Examining Islamic Feminist Thoughts Through Mernissi’s recontextualisation of the Hadith with Reference to Women in Positions of Power.
[bookmark: _Int_BDG5i9k1]Islamic tradition is not necessarily, inherently misogynistic as teachings are open to interpretation; it is dependent on the bias of the person doing the interpreting that determines whether the outcome is – in this context – feminist or misogynistic. With this in mind it becomes obvious that Islamic feminist thought is the interpretations of Islamic tradition from a feminist point of view. Fatema Mernissi is one such person, a scholar and author who critiqued the authenticity of the Hadith; her book The Veil and the Male Elite – A Feminist Interpretation of Women’s Rights in Islam (1987) ‘is widely hailed as a pioneer masterpiece in the deconstruction of the misogyny in males’ interpretations of Islam’s sacred sources’ (Sadiqi. F, 2018). The sources of Islamic tradition are the Qur’an: the divine text and teachings of Allah, passed on through the Prophet Muhammad, the Hadith: the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad and the actions and consensus of early Muslim communities. The teachings of the prophet are not divine in nature as the Qur’an is, but both are interpreted by Islamic scholars so that Muslims may follow the teachings ‘properly’ and reach eternal salvation at the end of their lives. This essay will aim to examine Mernissi’s feminist critique of the current understanding of the Hadiths; arguing that the Hadiths that are followed today should not have been considered authentic by the methodology created by Muslim scholars with reference to the idea of women in position of power and in politics.
Mernissi asserts that it is not Islam or the teachings of either the Qur’an or the Hadith that are misogynistic but rather the disingenuity of the scholars that interpreted the texts and narrated the Hadith’s. As she says in the introduction of ‘The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Women’s Rights in Islam (1991, p.11) ‘let us lift the veils with which our contemporaries disguise the past in order to dim out present.’ and she mentions that the sacred texts are manipulated in order for others to gain power in a society where it is only legitimised through religion as such making false testimony and ignoring actual documentation of the Prophet Muhammad and his life (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.8-9). 
While the Prophet foresaw the falsification of his teachings, issuing a warning that those who intentionally fabricated his teachings would ‘occupy his seat in hellfire’ (Sunnah.com, Bukhari 109), there was an increase of false testimonies after the death of the Prophet. This led to issues of succession with  caliphs dying violently, after the assassination of Ali the fourth caliph, there was a sudden importance to find and record all of the Hadith - the teachings of the prophet and the Sunnah – ways of the prophet: both of which became interchangeable over the years (Duderija. A, Alak. A. I and Hissong. K, 2020, p.78). Everything from his actions, reactions, opinions and justifications were recorded (Mernissi. F,1991, p. 34) despite his prohibition of writing down of his teachings during his lifetime. This prohibition was intended to protect Muslims so that they focused on the teachings of the Qur’an and did not equate his teachings with the revelations of Allah and mistake his words for the divine. Some scholars got around this prohibition arguing that the prohibition was only in affect while he was alive, others disagree, believing that the hadith should never have been written down (al-Mallack. H, 2025, session 14). 
The teachings of the Prophet were viewed to be so important in the first place because Allah, in the revelations of the Qur’an deemed them to be so – verse (ayah) An-Nisa 4:80 speaks to this ‘Whoever obeys the Messenger has truly obeyed Allah.’ and verse (ayah) Al-Hashr 59:7 ‘Whatever the Messenger gives you take it. And whatever he forbids you from, leave it.’ (Quran.com, 2025). There are in fact more verses that mention the importance of listening to the Messenger otherwise known as the Prophet, which leads to the importance of the Hadith and Sunnah. Verse Al-Hashr 59:7 even backs up the argument of the Muslims who disagreed with the recording of the teachings. As a result of Allah revealing the importance of listening to the Prophet, the Hadith has become the second most important source for the Islamic traditions, which is likely part of the reason Islamic scholars forewent the prohibition of the Prophet and wrote them down; as well as looking to them as reference after the civil wars. 
Islamic scholars created the method of validation due to the fabrication of teachings, without speaking to the Prophet himself there was little they could do to determine it exactly, but developed a method, nonetheless. To determine the authenticity of a Hadith, scholars focus on the Isnad (The chain of Authority) otherwise known as the chain of narration (al-Mallack. H, 2025, session 14) and the qualities of each person in the chain. They must be able to trace the chain back to the original companion who said they heard it from the Prophet. The beginning of the chain, the companion who shared this teaching, having heard it from the prophet must both, have had proximity to the prophet (most important being wives, relatives or companions) and to have had good personalities – that they had a reputation for good memory, telling the truth and are not a criminal (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.35).  Good records are kept for this purpose. If one person in the chain several centuries down the line is discovered to not have reputable, they will not throw the Hadith out, but it becomes a teaching of lesser authenticity and importance. 
