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Introduction
Zoroastrianism is one of the world’s oldest surviving religious traditions and one of the most
important religions in the history of Iran. It developed around the teachings associated with
Zarathustra, known in Greek tradition as Zoroaster, and centers on devotion to Ahura Mazda, the
“Wise Lord,” together with a moral vision in which truth, right order, and responsible choice have
cosmic importance. The tradition is ancient, but it is not simply a fossil from the pre-Islamic past.
Zoroastrian communities continue to practice in Iran, India, North America, Europe, and other parts of
the world, and recent scholarship emphasizes both the continuity and internal diversity of
contemporary Zoroastrian life (Rose, de Jong, & Stewart, 2026). Modern Zoroastrians may differ over
questions of conversion, intermarriage, ritual practice, community membership, and the
interpretation of inherited texts, yet they share a religious history shaped by the Avesta, priestly
traditions, fire rituals, ethical teachings, and long experience as both a majority and a minority
religion. Understanding Zoroastrianism therefore requires attention to doctrine, ritual, historical
change, and the way living communities reinterpret identity under modern conditions.

Core Beliefs
The earliest layer of Zoroastrian tradition is connected with Zarathustra and the Gathas, hymns
preserved within the Avesta. Dating Zarathustra precisely remains difficult, and scholars continue to
debate the chronology of early Zoroastrianism, but the tradition clearly emerged in the ancient
Iranian religious world. At its center is Ahura Mazda, associated with wisdom, truth, and the good
order of creation. Zoroastrian thought gives unusual emphasis to the moral significance of choice.
Human beings are not passive spectators in a conflict between good and destructive forces; their
thoughts, words, and actions contribute to the condition of the world. The concepts of asha and druj
are central to this vision. Asha can be understood as truth, order, rightness, and the proper structure
of existence, while druj is associated with deception, disorder, and falsehood. The familiar ethical
summary “good thoughts, good words, good deeds” expresses this practical orientation: religion is
not confined to belief but is enacted through choices that support truth and beneficial order (Rose et
al., 2026).

Zoroastrianism is sometimes described as a simple dualism between two equal gods, one good and
one evil, but that description is misleading. Zoroastrian traditions contain complex reflections on
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Ahura Mazda, destructive spiritual forces, human freedom, and the eventual defeat of evil. Angra
Mainyu, or Ahriman in later Middle Persian forms, represents destructive hostility to the good
creation, while Ahura Mazda is the source of wisdom and beneficent order. The Amesha Spentas,
often translated as “Bounteous Immortals,” express divine qualities and aspects of creation such as
good purpose, truth, desirable dominion, devotion, wholeness, and immortality. These concepts link
theology with ethics and the material world. Care for creation, truthfulness, proper ritual conduct, and
responsibility are connected rather than treated as separate religious concerns. This moral cosmology
also explains why later Zoroastrian texts devote serious attention to judgment, the consequences of
actions, and the final renovation of the world, when evil is ultimately overcome rather than preserved
as an eternal equal power.

Sacred Texts and Practices
The Avesta is the central collection of Zoroastrian sacred texts, although only part of the ancient
corpus survives. It includes the Gathas, liturgical texts, prayers, ritual material, and traditions dealing
with law, purity, cosmology, and devotion. Zoroastrianism also developed a major body of Middle
Persian literature that interprets older teachings and preserves theological, legal, and ritual
discussion. These textual traditions are especially important because Zoroastrianism was transmitted
for long periods through priestly learning and liturgy. The religion is not based on a single scripture
read in isolation from ritual practice. Text, recitation, ceremony, and community memory developed
together, and recent scholarship treats Zoroastrianism as a lived tradition rather than reducing it to a
few abstract beliefs (Rose et al., 2026). Modern academic study has also shown that later texts
cannot simply be projected backward unchanged into the earliest period; Zoroastrian thought
developed over centuries under different Iranian empires and later minority conditions.

Fire is among the most visible symbols of Zoroastrian worship, but Zoroastrians do not worship fire as
a deity. Fire represents purity, light, truth, and the presence of divine order, and consecrated fires are
maintained in fire temples with careful ritual discipline. Zoroastrian ritual also gives importance to
purity, particularly in relation to the classical elements and the protection of creation from pollution.
Historical funerary practices reflect this concern. In some communities, corpses were traditionally
placed in structures often called Towers of Silence so that earth and fire would not be polluted
through burial or cremation. Contemporary practice varies considerably because of legal
requirements, geography, environmental conditions, and changing community circumstances.
Initiation ceremonies, daily prayers, seasonal festivals, remembrance rituals, and priestly liturgies
remain important in different forms. These practices show why Zoroastrian identity cannot be
understood through doctrine alone: religious belonging is sustained through embodied habits, sacred
spaces, family life, community institutions, and ritual participation.
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Historical Development
Zoroastrianism was deeply connected with the political and cultural history of pre-Islamic Iran,
especially under the Sasanian Empire, when religious institutions and royal authority were closely
linked. Yet the relationship between state power and religious “orthodoxy” was never as simple as
later descriptions sometimes suggest. Zoroastrian legal and theological traditions developed through
debate, regional practice, priestly interpretation, and interaction with other religions. Recent
scholarship on Sasanian Zoroastrian law, for example, shows how religious ideas about order,
punishment, and social responsibility were embedded in wider legal culture (Jany, 2023). The Arab-
Muslim conquest of the seventh century transformed Zoroastrian life because political dominance
passed to Islamic rulers and many communities gradually converted to Islam. This was a long process
rather than an immediate disappearance. Magnusson (2023) shows that early Muslim approaches to
Zoroastrians involved negotiation, ambiguity, and accommodation as jurists and rulers debated how
they should be treated within Islamic society.

