WIPING OVER SOFT LEATHER BOOTS (KHUFF):

DO MODERN SOCKS QUALIFY?

Remarks about the false translation of khuffs as "socks" in Fiqh al-Sunnah 

It is permissible to wipe over the khuff (soft leather boot) instead of making wudu' directly on the feet, providing that the khuff meet a particular set of conditions and the person using the khuff has not done something to negate using it. As for the khuff, they must be pure, water cannot penetrate them, they must cover the entire area where we make wudu' for the feet i.e. cover up the ankle-bones, they must be strong enough to walk on long enough to do basic needs while travelling, and they must not have holes except for the foot itself or for laces, nor be put on until the person has completed wudu'. As for the person wearing them: travellers can wipe on the khuff without removing them for up to three days and the nights of those three days. Residents may do so for one day and its night. The period of time starts not from when they are originally worn, but from the time that the person breaks wudu'. A stationary person who then undertakes a journey has whatever remains of three days and three nights less the time elapsed while he was still stationary and from the moment he first lost wudu'.

The three Schools other than Hanbali agree that the khuff must be impermeable to water, cover the ankle-bones, and be strong enough to walk a certain distance with it without becoming worn. The Hanafis also have a dispensation (rukhsa) in wiping over the thick jawrabayn or soft non-leather shoe [whether made of wool (suf), cotton (qutn), linen (kattan), or fur (sha`r), or felt (wabr)], provided they are not transparent and provided they are thick enough to walk a parsang or more with -- a distance of about three miles -- without their wearing out and showing the skin, and provided they hold up by themselves. This is stated by Muhammad and Abu Yusuf, while Tirmidhi narrates that Imam Abu Hanifa in his last illness wiped over his jawrabayn and then said: "Today I did something which I never used to do: I wiped over my jawrabayn without wearing my sandals." See al-Kasani's Bada'i` al-sana'i` (1:10) and al-Haskafi's al-Durr al-Mukhtar with Ibn `Abidin's commentary (1:348).

The main position of the Hanbali school is the same as the dispensation given in the Hanafi school, with emphasis on but two points: the jawarib must be thick, and they must be sufficiently resistant to wear and tear while walking in them. This is stated plainly by Ibn Qudama in al-Mughni (1994 ed. 1:220): "Imam Ahmad said: Wiping over the soft non-leather shoe is impermissible unless it is thick-textured (jawraban safiqan) and stands alone on one's leg without collapsing, just like the khuff, and the people used to wipe on the jawrabayn only because, in their usage, it provided the same function as the khuff and stood up on the leg like the khuff, allowing one to come and go with it."

Shawkani in Nayl al-awtar (1:178) said: "The khuff is a leather shoe which covers the ankle-bones. The jurmuq (spat) is larger than it and is worn over it, while the jawrab is larger than the jurmuq." This definition, as well as Imam Ahmad's specifications, give an idea of the jawrab that is different from even the largest woolen socks available today, and invalidates the view of those who claim that the jawrab merely refers to "socks."

Sufyan al-Thawri's position is identical with that of Imam Ahmad: See Ibn al-Mundhir, al-Awsat (1:264); al-Jassas, Ahkam al-Qur'an (2:350); Ibn Qudama, al-Mughni (1:295); Nawawi, al-Majmu` (1:540); Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla (2:86); Baghawi, Sharh al-Sunna (1:458), and Musannaf `Abd al-Razzaq (1:218).

It should be stressed that in none of the reports adduced to support this position is the fabric of the jawarib specified, so that it is not certain over exactly what fabric the Companions wiped when they wiped over the jawarib.

These are the reports: 

1. al-Mughira ibn Shu`ba said: "The Prophet made wudu' and wiped over his jawrabayn and sandals (na`layn)." Both Ibn Majah (Sunan, book of al-Tahara wa sunanuha) and Tirmidhi (Sunan, book of Tahara) narrated it through Abu Qays al-Awdi (d. 120) and Tirmidhi said: "It is hasan sahih, and this is the position of more than one of the people of knowledge, and it is adopted by Sufyan al-Thawri, Ibn al-Mubarak, al-Shafi`i, Ahmad, and Ishaq, who all said: One may wipe over the jawrabayn even if not wearing sandals provided they are thick." Tirmidhi then narrates the report about Abu Hanifa already mentioned. Ibn Majah also narrated it from Abu Musa al-Ash`ari and added that al-Mu`alla said: "I do not know that he narrated this except he mentioned both the jawrabayn and the sandals together."

