the context of colonialism,” in the words of Timothy Fitzgerald.®

Although I find arguments like those put forth by Nongbri and Fitzgerald usefully
thought-provoking, I do not accept their conclusions. As with all such analytic terms, reflection
on the history and applicability of “religion” and “secularity” is not only useful but necessary; it
is only thus, in the study of the premodern world, that we can avoid the wild and unwitting
projection of modern categories and concepts onto the subjects of our research. The result of this
reflection, however, need not and should not be these kinds of blanket generalizations and
prohibitions.

For one thing, the sheer complexity of these terms’ histories, and their corresponding
multivalence, within the modern Western context, poses no less of a problem for those who
would drastically restrict their use, than for those who would apply them to the premodern, non-
Western world.® This complexity, to be sure, calls for care and qualification in using these terms,
in and (particularly) outside modern and Western contexts—but it also offers a rich variety of
possibilities for cross-cultural comparison. To fully accept the axiom that terms such as
“religion” and “secularity” are strictly and uniquely applicable to the modern West is also to set
unnecessary limitations on the potential for drawing illuminating analogies between this context
and others.

More to the point, “religion” and “secularity” are, in the end, scholarly, analytic terms:
they are, as Jonathan Z. Smith said of “religion,” “created by scholars for their intellectual
purposes and therefore. .. theirs to define.”’ This is not to say these terms’ specifically modern
and Western histories lack importance, but rather that this background does not constitute a kind

of ineradicable pollution. Critical reflection upon these terms’ histories ultimately makes them



more useful as tools for analysis; we can plot, as Rajeev Bhargava, Christoph Kleine, and others
have done, a more judicious set of uses for the terms “religion” and “secularity” for non-Western
and premodern contexts, whereby these terms are not assumed to have a universal application,
but are reserved for those situations—infrequent, perhaps, but far from non-existent—where,
independently of the modern West, distinctions and categories did arise and even come into
common use that can be usefully and accurately translated or described as “religion” or
“secularity.”®

In what follows, | argue that we have one such situation in sixth-century Iran, as reflected
in the theorizing of two scholars who may have shared a further association with Khusro I’s
court: the recognition and circumscription of a certain set of fundamental issues and questions
having to do with the ultimate nature of the universe and morality, on which various “religions”
and “traditions” have distinct views. It is not a coincidence that alongside this circumscription of
matters that might be called “religious,” these authors show a strikingly lessened, if not
altogether lacking, commitment to any one of these “religions” or “traditions,” as well as a
distinct preference for rational knowledge over belief or traditional authority. Although these
texts lack terms precisely corresponding to “secularity” (or “secular”), this is, I argue, a suitable
characterization for this constellation of phenomena: the recognition of a specifically “religious”
realm of matters, on which the various “religions” or “traditions” have diverging views; the
presumption that the individual should choose among these “religions” largely or entirely based
on rational knowledge, as opposed to belief or fealty to authority or tradition; and the possibility
that one could ultimately opt for no individual “religion,” but rather choose none of them, or only
the tenets on which they all agree.® But it is, once again, theorizing that we are primarily dealing

with here, rather than the “social imaginary... shared by large groups of people, if not the whole



society” with which Taylor’s A Secular Age is largely concerned; the extent to which this
incipient “secularity” had an impact (or origins) beyond a small group of scholarly élites is an
important question, but one that will be touched on only briefly and suggestively here.°

I will first situate the innovations of these authors, Burzoy and Paul the Persian, with
respect to the traditions they were writing in, showing how each author broke with and built
upon the ideas of his contemporaries and antecedents. I then turn to their shared late Sasanian
context, to explain the striking commonalities in their thought, before concluding with a word on
the enduring legacy of their ideas and writings, and of Sasanian intellectual life more broadly, in

the medieval Islamic world.

II. Burzoy

We will begin with Burzdy’s introduction to his collection of Indian tales, a composition clearly
indebted to the Zoroastrian andarz (or wisdom literature) tradition, but one which also marks a
significant departure from any Zoroastrian antecedent.'* A physician at Khusrd I’s (r. 531-79
CE) court, Burzoy is known primarily for rendering the bulk of the Sanskrit Paficatantra, as well
as some additional material, into a Middle Persian work that would have been called *Kalilag ud
Damanag. While the work does not survive in Burzoy’s Middle Persian, its Arabic translation,
Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s (d. 756 CE) Kalila wa-Dimna, would become perhaps the most widely
circulated and translated literary classic of the early Islamic era. In addition to putting together
the Vorlage for the Arabic Kalila wa-Dimna, Burzoy also apparently authored two introductory

chapters, which likewise only survive in Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘’s Arabic translation: one a kind of



autobiography (which we will focus on here), the other more narrowly focused on his journey to
India.?

Burzoy begins this introductory chapter with a discussion of his Zoroastrian background
and medical career, before turning to a kind of personal crisis:

Then | thought about medicine and realized that a physician cannot give his
patient a remedy which would heal his illness to such a degree that he would
never again suffer from it, or from any other illness; and that there is no guarantee
against the same disease, or an even more serious one, recurring. | came to the
conclusion that knowledge of the hereafter [ ‘ilm al-akhira] is the thing which
brings permanent salvation [salama] from all diseases. Thus, | came to hold
medicine in contempt and to long for religion [din]. But when I had come to this
conclusion, I felt confusion concerning religion [din]. | found nothing in my
books of medical learning which could show men which religion [din] was the
true one. | found that there are many different sects [ama milal kathira wa-
mukhtalifa]... and [their members] are of three kinds: some inherited their religion
[din] from their ancestors, others adopted it on account of fear and coercion, yet
others hoped by means of it to acquire worldly goods, pleasures, and prestige. But
every one of them claims that his religion [din] is the true and correct one and that
whoever contradicts him lives in error and deception. Concerning the creator and
what He created, the beginning and the end of the world, and other questions they
have violently different opinions, but every one of them despises, opposes, and
attacks the others.*

Burzoy’s medical training, then, suddenly seems to pale in significance and efficacy by
comparison with “religion,” the word whereby I have rendered Arabic din.** For medicine only
deals with ailments in this world and can only hold them at bay for so long; religion focuses on
the next world, and accordingly heals for all time, insofar as it provides a permanent “health,” or
“salvation” (Arabic salama has both meanings). But Burzoy has trouble deciding which of the
various “religions” (adyan, plural of din) or “sects” (milal) to affiliate himself to. On certain
fundamental issues, having to do with the nature of God and the universe, they have “violently
different opinions.”

