Hidayet Sefkatli Tuksal
Misogynistic
R e p o r t s in t he H a d i t h
Literature

The phenomenon of Muslim women questioning the position of “be
ing a woman” within the framework of the Islamic religion and tradi
tion is more often than not explained as arising due to new influences
in the wake of Westernization, modernization, and feminism. These
associations are not wholly erroneous. However, the objections that
‘A’isha, the Prophet’s wife, raised against some hadith reports about
women which were becoming widespread in her own lifetime—a
time when feminism, modernism, and Westernization were not yet
forces to be reckoned with—are true precursors to the concerns raised
by Muslim women today.
When ‘A’isha heard certain statements that attributed inauspi
ciousness to women, statements, for instance, that expressed a ruling
that a person’s ritual prayer becomes void if a woman passes in front
of him, and that these statements were being disseminated with the
claim that these were “the words/hadith of the Prophet”, she was in
censed. In response she drew attention to the fact that these reports
were fabricated as an expression of negative impressions about wom
en, stemming from the mentality of the Jahiliya.1 ‘A’isha’s objections
1 As reported by Urwa b. Zubayr, ‘A’isha asked: “W hat makes one’s ritual prayer void?” We said: “The wom
an and the donkey.” (Upon that) she said: “W hat a bad creature the wom an is! (according to you the fact is that)
W hen I lay down in front of the Messenger of Allah, like a corpse on the bier, I knew that he would pray his rit
ual prayer ... ” Muslim, (4) Salah 51, h. 269 (v. 512), I. 366. English translation [Book of Prayer #1037].
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were based upon the revelation process that she herself witnessed, and
upon the worldview she developed through being the partner of the
Prophet. Unfortunately, however, despite her strong opposition, this
and similar reports took their place in hadith collections that are much
respected by Muslims, with the justification that their isnad (chain of
reporters) is sound.2 The reports that are present in the hadith collec
tions concerning women have influenced the Muslim world’s mind
set to a great extent. Issues concerning women in the literature of the
Islamic disciplines have always been treated either within the frame
work created by these reports, or according to a general approach that
is determined by these reports. In the discussions of earlier periods as
to whether women could be rulers or prophets, scholars would use
the hadith reports that spoke of women lacking reason and religion.3
Over the last century during which women’s traditional role in the
family was being reinterpreted, various reports of the kind were used
in the effort to refute the adoption of Western ways.4 Consequently,
the hadith reports that have to do with women, in many respects, de
termine the relationship between women and religion. In my doctoral
thesis at the Ankara University Theology Faculty, Hadith Department,
my research revealed that the common characteristic of the hadith re
ports concerning women could be best described—I am sorry to say—
as misogynistic. That is why I termed the reports that attributed nega
tive meaning to women’s very existence as hum an beings and women,
which conceived of women as being somehow different from the pro
totype of the “real human being”, and as having negative valence, or
the reports that could lead to such a mindset, “misogynistic reports”
in that study.5 As part of the thesis these reports were categorized into
five main groups. They were examined, taking into account other re
lated reports and were discussed from different angles in order to re
veal their “misogynistic and patriarchal” character. The five categories
are the following:
2 Ibn y a ja r al-‘Asqilani, Fath al-bari VI eds. M uham m ad Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Baqi, M uhibb al-Din al-Khatib, (Cai
ro: Dar al-Rayyan li’l-Turath, 1987), 73.
3 M unire M utluturk, “Kelam Kaynaklarinda Kadin” (M armara University Social Sciences Institute, Theol
ogy Faculty, Kelam Departm ent, Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation: Istanbul, 2006), 34-43.
4 Many books that speak about the wife’s duties towards their husbands and many Islamic sites on the web
that contain ‘defenses’ of traditional views base their explanations on the hadith reports to be found in hadith
collections.
5 Hidayet Sefkatli Tuksal, Kadin Karsiti Soylemin islam Gelenegindeki izdusumleri (Ankara: Kitabiyat Yayinlari,
2006), 23.

134
Ednan Aslan, Marcia K. Hermansen and Elif Medeni - 9783653032383
Downloaded from PubFactory at 10/19/2019 12:20:19AM
via free access

Misogynistic Reports in the Hadith Literature

1. The hadith reports that speak about the view that woman was cre
ated “from Adam’s rib”
2. The reports that claim that the majority of the inhabitants of Hell
are women
3. The reports that claim that women are lacking both in reason and
religion, and that they at the same time lead men astray
4. Reports that claim that women are inauspicious
5. Reports in which women are mentioned in the same breath as don
keys and dogs; such as the report which says that if a woman, don
key or dog passes in front of a person who is performing the ritual
prayer, his ritual prayer will be invalid.
When we consider that fact that the reports mentioned above can be
found in all of the respected collections of hadith, including those
of Bukhari and Muslim, and that these words that are attributed to
Prophet Muhammad are considered sahih (sound), we see that the
transformation of mentality that had occurred during the time of the
Prophet, directed for the most part for the betterment of women’s lot,
had already started to regress at a very early period. These hadith re
ports had started to circulate when ‘A’isha was still alive, and this sug
gests that this regression started before the first two centuries had been
completed, and that it gained momentum with political upheaval and
rapid geographical expansion.
The different political camps that were formed at an early period
of Islamic history eventually led to the fabrication of hadith reports,
and this resulted in many made-up and one-sided accounts becom
ing known and disseminated as “hadith”. It is also known that during
this period, reports of the targhlb-tarhib register spread wide and fast
among the populace.6 The fact that the scholars of jarh (impugning
reputation) and ta'dll (deeming of good repute) showed a rather lax
attitude towards the dissemination of hadith that did not contain any
shar'l (legally binding) implications—such as hadith concerning the
benefit of good deeds, targhlb-tarhib (exhortation and intermediation),
asceticism and good morals—led the hadith fabricated in these areas
to be included in the collections of sahih hadith.7 Thus, these reports
6 M ucteba Ugur, “Hadis Vaz’i Kissacilik ve Hadiste Kussas,” Ankara University Theology Faculty Journal 28
(1986): 291-326.
7 M ahm ut Demir, “Tergib ve Terhib Hadisleri” (Ankara University Social Sciences Institute, Theology Fac
ulty, Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, Ankara: 2001), 101.
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gained a credibility they did not deserve and this caused many prob
lems for the Muslim community. All the hadith that I have categorized
above concerning women carry many of the characteristics of the fab
ricated hadith of targhib-tarhib, and yet they have gained the authority
of being sahih hadith. This indicates the dimensions of the misfortune
and misunderstanding this ultimately caused in the area of women’s
issues.
I will now treat the categories of misogynistic reports one by one
and illustrate my point with concrete examples:
1. H a d i t h r e p o r t s t h a t
s p e a k a b o u t the v i e w t h a t w o m a n
w a s c r e a t e d “f r o m A d a m ’s r i b ”

