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E a r l y C o m m u n i t y Pol i t i c s
a n d the M a r g i n a l i z a t i o n
o f W o m e n in I s l a m i c I n t e l l e c t u a l
History

Islam’s theological history interfaces with political developments in
the post-Prophetic era. The roots of many discussions in Islamic the
ology are found in Islam’s political history. Yet a closer analysis of this
history reveals that the dynamics of Islamic theology’s development
do not so much reflect Qur’anic or Prophetic teachings as they mirror
the political and economic conditions of the time. At the beginning of
the early Islamic era, Muslims were already trying to legitimize their
political interests using arguments and symbols drawn from Islamic
religious concepts and sources.1
The first ʿaqīda2 discussions originated from this aim to legitimize
rule. The Companions (ṣaḥ ā ba), who, along with the Prophet Muham
mad, built up the Islamic community on the ethical foundation of Is
lam, ultimately destroyed this foundation themselves in the post-Pro
1 W hen M u ʿāwiyya saw that he would lose the battle of ṣiffīn, he sent for ʿAmr bin al-ʿĀṣ and said to him:
“You shall keep ʿAlīʾs followers preoccupied with a m atter that will divide them, willingly or unwillingly. You
shall call for the Qur’an to judge between us and them.” According to ʿA m r bin Āṣ, the m ilitary superiority of
Ali’s followers could only be underm ined by a ruse (fraud) [Ibr āh īm M u ḥ ammad Ab ū al-Faḍ l al-Tabari, Ta’r īkh
al-Tabarī : ta’r īkh al-rusul wa-l-mulūk 30, Dhakhā ’ir al-‘arab 30 (Cairo: D ār al-Ma‘ārif, 1960), 258]. They therefore
impaled pages of the Qur’an on their spears and thus induced Ali’s soldiers to call for the Q ur’an to judge. This
is not just an isolated example from Islam’s history; there are other examples of even the most highly acclaimed
Companions confusing their political/military interests with Islam. M uham m ad Ibn Sa ʿd, Kitāb al-ṭabaqā t alkubrā IV (Beirut: D ār Bayrū t, 1968), 255.
2 ʿAq īda (plʿ aqā ʾ id) is the nam e for doctrinal principles in Islamic theology.
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phetic era. These developments in theology arose in response to the
Companions’ goal of legitimization so that the first ʿaqīda discussions
among Muslims resulted from Muslims attempting to justify their de
viation from Prophetic teachings. Thus Muslims’ principles of belief
( ʿaqā’id) and theological schools3 were not born purely out of theo
logical discourse, but rather emerged from the crisis of legitimacy that
arose during the post-Prophetic dynasties.4
Even before the death of the Prophet, Muslims preserved deepseated vestiges and influences of pre-Islamic traditions in their deci
sion-making processes.5 The Prophet’s closest followers often found
their solutions that would shape the future of Islamic thought, not in
the Qur’an or Prophetic advice, but rather in familiar cultural tradi
tions, which often contradicted Islamic ideals. This conflict of perspec
tives was later reflected in the hadith.
Departure from and misinterpretation of Prophetic teachings be
gan immediately following the death of Prophet Muhammad and per
sist until the present. While such differences are widely apparent, they
particularly affect the position of Muslim women in Islamic society.
This chapter will briefly consider these developments.
Although there are no completely reliable sources to fall back on,
the records that are available from the period before the eighth and
ninth centuries make it clear that Muslim women’s involvement in
decision-making processes was just as intensive then as during the
Prophet’s lifetime.
No account records the Prophet disadvantaging Muslim women
