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Seashells have been in human usage and valued for their aesthetic appeal in
medicine, jewelry, decoration, and have been symbolic as well in expression across
various cultures and their status in Islamic law remains subject of debate at scholarly
interpretation of high rank. The research at hand is the study to explore the
permissibility of sea ornament in general and depicts the cultural significance of the use
of seashells as ornaments within the framework of Hanafi jurisprudence. Hanafi jurists
classify materials derived from the sea by assessing their purity and lawful use. Since
seashells are not taken non-edible, and are not considered prohibited in connection with
the consumption of marine life. This research is an investigation limited in their
ornamental usage along with principles of permissibility as emphasized in the Hanafi
school of Islamic Jurisprudence. The study is inferred in the fact that the marine
production, when used in moderation and within cultural norms consistent with Islamic
values, are permitted as ornaments in Hanafi jurisprudence, and the contemporary
cultural practices are tried to put in harmony with it. This research is a valuable
contribution for a broader discussion on materialistic culture and Islamic esthetic
values. Keeping the research under the shadow of the thoughts emerged from al-
Hidayah, al-Mabsut, and al-Fatawa al-Hindiyyah—alongside contemporary juristic
opinions, the methodology of qualitative research is employed.

Seashells, Islamic Law, Permissibility of Sea Ornament, Hanafi Jurisprudence,
Contemporary Juristic Opinions
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Introduction:

Among the countless creations of Allah Almighty, the seashell is a strange,
highly beneficial, living sea creature. Pearls are produced from within it, its shell is used
as an ornament, and it is also utilized in the treatment of various diseases. According to
the Shafi‘i, Hanbali, and Zahiri schools of thought, its meat is permissible (halal) to eat.
In Arabic, it is called "al-Sadaf"in English "Seashell"and in Persian and Urdu "Seep". In
addition to "al-Sadaf" the Arabs have also referred to it as "al-Muharah".

Researchers have mentioned several types of seashells. Among them are "al-
Qabgab"al-Qunqun" and "al-Nabbah types of seashells that, in the Age of Ignorance
(Jahiliyyah), and even today in some regions, are hung around children’s necks as
protection against the evil eye. Another type is "al-Dik"found in the Arabian Sea, while
one of its varieties, "al-Dula "is present in the seas of every country. (')

It is narrated from Hazrat Ibn Abbas (RA) that when rain falls from the
sky, the seashells open their mouths, and whichever drop of rain falls into them, it
turns into a pearl. (%)

Since ancient times, it has been well known about the people living along the
seashores that they dive into the sea to collect seashells. They eat the meat of these shells,
while the pearls found inside them are used as ornaments for adornment and as a remedy
for protection against diseases. Likewise, they have continued to benefit in many ways
from the shells’ outer structure as well. (*)

Seashells are found in the seas of most countries of the world, among which the
Arab region, Pakistan, Iran, Britain, America, and India are most prominent.*

The definitions and descriptions of seashells given by the eminent scholars of
lexicography and Qur’anic exegesis are as follows:

Alla}ma al-Zubaidi, while defining the seashell, said: —
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Al-Sadaf: A shell created in the sea, consisting of two hinged coverings that
enclose flesh in which there is life. It is called al-Muharah (oyster/seashell), and it is
within this that pearls are formed.

Allama al-Asfahani, while defining the seashell, said:

Al-Sadaf is a marine animal which serves as the covering of a pearl, and its
singular form is “Sadafah”.°

Imam Ibrahim bin Ishaq al-Harbi writes:
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“Al-Sadaf refers to the containers in which pearls are found, and it is an animal.
Its singular form is Sadafah.”

That is, Sadaf is a pouch in which a pearl exists, and it is a living creature, with
the singular being Sadafah.

Imam Abu Bakr al-Jassas al-Razi said:

(8).;\.«‘\0\}:’&;3@\
“Al-Sadaf is one of the aquatic animals.”
The Egyptian scholar, Ustadh Mahmoud Abdul Rahman, writes:
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“Al-Sadaf is the root of the word al-Isdaf. It is a creature that brings its thighs
close together, while its forelegs move apart from them, and its wrists are twisted
backwards.

Conclusion:

There is no doubt that each of the aforementioned lexicographers, while defining
the seashell, certainly considered its various aspects. However, when we examine the
information available on this subject in the present era, none of their individual
definitions seems to encompass all the characteristics of the seashell. Therefore, in my
view, if we combine all the definitions given by the lexicographers along with the
information accessible today, the following comprehensive definition of the seashell can
be formulated:

A seashell is the upper and lower shell of a living, organic, voluntarily moving,
turtle-like marine creature that has limbs. This shell is obtained by separating it from the
flesh of the creature (known as al-Sadaf). When its flesh is removed, a pearl is found
inside its body.

