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Red Sulphur, the Great Remedy and the  
Supreme Name: Faith in the Twelve Imams and 

Shi!i Aspects of Alevi-Bektashi Piety

Rıza Yıldırım

Introduction

The Alevi-Bektashi1 community forms the largest religious minority 
in modern Turkey. They are known for their latitudinarian 
interpretation of Islam which is marked by an indifferent attitude 
towards the prescribed rules of Islamic law. In that sense the Alevi-
Bektashi creed is usually labeled as ‘heterodox’. Concerning their 
sectarian position, common wisdom deems Alevi-Bektashi tradition 
to lie within the fold of Shi#i Islam. Given the central place of Imam 
#Alī, the ahl al-bayt (People of the House or the Household of the 
Prophet), the twelve imams, and the offspring of the Prophet in their 
theology and religious praxis, a strong pro-Alid colouring is obvious. 
In particular, the dominance of the twelve imams in their faith and 
rituals forms the hallmark of Alevi-Bektashi tradition. However, one 
should not confuse their tradition with Twelver Shi#ism, for they have 
certain differences both in terms of creed and socio-religious structure. 
Close scrutiny reveals that though a convergence towards a Shi#i mode 
of theology is apparent, a recognisable taste of peculiarity shows 
through in Alevi-Bektashi theology and religiosity.

Alevi-Bektashi sources put special stress on the primordial essence 
and divine nature of the Prophetic family and the twelve imams.  
One may safely argue that both the Alevi creed and their socio-
religious stratification are built on the concept of ahl al-bayt. A careful 
study of literary and oral sources shows that the omnipotent image  
of the imams shaped in a mythological, esoteric and supernatural  
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aura dominates Alevi-Bektashi theology in its entirety. In that  
respect, Alevi-Bektashi tradition bears familial resemblances with 
other Shi#i traditions. It is important to note, however, that the imam 
as perceived by the Alevi-Bektashi faith has significant differences 
from the theory of the imamate established by institutionalised Twelver 
Shi#ism.

Though a general sense of difference is known to modern 
scholarship, the details of similarities and differences between the 
Alevi-Bektashi tradition and Twelver Shi#ism have not been studied 
on the basis of literary sources.2 Alevis and Bektashis are rather 
considered under the generic title ‘extremist’ or ghulāt Shi#ism, a 
medieval Islamic term which is no longer useful for understanding  
the true nature of these pro-#Alid religious traditions in the Islamic 
world. This study attempts to explore the place and role of the Prophetic 
family and progeny in the Alevi-Bektashi faith in the early modern 
period, relying mainly on literary sources produced by these 
communities. Within this framework it also addresses the question of 
the relationship between Alevi-Bektashi tradition and the greater  
Shi#i world.

Sources

There are many unstudied manuscripts in private and public libraries 
that deal with the Alevi-Bektashi faith and its rituals. Among them, a 
special treatise, albeit in multiple versions, is of particular importance 
for the sake of this study. Usually titled Kitāb-i khu$ba-yi dawāzdah 
imām (The Book of the Sermon of the Twelve Imams), these treatises are 
devoted to explaining the sacred nature of the Prophetic genealogy 
and its central place in the faith. I have used four copies of this work 
for this study, none of which has been published or studied before. We 
have every reason to believe that there are many more manuscript 
copies in private possession waiting to be explored. The contents of the 
four copies I consulted show trivial variations that can safely be 
ignored here. It should also be noted that the bound volumes that 
include The Book of the Sermon of the Twelve Imams, which indeed 
combine several treatises, also show familial resemblance. In each 
compilation (in manuscript form) The Book of the Sermon of the Twelve 
Imams is bound just before Manāqib-i Shaykh &afī commonly known 
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as the Qizilbash Buyruq.3 The dates of copying of these four manuscripts 
vary from the early 17th century to the mid-19th century.4

The text itself suggests that it was written in the mid-15th century by 
the famous &urūfī author #Abd al-Majīd Firishtah (d. 864/1459–60). 
The author identifies himself as follows,

I am the poor and humble #Abd al-Majīd, son of Firishtah; I 
translated this Sermon of the Twelve Imams (Khu$ba-yi dawāzdah 
imām) from Arabic to Turkish. O dear ones! Know that the age is 
not permanent; you should effort to attach yourselves to the 
shirt-tail of the Prophet so that you can achieve your wishes. One 
is with his beloved.5

#Abd al-Majīd b. Firishtah is a well-known prolific &urūfī author. His 
!Ishq-nāmah, partially a Turkish translation of Fa(l Allāh Astarābādī’s 
Jāwidān-nāmah, and other works such as Ākhirat-nāmah and Hidāyat-
nāmah became famous among Ottoman &urūfīs.6 The above record 
makes it clear that the original Arabic text constituting the core of our 
source was written well before the mid-15th century. Unfortunately, 
#Abd al-Majīd b. Firishtah gives no information about his source 
except to say that it was in Arabic.

