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INTRODUCTION

“I want to write about Aisha.”

Mrs. Thornton, my high school world history teacher, narrowed her eyes and pursed her
lips, a thread of humor tugging at the corner of her mouth. She considered her response for a
second before finally exhaling an unceremonious: “Okay.”

I made this declaration on the edge of sixteen, which meant that I thought there were not
many mountains I could not scale. I considered my upcoming midterm paper one of these
scaleable mountains — a paper Mrs. Thornton just permitted me to use to argue that Aisha bin
Abu Bakr was the most influential person in history. Part of me certainly enjoyed the challenge
of it all: most of my classmates had never heard her name before. I found her in a single line in a
paragraph about women in the earliest Islamic community only a few weeks earlier and followed
my curiosity all the way down.

A softer part of me longed to explore what life in a completely different cultural
landscape would have been for someone about my age. Her youth struck me immediately; she
was only a few years older than I was at the time when her husband, the Prophet of Islam, died
and left an entire devoted community in his wake. I wondered how she rose to the challenge of
practicing her faith so steadfastly when I did not find it easy to do anything steadfastly.

If memory serves, the paper I wrote left much to be desired, but the process of writing it
instilled a sense of unprecedented historical wonder in a young student like myself. I became
fascinated with Aisha, a figure I knew nothing about even months prior. Now, I grew to consider
her story as a memory of my own. The power of history lies in the beauty of its intangible

impact. Some stories transcend the constraints of time. Hers was one of those for me.



I uttered the same words to Professor Boga¢ Ergene during his office hours nearly four
years later. | was no longer a teenager, but I still found myself enamored with the potential
impact a single life contained — especially Aisha’s. I wondered how someone like her could
inextricably alter the fabric of history without so much as a footnote in many world history
recollections. Just as Mrs. Thornton did some years before, Professor Ergene, too, enabled my
antics, and this thesis was born. This project is merely a brief exploration into how those who do

share Aisha’s collective memory recall her today, nearly 1,400 years after her time on Earth.

Subject and Questions:

A legacy exceeds the life of a single individual. The process of remembrance without the
knowledge or consultation of contemporaries or subjects themselves allows people to appropriate
a person’s life, experiences, and qualities for alternative, unrelated purposes. Legacies transcend
the constraints of time and become a grander reflection of moral values, social developments,
and cultural landscapes.

The legacy of Aisha bin Abu Bakr is no exception. Aisha’s historical significance begins
in the first Muslim community, the umma, in the early seventh century. As the youngest wife and
close companion to the Prophet Muhammad, Aisha’s proximity to and testimony about the
Prophet and Islam undoubtedly influenced the faith in its most embryonic state. Although Aisha’s
relation to such an important figure placed her in an authoritative position during his life, she
issued her most impactful contributions after his death, as the community looked to his family
and contemporaries for stories and insight into his custom. Aisha provided a myriad of stories,

guidance, and values about the developing faith even when they lost direct contact with their



theological leader. Scholars recorded her anecdotes orally before eventually codifying them.
Muslims refer to the collection of anecdotes from the umma about Muhammad as the ahadith
(singular: hadith), which they continue to consult as religious materials to this day. As a result,
Aisha remains a key figure in the world of Islam considering the high station of her marriage and
the wealth of information attributed to her.

Tracing her legacy in the modern day is no easy feat, for the global Muslim community is
far from monolithic. One of the clearest modern divisions is those associated with the Sunni and
Shiite sects within the Muslim World. The origin of this conflict lies in the contest for
Muhammad’s successor, but it has developed into a larger divide over source material and
political alignment. After Muhammad, Aisha’s father ascended to the position of caliph, leader of
the Muslim community, which places her squarely amidst the discourse. However, not all
Muslims supported this decision. From this conflict, perceptions of Aisha’s legacy reflect a great
degree of diversity and complexity.

Needless to say, my research does not have the scope to survey the entirety of the Muslim
world to garner universal results. Instead, I seek to uncover how social media posts and online
discourses specifically construct Aisha’s legacy. Typically, historical research on Islamic figures
and testimony centers on formal discourses or commentaries like those found in the Quran, the
Islamic scripture, and the ahadith, accounts of customs of the Prophet. Formal discourse and
commentaries reflect the thoughts, knowledge, and beliefs of those who receive formal education
or academic opportunities to publish their findings. Although these are incredibly valuable, they
do not reflect the tendencies of the community as a whole, for these are selective processes with

high barriers to entry.



Alternatively, social media reveals popular contemporary views not present in formal or
academic commentaries and formulations. Social media provides key insight into how the public
views Aisha from a “ground-up” perspective rather than from the “top-down.” It requires a much
lower barrier to entry, and social media posts better reflect public discourses as one can reply or
respond to a post or inquiry immediately. This model for a conversation is critical in assessing
and analyzing controversial or particularly discursive topics.

The following questions guide my research: What do social media posts about Aisha
indicate about her legacy in the past 15 years? How do these converge or diverge with
conceptions found in prevalent formal examinations? I intend to answer these by: 1) determining
what existing literature says about gender conceptions and Aisha’s legacy in the Muslim world,
2) analyzing social media posts about Aisha from the past 15 years, and 3) identifying
consistencies and divergences between the two.

Aisha’s current legacy is one avenue through which we may better understand prevalent
ideas of gender relations among modern Muslims engaged in social media. Characterizations of
gender roles and expectations in Muslim-majority settings are quite diverse. One reason for this
variety is Islam’s source material. Scholars and Muslims contest the Quran’s direct commentary
on gender. Believers do not share a uniform opinion on what the source material entails, as the
Quran’s occasionally vague characterization leaves ample room for interpretation. Although
Muslims consider the Quran the ultimate holy text to guide their beliefs and conduct, they
consult other sources to fill any gaps in its content or areas for interpretation. One of these are

the ahadith collections. However, not all sects of Muslims attribute the same value or legitimacy



to all ahadith commentaries, with some arguing in favor of political or religious rivals. Different
Muslim legal schools hone distinct methods to determine the credibility of ahadith passages.
This creates a disparity between the consulted text, interpretations of them, and the social
structures created as a result. One Quranic interpretation may position all believers equally in the
eyes of the creator, while another distributes responsibilities and obligations unequally among
them. The variety of community structures across Muslim empires, regimes, and institutions
illustrate this tendency — especially when it comes to gender. Gender conceptions have the
potential to create societal-wide effects, for they inform marital, familial, and political
institutions. This is why Aisha’s legacy provides such rich grounds for exploring these
discrepancies. As a foundational female Islamic figure, her memory is often used to inform,
uphold, and challenge these tendencies. How modern Muslims view her influences how they

may view marriage, families, and women’s rights.

A Brief History:

Born in 613 or 614 CE to one of Muhammad’s closest companions, Aisha became a
Muslim well before her teenage years. Her father, Abu Bakr, converted to the faith early and
accompanied the Prophet and his other followers on their flight to Medina in 622 CE. The umma,
the early group of Muslims located in present-day Saudi Arabia, forged a community based on
monotheistic belief and communal religion. Persecution in their homeland of Mecca necessitated
the initial flight to Medina, where they stayed until the faith developed a strong enough presence
to counter political opposition back in Mecca. Few pieces of scholarship illuminate the life of the

young Aisha during the period before her marriage. Although her age has become the site of



contention in the recent past, most scholars agree that Aisha married the Prophet Muhammad at
the age of six. Historical recollections overwhelming refer to Aisha as remarkably young by
today’s standards, for the Prophet waited a few years until she reached an age deemed
appropriate to consummate their marriage.

Muhammad practiced polygamy and married about a dozen women throughout his life.
At the advice of a family member, Muhammad married Aisha around 620 CE, the only virgin
and non-widow of his wives. Besides Aisha, Muhammad’s first wife, Khadijah, is the most well-
known of the cohort. Khadijha and Muhammad married before he received the revelation from
Allah, the Islamic god. Historians consider Khadijah the first convert to Islam, and a member of
the same generation as Aisha’s father, Abu Bakr.

Despite her young age, Aisha’s marriage to the Prophet raised her to an incredibly
influential position over both the umma and subsequent generations of Muslims throughout
history. Muhammad’s particular attachment to Aisha raised her to an even more elevated status.
Typically, Muhammad spent each evening with a different one of his living wives to divide his
time equally. As he grew ill at the end of his life, his wives noticed that he counted how many
more nights he had before his time with Aisha would arrive.! Once it did, he died there with her,
and the community later buried his body under her home.

The Quran consists of a series of revelations Muslims believe Muhammad received from
the angel Gabriel as a direct line of contact with Allah. Muslims considered this feat a miracle

due to Muhammad’s illiteracy. These revelations occurred throughout his life, which extended

1 Safi Ur-Rahman Mubarakpuri, “The Death of the Messenger of Allah,” SunnaOnline.com, accessed

March 31, 2024, https://sunnahonline.com/library/history-of-islam/279-death-of-the-messenger-of-allah-
the.


https://sunnahonline.com/library/history-of-islam/279-death-of-the-messenger-of-allah-the
https://sunnahonline.com/library/history-of-islam/279-death-of-the-messenger-of-allah-the
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the amount of divine insight available to the public. Muslims consider Muhammad the “seal of
the Prophets,” and do not believe another mouthpiece of Allah has or could follow him.
However, the new community still required guidance after his death. Where the Quran did not
provide explicit answers, the ahadith and testimony of his contemporaries supplemented the
canon.

Following the Prophet’s death in 632 CE, Aisha provided stories to the umma about of
Prophet’s custom and her own insights into issues or questions not elsewhere answered in the
Quran. Although she bore no children of her own, the umma deemed her a “Mother of the
Believers” due to her status in the community and generosity towards it. Aisha was one of only a
few women to transmit ahadith, and she did so more than any of her female contemporaries. The
volume of material attributed to her in part contributes to her continuing importance within the
Muslim World to this day. Not only did she serve as an informant to Muslims in the seventh
century, but her role in hadith transmission allowed Muslims from hundreds of years later to
engage with her perspective and follow her example. Not all Muslims celebrated this perspective
equally, due to her involvement in the aforementioned Sunni-Shiite faction split.

The matter of the Prophet’s successor created great controversy and turmoil for the
developing faith, and Aisha’s relation to the first caliph after Muhammed placed her in a
compromised position. Muslims who valued community consensus and companionship to the
Prophet in a caliph supported Abu Bakr’s station, but many contested this view. Dissenters
instead prioritized blood relation to the Prophet and believed Ali, Muhammad’s younger cousin,
to be the rightful heir. This early dispute created the foundation that would later bloom into the

modern Sunni-Shiite division of Islam.



11

Aisha staunchly supported her father’s rise to power and aligned with the proto-Sunni
faction. Sunni-Shiite tensions grew as the Islamic community developed further into an empirical
and expansionist power in the Middle East. The role of the caliph increasingly took on a more
political and authoritative character. Two more proto-Sunni caliphs followed Abu Bakr, but Ali
and his followers eventually gained enough momentum to create an internal threat to the
established Sunni leaders. Aisha’s outspokenness against Ali and proto-Shiite Muslims
eventually amounted to military conflict.

The assassination of the third caliph Uthman created a sudden opportunity for an
exchange of power. Ali assumed the role of caliph in 656 CE with the support of the proto-Shiite
faction. Aisha and a series of other proto-Sunni members, now considered rebels, led their
respective army against Ali in the Battle of the Camel later that year in modern Iraq. The battle
earned its name after the animal Aisha rode into the skirmish. Ali’s forces killed Aisha’s
companions and captured Aisha. Aisha returned to Saudi Arabia, away from an ultimately
victorious Ali.

After the Battle of the Camel, Aisha remained in the public sector although her political
participation and ambitions vastly decreased. She continued to offer community consultation and
education, especially on the obligatory pilgrimage to Mecca, the holy land of Islam. She died in
678 CE at 67 years old, but her story had yet to end.

The growing saliency of gender constructions and women’s rights in the current day only
further catalyzes the importance of studying a figure like Aisha. The construction of her legacy
and maintenance of its relevancy illuminates both conceptions of the past and present. Aisha’s

legacy indicates what early Muslims found important enough to record or cite, but it serves a
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similar purpose in the modern day. Citations of Aisha’s legacy reveal what remains important

through incorporation into communal discussions and disputes.

Knowledge Gaps and Possible Solutions:

Previous research on Aisha examines how her life and legacy interact with gender norms
in Islam, but these approaches rely heavily, if not exclusively, on the formal source material that
informs other conceptions of gender. Examples include published biographies, ahadith
collections, or scholarly commentaries. Several also discuss her contribution to Islam and the
Muslim community since the seventh century. Despite the overlap in intent and context between
this project and previous works, I distinguish mine in two regards: source material and
methodological approach.

The exigency of my research pertains to my source material. Wholistic impressions of
Aisha’s legacy on the broader Muslim community can only be formed when a wide variety of
sources critically contribute to the task. The Muslim community is larger than its scholars and
religious leaders — it includes members all over the globe without access or contribution to
religious commentaries, ahadith constructions, and academic pursuits. Without their key insights,
we lose sight of Aisha’s entire legacy within the modern day, especially as online access
exacerbates global connectivity and engagement. Current knowledge also tends to position Aisha
as a subject of independent analysis rather than within dialogues about constructions of gender
and women'’s rights. Comparing the two reveals the effect of a single life on a larger community,

transcending the constraints of both time and space.
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Social media alters the historical framework from which we draw primary source
material. Because of its lower threshold to entry, it provides a more direct look into what
Muslims say or think about Aisha as a gendered subject. This direct access provides a different
source of insight than academia that privileges academic or traditional religious commentaries
instead. Although research and historical analysis may inform cultural norms, not all cultural
norms may be captured by research that solely focuses on sources created by those in elite
academic or political spheres. To complement previous projects and analyses on Aisha, the plane
of public discourses on social media create a more holistic, dynamic picture that more accurately

reflects the state of the world.

Sources and Methodology:

I intend to widen the breadth of knowledge on Aisha’s legacy by focusing my study on
material found on social media posts and websites. Sites like Reddit, Twitter, and Quora utilize
text-based posts with the capacity to reply and respond. Reddit forums each focus on specific
themes, interests, and groups. For the sake of this project, I limited my research to the forum
titled “R/Islam”: the broadest Islamic community on the website. Quora’s website contains a
similar function. They filter questions by topic area instead, one of which is “Aisha Bin Abu
Bakr.” I have similarly limited my search to posts under this topic. Twitter’s hashtag function
streamlines posts with the same hashtags into one area, but I have not limited my search to those
with hashtags because hashtags related to Aisha are not as common. Whereas on Reddit and

Quora, users must post under a specific forum or topic, Twitter users need not post with a
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hashtag each time. Thus, I have searched across the entire platform to gather my primary
sources.

To identify Aisha-specific posts, I utilized the search feature of each website or platform
to narrow down my search. In each one, I typed “Aisha” and scrolled through the posts brought
up as a result. I repeated this process with a myriad of spellings of her name, including “Aishah,”
“‘A’ishah,” “‘Aishah,” “Aicha,” “Ayse,” and “Aishe.” I also searched using Aisha’s epithets
“Mother of the Believers” and “Prophet’s Wives” to expand my search.

These functions allowed me to follow the flow of discourses as if they were a
conversation between community members. Online spaces connect members of the same
community on a global scale, which maximizes the richness of the material. Due to my limited
linguistic capacity, I will only be able to consult posts and sources written in English. I employed
a discourse analysis framework to categorize and interpret information extracted from these
sources.

Discourse analysis seeks to identify the construction of meaning rather than the specific
series of events or developments. Employing a discourse analysis in studying Aisha does not
mean that I intend to catalog key events in her life or uncover any “universal truth” about the
way that history unfolded. Rather, discourse analysis identifies the meanings and truths behind
how others catalog or remember these events. I do not concern my study in identifying who
Aisha actually was. Instead, I identify how online discourse composes her today, and how this

composition interacts with the state of gender in the Muslim World.
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I compiled a list of approximately 100 posts across Reddit, Quora, and Twitter using the
aforementioned methodology. For each post, I identified keywords or phrases in the text
reminiscent of a larger theme. This is the process of “coding” sources for qualitative evidence.
For instance, I would code a question from the Quran about Aisha’s age at the time of marital
consumption under the theme “rape/consent.” If responses to said question attempted to contest
rape accusations on the grounds of moral relativity, I coded them under the theme “moral
relativity.” Posts may be coded under multiple themes, and more themes emerged as I continued
my search. I identified themes with the most mentions (typically at least 20) as the foundation of
Aisha’s legacy, as constructed through these social media platform users. I organized my
“Results” chapter around the predominant themes, patterns, and developments from this process.
Because I completed my literature review before cataloging my primary research material, I paid

special attention to extrapolating themes related to gendered sentiments.