Nonetheless, Burzoy makes valiant efforts to determine which correct religion is the

correct one:



| decided to frequent the scholars of every sect [milla] and their leaders, and to
examine what they teach and stipulate in the hope that perhaps I could distinguish
truth from falsehood, and adhere with confidence and certainty to it... without
believing something that I have no knowledge of and without following what | do
not understand. | pursued this plan, inquired and investigated. But | discovered
that all of these people merely repeat what was handed down to them. Each one
praises his own religion [din] and curses the religion [din] of those who disagree
with him. It became clear to me that they put forth arguments based on inclination
and that their speech is not motivated by a sense of fairness. In not one of them
did I find that degree of rectitude and honesty [or “veracity”; sidg] which would
induce rational persons [dhawu I- ‘ag/] to accept their words and be satisfied with
them. When | observed this, I could find no way to become an adherent of any of
them, and | realized that if | came to believe in one of them, in something I had no
knowledge of, I would become like the [proverbial] “deceived believer”.... | will
limit myself to those deeds which all men recognize as good, and which the
religions [al-adyan] agree on.*®
These efforts, however, prove fruitless; none of the religions on offer can provide a convincing
argument as to why it is right, and the others are wrong. What would make for a convincing
argument? Burzoy makes an appeal to reason: an objective standard, not aligned with one
religion or another, which can only be met if one’s arguments are “motivated by a sense of
fairness,” not “based on an inclination” towards one’s ancestral faith. Such rationally sound
arguments, he implies, would yield actual “knowledge”; he would know which religion was
correct, and be able to adhere to it with confidence, rather than merely “believe.” Belief on its
own, for Burzdy, is inadequate. In the end, he opts for no religion at all; as far as his personal
conduct is concerned—a matter on which, he also apparently recognizes, the various religions
are distinctively opinionated—he will simply go with the consensus, among “all men” as well as
the religions.
To bring the innovative nature of Burzoy’s work into relief, it will be helpful to compare
these passages to a work representative of the broader andarz tradition in which he was writing.

As Daniel Sheffield has demonstrated, Burzdy’s other introductory chapter, on his journey to

India, has an important allegory in common with the andarz tradition.® The chapter under



examination here likewise has significant parallels with andarz literature; this is especially true
of the portion we have just examined. A comparison with a parallel passage from the anonymous
Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom (Dadestan © Ménoy 1 Xrad), a classic Middle Persian andarz
work, which Shaul Shaked and Frangois de Blois have highlighted in this connection, will be
particularly instructive.’
The Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom was very likely composed in the late Sasanian era,
and perhaps even by a contemporary of Burzdy.*8 A collection of advice and wise sayings, it
touches on everyday concerns, such as the correct way to urinate (never standing up, lest demons
appear and drag you to Hell), as well as more abstract and fundamental problems, as in the
following passage:
There was a sage who said: if this is known, that the dén of the gods is the truth,
and their law is righteousness, and benevolence and mercy upon the creatures,
why are most people of many doctrines [was-kes] and of many beliefs [was-
wurrayisn] and of many principles [was-bunist]?... [And] one must be aware
concerning this matter. For in the end the body mixes with dust and [one’s only]
refuge is in the soul.... When he had considered this state of affairs, [the sage]
went forth into the world in search of wisdom, from country to country and from
province to province, and pondered, inquired, and investigated about the several
doctrines [kes] and beliefs [wurraoyisn], [seeking out] those people whom he
considered foremost in knowledge. And when he saw that they were contradictory
and antagonistic to one another, he knew that these doctrines [kés] and beliefs
[wurroyisn] and separate sects [jud-ristagih] which are so contradictory... to one
another are not fit to be derived from the creation of the gods, for the dén of the
gods is truth and their law is righteousness. He had no doubt... that for all who
are not in this pure dén, there is doubt in everything; they are confused about all
the reasons [for things].*°

This passage and Burzoy’s introductory chapter have an obvious structural similarity, as they

share what Shaul Shaked has called a “spiritual quest” motif.?° Both the Judgments’ anonymous

sage and Burzoy tell of a distressing realization that people have all kinds of “beliefs” and

“doctrines” which are “contradictory and antagonistic to one another,” about matters of the

greatest import: as the sage writes, “one must be aware concerning this matter. For in the end the
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body mixes with dust and [one’s only] refuge is in the soul.” They also touch on the great lengths
to which they have gone, including consulting various authorities (Burzoy’s “scholars of every
sect and their leaders”; the sage’s “people whom he considered foremost in knowledge™), in
order to figure out the real truth. The difference is, of course, in the conclusions of their
respective quests; while Burzoy declines to join any existing “religion” or “sect,” the Judgments’
sage opts for the den. While dén here does, in a word, mean Zoroastrianism, a discussion of this
fundamental and notoriously multivalent term’s meaning and use, by committed Zoroastrians
and others, will help to bring out the nature and significance of Burzoy’s radical break with
tradition.

Dén is the Middle Persian reflex of Avestan daéna-, Avestan being the language of the
Avestan corpus, the earliest and most fundamental body of Zoroastrian texts (composed ca.
1500-500 BCE). We must discuss dén alongside daéna-. Although the Zoroastrian priests of the
Sasanian period (220-651 CE) wrote in Middle Persian, they continued to regard the Avestan
corpus as authoritative and to engage with it closely. Consequently, many Middle Persian words,
especially those occurring in priestly compositions such as the Judgments of the Spirit of
Wisdom, have meanings deeply rooted in Avestan—not only because they were loaned from
Avestan, or are otherwise etymologically related to an Avestan word, but also because the
Avestan corpus itself continued to be interpreted and reinterpreted by Zoroastrian priests into the
Sasanian period and beyond.?

The most apt one-word English translations for den and daéna- alike are “religion” and
“vision”—both, in their way, attempts to capture these terms’ capaciousness and complexity.
Just like “religion,” dénl/daéna- has both an individual and a collective sense: the “religion,” or

more specifically, “religiosity” of the individual and the “religion” of the collective, as in a
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system of beliefs and practices held by a certain community. And just like “vision,” dén/daéna-’s
root meaning, these terms designate both the individual capacity to see and a certain thing that is
seen.? This is a “vision” of a special kind, taking place in the other world, and happening chiefly
in two contexts: after death, and in the “consultation,” an important Zoroastrian ritual.>> After
death, when the individual passes into the other world, one’s dén/daéna- appears as a maiden, in
whom one’s conduct in this world, good or bad, is made visible as beauty or ugliness. This
maiden is further responsible for leading one to Heaven or to Hell, as the case may be.?* The
dénldaéna- in this case, then, primarily represents the caliber of one’s individual “religion”: the
extent to which one has lived up to certain standards and the corresponding consequences in the
afterlife.

The ritual “consultation” likewise involves a transit to the other world, although in this
case it is only the sacrificer, the performer of the ritual, who makes the journey. In the other
world, the sacrificer experiences a “vision,” the dénl/daéna-, which he is then charged with
communicating to his community. As Alberto Cantera has put it, this vision “contains a COrpus
of texts... common to the Zoroastrian sacrificial community in which the key elements for
individual and collective salvation are collected.”?® Alongside its individual, moral sense, then,
dénldaéna- thus eventually comes to refer to the “religion” of the collective as well, designating
the corpus of authoritative Zoroastrian texts and, by extension, the system of beliefs and
practices set down therein.