We can quote the following report as an example of how the creation
of women is connected to the rib. This is a hadith that is transmitted
by almost all great hadith authorities:
As reported by Abu Hurayra, the Prophet said the following: Whoever be
lieves in Allah and the day of judgment should not be mean to their neigh
bours! And encourage the doing of good when it comes to women; for they
have been created from the rib. The most bent part of the rib is its upper part.
If you try to straighten it, it will break, if you leave it as is, it will remain bent
forever. That is why you should encourage the doing of good among you con
cerning women!”8

As can clearly be seen in this text, woman being created from a rib
is interpreted as women having a “bent” or “crooked” nature, like the
shape of the rib bone, as a straightforward case of cause and effect. All
similar reports address men who are implicitly believed to be strong
er, and suggest that in their relations with the women who are under
their guardianship, good (khayr) should be the effective principle. Al
though the report has a positive approach, as in the targhib (incite
ment/encouragement) type hadith, it is still problematic because the
encouragement of good behavior is based not on principles of respect
and love, but rather on the “bent”, or crooked, nature of women. This
8

al-Bukhari, al-Jami* al-musnad al-sahih VI (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1992) (67) Nikah 80, 145.
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crookedness that is claimed to exist in women’s nature implies the ex
istence of problems in the area of morals as well.
The comment of the famous hadith exegete al-Nawawi concern
ing the report, which should in fact be understood as an example of
targhib (encouragement), presents a very interesting example of how
this report is carried to the platform of fiqh:
This hadith contains proof for the view of some jUqahd’ and others that ‘Eve
was created from Adam’s rib bone’. Allah declares “We created you from a sin
gle soul (nafs), and from it its partner” and the Prophet says that the partner
was created from the rib. This hadith, (apart from) encouraging men to be
kind to women, to treat them well, to be patient in the face of their crooked
morals, points to their possible lack of reason, the unseemliness of divorcing
them without good reason and that (men) should not be insistent on trying to
straighten out women.9

Adding to these views, Ibn Hajar says that the duty of “forbearance”
that is given to men has a limit, that tolerance can extend only to the
areas that are mubah (permitted), that in cases that may lead to sin or
the abandonment of wajib (required behaviors), one can infer the rul
ing that intervention in the crookedness is necessary, and thus he as
sesses the role of this report within the field of fiqh.10
When viewed from another perspective, we see in these reports and
exegeses, what meaning this problem of “crookedness” can have for a
woman’s life. What it means to herself, and what kind of difficulties
it poses for her, are completely ignored, and the issue is treated only
with regard to the problems that her condition may cause to the man
who is her husband. In these reports, crookedness is treated as a state
of being for women only; and this creates the perception that men are
above such faults, and only serves the purpose of reducing women to a
sub-category of hum an that is more flawed than that of the male.

9 al-Nawawi, al-MinhäjXX, ed. Al-Shaykh Khalil Ma’m un Shiha (3rd ed.) (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1996), 229.
10 Ibn y a ja r al-'Asqalani, Fath al-bäri IX, 162-163.
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2. T h e r e p o r t s t h a t c l a i m
t h a t the m a j o r i t y o f the i n h a b i t a n t s
of Hell are w o m en

The reports in this category are reports that have the aim of instill
ing fear (tarhib) by cautioning women against Hell while encouraging
them to avoid sin. However, the hyperbole in these reports is so strong
that the aim is overshadowed by the power of the images that speak
of women’s terrible fate. Given that such reports are various and dis
parate, here I will discuss a report in the Muwatta. During the time of
the Prophet there was a solar eclipse, a phenomenon that was believed
to be an extraordinary and almost supernatural event. According to
some reports, the Prophet believed this to be the end of the world and
so he ran to the mosque to pray. The same reports relate that he saw a
vision of Heaven and Hell, and the section of these reports related to
women is as follows:
[ . ] I also saw the fire, but I had not seen a scene so ugly and terrible as I saw
that day. I also saw that the majority of the inhabitants of Hell were women.”
“Why, O Messenger of Allah?” they asked. (In response) he said “Because of
their denial!” “Do they deny Allah?” they asked again. “They are ungrateful to
their husbands, they are ungrateful in the face of goodness. If you should show
goodness to one of them as long as the world lasts, and then if you should do
something that displeases them they (at once) say, “I have never seen any good
ness from you!11

The first association generated with the expression “because of their
denial” in the minds of the listeners is the hermeneutic key for our
discussion. The views that Ibn Hajar quotes from Qadi Abu Bakr b. al‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) are rather interesting in exposing the context that
this report was placed in:
[...] But the denial that is attributed to women here is not denial that leads
to apostasy. The fact that ingratitude towards the husband is chosen specially
among many types of sins refers, in a refined way, to the following words of the
Messenger of Allah: “Were I to order someone to prostrate in front of anoth
er, then I would have ordered women to prostrate in front of their husbands.”
11 Malik ibn Anas, Muwatta I, ed. M uham m ed Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Baqi, (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1992) Salat a l
kusuf 1. 186.
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According to this, the rights of the husband are considered to be equal to the
rights of Allah. If a woman is ungrateful to her husband, given that the rights
of men over their wives are at such a level, this becomes proof that she belittles
Allah’s rights over her. That is why denial is attributed to her, but this is a de
nial that is not equal to apostasy.12

