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with the establishment of unique educational and therapeutic centers such as Gondishapur, realized
significant accomplishments. This research seeks to re-examine the therapeutic and healthcare system
of the Sassanian era from the perspective of medical anthropology, aiming to understand the cultural,
social, and religious mechanisms of this system. Using a comparative-analytical method based on
library research, it seeks to answer the following question: What was the structure of the Sassanian
healthcare and therapeutic system with respect to the concepts of medical anthropology, and how did
various cultural factors shape the experience of illness and the response to it?

Findings: The research findings indicate that the Sassanian medical system can be considered a salient
example of a complex and multi-layered cultural system grounded in the specific Zoroastrian
worldview of that culture. In this paradigm, illness was not merely a biological phenomenon but was
generally perceived as the result of demonic forces and malevolent agencies. This cosmological
conceptualization provided a conceptual map for the organization, legitimization, and hierarchization
of the entire medical field, to the extent that this system can be described as being based on an
externalizing and person-centered etiological model. However, in conjunction with internalizing
empirical-anatomical mechanisms, it created a dynamic fusion of religious and scientific knowledge.
The Sassanians were well aware of the role of natural factors in causing diseases, yet this empirical
understanding did not negate belief in supernatural causes. Evidence such as talismanic vessels,
amuletic seals, and magical texts demonstrates the active efforts of individuals to regain a sense of
control and attribute meaning to suffering within the very framework of that worldview, albeit often
on the margins of official institutions. The contradiction between the state's criminalization of magic
and its widespread use by the populace testifies to the dynamism and polyvocality of this cultural
system. This phenomenon is precisely what is referred to as the "fluidity of boundaries" between
medicine, religion, and magic.

Conclusions: All these characteristics laid the groundwork for the formation of a model of medical
"pluralism" in this period, giving rise to various medical schools with different functions and
approaches for treating diverse illnesses. The specialized division of labor into branches such as
mantra-medicine, knife-medicine (surgery), and herb-medicine (pharmacy) reflected the value
priorities of this society, in which spiritual healing occupied the apex of the hierarchy. By possessing
diverse specializations, professional-social hierarchies, and a bio-cultural approach to health, this
system presented a complex model of interaction between "normative" medicine and "folk" medicine,
although the boundaries between normative and folk medicine were flexible and, in practice,
constituted two inseparable poles. By moving beyond descriptive historiography, this research,
through the lens of medical anthropology, demonstrates that a deep understanding of the history of
medicine necessitates moving past a mere description of achievements and institutions and delving
into the layers of meaning, power relations, and lived experiences that give life and significance to a
medical system.
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Introduction

The Sasanian period can be regarded as one of the key eras in the history of science in Iran. On
the one hand, this period was the context for the emergence of an independent school of Persian
medicine which, while interacting with Greek medicine, preserved its own identity; and on the
other hand, as a connecting bridge, it transmitted the medical heritage of antiquity to the Islamic
era, such that the roots of many of the brilliant achievements of Islamic civilization can be found
in it (Zargaran, 1395: 12). Although the general principles of medicine and treatment in the
Sasanian era were primarily based on the Avestan tradition, the influence of Greek medicine is
clearly observable in it. According to the accounts of Iranian and non-Iranian writers and
historians, the Sasanian kings had a great interest in the expansion of culture and various
sciences, especially medicine and philosophy, and provided the means for Iranians to benefit
from these sciences (Zarshenas, 1388: 22). The advancement of Sasanian medicine reached
such a point that patients from other lands came to Iran for treatment. While many nations
lacked medical facilities, Iranians were well aware of the principles of hygiene and prevention.
Since Zoroastrians regarded the origin of disease as the assault of Ahriman, medicine can be
considered the most prominent science of that time (Sharifian, 1392: 18). The founding of
Jundishapur brought about a remarkable advancement in medicine. This complexity of
organization and facilities gave it a more scientific color and character, and with the increasing
flourishing of the sciences, various scholars from the east and west of Iran turned to this land,
especially to the scientific-therapeutic center of Jundishapur (Kaviani Pouya and Jalilian, 1395:
100). In this school, diagnosis, therapeutics, and pharmacology were taught to physicians
(Sharafi, 1400: 49). The University of Jundishapur is a suitable example confirming the claim
that the attainment of higher education in the form of a university requires the gathering of
human knowledge, and this gathering in turn requires a national will to establish a civilization
founded upon knowledge and wisdom, as well as an international desire for cooperation and
solidarity among cultures and specialists of various disciplines from around the world (Mahouzi
and Ebrahimabadi, 1395: 8). Given the importance and complexity of the medical system of
the Sasanian period, the approach of "medical anthropology" as an analytical framework for
understanding it appears necessary and effective.