1a. Tirmidhi's inclusion of al-Shafi`i is contradicted by Shawkani who specifies in Nayl al-awtar (1:180) that Shafi`i stated: "Wiping over the jawrabayn is impermissible except if wearing sandals and one can walk about in them."

2. al-Nasa'i (Sunan, book of Tahara) narrates the same report as above from al-Mughira through Abu Qays and then says: "We do not know anyone who followed Abu Qays in this narration. What is sound and correct from al-Mughira is that the Prophet wiped over his khuffs [only]."

3. Ahmad in his Musnad and Abu Dawud (Sunan, book of Tahara) narrate the same report from al-Mughira through Abu Qays and the latter says: "`Abd al-Rahman ibn Mahdi used not to narrate this hadith because what is recognized from al-Mughira is that the Prophet wiped over his khuffs [only]. The wiping of the Prophet over the jawrabayn is also narrated from Abu Musa al-Ash`ari, but the chain of that narration is neither linked back to the Prophet nor strong. Those who wiped over the jawrabayn are: `Ali ibn Abi Talib, Ibn Mas`ud, al-Bara' ibn `Azib, Anas ibn Malik, Abu Umama, Sahl ibn Sa`d, `Amr ibn Hurayth, and it has also been narrated from `Umar ibn al-Khattab and Ibn `Abbas."

4. Shawkani in Nayl al-awtar (1:180), concerning the list of the Companions cited by Abu Dawud as permitting wiping over the jawrabayn, says that Ibn Sayyid al-Nas in his Sharh al-Tirmidhi added: `Abd Allah ibn `Umar, Sa`d ibn Abi Waqqas, Abu Mas`ud al-Badri, and `Uqba ibn `Umar.

A handful of scholars, among them Ibn Taymiyya, and more recently, Mawdudi in his Rasa'il-o-Masa`il, Sayyid Sabiq in his Fiqh al-sunna, and Nasir al-Din Albani in his fatawa, have regarded ordinary socks as valid for wiping in wudu', in the same way as khuffs. This opinion is aberrant (shadhdh).

The English translation of Sayyid Sabiq's Fiqh al-Sunna is particularly misleading with regard to this question, as it systematically and incorrectly translates khuff as "sock" whereas the word khuff among the Arabs denoted something tough enough to wear by itself when travelling, and into which laces could be woven, which is far from being the case for socks in anyone's understanding. Then, when it comes to translating jawrab, the translator of Fiqh al-Sunna uses "slippers." This results in absurd expressions like "thick slipper." Thus in addition to the original strange positions taken by Sayyid Sabiq we have the added burden of an irresponsible, gravely faulty translation. This is the text of the translation, together with our commentary between square brackets:

(1) WIPING OVER SOCKS ('KHUFFAYN') [correct translation: Wiping over soft leather boots] 

Wiping over the socks [correct translation: soft leather boots] is part of the sunnah. Nawawi states, "All those who qualify for ijma (consensus) agree that it is allowed to wipe over the socks [correct translation: soft leather boots] - during travelling or at home, if needed or not - even a woman who stays at home or a handicapped person who cannot walk can do so. The Shi'ah and Khawarij reject it, but their rejection is not valid.

Says Ibn Hajar in Fath al-Bari, "All of the preservers (of hadith) are of the opinion that wiping over the socks [correct translation: soft leather boots] has come through a continuous transmission. Some have collected all of its narrations (from among the companions), and its number exceeds eighty. This includes hadiths from the ten people who were promised Paradise."

The strongest hadith on this point has been related by Ahmad, al-Bukhari, Muslim, Abu Dawud and at-Tirmidhi on the authority of Hammam an-Nakha'i who said, "Jarir ibn Abdullah urinated, performed ablution and wiped over his socks" [correct translation: soft leather boots]. It was said to him, "You do that and you have urinated?" He said, "Yes, I saw the Messenger of Allah, upon whom be peace, urinate and then do likewise." Said Ibrahim, "They were amazed at that hadith, because Jarir had embraced Islam ten years after after the revelation of surat al-Ma'idah, one of whose verses (5:6) requires that the feet be washed.
This hadith helps us understand the verse by confining it to one who is not wearing socks [correct translation: soft leather boots]. This constitutes a particular case, and the person who wears socks [correct translation: soft leather boots] can just wipe over them.