Al-Nawawi, in the commentary that he provides for this report, con
cludes that because it is punished with fire, ingratitude to the husband
for his goodness is among the great sins.13
Apart from ingratitude, there are reports that accuse women of
characteristics such as fondness for ornament, miserliness, tendency
to reveal secrets, ill temper and jealousy concerning their husband’s
other wives; such reports threaten women with Hell due to these fail
ings. The way these characteristics are described as pertaining only to
female character, to give the impression that men are above such emo
tions, reveals a gender discriminatory approach. The feeling of jeal
ousy that is idealized and legitimized with reference to the jealousy
of Allah in the case of men is categorized as a crime that can lead to
Hell when exercised by women, since jealousy exercised by women
concerning their husbands will only serve to make the lives of men
more difficult. It is also made clear that these reports, which are in the
mode of tarhib (instilling fear) and which reduce women to the status
of criminal underlings vis-à-vis their husbands, exploit divine and Pro
phetic authority as a tool when sanctifying male authority.
The fact that these reports which, in many respects, carry the char
acteristics of fabricated hadith, contain elements that are against many
verses of the Qur’an, seems neither to have bothered the great hadith
authorities who included them in collections of hadith that are called
“sahih”, nor the Qur’anic exegetes who explained and commented on
them in later periods.

12 Fath al-bäri I, 105.
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3. T h e r e p o r t s t h a t c l a i m t h a t
w o m e n are l a c k i n g b ot h in r e a s o n
and relig ion, and that they
at the s a m e t i me l e ad men a s t r a y

The hadith reports that describe women in general as being “lacking in
reason and religion” without making any distinctions between them
can be found in all known hadith collections with some variations,
and they are usually given the status of being sound (sahih). The aim
of these reports against women to manipulate the legitimizing power
of the Prophet’s word is evident, and they have served their purpose
throughout history, as they have been accepted and used to construct
the most basic ontological knowledge about women. Even today, these
reports, with all their determining power, are in popular use. The re
ports that discuss women’s lack of reason and religion are merged with
the expression that deals with women comprising the majority of in
habitants in Hell. I will now quote a passage reported from Abu Sa‘id
al-Khudri, ‘Abdullah b. ‘Umar, Abu Hurayra, and Jabir b. ‘Abd Allah,
all of them in almost identical terms:
“Oh the congregation of women! Give alms and ask for more forgiveness! For
I have seen you to be the majority among Hell’s inhabitants.”
One woman (of the congregation) said: “What is it with us that we comprise
the majority of the inhabitants of Hell, oh Messenger of Allah?”
The Prophet answered: “You curse too much and you are ungrateful to your
husbands. I have not seen anyone to be so lacking in reason and religion and
yet so able to defeat a person of deliberation!”
The woman (asked): “Oh Messenger of Allah! What is “lacking in reason and
religion”?”
The Prophet answered in the following way: “Lack of reason is that two wom
en’s testimony is equal to one man’s; this is the lack in reason. You do not per
form the ritual prayer for days, you do not fast in Ramadan, and this is the lack
in religion.”14

According to reports, this conversation took place after an Eid prayer.
Having finished the Eid prayer and said what he m eant to say to the
men in the front, the Prophet approached the women’s section be
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hind the men’s and addressed them. Shorter versions of the report of
this address relate how the women gave away their jewelry as alms, or
sadaqa, when they were required to contribute materially to the com
mon economic needs of society.
However, in reports similar to the longer one I have quoted above,
the sadaqa (charity) required from women is not to contribute to the
society economically but as repentance for the sin they have commit
ted by showing ingratitude to their husbands, so that they may avert
being destined for Hell. The difference between these two kinds of re
ports, in which the same request is said to be based on different causes,
is rather meaningful.
When we consider the reports that link the sadaqa that is asked of
them to economic necessities, along with other reports that point to
women’s contribution to social life, we see that women played an im
portant role as founding elements in the early Muslim community.
The fact that women participated in congregational prayer (which
could be said to be a social function at the time), that they participated
in Eid prayer, that in the hijra (migration) to Medina they swore their
allegiance to the Prophet upon certain principles, are all phenomena
that support this view. It will, then, not be an exaggeration to suggest
that some people have manipulated and reshaped the historical facts
concerning women’s founding role in the new Muslim society.
a. T h e d i s c o u r s e o f f e m a l e
“lack o f r ea son an d r e l i g i o n ”
an d its source
In the report that we have quoted above, women’s lack of reason is
explained through the practices of bearing witness mentioned in the
282nd verse of Sura Baqara (Qur’an 2:282). In this verse, it is stated
that in situations where two male witnesses cannot be found, one
male and two female witnesses (on whom the two parties agree) can
be used, and the need for “two women” is explained in the verse as be
ing “so that one will remind the other if she should be mistaken”. The
way this explanatory sentence has been understood and interpreted
in conjunction with the reports about “women’s lack of reason” have
been used as mutually supportive evidence, This rationale has played
13 Al-Nawawi, al-Minhaj II, 254.
14 Muslim, (1) Im an 34, hadith 132 (79), I. 86-87.
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a great role in having the perception that women, by nature, are “lack
ing in reason” acquire religious legitimacy. In the interpretations of
the exegetes concerning the verse, the emphasis on women’s forgetful
“nature” becomes more important. The focus is very much on justifi
cation on the basis of “women’s nature”, particularly in the classical in
terpretations.
Because phlegm and cold take up a lot of space in women’s bodily make-up,
forgetfulness is dominant in women’s nature. That two women should coa
lesce in forgetfulness is not probable, almost impossible, compared to the for
getfulness stemming from one woman. For that reason, two women’s testi
monies have been seen as appropriate (replacement) for the testimony of one
man.15

