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WAS THERE ANY INSTITUTION IN 

ANCIENT IRAN LIKE THAT 

OF CASTE IN INDIA? 1 

The word' caste,' as used at present in India, suggests at 

Introduction. 
once, the consideration of several questions 

such as purity of blood, profession, inter­

dining, inter-marriage, etc. The object of this paper is to 

examine, whether there was anything like a caste system in 

ancient Persia corresponding to that in India. 

In the Avesta, the Iranians speak of their cradle or their 

The Grand divi­
sion of the people 
in the Avesta. 

mother-country as Aeryana-vaeja2 ('SiTlf· 

r~ or a:f~3i) i.e., the seed or primary 

seat of the Aryans. They speak of it as the 

very first (paoirim) 3 country created by 

Ahura Mazda. God (Ahura Mazda) himself is spokrn of as 

well-heard or famed (sruto)4 in Airyana-vaeja. They offer their 

homage to their country under the same name (Nemo Airyene 

vaejahi).5 Even Ahura Mazda himself is spoken of as praising 

(yazata)& his Ardvic;:ura Anahita and Ram Yazata,7 in this his 

first-created country. Zoroaster also praises Ardvic;:ura Ana­
hita in this first country.8 The Iranians speak of all the coun-

• 
tries belonging to, or under, the territorial jurisdiction of their 

1 This Paper was read before the Anthropological Section of the 

Science Congress, which met in January 1923, at Lucknow. (Vide Jour­

nal Anthropological Society of Bombay, Vol. XllI, No. 8, pp. 816-822.) 

2 Vendidad I. 3; II 21. 3 Ibid I 3. 4 Ibid II 21. 

6 Ahrmazda Yasht 21, 

s Abiln Yasht 104. 

a Aban Yasht 17. 7 Ram Yasht 2. 
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mother country a. the eountry of the Aryas (Airyaby;\ <langhu­
byo). t gain, the onntry gave it name to a kind of ~l"'ry or 
Halo . poken of as Airyana kharena,2 i.e., Iranian lory or 
Iranian splendour, to pos e which many a king tri cl hiR be t. 
It po s . ion Jed one to be master of cattle, men, wealth, lustre, 
wisdom and prosperity. 3 King Darius in his In cription at 
Naq h-i-Rustam speaks of him elf a, : '' Adam Darayava-
hush ...... Parsa Par;;uhya putra Ariya Ariya chithra,'·4 i.e., 
'· I am Darius ...... a Persian, the son of a Persian, an Aryan 
of Aryan seed." 

With the love of their country as ctisplayed in the above 
references. the I raniuns distinaui hed themselves and their 
country from the un-Aryan people and un-Aryan countries. 
Thus, the ancient Iranians divided the people of the world 

into two great divi ions: (1) Airyas ( .JJ).> ,.>.JJ a,~, a,r~ ), and 

(2) the non-Airyas ( .JJY) ,~ .JJ J.JJ ar.rr?f )· Ordinarily the two 

word meant (1) the noble, polite, etc., and (2) the not-polite. not­
rc. pectabl , rude, vulgar. Th n the word un-airya came to 
111ean 'foreign'. For example, we find that in the Vendiclad 
(I. I ) the rule of Azi-Dahaka or Zohak, who wa a Babylonian 
, emite, is alluded to as non-Airya. In the Ast§.d Yru ht (l't. 
XVIII. 2), countrie other than that of Iran are spoken of as 
non-Aryan or foreign countries (an-airyao Danghitvo). We 
find the same in the Jamya.d Yasht (Yt. XIX 68). 

W thus find, that the Iranians divided, at first, the 1woplc of 
the world into two grand divi~ions, the Aryans and the non­
Aryans. This i , a it wel'e, the first distinction known to 
them. 

I Tir Ya ht 0, 56, 61 ; Abe.n Ya. bt 42, Farve.rdin Yasht 10; Behram 
Ye..ht .33; V ndid~d XL' 30. 

2 Astad Ye.sht 1. s ste.d Y e.sht I. 
1 For the Transliterate<! Text, vide Tolman p. 79, 1. 9; for tranRlat·on, 

p. 146. 
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The non-Airyan countries, enumerated by the Avesta, are the 

• following : 1. The Tuirya or the country of 
The non-Airyan Turan. 2. Sairima, the country latterly 

countries named in 
the Avesta. spoken of as Sam, the country of Western 

Asia and Eastern Europe. 3. The Saini or 

0 
the country of China and 4. The country of the Dahre, a people 
of Central Asia. In this grand division, we find India included 
in the Airya countries. In the enumeration of the sixteen re­
gions of the Aryans, given in the first chapter of the Vendidad, 
India, being on the further East, stands as the fifteenth. 

