Manichaeism- Felix Whiteley-Bristow
At its height in the West around the fourth century CE, Manichaeism was one of the most dominant religions in the world. Spreading through the Sasanian Empire into India, China, and Rome. The word and temples of the prophet Mani reached from Southern Gaul all the way to the Pacific Ocean yet only a few hundred years later, it was all but extinct. The footprint left by this ancient religion on the West is debatably quite limited; it is mostly brought up when discussing hypothetical ‘What If?’ scenarios or the fleeting rivalry between it and early Christianity for the support of the Roman Empire and Saint Augustine of Hippo.[footnoteRef:1] Manichaeism, of course, did not prevail against Christianity in the West but instead found some limited success in the East. Manichaeism enjoyed the worship of the Uyghur Khaganate as well as a large portion of Southern Chinese. However, a combination of the fall of the Uyghur control of Northern Asia as well as a strict series of persecutions by the Tang, Song, and Ming dynasties led to its gradual evanescence.[footnoteRef:2] Mani wrote either seven or eight books of which only fragments or translations remain, a result of frequent persecutions and suppressions throughout history. Most of the surviving fragments and translations exist as quotations in polemics of Manichaeism such as Augustine’s frequent references to the Epistola Fundamenti (thought to perhaps be the most foundational of Mani’s writings, it too is lost to history). Much of what is known is found through polemics written of the religion by, firstly, Romans who viewed it as a destructive movement from the hostile Persia and then later as an evil pernicious heresy. The tradition of persecuting and stigmatising Manichaeism continued long after its expulsion from the West with the word ‘Manichean’ being used to decry other heresies such as the Paulicians and Messalians who shared some similar gnostic beliefs as well as Dualism in general.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Andrew J. Welburn, Mani, the Angel and the Column of Glory: An Anthology of Manichaean Texts (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 1998), p. 67-69.]  [2:  Jason David BeDuhn, The Manichaean Body: In Discipline and Ritual (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), p. IX.]  [3:  Samuel N. C. Lieu, Mary Boyce, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China: A Historical Survey (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), p. 6.] 

The founder Mani (to which the religion is named) accepted the ‘problem of evil’ and did away with a single omniscient, omnipotent, omnibenevolent deity. Manichaeism was characterised primarily by the belief that the universe was a dualistic battleground between two equally infinite and powerful forces of light and dark. The physical world is believed to be a result of the war in heaven; the world as well as the soul of man is another front in the war between the good light side (headed by God) and the evil dark side (lead by the Devil). Here is where it differs from many Gnostic beliefs in that the physical world is not evil but is just subject to powerful equal influence from both good and evil forces. The physical world was a creation of neither God nor the Devil but manifested through the contention of good and evil; it is the manifestation of this duality which is reflected in phenomena like the cycle of night and day. Mani received his divine knowledge from a spirit which he called ‘twin.’ He was commanded by his spiritual twin to teach his followers to abstain from all meat and alcohol.[footnoteRef:4] Mani himself claimed to be one of a long line of reincarnated prophets which have gradually (although incorrectly) revealed the truth of spirituality over thousands of years: Adam, Krishna, Zoroaster, Buddha, Jesus then Mani as the final ‘seal of the prophets’ (also a term used by Islam for Muhammad, further drawing ire from the Muslims which would culminate in their persecution of Manichaeism as they conquered Asia and North Africa.) [4:  Samuel N. C. Lieu, Mary Boyce, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China: A Historical Survey (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985).] 

Mani’s teachings were syncretistic with many of the other faiths and philosophies that circulated in the Syriac region where Mani was born as well as with many Zoroastrian ideas when it drew the attention of the Persians who were currently occupying Mesopotamia at the time. This idea of Dualism may have originated with either Zoroastrianism or Gnostic Christianity, both of which were present at the time. The god of light and demon darkness draws parallels with the Zoroastrian Ahura Mazda and Angra Mainyu. When the writings of Mani spread eastwards many of the deities included on both sides adopted Zoroastrian translations and the connotations that come with them. This was the same for whatever cultures and religions it interacted with, even Buddhism when it reached Tibet and China wherein Mani was called the ‘Buddha of Light’.[footnoteRef:5] Richard Foltz, an Associate Professor of Religion at Concordia University, writes that there was a great influence from outside of Christianity and Zoroastrianism as well:  [5:  P. Bryder, iv. Buddhist Elements in Manicheism (2005) <http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/manicheism-iii-buddhist-elements-in> [accessed 7 February 2021].] 