Chapter Summaries:

In the “Introduction,” I outline the goals of my thesis, a brief overview of Aisha as a
historical subject, and an explanation of research methods and sources. In the “Literature
Review,” I provide an overview of the traditional conception of gender in Islam, feminist
readings of traditional Islamic sources, and previous research and publications on Aisha as a
discourse subject, which set the foundation for my research my expand upon. In “Results,” I
present the themes and supporting posts extracted from my primary research material on social

media. In “Analysis,” I synthesize these results with the themes that emerged in my literature
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review and contextualize any consistencies or divergences. Finally, in “Conclusion,” I reflect on

my research and offer suggestions for future endeavors.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Gender and sex are far from a foreign topic explored in Islamic studies. The religion’s
holy text, the Quran, includes an entire section focused on the obligations and expectations of
women. Despite the Quran’s dedicated material on the subject, the topic remains contentious in
the present day with deep roots in competing Quranic interpretations and social influences. The
questions that intersect social justice, gender equality, and religion have been asked and
answered by a myriad of scholars since the faith’s conception. No single piece of research or
commentary can capture the sophisticated multitudes possessed by a globe of believers.
However, the accumulation of works within the field reveals these pluralities and nuances. These
works also reveals what remains unexplored. In this chapter, I provide an overview of previous
works in three fields dedicated to answering similar questions about gender. Firstly, I review
traditional concepts of sex and gender in Islam. Secondly, I review modern, feminist readings of
the Quran and the implications of those interpretations on sex and gender in Islam. Lastly, I
investigate the findings and approaches in previous research dedicated specifically to Aisha as a

historical subject.

Traditional Conceptions of Sex and Gender:

Traditional characterizations of sex and gender in Islam consider the duties and rights of
women in relation to the topic of marriage. In the Quran, the section about marriage contains the
most information related to women. The Quran seldom references unmarried women or wives

outside of relations to their husbands. Marriage serves as the basis of the family unit, which is
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considered a “small state.”? The Quran only utilizes the word “woman” over “wife” in reference
to an individual separated from her wifely position via “betrayal, disagreement over matters of
faith, and disrupted procreation.”3 Raising and constructing a unified front within the home is
fundamental to the faith’s sanctity because the “ideal domestic ordeal and the ideal social orders
are images of each other.”* Women'’s responsibilities and obligations as Muslims and wives
traditionally operate within the domestic sphere as the foundation for building a home or family.
They fulfill the role of raising and supporting children, but they also serve the faith through
creating and caring for subsequent generations of Muslims. Men, alternatively, manage the
financial, administrative, and connective role in the family outside of the domestic sphere to
support and sustain their wives’ labor.5

This approach, considered a “balance perspective,” creates clear distinctions between
each gender within a marriage and the outputs they produce.¢ Sayyid Qutb, an Islamic scholar
from the mid-20th century, remarked that women’s natural tendencies leaned towards emotional
sentiments, and men’s towards logical ones.” He claims a women’s tendency to be “forgetful or

carried away by her feelings” makes her a better candidate to instead serve the “family duties.”8

2 Helmut Gétje, The Qur’an and its Exegesis: Selected Texts with Classical and Modern Muslim
Interpretations (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 256.

3 Mohd Nour Al Salem, Mohammad Alaghawat, and Ghadeer Alhasan, “‘Wife’, “Woman’, and
‘Companion’: A Semantic Message for Translators of Matrimony in the Holy Quran,” Cogent Arts &
Humanities 10, no. 1 (2023): 11.

4 Juan Eduardo Campo, The Other Sides of Paradise: Explorations into the Religious Meanings of
Domestic Space in Islam (Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina, 1991), 39.

5 Gétje, The Qur'an and its Exegesis, 256.

6 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), 174.

7 Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam (Oneta, New York: Islamic Publications International, 1953), 74.

8 Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 74.



He describes the sexes as inherently different, albeit complimentary, which generate different
social obligations and roles to maintain balance in society. Hence: a balance.

Quranic verses, the origin of marital expectations for Muslims, address men directly
rather than men and women as a whole. The Quran utilizes “you” pronouns as it refers to
husbands, but “them” and “she” pronouns as it refers to women. As the executor of family
relations, the man of the family assumes the role of religious authority, or at least arbiter of
religious education, as the sole direct recipient of the text. Although both genders can reach
“spiritual perfection,” men still serve as the conduit through which their wife’s religious
education is funneled.?

Traditional readings of the Quran place men and women on separate planes with little

overlap in obligations or rights. A woman’s ability to conceive a child is critical to her family

19

raising and home-rearing responsibilities. To maintain the sovereignty of the Islamic community,

traditionalists consider “procreation as a natural human need.”1? Although reproductivity requires

the necessary procreative capacity of both sexes, the Quran does not mention a man’s capacity to

bear a child as it does with his female counterpart. A wife’s body belongs not only to herself but

to her husband and the Muslim community as a whole, as it performs a crucial and expected

service to them. This procreative responsibility also informs the Quran’s advocacy for polygamy

when financially and emotionally sustainable by the husband.
Without polygamy, traditionalists argue that more unmarried women “are left without

offspring,” limiting the number of children present in the world.!! One Quranic exegesis, or

9 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 149.
10 Al Salem et al., “"Wife’, “Woman’, and ‘Companion,’” 7.

11 Gétje, The Qur'an and its Exegesis, 255.
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critical interpretation, defends polygamy as an opportunity to maximize the number of Muslims.
It bases its argument on the principle that a single man with 100 women may father 100 children,
but a single woman with 100 men may only mother one.!2

The reality of associating bodily function or capacity with moral obligation creates
tension for those with discrepancies or stipulations out of their control, like women with fertility
issues. The centering of motherhood and reproduction also limits women’s decisions about their
bodies. In Iran, birth-control procedures like tubal litigation (also known as “tube-tying”)
occurred only when they could be reversed and a woman was not harmed in the process.!3
Unmarried women could not consider the procedure at all.'4 Whereas a man and husband’s value
derives from his ability to financially and socially support a family unit, traditional reproductive
discourse does not center the physical capacity of husbands to father children in the same way it
does to wives.

Marriage is the ultimate manifestation of the “balance perspective” because it requires a
member of each gender to form a unit. Part of the complementary model positions women in the
role of sexual gratifier. A woman is the primary servicer in sex and procreation, as her husband’s
fulfillment falls under the realm of her bodily obligations. Sayyid Qutb describes the privileges
granted to women under the domain of Islam, including property and educational access.
However, he notes that Islam did not grant the privilege of “unchastity” to “[guard] the instincts

of man, raising sexual relationships above a purely physical level.”!5 Despite his citation that

12 Gétje, The Qur'an and its Exegesis, 254.
13 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 38.
14 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 39.

15 Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 77.
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men’s instincts require guidance, women must alter their image to limit men’s sexual
temptations. The hijab, also known as Islamic veiling, functions as a code or practice of
maintaining modesty for Muslim women’s dress. The hijab is one avenue intended to “restrict
whatever can cause corruption or stimulation of men’s sexual desires.”1¢ Although women may
also harbor similar sexual desires, Qutb argues that female temptation does not reach the same
level, for “man has by nature a greater desire for women than she has for him,” and thus lack the
same need for explicit barriers between them.!7 Considering women more sensitive and
emotional rationalizes this distinction, for they seem less likely to value or prioritize sexual
relations over emotional, intimate ones. Both genders may be capable of sexual temptations, but
a woman’s obligation to procreate places her husband’s sexual gratification on a plane of higher
importance than hers. However, men bear their own slew of husbandly responsibilities in their
marriages.

Husbands may take several wives, but only if they can care for all of them equally. The
Prophet married a dozen women during his lifetime, but the Quran limits other Muslim men to
merely four, as long as they can afford it. The Quran instructs men to take only one if they cannot
“treat two or more wives justly.”18 Women serve as emotional and domestic caretakers for the
household and children, but traditional perspectives require husbands to provide the goods and
support to sustain their endeavors. For this reason, Sayyid Qutb defends Islam’s practice of men
receiving double a woman’s inherence, like in the instance of a brother receiving more than his

sister when their parents pass away. The brother’s additional money allows him to “bear the

16 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 66.
17 Gétje, The Qur'an and its Exegesis, 253.

18 Gétje, The Qur'an and its Exegesis, 248.
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responsibility of the whole structure of the family.”!® Men are “overseers of women” because
“man is free from the cares of maternity” and “can apply to these affairs all his intellectual
powers.””20 [slamic law requires a woman to submit to her husband as long as he does not
“impose his will” by force, for this violates the desired balancing act present in a traditional
interpretation of a marriage.2!

The preceding section by no means exhausts the topic of traditional gender norms, but it
does provide the foundational tenets necessary to compare other competing perspectives.
Traditional conceptions envision the strengths of each gender differently and create separate
expectations based on these perceived strengths. These norms, sourced from interpretations of
Islamic texts, influence worldviews concerning gender. Feminist approaches to gender norms or
expectations fundamentally shift the approach through which Quranic interpretation occurs to

create more just products from the process.

Feminist Readings of the Quran:

As demonstrated, the position of women in Islam is one with distinct and recorded
origins. The importance of marriage and family to the Muslim community combined with the
influence of external perceptions of women’s rights and attributes creates tension within the
existing literature. The preceding section detailed how traditional Muslim scholarship views
gender roles in Islam, but this view is far from uncontested. Especially in the past 50 years, new

readings of the Quran with feminist lenses and perspectives forced public discourse to reconsider

19 Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 73.
20 Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 74.

21 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 150.
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the adoption of previous ideals. The rise of intersectional feminism also invites previously
separated feminist discourses — like those in Europe and America — to extend past their own
experiences. The rise of women’s education in Muslim societies and the internal diversification
of Western feminist movements catalyzed the publication of Quranic interpretations on gender
relations, especially by female Muslim scholars with multiple stakes in their research.

Leila Ahmed’s 1992 Women and Gender in Islam explores the trajectory of women’s
rights throughout Islam’s historical development. Like Qutb, she acknowledges that women in
seventh-century Islam garnered more rights than their non-Muslim predecessors, who could not
divorce, inherit, or receive education. However, Ahmed distinguishes the position of women
during the Prophet’s life from those under subsequent Islamic states, regimes, and caliphates.
Growing “androcentric” tendencies within the faith’s social structures amplified the position of
men in a post-Prophet world.22 The “balance perspective” no longer valued the contributions of
both men and women to a similar degree, for men's financial and leadership attributes became
the catalyst for imperial expansion and defense. In the twentieth century, Ahmed reflects on the
influence of Western imperialism in the Muslim World on cultural practices, including gender
relations like veiling and educational access. Conflating Western feminism with imperialist
presences cast the former in a decidedly negative light due to poor perception of the latter in
Muslim societies. The desire of Muslim societies to disengage culturally from imperialist
presences ignited a reification of gender separation and expectations in Muslim countries.23

Although Western presences exposed populations to new conceptions of gender equality and

22 Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1992), 67.

23 Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 142.
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justice otherwise diminished by male-dominated structures, these conceptions were largely
rejected. Sayyid Qutb’s work mentioned the “unchastity” of Western women and cited the
increased crossover of ideas and principles from globalization as a reason to revitalize the
fundamentals of Islam, including gender differentiation.24 Adopting new ideas, especially those
from the adversarial Western world, placed traditional Muslim values more at risk. Hence, he
called for a newly invigorated defense of them. This revitalization of traditional gendered norms
created an even greater comparison to the subsequent feminist scholars who opposed these
conceptions.

The procedure of Quranic interpretation is one of the most contentious areas within
feminist literature. As Ahmed describes, the patriarchal institutions present throughout Islamic
societies influence the dominant patriarchal narratives extracted in traditional readings of the
Quran. When these same patriarchal systems lead the process of interpreting the Quran, these are
the dominant perspectives that rise to the surface. These may not be inherent to the character of
the Quran, but they are a result of the process of prioritizing patriarchal perspectives and powers
in creating the product. Amina Wadud refers to the lack of female leadership on the matter as
“the near male monopoly of determining the meaning of the divine,” despite the capacity for all
genders to be Muslim.25 Wadud described women as possessing unique “gifts,” or “God-given
agency and full humanity."2¢ Male dominance in interpretive spaces denies the same “gifts”

inherent in women because their voices are not included in the process. Despite the infallible

24 Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 77.

25 Amina Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad: Women's Reform in Islam (Oxford: Oneworld Publications,
2006), 255.

26 Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 255.
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status of the Quran, it still reads in language understandable to the decidedly fallible readers.
However, the “recourse to human language is meant only to communicate with us in words we
can understand, not to delimit God’s Reality.”27 The subsequent processes created to interpret,
apply, and extract learnings from the Quran encounter the same challenges in a feminist view as
a traditional one. However, the fallibility of human understanding increases when an entire
population is excluded from its interpretation.

The lack of women in the ulama, formal Muslim scholar organizations, “dilute[s]” the
egalitarianism in the Quran, for those tasked with defining equality do not represent the myriad
of identities on the receiving end of such transmissions.28 However, feminist scholars do not
advocate for overcoming androcentric readings of past iterations with new, exclusively female
readings instead. Rather, they favor an approach in which individual Muslims, including women,
revisit the text and personalize its interpretation to their own circumstances rather than assume a
universal dictation is possible.

Reading for equality does not uniquely require the Muslim community to function as a
monolith. However, when modern questions arise, one may apply theological principles to the
new circumstances when the same circumstances were not present at the time of revelation.
These principles may still guide the questioner without a parallel example. Wadud believes one
can “transform Islam through its own egalitarian tendencies, principles, articulations, and
implications” by prioritizing the concepts and underlying values present in the text. She claims,

“Concepts of Islam and concepts of justice have always been relative to actual historical and

27 Asma Barlas, Believing Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an
(Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2002), 105.

28 Barlas, “Believing Women” in Islam, 82.
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cultural situations.”? Under this view, the Quran functions not as a legally binding, stagnant
document, but as a guide considered as flexible and adaptable as the world around them. The
themes and values remain binding, but the interpretive practice may be subject to external
factors.

From the perspective of feminist Muslim scholars such as Asma Barlas, the emphasis on
equality within Islam does not require the disruption of gender norms. Rather than abolish
gendered norms, she perceives “some differences as crucial.”30 This perspective, most
reminiscent of difference feminism, presents men and women not as members of the same social
groups, but as those wielding the potential to gain the same respect and value despite their
differences. Their unique contributions propel the function and merit of the community as a
whole, similar to traditional ideals of “gender balance.” However, Barlas’s perspective may
involve differences, but it does not mandate it in the same way a traditional perspective does.

In her perspective, women may have differences than men, but these differences do not form the
foundation for expected roles and obligations. The amplification of all community members,
including historically disenfranchised women, elevates the network of the community.3!

Traditional gender segregation and authority imbalance support a social hierarchy. A
modern feminist perspective may conclude that this hierarchy is “historically contingent” upon

specific readings of the Quran, for the text itself “makes no reference to such social

29 Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 2.
30 Barlas, “Believing Women” in Islam, 132.

31 Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's Perspective (New York
and Oxford: University Oxford Press, 1999), 104.
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conditions.”32 For example, feminist interpretations of the Quran claim that modesty is said to
hide the “sexed body” rather than the female one — the latter of which was thought by
traditional interpretations to merely reference the first term.33 If the characterization of the Quran
is universal, it follows that, unless otherwise specified, all should answer to the same standards
regardless of their gender. These readings maintain the sanctity of the Quran and do not “hold the
Quran itself responsible for how a particular social or sexual divine of labor has evolved over
time.”34 Rather, they identify the essence of the readings by contextualizing the limiting aspects
without immediate and tangible material in the language.

Further, the universal nature of the Quran allows it to transcend temporal and social
contexts. The essence of the Quran may still be applied to modern contexts, as long as the
process of application is not limited to an elite social group. The “believing women” referenced
in Asma Barles’s 2002 commentary “do not question its ontological status as Divine Speech but
rather [reveal] true meaning outside of cultural context.35 Similarly, Wadud argues that the
universal character of the Quran is not just general, but relevant to the unique cultural context
each woman faces in the modern day. Through this position, women may adapt the text to their
lives “as smoothly as it adapted to the original Muslim community fourteen centuries ago.”3¢

However, this does not replicate the patriarchal readings of the text, for these readings lacked the

32 Anver M. Emon, “The Paradox of Equality and the Politics of Difference: Gender Equality, Islamic
Law, and the Modern Muslim State,” in Gender and Equality in Muslim Family Law: Justice and Ethics
in the Islamic Legal Tradition, ed. Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Kari Vogt, Lena Larsen, and Christian Moe
(London: IB Tauris, 2011), 12.

33 Barlas,“Believing Women” in Islam, 159.
34 Barlas,“Believing Women” in Islam, 199.
35 Barlas,“Believing Women” in Islam, 19.

36 Wadud, Qur’an and Woman, 95.
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inclusivity inherent in personal readings. The Quran may be relevant to all readers, but not in the
same way. One may read not for feminist intent within the text but for feminist opportunities or
“edges” as Aysha Hidayatullah advocates. She cites this form of exegesis as a “new [way] about
the nature of the Qur'an's revelation” to enter the modern world, rather than an exact prediction
or guidance for it.37 Liberation of women occurs when women become protagonists in their own
readings, rather than simply the receivers of the elite male scholars who sequestered the material
to their own intellectual pursuits. The character of equality lies in these individuals’
circumstances rather than general sweeps of advocacy.