in any way. The first generations of women after the Prophet’s death
continued to exhibit a consciousness of being empowered by Islamic
teachings. Religion (dī n) in the presence of a still-living and charismat
ic leader develops in a very dynamic, spiritual way that impacts both
men’s and women’s consciousness without distinction.
The dispute between Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter, and Abu
Bakr, the first caliph, may be one of the most important theological
debates that demonstrates female empowerment in the new religion’s
teaching. Fatima was not afraid to oppose the Caliph’s theological
3 There are various schools of theology within classical Islamic thought that differ in certain matters of doc
trine. See W. M ontgom ery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1962).
4 Ahmet Akbulut, Sahabe devri siyasi hadiselerinin kelami problemlere etkileri (Istanbul: Birle şik Yayinlari,
1992), 253.
5 For Muslims’ post-Prophetic power struggles, see Ibid.
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arguments and to contradict him using her own rationales. This re
flects a strong, and above all, freely displayed self-confidence. For ex
ample, Fatima laid claim to her father’s inheritance, whereupon Abu
Bakr cited one of the hadith: “Prophet’s do not leave any inheritance.
All they leave behind is knowledge”, and on that basis he rejected her
claim.6 Fā ṭ ima tried in vain to persuade him with other logical and
theological arguments. When Fatima was not granted the right to in
herit from her father, she never spoke another word to Abu Bakr un
til his death. This dispute, which featured both theological and politi
cal arguments, finally ended during the reign of the caliph al-Ma’mun
(786-833), who ordered the governor of Medina to return Muham
mad’s inheritance to the Prophet’s family.7 Fatima also became a cen
tral figure in the political opposition to Abu Bakr. Her home was the
meeting place of the Companions who organized to oppose the selec
tion of Ab ū Bakr.8
The Prophet’s wife, ʿĀʾisha, and his daughter, Fatima, were cer
tainly not the closest of friends. They held different political and theo
logical positions, but both were actively involved in decision-making
processes in the post-Prophetic era. ʿĀʾisha was considered an authori
tative theologian and legal expert such that no one doubted her theo
logical competence.9 According to Ibn Sa ʿd, ʿĀʾisha could pronounce
her own opinion without regard for the opinions held by the Proph
et’s other followers.10 ʿĀʾisha criticized certain Companions’ uncon
sciously misogynistic views and committed herself to the protection
of Muslim women, and she was not the only female interlocutor on
social issues.
After the events surrounding ʿUthm ān’s murder, ʿĀʾisha played
a central role within intra-Muslim conflicts. She was not only a lead
ing theologian, but also a political/military personality. Her actions
were not based solely on religious grounds, but also on political ones.
Her bitterness against ʿAlī since he had recommended that the Proph
et Muhammad divorce her after the incident of al-Ifk,11 strength6 Ibn Sa‘d, Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā 8, 28.
7 A ḥ mad ibn Yaḥ y ā Balādhur ī, Kitāb futū h al-buld ān, ed. şalā ḥ al-D ī n M unajjid (al-Q āhira: M aktabat alNah ḍ a al-Miṣriyya, 1956), 46.
8 Ibn Sa‘d, Kitāb al-Ṭ abaqāt al-Kubrā.
9 al-Zarkash ī, M u ḥ mm ad ibn ʿAbd Allāh Badr al-D ī n. al-Ijāba li-īrād m ā istadrakathu ʿĀʾisha ʿalā al-ṣa ḥāba.
Ed. Sa‘īd al-Afghān ī . (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islām ī , 1980), 68-69.
10 Ibn Sa‘d, Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā 8, 424.
11 Qur’an 24:17. The slander by which ʿĀʾisha was accused of adultery.