Two aspects of Middle Persian den, as it was normally deployed and understood by the
Zoroastrian priests of the Sasanian and early Islamic periods, are especially relevant to the topic
at hand: the contrast between Burzoy and his Zoroastrian contemporaries. First, dén, as it was

typically used by Zoroastrian priests, is extremely broad in its epistemological scope. Recall that
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Burzoy is quite specific in delineating those matters on which “the religions and sects” had
strong views and disagreed: “the creator and what He created, the beginning and the end of the
world, and other questions.” The sage of the Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom, by contrast, is
rather vague and expansive in his presentation of the disagreements between the den and the
various “doctrines” and “sects”: in sum, for those who choose wrongly in this matter, opting for
some alternative to the den, “there is doubt in everything; they are confused about all the reasons
[for things].” This is in keeping with a “totalizing” view of the Avesta that, while perhaps
already emergent earlier, is increasingly emphasized in the Sasanian period; as Yuhan Vevaina
has noted, in a study of late antique Zoroastrian exegetical practices, the dén, as in the corpus of
authoritative Zoroastrian texts, comes to be understood as “all forms of knowledge in this world
as well as that one and the one in between.”?” One unfortunate enough not to be a Zoroastrian is
not confused about abstract theological and cosmological matters alone. For a Sasanian-era
Zoroastrian priest such as the author of the Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom, the dén comprises
all knowledge, and therefore the non-Zoroastrian is actually confused about everything.

Second, late antique Zoroastrian priests took pains to privilege Zoroastrianism above the
alternatives to it; linguistically speaking, this is reflected in their dedication to using the term
den, when unmodified by any adjective, to refer to Zoroastrianism. Only with a pejorative prefix
attached—most commonly, ag-, “evil,” or jud-, “anti-"—could dén’s range of reference extend
beyond Zoroastrianism. More often, as we see in the Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom, dén is
reserved for Zoroastrianism, while other terms, such as kés, “doctrine” or wurroyisn, “belief,”
refer to other religions.?® Burzoy, on the other hand, seems to have used dén indiscriminately,
referring not only to Zoroastrianism but also to any number of other religions. And of course, in

the end he does not opt for Zoroastrianism, choosing rather to affiliate himself to no existing
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religion. This terminological leveling may have been, somehow or other, inspired by Mani, or
the subsequent writings of Manichaeans, who used dén much more freely than their Zoroastrian
contemporaries.?® For them, however, as for Zoroastrians, there was only one dén that was really
correct; in committing to no existing religion at all, Burzoy stands apart from Manichaeans and
Zoroastrians alike.*°

In two key respects, then, which we might call epistemological circumscription and
radical relativism, Burzoy’s introductory chapter constitutes a decisive break with the Sasanian
Zoroastrian consensus. The domain of the “religious™ is confined to a certain set of issues rather
than assumed to be all-encompassing; Burzoy draws a distinction between religious and other
matters which his Zoroastrian contemporaries and antecedents would not have made. Burzoy
also places the various “religions,” each with a characteristic approach to these issues, on an
equal footing with each other. This is a level of relativism that, again, we do not otherwise see in

the Zoroastrian tradition in which Burzoy wrote.

I11. Paul the Persian

A contemporary of Burzdy and, apparently, another associate of Khusro I, Paul the Persian wrote
on the problem of religious difference, and its implications as to the ultimate truth, in similar
terms.3! As with Burzoy, it will be helpful to set Paul’s discussion against the broader traditions
in which he was writing. Paul was an official in the Church of the East and author of several
treatises on philosophical topics; the passage we will be focusing on appears near the beginning
of his Treatise on Aristotle’s Logic, addressed to this same Khusrd 1.32 Accordingly, we will first

assess how Paul fits into the broader East Syrian and Greco-Roman philosophical traditions of



14

late antiquity, before turning to a discussion of the sixth-century Iranian milieu from which Paul
and Burzoy emerged.

At the beginning of the Treatise, Paul is concerned with justifying the study of
philosophy and showing how it can be beneficial. He first draws a familiar distinction, redolent
of Plato’s Republic, between the eye of the body, whereby the material world is perceived, with
the aid of visible, “external light,” and the eye of the soul, which allows one to perceive the
intelligible world, due to its “kinship with intelligible light.” It is only through the study of
philosophy that this eye of the soul can be “illuminated and enlightened.”3® Paul then moves to
problems of more immediate concern, for whose resolution philosophy might be of use:

And it becomes evident that men are opposed to one another and that every one
refutes the next one. Some of them say there is but one god; others say
that he is not unique. Some say that he is affected by contradiction; others deny
this. Some say that he is capable of everything; others that he has not the
capability to do everything. Some say that he is the creator of the world and of
everything in it; others declare that it is not correct to call him the creator of
everything. Some say that the world was created out of nothing; others that he
made it out of matter. Some say that the world is without a beginning and will
continue without an end; others teach otherwise. Some say that man possesses
free will; others deny this. They mention many other things of this kind and
include them in their traditions [sam b-maslmanwathon], in which they are seen to
refute one another and be mutually opposed.34
Here, then, we have a situation quite similar to that described by Burzdy: wide-ranging
disagreement on certain questions, specifically those having to do with the fundamental nature of
God and the universe. For Burzoy, the various opinions on these matters are each associated with
a certain “religion” or “sect.” Paul expresses something like this in asserting that these views are
part of “traditions” (masIimanwata)—Tliterally, things “passed down.” It is not just that

individuals have differing views on these topics; rather, these views are held by whole

communities and transmitted from generation to generation.
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Paul then, again in line with what we saw in Burzdy, proceeds to the question of how one
might choose among the views associated with the various traditions:
For this reason it is not easy for us to accept and to adopt for ourselves all of these
dogmas [dogmo], nor can we... choose one and reject the others. We are therefore
in need of clear awareness [metyad ‘anutal, on the basis of which to believe one,
and leave behind all the rest. But there is no clear demonstration [tahwita] in this
connection. And therefore as far as those dogmas are concerned, we need belief
[haymanuta] and knowledge [ida ta]. Knowledge treats everything nearby, clear,
and knowable; belief, on the other hand, all matters that are far away and
invisible, and cannot be known exactly. This latter is what is in doubt; but the
former is without doubt. Each doubt creates division, but the absence of doubt,
unanimity. Therefore knowledge is [here a word is missing in the single extant
manuscript of the text; J.P.N. Land suggests potior, “preferable,” in his Latin
translation] to belief, and the one is to be chosen over the other. For even
believers, when an account of their belief is asked of them, they give their
response on the basis of knowledge, saying “the thing which we now only
believe, we will know later.” For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then
face to face [1 Cor. 13:12].%
For Paul, there is something inherent to these cosmological and theological questions, which
makes them difficult or even impossible to conclusively resolve; the matters they deal with are
“far away and invisible, and cannot be known exactly.” It is no surprise, then, that the various
“traditions” disagree about things like the origins of the universe and the nature of God; these are
fundamentally matters of “belief” rather than “knowledge” and, therefore, by their very nature,
give rise to “doubt” and “division,” rather than certainty and “unanimity.” Paul then goes so far
as to declare his preference for knowledge over belief—for “even believers,” Paul writes, claim
that their belief will eventually be validated as knowledge. To be clear, both knowledge and
belief are necessary according to Paul (a bit later on he even says “we praise belief especially”),
but belief is nonetheless a half-measure: insufficient to overcome disagreement and achieve
consensus and eventually, one hopes, to be superseded by knowledge. In some cases we might

have to wait until the hereafter for this supersession. But, Paul suggests, our best hope in this

world to expand the scope of our knowledge, whether on such matters as the origins of the
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universe or in connection with more mundane concerns, is the kind of “clear demonstration”
effected by philosophy, for which the logic his Treatise teaches is fundamental. Indeed, as Paul
concludes his preface, invoking a classic definition of philosophy based on Plato’s Theaetetus,
philosophy is “an assimilation to divinity, to the extent that human beings can be like God. For
God knows and acts; and philosophers also, like God, know and reason, in a lesser way.”%

