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the truth of the Hidden Imam.*® There is undoubtedly some truth to this. In other writings we frequently find
Sadaq mixing material of direct doctrinal and polemical import with miscellaneous items that may grab the
less committed reader’s attention, such as explorations of why pregnancy interrupts menstruation and why
corpses weep.® The Yiudhasaf stories, meanwhile, are certainly as alluring a bait as could be wished for.
If, however, we examine these texts closely in the context of Kamal al-din’s stated objectives, we are
driven to suspect that this given reason is not the sum of Sadiq’s motives; rather Yidhasaf and his
exploits are part of the same probative continuum of motifs that stretches across Kamal al-din.

The story begins when the mighty but thoroughly impious king of India is confronted by a lone sage who
seeks to change his ways, and who tells him the story of one Yudhasaf with that aim. This story, in turn, is
that of the youthful Yldhasaf, a sheltered prince and the son of another, more graphically impious king, a
king who has banished all men of religion from his kingdom on pain of execution. So many were burned to
death in this pogrom that the land of India remained ablaze for an entire year. Prince Yadhasaf,
meanwhile, undergoes the proverbial realization of change and mortality familiar from Buddhist literature,
stealing out of the palace into the real world, where he sees before him the shocking realities of decay and
death from which he had been protected. Cast into doubt, he seeks the means of answering his mortal
dilemma, and learns of the men of religion who once roamed the land but whom the king has driven into
hiding, whom he dearly wishes now to find and consult. The wise man of God, Bilawhar, residing in
another country, hears of the prince’s plight, and travels in disguise to find him and teach him. They meet
in secret and begin Yudhasaf’s education, an education which consists largely of Bilawhar telling the
prince improving stories, some of which contain characters who themselves tell stories in turn. For seventy
pages we are transported into a maelstrom of parables and aphorisms, narratives and metanarratives, a
world where men of God are forever struggling to spread the faith in the face of despotic, idolatrous rulers,
whose depredations often compel them to do their work in secret.

It is clear that, far from being only a Shahrzadesque narrative bait to keep untrustworthy readers
interested, the Yldhasaf stories are deeply embedded in the contentions that Sadiq has been making in
the earlier parts of the book. It is dominated by the same motifs that dominate Sadiq’s selection of stories
of the prophets and, indeed, the mu ‘ammariin stories. We see the custodians of religion driven into hiding
by unholy tyrants; we see the pious quest of the faithful to learn their teachings in their enforced absence.
Like the stories of the prophets, the Yildhasaf stories are further linked to the master-narrative of the
Twelfth Imam not only by motifs of plot but also by the staple vocabulary of Imami literature on the subject,
regularly employing terms like imam, khurdj, and, of course, ghaybah.

% This concern that the reader be kept entertained and interested, and, indeed, that they might be so
interested as to be coaxed into reading something improving despite themselves, is a familiar one in
Abbasid literature, an extensive study of which is provided by G. J. H. van Gelder, “Mixtures of Jest and
Earnest in Classical Arabic Literature: Part |,” Journal of Arabic Literature 23 (1992): 83—108, 95-106;
and idem, “Mixtures of Jest and Earnest in Classical Arabic Literature. Part Il,” Journal of Arabic
Literature 23 (1992): 169-90, 169-172.

% See Abi Ja‘far Muhammad b. ‘AlT b. Misa b. Babawayh (Sadiq), ‘llal al-shara’i* (Beirut: Mu’ assasat

al-A'lamT Ii'1-Matbi ‘at, 2007), 282—283 and 296.
ILEX
FOUNDATION



Page | 20 ¢
¢

M I Z A N PROJECT JOURNAL POP *

Mmizanproject.org

So far Sadiq’s presentation of the Yildhasaf stories is very reminiscent of how he treats the mu ‘ammariin
stories, complete with the same apparent contradictions. Once again we find a set of material, the utility of
which for Kamal al-din’s central contention is evident, but just as evident is Sadlq’s determination to
distance himself from that utility. Once again we find Sadliq anxious to reaffirm that he needs only the
imams’ hadith to prove his points, and that these other texts are of a thoroughly secondary (or tertiary)
importance. Where Sadliq narrates stories of the prophets, the parallels between the Hidden Imam and
prophets like Joseph and Abraham are often vociferously pointed out to the reader, but such guiding
interventions are quite absent from the YUdhasaf stories, their many resonances with the occultation of the
imam remaining implicit for the reader to find.