One party of misogynistic Islamist teachings is the Hadith ‘Those who trust their affairs to women will never know prosperity.’ (Sunan an-Nasa'i 5388, Sunnah.com) Mernissi mentions it in the introduction of The Veil and the Male Elite (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.3) and it is a Hadith used by Muslims to keep women from power and political positions in Islam and Law, which are not mutually exclusive. It is this Hadith that inspired Mernissi to do her own research into the background of the Hadiths and reach her opinion that Islamic Scholars have not followed their own methodology. 
The man who was supposed to have heard this Hadith is the companion Abu Bakra who converted to Islam after being freed from slavery by the Prophet Muhammad after he took over the city of Ta’if, (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.51) this life does not preclude him from being a reputable source despite not knowing his ancestry as those who were or had been slaves were encouraged to share teachings they’d heard from the prophet (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.34). However, it did make him attached to the freedom that Islam gave him. This is important due to the Battle of the Camel; the battle in which Aisha, the wife of Prophet Muhammad stood against Ali the fourth Caliph in the first civil war. Bakra was an important man in this city and when Aisha declared her intent of taking over the city of Basra, he as well as many other companions remained neutral between her and Ali. Upon her defeat it was said to be Abu Bakra that shared the Hadith ‘Those who trust their affairs to women will never know prosperity’ it was convenient, at the least, that he remembered this teaching only after her defeat but it has been cemented in the records of the Hadith, in the collection of Bukhari (considered of highest authenticity). It is also Abu Bakra that was a criminal accused of false testimony that alone should have excluded the teaching from authenticity, but it was not (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.34, 50-61).
By following the methodology of Islamic scholars, were we to look at Mernissi’s argument not only is she correct that in terms of authenticity Bakra should have never passed but also that it was highly convenient that he remembered this Hadith right after Aisha’s defeat, condemning her actions and ingratiating himself with the fourth caliphate. While self-preservation is understandable, in doing so he lied further, ignored the teachings of the Prophet and maligned the Prophet Muhammad despite extensive documentation of his life including his interactions with women (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.8)
Further Muslim scholars who accept argue that there is nothing wrong with, in fact that the events of the Battle of the Camel only cement the Hadith in the mind of Sa’id al-Afghani. Al-Afghani wrote two books on Aisha one being a biography, he lays the blame of the lives lost in the battle and lives lost since solely at Aisha’s feet due to this Hadith, claiming that had she not interfered with politics lives would not have been lost. A such his conclusion is that women should thus and henceforth be kept out of politics for the sake of peace and prosperity (Mernissi. F, 1991, p. 6-7). The sources in which he used to come to these conclusions are the writings of al-Tabari, only al-Afghani solely referred to the Tarikh which is referred to as supplementary material for his much longer writings Tafsir (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.8). This is not the only time where Muslim scholars have taken something out of context in order to benefit patriarchal believes of the time, beliefs that have followed Islam into the 21st century and continue to affect modern women. It is due to scholars like Mernissi and Amina Wadud who led a prayer despite beliefs to the contrary that feminist re-interpretations of Islamic tradition are being considered. 
Another Hadith argued by Mernissi is that of ‘Prayer is annulled by a dog, a donkey and a woman (if they pass in front of the praying people)’ (Sahih al-Bukhari 511, Sunnah.com). It is a Hadith invalidated by A’isha herself as the wife of Prophet Muhammad who was highly insulted by women being compared to that of a dog and a donkey, as was and is a great insult even today but argues that she passed in front of her husband in prayer and that never invalidated his prayer, nor did he ever repeat himself. As his wife, who he loved most in the world (Mernissi. F, 1991, p. 65) and who lived with him and highly educated, many went to her for clarification on the authenticity of the teachings of the Sunnah.  Despite this it is still in the collections Bukhari, though paired with A’sha’s objections. It’s presence however, in the teachings allows it to be taken out of context and was traditionally considered to be a valid teaching. This Hadith was ‘heard’ by the companion Abu Hurayra however due to A’isha calling him a liar it calls into question his reputability and should alone have invalidated the teaching according to the methodology of authentication.
