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Chapter 5 

The Idea of Evil and Messianic 
Deliverance in the Satpanth 

Ismaili Tradition of South Asia 
Wafi A. Momin 

MESSIANISM, EVIL, AND THE 
SATPANTH ISMAIL! TRADITION 

The coming of an awaited savior to deliver the oppressed from tyrannical 
power or wicked forces is a motif found in many religious movements and 
cultic organizations through different ages. Such revolutionary currents are 
dubbed under a variety of labels, including millennial, messianic, chiliastic , 
and apocalyptic . They have tended to rally their supporters by fostering the 
vision of a new world order, promising emancipation from their present 
sufferings and the granting of rewards here on Earth (Landes 2000, xi-xii 
ff.). A noteworthy phenomenon within these currents is the intermingling 
of such motifs across religious lines-in some cases, even drawn from what 
are often viewed as irreconci lable worldviews-constructing in the process a 
harmonious conception of human hi story and its ul timate destiny. An inter­
esting case of this cross-ferti lization of messianic ideals is encountered in the 
long-awaited, tenth incarnation of the Hindu deity Vi$l)U, known as Kalki or 
Kalkin, and the adoption of this idea by many Muslim groups. 

The doctrine of Vi$l)U 's bodily manifestations (avatars) as well as 
an exhaustive body of stories and customs surrounding it has Jong been 
recounted in Hindu scriptures, particularly in the epics of Mahabharata and 
Riimaym:ia and the extensive body of Purar:Uc literature. As per a general­
ized view of the doctri ne, Vi$l)U has come to be associated with ten specific 
incarnations, moving from theriomorphic to anthropomorphic forms, which 
are distributed over a period of four ages (yugas), with each subsequent age 
representing a gradual decline in the observance of religio- legal and moral 
norms (dharma). In these yugas , whenever the evi l powers are believed to 
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