In two ways, however, the YUdhasaf narratives appear the greater oddity. The first is the different reason
supplied for their inclusion. Sadiq does not suggest that these are governed by the same rubric of anti-
proof under which he included the mu‘ammardn texts, instead having us believe that Yadhasaf is there
solely to entertain (a claim that their clear probative value renders all the more implausible). This is all the
more noteworthy in combination with the second distinguishing feature of the Yudhasaf stories: their
alterity. We have seen how Sadiiq emphasizes that the mu ‘ammarin stories are of a less verifiable quality
than the ahadith of the imams, but with the Yldhasaf stories we arrive in even less canonical territory.
Though the mu‘ammarin stories contain their share of unsourced texts and improbable legends, they still
in the main deal with matter which is very local, both geographically and epistemologically: the long-lived
Arabs whom Sadiq lists include figures to whom are attributed familiar poems and to whom tribes trace
their genealogies. While the events they describe are often filled with wonders and perhaps unfamiliar for
it, they are nonetheless accompanied by Sadliq’s energetic attempts to situate them as the property of the
Imamis’ accustomed opponents, narrated by their authorities and written in their books. With Yidhasaf,
however, we have moved to a very different register, a place of the exotic, the unknown and the quite
unverifiable, once upon a time and far, far away.

| have heard that there was once a king amongst the kings of India. His soldiers were
many, his kingdom was large, he was held in dread by his people and was victorious over
his enemies. But he was also possessed of great desire for the pleasures of this world, its
delights and its diversions, and so was ruled and swayed by his passions. For him, the
most beloved and trusted of men was he who flattered him and lauded his opinions, while
the most despised and doubted was he who neglected his commands and bade him do
otherwise than he wished.®"

The even more fabulous, altericized register inhabited by these narratives in some ways heralds a
proportional escalation of the risk of their inclusion. If Saddq is nervous of being seen to rely on isnad-
devoid wisdom literature like the mu ‘ammardn stories, this can only be exacerbated when it comes to a
text like the Yldhasaf stories that has minimal, if any, claim to authority. This heightened risk in turn
intensifies the puzzle of why Sadlq includes so hazardous a text and on such a scale.

®1 Sadiq, Kamal al-din, 603. Interestingly, in some manuscripts, “I have heard” is prefixed by a short

isnad of mostly unknown sources, while in others this is omitted.
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Conversely, we see in this same otherness that distinguishes the Yildhasaf stories in Kamal al-din the
beginnings of their utility. They are extraneous to the known, to the knowable, and thus extraneous to the
verifiable, and this allows them to function with certain freedoms and flexibilities that are not possible for
Sadiq’s other texts. The stories told in his other texts, be they about recent historical figures like
Khumarawayh b. Ahmad b. TalGin or more distant individuals like Lugman or even Dhi’l-Qarnayn, must
confine their images of occultation to certain frameworks of who these figures are known to be and the
exploits in which they are known to participate, even though these may include such wondrous details as
bejeweled citadels and adventures beneath pyramids. The setting of India,®? by contrast, removes us to a
context that is utterly distant, non-Abrahamic, and unverifiable.®®

In such a setting, Sadiqg’s images of the Twelfth Imam can now appear on an altogether grander scale.
The hidden imams who appear in the Yldhasaf stories are persecuted not by their fellow Muslims over
disputes of legitimacy, but by wicked, idolatrous tyrants, monstrous kings who give no pretense of piety
but condemn entire religions to be burned to death. Their persecution is justified not by theological
minutiae but by the charge of piety itself, the teachings for which they are hounded none other than the
essential truths of God’s oneness and power and of man’s frailty.®* As for the one who seeks the hidden
figure of guidance, the humble believers of the stories of the Twelfth Imam, now it is the young, heroic
prince, setting out to seek adventure and to restore just rule to the land, perhaps encountering one or two
fair maidens in towers as he does s0.%° This is the story of the Twelfth Imam not merely corroborated but
reinvigorated and writ large, a story that the Ytdhasaf stories are able to create precisely because of their
apocryphal nature.