As arule, Paul’s Treatise resembles a production of the sixth-century Neoplatonic School
of Alexandria substantially more than anything we have from his East Syrian contemporaries. As
noted by Dimitri Gutas, in structure and in content, this work’s closest analogues are the general
introductions to philosophy attributed to the sixth-century Alexandrians Elias and, especially,
David.3" This work, then, is a key example of the “philosophical koine " shared between the late
Roman and Sasanian Empires, as discussed by Joel Walker.3® However, with respect to these
Alexandrian philosophical prolegomena too, Paul makes several significant departures in
emphasis and substance. These departures point in two directions: a commitment to reason and
philosophy, as opposed to any single religious tradition; and the articulation of a distinction
between matters of belief and matters of knowledge, reformulating the canonical Aristotelian
account of the parts of theoretical philosophy.

The content and style of Paul’s citations illustrate both of these tendencies—particularly
when contrasted with the writings of his East Syrian and Alexandrian contemporaries. Let us
return to the Biblical verse in the passage just cited: from 1 Corinthians, For now we see through
a glass, darkly; but then face to face. Paul, rather strikingly, does not designate this as God’s
word, or otherwise some kind of authoritative truth; rather, this passage is brought up simply as

an example of something “believers” might say, as opposed to those who truly know. Paul

adduces two further Biblical passages in the Treatise, My fruit is better than gold, yea, than fine
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gold; and my revenue than choice silver (Prov. 8:19); and The wise man’s eyes are in his head,
but the fool walks in darkness (Eccl. 2:14). These are likewise introduced not as the word of
God, manifestly true, but rather as, respectively, “what has been said by philosophy about
philosophy”; and as something “correct” (Sappir) that “was said by a certain philosopher.”%
Needless to say, this diverges rather starkly from the way Paul’s East Syrian contemporaries
treated Biblical verses: whether we are looking at the monastic Babai the Great, or the more
philosophically-inclined Nisibene Barhadbsabba, Biblical verses are treated as inherently and
authoritatively true, not just an example of what “believers” say, or the word of some
philosopher that happens to be correct.*° As Javier Teixidor has pointed out, there is also a
striking gap in Paul’s treatment of the origins of the universe. In a Christian author, we would
expect some reference to Genesis here—if not as the authoritative word on the subject, at least as
an option—but we meet with nothing of the kind.*

Also worth noting, and conflicting somewhat with Paul’s broader unwillingness to rely
on scripture, is his apparent reference to revelation—a kind of “instruction” (yullpana) called
“apostleship” (slthutd) that proceeds “spiritual beings”—as a valid source of “knowledge” near
the beginning of his text. But this “apostleship” is ranked alongside the “instruction” that is
passed along from person to person and the individual’s own “seeking and finding.” And Paul’s
survey of the disagreements between the various “dogmas” and “traditions” immediately follows
this brief discussion of “apostleship.”*? Although Paul does mention a version of revelation as a
valid source of knowledge, then, its position seems pointedly diminished: for Paul it is one kind
of “instruction” among others, which, moreover, has been manifestly unable to allay the stark

disagreements on fundamental issues that continue to rage between the world’s various

“traditions.”



18

In citing the Bible at all, Paul also stands apart from the Alexandrians Elias and David,
who never do. Whatever ultimately lies behind this choice on the Alexandrians’ part—whether
Elias and David were not the Christians their names suggest they were, or they simply strove to
“keep philosophy and dogma as far apart as possible”—the departure Paul makes from these
antecedents is noteworthy as well.** We can certainly see some echoes of the Nisibene
Barhadbsabba’s accommodation between philosophy and Christianity here, which is itself rooted
in earlier traditions but, as Matthias Perkams has noted, unusually pervasive and well-developed
in this author’s Cause of the Foundation of the Schools.** In this work, Barhadbsabba claims
Plato and Aristotle for the School of Nisibis’ lineage; refers to the “great school of perfect
philosophy” founded at the time of Moses and to Jesus Christ having “established strong
definitions of philosophy”; and more generally draws extensively on the Neoplatonic tradition.*®
Again, though, citing Biblical passages simply as “philosophy” is a more radical step, which
Barhadbsabba never takes. Rather than a demonstration of his steadfast Christian beliefs, Paul’s
treatment of the Bible—as one of many works of “philosophy,” whose word is not even enough
to rule out the possibility that the world is eternal, or that there are many gods and not just one—
could just as easily be taken as a provocation, the likes of which even the Alexandrians Elias and
David shrunk from.

We have nothing resembling Paul’s survey of the theological and cosmological disputes
among the “traditions” in Elias or David, but we do have analogous discussions comparing
Christianity with the alternatives to it in other East Syrian works of the late Sasanian period. A
similar tendency emerges in Paul’s treatment of the various “traditions” to what we saw in his
treatment of the Bible: just as he does not explicitly privilege the Bible over “philosophy,” so too

he does not pick one “tradition” over the others, also using the same two words, masimaniita
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(“tradition”) and dogmo (“dogma”), in connection with Christianity and other religions alike. As
Adam Becker has discussed, East Syrian Christians did eventually come to use a single term,
dehlta or “fear,” essentially meaning “religion,” to denote both their own Christianity and the
alternatives to it such as Zoroastrianism. This usage features especially prominently in two
martyr acts, with likely times of composition in the late sixth century.*® However, as Becker
notes, in this context, the “good fear,” Christianity, is almost always opposed to the “bad fear,”
Zoroastrianism.*” This constitutes a close parallel for the typical Zoroastrian (and Manichaean)
uses of den, discussed above, which (again, unlike Paul) are similarly explicit about which of the
dens is the best.*®

