
Madness see insanity

Madyan see midian

Magians

Originally a term for the professional 
priesthood of the pre-Islamic religious 
institution in Iran, in qur�ānic usage it is 
presumably a term for all followers of that 
religion. The Arabic term translated as 
“Magians,” (al-majūs) is attested once at 
q 22:17, a late Medinan sūra (see chron - 
ology and the qur��n), where the list 
Jews (see jews and judaism), Christians 
(see christians and christianity) and 
Sabians (q.v.) attested in q 2:62, now also 
includes them. The etymology and history 
of the term and the question whether the 
Magians are People of the Book (q.v.) are 
the two large issues raised by this single 
attestation.

The old Persian maguš as the title for a 
professional priestly tribe is well attested in 
surrounding languages, Akkadian, Arme-
nian, Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, Greek, 
Sanskrit and presumably old Sinitic (see 
foreign vocabulary). These religious 
professionals appear to have traveled far 
beyond Iranian held lands. Their religious 

aura seems to have been widely recognized 
but they also played administrative, mili-
tary and commercial roles. In the Sasanian 
dynasty a wider array of titles were used 
within the priestly bureaucracy but the 
 special status of the title in its middle 
 Persian forms survived. The older term, 
however, also was widely circulated, pre-
sumably because of the prominent Chris-
tian mention of the Magi in the birth 
 stories of Jesus. It likely passed into Arabic 
through Syriac (see syriac and the 
qur��n; arabic langauge). Early Mus-
lim commentators do not limit the term to 
professional priests and describe the 
 Magians as worshippers of the sun (q.v.), 
an interpretation also attested in Sanskrit 
sources. Later commentators recognize 
that fi re (q.v.) is the stereotypical object of 
worship by the Magians. The fi re-cult is 
the hallmark of the Magian tradition for 
later  heresiographers and in Islamic litera-
ture, especially within the Persianate con-
text (see persian literature and the 
qur��n).

The enumeration of apparently six forms 
of religion in q 22:17 has been the primary 
focus of commentary (see exegesis of the 
qur��n: classical and medieval). The 
text lists believers, Jews, Sabians, Chris-
tians, Magians and those who associate 
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something else with God (see polytheism 
and atheism; belief and unbelief; god 
and his attributes). Debate on this and 
other passages has focused on the status of 
the intermediate four traditions. Are they 
to be classed with the believers or the 
 associators or are they in an intermediate 
position (see faith)? While some have 
 argued that there is only one true and fi ve 
false religions here mentioned, the bulk of 
the tradition either recognizes that at least 
some members of the four named tradi-
tions are to be classed with the believers or 
the traditions themselves are the so-called 
religions of the book in addition to Islam 
(q.v.; see also religion; religious plu- 
ralism and the qur��n). Whether the 
Magians were to be included among the 
People of the Book (q.v.) was debated since 
it appeared that the religion lacked a 
prophet (see prophets and prophet- 
hood) and a scripture (see book), and 
there was also signifi cant theological con-
troversy concerning their identity as mono-
theists and their doctrine of the creation 
(q.v.) and the power of evil (see good and 
evil; theology and the qur��n).

Apologists worked hard to counter these 
charges and to argue that they belonged in 
the category of religions of the book. The 
story of Alexander the Great’s (q.v.) de-
struction of the original scripture became 
prominent and the attempts already made 
by the Sasanians to organize the remaining 
written tradition were consolidated. The 
legend of Zoroaster was remolded to pres-
ent him along the lines of Islamic prophet-
hood. In general, Islamic authorities have 
granted them partial status as a People of 
the Book (see law and the qur��n). Inter-
estingly, Muslim authorities have also rec-
ognized the affi nity that exists between the 
Magian priest and the Islamic judge, exer-
cising a political and juridical role that de-
pended on the close cooperation of reli-
gious functionary and ruler, a Persian ideal 

that became central to Islamic notions of 
the state (see kings and rulers; politics 
and the qur��n).

William R. Darrow
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Magic

The art which claims to produce effects by 
the assistance of supernatural beings or by 
a mastery of secret forces in nature. The 
contrast between the rational and the irra-
tional, of supreme importance to the 
 human being, even in the present day, sug-
gests the question: “Is magic credible?”
The Qur�ān replies in the affi rmative, both 
when speaking about magic — describing 
its deeds and consequences — as well as by 
concluding with two apotropaic sūras, 
which are often regarded as protective 
 talismans (see popular and talismanic 
uses of the qur��n), and thus confi rma-
tions of magic. To this could be added the 
various �adīths of the Prophet (see �ad�th 
and the qur��n) in which something like 
magic is spoken of (see divination; fore- 
telling; gambling), or enchanting magi-
cal acts that affect the Prophet himself are 
described. Despite this apparent credibility 
of magic, it should be understood that nor-
mative Islam does not conceive of or admit 
to the existence of powers other than those 
of God (see power and impotence), or 
to a belief that one can accept help from 
anyone or anything other than God (see 
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