This justification based on “women’s nature” has sometimes become
an excuse for even more narrow interpretations. In other verses con
cerning testimony, the plural of the nouns used for witnesses are ex
pressed in masculine form, according both to the structure of the Ara
bic language and the practices of social life at the time. This has led to a
consensus among legal scholars that women’s testimony can in under
no circumstances be accepted in cases that are under the scope of the
hudud1 We quote an interesting interpretation concerning the issue:
In hadd and retaliation (qisas) crimes, the witnesses need to be male. In these
cases women’s testimony cannot be accepted. For it was reported from alZuhri that: “There is a sunna from the Prophet and the first two Caliphs that
women’s testimony cannot be accepted in cases of hadd and retaliation.”
Another reason why women’s testimony in these cases is not accepted is that
in crimes of hadd and retaliation, if there is any doubt, the crime is voided.
And women’s testimony can never be entirely free from doubt, since females
are subject to confusion and heedlessness, and lack reason and religion from
the time of their birth. This will always raise doubts.17

While the subject of women’s testimony is being discussed in these
terms in the literature, the subject of men’s testimony has been rigor
ously debated in juristic circles as well. For instance, one topic of dis
cussion is whether the testimony of a person who accuses an innocent
15 al-Razi, M uham m ed Fakhruddin, al-Tafsir al-kabir (Mafatih al-ghayb) II (Istanbul, n.d.), 552.
16 Hadd, hudud—refers to a lim it set of crimes and punishm ents stipulated in the Qur’an.
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Muslim woman of adultery and yet fails to prove it by bringing forth
four witnesses can be accepted after his hadd punishment has been ex
ecuted and he has repented.18The testimony of male and female slaves
is an issue that is discussed within the context of social status.19The tes
timony of a m an who cannot see is also an issue that is discussed from
different angles.20
It is important that in these discussions, in the cases of men who
are not faced with the stipulation of numbers because of their sex, as
women are, but whose testimonies are disputed by some scholars be
cause of certain other social or physical obstructions, concern about
their “lack of reason” never comes up.
The fact that the testimony of a man who has the requisite experi
ence in commercial transactions, that is a m an who had become Mus
lim and had gained trust in the society, is not enough on its own, and
that he has to be accompanied by the testimony of another man or
two women, has not led to discussions about that man’s reason or an
undermining of his testimony. However, unfortunately these reports
have been accepted as the proper justification of a discourse of “female
deficiency” that has left its stamp on Muslim tradition for centuries,
and they have also been used to buttress an understanding that sub
jects women to male domination.
b. Th e b a s i s f o r t he
discourse of fem a le deficiency
i n t he s o u r c e s
It is known that from the very first days in which Islam was being in
stitutionalized and systematized in Medina that the ritual prayer had a
unifying role in gathering people together.21 Passages from the Quran
being read during the ritual prayer ensured that the teaching was in
ternalized both at emotional and intellectual levels. It can be observed
that the ritual prayer retained its permanence but that it also gained
new functions in parallel with developments in society. That is why, al17 al-Kashani, Bida’i‘, VI. 279; quoted by Salih Akdemir in “Tarih Boyunca ve Kur’an-i Kerim’de Kadin?”islam
Arastirmalar Dergisi V no. 4 (1989), 255.
18 Fath al-bari V 301-302.
19 Ibid., V 301-316.
20 Ibid., V 312, 315.
21 It is reported that during the Incident of Kusuf (the Eclipse) the Prophet called the companions to this
meeting with the words, “The ritual prayer gathers people together.” See Muslim, (10) Kusuf 5 (The Chapter of
the Call of ‘The Ritual Prayer Gathers People Together’), hadith 20 (910), I, 627.
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though women were, in shar'i terms (and according to general consen
sus) told to stay away from certain forms of worship, such as the ritu
al prayer and fasting when they were menstruating, this staying away
from worship was at the same time described as being a “lack of re
ligion”. The contradiction inherent in this reasoning is probably due
to another perception. This is that the reports that suggest “deficien
cy in religion” present themselves as perfect source material for those
who consider deeds to be an essential component of ultimate personal
judgment.
As we can clearly see from al-Nawawi’s comments22 that treat the
worship’s thawab (reward for deed) relationship, for those who regard
menstruation as the cause of deficiency in religion, this state of wom
en was not a natural condition in which they were excused from wor
ship due to matters of hygiene and health, but rather a negative state
that detracted from their religiosity. Women who suffered from this
negative ailment, then, must necessarily be lacking in religion. This re
port, which is against the central tenets of the school of theology that
argues that religion (and faith) cannot be increased or decreased ac
cording to deeds/worship and which therefore should be rejected is,
on the contrary, accepted by them, as well as being considered a sahih
hadith. This reveals that the discourses concerning women being “sec
ondary”, “deficient”, and “crooked” are dominant enough to even an
nul the principles of consistency and mercy associated with the school
of ra’y (opinion).23
22 “There is no “problem ” here, on the contrary it is zahir (apparent); for the words religion, faith and Islam
share their meaning—as we have explained in relevant places. As we have m entioned before obedience is also
called faith or religion. These being so fixed, we learn that the person who engages more in Hbada will have his
faith increased, and the person whose Hbada decreases, his religion decreases. Abandoning wajib Hbada (obliga
tory acts of worship) such as the ritual prayer, fasting and others without a legitimate excuse constitutes a sin; in
the same vein, abandoning aspects that are not wajib such as the Friday prayer and others constitute an act that
is not a sin. Also, it has an aspect that obliges the m enstruating wom an to abandon the ritual prayer and fasting.
Since the menstruating wom an is considered to have an ‘ailment’, if one should ask whether they will be giv
en thawab (reward for good deed) for the tim e that they have not performed the ritual prayer—just as the sick
or the traveler not praying or shortening their prayers will be given thawab equal to the supererogatory ritual
prayer they pray when they are at hom e and in good health—the following will be the answer:“As can be under
stood from the zahir of this hadith, she will not be given thawab; (for between the two circumstances) there is
the following difference: the sick and the traveler perform the (supererogatory) Hbada w ith their license to per
form them and with the intention of continuing. However, such is not the case w ith m enstruating women. Her
intention is to abandon the ritual prayer during m enstruation. In any case the intention to perform the ritual
prayer is prohibited to her. In that case, the case of the m enstruating woman is like the case of the person who
performs supererogatory prayers sometimes and abandons them at others; that is to say like the case of the sick
or the traveler who do not have the intention of continuing, and no thawab (reward) is given to the sick or the
traveler during the tim e of his sickness or travel,” al-Nawawi, II. 255.
23 This refers to Hanafi positions on these issues.
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‘Aynï, a member of the Hanafi school, and an exegete of alBukharï’s works who argues that deeds do not decrease faith, says the
following about the matter: “The statement, ‘The ruling of being de
ficient in reason and religion is a general ruling’ contradicts the re
port, ‘The Prophet said: “Among all the women in the world the fol
lowing four are enough: Maryam, the daughter of Imrân, ‘Àsiya, the
wife of the Pharaoh, Khadïja, the daughter of Khuwaylid, and Fatima,
the daughter of Muhammad’’’” Against this claim he says, “If a ruling
concerns the whole, this does not require that that ruling should be
valid for all individuals in that whole”,24 and with this argumentation,
he excludes the four women mentioned in the hadith from the ruling,
yet accepts the idea of the deficiency of reason and religion for all oth
er women, without any exception. Thus consensus is achieved among
the schools.
At this point we have to stop and ask the question, “What is this men
struation that decreases a woman’s religion?”
Almost all our hadith sources contain information, rulings, practic
es and perceptions concerning menstruation, sometimes in the Chap
ter on Tahara (Chapter on Ritual Purity) and sometimes as a section
on its own. The general tone of this information reflects the way the
perceived truths and traditions of the time of the Companions were
being questioned in the light of the new religious teaching. Interest
ingly, we also find a discussion about when it was that women first
started to menstruate. Among the reports that are mentioned as an
answer to this question is the view, “The beginning of menstruation
occured when Eve descended from Heaven”,25 and also the view, “Men
struation was first sent to the Children of Israel.”26While the first view
reflects the perception that menstruation is a natural phenomenon for
women, the second view refers to another understanding. This report,
related by ‘Aynï, expands the context of the second view:
This is a statement that ‘Abd al-Razzaq has derived from ‘À’isha and Abd
Allah b. Mas‘üd. The statement is as the following: “In the society of the sons
of Israel, women and men used to pray together. The women started to orna24 al-Aynï al-yanafï, Badr al-Dïn Abü M uham m ad M ahm üd b. Ahmad (855/1451), ‘Umdat al-qâri XXV, (Bei
rut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabï, 1975), 271.
25 ‘Umdat al-qari III. 256.
26 Bukharï, (6) tfayd 1, I. 76-77.
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ment themselves for the men, and so Allah plagued them with menstruation
and barred them from the mosques.”27