Paul’s reason for not opting for one of these traditions over the others rests on a
distinction between matters of knowledge and matters of belief, and a preference for knowledge
over belief. As Gutas has noted, what we have here is essentially a pointed reformulation of
Aristotle’s account of the three parts of theoretical philosophy, as commented and elaborated
upon in the Alexandrian tradition.*® An account of the divisions and subdivisions of philosophy,
including these three subdivisions of its theoretical branch, was a fundamental part of
Neoplatonic philosophical prolegomena. Elias and David dedicate sections of their introductions
to philosophy to such accounts, and Paul does as well, somewhat further along than his
distinction between matters of belief and matters of knowledge. These accounts, as in each of
these authors, typically proceeded from a basic distinction between the practical and theoretical
“parts” of philosophy, to a tripartite subdivision of each of these “parts”; the practical part fell
into ethics, economics, and politics, while the theoretical part, our focus here, fell into physics,

mathematics, and theology.°
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According to Elias and David’s very similar accounts of the parts of theoretical
philosophy, natural science (to phusikon) deals with “material beings” (enula) such as “bones,
hair, and fingernails” while theology (to theologikon) deals with “immaterial beings” (aula) such
as “the divine” or, as David adds, “god, angel, or the soul.” Mathematics, meanwhile, deals with
beings that have a certain intermediate status—in David’s words, “material in existence... but
immaterial in thought.”®* The directly corresponding account in Paul (which is, again, distinct
from his account of matters of belief and matters of knowledge) is likewise very similar,
although he declines to name the divisions of theoretical philosophy and, more importantly,
explicitly includes iulé, “the fundamental principle [Sertesta] of the world” within the purview of
his first division of theoretical philosophy, among other “intelligible things” or “invisible
substances” such as “the soul, demons, angels.” Paul’s second division of theoretical philosophy,
corresponding to Elias and David’s “natural science,” deals with “natural things,” or “visible
substances”; his third, i.e., mathematics, deals with what is between the “visible” and
“intelligible” realms.>2

Hence, Paul’s first two parts of theoretical philosophy correspond quite closely to his
matters of belief and matters of knowledge, as even the descriptor “invisible” is repeated across
his accounts of the former and of the first part of theoretical philosophy’s purview. But in his
explicit inclusion of hulé, the fundamental “material” of the universe, among the objects of
“theology,” Paul contradicts, or at least substantially expands on, Elias and David’s accounts of
theology’s objects. They define theology’s object as “immaterial” things (aula); for Aule to fall
among these “immaterial” things is, strictly speaking, a contradiction in terms. In including Aulé
among the objects of his first division of theoretical philosophy, Paul emphasizes the agreement

between this first division and his matters of belief, which likewise include the fundamental
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composition of the universe. This adjustment also almost certainly reflects the Zoroastrian-
dominant context in which Paul wrote. Among the key tenets of Zoroastrianism is that a supreme
God was not responsible for the entire creation; Ahrimen, the anti-God, made his own “counter-
creation,” and the world as we know it is a mixture of the two.® In late Sasanian Iran, therefore,
the fundamental material of the universe had a distinctly “theological” importance it may not
have had in Elias and David’s milieu.

Paul’s discussion of the matters of belief and matters of knowledge, and his avowed
preference for knowledge over belief, has a further point of departure in Elias and David’s
discussions of why only one division of theoretical philosophy merits the name “mathematics”
(to mathématikon), literally meaning “learning” or “understanding.” Are natural science and
theology not also “mathematical” in this sense? According to David and Elias they are not: as
Elias puts it, only “the mathematical sciences are suitable for demonstration, because we make
conjectures about [eikazomen] the others more than we come to know [manthanomen] them.”*
David makes the same point but is more expansive on the deficiencies of natural science and
theology: “natural science... is not susceptible to exact knowledge [akribei gnosei], seeing that it
is completely material, always in flux and flow, and different at different times. Rather, [it]
knows something in one way today and in a different way tomorrow, because of its changeable
nature.” It would be no more accurate to call theology “mathematical”: “the divine, inasmuch as
it is invisible [aorata] and incomprehensible [akataleta], is better understood through conjecture
[eikasma] than exact knowledge [akribei gnosei].”®

Paul’s distinction between matters of knowledge and matters of belief, and preference for
knowledge over belief, is to a significant extent based on these assessments of the parts of

theoretical philosophy and the extent to which each of them can yield true understanding of its
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objects.% But while Elias and David point out the shortcomings of natural science and theology
alike, as opposed to mathematics, as neither can yield the “exact knowledge” that mathematics
can, Paul essentially leaves only theology open to this criticism. As opposed to his matters of
belief, which “cannot be known exactly,” and, as we have seen, closely correspond to the objects
of theology in the Aristotelian tripartition of theoretical philosophy, Paul’s matters of knowledge
seem to at least include, if not correspond entirely with, the objects of natural science. Paul’s
dichotomy of matters of knowledge and matters of belief therefore elides Elias and David’s
concerns about the extent to which exact knowledge can be reached about the material world; he
breaks with them in designating the objects of theology as uniquely difficult, if not impossible, to
understand accurately.

Paul’s substitution of “belief” for Elias and David’s “conjecture,” as the means whereby
these objects of theology are approached, is also significant, as is his avowed preference for
knowledge over belief. In all, the effect is a more direct challenge to Christian epistemology and
self-understanding than an emphatic preference of “knowledge” to “conjecture” would have
offered, or, similarly, a stress on the level of exact understanding offered by mathematics, as
opposed to the shortcomings of natural science and theology alike. Arguments continue to rage
about the nature of God and the ultimate composition of the universe because, Paul claims, our
only recourse in dealing with issues like these is belief. Even on points such as whether the
universe is eternal, or whether there is just one god or many, there is only belief to rely on; for
true certainty, which, Paul leaves no doubt, is preferable to belief, we need philosophical
demonstrations and the scientific knowledge they yield.

In sum, then, Paul’s epistemological discussion reworks old materials—the distinctions

between knowledge and belief and natural science and theology—into a new form, which
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constitutes a significant departure from his Alexandrian antecedents and, in all likelihood, an
outright provocation for his East Syrian contemporaries. These contemporaries conceived of
these matters quite differently. An especially stark contrast can be found in Babai the Great’s (d.
628) Christological work the Book of Union.5” Babai was educated at the School of Nisibis and
would be, for many years, the de facto leader of the Church of the East.>® Although Babai draws
a very similar distinction to Paul’s, between belief and rational inquiry, his first priority in the
Book of Union is to establish the absolute primacy of the former over the latter.>® As Babai writes
in his second chapter:
For if the hope of true Christians were placed on what can be seen, and what can
be understood, and what can be sensed, and what falls under the inquiry and
power of thought, they would never be called this name “believers” [as they
actually are], nor would they have risen, by means of investigation of him, which
proceeds from his creatures, to the doctrine of his hidden knowledge.... Because
God himself created everything, none of his creatures can understand him, except
through the belief which belongs to believers in their spirit, to those who, without
inquiry, worship him spiritually with their spirit.5°
Paul implies that a resolution to the disputes between the various “traditions” of the world could
conceivably be attained through the knowledge one reaches through logic and the exercise of
reason; in this way one could go beyond belief, which is inherently associated with doubt and
disagreement. This project is, according to Babai, futile and wrongheaded. As far as human
beings are concerned, there is nothing incomplete or lacking about belief—the only way to
achieve any kind of knowledge or understanding of God is, in fact, by setting reasoned “inquiry”
completely aside and relying solely on belief. Belief, as Babai stresses here and elsewhere, is
what separates the Christian “belief” or “faith” (haymaniita) from the mere “fears,” or dehlata