(2) WIPING OVER SLIPPERS ('JAWRABAYN') [correct translation: soft non-leather shoes] 

It is allowed to wipe over slippers [correct translation: soft non-leather shoes], as this has been related from many companions.

Says Abu Dawud, "Wiping over slippers [correct translation: soft non-leather shoes] (has been done by) Ali ibn Abu Talib, Ibn Mas'ud, al-Bara ibn Azib, Anas ibn Malik, Abu Umamah, Sahl ibn Sa'd and Amr ibn Harith. It has also been related from Umar ibn al-Khattab and Ibn Abbas." Ammar, Bilal ibn Abdullah ibn Abu Awfa and Ibn Umar also have hadiths on this subject.

In Ibn al-Qayyim's 'Tahdhib as-Sunan', he relates from Ibn al- Mundhir: "Ahmad made a statement about the permissibility of wiping over slippers [correct translation: soft non-leather shoes] because of his fairness and justice. Nevertheless, the basis of this permissibility is the practice of the companions and manifest analogy. There is no real difference between socks [correct translation: soft leather boots] and slippers [correct translation: soft non-leather shoes]. It is correct that they take the same ruling. Most scholars say that one can wipe over either one." Those who permit it include Sufyan ath-Thawri, Ibn al-Mubarak, Ata, al-Hasan and Sa`id ibn al-Musayyab.

Commenting on this subject, Abu Yusuf and Muhammad said, "It is allowed to wipe over them if they are thick and completely hide what they cover."

Abu Hanifah did not approve of wiping over thick slippers [correct translation: soft non-leather shoes], but he changed his mind three or seven days before his death. He wiped over his slippers during his illness and said to his visitors, "I did what I used to tell people not to do." [Abu Hanifa's statement was: "Today I did something which I never used to do: I wiped over my socks without wearing my sandals." Tirmidhi narrated it in his Sunan.] End of the translated text of Fiqh al-Sunna.

Shams al-Haqq `Azimabadi says, in `Awn al-ma`bud bi sharh sunan abi dawud (Allah's Assistance: Commentary on Abu Dawud's Sunan): "The permissibility of wiping on khuffs is well-established. There are some reports of wiping on jawarib, but it should be realized that their component material could be of leather [this is incorrect: if they were made of leather they would be khuffs], cotton, wool, etc. How, then, do you entitle yourself to regard wiping on cotton socks as permissible when none of the hadiths mention the material of those socks on which the Prophet or the Companions wiped? What is established beyond doubt is only wiping on leather; anything else is speculative. We cannot establish a legal ruling of permissibility on this issue through speculative evidence, because the wiping is a concession to begin with. The default is that the feet should be washed, and the concession of wiping can only be taken when it can be verified that the conditions for wipeability are satisfied. Analogy in matters of canonical worship is ill-advised, at best."

Although a person has the right to follow a scholar whom he trusts, it is very inadvisable to do so in matters where the scholar in question has differed from the mainstream by allowing something the majority of scholars have deemed impermissible. A leader of prayers in particular should try his utmost to make sure his prayer is valid according to all schools of thought, in order to satisfy all the members of his congregation. It is therefore a cause for concern that some people insist on wiping on their thin, cotton (or other) socks and then leading the prayer. Those members of the congregation who are aware of this and do not see it as valid will either pray individually, thereby losing the reward of congregational prayer, or repeat their prayer individually afterwards, which may cause them inconvenience (for example, if their time away from work is limited).

Shaykh Albani's ruling on wiping on socks shows a disturbing disregard for the actual stipulations of the Sunna. He claims:

[Question:] What is the commandment regarding wiping over the khuffs (moccasins [sic], leather socks)?"

[Albani's answer:] "Wiping over the khuffs is a mutawaatir practice; there are many, many ahaadeeth about it. In fact, the matter is even easier for the people, since there are ahaadeeth which mention that the Messenger used to wipe over his socks also. Wiping over socks, even if they are of thin material, is supported by a large majority of Muslim 'ulamaa', including 'Umar bin al-Khattaab, as Imaam Nawawi has mentioned in his book Al-Majmoo' Sharh al-Muhadhdhab."