One must note that none of these interpretations provide key, alternative gender norms for
women to fill. There are no stark obligations provided in the literature to suggest that women
ought to occupy different or similar roles to traditional readings and interpretations. Instead,
feminist conceptions of traditional gender norms fundamentally diverge in assuming there ought
to be distinct gendered norms altogether. Whereas traditional conceptions of gender also require
the fulfillment of obligations and roles based upon their connections, feminist roles emphasize
the freedom and autonomy for women to design their lives in accordance of their own
interpretations of the Quran and foundational sources. Scholars like Barlas may support the idea
that there are inherent differences between the sexes and genders, but the manifestation of these
differences does not yield separate burdens or metrics of success.

Although feminist readings and approaches to the Quran are far from the most prevalent
lenses applied to modern readings of the Quran, developments in line with their ethos have

shifted women into positions of power in the past 50 years. As the outside world modernizes and

37 Aysha Hidayatullah, Feminist Edges of the Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 144.
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increases global connection, the roles of women outside of their domestic arrangements grow
more salient. In 1998, the establishment of the Center for Women’s Participation in Iran sought
to extend women’s role in civil society and governmental organizations.3® The maintenance of
general gendered segregation in society requires at least a handful of women in Muslim
communities to step outside of traditional constraints. Women in Iran may enter professional
settings like the medical field to oversee childbirths and other situations in which the female
patient may be vulnerable or exposed.3® Female leaders also serve to disrupt the “monopoly of
male scholars” who historically dictated the state of women’s rights in Islam.40 Under this view,
instances of gender injustice occur as a “mistaken construction by male jurists” rather than “as a
manifestation of divine justice.”#! Women may also break their traditional roles and expectations
against the cultural and environmental conceptions of gender. Rather, women may join the
workforce because their family “cannot afford to confine women who are needed” and earn an
additional income.#? In these cases, subversion of the gendered norm functions as an issue of
class rather than a difference in perspective in gender. Educational access is another area of
traditional gender injustice. Measures to equalize education across genders do not increase
access for all women. The education of women from privileged classes widens the opportunities

for them in society and, thus, alters the perception of a woman’s potential role in society.43

38 Maaike Voorhoeve, Family Law in Islam: Divorce, Marriage and Women in the Muslim World (London
and New York: [.B. Tauris, 2012), 62).

39 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 158.
40 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 273.
41 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 272.

42 Jeri Altneu Sechzer, “Islam and Woman: Where Tradition Meets Modernity:” History and
Interpretations of Islamic Women’s Status,” Sex Roles 51, no. 5/6 (2004), 8.

43 Sechzer, “Islam and Woman,” 8.
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However, women from lower economic statuses experience liberation through education to a
much lower degree than their wealthier counterparts. Without additional opportunities for women
to expand their personal ambitions and horizons, the state of gender in Islam would remain more

stagnant than without said formal exposure.

Aisha as a Research Subject:

Despite its age, the Quran remains relevant to modern Muslims due to its infallible and
universal character. As demonstrated, scholars debate about what it means to be a universal text.
Do all pieces and components apply equally to all people? Or ought readers search for their
personal circumstances to be answered by the material revelations? The same discourses and
contentions follow historical figures. The Quran’s modern relevance naturally follows its
fundamental and rich shaping of the religious, social, and political structure of the Muslim
World. The relevance of particular historical figures, like Aisha, communicates a different set of
values and contentions among the community.

Previous researchers follow Aisha both as a traditional and subject of discourse analysis.
A number of historical biographies following her life and legacy arose throughout the twentieth
century. These range in languages, with Nadia Abbott’s 1942 Aishah: The Beloved of
Mohammad, published in English, intended to reach “the progressives of both East and West in a
world so rapidly contracting.”#4 Abbott’s work describes Aisha as an exemplary Muslim wife and

dedicated community member. However, she also emphasizes Aisha’s political agenda and

44 Nadia Abbott, Aishah: The Beloved of Mohammed, (Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press,
1942); “Aishah: The Beloved of Mohammed | Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, ” Research at
the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, The University of Chicago, accessed January 18, 2024.
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success following the Prophet’s death. As the first English biography on Aisha published for a
modern population, Abbott’s work introduced Aisha to a new audience and, thus, a new pathway
for modern relevancy and interpretation. Hoda Elsadda’s, discussed later in this chapter, research
examines how biographies from different worldviews and languages construct Aisha
alternatively.45

Like the status of women throughout history, the social construction of Aisha both
reflects and informs cultural values and conceptions. Most recently, Aysha Hidayatullah analyzes
how modern depictions of Aisha in the West respond and intend to subvert growing
Islamophobic tendencies.* Two pieces of post-9/11 historical fiction, published by Western
authors, characterize Aisha as a woman closer to modern, Western conceptions of feminism than
her traditional depiction. In The Jewel of Medina and Mother of the Believers, Aisha displays
hesitancy about traditional practices, like donning the hijab or marrying the Prophet.47 As
external, colonial forces influenced traditionalists like Sayyid Qutb to encourage a resurgence of
traditional values, these fictional depictions similarly function as a reaction to key social
developments on the global scale. Aisha’s dynamic and well-recorded legacy generated the
opportunity for her essence to be appropriate in competing ways. Her devotion to her husband
fulfills a number of traditional marital expectations, but her academic and military pursuits exist

within a different realm altogether. The polarity between the Middle East and Muslim World with

45 Hoda Elsadda,““Discourses on Women's Biographies and Cultural Identity: Twentieth-Century
Representations of the Life of 'A'isha Bint Abi Bakr,” Feminist Studies 27, no. 1 (2001): 40.

46 Aysha Hidayatullah, “Behind Every Good Muslim Man: Fictional Representations of ‘A’isha after
9/11,” in Muhammad in the Digital Age, ed. Rugayya Yasmine Khan (Austin, Texas: University of Texas
Press, 2015).

47 Sherry Jones, The Jewel of Medina: a Novel (New York: Beaufort Books, 2008); Kamran Pasha,
Mother of the Believers: A Novel of the Birth of Islam (Washington: Washington Square Press, 2009).
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Western, colonial powers manifests across cultural values, and Aisha’s suspension between the
two reflects these tensions.

Hoda Elsadda describes the change in legacy according to outside influences as the
“manifestations of cultural identity.”48 Her examination of Aisha as a biographical subject
explores why and how Aisha’s subjectivity fulfilled a number of different biographical agendas.
For instance, the issues of political participation and age at the time of marriage arise within the
selected pieces she studies, albeit to varying degrees and intensities. Biographer ‘Abbas
Mahmoud Al-‘Aqad asserts that Aisha was fourteen rather than nine at the point of marital
consumption with the Prophet.4® Elsadda surmises that the author’s belonging “to a colonial era”
influenced his research to display “a defensive attitude to Islamic heritage.”59 Not only did these
biographies serve as a compilation of facts and components concerning Aisha; but they also
functioned as a catalog of principles and values reflexive of the periods through which authors
composed them.

Aisha’s role as a discursive subject in Western and traditional Muslim communities
proves to create vastly different depictions. The nature of a legacy is not stagnant, but always
answers to those who maintain it. However, modern research on Aisha does not solely explore
the remnants of her legacy today. Denise Spellberg’s work centers the initial construction of

Aisha’s life and times from contemporary recording processes.5! She argues that Aisha may not

48 Hoda Elsadda,““Discourses on Women's Biographies and Cultural Identity” 40.
49 Elsadda, “Discourses on Women's Biographies and Cultural Identity”, 49.
50 Elsadda, “Discourses on Women's Biographies and Cultural Identity”, 49.

51 Denise Spellberg, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past: The Legacy of ‘A’isha Bint Abi Bakr
(Columbia: Columbia University Press, 1996).
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have been cataloged faithfully within her lifetime. As previous researchers critiqued the pattern
of patriarchal elitism and dominance in translating the Quran, Spellberg questions the legitimacy
of the construction of Aisha’s canon as well. Those who first documented Aisha’s legacy did so
nearly 150 years after her death. Those who canonized her life likely learned of her life through
verbal transmissions, not personal exposure or connection.

Spellberg describes how her legacy quickly diverged into two archetypes among religious
sects. Shiite Muslims “cast ‘Aisha as the persecutor of Ali, their first legitimate leader,” while
Sunni Muslims “sought to defend Aisha as the Prophet’s favorite wife” and “her role as the
opponent of their attested fourth caliph.”52 The dual perspective surrounding Aisha — even at her
legacy’s early stages — established the precedent for later appropriations of it as tensions and
new norms arose. Poor perceptions of Aisha in the historical record did not reflect only on her.
Due to her proximity to the Prophet and contribution to the ahadith and community materials, the
construction of her legacy intends to function “as a negative dimension of her legacy laden with
lessons for all later women.”53 She became a representation not only of how women should be;
her legacy also warned other Muslim women of the potential consequences for stepping outside
of these expectations. Just as Muslim women may view Aisha as a feminine role model, she too
reflects the values and conduct of the female Muslim population to others.

As the beloved companion of Muhammad, Aisha’s example as a disciplined and favored
wife provides early insight into the essence of an Islamic wife. Her insight and scholarship later

in life extended the Prophet’s legacy, forming an early — albeit limited — exception to the

52 Spellberg, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past, 6.

53 Spellberg, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past, 6.
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typical male-dominated process of maintaining the faith. Her rich life and legacy provide a
multitude of opportunities to twist and apply to different gendered norms and expectations
throughout history, like any living primary source from the period.

Islamic gender conceptions and constructions are formed within the Muslim World, but
they are also influenced by parallel developments outside of it. As Ahmed described, the state of
gender in Islam fluctuates at the hands of inner and outer influences. This is why I look to the
center of this discourse, online posts and responses, to engage both with what members within
the community say on their own accord and in reaction to outside sentiments. Although
constructions of gender roles play an important role in iterations of Aisha’s story and legacy thus
far, I will further differentiate my work and contribute to existing research by prioritizing her as a

model for gendered expectations within the Muslim World.
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RESULTS

Discourse analysis in the modern day warrants unique interrogation into online
discourses. In the digital age, access to online spaces increases the potential for global
connectivity because it eliminates many of the physical or geographical barriers present without
it. Social media uniquely fosters conversations about shared interests, identities, and
communities because it often orients its interface around these topics. For my research, I
consulted the social media platforms Reddit, Twitter, and Quora to inform my discursive
analysis. Reddit and Quora sort posts by topic area, and these websites require site users to
catalog each post under a more general umbrella. Each site allows users to post independently
and interact with one another through responses and comments, which mimics the fluctuation of
a natural conversation of correspondence in the outside world. Posts on these sites require
headers or titles, further enriching the information extracted from them. Most Muslims observe a
reticence against visual representation in Islamic culture (though this is not universal), so social
media posts infrequently include images of religious figures or visual components. This tendency
also informs my preference for text-based posts and the exclusion of popular image-based
platforms like Instagram and Pinterest.

I have only consulted posts in English, which limits the universality of my subsequent
findings. Additionally, not all Muslims have the same access to social media and online discourse
depending on their citizenship and location. The following data does not represent the entirety of
the Muslim World, even as different contentions and themes arise. However, Islam is the fastest-
growing religion in the world with a large portion of the global population. The following results

represent a key population of Muslims engaged in online discourses as one form of communal
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participation. Because these have the potential to hold global prevalence, as one from any
country could conceivably encounter these posts, they present the potential to inform larger
conceptions in and outside of the community. Further, non-Muslims who access the internet and
social media as an avenue to expand their knowledge on the subject will encounter these posts
too and receive their constructions of Aisha’s legacy.

I found it incredibly difficult to identify specific information about the demographics of
social media posters on these platforms. A fair amount of users either deleted their accounts or
remained largely anonymous. Those who did not tended to have very little in their bios or user
profiles. Profiles may include a name or location, and profile pictures (if included) might indicate
one’s race or sex if one assumed they used pictures of themselves. However, too few posts
included these pieces of information to make a significant impact on the character of my results.
With such a small sample size of transparency to consider, I opted instead to prioritize
information disclosed in the posts themselves. If one were to self-identify as a woman in the text
of their post, I would consider that information. However, I encountered very few, if any,
instances of self-disclosure too. Part of the appeal of consulting social media communities for
pressing questions or sensitive topics lies in the potential to remain anonymous. Their structure
allows users to explore freely in a manner that may not be an option in the offline world.
Although this disallows me from drawing specific conclusions across identity or demographic
lines, the lack thereof also deepens the richness of the results due to the potential anonymity.

In sorting through the online posts, I read for specific mentions or allusions to gendered
themes I encountered during my secondary research. After narrowing down posts in specific

topic areas, | searched for Aisha’s name, spelled in a myriad of ways to maximize source
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material. Reddit's topic area is "R/Islam," for no one created a forum specifically dedicated to
Aisha.5* On Quora, I isolated my results to the topic area "Aisha bin Abu Bakr."55 From the
results, I combed through and saved those related to gender or gendered themes. Some posts
mentioned gendered topics explicitly; they may have called Aisha a female role model or noted
her exemplification of a womanly value. In others, they implicitly mentioned gendered
institutions or gender-related practices like veiling, marriage, child-rearing, and women’s
testimony. I created separate documents for each theme and cataloged corresponding posts to the

themes. Below is a recollection of the most prevalent themes from my findings.

Rape and Age Disputes:

The topics of age, consent, and rape circulated frequently in posts and pages dedicated to
Aisha bin Abu Bakr. Her marriage to the Prophet as a child garners attention both as an indicator
of the Prophet’s character and as an example of marital practices in the first community of
Muslims. However, modern iterations of appropriate consent and sexual relations create a unique
space for tension concerning Aisha’s legacy.

Posts concerned with Aisha’s age typically associate this problem with her ability to
consensually participate in sexual activity with the older Prophet, who was believed to be in his
fifties at the time. Although her exact age is unknown, historians typically chronicle Aisha's
birthday between the years of 613 and 614 CE. In this timeline, Aisha would have been 6 or 7

when she married the Prophet, and 8 or 9 when they consummated their marriage. The majority

54 “R/Islam,” Reddit, Reddit, Inc., accessed March 20, 2024, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/.

55 “Aisha Bin Abu Bakr,” Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed March 20, 2024, https://www.quora.com/topic/
Aisha-Bint-Abu-Bakr.
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of queries posed on Quora probe the ethics of their relationship. One reads, “Do Muslims wish
that prophet Muhammad had never married the six-year old Aisha?”5¢ Another: “What would a 6
year old child think when a lustful 53 year old grandfather like person plans to have sex with this
child?”’57 One Quora user issues the qualifier: “Since he had previous marriages to older women
like Khadijah why would he be inclined to marry a child?”58 The assumption behind each of
these questions is clear: no ethical actor would have sex with someone at the age of Aisha,
especially not someone thought to be a prophetic character.

One self-proclaimed “new Muslim” on Reddit asks, “What were the age differences
between Muhammad(Peace be upon him and aisha) [sic]?” and "Did Muhammad(Peace be upon
him) [sic] wait till Aisha was of age before sleeping with her?"5° This user remarks that people
they consulted offline “felt like I was insulting Muhammad(Peace be upon him) [sic] when I’'m
not trying to it’s just questions I have.”¢0 This user’s testimony illuminates the potential
implications of raising questions about sex between Aisha and Muhammad. The consequences
— shame or pushback in this case — further reveal the controversial and divided nature of the

community on the topic.

56 Anonymous, Do Muslims wish that prophet Muhammad had never married the six-year old Aisha?”
Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed January 2, 2024, https://www.quora.com/Do-Muslims-wish-that-prophet-

Muhammad-had-never-married-the-six-year-old-Aisha.

57 u/Spiritual, Response to “What did Aisha really think about her husband, the Prophet Muhammad?”

Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed January 4, 2024, https://www.quora.com/What-did-Aisha-really-think-
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Such an example also illustrates the rich resources social media websites provide. These
conversations and online dialogues may mirror those from the outside world, but they also fill a
new niche altogether. When posters reach a limit with those in their direct environment, they
outsource to the greater community in a unique vector of online connectivity. The significance
lies in the willingness to exercise higher degrees of transparency due to the pressing concern and
freedom of asking behind a screen.

A more direct post on Reddit declares, “How come Allah offer [sic] mercy for rapists
especially pedophiles!?’¢! In a thread about Aisha, one may deduce the rapist and pedophile in
question to be Islam’s Prophet himself. Questions about the Prophet's authority and importance
indicate that rape accusations carry more significance when against the leader of the faith.