(making a terminological distinction not observed by the writers of the sixth-century martyr acts

discussed by Becker); for only Christians are called “believers.”®!
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Somewhat more common ground can be found between Paul and Barhadbsabba’s Cause;
this latter work exemplifies the kind of epistemology, incorporating reasoned inquiry based on
Aristotle’s Organon and characteristic of the School of Nisibis in the late sixth century, that
seems to have been the main target for Babai’s criticism.%? Nonetheless, we can find fundamental
disagreements with Paul here as well. On the human rational faculty and the extent to which it
can comprehend God, Barhadbsabba writes:

Although [God] is so high in his nature, exalted in his lordship, and distinct from
everything which has come into being, nevertheless He took it upon himself to be
said and spoken of in the compound language of creatures for the sake of our
learning. For also in learning thus you find that all the lower distinctions take the
appellation of the higher ones, but the higher ones are not called by the names of
the lower ones. For the human being is living and ensouled of essence, but not
everything that is living is a human being, such as every animal, bird, and
creeping thing. And again everything which is living is ensouled, such as all
plants, but not everything which is a nature is ensouled, such as rocks and
material species, and again not everything that is a nature is a body, such as
angels and souls.%3

God, is, then, to some limited extent, susceptible to linguistic description and therefore
comprehensible by the human mind and subject to philosophical inquiry, insofar as he has
certain things in common with human beings.5* As Barhadbsabba goes on,

Learning about the creator and creation is only found in these two orders, | mean
angels and human beings. But because these are too weak to consider that divine
essence, he has established for us an invisible lamp, the soul within us, and he has
filled it with the oil of immortal life, and he has placed it in continuous wicks with
intellectual thoughts, and he has caused to be grasped in it the light of the divine
mind... For [we would not be able to do this] if he had not given us this light, as
John says: In it was life and the life was the light of human beings [John 1:4], that
is, the rational faculty, such as our Lord said: If the light within you is darkness,
how much will be your darkness; for if the blind lead the blind, the two of them
will fall into the pit. And because of this he commands us: Walk while you have
the light of rationality in the divine wisdom, lest the darkness of error and
ignorance overtake you. Therefore it is the lot of this rational and illuminated
mind, which is the likeness of God, its maker, to dwell in two places: this one,
upon the earth while clothed in a corporeal garment, going about within a fleshy
enclosure; the other, in turn, up above—the portion fell to it that it might walk
within the open plain of air; for such as these are all the spiritual orders.
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According to BarhadbSabba, then, in a discussion interspersed with Biblical proof texts, the
human “rational mind,” being the “likeness of God, its maker” and sharing in “the light of the
divine mind,” has a certain affinity with, and consequently a certain capacity for understanding,
the divine.

Barhadbsabba’s epistemological views share a considerable amount with those of Paul:
particularly his hope that human reason, through philosophical inquiry, might yield durable
insights about the nature of God. At the same time, Paul and Barhadbsabba diverge on several
foundational issues. For one thing, they disagree on how it is that humans might be able to, in
some way, attain some understanding of God. As we just saw, BarhadbSabba makes it clear that
such an understanding, however limited, is only possible because the rational faculty was created
by God, in his own likeness. Paul, on the other hand, does not directly assign any credit to God
in this connection, or at least is not nearly as explicit about this as Barhadbsabba is. For Paul the
Persian it is by an abstract “wisdom” that “the world was made and [is] governed.” And it is
through this “wisdom,” or (as mentioned above) its “kinship with intelligible light” that the “eye
of the soul” can see.®® Nor is God’s creation adduced in Paul’s explication of the standard
definition of philosophy as “assimilation to the divine” cited above; philosophers are simply said
to be in some way “like God” insofar as they can “know and reason.” This would seem like an
opportune moment to discuss God’s creation of mankind and the human rational faculty in his
own likeness, but Paul offers nothing about God’s creation or other actions to explain this
capability.®’

Moreover, BarhadbSabba expounds a kind of “natural theology,” coming across more
clearly later on in the Cause, arguing that the nature of God might be understood, in a fairly

straightforward manner, from an investigation of creation. As he writes, “as if upon some tablet
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[God] wrote and composed all the invisible bodies that [the human mind] might read them and
from them know that one who was the cause of this learning, as Paul said: They seek and search
for God and from his creation they find him.”®8 This diverges significantly from Paul’s stark
distinction between the matters of knowledge, defined in part as the “nearby and visible,” and
matters of belief, the “far away and invisible.”

It is also worth emphasizing, once again, that Paul starts from a very different place than
BarhadbSabba does. Paul leaves open the questions of whether the world has a beginning,
whether God is responsible for the whole creation, and even whether there is just one God or
many. For someone like Barhadbsabba who regards the Bible as authoritative, although further
insight on these points might be achievable through philosophical inquiry, the answers to these
questions could not be more obvious. Moreover, Paul chalks up the continuing disagreement on
these matters to a general deficit in philosophical demonstration, rather than the errors and
ignorance that Barhadbsabba imputes to Zoroastrians, Greco-Roman philosophers, and the other
members of “pagan schools” whose doctrines he surveys near the beginning of his work.5°

Altogether, then, Paul’s innovations vis-a-vis his East Syrian and Alexandrian
antecedents and contemporaries closely parallel those Burzoy makes with respect to the
Zoroastrian tradition. In particular, we can discern two tendencies in common, already noted for
Burzdy: radical relativism and the circumscription of a realm of discourse that can fairly be
called the “religious.” If Paul is not exactly uncommitted to any existing religious tradition, his
commitment to Christianity is at least far more equivocal than what we see in his East Syrian
contemporaries. Paul seems to regard the Bible not as the inherently authoritative word of God
but as one philosophical work among many. And in his terminology, he does not draw the same

distinctions between “faith” and “fears” or good “fear” and bad “fear” that his East Syrian
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contemporaries largely did, as he refers indiscriminately to the various “traditions” and
“dogmas” of the world. Moreover, as with Burzoy, Paul’s religious relativism presents itself
alongside a circumscription of the religious: his distinction between matters of “belief,” fiercely
debated by the various religious “traditions,” and matters of “knowledge.” Belief itself is a mere
stopgap—necessary, to be sure (as Paul makes clear, diverging somewhat from Burzoy’s rather
dim assessment of belief) but not nearly enough, on its own, to bring about a final resolution to
religious difference and disagreement. For this true knowledge, the kind brought about by a
philosophical demonstration, is required.

One way to characterize this entire cluster of ideas is as a reflection of a kind of incipient
“secularity” or “secularization.” In both Burzoy and Paul the Persian’s writings, we have
reached, or are moving toward, a displacement of religious tradition or authority as the ultimate
arbiter of truth; certain “knowledge,” attained through the exercise of reason, is replacing it.
Apart from this fundamental shift, several other elements of “secularization,” according to Peter
Berger’s insightful phenomenological description, can be discerned here as well. Burzoy and
Paul have not merely recognized a realm of certain distinctly “religious” issues, on which only
reason can yield certain conclusions; their views on these issues have also apparently moved
“from the levels of consciousness that contain the fundamental ‘truths’ on which at least all
‘sane’ men will agree to the levels on which various ‘subjective’ views are held—views on
which intelligent people readily disagree and of which one is not altogether sure oneself.”" It is
not just that the “religious” realm of discourse has been recognized and circumscribed; it is also
that this realm is constituted by issues on which one had been certain but is no longer.

