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I. Introduction.
The Qur’anic passages indicate that human development goes
through various successive stages:
(14 4T 71 75 5,0 [LLT KEE W55
“It is He Who has created you in diverse stages.” (Surah Nih, 71:
Ayah 14)
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“He makes you in the wombs of your mothers in stages, one after
another, in three veils of darkness... ” (Surah Az-Zumar, 39: Ayah 6)

The ahadith (plural form of “hadith”) of the Prophet determine
that the 7th week of development represents a distinct point in the
embryo’s life and describe its form in the first 40 days and the shape
it acquires later.

The Prophet had indicated the details of each stage. This paper
reviews the ahadith which describe the embryo in the first 40 days.
The paper also reviews the views of Muslim scholars in the light of
philology, semantics, and the principles of religious text exegesis.
Then, the relevant established scientific facts are underlined and the
miraculous aspect of the ahadith highlighted.
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II. The first 40 days.
The Prophet describes the first 40 days in the following hadith,
narrated by ‘Abdullah Ibn Mas‘td:
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“The Prophet (peace be upon him), the truthful and trusted, told us,
‘In every one of you, all components of your creation are collected
together inyour mother’s womb by 40 days, and in that itis an ‘alagah
like that, then in that it is a mudghah like that. Then God sends an
angel ordered with four instructions. He is told to record his (the
human being now developing) deeds, his provision (future benefits),
whether he will be miserable or happy, and then the spirit is breathed
into him (the soul is acquired).” (narrated by Muslim, Al-Bukhari,
Abt Dawiid, At-Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah, Ahmad, ‘Abdur-Razzaq, and
Abii Na‘im)!
The preceding hadith indicates two facts:

1. The components of human creation are collected together in the

first 40 days.
2. The first stages of development, i.e., nutfah, ‘alaqah, and mudghah

are formed and completed during this period (the first 40 days).
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This hadith had been narrated also by Abi ‘Awanah, but with the insertion of “nu tfah” after
“40 days,” and it reads: “In every one of you, all components of your creation are collected
together in your mother’s womb by 40 days as a nu {fah...” However, this version has a
nonauthentic chain of narrators, and all authentic versions do not have this addition. (See
Fath Al-Bari, vol. 11, pp 479-481)
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A. The collection of components (jam* al-khalq).

The Prophet described the embryo in the first 40 days in the
hadith narrated by Ibn Mas‘ud:

“In every one of you all components of your creation are collected
together in your mother’s womb by 40 days... "

The version of this hadith related in Sahih Al-Bukhari is the same
except it is without the phrase “in that.”

Embryology has established that in the 5th week, the embryo
acquires a characteristic “C”-shaped curvature, its size does not
exceed 0.5 inch, its upper part is two-thirds of its total size, it acquires
limb buds, and it has a tail and a primitive heart which beats regularly.
The upper limbs appear during the 4th week. In the beginning of the
5th week, they look like a paddle. However, the upper limbs begin,
by the end of the 5th week, to show some regional differentiation as
the hand plates develop and show finger rays (Figure 7-1).

By the end of the 6th week, before the 42nd day, the face is neither
distinct nor looks human (Figure 7-2).

Figure7-1. Embryo at6 weeks
(Day 34-36) attached by the
umbilical cord o the early mem-
branes. The size is 12 mm
from crown to rump. 1, arm
bud. 2 branchial arches. 3,
early membranes. 4, eye. 5,
genitaltubercle. 6, heartbuige.
7,legbud. 8, tail. 9, umbilical
cord. (Reproduced with per-
mission from England, Color
Atlas of Life Before Birth, Chi-
cago, Year Book Medical Pub-
lishers Inc., 1983)
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Figure 7-2. Drawing ofembryo at 6 to 7 weeks. The appearance atthistime cannot be clearly
distinguished as that of a human embryo. (Reproduced with permission from CIBA,Clinical
Symposia, vol. 28, No. 3)
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Before the 40th day, the embryo has primitive eyes, ears, and
genitalia that are functionless and do not look human. However,
during the 4th week the eyes start to develop; optic vesicles form, and
then the optic cups are shaped which leads to lens formation before the
end of the Sth week. The retina, then, starts to differentiate, and optic
fibers appear which lead to the formation of the optic chiasma.

