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Abstract )

The Babylonian Talmud, as one of the central texts of Rabbin Ju&aism, reflects
significant aspects of Jewish life in Sasanian Babylonia an ncountets .. with
Iranian culture and religion. This study e\mines how the Talmu resents the [ranian
population of Babylonia and how such representations, intersect:with processes of
Jewish identity formation. Focusing ‘on the Talmud’s ‘interpretive and discursive
strategies toward the Iranian “Other,” it investigates to what extent these portrayals
mirror historical realities and to what extent they. constitute exegetical and theological
reconstructions. Employing a'contextual and hermeneutic methodology, and drawing on
Talmudic passages, biblical traditions, and selected lavi sources, the article argues
that the Bavli constructs a multilayered and at times contradictory image of the Iranians:
Sasanian kings are often depicted:through a pragmatic lens, while Zoroastrian priests
appear primarily as ‘religious rivals. These representations, rather than offering
straightforward historical .evidence, serve to delineate communal boundaries and

reinforce rabbinic authority. nd&tanding this complex discourse is essential for
reassessing Jewish—Iranian r s in the Sasanian period.

Keywords: Sasanian Empire; Jewish community; Jewish religious elites; Zoroastrian
priests (Magi); interreligﬁ)us interaction and conflict.

Introduction

This article examines interaction and contestation between Jewish and Zoroastrian
religious elites in Sasanian Babylonia through the lens of the Babylonian Talmud.
Situated in a multi-religious imperial environment, Babylonia (Asoristan), especially
under the Sasanian state centered at Ctesiphon, was a major arena of political, social,
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and intellectual exchange. The Babylonian Talmud, as the foundational text of Rabbinic
Judaism, not only preserves legal and theological traditions but also offers valuable
evidence for reconstructing the lived experience of Jews in Sasanian Iran. The article
asks how the Iranian and Zoroastrian world is represented in the Babylonian Talmud,
and to what extent these representations reflect historical realities or rabbinic processes
of identity construction. Its central hypothesis is that Jewish—Zoroastrian relations were
not shaped by absolute conflict, but by a complex pattern of interaction, competition,
boundary-making, and mutual influence. The study’s main contribution is to move
beyond simplistic models of either total conflict or unconditional tolerance and to
propose “competitive coexistence” as the most suitable analytical concept for
understanding these relations.

Materials & Methods

The study is based on a descriptive-analytical approach. and. employs contextual
hermeneutics, comparative historical analysis, and content analysis. Its primary source
is the Babylonian Talmud, supplemented by selected Zoroastrian Middle Persian texts,
biblical traditions, and modern schelarship on Sasanian Iran, Babylonia, and
interreligious relations. Particular attention is paid to rabbinic passages that refer to
Persian rulers, Zoroastrian priests, legal ‘settings, languag tact, and social
interaction. The article also'compares Talmudic evidence with later Pahlavi traditions in
order to distinguish between discursive representation and social reality.
Methodologically, the study reads:texts within their late antique multi-religious context,
focusing on how rabbinic nar‘i?/es reconstruct collective memory, define identity
boundaries, and" position Jewish authority in relat'&o Iranian religious otherness.
Rather than treatingithe Talmud-as a transparent historical record, the article reads it as a
layered text in which theological, syr‘nbolic, and historical registers overlap.

N\

Discussion & Result

The analysis shows tha&sanian Babylonia was a plural religious space in which Jews
lived alongside Christians, Manichaecans, Mandaeans, Buddhists, and adherents of local
traditions. Jews were mnot isolated from imperial structures; they interacted with
Sasanian laws concerning taxation, property, land transfer, and judicial documentation.
Linguistic contact also_played an important role: while Jewish communities primarily
used Babylonian Jewish Aramaic, evidence points to familiarity with Middle Persian
among some rabbis, and Iranian loanwords in Jewish Aramaic further suggest deep
cultural interaction. The Talmud depicts Sasanian kings in largely pragmatic terms,
whereas Zoroastrian priests often appear as religious and institutional rivals. A notable
example is the rabbinic preference for “the shadow of Rome” over priestly intervention,
which indicates that the more immediate threat was not necessarily political rule itself,
but the expanding authority of a competing religious establishment in everyday life.
More broadly, the Babylonian Talmud presents Iranians in a multi-layered and
sometimes contradictory manner: its accounts are not simple historical reports but
rabbinic reworkings of experience through theological and identity-forming language.



The article therefore concludes that Jewish—Zoroastrian relations involved cooperation,
legal adaptation, linguistic exchange, institutional competition, and religious boundary-
making at the same time.

Conclusion

The Babylonian Talmud is an essential source for studying interreligious contact and
the formation of Jewish identity under Sasanian rule. Its representation of Iranians
operates on two levels: historically, it preserves traces of real social, legal, and political
interaction; discursively, it reshapes those experiences to reinforce rabbinic authority
and define the boundaries of the Jewish community. Reading the Talmud together with
Zoroastrian sources helps avoid one-sided reconstructions and reveals a more nuanced
picture of Jewish life in Sasanian Babylonia. The article’s final argument is that the
relationship between Jews and Zoroastrians was neither one of pure conflict nor one of
pure tolerance, but rather a form of competitive coexistencexThis concept best captures
the dynamic coexistence of dialogue, rivalry, adaptation, and identitl}ﬁormation in late
antique Babylonia.
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