Then coming to a division or distinction among themselves 
we find from the Avesta that the Airyas of 

The Division of 
the Aryans accord­
ing to Profession. 

Iran divided themselves according to their 
professions. At first, they divided them­
selves into three classes and then into four 

classes. The threefold division was that of the Athravans or 
priests, the Rathaeshtar or the warriors and the Vastrya or the 
agriculturists. Then, latterly, there was the fourth class of the 
Huiti or the artizans. 

1. The Athravans were the priestly class. The word cor­
responds to the Indian word ~<f.£ and literally means 

" one who takes care of Fire " from {itar fire and van 

cr.r Lat. ven-erare, Fr. venerer to venerate, to honour). 

2. The Rathaeshtars were the waTI'iors or the military class. 
The word literally means one who stands in the chariot, from 

ratha ( .JlJ,..Jl) sans. {l.f Lat. rota) a chariot, and sta ( ..W\')..» 

'2tff lat. sta-re) to stand. The word points to the times of the 
ancient warfare when people fought standing in their chariots. 

3. The Va9trya were the agriculturists. The word comes 

from vastra ( ..Jl)\'):oJJJ~) pasture, from the root vangh Sans. 

er~ to cover (the ground). Literally, the word mean;; one 

who covers the ground with vegetation. 
26 

• 
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4. The Huiti were the artizan class. The word literally 
seems to mean ' one who prepares (things),' from ' hu ' ·~ to 

prepare. 

All these four professions are mentioned together only once in 
the Avesta, and that, in the 19th Chapter of the Yasna which 
is known as the commentary of the sacred prayer-formula of 
Yatha-Ahu-Vairyo or the Ahunavar (Ahu.navairya), which 
literally means "the Will of the Lord." The sacred formula 
of Ahunavar seems to correspond with the Word of the 
Christians.1 We read that Alrnra Mazda create.d or uttered 
Ahunavar before creating Heaven and other objects of 
Nature. One good recital of this Ahunavar is equal to 100 
recitals of the Gathas. Even when not well-recited, it is 
worth 10 recitals of the Gathas. Its proper recital leads 
to a safe crossing of the Chinvat bridge which leads to Heaven. 
Ahunavar is the best of all prayersever taught by Ahura Mazda 
in the past and even likely to be taught in future. It saves a 
man from death. It is intended to be learnt by all men. He 
who utters Ahuna vairya acknowledges God as the all-supreme, 
Ahura Mazda uttered the Ahunavar and there came the creation 
into existence. Ahura Mazda announced that the Ahunavar 
consisted of all three measures, viz., Good thoughts, good words 
and good actions. Then it is spoken of as belonging to four 

professions (chathru pishtrem bE\\) --1(.) 'e)-> ~\"-»r), These four 

professions, here spoken of, are, as said above, the following : 
1. Athravan, 2. Rathaeshtar, 3. Vastrya and 4. Huiti. 

The fact, that the word Huiti is found only once in the Avesta, 
and that again in a chapter of the Yasna, spoken of as a commen­
tary of the Ahunavar, and therefore a later writing, shows that 
this fourth class was added much later. 
--------------------------

1 The 01:lristian Scriptures are figuratively spoken of as " the word of 
God " (Epistle to the Romans IX. 6 ). It is taken in the sense of " the 
word of Faith" (Ibid X. 8) or "the word of Salvation" (The Acts XIII 

, 26) or " the word of Righteousness " (Epistle to the Hebrews V. 13 ). 
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Among these professional classes, the priestly class was held 

to bi superior and it seemed to have some special privileges. 
For example, a medical man treating an .Athravan or priest is 
aske'1 not to charge his sacerdotal patient any fee. He is to 
treat him in return of his (the priest's) blessings orprayersonhis 
behalf (athravanem baeshazyat dahmayat paro afritoit. Vend. 
VII. 41). The same is the case for the Yaozdathregar or the 
purifier, who purifies those who have come into some contact 
with a dead body. He is to charge no fees, but is to purify the 
priest in return of his blessings (athravanem yaozhdatho dahma­
yat paro afritoit, Vend. IX. 37). Then, there is a sliding scale 
of fees, both for the medical man and for the purifier, according 
to the social position and status of the patient. The fee is in 
kind, to be paid in small or large cattle. 

According to Firdousi, it was Jamshed (the Yima Khshaeta of 

'Xhe Four Classes 
according to Fir­
dousi. 

the Avesta) who first divided the people into 
the above four professional classes. Firdousi 
gives the names of these four classes as 
Katuzian, 1 Nisa.ryan, N asudi and Ahnukhushi. 