The Need and Importance of the Seashell

Allah Almighty has created countless things for the benefit and use of mankind,
as He says in the Qur’an:
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“He it is who created for you all that is in the earth.”
In another place, He declares:
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“And He has subjected to you all that is in the heavens and all that is in the earth;
surely in this are signs for a people who reflect.”

Among these countless invaluable blessings, the oyster is a gift of immense
benefit and great importance for human life.

Historical Background

Historical sources bear witness that the earliest use of oysters was by the
inhabitants of the seashores. They would dive into the sea to bring them out, eat their
flesh, adom themselves with the pearls found inside, and use them for medicinal
purposes. They would also hang oyster shells around children’s necks to ward off the evil
eye. Gradually, this practice spread to the cities, until people in every land and region
began to benefit from it. Even poets, recognizing its value and significance, incorporated
it Into their poetry. Some examples are as follows:

ADbi al-*Atahiyah said:
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“He smiles with pure, shining teeth, as though they were pearls kept within the
shell of the sea.”

The author of al-Kulliyyat cites a poet while discussing tashbih al-maqlib
(reversed simile):
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“The arrow in the target is like the glance in my body, and the pearl in the
oyster is like the teeth in his mouth.”

He also says:
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“Water is in the stone, gold in the cloth, the moon behind a veil, and the pearl
within the oyster.”
Ishaq b. Ibrahim al-Mawsili wrote:
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“It is as if its soil were musk, diffusing fragrance, Or ambergris moved within
its shell by the perfumer.”

The importance and necessity of the oyster can also be gauged from the fact that
wearing jewelry for adomment is a natural and innate right of women, just as seeking
treatment for recovery from illness is a basic and essential human right. Allah, the
Exalted, has placed in the oyster both of these qualities: it is used as an ornament for
adornment, and it is also employed as a remedy for numerous diseases.

As some physician’s state:

* When powdered and inhaled, the oyster stops nosebleeds.

* Its collegium (kohl) cures eye diseases, sharpens vision, and brightens the eyes.

* It cures burning urination and gonorrhea.

* It strengthens the bones, since it is naturally rich in calcium.

* A poultice made from oyster powder is beneficial for joint pains.

* When its powder is mixed with vinegar and applied, it stops nosebleeds.

* Its flesh, when given to a person bitten by a rabid dog, cures him. (*°)

Dr. Jawad ‘Al1 al-Misr1 writes:
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“They benefited from oysters, making from them omaments and adornments.”
He further adds:
(1%)-lgoa 2 oY) ol e
“They treated certain diseases with its blood.”

Use of Seashell (Seepi) as Jewelry

There is no explicit and definitive verse of the Qur’an or Hadith that directly
provides a ruling regarding the permissibility or prohibition of using shells (seipi) as
ornaments. However, based on the general application of the Qur’anic verses and the
Ahadith concemning adornment and necessity, as well as the legal statements and
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interpretations of the scholars and jurists of Islam — including the Hanafis, Malikis,
Shafi‘is, Hanbalis, Abu Dawud al-Zahiri, Shaykh Ibn Taymiyyah, and others — it
becomes clear that for men, using shells as a gemstone in a ring is permissible, and for
women, using shells in all forms of jewelry, such as rings, lockets, necklaces, bracelets,
bangles, and earrings, is permissible.

Allah Almighty says: )
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“And He it is who has subjected the sea for you, so that you may eat from it fresh
meat and extract from it ornaments which you wear.

In another place, He says: )
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“Is one who is brought up amid adornments?”
In yet another place, He says:
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“Say: Who has forbidden the adornment of Allah which He has produced for His
Servants?”

Qazi, Al-Baizawi, and Allama Al-Alusi write under the aforementioned verse:

“This verse proves that, in all matters of eating, drinking, clothing, and
adornment, the basic ruling is permissibility.”(*?)

Allama Ghulam Rasool Saeedi, in his commentary on the aforementioned verse,
writes:

“This verse shows that everything which serves as an adornment or benefit for
Muslims is lawful, except in cases where there is a clear text in the Qur’an or Sunnah
declaring it forbidden or disliked.”(**)

Similarly, declaring all that exists on the earth as an adornment for mankind,
Allah the Exalted says in one place:
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“Indeed, we have made whatever is on the earth an adornment for it, so that we
may test them which of them is best in deeds.”

Furthermore, Allah the Exalted says:
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“O children of Adam! Adom yourselves with your garments at every time of
prayer.”

Likewise, at another place Allah the Exalted says:
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“And He has subjected to you all that is in the heavens and the earth; indeed, in
this are signs for those who reflect.”