Such reports concerning menstruation that are found in our sources
making reference to the children of Israel can be seen as a manifes
tation of the importance of Jewish beliefs and traditions as a people
respected by the Arabs for having a religion of the Book, in the esti
mation of the Companions. Abandoning the understanding of men
struation as decreasing religion, the other menstrual taboos of the
Jews were rejected by the Prophet and no activity, apart from sexual
intercourse—as declared in the Qur’anic verse—was prohibited dur
ing menstruation. However, some reports found in hadith sources re
veal that the wives of the Companions and even the Prophet could not
easily reject received lore about the menstrual period being an unnat
ural and debilitating state.28
The state of menstruation which is asked about by the Companions
of the Prophet in relation to everyday hum an action and interaction
is seen to be placed within a more tolerant framework through the an
swers that the Prophet gave, through reasoning and setting an exam
ple, including matters concerning sexuality that can be said to be more
delicate. The tolerance in some reports goes so far as to decree an easy
form of punishment for engaging in sexual intercourse with a woman
while she is menstruating: “This has been reported from Ibn ‘Abbas:
‘A bout the man who had approached (had sexual intercourse with) his
wife, the Messenger of Allah said: “He can give alms of half a dinar’?”29
It is interesting that in the very same literature where “women’s
crimes” such as ingratitude, miserliness, moodiness and jealousy war
rant the punishment of Hell, this act, a “man’s crime” defined as “en27 ‘Umdat al-qari III, 255.
28 In his Kitab al-asnam Ibn al-Kalbi reports certain practices that show that the pre-Islamic Arabs had the
tradition of limiting menstruating women’s worship like the Jews: “They also had idols named Isaf and N a’ila
[...].” Bishr b. Abu Hazm (al-Asadi) spoke about Isaf in the following terms: “As immovable as if birds were sit
ting on its head, you cannot approach it! The stature of the menstruating w om en in front of Isaf’” (See Ibn alKalbi, ibid., 37).“[...] He said: ‘They also had their Manaf. The Quraysh would name it ‘Abd Manaf. But I do not
know where it was or who was it that had erected it. The m enstruating women could not approach their idols,
but would stay at a distance [ . ] I left the enemies, the birds were waiting a little way away. Like the menstru
ating wom en waiting around M anaf’.” (See Ibn al-Kalbi, Kitab al-asnam, ed. Ahmad Zaki, 2nd ed., trans. Beyza
Dusungen (Cairo: 1343/1924), 38-39.
29 M uham m ad b. ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi (279/892), Sunan al-Tirmidhi (Al-Jami‘ al-sahih) I (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari,
1992), (1) Tahara 103, hadith 136, 244-245. For similar reports see Abu Dawud Sulayman b. al-Ash‘ath b. Ishaq
al-Azdi es-Sijistani, Sunan AbiDawud I (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1992), (1) Tahara 105, hadith 264, 181-182.
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gaging in something forbidden (haràm)”can be atoned for with a sim
ple punishment; in fact most scholars say that even this simple “act of
recompense” is not necessary. According to common tradition, the reli
gious worship and rituals that women can perform in “normal” times
and yet cannot perform when they are having their period include:
ritual prayer, fasting, entering mosques, touching the Qur’an, read
ing the Qur’an while looking at the page, and circumambulating the
Ka'ba during the Hajj. The reports concerning ritual prayer, fasting,
and the circumambulation reveal that there is an actual acceptance of
this in practice, and yet when it comes to entering mosques, touching
the Qur’an, and reading the Qur’an while looking at the page, there
are different views among hadith scholars. Despite the existence of
these debates and differences, the practice has been to prohibit men
struating women from all religious practices. It is a remarkable mani
festation of pragmatist sexism that the state of menstruation has been
interpreted with a very tolerant approach when men’s comfort is in
question, allowing men a wider space in which to move, and yet when
it comes to a woman’s relationship with Allah, it has been interpret
ed in an obstructive, prohibitive, and alienating manner. These limi
tations that in the Jewish tradition stem from the concept of impurity
are not explained in these terms in the Islamic tradition; the interpret
ers try to base these prohibitions on concepts such as “essential nature”
or “entailed by the nass (text)”.30 However, even in these efforts, there
is no attempt to assess the reason or wisdom behind these limitations.
This state of affairs creates a vacuum in mentality and, unfortunate
ly, when this vacuum is not openly addressed, it becomes filled with
understandings of impurity carried over from Judaism. As such, in the
Islamic tradition, the function of the reports that lead to the discourse
of women being deficient in religion can be viewed as the continu
ation of the mentality of the Jâhiliya, supplemented by Judaic tradi
tions, rather than based on information gathered from the Prophet’s
practices, that menstruation is a negative characteristic pertaining to
women.