“The transmigration of souls became a Manichaean belief, and the quadripartite structure of the Manichaean community, divided between male and female monks (the "elect") and lay followers (the "hearers") who supported them, appears to be based on that of the Buddhist sangha.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Richard Foltz, Religions of the Silk Road, 2nd edn (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p. 71.] 

The spread of Manichaeism was rapid but one of the reasons it failed to survive was because it was not pervasive. Mani was initially successful with converting the nobles of the Sasanian Empire but failed to convert the next generation who had him imprisoned at the behest of the Zoroastrian clergy, leading to his death. Nonetheless, during his lifetime (216-276) he saw his faith grow to huge proportions. Mani wrote mostly in Syriac but one of his writings, the ‘Shabuhragan’ (‘[the] Book of Shapur’), was written in Middle Persian to Shapur I the emperor of Persia. This book became one of the seven holy texts written by Mani and is believed to be responsible for the Persians initially allowing the spread of the religion.[footnoteRef:7] This acceptance by the Emperor himself led to the faith being popular amongst the ruling classes throughout both the Sasanian and Roman Empires.[footnoteRef:8] Saint Augustine himself writes that the writings of Mani were written in ‘good latin.’[footnoteRef:9] Despite this, there were examples of explicit laws against Manichaeism; Emperor Diocletian decreed that: [7:  Andrew J. Welburn, Mani, the Angel and the Column of Glory: An Anthology of Manichaean Texts (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 1998), p. 67-69.]  [8:  John Kevin Coyle, Manichaeism and Its Legacy (Leiden: Brill, 2009) p. 13.]  [9:  Henry Chadwick, Confessions (Oxford University Press, 1991), p. xiv] 

“[The Manichees] have sprung forth very recently like new and unexpected monstrosities among the race of the Persians - a nation still hostile to us - and have made their way into our empire, where they are committing many outrages, disturbing the tranquillity of our people and even inflicting grave damage to the civic communities. We have cause to fear that with the passage of time they will endeavour, as usually happens, to infect the modest and tranquil of an innocent nature with the damnable customs and perverse laws of the Persians as with the poison of a malignant (serpent) ... We order that the authors and leaders of these sects be subjected to severe punishment, and, together with their abominable writings, burnt in the flames. We direct their followers, if they continue recalcitrant, shall suffer capital punishment, and their goods be forfeited to the imperial treasury.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Iain Gardner, Samuel N. C. Lieu, Manichaean Texts from the Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 118. ] 

The spread of Manichaeism may have had an indirect influence on the doctrines of Christianity. Manichaeism was described by Hilary of Poitiers as having a large following throughout Gaul and other areas, so much so that emperor Theodosius I began to actively persecute against its members.[footnoteRef:11] This shows us that Manichaeism was present and influential in the Roman Empire, especially during the youth of Augustine of Hippo. Saint Augustine converted to Manichaeism in his youth which could have had an influence on his later writings. Augustine writes about his time as a Manichee in detail in the Confessions. Manichees were negative towards the physical world so procreation was a means of trapping a divine soul in a universe that is often hostile towards goodness. Many of Augustine’s doctrines, especially in the Confessions, seem to be Augustine’s own doubts that arose as he grew increasingly sceptical. For example: [11:  Samuel N. C. Lieu, Mary Boyce, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China: A Historical Survey (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), p. 145-148.] 

“I thought still that it is not we who sin, but some alien nature which sins in us. It flattered my pride to be free of blame and, when I had done something wrong, not to make myself confess to you that you might heal my soul; for it was sinning against you. I liked to excuse myself and to accuse some unidentifiable power which was with me and yet not I. But the whole was myself and what divided me against myself was my impiety. That was a sin the more incurable for the fact that I did not think myself a sinner.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Conf. V. X. (Henry Chadwick, Confessions (Oxford University Press, 1991)).] 