Medical anthropology is a bio-cultural approach to human health behaviors that includes
both biological and socio-cultural aspects (Matin, 1389: 36). Considering the position of
medicine in the Sasanian period and the necessity of analyzing it, the present study seeks to
answer the question of what structure the treatment and health system of the Sasanian period
possessed, given the concepts of medical anthropology, and how various cultural factors shaped
the experience of illness and the response to it. The aim of this research is to reread illness and
the treatment and health system in the Sasanian period from the perspective of medical
anthropology, and also to understand the cultural mechanisms that shaped this system.
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Methodology
This study, with a fundamental aim and a qualitative method, has undertaken a rereading of

the treatment and health system of the Sasanian period. The method of data collection is library-
and document-based, and the research data were gathered through in-depth study and analysis
of primary and secondary sources. The method of data analysis is "qualitative content analysis
with a deductive-inductive approach." In this process, the research has moved along two
simultaneous paths:

- The deductive path: utilizing the theoretical framework of "medical anthropology" as an
analytical gauge to guide the search for and analysis of data. Key theoretical concepts such as

nn

"externalization-internalization," "medical pluralism," and "fluidity of therapeutic boundaries"
have been used as initial indicators for categorizing historical evidence.

- The inductive path: extracting hidden concepts and patterns from within the historical data.
Through immersion in the texts, findings beyond the key theoretical concepts have been
identified, which demonstrate the complexity and multi-layered nature of the Sasanian
treatment and health system.

The combination of these two approaches has allowed the research to present, within the
entry-based structure of the article, the link between theoretical concept and historical evidence
in a contextualized manner. This structure, in addition to preventing mental discontinuity for
the reader, allows the fluidity of the boundaries among science, religion, and magic in the target

society to be clearly analyzed, just as it flowed in the historical text.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to re-examine the Sasanian healthcare and therapeutic system from

the perspective of medical anthropology, in order to understand the cultural, social, and
religious mechanisms that shaped this system and to answer how its structure reflected key
anthropological concepts and how cultural factors shaped the experience of illness and the
response to it. The findings demonstrate that the Sasanian medical system can be considered a
salient example of a complex and multi-layered cultural system grounded in the specific
Zoroastrian worldview of that culture, and that this system was based on an externalizing and
person-centered etiological model which, in conjunction with internalizing empirical-
anatomical mechanisms, created a dynamic fusion of religious and scientific knowledge and
gave rise to a model of medical pluralism.

These findings are largely consistent with the theoretical frameworks proposed by Bauer,
Singer, and Susser (2004) and Sobel (2004), who argue that medical systems are cultural
constructs embedded in broader social and cosmological structures, and that person-centered
etiologies attribute illness to intentional agents—whether human, supernatural, or non-human.
The Sasanian case confirms Young's (1976) proposition that externalizing systems emphasize
ultimate causes and are intertwined with other cultural domains such as religion, while
internalizing systems emerge as societies become more complex. The coexistence of both
models in Sasanian Iran supports the view that these are not mutually exclusive categories but
rather poles along a continuum. Similarly, the division of medical labor into mantra-medicine,
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knife-medicine, and herb-medicine, with spiritual healing at the apex of the hierarchy, reflects
the pattern described by Bauer, Singer, and Susser (2004) whereby medical pluralism mirrors
broader social hierarchies and class relations. The finding that physician fees varied according
to the patient's social standing, as documented in Vendidad, further corroborates this
correspondence between medical practice and social stratification.

