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2.2,1.3 The Sumaniyya
There is no reason why we should devote much time to the “Sumanite” men-
tioned-in our anecdote. His person and his doctrine remain unclear. A later
fransmitter, the historian Yahya b. ‘Ali al-Munajjim (241/855-300/913),! tried
to identify the anonymous Azdite with Jarir b. Hazim, who would become
quite a respected traditionist and historian and wrote a book on the Azragites,
among other things.? He was indeed acquainted with Salih b. ‘Abd al-Quddas;
in a poem the latter criticised him, saying that he was never sure of Jarir’s '
friendship. But in the early 120s he would still have been rather young; he died
only in 170/786, although he was allegedly born in 85/704. Ibn al-Munajjim’s
speculation was probably really only a shot in the dark.*
It would, on the other hand, be important what in fact a Basran narrator
thought a Sumanite was. He was probably simply evoking a stereotype. The
Sumanites were regarded as sensualists who did not believe in any spiritual
reality; this is how they were said to have confronted Jahm b. Safwan.’ This
was exactly what was expected of a zindig as well; we have seen it in the case
of Bashshar b. Burd,® and there are more examples.” The Indian physician with
whom Ja‘far al-Sadiq converses in the “Book of the Myrobalan" is presented
in the same way. And there were indeed Indian physicians in Basra. Harfin al-
Rashid would later invite therm to his court; some translated Sanksrit texts on
behalf of the Barmakids.? It seems that their comand of Arabic was quite good,
and even if that had been a problem, clearly an interested Muslim intellectual
could always find a decent translator in Basra, This was how texts on rhetoric
were made accessible;l© the Indians were regarded as especially exemplary.!
Jahiz was able to form an opinion on Indian literature in general: Indian
books, he found, did not have one specific author but were transmitted over
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