[bookmark: _Int_xmW7GjNX][bookmark: _Int_rtLChC1w]A Hadith is defined as the ‘Report of the words and deeds of Muhammad and other early Muslims; considered an authoritative source of revelation, second only to the Quran (sometimes referred to as sayings of the Prophet)’ (Esposito. J.L, 2004 – cited by (al-Mallack. H, 2025, session 14)). Mernissi does not only argue against the validity of the methodology of authentication but also the use of verses taken out of context in order to oppress women. 
[bookmark: _Int_2PDMLfF3][bookmark: _Int_cVjjVClG][bookmark: _Int_VxnklNAQ]The time in which the Prophet lived was highly patriarchal and misogynistic, in which slave women had no rights and with no repercussions would be raped but also free women, who’s abusers could simply claim not to have known that said woman was free and as such consequences would be brushed aside. As a result, the hijab and other clothing to identify a Muslim woman came into play, a degenerate could not claim to believe the woman enslaved if she was clearly identified to be a Muslim woman. These verses detailed in the Qur’an ‘Ask your wives, daughters, and believing women to draw their cloaks over their bodies. In this way it is more likely that they will be recognized ˹as virtuous˺ and not be harassed.’ (Verse – 33:59, (Quran.com, 2025)) and the verse of the hijab ‘Let them draw their veils over their chests and not reveal their ˹hidden˺ adornments’ (Verse – 24:31, (Quran.com, 2025)). In both of these cases they applied when there were more tribal societies where insulting a person of another society could lead to war which leads to identification making sense to prevent unnecessary violence but also to avoid harassment. Re-interpretations of these verses could lead one to believe that they are there for the protection of women not the oppression. 
The word Hijab comes from the Arabic word curtain or veil; it was originally meaning for the prophet to draw a literal curtain between himself and his wife and any third person in their wedding chambers for privacy. Intended as a show to guests that they were no longer welcome as Muhmmad was impatient to be with his wife (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.85 -86). Even without a deeper understanding of the culture itself if one simply takes into consideration the patriarchal society and even the aim of oppressing women from previous Hadith’s, one can understand how the concept of ‘hiding his wife’ can be taken out of context and result in women being kept hidden and in deed women are relegated to the home and expected to cover themselves to men and strangers. Only men of kin and close women may see a woman without her hijab in some cultures. In others, women do not even have the choice whether or not she wears her hijab with extreme consequences if not, while in some a woman may choose to wear her Hijab. It is this choice, whether or not the Qur’an or the Hadith’s mention ‘a hijab’ it the choice that is taken away from women that is so oppressive, not least the repercussions if they decided they should not want to wear it. 
Mernissi emphasises that is it not Islam itself, at its fundamentals that is misogynistic nor does it intend to oppress women, barring them from political spaces or positions of power like being able to lead prayer. That symbols of protection de-volved into a system of oppression through patriarchal misrepresentations.  Even records of powerful women were ignored such as Aisha and Sukayna in order to push women down so that they might not even consider that they have a place in their own religion. 
It is in the Hadith - Bukhari 6.9 - ‘I have not seen anyone more deficient in intelligence and religion than you.’  referring to women that is considered authentic that further oppresses women, if she is told that her own prophet thinks her unintelligent, that every man using these Hadith as an excuse to oppress women, is telling her she’s stupid particularly from a young age. How is she supposed to find the courage to stand against this when stories of powerful women are misconstrued, with intent to oppress her. It is the writings and perspectives of feminist scholars like Fatema Mernissi and Amina Wadud, that is so important and not just to Islamic thought. 
The most common knowledge of Islam is that it is misogynistic and oppressive and women outside of the traditions believe it too, many religions in fact are similar, which only puts more emphasis on the exclusion of women and bleeds into society. Encouraging patriarchal values that are so entrenched in ancient and modern societies are not conducive to making women equal. Feminism is the believe that men and women should be equal, economically, socially and politically – equality between the sexes (Brunell. L and Burkett. E, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_HL8v95XF]Mernissi’s belief that Islam is not in fact inherently misogynistic practice and with her and others efforts to re-contextualise the beliefs in the Qur’an and Hadiths will only help in creating a space for women where some men have attempted to remove their power and ignore it. Young women, such as Mernissi who did and do not understand why the Prophet would intend them harm (Mernissi. F, 1991, p.64-65) can see ‘the truth’ of their own texts and as Mernissi did, do their own research into their religion and understandings of their teachings which will only increase feminist contextualisation of the teaching of the Prophet. 
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