The study's findings are also consistent with Rivers's (1924) concept of the "fluidity of
boundaries" between medicine, magic, and religion. The evidence of talismanic vessels,
amuletic seals, and magical texts demonstrates that despite the state's criminalization of magic,
the populace actively sought magical means of healing and protection, often on the margins of
official institutions. This confirms Rivers's argument that the relationship between medicine,
magic, and religion is not inherent but rather a product of processes of cultural interaction and
exchange.

However, some findings diverge from certain studies. Zargaran (2019) presents a largely
descriptive account of Sasanian medicine that emphasizes scientific achievements and
institutional developments without engaging with the cultural and cosmological dimensions
that this study identifies as central. Similarly, Sharifian (2013) provides valuable documentation
of medical branches and disease causation from Pahlavi texts but adopts a purely historical
approach that does not theorize the relationship between religious worldview and medical
practice. The present study suggests that such descriptive accounts, while empirically valuable,
miss the deeper layers of meaning and power that give life to a medical system.

In conclusion, the Sasanian medical system offers a compelling historical case for medical
anthropology, demonstrating that illness is never merely biological but always cultural, and that
the boundaries between science, religion, and magic are fluid and historically contingent.

Conclusions
This study set out to re-examine the Sasanian healthcare and therapeutic system through the

lens of medical anthropology, and its most significant finding is that this system constituted a
complex, multi-layered cultural formation grounded in the Zoroastrian cosmological
worldview, operating simultaneously on two apparently contradictory logics: an externalizing,
person-centered etiology that attributed illness to demonic agency, and an emerging
internalizing, empirical-anatomical mechanism. The coexistence of these two logics was not a
contradiction to be resolved but a dynamic fusion that made medical pluralism possible, giving
rise to specialized branches mantra-medicine, knife-medicine, and herb-medicine—
hierarchically ordered with spiritual healing at the apex. The evidence of talismanic vessels,
amuletic seals, and magical texts demonstrates that ordinary people actively sought to regain a
sense of control and to attribute meaning to suffering within that same worldview, often on the
margins of official institutions, while the state simultaneously criminalized magic. This tension
between official prohibition and popular practice is precisely what reveals the fluidity of
boundaries between medicine, religion, and magic. The theoretical significance of these
findings lies in demonstrating that medical systems cannot be understood through descriptive
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historiography alone; they must be analyzed as cultural systems in which meaning, power, and
lived experience intersect. The practical significance is that the structural continuities identified
here the coexistence of multiple therapeutic models, the moral labeling of illness, and stratified
access to care remain operative in contemporary Iranian healthcare, suggesting that medical
pluralism in Iran is not a modern import but a deeply rooted historical pattern.

Finally, this study opens several avenues for future research. First, comparative studies are
needed that examine medical pluralism in other ancient Iranian periods to determine whether
the Sasanian pattern represents a distinctive development or a continuous feature of Iranian
medical history. Second, archaeological and archacometric analyses of talismanic vessels,
amuletic seals, and pharmaceutical residues are required to move beyond textual evidence and
reconstruct the actual practices of healing and self-protection at the household and community
levels. Third, critical medical anthropological studies should examine the role of religious
institutions and clerical authority in shaping health-seeking behavior in contemporary Iran,
thereby testing the hypothesis that the Sasanian fusion of religious and medical authority has
persisted in altered forms. Addressing these questions would not only deepen our understanding
of the history of medicine but also provide evidence-based guidance for health policy in
societies where medical pluralism is a lived reality rather than a historical curiosity.
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