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Purpose: Numerous religio-political movements in post-Islamic Iran have
been attributed to Mazdakite thought, often categorized under the general
label of ‘“Neo-Mazdakism” This broad -classification overlooks the
distinctions between diverse curre'nts with different origins and
objectives. The primary purpose of this research is to present an analytical
framework for differentiating these movements, identifying the true
inheritors of Mazdakite ideas (“authentic Neo-Mazdakites™) from currents
that were merely influenced by or exploited the name of Mazdak
(“pseudo-Mazdakites”).

Method and Research: Adopting a historical-genealogical approach, this
article conducts a critical analysis of classical texts and sources
concerning key movements such as the Khodashieh, Janahiyya,
Behafaridiyya, Abu Muslimiyya, Sinbad, Ustad Sis, Sepidjamagan (the
“White-Clad”), and the Khurramites. The research method is based on a
comparative re-reading of the doctrines, political goals, and social
contexts of each sect to accurately trace their intellectual origins.

Findings and Conclusions: The findings demonstrate that “Neo-
Mazdakism” is not a monolithic concept. The Khurramites can be
considered the true continuators and recreators of fundamental Mazdakite
doctrines (such as reincarnation, incarnation, and antinomianism). In
contrast, movements like the Behafaridiyya and Janahiyya, which have
been mistakenly placed in this category, are rooted in Zoroastrian
reformism and Shia ghulat (extremist) traditions, respectively.
Furthermore, the Abu Muslimiyya movement is identified as a “pseudo-
Mazdakite” phenomenon that did not ideologically follow Mazdak but
strategically exploited his “revolutionary memory” for its own political
ends. The study's main innovation lies in moving beyond traditional
classifications and offering a model for a more precise differentiation of
these historical currents.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The socio-religious landscape of Iran following the Islamic conquest (7th century CE)
witnessed the emergence of numerous heterodox movements that blended elements of pre-
Islamic Iranian traditions with new political and messianic aspirations. Among these, several
groups have been collectively labeled as “Neo-Mazdakite” (nii-Mazdaki) by both medieval
heresiographers and modern historians. This broad categorization, rooted in the enduring
memory of Mazdak’s 5th-6th century socio-religious revolt against Sassanid hierarchies, often
obscures critical distinctions in doctrinal lineage, social base, and political objectives. The
present study argues that the term “Neo-Mazdakism” has functioned as an umbrella concept
that conflates genuine intellectual heirs of Mazdak’s teachings with movements that merely
appropriated his revolutionary symbolism for unrelated ends.

The core objective of this research is to develop a rigorous analytical framework for
genealogical differentiation: distinguishing authentic Neo-Mazdakites—those who
substantially preserved and reconstructed core Mazdaki doctrines such as the transmigration
of souls (tanasukh), divine indwelling (hultl), communal sharing of property and women
(ibaha), and radical egalitarianism—from “Pseudo-Mazdakites” (shibh-Mazdaki) that invoked
Mazdak’s name or legacy primarily for political mobilization or rhetorical legitimacy. By
critically revisiting classical sources, this article seeks to clarify the intellectual genealogy of
post-Islamic Iranian dissent and contribute to a more nuanced understanding of religious
syncretism and resistance in early Islamic Iran.

Methodology

This study adopts a historical-genealogical approach informed by critical source analysis and
comparative doctrinal reconstruction. Primary reliance is placed on classical Arabic and
Persian heresiographical, historical, and theological texts, including (but not limited to) works
by al-Nawbakhti, al-Ash‘ari, al-Baghdadi, al-Shahrastani, Ibn al-Nadim, al-Maqdisi, and later
Persian chroniclers such as those associated with the Ghaznavid and Seljuk periods.
Additional attention is given to Armenian, Syriac, and Byzantine accounts where relevant for
cross-verification.