30 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-bäü I, 483.
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c. T h e s e d u c t i v e n e s s o f b e l i e v i n g
w o m e n w h o are d e f i c i e n t in r e a s o n a n d
r e l i g i o n , a c c o r d i n g to t h e r e p o r t s
The hadith reports that contain the claim of female deficiency in reli
gion also contain the accusation that women “lead men astray”. This
accusation, according to exegete ‘Ayni, is more an expression of “won
der” rather than “slander”.31 Ibn Hajar, however, is of the view that
with this expression “leading astray” is authenticated as being a sin that
leads to Hell.32When we consider these reports, along with the reports
that contain elements concerning women asfitna (trial/strife), we can
regard the discourse of “leading astray” as being of the same register
as women’s association with fitna. The fact that the report, “I have not
left to you any fitna (trial) greater than women”33 can be found in al
most all respected books of hadith shows us that this understanding of
women as a trial or calamity is widely accepted.
4. R e p o r t s t h a t c l a i m
w o m e n are i na us pi ci o us

Some of the hadith reports in the sources that attribute inauspicious
ness to women in fact deal with efforts to eradicate such an under
standing, due to the fact that it is unfounded. However, due to the in
credible richness of Islamic literature, there is also another group of
hadith reports that contain an approach that is the complete oppo
site. What concerns us in these reports is that women are portrayed as
being inauspicious: As ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar reports, “the Messenger
of Allah said: ‘Inauspiciousness lies in the house, the woman, and the
horse.’”34
Al-Bukhari treats this subject in a section entitled, “Protecting
One’s Self from Women’s Inauspiciousness”, and supports his chapter
title with the verse, “Among your wives and children there are those
who are against you”.35 All hadith scholars agree on the conclusion
31 ‘Umdat al-qari III, 272.
32 Fath al-bari I, 484.
33 Bukhari, (67) Nikah 17, VI 124. For similar reports see Muslim, (48) Dhikr 26, hadiths 97-98 (2740, 2741
and variations), III. 2096-2097; Tirmidhi, (41) Adab 31, h. 2780, V 103.
34 Muslim, (39) Salam 34, h. 115 (2225), II. 1746-1747; Abu Dawud, (27) Tibb 24, 3922, IV. 237.
35 Bukhari (67) Nikah 17, VI. 124.
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that the two groups of hadith, ones that state this inauspiciousness
overtly or covertly, are both sound (sahih); however, there are some
differences in the interpretations of these reports. Those who accept
the existence of the inauspiciousness are of the view that the inauspi
ciousness does not stem from the things themselves, rather Allah’s will
is enacted according to the natural laws that He has put in place—on
these things—and thus they are made vehicles for evil or inauspicious
ness. The scholars who reject inauspiciousness as a concept altogether
say that these reports only inform us of the beliefs of the Jahiliya peri
od and that these beliefs are deemed wholly superstitious.36
The issue of women’s inauspiciousness is treated within the frame
work offitna and enmity in many reports; since these two activities
parallel the mission of the Devil, woman is identified with the Dev
il himself. In these reports there is such an air of generalization that
even the most auspicious of women are subjected to the same claims.
The picture that results under these circumstances is that of believ
ing and pious men being under the influence of women who are defi
cient in reason and religion and who are also the snares of the Devil:
of men being led astray by women into the business and pleasures of
the world, which is the cause of their downfall.37
The fact that things designated as being inauspicious include wom
en, houses, horses, and, in some reports, even swords38 and virgins,39-all entities that a free adult male would need in everyday life, reveals
the male-centered discourse contained in these reports.