Another user questions, “Are Muslims allow [sic] to disagree with Muhammeds [sic]
marriage to Aisha?”¢2 In the comments, they extend, “From my understanding, most believe that
she was 9. That isn't really the issue. The issue is the 50yo consummating the marriage of a 9yo.
Or do they believe she was mature enough at 97763 This post verbalizes the implicit moral
assumptions behind the preceding posts on Aisha's age. For one to question Aisha's capacity to
sexually consent, they must assume that her age determines her capacity to consent. The question

about consent relies on Aisha reaching the appropriate threshold of maturity beforehand. As this

61 u/Deleted, “How come Allah offer mercy for rapists especially pedophiles !?”” R/Islam, Reddit,
November 1, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/yj7 1nc/

how_come_allah_offer_mercy for rapists_especially/.

62 1/KN256, “1. Are Muslims allow to disagree with Muhammeds marriage to Aisha? 2. was Muhammed
perfect?” R/Islam, Reddit, September 18, 2012, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/

103112/1 are muslims_allow_to_disagree with _muhammeds/.

63 u/KN256, “1. Are Muslims allow to disagree with Muhammeds marriage to Aisha? 2. was Muhammed
perfect?” 2012.
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post expresses, nine-years-olds seldom reach this threshold by modern standards, so Aisha could
not have been able to consent to the sex in question.

Another poster addresses the Prophet's esoteric station within the context of their
consummation. They ask, "The issue is if islam [sic] is supposed to apply to all times, how is it
ethical for our prophet to marry a child?”’¢4 This post further contributes to the wealth of people
concerned about the severity of sexual exploitation as committed by a Prophet. Muhammad's
example, following this poster's rationale, perpetuates harmful sentiments when believers
evaluate his actions under the lens of modern ethics.

Issues of Aisha’s age and the consummation of their marriage circulated more widely
than any other subject or event related to her and her position in Islam. However, not all posts
related to the topic accused the Prophet of rape. An even higher volume of posts and responses
sought to defend or recuse such allegations against the religious figure. This demographic cites
moral relativity, maturity levels, divine intervention, scholarship gaps, and Aisha’s character as
grounds to undermine accusations. For the duration of the section, I may refer to them as
“defenders.”

Of the aforementioned defenses, appeals to moral relativity or cultural context are most
common. These may circulate as independent posts or as responses to the previous posts
questioning their sexual dynamic.

One user remarks, “You can’t seriously tell me a man in the middle of 600AD desert

Arabia publicly marrying a young lady is the same as some creepy guy in Utah convincing a

64 u/IndividualNegative92, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam,
Reddit, December 7, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/
for_those_who_object to aishas age at marriage/.
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young girl to secretly meet him at a parking lot.”%5> Another extends, “The thing people fail to
comprehend is that, [sic] age of consent was significantly different back then because of how
society and humans were. Being 6 years old in the year 400 is not the same as being 6 years old
in the 21st century.”%® These two examples rely on the belief that morality or what constitutes a
moral action is not universal nor does it transcend history. Rather, it is specific to the context and
culture it derived in originally. By this metric, one would unfairly deem the Prophet a pedophile
because the modern understanding of pedophilia and rape do not have the same cultural impacts,
significance, or meaning as they may have historically.

An additional Reddit user describes moral relativity as, “What is seen as an “adult” gets
older and older over time. During these ancient periods and history, an adult women [sic] was
very close to when women had their periods.”¢7 This post re-establishes the criteria for
womanhood to defend the stance that Aisha did fulfill the same criteria at the time of her life
rather than today. They claim that menstruating was a strong enough indication that a girl
reached womanhood and, thus, could morally be married off.

Another strategy is to identify similar behavior in those from the same time or position as

Muhammad. One Reddit user declares, “Western civilization was based off of and practiced

65 u/Deleted, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit, December
7, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/z{8irk/
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66 u/kidanedakhhh, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” December 7, 2022,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/for those who_object to_aishas age at marriage/.

67 u/jillthetrill1234567, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 7, 2022,
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pedophilia” as a mechanism to mitigate criticism against the Prophet of Islam.68 One poster
defends the age gap between Aisha and Muhammad as such, “It was normal.”®® The appeal to
cultural context to support moral relativism is not limited to the Islamic community. By
extending the criticism to other contemporaries, defenders relieve the direct criticism against
Muhammad and instead force it upon the paradigm as a whole.

One defense on the topic of age and moral relativity is to challenge the universal notion
of age altogether. One poster argues, “A child 10 years old back then was more mature than
someone 20 years old now” due to the prevalence of war and younger mortalities.”0 Another
posits that the “appropriate age to get married is based on custom.”?! This assumes that a quality
unique to Aisha and Muhammad’s period permitted relationships deemed unethical by modern
standards. Because their marriage does not mirror modern marital standards (as outlined by other
site users like those cited at the start of this section), it must have occurred as the result of
different customs. It is unclear whether this “custom” in particular refers to the station of the
Prophet — the ability to transcend limitations to other believers — or the paradigm altogether.

Another argues that custom alone is not enough to rationalize the consummation, but Islam’s

68 1/GQManOfTheYear, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 7, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/
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December 7, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/
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70 y/homenumRevelo, Response to “As a Muslim woman who was abused as a child, I've just found out
about Aisha. Help me to get past this,” R/Islam, Reddit, March 13, 2023,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/11g2gwe/

as_a_muslim_woman_who_was_abused as_a_child_ive/.

1 w/LIGHTING, Response to “Was Aisha (ra) 18 years old when she married Prophet Mohammad peace
be upon him?” R/Islam, Reddit, March 12, 2016, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/4a5z8v/
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custom warrants special authority over the matter. They claim that Islamic custom transcends
time because “the rule remains in place for all time and cultures -- but its application changes
because maturity changes.”’2 They evaluate modern contention as a result of Islam’s universal
character, one that changes and guides throughout time. One of these key changes, they assert, is
the shift in developments associated with ages as expectations change and lifespans extend.

Other responses revisit the conversation about maturity; these criticize the focus on
Aisha's age as a metric to determine maturity or consent. Of Aisha’s young age, defenders claim
that she passed the threshold of maturity or womanhood, deeming her ready to be married to the
Prophet. These claims aim to qualify the essence through which we consider a party apt and
capable of consent. One iterates that Aisha must have been of age because the Quran dictates “it
1s a sin to marry a woman that is not intellectually mature.”’3 This post assumes an infallible
quality to the Prophet. It positions him as a character unable to commit sinful activities and, thus,
assumes Aisha’s intellectual maturity due to his marriage to her. Another conflates age of
maturity as having “attainted the age of puberty.”74 If Aisha passed this threshold (which is not
expanded upon in detail in this post), she would fall into the assumed population capable of
consent. As alluded to earlier, some assume maturity levels to be represented through

menstruation. One posits, “Mother of the believers Aisha (RA) was old enough to have her

72 u/Deleted, “How Ceritics of Islam Misunderstand Muhammad's 2% Timeless Example,” R/Islam,

Reddit, February 19, 209, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/asi584/
how_critics_of islam misunderstand muhammads %EF%B7%BA/.

73 u/YoloSwaggines77, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 7, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/
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74 u/SnooDoggos6442, Response to “Question from a new muslim,” R/Islam, Reddit, February 19, 2022,
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periods ... which was the legitimate age of marriage at that time.”7> Another argues that she may
still have been mature enough without menstruation. It reads, “According to some scholars a girl
can be considered a woman in Islam even before her first menses if she starts to develop
womanly features.”’¢ The association of maturity, capacity to consent, and marriage all assume a
common thread between physical body and emotional one. The emphasis on menstruation in
particular highlights a thread of reproduction and potential for pregnancy also associated with
marriage and gender.

Those who do not choose to engage in dialogue on Aisha’s age and maturity may instead
appeal to religious zeal and divine intervention to defend her early exposure to sex. One Reddit
post refers to the marriage between Aisha and Muhammad as “through the guidance of Allah.”77
Another claims that it occurred because “Allah decreed it to happen.”’8 Rather than attempt to
defend, contextualize, or subvert accusations of rape, this approach appeals to another value.
Their call to a higher power indicates that such a conversation about rape, consent, and age is
simply not up to the public to have or answer. Because they place the ultimate faith and belief in

Allah, they assume that human understanding is inherently limited by divinely ordained ordeals.

75 u/aboumine, Response to “"5 Facts About Aisha And Muhammed’s Marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit,
February 28, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/Swlo61/
5_facts_about _aisha and muhammeds_marriage; “RA” refers to the phrase "Radhi Allahu ‘anhu,” which
means “may Allah be pleased.”
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Thus, criticism against it lacks sufficient grounds to be legitimate because it appeals to a sense of
logic that does not capture the power of divine authority like Allah.

Another common response to inquiries about Aisha’s age at the time of marital
consummation is to argue Aisha’s age was much older than the dominant perception assumes.
This response presents in two forms: 1) criticizing the scholarship that describes her age below
the expected ability to consent, or 2) presenting alternative scholarship that describes her as in
her teens. This approach diverges from previous ones presented, for those assume a shift in
cultural context or modern perception of maturity to support their claims. This one instead
assumes a similar moral perspective (or one that co-exists with the one presented by accusers),
but it claims this instance is not enough to warrant condemnation.

One post discloses, “Her age was not 9 at all. As per prominent Shiite, Hanafi, and Salafi
scholars, she was much, much older than 9 years,” which indicates that age disputes may be a
result of grander testimonial disputes within the faith.” Competing legal schools or scholars
legitimize ahadith differently, so not all necessarily recognize those detailing Aisha’s age as part
of the Islamic canon. Another declares, “There is no proof by witness nor statement of Aishah
herself stated [sic] she had sex as nine year old [sic] girl.”’80 The prospect of virginity, another

Redditor poses, greatly influenced scholarship pursuits. The post details, “Thus many scholars

79 u/GreyMatter22, Response to “According to Muslim scholars, most of the hadith about Aisha is
fabricated?” R/Islam, Reddit, October 27, 2012, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/126jbe/

according_to_muslim_scholars_most of the hadith/.

80 y/TheDynamicHamza21, Response to “My Response to the recent 'Did Muhammad really have sex
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comments/2keeng/my_response_to_the recent did_muhammad_really/.
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back then went through great means to show how young she was.”8! It continues that problems
with initial record keeping may have misled readers to consider her younger than the original
oral traditions due to the “memory problems” of scholars.82 The same poster compares the
timeline of Aisha’s life with that of her sister, Asma, to establish her age at the time of marriage.
They assert, “It is recorded that she was ten years younger than asma [sic] which would place her
birth year at 605 rather than 612 ... at 18 [years old].”83 However, this poster assumes the same
chronologers who struggled to translate oral stories to the written word succeeded in
documenting Asma’s age but not Aisha’s.

Another post employs a similar strategy of establishing a timeline. It chronicles, “Since
her sister Asma bint Abi Bakr is reported to have died at the age of 100 in the year 73 Hijri and
was 10 years older than her sister Aisha bint Abi Bakr. Putting her at the age of 27 when
Muhammad (PBUH) migrated meaning [sic] Aisha was 17.”8¢ However, another poster
contradicts this evidence. They claim, “Exact age is not something that Arabs usually kept track
of in a similar manner we do in this age,” so any cemented conception of her age lacks validity.8>

Placing Aisha’s life within the greater historical timeline is no easy feat without clear evidence

81 y/Deleted, Response to “According to Muslim scholars, most of the hadith about Aisha is fabricated?”
R/Islam, Reddit, October 17, 2012,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/126jbe/according_to_muslim_scholars _most of the hadith/.
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2012.

83 u/Deleted, Response to “According to Muslim scholars, most of the hadith about Aisha is fabricated?”
2012.

84 u/YoloSwaggines77, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” 2022; “PBUH”
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about her birthdate. Further, it is even more challenging to do so when issuing a separate
argument about the reliability of historical record-keeping methods. In either world, no definitive
evidence supports the notion that Aisha actually married the Prophet at 18; merely, the reliability
of the initial records may be less than pristine and launch doubt against the dominant narrative.

Lastly, defenders reference the source herself to dismantle rape accusations. Those who
find Muhammad and Aisha’s sexual dynamic concerning believe Aisha is the party harmed in the
matter. A lack of capacity to consent makes her much more vulnerable to the transgressions or
coercion of an older, authoritative figure like Muhammad. Therefore, defenders call upon Aisha’s
testimony (or assertions about it) to undermine the relevance or validity of concerns about the
harm she potentially experienced.

One poster remarks, “Aisha was definitely not mad or pissed or rejected it not [sic] in her
youth nor her adult life, in fact all of this is based off her own testimony of the Prophet.”’86
Because her testimony does not include feelings of manipulation and sexual exploitation in her
relationship with the Prophet, this poster assumes it did not occur at all. Another draws a
comparison to modern obligations placed upon young women. It reads, “Teen girls have sexual
desires as well why [sic] deprive them from love, protection and rights that Allah gave them,”
indicating that questioning Aisha’s consent undermines her autonomy and desires as a woman
entirely.87 More direct responses call upon the constructed character of Aisha herself. One

describes, “Their relationship was consensual and definitely appropriate is [sic] anecdotes by

86 u/Deleted, Response to "What was the age of Aisha when she married Mohammed?” 2013.

87 u/YominoD, Response to “As a Muslim woman who was abused as a child, I've just found out about
Aisha. Help me to get past this,” R/Islam, Reddit, March 13, 2023, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/11g2gwe/as_a_muslim_woman_who_was abused as_a_child ive/.
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Aisha RA herself” but lacks citation of such consent.88 One Reddit user remarks, “Aisha RA was
known for her outspokenness and sharp wit, how was she a victim?”’8 The fundamental
conclusion this perspective supposes is that self-determined women lack the potential to be
manipulated or exploited. In the event that they are anyway, it would be documented or
preserved far past their lifetime.

These posts rely on communal knowledge and recognition of Aisha to solve their queries
internally. These require two key assumptions. Firstly, they assert that the Prophet’s conduct is
perfect, ordained by God, or unexplainable by modern standards. These principles range enough
in quality and appeal that many Muslim community members may subscribe to one or more of
these notions. Secondly, they assume that the testimony of Aisha is consistent with their
perspective that she, too, did not view herself as a victim. Considering the magnitude of concern
surrounding rape and power dynamics in age-gap relationships, regardless of the cultural
contexts they derive from, the responses often prioritize criticizing the merit of asking the
question rather than providing an answer in itself.

Modern values do inform questions about historical examples asked in the present. Most
of the questions and criticisms against the Prophet and his marriage with Aisha either implicitly
or explicitly rely upon modern conceptions of consent and maturity. However, the perception of
injustice 1s not limited to one cultural lens. One may believe that their sexual dynamic required

coercion of Aisha because she could not consent by modern standards. The same instance in the

83u/Deleted, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit, December 7,
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seventh century may also have meant she could not consent. Social media users interested in
addressing these allegations claim that cultural values ought to be viewed through a lens of moral
relativity, but they seldom explain in full what moral stance at the time permitted such a
relationship to continue without transgressing into unjust territory. Essentially, neither side
engages with the heart of the matter of the other. The former believes that a fundamental moral
injustice occurs when a child has sex with an older person. The latter believes that the details of a
relationship are more important in addressing its validity than assessing whether the injustice

occurred at all.

Relationship to Contemporaries:

Aisha’s legacy interacts and engages with a series of other important Muslim figures.
Posts regularly compare or inquire about her relationships with these contemporary figures or
communities. In this section, I will review the characterizations of Aisha’s most common
associations on social media sites, including with Ali (the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law),
Muhammad’s other wives, and his daughter Fatima (Ali’s wife).

On her relation to Ali: Aisha and Ali opposed one another throughout their lives
following the death of the Prophet. Aisha supported her father’s succession — a choice
inherently adversarial to Ali’s intent to assume the position of caliph himself. Posts and
references to their conflict cover a wide range of topics. On the individual level, these include
defenses of either character in relation to one another on the most individual level. On the
communal level, others theorize how the magnitude of their collision impacts the community as

a whole at the time and in the present.
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One post criticizes both parties for participating in a “war with fellow muslims [sic].”90
Another attempted to equalize the playing field due to their shared proximity to the Prophet. It
claims, “aisha [sic] was gaurenteed [sic] paradise and ali [sic] was also, and they fought in a war
with huge loss of lives.”! Another post refers to their relationship as a “legendary rivalry.”92
Even as a footnote in a larger post or story, social media users tend to frame Aisha and Ali's
legacies as ones with a magnanimous impact. Other political disputes existed during their lives,
but their respective relationships to the Prophet and critical relation to the community as a whole
exacerbated the effect of their opposing views and defenses.

Another characterizes Aisha as a “hypocrite” Muhammad was forced to spend eternity
with in the afterlife. On a more positive note, one user echoes earlier sentiments of detaching
personal feelings or inclinations from their individual understanding of historical and political
events. They offer, “We will never know Ali (as) and Alisha's (ra) intentions, as only Allah (swt)
knows.”93 This position describes the matter as one that demands the relinquishing of one’s
personal values due to the foundational religious element of Aisha and Ali’s dispute.