37
Ednan Aslan, Marcia K. Hermansen and Elif Medeni - 9783653032383
Downloaded from PubFactory at 10/20/2019 03:06:07PM
via free access

Ednan Aslan

ened her political opposition to his Caliphate. For this reason, ʿAlī
and ʿĀʾisha’s relationship was very strained. This may also be the rea
son that ʿĀʾisha joined in solidarity with ʿAlī’s opponents Ṭalḥ a and
Zubayr.
Since this chapter is not intended to discuss the political circum
stances of this period in greater detail, it will suffice to highlight the
fact that women in the early Islamic period were heavily involved in
political and theological affairs. When one bears in mind that ʿĀʾisha
led troops to Basra alongside Zubayr and Ṭ al ḥ a , it is clear that wom
en’s power similarly encompassed multiple social functions.12
The active role of women in early Muslim society was not confined
to ʿĀʾisha and Fatima. Women lived in the midst of the community,
and were therefore a part of society’s religious, political, and economic
discourse.
Muslim women then confronted the model of the courtly lady as
a paragon of high society through contact with the Byzantine and the
Persian Empires. This model tried to exclude women from religious
discourse in order to theologically legitimize gender roles that favored
men and required woman’s submission, reducing her scope to the do
mestic sphere.
Suddenly Muslim women, who had led troops and had a say in re
ligious discourse, were robbed of social responsibility. At this juncture,
a hadith of the Prophet, passed down by Ab ū Bakra, surfaced: “A peo
ple that lets a woman rule over its affairs can only be destined for destruction.”13 Yet when we compare this statement to the spirit of the
Qur’an or the life and practice of the Prophet, we find obvious contradictions.14
Al-Ṣuy ūṭī similarly reported that the Prophet said: “Do not let
yourselves be advised by women. Do not let them resist you, but you
resist them, for opposition to women is God’s grace.”15
Yet in contrast to these and similar hadiths, the Qur’an describes
men and women as friends (walī/awliyā’) or as guides for each other:
12 al-Ṭabar ī , Tār īkh al-Ṭ abarī Tār īkh al-Rusul w-al-Mulū k, no. 30: V 2, 267.
13 A ḥ mad ibn M u ḥ ammad Ibn Ḥ anbal, ed. A ḥ mad M u ḥ ammad Sh ākir Musnad IV (Misr: D ār al-Ma ʿārif,
1949), 4, 43, 47, 51. Fatima Mernissi discusses the background of this hadith in The Veil and the Male Elite: A Femi
nist Interpretation o f Women’s Rights in Islam, translated by M ary Jo Lakeland (New York: Basic, 1991), p. 49 ff.
14 The tim e at which this tradition started is noteworthy, as this hadith originated at exactly the same tim e
when Āʾisha assumed a leadership role among the Muslims.
15 al-Suyū ṭ i, ‘A mal al-Yawm wa-l-Layla II ed. ‘Ashur M ustafa (al-Qahira: M aktabat al-Qur’an), 147.
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The Believers, men and women, are protectors one of another: they enjoin
what is just, and forbid what is evil: they observe regular prayers, practise regu
lar charity, and obey Allah and His Messenger. On them will Allah pour His
mercy: for Allah is Exalted in power, Wise.16