36 M uham m ad b. ‘Abd al-Baqi b. Yüsuf al-Zurkani, Sharfy al-Zurkäni ‘alä Muwattä al-Imäm Mälik IV (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1990), 485.
37 ‘Umdat al-qäri XX. 89-90.
38 Abü A bd Allah M uham m ad b. Yazid el-Qazwini Ibn Majah (273/886), Sunan Ibn Mäjah I-II, ed.
M uham m ed Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Baqi (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1992), (9) Nikah 55, h. A ddendum to 1995, I. 642.
39 Muslim, (39) Salam 34, h. 120 (2225), II. 1748.
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5. R e p o r t s i n w h i c h w o m e n a r e
m e n t i o n e d i n t h e s a m e b r e a t h as d o n k e y s
a n d d o g s ; s u c h as t h e r e p o r t w h i c h
says that if a w o m a n , d o n k e y , or dog
p a s s e s i n f r o n t o f a p e r s o n w h o is
p e r f o r m i n g the r i t u a l p r a y e r , his r i t u a l
p r a y e r w i l l be i n v a l i d a t e d

The ritual prayer is a very important form of worship in the Islamic
tradition, and great emphasis has been placed on the way this is per
formed. Consequently, many statements of the Prophet have been re
ported on this issue and there has naturally been some difference of
opinion on some points. Passing in front of the person who is per
forming the ritual prayer is a subject that is discussed within this
framework.
From the content of many reports that have been passed down on
this subject, we see that there were two prevailing views. The first is
that passing in front of the person who is praying, or lying in front
of the person who is praying, does no harm to the validity of the ritu
al prayer of the praying person.40 The second is the opposite and this
view is based on the Prophet putting a satra, an object approximately
the height of a saddle, in front of him when he prayed in open space.
However, some reports that support the second view speak not only of
the satra but also of some creatures that in themselves voided the rit
ual prayer:
Reported from Abu Dharr: “The Messenger of Allah said: ‘If a person per
forms the prayer without having put something as big as the back belt of the
saddle or the middle hump, then a black dog, woman, and donkey will make
his ritual prayer void’. ‘Abdullah b. as-Samit said, ‘I asked Abu Dharr, ‘What is
the difference between the black dog and the red dog?’ and he said, ‘My broth
er! You asked me what I asked the Messenger of Allah.’ (He) said, ‘The black
dog is the devil.’”41