For Berger, this “secularization,” and the associated shifts in consciousness, is, above all,

the result of “pluralism” or “pluralization”: it is the sheer plurality of religious options to which
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the individual is exposed that results in a situation wherein “any particular choice is relativized
and less than certain.”’* As Charles Taylor usefully points out in his account of the development
of secularity in the modern West, to some extent echoing qualifications formulated by Berger
himself, plurality alone is not sufficient to bring about this kind of doubt, or, in Taylor’s words,
the “mutual fragilization of all the views in presence, the undermining sense that others think
differently”; it is only when “through increased contact, interchange, even perhaps intermarriage,
the other becomes more and more like me, in everything else but faith... then the issue posed by
difference becomes more insistent: why my way and not hers? There is no other difference left to
make the shift preposterous or unimaginable.”?

The recognition of a plurality of “religions” or “traditions” obviously plays an important
role in Burzoy and Paul’s thinking as well, with close relationships to their other principal
commitments and conclusions; the connection is made fairly explicitly, in both authors, between
a multiplicity of opinions, associated with various traditions, and their inability to conclusively
decide among them. But here too, we must go a step beyond simply pointing to the sheer
multiplicity of religions in late Sasanian Iran, in accounting for these thinkers’ intellectual

trajectories, and the parallels between them. This is the concern of the next section.

IV. The Late Sasanian Context

That Burzoy and Paul arrived at such similar conclusions, and were both contemporaries
Sasanian subjects, if not associates at Khusro I’s court, is surely no coincidence. But what
exactly was it about late Sasanian Iran, and perhaps specifically this courtly milieu, that fostered

these kinds of ideas? In scholarship on Sasanian Iran, there is a long tradition of imputing a kind
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of unusual “liberality” to the sixth-century Sasanian king Khusrd I; his court, in the words of
Arthur Christensen, was typified by the “freedom of thought” prevailing there, in stark contrast
to the “religious intolerance” of the late Roman Empire.”® The writings of Burzoy and Paul the
Persian have been brought forth, by Christensen and Paul Kraus before him, as characteristic of
this climate of openness and tolerance.”

Although there is something palpably anachronistic and value-laden about these
assessments, which essentially chalk up Burzoy and Paul’s peculiarities to an individual ruler’s
implausible commitment to modern liberal virtues, the role of the Sasanian state’s religious
policy (or lack thereof) in these figures’ respective formations should not be ignored.” The
Sasanian state does seem to have been more comfortable with a certain level of religious
diversity than its western contemporary, the Roman Empire—whether we attribute this diversity
to a concerted policy of “differentiated, hierarchical inclusion of religious others” on the part of
the Sasanian state, or more simply a “relative lack of regulation of religion,” when compared
with the Roman Empire.’® This “sheer diversity of religions” in itself, as Patricia Crone has
suggested, offering a version of Berger’s connection between religious pluralism and
secularization, may have been a significant factor behind Paul and Burzoy’s “trouble[s],” which,
as we have seen, would ultimately lead to a principled hesitation to commit to any existing
religion and corresponding circumscription of a specifically “religious” realm.””

Alongside the fact of religious diversity in the Sasanian state, we can also discern parallel
articulations of a distinction between state and religion in the East Syrian and Zoroastrian
intellectual traditions, even as their respective views of the relationship between the two differ
radically. While, as Richard Payne has argued, East Syrians sought to differentiate between a

“ideally secular” Sasanian state and the Zoroastrian establishment, the better to accommodate
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themselves to the former, it was apparently a commonplace in Sasanian Zoroastrian thought that
kingship and religion (den) should be closely associated with one another—whether as
“brothers,” “kinsmen,” or “fellow-countrymen.”’® The important commonality here is, again, the
articulation of a distinction between state and religion.” Although neither Burzoy nor Paul
articulates such a distinction, it is tempting to posit some relationship between these distinctions
between religion and state and Burzoy and Paul’s own differentiations between religious and
other matters; in identifying a distinctively religious realm, these authors’ theorizing converges
with a prominent tendency in Sasanian political thought, which can be discerned in both the
Zoroastrian and East Syrian traditions.

As Crone and Richard Payne have argued, another factor in Burzoy and Paul’s
intellectual formations was the Greco-Roman practice of inter-religious disputation, and, in
particular, late Sasanian rulers’ sponsorship of this “competitive sport.”8 Although we have no
direct evidence of Paul or Burzoy participating in disputations, their insistence on evaluating the
various religions (at least as a first resort) on the basis of reason, and without allowing the weight
of tradition to tip the scales, is well in line with the epistemological norms of the inter-religious
disputation. Here contestants likewise had to demonstrate the superiority of their favored
tradition by recourse to reason. Where available, other such “shared premises” were also fair
game. But while Christian debaters of various denominations, Jews, and even Manichaeans
could at least rely on their shared recognition of certain authoritative texts, Zoroastrians would
not find these convincing. It is not hard to see how the norms of the disputation could have
spilled over into other areas of life, with disputants forgoing the authority of scripture not only in
the realm of the disputation but also outside it. As Crone puts it, “inevitably, many disputers

came to regard reason rather than scripture and tradition as the ultimate authority at all times, not
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just for the purposes of disputation.”8 Similarly, the recognition of a specifically religious
sphere (and, implicitly, less-religious, or perhaps even outright non-religious spheres) we see in
Burzoy and Paul could be an insight drawn from the disputation: a realization that inter-religious
disputations tended to turn around the same set of intractable issues.

How and why such disputations came to be hosted at the Sasanian court, and became a
common practice in the wider empire too (as attested in Christian and perhaps, in a more oblique
manner, Jewish sources as well), is difficult to ascertain.®? Payne presents the disputation as a
“cultural good” imported from the Roman Empire to Sasanian Iran by the Sasanian Empire’s
Zoroastrian ruling elite—above all, Khusro 1.8% This was, according to Payne’s account, a shrewd
tactical move, rooted not in some disinterested desire to find the ultimate truth through reasoned
inquiry, but rather in a concern to “safeguard [Zoroastrianism] from the omnipresent intellectual
challenges that the heightened trans-regional traffic in texts and ideas posed to its standing and,
perhaps more important, to subordinate the rival systems of belief proliferating in the empire.”*
While this is, on the face of it, a reasonable aim for Khusr6 I, and the ruling elites of Sasanian
Iran more broadly, to have had, Payne is not especially convincing in demonstrating how it
would have been reached. The court, by this account, would have deftly steered any given
disputation toward the acknowledgment of commonly agreed upon banalities and away from the
true “core” of Zoroastrianism. The notion that these disputations were guided by a shared
commitment to logic alone was, therefore, a misleading veneer; in the end, the Christians and
Jews who participated in them were effectively tricked into assenting to “Zoroastrian
supremacy.”® The implausible level of control and manipulative facility Payne attributes to the