The methodological procedure involves three interconnected steps: (1) systematic
extraction of reported doctrines, leadership structures, social constituencies, and political
actions for each movement; (2) comparative mapping of these elements against the
reconstructed tenets of historical Mazdakism (drawing on pre-Islamic Pahlavi sources,
Procopius, and Agathias, as well as modern critical scholarship); and (3) genealogical tracing
through chains of transmission, shared terminology, ritual practices, and patterns of continuity
or rupture. Particular emphasis is placed on distinguishing ideological inheritance from
strategic appropriation of “revolutionary memory.” Contextual factors—such as regional
power vacuums, Abbasid revolutionary dynamics, and interactions with Shi‘i, Sufi, and
Zoroastrian reformist currents—are integrated to avoid reductionist readings. The analysis
maintains a critical stance toward potential biases in heresiographical literature, which often
employs polemical categories shaped by Abbasid or Twelver Shi‘i orthodoxies.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that “Neo-Mazdakism” is not a monolithic tradition but a spectrum
of responses with varying degrees of fidelity to Mazdak’s original synthesis. The
Khurramdinans (Khurramdinan), emerging prominently in the 8th—9th centuries in regions
such as Azerbaijan, the Caspian, and western Iran, emerge as the most authentic continuators.
They preserved and adapted central Mazdaki concepts: the cyclical renewal of divine
manifestation, soul transmigration, the rejection of strict private property in favor of
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communal ethics, and antinomian tendencies regarding ritual law. Their sustained armed
resistance against Abbasid authority, messianic leadership patterns (notably under Babak),
and syncretic integration of Iranian, Gnostic, and possibly Manichaean elements align closely
with the reconstructed profile of late Sassanid Mazdakism. Movements such as the Sepid-
Jamagan (White-Robed Ones) associated with Sunbad and Ustad Sis further illustrate this
lineage through their millenarian egalitarianism and explicit invocation of Mazdakite
symbolism.

In contrast, several movements traditionally grouped under the Neo-Mazdakite rubric
reveal distinct genealogies upon closer scrutiny. The Bihafaridiyya, led by Bihafarid in 8th-
century Khurasan, represents a Zoroastrian reformist current rather than a Mazdakite revival.
Its emphasis on moral purification, rejection of certain Sassanid-era corruptions, and
alignment with a purified Zoroastrian orthodoxy (while incorporating some Islamic
influences) positions it closer to internal Iranian priestly renewal than to Mazdak’s radical
social egalitarianism and antinomianism. Similarly, the Janahiyya (or related Ghulat currents)
exhibit strong affinities with extremist Shi‘i (ghuluww) traditions, particularly doctrines of
divine incarnation in the Imams or charismatic leaders, which, while superficially resembling
Mazdakite huldl, derive primarily from Islamic sectarian developments and earlier
Mesopotamian Gnostic milieus.

The Abu Muslimiyya movements, which proliferated after the Abbasid Revolution,
exemplify the “Pseudo-Mazdakite” category. While they occasionally employed Mazdakite
imagery and egalitarian rhetoric, their primary driver was political: the mobilization of Iranian
mawall and heterodox elements through the potent “revolutionary memory” of Mazdak as a
symbol of justice against tyranny. Doctrinal continuity with classical Mazdakism is weak;
instead, these groups functioned as vehicles for messianic expectations centered on the return
or manifestation of Abti Muslim or other charismatic figures, often intersecting with early
Sufi and Shi‘i tendencies. The Khodashiyya and related currents similarly demonstrate
hybridity, blending local Iranian folk practices with strategic political dissent rather than
systematic doctrinal inheritance.

This differentiation reveals the limitations of traditional taxonomies in Islamic
heresiography, which frequently subsumed diverse dissent under convenient labels such as
“Mazdaki” or “Zindiq” for polemical purposes. The proposed model—distinguishing between
doctrinal genealogy, strategic appropriation, and convergent evolution—offers greater
analytical precision. It also illuminates broader patterns: genuine Neo-Mazdakism tended to
flourish in peripheral, mountainous regions with strong pre-Islamic communal traditions,
whereas Pseudo-Mazdakite phenomena were more characteristic of frontier zones during
periods of dynastic transition and caliphal centralization.

Conclusion

This critical re-examination establishes that the legacy of Mazdak in post-Islamic Iran was
multifaceted. While the Khurramdinans and affiliated groups represent substantive heirs who
reconstructed and adapted core Mazdaki principles within new historical conditions, many
other movements labeled Neo-Mazdakite were either independent reformist currents or
opportunistic political syntheses. By moving beyond monolithic classifications, the study
provides a refined genealogical framework that enhances our understanding of religious
continuity, resistance, and innovation in medieval Iran. Future research may fruitfully apply
this model to later manifestations, including potential echoes in Ismaili, Sufi, or even early
modern Iranian millenarianism. Ultimately, the careful disambiguation of Neo-Mazdakite and
Pseudo-Mazdakite currents underscores the dynamic interplay between memory, ideology,
and power in the formation of Iranian Islamic identities.
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