‘Ayni states that the person who passes in front of a person who is
praying being characterized as the “Devil” is a hyperbolic metaphor.42
40 Ibn Majah, (5) Iqama 40, h. 958, I. 308; Bukhari, (8) Salah 107, I. 131; Muslim, (4) Salah 51, h. 273 (513), I. 367.
41 Tirmidhi, (2) Salah 136, II. 161. For other reports see Abu Dawud, (2) Salah 109, h. 702, I. 450^51; Muslim, (4)
Salah 50, h. 265 (510), I. 365.
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Ibn Hajar says that the word, “Devil” is used in the literal sense for the
jinn and in a metaphorical sense for people, quoting Ibn Battal’s com
ment that the word “devil” can be attributed to people who cause fitna
in religion.43
Ibn Hajar says that there is no negative context in the mentioning
of living beings such as donkeys, dogs, or women, and that they refer to
the species, and that here woman represents the hum an species.44 But
the fact that these creatures are usually to be found with a negative
connotation in other reports, and the fact that they are identified with
or linked to the Devil in various other ways demonstrates that this cat
egorization is the product of negative associations. Many of the hadith
reports that speak about how the ritual prayer becomes void use the
word, “woman” and yet in one musnad report the term “menstruating
woman” is used45 which goes further in highlighting the negative contextualization that I am talking about. It can be said that such reports
have facilitated “woman” becoming associated with negative connota
tions in the hadith literature.
In conclusion, the difficulties in searching for a resolution of issues
raised by negative hadith reports against women within the classical
tradition are the following:
In the hadith heritage, which is considered to be the second pri
mary religious source of the Islamic religion, one can observe an atti
tude that is anti-woman in both the reports and the commentaries on
them, except for a few instances in which women are given an advan
tageous position. Among these exceptional cases are reports that con
demn the pre-Islamic tradition of killing female children or consider
ing them inauspicious, saying that rearing female children is a means
of attaining salvation (Heaven). However, the five categories of reports
that I have treated in this the article present an evident misogynistic
attitude.
In this same hadith literature, there are many reports that contain
anecdotes that are not in keeping with this misogynistic approach: re
ports that contain instances of how women during the period of the
Prophet worked for Islam just like their male counterparts, how they
assumed responsibilities, how they performed the Hijra, how they par
42 ‘Umdat al-qari IV, 291.
43 Fath al-bari, I, 295.
44 Ibid., I. 686.
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ticipated in war when the need arose, and how they made their politi
cal will known through swearing allegiance to the Prophet. These an
ecdotes described how the female Companions of the Prophet during
the early period overcame the views extant during the Jahiliya that rel
egated women to a secondary status and how they viewed themselves
as being equal members of the Islamic society.
Reports that contradict each other in strange ways are not limited
to the subject of women in this literature. In the hadith literature that
tries to classify the hadith reports as systematically as possible, the frag
mentary approach that divides a single hadith into its different com
ponents makes it possible to understand how this literature can come
to contain such contradictions.
It is a known fact that when they lead to different rulings, the dis
crepancies between hadith reports are taken seriously by hadith ex
perts, and they try to resolve these by the means of ta’lif (reconcili
ation). However, in the reports concerning women in the mode of
targhib/tarhib, this seems to have resulted in the authorities not deem
ing these discrepancies worth the effort of reconciliation. The most ev
ident example are the above-mentioned reports that negate each oth
er concerning women being inauspicious or being one of the elements
that can invalidate the ritual prayer. These reports have been left as
they are without being reconciled, due to the preexisting negative
mentality and perceptions concerning this issue, which construe wom
en as being suspect. Looking for a resolution of these reports, whose
criticism is partial and prejudiced within classical hadith methodology
means, most of the time, being resigned to failure.
We already know the attitudes and comments of past scholars
about this issue. However, we also know the failure of contemporary
scholars, who are in a better position to use all the available resourc
es, and who have a greater responsibility towards the public in trying
to resolve the issues surrounding misogynistic hadith reports through
using classical methodology. Egyptian scholar ‘Abd al-Halim Abu
Shuqqa’s work, entitled Tahrir al-mar’a,4Gis a case in point. In his ex
tended work, the author tries, with the best intentions and courage,
45 Ahmed M uham m ad Ibn ftanbal (241/855), Musnad Ahmad b. Hanbal I-VI (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1992),
I, 347. For other reports see Abu Dawud, (2) Salah 109, h. 703, I. 453;Ebu ‘A bdurrahm an Ahmed b. Shu‘aib anNisa’i (303/915), Sunan al-Nisa’i II (Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1992), (9) Qibla 7, h. 749, 64.
46 ‘Abd al-ftalim Abu Shuqqa, Tahrir al-mar’a fi ‘asr al-risala I-V (Kuwait: Dar al-Qalam li’l-Nashr wa’l-Taw^i‘,
1410/1990).
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and to the best of his ability, to mitigate the classical discourse about
women being deficient in reason and religion, ideas of them leading
men astray, and the claim that they are the majority among the inhab
itants of Hell. However, he is crushed by the authority of the sahih ha
dith. His contribution to the literature has been to provide some an
swers for traditional circles concerning women’s social status, based on
the reports of al-Bukhari and Muslim.47
Another example is Yusuf al-Qaradawi’s approach in his Method in
Understanding the Sunnah, which has also been translated into Turk
ish. When explaining his methodology in the introduction, he states,
“I have tried to stay away from the approach of people who freeze the
hadith as they appear, and who are unaware of the purpose behind the
words, the approach of those who hold on to the outer structure of the
Sunna and yet neglect its soul, only following the letter.”48 Yet he has
not been able to refrain from contradicting himself in his work.
Qaradawi, who at times adopts a lenient approach that can even go
against the general tendency among the public, such as his positions
on women visiting graveyards, use of birth control, women traveling
on their own, and males shaking hands with women, is seen to be rath
er undecided concerning certain crucial issues. In his comment on the
report, “The woman who buries the girl alive, and the buried girl, are
both in Hell”, Qaradawi takes an approach which prioritizes the literal
meaning, and says that he cannot find any criticism in the accounts of
the scholars who say that the report is “sahih”. Although he states that
this report contradicts the verses in Sura Takwir, he concludes: “Fear
ing that they may contain a meaning that has not been disclosed to us
as yet, I prefer not to reject such reports and to concur with the sahih
hadith.”49
Lastly, I want to make a reference to a graduate thesis submitted
to the Marmara University Social Sciences Institute, Theology Facul
ty, Hadith Department in 2005 by Hatice Eris. The title of the thesis is
“The Limits of Respect Between the Spouses and the Hadith of ‘Pros
tration’: Investigation-Derivation-Assessment.”50 This 246-page thesis
47 Ibid., 286-287.
48 Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Sunneti Anlamada Yontem, trans. Bunyamin Erul (Kayseri: Rey Yayinlan, 1991), 17.
49 ibid., 109-111.
50 Hatice Eris, “The Limits of Respect Between the Spouses and the Hadith of ‘Prostration’: InvestigationDerivation-Assessment” (M armara University Social Sciences Institute, Theology Faculty, Hadith Department,
Ph.D. dissertation, istanbul, 2005).

153
Ednan Aslan, Marcia K. Hermansen and Elif Medeni - 9783653032383
Downloaded from PubFactory at 10/19/2019 12:20:19AM
via free access

Hidayet Sefkatli Tuksal

discusses a report which is not commented on in the respected hadith
collections and yet which has come to be quite famous, namely, “Were
I to order someone to prostrate in front of another, then I would or
der women to prostrate in front of their husbands.” This report is treat
ed in various forms of its isnad (chain of reporters). The thesis thus
tries to suggest that, because it has been reported through so many
channels, it must be genuine. This is a known method in hadith liter
ature, often employed to save weak or fabricated hadith. However, to
see such methods being used by a female theologian to rescue such a
hadith report is both surprising and disappointing.
All the reports that place woman at a lower position lower than
man, and that relegate her to an inauspicious context, with their misogynistic character, can be called marginal when we consider the val
ue that the Qur’an attaches to hum an dignity and freedom. Unfortu
nately, however, we see how cultural reflections of misogyny are easily
attributed to Allah by way of exegesis of the verses, and to the Prophet,
by way of the reports of various hadith, as our classical literature con
tains hundreds of examples that claim that this misogynistic approach
is divine and Prophetic. In that sense, saying that the embedded preju
dices against women are not Islamic is more difficult, daring, and risky,
than saying that they are Islamic.
It is difficult, for it requires a review and assessment of the hadith
literature with a new point of view and new methods. It is daring, in
the face of the vastness of the classical literature, and the deficiencies
of an enthusiastic researcher that he/she cannot compensate for de
spite the best of efforts, may lead him/her to certain errors. It is risky,
addressing a Muslim populace who have preferred a Muslim way of
life transmitted through imitation, a populace who have not been en
couraged to think and to take on intellectual responsibility, an umma
whose sensitivity for looking for the truth has become rusty. Address
ing such an audience with information that will disturb their peace of
mind, their conformity of thought, that will disquiet them to a certain
extent, might lead to the researcher being faced with rejection, aliena
tion, and totally unwarranted accusations. However, despite all these
difficulties, those who are in search of truth will get the reward of their
search, sooner or later.
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