Another dismisses the conflict altogether, claiming, “Ayesha is the prophet's wife, and

attacking her honor is an attack on the prophet pbuh [sic], and advancing imam Ali who

90 u/Deleted, “I have a doubt regarding war in islam and do all muslins of those reach jannah,” R/Islam,
Reddit, September 12, 2023, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/16gjdzb/

i_have a doubt regarding war in islam and do all/.

91 u/Deleted, “I have a doubt regarding war in islam and do all muslins of those reach jannah,” 2023.

92 u/Rebelsuns, “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu Bakar & Fatimah,
Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?” R/Islam, Reddit, December 15, 2016, https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/5im2hp/in_islamic_history_whats_relationship_like.

93 u/Deleted, Response to “Status of Aisha r.a. and Ali r.a.,” R/Islam, Reddit, January 21, 2014,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1vrary/status_of aisha ra_and_ali_ra/; “AS” refers to the
phrase “'Alay-hi ’s-salam,” which also translates to “may peace be upon him.”
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respected her as mother of believers.”94 This user characterizes both Aisha and Ali as esteemed
figures in Islam and references this status as a mechanism to de-conflate the two of them from
the modern Sunni-Shiite divide.

Not all social media users subscribe to the notion of detachment due to the religious
implications of choosing a side. Some perspectives chronicle Aisha and Ali's dispute as
motivated by personal differences more than political or religious ones. One post comments,
“The Prophet (pbuh) was still trying to unite the tribes of Arabia and this threatened his authority.
Thus, he turned to one of his closest companions, Ali (as) for advice. Ali (as) suggested divorce.
This is where the grudge began.”®5 Whether this poster believes Aisha’s grudge against Ali either
began or catalyzed the ferocity between the two is unclear. However, it does claim that said
animosity is an instrumental aspect of the conflict. Perceptions of Aisha’s jealousy and personal
vindication or grudge against other community members, especially those close to Muhammad,
are not limited to Ali alone. Aisha also bears great comparison to the Prophet's wives and family
members.

Aisha’s comparisons and references to other female contemporaries of the Prophet are
particularly fertile grounds for examining gender in Islam because they reveal which gender
ideologues and expectations are specific to Aisha or generally conceived for all women. Social
media users most frequently compare Aisha to Muhammad’s first wife, Khadijah, or his daughter

and Ali’s wife, Fatima. Critics often claim that Aisha exhibited jealousy or disdain for Khadijah.

94 (@hasandarb), “This is not referring to sayeda Ayesha's house but to the east and najd where
musaylama Al Kazab came from...” , February 3, 2024, https.//twitter.com/hasandarb/status/
1753848239466381390; The phrase “PBUH” refers to the phrase “peace be upon him” and typically
follows the name of an important Islamic religious figure.

95 u/Deleted, Response to “Status of Aisha r.a. and Ali r.a.,” R/Islam, Reddit, January 21, 2014,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1 vrary/status_of aisha ra_and ali ra/.
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One post suggests, “Aisha is known to be jealous of being in the shadow of Khadijah.”9¢ Another
presents Aisha as cognizant and honest about these emotions. It claims she narrated, “I became
jealous and said, ‘And why do you mention (or remember) an old lady from the old women of
the Quraish - a women [sic] whose gums are red (i.e., due to old age, she has lost all of her
teeth). She has passed away long ago, and Allah has compensated you with better than her.””97
However, another post expands this habit to more than just Aisha. It claims, “Even the
Prophet's(pbuh) wives were quarreling because of jealousy,” indicating that Aisha was not alone
in the matter.9¢ Threads of jealousy in Aisha’s legacy either humanize her image or promote
further criticism against her. On a human level, Aisha's jealousy creates the impression that she
lacks the same infallibility as her husband. On a critical level, jealousy is not one of the ideal
traits for Muslim women to exemplify and, thus, depicts her in a negative light.

Aisha also bears frequent comparisons to Muhammad’s daughter Fatima, a woman much
closer to her age than Khadijah. Fatima notably married Muhammad’s cousin, Ali, which
contributed to the perceived contention between the two women. To elevate Aisha’s station in the
conflict, one poster presented Aisha’s scholarship pursuits. They point out the vast amount of the

“hadith narrated by Aisha and so few by Fatima” despite both of their access to the Prophet’s

96 u/Rebelsuns, “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu Bakar & Fatimah,
Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?” 2016.

97 u/Deleted, “Prophet's (PBUH) nostalgic memory and love for his dear wife Khadijah (RA),” R/Islam,
Reddit, May 6, 2015, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/3511yf/

prophets pbuh_nostalgic memory and_love for his/; Both Muhammad and his first wife Khadijah
belonged to Quraish clans: a tribal group with roots in the area surrounding Mecca.

98 (@saraveranorah), "This is the first time I've seen someone accept this easily...” , February 6, 2024,
https://twitter.com/saraveranorah/status/1755021601039360260.
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custom.? According to historian Aisha Geissinger, Aisha narrated approximately “83 traditions
from or about Muhammad” — more than any other women.!00 Fatima potentially transmitted
around 34 four.10! Accentuating Aisha’s scholarship contributions amplifies her condition and
authority compared to her female contemporaries because they lack the same impact in the world
of scholarship as she does.

Posters also characterize tension between Aisha and Fatima as the result of a grander
conflict. One Reddit post refers to them as “ensconced in the succession issues of the day” and
“major players in that drama.”102 However, they assume the source of their conflict to be their
competing affiliations with different factions — the proto-Sunnis and proto-Shiites — rather than
the personal or familiar.

Not all social media users describe comparisons between Aisha and other female figures
negatively. Aisha also belongs to a coalition of female role models, most of whom married
Muhammad. In response to a question about female role models in the faith, one user presented
“Khadijah, Aisha, Maryam, Fatima, and Asiya” as “examples of righteous women to emulate.”103

Of Muhammad’s wives, another claims they all have “almost certainly been in paradise together

99 u/Deleted, Response to “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu Bakar &
Fatimah, Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?”” R/Islam, Reddit, December 16, 2016, https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/5im2hp/in_islamic_history whats relationship_like.

100 Aisha Geissenger, “‘A’isha bint Abi Bakr and her Contributions to the Formation of the Islamic
Tradition,” Religion Compass no 5/1 (2011), 40.

101 Asghar Gholami and Mohammad Mehdi Masoumi, “IMAMAT IN THE HADITHS OF HAZRAT
ZAHRA (s.a.),” Safinah al-nejat 6, n0.22 (2020), 84.

102 y/sailornasheed, Response to “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu
Bakar & Fatimah, Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?” R/Islam, Reddit, December 15, 2016,

https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/Sim2hp/in_islamic_history_whats_relationship_like.

103 y/WhenPigsRideCars, “Who should females look upto in islam?” R/Islam, Reddit, September 16,
2023, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/16kd07u/who_should females look upto_in_islam/.
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for the past 1400 years.”104 These women, as a union, “are revered as "Mothers of the
Believers.””’105 Despite the salient beliefs that not all individual wives exhibited perfect conduct,
the group remains revered among the Islamic community.

Muhammad’s wives not only model conduct and examples for Muslim women at large;
they adhere to their own higher set of standards due to their status and proximity to the Prophet.
One example is physical veiling practices. A Reddit post describes the standards of modesty for
Muhammad’s wives (known as “Niqab”) as a “level above” the typical veiling practice, which
may also be considered hijab.19¢ Another elaborates they dressed more conservatively to
“distinguish themselves from others.”197 Their elevated status required physical signaling to
designate them from the rest of the general population. Another poster claims Muhammad’s
wives not only wore hijab with more coverage, but that the need to cover them set the standard
for the rest of Muslim women. The post reads, “This is how Hijab was introduced: Friend of
prophet used to stalk Prophet's wives while they go [sic] for toilet [sic]... That's why he said "let
your wives be veiled.”198 The precedent set by Muhammad’s wives signifies the unique capacity

Aisha’s legacy harbors to affect Muslim women, even in matters specific to her life and practice.

104 y/sailornasheed, Response to “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu
Bakar & Fatimah, Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?” 2016.

105 y/lightsmiles, “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh) time did not wear the
hijab?” R/Islam, Reddit, November 18, 2013, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1qy5Sp6/
is_it_true that the women during_the prophet/.

106 u/OrthodoxIslam, Response to “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh) time
did not wear the hijab?”” R/Islam, Reddit, November 18, 2013, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/
1qySp6/is_it_true that the women_during_the prophet/.

107 y/lightsmiles, “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh) time did not wear the
hijab?” 2013.

108 (@hansuttam1), ”This is how Hijab was introduced...” Twitter, February 3, 2024, https://twitter.com/
hansuttam1/status/1753950838295572811.
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Users consider Aisha to have highly valued the practice of veiling. One Twitter user
describes Aisha as dedicated to tenets of modesty and purity “to the degree that she would be
uncomfortable removing her hijab in the presence of the deceased.”!% Although one may
consider the Prophet’s wives admirable and aspirational for the average Muslim woman, they
“were a special case, and the rules put in place for them was [sic] not meant to be taken as rules
for all women.”!10 Another post details their title, “mothers of the believers,” as “a title given to
the wives of the prophet exclusively to prevent them from marrying after the prophet.”!!! Their
cultural elevation both provided status and separation from the public. Without a rich record of
other women'’s lives during this period, Muhammad's wives remain the clear guidance or insight
into the community at its time.

Whether in stark contrast or broader comparisons, Aisha’s relation to other wives and
family members further identifies her identity as imagined by the Muslim community as a whole.
As part of a larger story, her legacy cements ideations not only about women in Islam but also

about the station of the Prophet’s family and his marriages.

Quality of Marriage and Relationship:
Aisha’s marriage with the Prophet operates as a microcosm for marital beliefs and

customs for the Muslim World as a whole. Social media posts either question or describe the

109 (@Hussena_H), “‘A’ishah RA herself was known for her incredible haya’...” Twitter, July 10, 2023,
https://twitter.com/Hussena H/status/1678506434131111938.

110 y/IcarusGoodman, Response to “Did the prophet's wives wear the nigab? Is it more ideal?”” R/Islam,
Reddit, April 1, 2016, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/4cubSn/
did_the prophets wives wear the nigab_is_it more/.

11T (@hasandarb), "It's a title given to the wives of the prophet exclusively to prevent them from marrying
after the prophet...” Twitter, February 3, 2024, https://twitter.com/hasandarb/status/
1753881498657198296.
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presence of mutual love between the two of them. These range from questions about their
relationship to specific anecdotes to illustrate how they expressed their care for one another.

References to Muhammad’s love for Aisha cite his loyalty to her and joy in her presence.
One post claims Aisha once disclosed, “He covered me with his cloak so that I could watch their
games, then he stood there for my sake until I was the one who had had enough. So you should
appreciate the fact that young girls like to have fun.”!12 This poster's commentary praises the
Prophet for prioritizing and fulfilling Aisha's desires as her husband. Their post uses Aisha's
youth as an example of his willingness to oblige her requests despite their different points in life.
This clashes with earlier sentiments about Aisha's maturity, for this testimony deems Aisha a
“young girl” and requires Muhammad to accommodate her accordingly. Praise for the Prophet’s
flexibility in their relationship requires an acknowledgment of different needs, and this example
correlates these needs to Aisha’s younger age.

One post maintained that Aisha once claimed, “The Messenger of Allah laughed so
deeply that I could see his back teeth.”!13 Another one reads, “Allah loves it when a husband
plays with his wife” about the couple.!!4 In describing their relationship, posters present their
compatibility as a result in part of a shared sense of humor and intrinsic pleasure in each others’
company. One poster recalls a story in which Muhammad challenged Aisha. It reads, “He

sometimes would take her to the desert and say, “Hey Aish, come on, let's race!” So they would

112 y/purposeful_journeyy, “How Prophet Muhammad treated his wives!” R/Islam, Reddit, July 17,2017,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1521e9j/how_prophet muhammad treated his wives/.

113 u/Angry_Islamist, “How can making depictions of living things be forbidden when the Prophet
PBUH's own swords have them,” R/Islam, Reddit, March 30, 2018, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/888dhp/how_can_making_depictions of living_things_be/.

114 y/osriazz, “22 Things You Must Do With Your Wife!” R/Islam, Reddit, April 12, 2022, https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/u2¢c80t/22_things_you must do_with_your_wife/.
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race and each time.”!15 Another describes Aisha's tendency to make similar initiatives. They
affirm, “She used to tease him, she played tricks on him. ’116 Social media users note the presence
of playfulness and teasing among the two's dynamic. Marriage is a union between two members
of a couple (even when one also has several other partners), but these posts extend the
expectations associated with marriage past the formal or structured ones. They emphasize the
importance of a shared value or presence and a willingness for the relationship's husband to
honor the specific qualities in his wife.

Aisha and Muhammad's bond, as detailed on social media, potentially affected the
former's opportunities as a woman in Islam. In one post, Muhammad allowed Aisha “to play with
her dolls although dolls were forbidden usually...The Prophet even encouraged her to have her
little friends over to play wirh [sic] her while he watched,” seemingly making an exception for
Aisha.!’”” Muhammad’s specific consideration for Aisha also provided an additional avenue for
paternal care. How Muhammad “provided” for Aisha assumed a tender, personal quality rather
than a strictly financial or authoritative one. In this perspective, Muhammad’s husbandly support
for Aisha included strong tenets of joy and companionship, which created a model that centers
love and compatibility for Muslim marriages.

Posters reference Aisha’s stories about the Prophet’s custom as proof of his love and

dedication to her. According to one, Aisha narrated, “When he had finished his prayer, he would

115 y/FourGates, ‘2 Hadith about Aisha (ra) and the Prophet (saw),” R/Islam, Reddit, October 11, 2013,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/107szx/2_hadith _about aisha ra and the prophet saw/.

116 y/RingsAndWatches, “What playful tricks did Aisha RA played on prophet Muhammad PBUH?” R/
Islam, Reddit, August 10, 2014, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/2d57zo/
what_playful tricks_did_aisha ra played on/.

117 (@Younoisiy), “Aisha, the Prophets little wife of 6 y.o. at least was allowed to play with her dolls
although dolls were forbidden usually (ban on images)...” Twitter, February 6, 2024, https://twitter.com/
Younoisiy/status/1754790423036309651.
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look, and if I was awake he would talk with me, and if [ was asleep he would lie down.”!18 On
another occasion, a neighbor invited the Prophet to dinner, but he repeatedly rejected the

invitation. The poster relays, “He returned yet again to invite him and Allah's Messenger (&3)

again said: Aisha is also here (so invite her too). The neighbor (finally) said yes. Then the

Prophet g3 accepted his invitation, and both of them set out until they arrived at his house.”!19 A
poster on Twitter continues, “The Prophet & hated to be singled out for food without her, and

this (insisting on ‘A’ishah’s attendance) is the from the beautiful dealings, rights of
companionship, and recommended social conduct [that is enjoined by Islam].”120 These
recollections support the conclusion that Muhammad treasured Aisha's company and frequently
desired her presence and proximity. His desire to be near her communicates a sense of
partnership between them uniquely facilitated by accompaniment. Muhammad’s status and
authority place him in a higher position than Aisha, yet these posters maintain that he remained
steadfast in his need to be around her.

The Prophet declared his love for Aisha, according to popular thought, as directly as he
did indirectly. One Reddit user claimed that Muhammad responded, “‘Aa’ishah” when asked,

“Which of the people is dearest to you?”’12! A poster on Twitter details, “A man's deepest bond is

118 u/purposeful_journeyy, “How Prophet Muhammad treated his wives!” 2017.

119 y/Deleted, “The Prophet 5% Refuses to Go to a Dinner without Aisha,” R/Islam, Reddit, February 20,
2020, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/f71czo/

the prophet %EF%B7%BA _ refuses to go to a dinner without/;"&4:” translates to “sallallahu 'alayhi
wa sallam” or “peach be upon him.”

120 (@saanyaww), “The Prophet 2% hated to be singled out for food without her...” Twitter, May 9, 2023,
https://twitter.com/saanyaww/status/1655850149283856384.

121 y/Deleted, "So I came to him and said, “Which of the people is dearest to you?” He said, © “Aa’ishah,”
R/Islam, Reddit, December 31, 2015, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/3yy{r8/
so_i_came to _him_and said which of the people is/.
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found in his wife, surpassing all other connections. That is why, when asked about his greatest
love among the living, the Prophet alu 5 4le &) La chose ‘A’ishah, his wife, above all—above
children or any other kin.”122 Another recommends that husbands call their wives by nicknames
like Muhammad did to Aisha. It details, “the Prophet SAW use to call Aisha “Aish.”123 Of his
treatment of Aisha, another poster simply declares, “The prophet really was good at being
romantic with his wives.”124¢ Muhammad’s particular love and dedication to Aisha is especially
noteworthy considering the number of other wives he married. Posters that emphasize his
poignant and thoughtful treatment towards her not only model positive aspects of marriage for
other Muslims; they also emphasize the intrinsic value of love for a husband to have and sustain
for his partner or partners. These posters describe the love Muhammad felt toward Aisha as
aspirational, thus creating another standard of romance for Islamic marriages.