From this quote it is seen that Augustine uses his own personal experiences of Manichean theology to draw out a greater message on the forgiveness of sins. The sheer prevalence of Saint Augustine’s literature means that it has a great effect on Christianity as a whole. I would argue then that Mani has had a profound effect, by proxy, on the theological landscape of nearly every aspect of Western Christianity. There are many other connections that can be drawn. Saint Augustine’s work on all humans being born as massa peccati, sinful by our very act of existing physically, is very close to Manichean views of the physical world being filled with the influence of the Kingdom of Darkness; we cannot help being evil.
Paulicians, Cathars and Bogomils were all accused of having been influence by the doctrine of duality by scholars at the time, using the established hatred of Manichaeism in their polemics to disparage many heretic sects which held similarities was a common practice. However, by their nature, polemics are biased against a certain perspective so the actual extent to which these thinkers were influenced is impossible to determine. Given the stigma that the Manichees held to Christians, it would also be extremely unlikely that a scholar would openly claim Mani as an influence on their beliefs.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Steven, Runciman, The Medieval Manichee: A Study of the Christian Dualist Heresy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955).] 

With the dominance of Christianity established by Emperor Theodosius I in the West, and the rapid rise of Islam a few hundred years later in the Middle East, Manichaeism was pushed into East Asia. It was here, outside of exclusivist religions which decried it as heresy, in which it would enjoy a sporadic period of great development and popularity. Through the Sasanian Empire, it would follow the Silk Road into India and Northern China. There it would settle amongst eastern Persian traders until the year 762 until the Khagan of the Uyghur Khaganate would encounter Manichaean priests during their campaigns assisting the Tang Chinese in suppressing rebellions. After some consideration, Khagan Tengri Bögü would convert and declare it the state religion of the Uyghur people. This gave the religion the first stable base in which to provide mission along the silk road since the beginning of the persecutions in the west.
In the west, the prior spread of Christianity facilitated the rapid spread of Mani as an apostle of, and successor to, Jesus. The influences of Buddhism on Manichaeism provided a similar situation for its spread into the east, as Mani became the ‘Buddha of Light.’  This was a volatile religion due to its tendency to mix and evolve with the local religions and culture to which it spread to. As with it potentially being an influence for various gnostic Christian sects, Manichaeism became the influence for a trend in eastern religions merging with the teachings of Mani.[footnoteRef:14] So similar did it become in some cases, that non-Buddhist officials within China (who would have been eager to reduce the number of different religions) petitioned on many occasions to have persecutions of Manichees as a subversive Buddhist cult. During the Song dynasty they were described as “vegetable eating demon worshippers” and took part in many different rebellions against the Song Dynasty. Around this time, the Uyghur Khaganate, its last bastion, fell to various neighbouring tribes which cared little for Manichaeism. Due to this, all successive Chinese empires promoted suppression of the religion as a foreign philosophy, resulting in its eventual ban by the Ming dynasty in 1370.[footnoteRef:15] Manichaeism quickly died out after this, having lost all support from every nation it spread to. One of the last remaining temples to the ‘Buddha of Light’ exists in Cao'an Temple in Jinjiang, Fujian. A statue of a man in a Buddhist temple that could be easily mistaken as The Buddha sits with straight hair and a forked beard; a last reminder of a religion that once covered continents and rivalled Christianity for control of the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Samuel N. C. Lieu, Mary Boyce, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China: A Historical Survey (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985).]  [15:  Xisha Ma, Huiying Meng, Popular Religion and Shamanism, trans. By Zhen Chi, Thomas David DuBois (Leiden: Brill, 2011), p. 55-57.]  [16:  Samuel Lieu, vii Chinese Turkestan: Manicheism in Chinese Turkestan and China (2011) <iranicaonline.org/articles/chinese-turkestan-vii> [accessed 7 February 2021].] 

The fall of Manichaeism is attributable to several factors that have shown to be true throughout the course of this essay. The main factor is its syncretism. Mani founded his religion as a bridge between the religions of East and West; his homeland of Mesopotamia stood in the middle of the silk road to both ends of Eurasia as a literal bridge between the two parts of the world. He took many different parts of many different religions and created something not as good as any of them. His faith was so like the established religion wherever it went that it was more akin to heresy within the native religion than a faith and identity in and of itself. It was even viewed as a heresy within religions that have very little in common such as Christianity and Buddhism or Zoroastrianism and Islam. However, this weakness was also its greatest strength. The spread of the religions in which it was based on allowed it to spread like wildfire among those populations as a continuation of their previous faith but was so indistinct that it was quickly quashed by the authorities. This double-edged sword of sacrificing a distinct identity for syncretism is seen in other religions throughout history with varying degrees of success. The effect of Mani’s philosophy may not have had a huge impact at a glance, but on a closer inspection it introduced many antitheses to many different theses and encouraged syntheses amongst great influential thinkers like Saint Augustine of Hippo resulting in lasting and profound change for Western religious history.
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