Āqā Buzurg al-+ihrānī (d.  1389/1970), a prominent Twelver 
bibliographer and biographer, gives some valuable information in his 
voluminous al-Dharī)a !alā ta*ānif al-Shī!a, a comprehensive 
bibliography of Shi#i works, that might help us to identify #Abd 
al-Majīd’s source. In the entry ‘dawāzdah imām’, +ihrānī states that 
‘Khu$ba al-ithnā !ashariyya’ is a generic title for treatises of entreaty 
that include invocations and eulogies of the twelve Shi#i imams. The 
number of such treatises mushroomed during the early period of 
Safawid rule (907–1135/1501–1722). In al-Dharī!a, +ihrānī lists eleven 
different treatises titled ‘dawāzdah imām’, nine of which were written 
during the Safawid era by several authors such as Mu-sin al-Fay( 
al-Kāshānī (d. 1090/1679), Mīrzā Qawām al-Sayfī, and Mawlā Mu-sin 
Kirmānshāhī. One of the two treatises that antedate the Safawid epoch 
is attributed to Shaykh Mu-yī al-Dīn b. #Arabī (d. 638/1240), which 
seems barely relevant to our source. The other one, however, deserves 
particular attention. This is a treatise of prayer and eulogy attributed to 
Khwājah Na.īr al-Dīn +ūsī (d. 672/1274). +ihrānī reports from an 
unidentified source that A-mad Sawijī once asked his master Mullā 
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A-mad Ardabīlī (d. 993/1585) about the best way of beseeching God. 
Ardabīlī responded to his pupil that the best prayer is the Khu$ba-yi 
dawāzdah imām of Khwājah Na.īr al-Dīn +ūsī, which is reported to 
have been taught him by Imām #Alī in his dream. +ihrānī also mentions 
a commentary of this work that was written by Sayyid Abū #Alī 
b. Sayyid Mu-ammad Bāqir.7

Elsewhere in the same voluminous work +ihrānī says that he saw in 
the private library of a certain Sayyid Āqā al-Tustarī in Najaf, a 
manuscript called Khu$ba-yi dawāzdah imām from the 10th/16th or 
11th/17th century. The text includes eulogies and salutations to the 
Prophet and the other thirteen impeccable ones (Fā/ima and the 
twelve imams), as well as a short biography of each one. Apart from 
the fourteen impeccable ones, this work also includes statements of 
good wishes for &amza b. #Abd al-Mu//alib, Ja#far b. Abī +ālib, and the 
sultan (ruler) of the time. As +ihrānī cites, the author is recorded as 
#Alī b. Hammād in the text. After summarising his personal eyewitness 
account, +ihrānī goes on to state that when Shāh Ismā#īl ascended to 
the throne in Tabriz in 907/1501, he ordered that the first khu$ba be 
read in the name of the twelve imams, a practice that had no precedent 
in Islamic history.8 He adds on the authority of #Abd al-A-ad b. Burhān 
al-Dīn b. #Alī al-Sīrjānī, who presented his exegesis of the sura of Rūm 
to Shāh +ahmasb (r.  930–984/1524–1576), that al-Khu$ba al-ithnā 
!ashariyya had been widespread since the early years of Safawid rule. 
Despite Nā.īr al-Dīn +ūsī’s alleged treatise, +ihrānī concludes that the 
early Safawid period must be accepted as terminus post quem for the 
appearance of eulogy-prayer texts under the generic title ‘Khu$bat 
al-ithnā !ashariyya’ or ‘Khu$ba-yi dawāzdah imām.’9

The testimony of The Book of the Sermon of the Twelve Imams 
does not corroborate +ihrānī’s conclusion, for it was written sometime 
in the mid-15th century as a translation of an earlier Arabic text. 
Hence, it seems reasonable to take the beginning of the tradition  
rather earlier, at least back to Na.īr al-Dīn +ūsī’s treatise. Indeed we 
have extant manuscripts titled Du!ā-yi dawāzdah imām that are 
allegedly copies of +ūsī’s treatise.10 In line with +ihrānī’s description, 
the Du!ā-yi dawāzdah imām of +ūsī consists of eulogies of the 
twelve imams, including neither biographical information nor 
mythological stories about the imams.11 Therefore, the mythological 
accounts that are recorded by #Abd al-Majīd have no counterparts 
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in +ūsī’s entreaty-eulogy treatise, whereas the Arabic eulogy part 
at the end looks as though it was extracted from the latter. Taking  
into account all currently available evidence, then, it seems  
reasonable to assume that the original Arabic text, which formed the 
core of #Abd al-Majīd’s treatise, might have been a work built upon 
the tradition of +ūsī’s treatise, if not the treatise of +ūsī itself. More 
concrete conclusions on the issue, however, require further research 
into contemporary sources as well as the discovery of new source 
materials.

The second problem with The Book of the Sermon of the Twelve 
Imams, no less perplexing than the former, is the question of 
translation. It is less than clear to what extent the extant text is a 
translation of the original Arabic work. A close examination suggests 
that the 17-page text is by no means a literal word-to-word translation. 
One may further argue that the text is not even a liberal translation in 
its entirety, but includes substantial additions to the original tradition. 
It is only towards the middle of the treatise that #Abd al-Majīd 
b.  Firishtāh mentions his name and states that he translated The 
Sermon of the Twelve Imams. Up until this point, he explains that the 
Prophet and his progeny (the twelve imams) are the reason for the 
creation of existence, that love for them is obligatory upon true 
believers, that they have such an exalted status in God’s eyes that their 
intercession between men and God will never be rejected, and that 
their high status was envied even by great prophets such as Moses. He 
concludes this first part of the treatise by stating, ‘These twelve names 
constitute The Sermon of the Twelve Imams (Khu$ba-yi dawāzdah 
imām). Whoever reads it in the morning, twelve thousand angels 
watch him until nightfall; whoever reads it in the evening shall be 
saved by angels from all accidents and troubles.’12 He also adds that 
reading The Sermon of the Twelve Imams as a request for intercession 
after prayers or at any other time, leads to the acceptance of requests 
by God and the forgiveness of sins. It is only after that he says ‘I 
ttranslated this Sermon of the Twelve Imams from Arabic into Turkish.’ 
So the general structure of the narrative creates an impression that the 
six pages before this statement constitute an introduction to the 
Khu$ba, which is presented in the following pages, and hence, the 
introduction must have been authored by #Abd al-Majīd himself 
through compilation from other, unidentified sources.
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