These sources contain much more testimony about and reference to the Prophet’s love for
Aisha than hers for him. Anecdotes attributed to her frequently describe their relationship
through his custom, but her conduct remains vastly unmentioned in online discourses. Outside of
a single, “Aisha's marriage was recorded by her to be a well working marriage,” no explicit post
details any care and consideration she felt towards him.!2> Nor do many posts concern Aisha’s

reflection of the Prophet’s adoration. He remains the protagonist in their marriage in describing

122 (@lovekomkom), “A man's deepest bond is found in his wife, surpassing all other connections...”
Twitter, November 19, 2023, https://twitter.com/lovekomkom/status/1729741928596422970; “4ile & La
alu §” also translates to sallallahu 'alayhi wa sallam” or “peach be upon him.”

123 y/osriazz, “22 Things You Must Do With Your Wife!” 2022.

124 y/Deleted, Response to “Aisha RA narrates that once she saw that the Prophet g3 was in a good mood

so she said, “O Messenger of Allah, pray for me,”” R/Islam, Reddit, October 23, 2021, https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/qe75pu/aisha_ra_narrates_that once she saw_that the/.

125 y/Deleted, “Can we actually stop with the numerous posts on Aisha,” R/Islam, Reddit, May 17, 2020,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/gllelg/can_we_actually stop with the numerous posts_on/.
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the quality and dynamic of their arrangement. One may cite her jealousy of other wives or
participation in their customs (like modesty and community service) as manifestations of her
love for Muhammad. However, | find these examples better reflect her fulfillment of marriage
and being a wife, rather than the wife of Muhammad specifically. In considering gender, one
should note that Muhammad not only maintains the power and status in their relationship; he
also sets the tone for their interactions. Because online discourses emphasizes his treatment of
her to a greater extent than it does hers, one may denote that his approach is either perceived as

more important or more impactful than hers as an influence of marital customs writ large.

Testimony and Custom:

The predominant content circulated on Twitter relates to Aisha’s testimony about life with
the Prophet as posts with quotes or a hadith attributed to her surfaced more than any poster’s
commentaries or questions. I found it more challenging to identify posts about Aisha on Twitter
than on Reddit or Quora because Twitter lacks the same forum or topic features. Utilizing the
search bar alone without the capacity to streamline my results meant I relied only on her name,
which is shared by many other public figures or online users. As a result, I encountered more
posts unrelated to Islam and Aisha than naught. To organize my results more, I expanded my
search terms to include “Prophet’s wives” and “Mother of the Believers.” These lead me more
directly to content related to Aisha, the subject of this research, rather than the many Aishas of
the world.

Most posters utilize Aisha’s testimony by quoting or alluding to the ahadith attributed to

her. There are subjects and questions not covered in the Quran; although it is an expansive text, it



61

does not answer every question a Muslim may have, especially in relation to modern practices.
There are several approaches for Muslims to fill in these gaps, one of which is to call upon the
example of Muhammad during his life and the first community of Muslims, for he was the
closest to Allah through his revelations. Ahadith capture components of the Prophet’s life not
present in the Quran, so some Muslims prioritize these passages to answer their lingering
questions. The volume of ahadith about and attributed to Aisha provides insight into
Muhammad’s conduct and practice during their lives together, so her ahadith are a rich resource
for Muslims who believe in her legitimacy as a source and consult the ahadith for supplemental
information.

One post attributes the following to Aisha: “He was a walking Qur’an on the earth.”12¢
Another user claims she described the Prophet as having “worked in the house like an ordinary
person and never gave the impression of being a superior person than the rest.”127 During her
life, Aisha served as a steward of Muhammad’s image and community guidance, but the words
uttered during that period survive and continue to guide the community in the modern day. One
Twitter post describes her relationship with the umma through an interaction with a member of it.
It situates, “‘A’ishah RA, was once approached by Abii Miisa al-Ash‘arT, who said, “O Mother of
the Believers, I wish to ask you about something, but I am shy of you.”128 She said, “Do not be

shy to ask me something that you would ask your own mother who gave birth to you, for [ am

126 (@DarkoSteel), “The Prophet was sent as an example for us to follow...” Twitter, February 9, 2024,
https://twitter.com/DarkoSteel/status/1755973598898987309.

127 (@Ahmad_MustafaMr), “Holy Prophet's wife Hazrat Ayesha (ra) used to say that the Holy Prophet
worked in the house like an ordinary person...” Twitter, February 9, 2024, https://twitter.com/
Ahmad MustafaMr/status/1755924048825991448.

128 (@Hussena_H), “‘A’ishah RA, was once approached by Abii Miis4 al-Ash‘ari, who said, “O Mother
of the Believers, I wish to ask you about something, but I am shy of you...”” Twitter, July 10, 2023,
https://twitter.com/Hussena H/status/1678508685696417794.
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but your mother.””’129 Her relationship with the community, as cataloged in this Twitter post,
demonstrates the appreciation and aspiration her companions and community members held
towards her.

Other iterations of her guidance concern the role of kindness and good conduct. Another
post discloses, “It was narrated from 'Aishah, the Mother of the Believers, that the Messenger of

Allah (g&) said: "The most quickly rewarded of good deeds are kindness and upholding the ties

of kinship, and the most quickly punished evil deeds are injustice and severing the ties of

kinship.””’130 Another discloses, Aisha “reported Allah's Messenger g as saying: Kindness is not

to be found in anything but that it adds to its beauty and it is not withdrawn from anything but it
makes it defective.”13! One post recalls a story in which “A woman once came to ‘A’ishah RAH
complaining of having a hard heart, a heart that felt distant from Allah, and she advised her to
remember death because it would soften it. She followed this advice and came back to her to tell
her that it had worked wonders for her!”132 Aisha’s legacy as a community consultant in the
seventh century ranges from specific pieces of advice to general conduct. Members of the
original Islamic community consulted her for specific questions or quandaries, but they also

consulted her for deeper questions about the role of kindness, grief, or love. As a trusted source

129 (@Hussena_H), “‘A’ishah RA, was once approached by Abii Miis4 al-Ash‘ari, who said, “O Mother
of the Believers, I wish to ask you about something, but [ am shy of you...”” 2023.

130 ((@deenbot8), “It was narrated from 'Aishah, the Mother of the Believers, that the Messenger of Allah
(%) said...” Twitter, February 8, 2024, https://twitter.com/deenbot8/status/1755764417294225532.

131 (@Alhamdhulillaah), “Teach your children kindness and good manners...” Twitter, April 30, 2023,
https://twitter.com/Alhamdhulillaah/status/1652620544989188098

132 (@IMUKHTY), “A woman once came to ‘A’ishah RAH complaining of having a hard heart...”
Twitter, February 28, 2023, https://twitter.com/IMUKHTY/status/1630790026601590785; “RAH” refers
to the phrase “radiya -l1ahu ‘anh@,” which means “may Allah have mercy.”
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of wisdom and knowledge, modern Muslims circulate these same reminders in the present and
reify a sense of trust in her ethos.

Posts recalling Aisha’s behavior and personality also serve as other vessels of inspiration.
Instead of appealing to her testimony, these rely on her own custom as a model. One poster
poses, “When Aisha was accused [of adultery], she fell down unconscious,” exhibiting the
characteristic of humility and submission.!33 When asked about Aisha’s role in battle, another
respondent details, “Women did not fight themselves. Rather, they would tend to the wounded
and provide supplies.”!34 Another describes Aisha’s behavior as a “sign of purity and
dedication.”135 Of her submission, one poster claims, “But we should not even for a second try to
equate piety with the loss of female identity.”136 Another elaborates, “I believe Allah gave us
examples of extraordinary women to help us through the misogyny of so many cultures as
well.”137 These examples of Aisha’s specific character traits — humility, submission, purity —
communicate what aspects of Aisha’s legacy are attractive or expected of other women in the

present. By presenting Aisha’s piety as a unique womanly strength, posters use it as a mechanism

133 y/Deleted, “Narrated Um Ruman (The mother of Aisha W= & = ): When Aisha was accused [of
adultery], she fell down unconscious,” R/Islam, Reddit, November 11, 2019, https://www.reddit.com/r/
islam/comments/duw438/

narrated um_ruman_the mother of aisha %D8%B1%D8%B6%D9%8A %D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84
%D9%87/.

134 y/compubrain3000, Response to “How did Aisha fight in the battle of Badr and the battle of Uhud at
such a young age?” R/Islam, Reddit, January 22, 2023, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/

10iglms/how_did aisha fight in the battle of badr and the/.

135 u/Motorized, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 7, 2022, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/

for_those_who_object to_aishas_age at marriage/.

136 y/Deleted, Response to “Did the prophet's wives wear the niqab? Is it more ideal?” R/Islam, Reddit,
April 1, 2016, https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/4cubSn/
did_the prophets wives wear the nigab_is_it more/.

137 9/0Old_sprinkles5994, “What's the reason Ayesha (R.A.) had no child?” R/Islam, Reddit, July 6, 2023,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/14sabak/whats_the reason_ayesha ra had no_child/.
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to avoid criticisms related to female identity loss. Stories about Aisha from other sources or
recollections over her own indicate what kind of woman she was outside of her own testimony.
She garnered much attention and love from her community, but she also did not distinguish
herself too far from the personal traits expected of all women despite her scholarly
exceptionalism. Her example can both be aspirational for other Muslim women and empower

them to subvert oppressive expectations with a strong female model.

Chapter Summary:

From the above discourses, we learn which comments from Aisha’s customs and legacy
significantly impact or influence the lives of modern Muslims. The richest conversations about
Aisha concern her relationship with other critical figures, like her husband, fellow wives,
political opposition, and community members. In this manner, she reflects on her contemporaries
as much as herself. She was one of the Mother of the Believers without any children born.
Conversations about her sexual consent, relationships with her contemporaries, the nature of her
marriage, and the capacity for and nature of her testimony (as a source of Islamic record) persist
across online platforms. We still do not have a clear picture of who she was or was not, for posts
under all four of these themes include some degree of dissent or contestation. However, these
discussions reveal where she matters most, especially where disagreement persists. In the
following section, I will provide an analysis of how these imagined conceptions of Aisha qualify,
support, or challenge the traditional and modern gender conceptions I explored in the previous

chapter.
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ANALYSIS

As demonstrated, social media posts contain a multitude of discussions on Aisha’s legacy.
In the last chapter, I documented and discussed which themes dominated these online spaces.
However, studying Aisha’s modern legacy requires more than simply placing posts in
relationship to one another. In this chapter, I will consider how these posts and primary research
materials interact with the secondary literature I explored in my earlier chapter. Comparing the
two will contextualize my new results within the established framework emergent from this
secondary literature. This chapter explores which areas identified themes in social media
discourses support, challenge, or qualify the conclusions drawn from previous works in my

second chapter.

Sexual and Reproductive Value:

A woman who provides for her husband and children exemplifies traditional ideas of
womanhood. In this view, her value derives from her sexual and reproductive capacity.!38 The
two share an inherent link as sex is fundamental to producing a family unit. Feminist
perspectives on gender in Islam propose that the value of women is more complicated than these
two feats alone. Instead, they argue that the Quran and other foundational Islamic documents
ought to be read with the intent to apply them to the context of the current day rather than the
period in which they were written.!3% As noted, Aisha is no exception to the rule. Online posts

frequently discuss her ability to consent sexually and carry a child. When these pieces of

138 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 66; Al Salem, “'Wife’, “Woman’, and ‘Companion,” 7.

139 Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 2.
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contention frame the most prominent discussion points of her legacy, one can denote that
womanhood, sexuality, and reproduction continue to intersect within the modern Muslim World
although there is not one cohesive narrative or perspective on them. The traditional perspective
of gender in Islam places a direct emphasis on a woman’s role as a wife, mother, and woman, so
these are consistent with the gendered expectations previously outlined.

If sex is an important component of woman and wifely duties, Aisha is no exception.
However, online discourses focus much more on Aisha’s capacity to consent and the context of
their sex rather than the result of the sex itself. Aisha’s marriage consummation with the Prophet
dominates conversations across social media platforms. These discussions focus on the
intersection between sex, age, and maturity. Several posters establish Aisha’s ability to consent
because she assumed the station of womanhood, reinforcing the association between sex and
women’s obligations.!40 However, this association begs the question: when do women in Islam
begin to face these gendered expectations? As noted by a series of posters, Aisha certainly does
not reach the station of womanhood by modern standards until the very end of the Prophet’s life
in her late teens. Traditionally gendered norms expect sexual submission and servitude from
wives to their husbands, but Aisha’s example indicates that there are members of the Muslim
community willing to interpret said expectation in even extreme circumstances, like when one
half of the couple is still a minor.

If sex and womanhood continue to be linked, the question of the start of womanhood

requires further exploration. The Quran references the term “wives” with much higher frequency

140 y/YoloSwaggines77, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” 2022.
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than it does “women.”!4! This communicates that the former is more important or aspirational
than the latter. If the most desirable role a woman may fill is wife, Aisha became a woman when
she fulfilled said role. However, not all posts focused on rape and marital relations centered on
the responsibility of wives or personal dynamics. A notable population of those in defense of the
marriage and Prophet instead focused on dismantling the grounds for the allegation rather than
defending the act itself.

When questioned about her age, defenders of her marital and sexual relations with the
Prophet either question the validity of the source material or appeal to moral relativity. No matter
the controversy, sex remains an inherent and critical aspect of marriage. This implies a sustained
centering of sex (and potentially reproduction) within the merit and purpose of marriage. The
station of the Prophet’s marriages reflects this tendency to the highest degree. To be a wife, even
in the modern era, is to honor a series of physical fulfillments. Sex is still a fundamental and
even obligatory component of marriage because it fulfills the dual purpose of expanding the
Muslim community through procreation and uniquely bonding two people to one another.

Another physical responsibility upheld by traditional gender readings is reproductivity
and maternity. The Quran also references women with fertility issues as “women” over “wives,”
even if they are married, for the family unit is fundamental to Islamic doctrine.!42 Although
women may become mothers without biological children, the prior emphasis on sex links the

two.

141 Al Salem et al., “'Wife’, “Woman’, and ‘Companion,’” 11.

142 Al Salem et al., “'Wife’, “Woman’, and ‘Companion,’ 11.
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Posts mention Aisha’s lack of biological children casually albeit less often as those that
mention her sexual engagement. One key theme that emerges from these remarks is the re-
centering of Aisha as a mother to the community rather than a mother to a family. She earned the
epithet, “mother of the believers,” which reimagines traditional sentiments about motherhood.!43
In online discourses, Aisha exemplifies motherly features without bearing and raising children.
Her contribution and care for the community subvert reproductive expectations but personify
maternal ones. Her motherhood exceeds that of typical womanly standards and transcends her
into a category reserved for Muhammad’s wives.144

Feminist perspectives reject the position that women must embody a series of binding
roles and expectations. They may act as mothers or partake in sexual acts not because they
inhabit sexed bodies but due to their own volition. As a “mother of the believers,” modern
memory allows Aisha to forge her own engagement with the position of motherhood. Consistent
with Hidayatullah’s argument that feminist Quran interpretations require reading for implicit
meaning (or “edges”), Aisha’s modern manifestation of motherhood expands the potential of

what traditional gender norms entail.!45

Balance Perspectives and Paternalism:
Aisha’s marriage to and dynamic with the Prophet is another frequently discussed aspect

of her modern legacy. Although Aisha served an instrumental purpose in the origin,

143 y/lightsmiles, “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh) time did not wear the
hijab?” 2013.

144 y/IcarusGoodman, Response to “Did the prophet's wives wear the niqab? Is it more ideal?” 2016.

145 Hidayatullah, Feminist Edges of the Qur’an, 144.
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establishment, and sustainability of Islam, her association with the Prophet garnered her initial
influence from the community of believers. Aisha’s greatest impact occurred after the death of
the Prophet as Muslims looked to her for advice, testimony, and authority. In applying and
imagining her life as a model or custom for Muslims today, many focus on her relationship
dynamic as the foundation of her later status.

Questions about the details and quality of Aisha and Muhammad’s relationship reinforce
the importance of the institution of marriage in Islam. Aisha’s capacity to fulfill or subvert
traditional marital expectations illustrates many of the sentiments or readings of the Quran
present. For instance, traditional readings adopt a “balance perspective” to marriage.!46 Men
assume the more rational and executive position over their wives and families.!47 Alternatively,
women assume the more tender, emotional responsibilities. 48 Women inhabit the domestic realm
— caring for the family and home. Traditional readings assume these differences are inherent in
the sexes and necessary to differentiate across marital obligations and expectations. Online
explorations of Aisha and Muhammad’s marriage reveal which traditional tendencies each figure
exhibits or challenges.

Posters often praise the Prophet’s treatment of Aisha, showing his spirited loyalty and
dedication to her. His treatment of her often involves protection or guidance. For example, he

may cover her with a cloak or permit her to play with forbidden dolls.!4° Muhammad also

146 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 174.
147 Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender, 174.
148 Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 74.