Albani thus claims that the Prophet and `Umar wiped over what we call "socks" just as one does over the khuffs and this is false, since their jawarib and our socks are different; further, he used this groundless statement to support his fatwa that wiping over thin socks is lawful, even suggesting that Nawawi in al-Majmu` confirms it! In reality, the material of the so-called "socks" which the Prophet and the Companions used is not established, nor did Imam Nawawi ever allow wiping on socks of thin material, and his position is stated clearly in Minhaj al-Talibin, book of Tahara, where he says: "A woven fabric (mansuj) that is not impermeable to water is unacceptable for wiping."

Maulana Abul A`la Maududi the Indian scholar similarly came up with an unprecedented fatwa. His argument is as follows:

"The majority of the followers of the Sunnah are agreed that wiping over the leather socks is permissible, but as for the conditions prescribed by the jurists regarding the description of the woollen and cotton socks, I have been able to find no basis thereof. The Sunnah is explicit that the Holy Prophet did sometimes wipe over the socks and shoes, but we do not find any specifications or description of the socks anywhere. I am, therefor, satisfied that the conditions imposed by the jurists have no basis whatsoever, and if a person wipes over the socks without any regard for them, his Wudu will be complete and he will not be violating any injunction of the Shari'ah. The concession of wiping over the socks is just like the concession of Tayammum, which has been granted in special circumstances when keeping the feet covered up may be absolutely necessary and washing them every time harmful or involving unnecessary hardship. The concession is, in fact, a special favor of Allah Almighty and may be availed of as such. One may, therefor, wipe over any description of socks that one may be wearing, with complete satisfaction of the heart, even over a bandage that one may have put on the feet to keep them safe from cold or dust, or to cover a wound." (See Mawdudi : Rasa'il-o-Masa`il Vol. II, p. 37, as quoted in Everyday Fiqh Vol. I pages 73-74 by Muhammad Yusuf Islahi, translated into English by Abdul Aziz Kamal, Islamic Publications (Pvt.) Limited : Lahore, Pakistan, c. 1975 - 1993)

Mawdudi's view has caused outrage from the scholars all over the world. It is unfortunate that it is inserted into a manual that is presented as Hanafi Fiqh: for what is Hanafi in this fatwa? His statement that the stipulations of the jurists are baseless is itself baseless. His analogy of "the concession of wiping over the socks" with "the concession of tayammum" is also outlandish. Further, he claims that he discovered something nobody knew before him and this also is ridiculous. He might at least say "I disagree with them." It is a fatwa that, like the irresponsible translation of Fiqh al-Sunna regarding this issue, is more dangerous than helpful to English-speaking Muslims.

As for the book Everyday Fiqh, it claims to "represent the Hanafi school in the main, with footnotes on the views of other schools." Even if the book is overall an accurate manual on Hanafi fiqh, it sometimes quotes a verdict from outside the Hanafi school and presents the reasoning behind this view, while omitting any mention of the evidences of the Hanafis. The case of wiping on socks is a case in point. Such a book should therefore be used with great caution and checked against more reliable sources. 

In conclusion we say that the safest view on the material allowed for wiping over is that of the author of `Awn al-ma`bud whereby the established evidence is leather shoes or leather socks. In fact, it is an exclusive condition for wiping in the Maliki school. The hadiths on the jawarib cannot be used as evidence for establishing the wiping on the socks, because there are fundamental dissimilarities between the jawarib and modern socks. The former were hand-made, large, and apt to replace the entire shoe in travelling, whereas modern socks are machine-made and flimsy, even the thickest wool socks, so that one may not wear them and go out except under his or her shoes. At the very least, the three stipulations that the material for wiping over should be thick, water-proof, and resistant to wear and tear so as not to become transparent when walking with it over a certain distance, should be met scrupulously by Allah's servants if they wish to safeguard their prayer and their wudu' with a clear conscience. The Prophet said: "Leave what causes you to doubt and keep what does not cause you to doubt." Tirmidhi narrated it from `Ali and he graded it hasan sahih. And Allah knows best.