Over time, Zoroastrians became a religious minority in Iran, while another major community
developed in western India, where its members became known as Parsis. The histories of Iranian
Zoroastrians and Parsis later became closely connected through philanthropy, religious reform,
commerce, and shared concern about community survival. Buhler (2024) demonstrates that relations
between Zoroastrians in India and Iran were not merely religious but also shaped politics, nationalism,
philanthropy, and ideas of cultural identity during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These
connections helped improve conditions for some Iranian Zoroastrians while also creating debates
about what counted as authentic tradition. The history matters because many present-day
controversies—about identity, marriage, conversion, ritual authority, and cultural
ownership—developed within communities that had survived centuries of minority status and
demographic pressure. Zoroastrianism’s modern form is therefore the product of adaptation as well
as preservation.

Modern Zoroastrian Identity
Modern Zoroastrians live in a global religious environment quite different from that of earlier
generations. Communities in India and Iran remain historically central, but migration has created
established populations in North America, Britain, Australia, and elsewhere. Diaspora life can
strengthen identity by encouraging community organization, yet it can also intensify debates about
who belongs. Niechciał’s (2022) study of second-generation Iranian Zoroastrians in California
illustrates how younger community members interpret religion in different ways while navigating a
pluralistic society. Some emphasize inherited ethnic identity, others focus more strongly on ethical
teachings, and individuals differ in how they relate ritual practice to modern life. These differences do
not necessarily indicate religious decline. They show how a tradition changes when it is transmitted
across languages, national settings, and family structures.
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Identity within Iran is equally complex. Fozi (2023) argues that Iranian Zoroastrians negotiate a
position that is simultaneously religious, ethnic, cultural, and national, often connecting Zoroastrian
heritage with broader ideas of pre-Islamic Iranian identity. Stausberg and Tamimi Arab (2023) likewise
demonstrate that public identification with Zoroastrianism in contemporary Iran can exceed formal
community membership and may carry cultural or political meanings in addition to conventional
religious practice. This makes numerical estimates difficult because “Zoroastrian” can function as a
formal religious identity, inherited communal belonging, an ethical orientation, or a symbol of Iranian
antiquity. Material heritage also plays a role in sustaining community memory. Research on
Zoroastrian heritage sites in Iran shows how places associated with minority history can strengthen
social cohesion and a sense of belonging (Azizi Bondarabady & MontazerZohouri, 2024). Modern
Zoroastrianism is therefore both a religion and a lived heritage maintained through families,
institutions, sacred places, festivals, texts, and transnational networks.

Continuity and Change
The survival of Zoroastrianism raises a broader question about how ancient traditions remain
meaningful in modern societies. Continuity does not require every community to practice identically.
Some Zoroastrians place strong emphasis on hereditary community boundaries and established ritual
forms, while others advocate more inclusive approaches to marriage, conversion, and participation.
These disagreements are significant because Zoroastrian populations are relatively small and
demographic decline is a serious concern in some communities. Yet attempts to preserve a tradition
can themselves generate change. Digital communication allows dispersed Zoroastrians to participate
in global discussions; migration creates new congregations; academic scholarship makes historical
texts more widely accessible; and younger generations reinterpret ethical teachings in relation to
contemporary concerns. The publication of The Zoroastrian World in 2026 reflects this shift toward
understanding the religion globally and through multiple voices rather than treating it only as an
ancient Persian belief system (Rose et al., 2026).

Zoroastrianism also remains intellectually significant beyond the size of its present-day population. Its
ideas about truth, moral choice, cosmic order, judgment, and the renovation of creation have long
attracted comparison with other religious traditions. Such comparisons should be made carefully
because influence is difficult to prove and religious concepts change when they move between
communities. The related Academic Master discussion of Zoroastrian interaction with later Islamic
traditions illustrates one area in which historical contact can be studied without assuming that every
similarity must be direct borrowing. The continuing importance of Zoroastrianism lies not only in
possible influence on other religions but in the tradition’s own history: a religion that moved from
imperial prominence to minority survival while maintaining liturgy, ethical identity, ritual institutions,
and a strong sense of connection with Iranian civilization.
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Conclusion
Zoroastrianism is an ancient but living religious tradition built around devotion to Ahura Mazda, the
pursuit of truth and right order, moral responsibility, sacred ritual, and hope for the final defeat of
destructive evil. Its scriptures and later theological writings preserve a long intellectual history, while
fire temples, prayers, festivals, purity practices, initiation, and community institutions give the religion
an embodied form. The tradition has changed profoundly across time: it was associated with major
Iranian empires, survived the transformation of Iran under Islamic rule, developed important
communities in India, and now exists through a global diaspora as well as its historic homelands.
Recent scholarship shows that contemporary Zoroastrian identity is internally diverse and continually
negotiated in relation to migration, nationalism, heritage, intermarriage, and demographic change.
That diversity should not be mistaken for the disappearance of tradition. Zoroastrianism has survived
precisely because communities have combined continuity with adaptation. Its modern significance
lies in both its extraordinary historical depth and the ongoing efforts of living communities to decide
how inherited teachings, rituals, and identities should be carried into the future.
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