Even as he presents these most dramatic illustrations of the reality of occultation as a pervasive, perennial
phenomenon of human experience, we have seen how Sadiq is anxious to distance himself from any
open reliance on these texts for probative value, fearful that to do so would be a fatal blow to his
arguments’ credibility. Rather, all that is offered here is tacit similarity, the stories relying only on the

%2 |ndia is often to be found playing the role of the exotic other in Abbasid literature. This receives
abundant illustration in the ‘Aja’ib al-hind of Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 342/954) (Jabil: Dar wa-Maktabat
Bibliyan, 2009), whose exotic tales must represent a much more widespread popular literature along
similar lines now lost to us. This imaginative habit is meanwhile tellingly rebuffed in a work that set out
to correct it: Muhammad b. Ahmad al-BiranT, in the introduction to his Tahqiq ma Ii’l-Hind, vents not a
little frustration at people’s credulity with regard to this subject matter: Kitab al-Biranr fi Tahqiq ma Ii’l-
Hind min maqdlah magqgbdlah fr'l-‘aql aw mardhadlah (Qom: Intisharat-i Bidar, 1418 [1997]), 1-6. Al-
Sayrafi similarly is anxious to distinguish his account of the region from the common currency of sailors’
tales; see James E. Montgomery and Tim Mackintosh-Smith (trans.), Two Arabic Travel Books (New
York: New York University Press, 2014), 132—-133.

8 We should note that, as we saw above, it is the example of the Indian Brahmins and their
extraordinary, unapologetically foreign, total rejection of the Abrahamic model of prophecy that is
presented in Kamal al-din as the dreadful eventual consequence of Sadiq’s opponents’ rejection of his
proof-texts.

® |t is worth noting that Sadiq is elsewhere quite clear that even such essential truths as these cannot

become known without the guidance of a hujjah. See Al-Tawhid, 314-321.
% Saduq, Kamal al-din, 659.
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reader’s imagination to form the associations that they facilitate. Sadlq ensures that this imaginative leap
will indeed occur by a simple process of accumulation, enacting countless reiterations of his key motifs
across the length of Kamal al-din, from Nimrod’s pursuit of Abraham, to Pharaoh’s pursuit of Moses, to the
Abbasids’ pursuit of the Hidden Imam, to the awful king of India’s murderous designs, ever reinforcing
them in the reader’s mind such that they become unmissabile.

This cumulative instruction of the reader’s imagination in turn engenders powerful assertions of
equivalence and truth that draw on something more profound, more visceral than the textual-critical
authenticity that had proved so elusive to Imami proponents of the occultation. The Hidden Imam, these
stories declare, is the wandering, pious sage whom the true of heart must seek out. His disappearance is
the necessary flight from tyrannical, bloody persecution. The Imami believer is the heroic young prince.
The Abbasid caliph, meanwhile, is the genocidal, unbelieving oppressor, the enemy of religion itself. Much
of this is achieved by the grand scale of the Yudhasaf stories, but much, too, is accomplished by a
strategic shrinking of certain of Kamal al-din’s leitmotifs. While Imami scholars equivocate endlessly on the
exact reason for God’s concealment of the imam and what this entails for his community,® in the
Yudhasaf stories things are simpler, the men of God hiding for fear of persecution, not as a result of some
inscrutable divine act. They are not miraculously concealed, only hidden in another country, and if needs
must they can return to answer the virtuous quest of the young prince. The mysterium tremendum of the
occultation is, at the last, lessened here, the imam’s inscrutable hiddenness incorporated into the older,
the more recognizable, indeed the qur’anic and indelibly Shi’i paradigm of the enlightened few fleeing the
tyrannical, misguided maijority. The soteriological rupture of the imam’s hiddenness, meanwhile, becomes
mollified into no less familiar a motif than the young man setting out to seek his fortune.