Such observations are not intended to find fault with the hadith cor
pus. Yet when we try to understand these texts in light of the Prophet’s
behavior and in the context of the Qur’an, it is not easy to explain the
contradictions.
According to contemporary Turkish theologian, Suleyman Ates,
the hadith discouraging female leadership was directed at ʿĀʾisha’s
role during the post-Prophetic political conflict. It originated because
a group of Muslims felt their own interests in community leadership
were in danger. If this had really been a saying of the Prophet, ʿĀʾisha’s
leadership would never have been recognized by Zubayr and Talha.
Ates therefore doubts the validity of the hadith, which the Qur’an con
tradicts.17
Overall, the question of how women could have been excluded from
the formational process of religious tradition even during the golden
age of Islamic civilization is troubling. How did a male-dominated the
ology, wherein women were robbed of their common sense, disenfran
chised from their social responsibility, and reduced to a self-denying
and masochistic experience of naive religiosity come to dominate?
Contemporary scholars of Islam, concerned with women’s educa
tion in the post-Prophetic era, may consult Shalaby’s academic work,18
which explores Muslim women’s education in the Middle Ages. In or
der to correctly analyze the discrimination against Muslim women in
education today, one must trace and then challenge the theological le
gitimization of this discrimination.
There were only five women in the early Islamic era who could
read and write. One of these was Ḥ afṢa, the Prophet’s wife, who con
tinued to teach children even after she was married to Muhammad.
According to available sources, two other women, ʿĀʾisha and Umm
Salama, could read, but not write. Considering the proportion of men
in this era who could read and write, however, the number of women
16 Qur’an 9:71.
17 Suleyman Ates, Kur’an-i Kerim Tefsir VI (Istanbul: M arsan Otom otiv 2005), 399-400.
18 Ahmad Shalaby, History o f Muslim Education (Karachi: Indus Publications, 1979).
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is not remarkably small.19Yet this number did not increase in the postProphetic era, but unfortunately decreased as a theology that discrimi
nated against women, rather than the true message of Islam, became
normative.
There is no place in the Qur’an or reliable sources of the Sunna
that supports barriers to women in education. The Prophet himself
instructed women exactly as he instructed men. After the Prophet’s
death, however, we see increasing discrimination against women in
education, and this discrimination still characterizes theological and
religious norms in the minds of Muslims in many parts of the Islamic
world. Despite this discrimination, we find that some Muslim women
in the Abbasid era attained higher education.20 At this time girls were
usually taught at home, either by their fathers or private tutors.
The theological reasoning that prevented women from participat
ing in education was based on the argument, still influential in Islamic
countries, that co-education is undesirable, since scholars saw a danger
of men being seduced in a mixed-gender environment.21
Scholars al-Jähiz and al-Qäbisi are typical examples of this spir
it of their times. They recommended that women not learn to read
or write. It sufficed for them to be informed about Islamic worship
and service.22 Al Qäbisi sensed a danger in women learning to read
and write, for those who developed intellectual strength could rebel
through critique.
But if one ascribes this misogynistic, religiously-legitimized the
ological position to the time of the Prophet, when “the seeking of
knowledge was a duty of every Muslim,” one is perplexed in trying to
understand the sources of gender discrimination in Islamic theology.
Women’s status worsened in the process of the systematic differen
tiation of Islamic theology. Woman finally lost her place in religious
discourse through the canonization of sharVa as the religion practiced
19 Of seventeen who could read and write, five were women.
20 Al-Balädhuri reported from a school w ith girls and even adult women that girls and boys were taught to
gether in Kufa. Shalaby cites this from from Kitäb al-Aghäni in Ahmad Shalaby, History o f Muslim Education (Ka
rachi: Indus Publications, 1979), 191. Al-Jähiz himself witnessed classes in which children were even taught
alongside slaves: Abü ‘Uthm än ‘A m r b. Bahr al-Jähiz, al-Bayän wa-al-tabyin II, 2nd ed. (al-Qähira: M atba‘a alFutüh al-Adabiyya, 1332/1913), 106.
21 Abü-l-Ḥ asan ‘Ali bin M uham m ad b. Khalafa al-Mu’afiri al-Qäbisi, “al-Risäla al-Mufassala li-Ahwäl-lM uta’allim in wa Ahkäm-l-Mu’allim in wa-l-Muta’allimin,” in al-Tarbiyya fi-l-Isläm, ed. Ahmad Fu’äd al-Ahwäni
(Cairo: Där al-Ma‘ärif, 1975), 275.
22 M uham m ad Ibn Sahnün, Kitäb Ädäb al-mu'allimin, ed. M ahm üd ‘Abd al-Mawlä (Algiers: al-Sarika alWataniyya, 1969), 316.
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by Muslims. In fact, the term “shariʿa”23 did not exist in the early days
of Islam. This term, used to describe an ongoing process of religious
development, became cemented as a legal system, prohibiting access
to Islam’s sources in many areas of life. Innumerable barriers to the
Prophet’s way of living and thinking sprang up, such that those who
spoke of him diverged further and further from his manner of think
ing. When the Prophet was asked about shari'a, he listed prayer, zakat,
and fasting.24Islamic theologians on the other hand, contructed a rigid
legal system from a humane religion, though Muslims knew that re
ligion (dīn) and sharīʿa were not to be equated. Early on, Ab ū Hanifa
differentiated between the two terms, emphasizing the malleability of
shari'a and the immutability of the principles of religion (dīn).25
Later male interpreters’ misapplication of laws relegated women to
a marginal role in society and shut them out of public life. But women
were not merely shut out; further theological arguments made wom
en’s return to authoritative knowledge impossible. This theological
discrimination was impossible to support on the basis of the Qur’an.
Numerous hadiths, however, not only emphasized the danger posed
by women, but also disqualified them by attributing to them degrad
ing and inferior characteristics.26
Examples of misogynistic hadith that circulated in this age are the
following:
“Do not let your women put on new clothes, that they may not leave your
homes. When they put on new clothes, a desire arises in their hearts to leave
the home.”27
“If a woman should go out with her husband’s permission, she must be careful
to cover herself, to behave modestly in public, to bow her head and look at no
one, to avoid crowds, gatherings of men, and busy streets, and to return at once
upon completing her tasks.”28

The numerous hadiths that were the basis of such formulations made
women insecure in their roles, such that an incapacitated, even self-de
23 M uham m ad ibn M ukarram or Ibn M anzur et al., Lisan al-‘A rab (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1981).
24 See Abu Hanifa, Imam Abu Hanifa’s al-Fiqh al-akbar Explained, eds. Ahmad ibn M uham m ad Maghnisawi,
Qari al-Harawi, ‘All ibn Sultan M uhammad, Minah al-rawd al-azharf sharh al-Fiqh al-akbar, English Selections
(Yorba Linda, CA: W hite Thread Press, 2007).
25 Abu Hanifa, al-‘Ālim wa-al-muta‘allim, ed. M uham m ad Zahid ibn al-Hasan Kawthari (al-Qahira: M atba‘a
al-Anwar, 1368/1948), 5.