Sasanian court aside, the evidentiary basis for his claims about the mechanics of these

disputations, and about the date of their introduction to Sasanian Iran, is rather thin. A single
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Middle Persian andarz text is offered in support of this point, whose reliance on an age-old
Iranian motif Payne takes to be specifically representative of the “intellectual tendencies of the
sixth-century court,” as well as a Sasanian king’s apparent insistence, as reported in Babai the
Great’s History of George the Priest, that Zoroastrianism be referred to as “The Good Religion”
(wehdénih) rather than “The Teaching of the Forefathers” (poryotkesin).t Payne also does not
address the evidence for the inter-religious disputation having a foothold at the Sasanian court
already in the third century: writings circulating not only within but presumably also outside the
Manichaean community attest to Mani engaging in such debates.®’

Aside from the spread of the inter-religious disputation from the Roman Empire to
Sasanian Iran, a few other factors may help us account for Paul and Burzoy’s circumscription of
the religious and reliance on reason over fealty to any one religion. For one thing, Burzoy and
Paul’s epistemological views have a close analogue in the writings of the physician Galen, who
disparages theoretical philosophy as concerned with “useless” and fundamentally irresolvable
questions, such as whether the universe has a beginning or a creator.®8 Burzoy was a physician
himself, and many indications suggest that the major Greco-Roman medical writings and
theories would have been well known to rarefied circles in Sasanian Iran by Burzoy and Paul’s
day.®® While Galen does not single out “religions” or “traditions” as specifically having strong
and poorly-supported opinions on these “useless” matters as Burzoy and Paul do, his pointed
distinction between theoretical and practical philosophy may well have informed Burzoy and
Paul’s discussions of the various religions and traditions, and their designations of the matters
these religions and traditions argue about among themselves.

Burzoy and Paul’s discussions have a further parallel in the “skeptical argument” that

points to disagreements within a certain group to discredit that group as a whole, which surfaces
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in the polemics exchanged between Christians and anti-Christians under Roman rule.®® One
could imagine several ways in which Burzoy and Paul the Persian could have become familiar
with such arguments: whether through reading Christian polemics themselves, or perhaps
through a more direct acquaintance with philosophical Skepticism; Agathias reports that a
Pyrrhonean Skeptic called Uranius made his way from the Roman Empire to the Sasanian court
during Khusrd I’s reign and was well-received there.?

The Roman Empire was also not the only Sasanian neighbor where the disputation had a
major presence. India was also home to a long tradition of scholarly debate, closely associated
with the elaboration of sophisticated epistemological theories. Some of the earliest detailed
evidence for such debates, and especially for the corresponding epistemological theories, can be
found in the classic medical compendium called the Carakasamhita (wr. ca. 100 BCE-200 CE),
suggesting that physicians were particularly engaged in them.®? In addition to Burzoy’s avowed
background in medicine, and the fact that he essentially reworked the Sanskrit Paficatantra into
a Middle Persian version, it is also worth noting that his introduction to the work apparently
discusses some Indian medical theories and has some broader resemblances with the
Carakasamhita.®® As far as Burzoy’s discussion of the religions is concerned, he shares with the
Carakasamhita’s author a deep concern about the hereafter and the variety of opinions in
connection with this. Both authors rely on reason and exacting epistemological criteria in their
attempts to resolve these disputes. In all likelihood this Indian disputation tradition and its
associated epistemological theories significantly informed his discussion of the various
religions.®* Moreover, we have several indications that Sasanian intellectuals more broadly were
engaging with Indian scholarly traditions, in part at the behest of Khusro I. Aside from Burzoy’s

own translation activities, there are signs of significant contact between the Sasanian and Indian
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medical and astral science traditions.®® It is therefore well within the realm of possibility that the
Indian tradition of disputation, alongside that of the Greco-Roman world, informed the broader
late Sasanian culture of the disputation, which in turn seems to have been an important part of

Burzoy and Paul’s respective intellectual formations.

V. Conclusion

This article has focused on the theorizing of two authors and their immediate backgrounds and
contexts: in the respective religious and philosophical traditions they were engaging with and in
the late Sasanian Empire more broadly. In this concluding section, | would like to briefly touch
on some of the broader consequences and legacies of their theorizing.

As I have discussed above, Burzoy and Paul the Persian’s writings have a certain
complex of ideas in common, including the circumscription of a certain realm of discourse,
contested by adherents of various “religions” or “traditions,” along with a decidedly relativistic
view of these “traditions” and “religions,” which might altogether be aptly described as a kind of
incipient “secularity” or “secularization.” But can we trace a broader shift in Sasanian or post-
Sasanian thought that informed, or even was driven by, this theorizing? As Charles Taylor has
written, “it very often happens that what start off as theories held by a few people may come to
infiltrate the social imaginary, first of élites perhaps, and then of the whole society”—do Burzoy
and Paul’s writings have anything to do with this kind of process?%

We can begin to address this question in a few ways. First, and most obviously, there are

the basic facts of the reception of both Burzoy and Paul’s works in the medieval Islamic world

and beyond. Ibn al-Mugaffa“’s eighth-century Arabic translation of Burzoy’s work, Kalila wa-
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Dimna, would become perhaps the greatest classic of medieval Arabic literature, with a
stupendously wide-ranging circulation and array of translations.®” And as Dimitri Gutas,
Matthias Perkams, and Elvira Wakelnig have demonstrated, Paul’s oeuvre constitutes an
important link between late antique Alexandrian Neoplatonism and the Aristotelian tradition of
the medieval Islamic world: Paul’s writings, and particularly his classification of the parts of
philosophy, significantly informed the work of the Abbasid-era philosopher al-Farab1 and other
authors.%

Beyond the specific afterlives of these late Sasanian texts, there is also the broader legacy
of late Sasanian intellectual life to consider—a vast topic to which | can only allot a small space
here. For one thing, one can see continuity in certain practices and discourses that seem to have
figured importantly into Paul the Persian and Burzoy’s respective formations: in, for instance,
the practice of the inter-religious disputation, which is attested well into the Abbasid period; and
in the Islamic reception of Sasanian political maxims asserting the close association (but also,
implicitly, difference) between religion and the state.®® We can also examine the formation of the
fundamental Islamic notion of din itself in this light—the complex and multivalent term typically
translated as “religion.” It has long been thought that the Sasanian context in general, and the
Zoroastrian notion of daéna-/den in particular, were significant or even decisive for the origins
and subsequent development of this Islamic concept.'® It will only aid our understanding of
these difficult questions of transmission and reception if we can approach Sasanian intellectual
life as a complex and dynamic phenomenon—Dbringing the Empire’s various scholarly and
religious traditions into focus and examining the agency of individual authors with respect to

their specific backgrounds and contexts.
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