149 y/purposeful _journeyy, “How Prophet Muhammad treated his wives!” 2017; (@ Younoisiy), “Aisha,
the Prophets little wife of 6 y.o. at least was allowed to play with her dolls although dolls were forbidden
usually (ban on images)...” 2024.
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reportedly partook in games like “racing” and “playing,” as a caretaker might.!50 His relationship
with her carried strong tenets of paternalism expected of a husband to his wife. Aisha’s young
age exacerbates this tendency.

If paternalism requires a husband to don the role of power and control, it also requires a
wife to don the role of submission and subservience. The balance perspective equips a wife with
her own slew of responsibilities and duties, but she ultimately answers to her husband. However,
little discussion arises online of Aisha as a traditional homesteader. Far more posts examine the
Prophet’s behavior and conduct as a husband towards his wife than hers towards him. Because
Aisha did not fulfill the expectation of traditional motherhood, she may not serve as an ideal
candidate in the domestic sphere. However, Aisha’s lack of children did not disbar her from
being idealized altogether. Merely, Muslims evoke her maternal and supportive qualities in
another realm. By this characterization, Aisha assumes a womanly position of care, even if this
care is not centered on a family unit. Growing popularity or awareness of these sentiments may
influence what aspects of Aisha become most important and attractive to modern Muslims,
especially as they explore the role gendered norms play in their own lives.

As noted, Aisha and the rest of Muhammad’s wives earn the status of “Mothers of the
Believers.” This group of women faced a higher degree of praise and station than their
contemporaries because the Prophet acted as the leader of their faith and head of their household.
They distinguished themselves by particular kinds of garments or clothing that covered more of

their bodies than the rest of the community.!5! One user emphasized Aisha’s dedication to this

150 y/FourGates, ‘2 Hadith about Aisha (ra) and the Prophet (saw),” 2013; (osriazz), “22 Things You Must
Do With Your Wife!” 2022.

151 y/OrthodoxIslam, Response to “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh) time
did not wear the hijab?”” 2013.
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practice in particular.152 As a high-stationed women, Aisha answered to a number of wifely
expectations not meant to affect the average woman.!33 The exceptionalism of her circumstances
do not always align with traditional sentiments of submission or mildness.

Aisha’s character traits are also an area of contention concerning her wifely
responsibilities. Although online posters may remember her as sensitive or emotional, she is
certainly not limited to these.!5 Remembrances of Aisha’s character traits often challenge
traditional gender views and support more feminist considerations. Aisha’s leadership in the
Battle of the Camel and conflict with Ali towards the end of their lives subverted expectations of
women’s role in society by modern and historical standards. Appeals to Aisha’s boldness to
rectify differences in perspectives serve as a double-edged sword. Some posters use this boldness
to support the claim that the Prophet did not subjugate her but that she submitted intentionally to
sex at an early age.!55 They appeal to a sense of female independence to assert that a woman with
as bold a reputation as Aisha would not fall victim to non-consensual advances.

Aisha’s modern legacy treads a thin line between dedication and dominance. Aisha’s
dedication and loyalty to the faith contribute to her assuming the position of communal member
and caretaker. Her authority stems from her relationship to the Prophet, but she wields authority
nonetheless. Their marriage elevated her to a higher status than the average Muslim woman at

this point in history, but this status also resulted in a higher degree of exposure and scrutiny. In

152 (@Hussena_H), ““A’ishah RA herself was known for her incredible haya’...” 2023.
153 u/IcarusGoodman, Response to “Did the prophet's wives wear the nigab? Is it more ideal?”” 2016.

154 y/Deleted, “Narrated Um Ruman (The mother of Aisha = 4 2, ): When Aisha was accused [of
adultery], she fell down unconscious,” 2019.

155 u/TheDynamicHamza21, Response to “My Response to the recent 'Did Muhammad really have sex
with a 9 year old?'-style posts,” 2014.
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many ways, Muhammad’s wives experienced more freedom from traditional gender norms than
other Muslim women did, but they also assumed more responsibilities. After his death,
Muhammad’s companions bore the weight of continuing his legacy and looking after the
collective of believers. Aisha’s transmission of the ahadith and recorded custom informed the
community far past her lifetime, but this was uncommon among female figures in the faith. Her
testimonial contribution requires further exploration of the credence of a woman’s perspectives

and how her unique station as the Prophet’s wife placed her in this position.

Testimony and Custom:

Considerations of Aisha’s testimony on the Prophet’s custom and scholarship pursuits
amplify the position of a Muslim woman with a rich legacy, but they also challenge traditional
sentiments about the authority of a woman’s perspective. Traditional gender conceptions place
women in a subordinate position compared to their male counterparts. Feminist conceptions are
interested in equalizing opportunities for women’s voices and input to best exemplify what they
perceive as the fundamentally egalitarian character of the Quran. They argue that women’s
interpretations and testimony should either hold the same weight as men’s or be called upon
specifically on matters close to the lives and needs of women like issues of gender injustice.!56

As discussed in the previous section, Aisha’s marriage to Muhammad does not mirror the
circumstances of the average Muslim woman and, thus, neither does her authority. Ahadith

attributed to Aisha circulate frequently, especially on Twitter. These often mention her piety in

156 Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad.
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stories or quote her about the quality directly.!57 In the digital age, access to information is much
easier to come by than in previous centuries. One has a myriad of readings of the Quran at their
fingertips. However, Aisha’s recorded experience fills a particular niche not elsewhere captured.
Due to their personal lives with one another, Aisha’s insights into the life of the Prophet uniquely
illuminate his character not only as a Prophet or community leader but as a husband and partner.
Her stories in this realm illustrate the interpersonal dynamics of what may be perceived as an
ideal Islamic marriage due to the status of both people involved.

Several social media posters take their relationship even more seriously. Aisha’s marriage
to Muhammad is grounds for her elevated authority, but so is the fact that he favored her.!58 For
those who consider Aisha a legitimate source of the ahadith, the Prophet’s disclosed adoration for
her amplifies her custom and verses even further. Few other wives provide insight into the
specific dynamic of their relationship with the Prophet, but Aisha’s recollections communicate a
strength to Muhammad’s love that further develops the distinction of their relationship as a
model to be replicated or considered by other believers.

Appealing to their personal dynamic reflects feminist ideas about gender conceptions that
allow women to wield unique authority over their own experiences and standpoints.!59 Posters do
not argue that Aisha’s testimony ever surpasses that of the Prophet as the ultimate authority
matters, but her testimony in online spaces does conflict with other male sources of ahadith at

points.

157 ((@deenbot8), “It was narrated from 'Aishah, the Mother of the Believers, that the Messenger of Allah
(%) said...” 2024; (@DarkoSteel), “The Prophet was sent as an example for us to follow...” 2024.

158 y/Deleted, "So I came to him and said, “Which of the people is dearest to you?” He said, ‘ “Aa’ishah,”
2015.

159 Barlas, “Believing Women” in Islam, 82.



74

Aisha’s association with the proto-Sunnis places her in direct odds with Ali, leader of the
proto-Shiites in the 600s CE. This tension, between a female and male source of era-specific
testimony, reflects grander notions of how women are characterized within a conflict. Although it
cannot specifically be attributed to consciously feminist or gendered ideals, the conflict over
Aisha and Ali’s ahadith contribution further challenges the sentiment that gender ultimately
decides reliability.

Online discourses do not draw comparisons or evaluations between source material
attributed to Aisha and other male sources besides Ali; this makes it challenging to explore the
influence of gender difference rather than faction or political difference in the treatment of the
two. However, online sources that favored Ali often identified the personal faults of Aisha to
diminish her legitimacy, like claiming she held a “grudge” towards him.!60 Posters did not launch
the same criticisms against Ali. The stark contrast between Aisha and Ali mirrored in the present
along the Sunni-Shiite divide places the two, and, by extension, their custom and testimony in
further conflict with one another. Some posters evoke a sense of neutrality or moderation. They
claim Aisha and Ali both inhabit different spaces in the canon, both of which garner importance
from their connection to the Prophet.16! However, even the most neutral perspective alienates
traditional gender conceptions to a degree, for this stance assumes relative equality between
Aisha and Ali as influences or critical figures.

One may position this polarity as the result of two figures exercising their respective

opinions along gendered lines. For instance, Aisha’s authority as the wife of Muhammad and

160 y/Deleted, Response to “Status of Aisha r.a. and Ali r.a.,” R/Islam, Reddit, January 21, 2014,
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1 vrary/status_of aisha ra_and ali_ra/.

161 (@hasandarb), “This is not referring to sayeda Ayesha's house but to the east and najd where
musaylama Al Kazab came from...” 2024,


https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1vrary/status_of_aisha_ra_and_ali_ra/
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Ali’s authority as the male relative of Muhammad may overlap, but the sources of their authority
originated from different places. As I encountered, Aisha’s anecdotes about the personal lives of
herself and the Prophet garnered the most online attention. This is also a realm where another
companion, be it Ali or another male in the Prophet’s life, lacks the same exposure and authority.
Ali, alternatively, was raised in the Prophet’s image and eventually lead the same community as
him. The dispute between Aisha and Ali occurs because of their clashing ideas not their clashing
positions. The mere evaluation of competing ideas from male and female voices constitutes a
fundamental shift in women’s contribution to the canon. Regardless of the conclusion, the
testimonial dispute place Aisha and Ali on competitive platforms against one another. This
departs from the binding priority of a male’s authority over a female’s in virtue of her gaining

more attention or focus to at least among some believers.

Moral Relativity:

The manner through which one conceives Aisha’s modern legacy fundamentally requires
one to evaluate the role of moral relativity. Those who describe her as a victim of rape assume a
perspective of universal morality, whereas dissenters to this view adopt a relativist standard.

Posters appealed to moral relativity to undermine the validity of such concerns surrounding
Aisha’s age during consummation. If modern standards of consent do not apply to Aisha and
Muhammad's paradigm, accusers lack the same grounds for criticism. In their research on
Aisha’s cultural legacy, Spellberg and Hidayatullah consider Aisha as a figure reflecting social

values and the contention between conflicting ones.!62 Neither of their work interrogates the

162 Spellberg, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past; Hidayatullah, “Behind Every Good Muslim Man:
Fictional Representations of ‘A’isha after 9/11.”
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issue of consent to the same degree as my research, but online social media users clearly evoke
her legacy to illustrate the clash between fundamental moral values present nonetheless.

Supporters of moral relativity evoke the value to differentiate seventh-century Arabia from
two other paradigms: the Western world and the present day. Hidayatullah’s work explores how
Aisha’s legacy appeals to figures in the Western and Eastern worlds, especially as contentions
grow beneath the two post-9/11.163 She argues that Aisha’s fluid character traits allows her to be
appropriated by either paradigm. However, posters do not tend to position Aisha in relation to
either of these ideologies. Rather, they argue about which dominant moral stance better
contextualizes her story.

Western interaction with the Muslim World influenced rising defenses of tradition,
especially in the modern era. Online discourses create specific new avenues for these conflicting
values to arise as websites can theoretically be accessed around the globe. When questioned
about the conduct of the Prophet or other figures, one poster identified the tendency of
Orientalist constructions to rewrite history with unsympathetic undertones towards the Muslim
World.164 Another cites young age of consent laws in the United States in the more recent past.!65
This post assumes that said conduct has a global prevalence, and thus does not constitute grounds

for criticism against Muhammad and the Muslim World in particular.

163 Hidayatullah, “Behind Every Good Muslim Man: Fictional Representations of ‘A’isha after 9/11.”

164 y/Wasatiyya, Response to “How is the marriage of Muhammad to Aisha, when she was only 6 or 7,
and that he consummated the marriage when she was only 9 or so, justified? Also, what are your thoughts
on the recent ruling in Iran?”” 2018.

165 y/Wasatiyya, Response to “How is the marriage of Muhammad to Aisha, when she was only 6 or 7,
and that he consummated the marriage when she was only 9 or so, justified? Also, what are your thoughts
on the recent ruling in Iran?” 2018.
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However, not all cite qualms with Western standards as a reason to adopt moral relativity.
Others cite timeliness and distance from the occurrence as reasons to refrain from judgment. One
states that circumstances today are uniquely different, and one’s motivation to have sex with
someone of Aisha’s age today does not mirror Muhammad’s in the seventh-century.1¢6 Another
posits that shorter life spans and different demands accelerated the timeline of life developments
like sex and marriage.!67 Perspectives about the age of womanhood, the role of marriage, the
purpose of sex, and gendered expectations tie closely into separate moral grounds. Each of these,
when called into question, reveals the underlying moral assumption behind each position.
However, adopting a perspective of moral relativity prevents the believer from defending
questionable conduct because it assumes that moral decisions of the past cannot be calculated
with moral stances of the present.

The character traits and tendencies present in Aisha’s modern legacy have the potential to
be interpreted in a myriad of ways across different values and perspectives. Sex and consent,
female authority, marital relations, and personal rivalries are only the most common across the
social media platforms I consulted. My research broaches some of these characterizations: wife,
leader, and scholar, but these are all examples constructed by people unable to truly verify their
findings. Contextualizing her story within the framework of a universal or relative moral
approach reveals underlying conversations dominant in the present about how to make meaning
and connections among conflicting perspectives. Aisha is but one example, but her online

presence serves as a particular vector to explore these approaches.

166 u/Deleted, Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage,” 2022.

167 w/homenumRevelo, Response to “As a Muslim woman who was abused as a child, I've just found out
about Aisha. Help me to get past this,” 2023.
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Chapter Summary:

In this chapter, I focused on a series of intersections between my primary and secondary
research including the topics of female sexuality, marital power dynamics, women’s authority
and testimony, and moral relativity. Although this discussion is far from exhaustive of the
Muslim World or scholarship on Aisha as a whole, it does reveal the specific interactions salient
in online spaces dedicated to Muhammad’s youngest wife. In my conclusion, I will offer some

final reflections and potential next steps.
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CONCLUSION

When I began this project, I did not have a clear idea about what I would find. I did not
grow up in an Islamic household or in an area with a large Muslim community. The majority of
my exposure to the religion occurred through history classes or personal testimonials, but I
lacked an intrinsic understanding of Islam’s heartbeat. I encountered Aisha by chance, tucked
away in a transitional sentence in a single history unit. In another life, my time with her may
have stopped there. In this life, I spent over a year immersed in sources, stories, and perspectives
about Aisha, yet I still only have a faint conception about who she was. Legacy is a piece of
theatre at best. It is a mere approximation of a person too distant to know in an attempt to
understand them anyway.

Tenets of collective memory are challenging to capture in written form, but discourse
analyses are one research approach dedicated to the pursuit. Aisha mattered immensely to the
earliest community of Muslims, and her foundational contribution to their faith translated across
hundreds of years. Every time one person verbalizes a memory to another, it embodies a new
shape altogether, and the cycle of distributing memories creates a collective memory or legacy.
Aisha’s legacy, like any other, captures more than her essence and character. It expresses a series
of tensions, values, expectations, and aspirations maintained by members of the religion across
the world. In some ways, Aisha receives more communal impact today than she did during her
life.

My research reveals how delicate this balance is. Despite the linguistic and access
limitations for my consulted social media sources, I still encountered a myriad of dissenting — if

not contradictory — imaginings and discussions of Aisha in the modern day. Concerns about
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rape and consent, relationship dynamics, tensions among contemporaries, and the legitimacy of a
women’s testimony all arose from consulting written online posts. Under no circumstances did I
encounter a unified front on any of the aforementioned themes. The multiplicity of opinions and
nuances present in a population unrepresentative of the Muslim World at large indicates an
opportunity for further depth of research.

Potential future research projects might utilize a similar discourse analysis with social
media platforms popular or more accessible in countries with strong Muslim presences. This
approach accesses a new portion of the community and expands the collected perspectives and
insights. Another area of potential research is to conduct a similar project on another subject in
Islam. For instance, a discourse analysis on how social media constructs the legacies of other
female figures, like Khadijah or Fatima, may reveal what gendered notions associated with Aisha
are more present in the community as a whole as opposed to specific to her construction.

The state of gender research in Islam is far from static. Throughout history, gendered
expectations, stances, and perspectives shifted due to a multitude of internal and external factors.
Living in an increasingly globalized world creates even more fertile grounds for the cross-
cultural exchange of ideas, practices, and customs. Evaluating key figures — especially those
that survive the waves of globalization — centers on a specific iteration of cultural theory. Aisha
and her legacy manifest general pieces of gender theory present in Islam. Although her image is
an incomplete portion of the story, it is a portion nonetheless, and one that I’'m eternally grateful

to have explored in this project.



81

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Secondary Sources:
Abbott, Nadia. Aishah: The Beloved of Mohammed. Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago

Press, 1942.

Ahmed, Leila. Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. New Haven

and London: Yale University Press, 1992.

