University of Tehran

Print ISSN: 2228-5563 Religions and

Faculty of Theology
online ISSN: 2588-4816 Mysticism

and Islamic Studies

A Modern Interpretation of Zoroastrianism

An Analysis of Arbab Kaykhusraw Shahrukh’s Strategies in Reviving
Zoroastrianism in Contemporary Iran

Nazanin Jalili'*'| Behzad Hamidieh**

1. PhD Student, Department of Comparative Religions and Mysticism, Faculty of Theology and
Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email: njalili@ut.ac.ir

2. Corresponding Author, Assistant Professor, Department of Comparative Religions and Mysticism,
Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email: hamidieh@ut.ac.ir

Abstract

Arbab Kaykhusraw Shahrukh is among the figures who played an influential role in
introducing the Zoroastrian religion to contemporary Iranians and in deepening the
inclination of nationalists toward this faith. The question addressed in this article is: How
did he present the Zoroastrian religion in such a manner as to exert such influence within
the Iranian context? To address this question, we have examined his most important work
on the introduction of Zoroastrianism, the book Furtigh-i Mazdayasna (The Radiance of
Mazdayasna), and have undertaken a qualitative analysis of its content.

The findings of this research demonstrate that, in engaging with Iran on the threshold of
modernization, he employed four key strategies. First, by emphasizing the connection
between Zoroastrianism and the national and ancient identity of Iranians, he prepared the
ground for nationalists to return to this faith. Second, through an innovative approach, he
presented Zoroastrianism as a monotheistic religion and, by utilizing Islamic theological
terminology, facilitated its comprehension for the general public. Third, he focused on the
ethical and practical teachings of this faith—particularly the principle of good thoughts,
good words, and good deeds—to present it as a practical guide for modern life. Finally, by
citing Western attention to Zoroastrianism, he introduced it as a religion consonant with
scientific findings and modern Western civilization.

Consequently, the success in reviving Zoroastrianism was achieved not by presenting a
traditional reading but by offering a modern, national, and ethical interpretation aligned
with modernity. This research highlights Arbab Kaykhusraw’s contribution to the
formation of modernist Zoroastrian discourse in contemporary Iran.

Keywords: Arbab Kaykhusraw Shahrukh, Zoroastrianism, Archaism, Nationalism,
Modernity.

Introduction

Nationalism in Iran, particularly after the Constitutional Revolution and during the Pahlavi
era, was accompanied by the reinforcement of ancient symbols and the promotion of
Iranian identity. Some nationalists, adopting an archaist approach, turned their attention to
Zoroaster and his religion as the Iranian prophet and faith in contrast to what they perceived
as a foreign religion. During this period, Arbab Kaykhusraw Shahrukh, through authoring
significant works and establishing extensive political and social connections, succeeded
both in introducing Zoroastrianism to Iranians and in deepening the inclination of
nationalists toward this faith.

In addition to his political and social activities, he endeavored to introduce this religion to
[ranian society through the establishment of cultural institutions and the composition of
works such as Furtigh-i Mazdayasna (The Radiance of Mazdayasna), Ayina-yi Ayin-i
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Mazdayasni (The Mirror of the Mazdayasnian Faith), and Pishgliyi-ha-yi Zartusht (The
Prophecies of Zoroaster). Previous studies have primarily focused on his social and
political activities, while the religious dimensions of his thought have received less
attention. This research, through qualitative content analysis of Furligh-i Mazdayasna,
seeks to examine his strategies in introducing Zoroastrianism.

Research Findings

Analysis of Furligh-i Mazdayasna reveals that Kaykhusraw employed four principal
strategies. First, by emphasizing the connection between Zoroastrianism and the national
and ancient identity of Iranians and by designating Zoroastrians as 'the true children of
Iran,' he prepared the ground for nationalists to return to this faith. Although this approach
differs from the universal and supra-ethnic teachings of Zoroastrian sacred texts that
emphasize moral choice, it proved effective in the nationalist atmosphere of that era.

Second, through translating and interpreting terms such as 'Mazdayasna' and 'Ahura Mazda'
and employing Islamic theological terminology such as 'Niar al-Anwar' (Light of Lights),
he presented Zoroastrianism as a monotheistic religion. This monotheistic reading, despite
differing from some scholarly interpretations that posit ethical or cosmological dualism,
facilitated the comprehension of this religion for a Muslim society.

Third, by focusing on ethical teachings—particularly the triad of 'good thoughts, good
words, and good deeds' (humat, hiikht, huvarst) and the concept of 'ashavan' (the
righteous)—he presented Zoroastrianism as a practical guide for modern life. However,
this excessive emphasis on ethics diminished the ritual, mythological, and cosmological
dimensions of the religion.

Fourth, by referencing Western attention and the establishment of 'Mazdayasnian
associations' in America, he introduced this faith as consonant with modern sciences and
Western civilization, utilizing contemporary findings to legitimize it.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that Arbab Kaykhusraw's success in reviving Zoroastrianism
was achieved not by presenting a traditional reading but by offering a modern, national,
and ethical interpretation aligned with modernity. By combining four strategies, he was
able to transform this religion from an ancient and isolated faith into a national, rational,
and ethical religion that simultaneously responded to nationalist ideals and the cultural
needs of a society in transition to modernity.

Comparative evaluation reveals that in certain matters—such as the missionary and
universal character of Zoroaster's message—he returned to authentic teachings, while in
other cases he offered innovative interpretations that differ from ancient texts. This creative
reconstruction constituted a selective return to original texts combined with novel
interpretations in service of the identity and religious needs of modern Iran, making a
significant contribution to the formation of modernist Zoroastrian discourse.
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