Similarly, the following verse also guides us to the same point, as Allah the
Almighty says: . o )

(77) _eptsaadt LY pheisy j@ﬁaﬁ\&?ug@;\ 5o T gy

“0O you who have believed, do not prohibit the good things which Allah has made

lawful to you, and do not transgress. Indeed, Allah does not like transgressors.”
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In addition to the aforementioned verses of the Holy Quran, the general
applicability and implication of the following Hadith also guide us toward the
permissibility of using sea shells.

It is narrated from Hazrat Abu Tha'labah Al-Khushani (may Allah be pleased
with him) that the Messenger of Allah (&) said:
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Indeed, Allah, the Almighty, has prescribed the obligatory duties, so do not
neglect them. And He has declared certain things unlawful, so do not go near them. And
Allah has set limits, so do not transgress them. And Allah, without forgetting, has
remained silent about certain matters, so do not pursue them.”

“It is narrated from Hazrat Salman al-Farisi (may Allah be pleased with him) that
the Messenger of Allah (peace and blessings be upon him) was asked about clarified
butter (ghee), cheese, and wild donkeys. He (peace be upon him) replied:”
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“That which Allah has declared lawful in His Book is lawful, and that which
Allah has declared unlawful in His Book is unlawful, and whatever Allah has remained
silent about is pardoned.”

Mulla ‘Alf al-QarT, in his commentary on the above-mentioned hadith, writes.
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“And in this is an indication that the fundamental principle regarding things is

permissibility.”

Similarly, it is narrated from Hazrat Abu Darda (may Allah be pleased with him)
in a Marfu® form that the Messenger of Allah (#) said.
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“Whatever Allah has declared lawful in His Book is lawful, and whatever He has
declared unlawful is unlawful. As for that about which He has remained silent, it is
pardoned. So, accept the pardon granted by Allah, for indeed Allah is not forgetful. Then
the Prophet () recited this verse: ‘And your Lord is never forgetful.”

Similarly, it is narrated from ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz that while delivering a
sermon he said: O people! Indeed, after your Prophet, Allah will not send any other
prophet, and after revealing the Qur’an to him (g), He will not reveal any other book.
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“Thus, whatever Allah has declared lawful through the tongue of His Prophet
will remain lawful until the Day of Resurrection, and whatever He has declared unlawful
through the tongue of His Prophet will remain unlawful until the Day of Resurrection”

Summary of the Discussion:
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The aforementioned Qur’anic verses and ahadith are general and absolute. No
restriction, specification, or abrogation has been stated for these verses through any other
verse or hadith, nor has any Imam, mujtahid, or mufassir mentioned any restriction or
specification in this regard. Therefore, the generality and absoluteness of these verses and
ahadith indicate that every form of usage of seashells (sip1) is permissible—whether for
treatment and medication as a remedy, or as adornment in the form of jewelry. However,
when seashells are used as jewelry, for men they may only be used as a stone in a ring,
since the use of any type of jewelry other than a ring is not permissible for men. For
women, however, the use of seashells is permissible in all types of jewelry. Another
proof for the permissibility of using seashells (sip1) as jewelry for adomment and as
medicine for treatment is that anything which provides adornment to a Muslim, brings
any other benefit, or fulfills a need of daily life—while there is no explicit text in the
Qur’an or Sunnah prohibiting it—is deemed halal and its use permissible. This is because
of the well-established principle affirmed by the majority of jurists and scholars of Islam,
namely the original ruling concerning things is permissibility al-aslu fi al-ashya’ al-
ibahaht Just as among the Hanafis, Imam Muhammad in “al-Asl”(**), Imam al-Sarakhsi
in “al-Mabsiit”(**), ‘Allamah Badr al-Din “al-‘Ayni” in “Nukhbat al-Afkar”(*), in “al-
Binayah Sharh al-Hidayah”(*°), and in “‘Umdat al-Qari Sharh al-Bukhari’(*’), Ibn
Nujaym in “al-Bahr al-Ra’iq Sharh Kanz al-Daqa’iq”(**), Mulla ‘Alf al-Qari in “Mirqat
Sharh Mishkat al-Masabih”(*®), and Imam al-Shami in “Radd al-Muhtar ‘ala al-Durr al-
Mukhtar”(**); and among the Shafi‘ls, Imam Jalal al-Din al-Suyiiti, al-Shafi‘T in “al-
Ashbah wa al-Naza’ir’(*'),Ibn al-Rif‘ah al-Shafi7 in “Kifayat al-Nabih fi Sharh al-
Tanbih”’(*’); and among the Malikis, Imam al-Zurqani in “Sharh al-Zurqani ‘ala
Mukhtasar Khalil”(*); and among the Hanbalis, al-Buhiiti al-Hanbali in “Kashshaf al-
Qina‘ ‘an Matn al-Iqna”’(**), and ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Hamad al-Hanbali in “Sharh Zad al-
Mustagni”(*’) — all of them have explicitly stated that the original ruling concerning
things is permissibility.

Sk Sk ke ok ok %%
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