Al Salem, Mohd Nour, Mohammad Alaghawat, and Ghadeer Alhasan. “‘Wife’, ‘Woman’, and
‘Companion’: A Semantic Message for Translators of Matrimony in the Holy

Quran.” Cogent Arts & Humanities 10, no. 1 (2023).

“Aishah: The Beloved of Mohammed | Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures.” Research at
the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures. The University of Chicago. Accessed
January 18, 2024. https://isac.uchicago.edu/research/publications/misc/aishah-beloved-

mohammed.

Barlas, Asma. Believing Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an.

Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2002.

Campo, Juan Eduardo. The Other Sides of Paradise: Explorations into the Religious Meanings of

Domestic Space in Islam. Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina, 1991.



82

Mir-Hosseini, Ziba. Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran. Princeton,

New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999.

Elsadda, Hoda.“Discourses on Women's Biographies and Cultural Identity: Twentieth-Century
Representations of the Life of 'A'isha Bint Abi Bakr.” Feminist Studies 27, no. 1 (2001):

37-64.

Emon, Anver M. “The Paradox of Equality and the Politics of Difference: Gender Equality,
Islamic Law, and the Modern Muslim State.” In Gender and Equality in Muslim Family
Law: Justice and Ethics in the Islamic Legal Tradition, edited by Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Kari

Vogt, Lena Larsen, and Christian Moe, London: IB Tauris, 2011.

Gitje, Helmut. The Qur’an and its Exegesis: Selected Texts with Classical and Modern Muslim

Interpretations. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976.

Geissenger, Aisha. ’A’isha bint Abi Bakr and her Contributions to the Formation of the Islamic

Tradition. ” Religion Compass 5/1 (2011): 37-49.

Gholami, Asghar and Mohammad Mehdi Masoumi. “IMAMAT IN THE HADITHS OF

HAZRAT ZAHRA (s.a.).” Safinah al-nejat 6, no. 22 (2020): 83-96.

Hidayatullah, Aysha. “Behind Every Good Muslim Man: Fictional Representations of “A’isha



83

after 9/11.” In Muhammad in the Digital Age, edited by Rugayya Yasmine Khan,

129-157. Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2015.

Hidayatullah, Aysha. Feminist Edges of the Qur an. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014.

Jones, Sherry. The Jewel of Medina: a Novel. New York: Beaufort Books, 2008.

Pasha, Kamran. Mother of the Believers: A Novel of the Birth of Islam. Washington: Washington

Square Press, 2009.

Qutb, Sayyid. Social Justice in Islam. Oneta, New York: Islamic Publications International,

1953.

Sechzer, Jeri Altneu. ““Islam and Woman: Where Tradition Meets Modernity”: History and

Interpretations of Islamic Women’s Status.” Sex Roles 51, no. 5/6 (2004), 8.

Spellberg, Denise. Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past: The Legacy of ‘A’isha Bint Abi Bakr.

Columbia: Columbia University Press, 1996.

Voorhoeve, Maaike. Family Law in Islam: Divorce, Marriage and Women in the Muslim World.

London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2012.



84

Wadud, Amina. Inside the Gender Jihad: Women's Reform in Islam. Oxford: Oneworld

Publications, 2006.

Wadud, Amina. Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's Perspective.

New York and Oxford: University Oxford Press, 1999.

Primary Sources:
u/aboumine. Response to “5 Facts About Aisha And Muhammed’s Marriage.” R/Islam, Reddit,
February 28, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/5wlo61/

5 facts_about aisha and muhammeds marriage.

(@Ahmad_MustafaMr). “Holy Prophet's wife Hazrat Ayesha (ra) used to say that the Holy

Prophet worked in the house like an ordinary person...” Twitter, February 9, 2024.

https://twitter.com/Ahmad MustafaMr/status/1755924048825991448.

(@Alhamdhulillaah). “Teach your children kindness and good manners...” Twitter, April 30,

2023. https://twitter.com/Alhamdhulillaah/status/1652620544989188098.

“Aisha Bin Abu Bakr.” Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed March 20, 2024.

https://www.quora.com/topic/Aisha-Bint-Abu-Bakr.

u/AlexC98. Response to “Was Aisha (ra) 18 years old when she married Prophet Mohammad



85

peace be upon him?” R/Islam, Reddit, March 12, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/4a5z8v/was_aisha ra 18 years old when she married/.

u/Angry Islamist. “How can making depictions of living things be forbidden when the Prophet
PBUH's own swords have them.” R/Islam, Reddit, March 30, 2018. https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/888dhp/

how can_making_depictions_of living things be/.

Anonymous. “Do Muslims wish that prophet Muhammad had never married the six-year old
Aisha?” Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed January 2, 2024. https://www.quora.com/Do-

Muslims-wish-that-prophet-Muhammad-had-never-married-the-six-year-old-Aisha.

Anonymous, “Why did Prophet Muhammad marry Aisha when she was a child? (at the age of 9
or even earlier)...” Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed January 4, 2024. https://
www.quora.com/What-did-Aisha-really-think-about-her-husband-the-Prophet-

Muhammad.

u/BackhandQ. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam, Reddit,

December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/

for those who object to aishas age at marriage/.

u/compubrain3000. Response to “How did Aisha fight in the battle of Badr and the battle of



86

Uhud at such a young age?” R/Islam, Reddit, January 22, 2023. https://www.reddit.com/

r/islam/comments/10iqlms/how_did_aisha fight in the battle of badr and the/.

(@DarkoSteel). “The Prophet was sent as an example for us to follow...” Twitter, February 9,

2024. https://twitter.com/DarkoSteel/status/17559735988989873009.

(@deenbot8), “It was narrated from 'Aishah, the Mother of the Believers, that the Messenger of

Allah (g2) said...” Twitter, February 8, 2024. https://twitter.com/deenbot8/status/

1755764417294225532.

u/Deleted. “Can we actually stop with the numerous posts on Aisha.” R/Islam, Reddit, May 17,
2020. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/gllelq/

can_we_actually stop with the numerous posts on/.

u/Deleted. “How come Allah offer mercy for rapists especially pedophiles !?”” R/Islam, Reddit,
November 1, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/yj71nc/

how come allah offer mercy for rapists especially/.

u/Deleted. “How Critics of Islam Misunderstand Muhammad's g3 Timeless Example.” R/Islam,

Reddit, February 19, 2019. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/asi584/

how_critics_of islam_misunderstand muhammads %EF%B7%BA/.



87

u/Deleted. “I have a doubt regarding war in islam and do all muslins of those reach jannah.” R/
Islam, Reddit, September 12, 2023. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/16gjdzb/

1 _have a doubt regarding war in islam and do_all/.

u/Deleted. “Narrated Um Ruman (The mother of Aisha e &) i ,): When Aisha was accused
[of adultery], she fell down unconscious.” R/Islam, Reddit, November 11, 2019. https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/duw438/narrated um_ruman_the mother of aisha

_%D8%B1%D8%B6%D9%8A %D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87/.

u/Deleted. “Prophet's (PBUH) nostalgic memory and love for his dear wife Khadijah (RA).” R/
Islam, Reddit, May 6, 2015. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/3511yt/

prophets_pbuh_nostalgic memory and love for his/.

u/ Deleted, Response to “According to Muslim scholars, most of the hadith about Aisha is
fabricated?” R/Islam, Reddit, October 17, 2012. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/126jbe/according_to_muslim_scholars most of the hadith/.

u/Deleted. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam, Reddit,

December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/

for those who object to aishas age at marriage/.

u/Deleted. Response to “Status of Aisha r.a. and Ali r.a.” R/Islam, Reddit, January 21, 2014.



88

https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1vrary/status_of aisha ra and ali ra/.

u/Deleted. Response to “Aisha RA narrates that once she saw that the Prophet & was in a good

mood so she said, “O Messenger of Allah, pray for me.”” R/Islam, Reddit, October 23, 2021.
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/qe75pu/

aisha ra narrates that once she saw_that the/.

u/Deleted. Response to “Did the prophet's wives wear the nigab? Is it more ideal?” R/Islam,
Reddit, April 1, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/4cub5ndid_the

prophets wives wear the nigab is it more/.

u/Deleted. Response to “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu
Bakar & Fatimah, Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?”” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 16, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/5im2hp/in_islamic

history whats_relationship_like.

u/Deleted. Response to "What was the age of Aisha when she married Mohammed?” R/Islam,
Reddit, January 6, 2013. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/162ibs/what was_the

_age of aisha when she married/.

u/Deleted. ”So I came to him and said, “Which of the people is dearest to you?”’ He said,

¢ “Aa’ishah.” R/Islam, Reddit, December 31, 2015. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/



89

comments/3yyfr8/so i came to him and said which of the people is/

u/Deleted. “The Prophet g3 Refuses to Go to a Dinner without Aisha.” R/Islam, Reddit,

February 20, 2020. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/f71czo/the prophet

%EF%B7%BA refuses to go to a dinner without/

u/FourGates. “2 Hadith about Aisha (ra) and the Prophet (saw).” R/Islam, Reddit, October 11,
2013. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/107szx/2_hadith_about aisha ra and

_the prophet saw/.

u/GreyMatter22. Response to “According to Muslim scholars, most of the hadith about Aisha is
fabricated?” R/Islam, Reddit, October 27, 2012. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/126jbe/according_to muslim_scholars most of the hadith/.

u/GQManOfTheYear. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam,
Reddit, December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/

for those who object to aishas age at marriage/.

(@hasandarb), "It's a title given to the wives of the prophet exclusively to prevent them from

marrying after the prophet...” Twitter, February 3, 2024. https://twitter.com/hasandarb/

status/1753881498657198296.


https://twitter.com/hasandarb/

90

(@hasandarb), “This is not referring to sayeda Ayesha's house but to the east and najd where
musaylama Al Kazab came from...” Twitter, February 3, 2024. https://twitter.com/

hasandarb/status/1753848239466381390.

(@hansuttam1). “This is how Hijab was introduced...” Twitter, February 3, 2024. https://

twitter.com/hansuttam1/status/1753950838295572811.

(@Hussena H). “‘A’ishah RA herself was known for her incredible haya’...” Twitter, July 10,

2023. https://twitter.com/Hussena H/status/1678506434131111938.

(@Hussena H), “‘A’ishah RA, was once approached by Abii Miis al-Ash‘ari, who said, “O

Mother of the Believers, I wish to ask you about something, but I am shy of you...

Twitter, July 10, 2023. https://twitter.com/Hussena_H/status/1678508685696417794.

u/homenumRevelo, Response to “As a Muslim woman who was abused as a child, I've just
found out about Aisha. Help me to get past this.” R/Islam, Reddit, March 13, 2023.
https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/11q2gwe/as a muslim woman who was

_abused _as_a child ive/.

u/IcarusGoodman. Response to “Did the prophet's wives wear the niqab? Is it more ideal?”” R/
Islam, Reddit, April 1, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/4cub5n/

did the prophets wives wear the niqab is it more/.



91

(@IMUKHTY), “A woman once came to ‘A’ishah RAH complaining of having a hard heart...”
Twitter, February 28, 2023. https://twitter.com/IMUKHTY/status/

1630790026601590785.

u/IndividualNegative92. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam,
Reddit, December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/for those

who_object to aishas age at marriage/.

u/jillthetrill1234567. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam,
Reddit, December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/for those

_who _object to aishas age at marriage/.

u/kidanedakhhh. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” December 7,
2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/for those who object to

aishas age at marriage/.

u/KN256. “1. Are Muslims allow to disagree with Muhammeds marriage to Aisha? 2. was

Muhammed perfect?” R/Islam, Reddit, September 18, 2012. https://www.reddit.com/r/

islam/comments/103112/1 are muslims_allow to disagree with muhammeds/.

(@lovekomkom), “A man's deepest bond is found in his wife, surpassing all other



92

connections...” Twitter, November 19, 2023. https://twitter.com/lovekomkom/status/

1729741928596422970.

w/LIGHTING. Response to “Was Aisha (ra) 18 years old when she married Prophet Mohammad
peace be upon him?” R/Islam, Reddit, March 12, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/4a5z8v/was_aisha ra 18 years old when she married/.

u/lightsmiles. “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh) time did not
wear the hijab?” R/Islam, Reddit, November 18, 2013. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/1qy5p6/is it true that the women during the prophet/.

Mubarakpuri, Safi Ur-Rahman. “The Death of the Messenger of Allah.” SunnaOnline.com,
accessed March 31, 2024. https://sunnahonline.com/library/history-of-islam/279-death-

of-the-messenger-of-allah-the.

u/Motorized. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/

for those who object to aishas age at marriage/.

u/Old_sprinkles5994. “What’s the reason Ayesha (R.A.) had no child?” R/Islam, Reddit, July 6,
2023. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/14sabak/whats_the reason ayesha

_ra_had no_child/.



93

u/osriazz. “22 Things You Must Do With Your Wife!” R/Islam, Reddit, April 12, 2022. https://

www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/u2c¢80t/22 things you must do with your wife/.

u/OrthodoxIslam. Response to “Is it true that the women during the prophet Muhammad's (pbuh)
time did not wear the hijab?” R/Islam, Reddit, November 18, 2013. https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1qy5Sp6/is_it true that the women during the

prophet/.

u/purposeful journeyy. “How Prophet Muhammad treated his wives!” R/Islam, Reddit, July 17,
2017. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/1521e9j/how_prophet muhammad

_treated his_wives/.

u/Rebelsuns. “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu Bakar &
Fatimah, Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?” R/Islam, Reddit, December
15, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/5im2hp/

in_islamic history whats relationship _like.

u/RingsAndWatches. “What playful tricks did Aisha RA played on prophet Muhammad PBUH?”
R/Islam, Reddit, August 10, 2014. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/2d57zo/

what playful tricks did aisha ra played on/.



94

“R/Islam.” Reddit, Reddit, Inc., accessed March 20, 2024. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

@saanyaww, “The Prophet g% hated to be singled out for food without her...” Twitter, May 9,

2023. https://twitter.com/saanyaww/status/1655850149283856384.

u/sailornasheed. Response to “In Islamic history, what's relationship like between Aisha bint Abu
Bakar & Fatimah, Muhammad swt's wife & daughter respectively?” R/Islam, Reddit,
December 15, 2016. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/5im2hp/in_islamic

history whats_relationship_like.

(@saraveranorah). ”This is the first time I've seen someone accept this easily...” Twitter,

February 6, 2024. https://twitter.com/saraveranorah/status/1755021601039360260.

u/SnooDoggos6442. Response to “Question from a new muslim.” R/Islam, Reddit, February 19,

2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/swksc8/question_from a new_muslim/.

u/Spiritual. Response to “What did Aisha really think about her husband, the Prophet
Muhammad?” Quora, Quora, Inc., accessed January 4, 2024. https://www.quora.com/

What-did-Aisha-really-think-about-her-husband-the-Prophet-Muhammad.

u/stoptgatboy. “Question from a new muslim.” R/Islam, Reddit, February 19, 2022.

https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/swksc8/question_from a new muslim/.


https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/
https://twitter.com/saanyaww/status/1655850149283856384

95

u/taxes987. “My Response to the recent ‘Did Muhammad really have sex with a 9 year old?’-
style posts.” R/Islam, Reddit, October 26, 2024. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/

comments/2keeng/my_response to the recent did muhammad really/.

u/TheDynamicHamza2 1. Response to “My Response to the recent 'Did Muhammad really have
sex with a 9 year old?'-style posts.” R/Islam, Reddit, October 26, 2014. https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/2keeng/my_response to the recent did

muhammad _really/.

u/ Uthaym. Response to “Can you help me with understanding Muhammad (pbuh) and Aisha?”
R/Islam, Reddit, August 15, 2015. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/3h3pfd/

can_you help me with understanding muhammad pbuh/.

u/Wasatiyya. Response to “How is the marriage of Muhammad to Aisha, when she was only 6 or
7, and that he consummated the marriage when she was only 9 or so, justified? Also,
what are your thoughts on the recent ruling in Iran?” R/Islam, Reddit, December 25,

2018. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/a9cbah/how is the marriage of

muhammad to aisha when_ she/.

u/WhenPigsRideCars. “Who should females look upto in islam?” R/Islam, Reddit, September

16, 2023. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/16kd07u/who_should females look



96

_upto_in_islam/.

u/YoloSwaggines77. Response to “For those who object to Aisha's age at marriage.” R/Islam,
Reddit, December 7, 2022. https://www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/zf8irk/for those

who_object to aishas age at marriage/.

u/YominoD. Response to “As a Muslim woman who was abused as a child, I've just found out
about Aisha. Help me to get past this.” R/Islam, Reddit, March 13, 2023. https://
www.reddit.com/r/islam/comments/11g2gwe/as_a_muslim woman who was abused

_as_a child ive/.

(@Younoisiy). “Aisha, the Prophets little wife of 6 y.o. at least was allowed to play with her
dolls although dolls were forbidden usually (ban on images)...” Twitter, February 6,

2024. https://twitter.com/Younoisiy/status/1754790423036309651.



	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	LITERATURE REVIEW
	RESULTS
	ANALYSIS
	CONCLUSION
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