41
Ednan Aslan, Marcia K. Hermansen and Elif Medeni - 9783653032383
Downloaded from PubFactory at 10/20/2019 03:06:07PM
via free access

Ednan Aslan

spising femininity arose in Islamic society. The trend in Islamic theol
ogy that confined women to this role then attempted to regulate the
tasks of women with respect to male prerogatives:
“A woman may not fast voluntarily without the permission of her husband.
A woman also may not let any person enter the home without her husband’s
permission.”29
“A woman asked the Prophet: ‘By what acts do we deserve Hell?’‘Because you
are volatile and ungrateful to your husbands.’”30
“Those women who die while their husbands are pleased with them enter paradise.”31
“If I were to command you to bow down before any power other than God, I
would order you to bow down to your husbands.”32
“A woman ought to smile when her husband enters the house; when he leaves
she should be silent. If she finds sustenance she may eat; if she finds none, she
should be silent.”33
“All eyes commit zina’ (extramarital sexual relations). If a woman puts on per
fume and goes to the places visited by men, she commits zina’”34
“A straw carpet is more useful than a woman who cannot bear children.”35

We can see that such hadiths, attributed to the Prophet, neither corre
spond to the Prophet’s way of life nor historical accounts, and further
more they are not compatible with the context of early Islam. They are
inventions of the Umayyad period and other post-Prophetic dynasties,
26 “I have not bequeathed to you anything more dangerous than the wiles of women,” from al-Bukhari, Kitab
al-Djami al-Sahih VI, ed. M. L. Krehl (Leiden: Brill, 1862-1908), 124. “The Devil will undoubtedly come to you
in the form of a woman, and in a woman’s form he will leave you. He who desires a wom an should go to his
own wife. This act relieves the desire.” al-Nawawi et al., al-Minhaj f i sharh Sahih Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, al-musamma ikhtisaran Sharh Sahih Muslim, 5th ed. (Bayrut: Dar al-Khayr, 1999), Nikah 2. For further reference: Hidayet
Sefkatli Tuksal, Kadin karsiti soylemin islam gelenegindeki izdusumleri (Ankara: Kitabiyat, 2001).
27 al-Ghazali, Kitabi-i kimya-yi sa‘adat, 2nd ed. (Tihran: Kitabkhana va Chapkhanah-i Markazi, 1333/1954), 178.
28 al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din II (Cairo: M atba‘at Lajnat Nashr al-Thaqafa al-Islamiyya, 1356/1937), 290.
29 al-Nawawi et al., Riydd al-salihin I (al-Riya ḍ : M aktabat Dar al-Salam, 1998), 324.
30 al-Nawawi et al., al-Minhaj f i sharh Sahih Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, al-musamma ikhtisaran Sharh Sahih Muslim:
Iman, 132.
31 al-Nawawi et al., Riyad al-salihin I, 326.
32 Ibid., 325.
33 al-Ghazali, Kitabi-i kimya-yi sa‘adat, 195.
34 Ibid., 4, 278.
35 Ibid. ‘A ’isha was childless and aong the Prophet’s wives only Khadija and M arya the Copt bore children.

42
Ednan Aslan, Marcia K. Hermansen and Elif Medeni - 9783653032383
Downloaded from PubFactory at 10/20/2019 03:06:07PM
via free access

Early C omm unity Politics and the M arginalization of W omen in Islamic Intellectual History

when legal regulations and theological doctrine promoted the intel
lectual and physical enslavement of Muslim women reflecting a cul
ture of harems, where women needed to be controlled.
Now is the time when the Muslim woman can free herself from
these limitations and revive a theological history where she can par
ticipate equally and fully. The task at hand is therefore that Muslim
women recover this history and purge their consciousness of the accre
tions of past misogynistic theologizing.
It would be an incorrect assumption to view the discrimination
against Muslim women in Islamic theology as a problem that only af
fects Muslim women. An exploration of the history would allow all
Muslims, male and female, to rid the Prophetic heritage of the non-authentic burden of past theological authorities and sources while criti
cally examining the entire theological heritage in the light of authen
tic sources.
The chapters in this volume allow today’s Muslima theologians to
speak, critically questioning this history and reflecting anew on Islam
ic theology in its current context.
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