The seat of the people of the first class, the priests, was in the 
mountains ( ~_,; ~J; ,!~t':- I) ~J~ )2 i.e., they led a life of 

retirement and seclusion. 

It seems that this division according to professions continued 
even during the Greek rule over Persia of 

Ardeshir Babe- Alexander and his successors and during the 
gan's Regulations. 

Parthian rule. But there seems to have grown 
up some relaxation in the pursuit, of the professions, thatis to say, 
a member of one profession could leave off his profession and take 
up another. So, Ardeshir Babegan, the founder of the Sassanian 
dynasty and the real strong founder of the Iranian Renaissance 
Wrich was partly begun by some Parthian kings after the dark 
ages of the Greek and early Parthian periods, made some 

l Mohl's Paris Text gives the name as Amuzirui, 

2 Vuller's Text, Vol. I, p, 24, 

0 
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changes in the division of classes, and restored the original 
strictness, forbidding the people of one profession to ta~e up 
another profession without the permission of the State. The 
King of Tabaristan, in his letter to Dastur Tansar, the Minister 
of Ardeshir, protests against this severity and Tansar justifies 
Ardeshir's regulations on the ground that this division was good 
for the preservation of order among people. 1 

1n this division of Ardeshir Babegan, we find the ancient class 
of the agriculturists mentioned among workers or labourers and 
the class of writers and lawyers and secretaries put in its place. 
By the time of the foundation of the Sassanian dynasty, Iran 
was changed much from its former condition. So, Ardeshir 
seems to have made another division. 

The four classes of Ardeshir Babegan are named as follows in 
the later Persian version of Tansar's letter. 

l. The Ashab-i din ( ~~.) ~l~.ol ) lit. the Masters of Religion, 
i.e., those versed in religion. This class included 

(a) The Hakam r4Ke. i.e., the Judges. This class is, as 
pointed out by Darmesteter, the datobars or dnvars of 
the Pahlavi Yasna. This was a higher class of priests 
corresponding to that of Dasturs. 

(b) The Zohads ( ~ld) lit. the pious. They corresponrled 
to the Pahlavi Maghopats or Mobads. 

(c) The Sadane ( .,.ij<l-.,.) who were the keepers of temples. 
They were the priests in charge of fire-temples. 

(d) The Mu'alliman ( (!)l+l .. ,o) i.e., the preceptors or teachers. 

2. The Muqatils ( c.J~ lii.,, ) lit. the fighters, i.e., the soldiers. 
~I.1hey were divided into cavalry and infantry. 

3. The Kuttabs ~l.i.S' i.e., the writers, learned men. These 
included writers, accountants, writers of opinions, diplomas and 
contracts, biographers, doctors, poets and astrologers. 

1 Vide Tansar's letter in the Journal Asiatique of Mars-Avril 1894· 

Vide p. 214 for the text, p. 51.8 for French translation. Vide my work 

~~1<11 R."t;il , @11'1 >t1.;I. (Iranian Essays. Part III. pp. 127-170). 
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4. The Mohne .,.;.~ lit. those who do works of mehnat 

( ..:..i~ ) or labour; this class included traders, cultivators, 

merchants and all other handicrafts. 

Hc,,;vever, we find no trace of any prohibition to interrline or 
intermarry. The men of different professions interdined and 

• intermarried. The only restriction in the matter of marriage 
referred to in the Avesta, is, that the righteous are not to marry 
with the unrighteous. But, we find, that latterly, in India, 
there seems to have arisen some prohibition in the matter o 

intermarriages and interdining between the clergy and the 
laity. A member of the priestly class could marry a girl of 
the laity, but not give bis daughter in marriage to a person of 
the layman class. In the last century, this prohibition led to 
differences between the members of the priestly class and those 

of the laity. The differences having grown acute, the attention 

of Government was drawn to it and the Government appointed 
a special committee to look into the question and the committee 

decided the question in favour of the laity.1 But the 
prohibition in the matter of intermarriage is dead. That in 

the matter of interdining existed, not in the case of all clergy, 
but in that of those only who officiated in the inner liturgical 
services. It also is dying off, especially in Bombay. 

From all these facts, we see, that there never was an institution 

in ancient Iran like that of 'caste' among the Hindus, and also 
that there never was such an institution among the Parsees of 
India. 

l Vide my paper on the Parsis, in "The Tribes and Castes of Bom­

bay" by Mr. R. E. Enthoven (1922), Vol. III, pp. 202-3. 

0 