Sadiq thus attempts to raise the image of the Hidden Imam to the level of myth and archetype, rendered
truth by its intrinsic human drama that may resonate with fundamental motifs of storytelling. This device
that we see at its clearest here in the Yldhasaf stories in turn sheds invaluable light on the curious,
apparently counter-productive fixation with the outlandish and the apocryphal that Sadidq has exhibited
throughout the Kamal al-din. While he could present theologically watertight accounts of the imam’s
occultation and those of previous prophets, to do so would be to severely impoverish this parallel engine
of proof by myth. The latter requires both quantity and quality; Sadiq may convey a certain amount
through sheer weight of repetition, but he appreciates the need for the memorable, the extraordinary, the
dramatic, and the fabulous. What the image of Idris rebuked by God for sulking, the image of Salman
wandering a hujjah-deprived world, and, indeed, the image of Alexander encountering little furry people
with mismatched ears may cost in terms of credibility, Sadlq gambles they will recuperate by further
engrossing the reader in his seething intertext of shared motifs.®” If his material is rich enough, he

% |\n Kamal al-din itself we see Sadiiq offer a number of answers to this question. See 507-508, nos.
7-10. For an examination of the significance of Sadlq’s given reasons and how they interrelate with
Kamal al-din’s chronicled stories of the prophets, see Vilozny, “What Makes a Religion Perfect?” 487—
490.

®" Sadiiq, Kamal al-din, 430—-431. In other works, Sadiq steps in with commentary to clarify reports in
which a prophet appears less than perfect to bring it in line with the Imami belief in prophetic infallibility,

but not here. See, e.g., idem, Al-Tawhid, 128.
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paradoxically attains a measure of deniability—he can state outright that he does not rely on these texts,
trusting their message will penetrate regardless.®®

Kamal al-din is unusual amongst other writings on the Twelfth Imam by Sadiq’s contemporaries in that it
does not avoid or talk down the narrated testaments to the Twelfth Imam’s existence but asserts their
indubitable probative force. Nonetheless, we have seen how Sadiq is painfully aware of these texts’ limits
in the face of a cynical, unbelieving majority. In parallel to Kamal al-din’s declared goal, he therefore
pursues a broader, more ambitious project: to compensate for these proof-texts’ lack of textual-critical
credibility by drawing instead on a resource which he perceives them to have in abundance—the sheer
compelling drama of the stories they tell. Rather than create a sanitized account of the occultation, he
embraces all that is unstable and eccentric in the corpora available to him, committing to accounts that his
less intrepid fellow scholars dared not go near and embedding them in an eternal drama of absent
authority, in the hope of imagining a Hidden Imam who is simply too enticing a story not to believe in. It is
a daring and ingenious strategy that reaches its culmination in the last, long flight of fancy provided by
Yidhasaf and his adventures.®

% The presence of pervasive, continuing motifs and narrative patterns in Imami hadith literature and in
particular in texts concerning the lives of the imams has received attention from a number of scholars.
Pierce has explored how these patterns develop in collective biographies of the imams in the Buwayhid
period and after, while Buckley identifies a similar dynamic in individual ahadith as they are narrated as
early as the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries. Both scholars examine the phenomenon from a
diachronic perspective, analyzing the role of these recurring narratives in the ongoing creation of a
shared Imami Shi’i cultural memory (see also Rainer Brunner, “The Role of Hadith as Cultural Memory
in Sh1'T History,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 30 [2005]: 318—-360). While elements of
Saduaq’s motif-building may certainly be seen as part of just such a process, what we have also seen
here in Kamal al-din is how a single author at a particular historical moment can actively undertake to
shape and exploit the narrative resonances of his material to very specific ends. As such, Sadidq’s
endeavors have much in common with what Bray observes within Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi’s (d. 328/940)
writing (from which study the use of the term ‘myth’ is borrowed): Julia Bray, “Abbasid Myth and the
Human Act,” in Philip F. Kennedy (ed.), On Fiction and Adab in Medieval Arabic (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 2005), 1-49.

% Unlike the son of Ahmad b. TalGn, the Bodhisattva from whose title the word Yadhasaf ultimately
derives is a long way from any historical memory that Sadiiq might be party to. Yadhasaf becomes
Josephat in European context, a figure of legend with similarly little connection to any self-consciously
Buddhist context. Although other Arabic versions of the story are nearer the mark in their location of
diacritics with Badasf (as followed by Gimaret), and though we have no way of knowing whether the
shift from b to y comes from Sadtiq or a later scribe, to correct the text would be to impose a quite
fictitious notion that Sadlq or the scribe was somehow mistaken in giving the name Yidhasaf to the
protagonist of this text's wondrous adventures, when in fact Ytadhasaf is perfectly named to perform the

task intended for him. It seems judicious, then, to leave him as he is.
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