In the beginning of the 5th week, the inner ears start to develop
from a thickened plate of surface ectoderm, the otic placode. Each
placode soon invaginates and sinks below the surface ectoderm into
the underlying mesenchyme to form an otic pit. Ears, at this initial
stage, have no human appearance.

This description of the conceptus’ development is consistent
with the phrase “all components of your creation” in the hadith
narrated by Ibn Mas‘Tid, for this phrase describes the external “C”-like
appearance as well as the internal anatomy of the embryo, where the
body organs and systems are collected in their primitive forms inside
this small mass.

Hence, the above-mentioned term expresses accurately the ana-
tomical aspect of the embryo.

B. Stages of the embryo in the first 40 days.
1. Nutfah Stage.

In very early development, one observes fusion of not only the
male and female genomes, but intermingling of fluid. The existence
of a fluid milieu is consistent with very recent observations that
mitochondrial DNA is transferred from oocyte cytoplasm to off-
spring, male or female; such transfer must take place within fluid
media.

Therefore the beginning of this stage is formed from a nutfah of
two fluids intermingled in a fluid milieu. This stage lasts for the first
6 days of conception. Then it transforms into the ‘alagah stage.

In addition to sperm, egg and zygote existing within solutions,
fluid filled structures also exist in later embryonic development. In
the morula, multiple cells develop within a fluid milieu. Furthermore,
all this is occurring within the fluid-filled Fallopian tubes. The nutfah
also continues its development in the uterus in a fluid milieu.

Following implantation on day 6 or so, the embryo burrows
under the surface of the endometrium. Thus the nutfah stage is
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completed in around day 14 of fertilization, taking its share of the first
40 days (See Chapter 2, “The Nutfah Stage™).
2. ‘Alaqah Stage.

After the nutfah stage, cells continue to accumulate. The embryo
becomes more solid as more and more cells begin to accumulate, later
indenting as the neural fold develops. At this stage, about 21 days of
age, the embryo bears the analogy to a leech-like structure (See
Chapter 4, “Alaqah and Mudghah Stages™). It is attached to the
placenta and has the shape of a leech. Blood islands in the embryo’s
blood vessels give it the color of a piece of congealed blood. In this
manner, the ‘alaqah stage takes its share of the first 40 days.

The following phrase from the Qur’an refers to this process:

(14 31 123 sl 8, KL ikl L 2
“Then we made the nutfah into a leech-like structure (‘alagah)”
(Surah Al-Mu’miniin, 23: Ayah 14).
3. Mudghah Stage.

This stage begins with the formation of body masses, or somites,
on day 24 or 25, at the upper part of the embryo, and continue to form
gradually to its tail.

Later somites will form the backbone of the embryo. By 28 days
after conception, the embryo consists of various somites. Indenta-
tions are identified between somites, and with these indentations, the
embryo resembles a chewed substance like gum in external appear-
ance (Figure 7-3). Gradually, the mudghah attains a size of about 1
cm, the smallest chewable size. With this development, the mudghah
stage completes the rest of the first 40 days.

Gradually the embryo acquires the mudghah shape which applies
with the Qur’anic description:

(14 T 223 oy esll B,y oKl Wl Lilsds
“Then of that leech-like structure (‘alagah) is made a chewed sub-
stance (mudghah)” (Surah Al-Mu’miniin, 23: Ayah 14).

This stage is completed by the end of the 6th week. During the
7th week, the embryo gradually acquires a human appearance as the
skeleton develops.

C. Timetable.
In review, then, each of the three stages - nutfah, ‘alaqah,
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Figure 7-3. Drawings of lat-
eral views of embryos in the
mudghah stage during the 5th
and 6thweeks of development.
All the early components have
been collected together and
are in bud form by 40 days.
(Reproduced with permission
from Moore, K.L., The Devel-
oping Human, Clinically Ori-
ented Embryology, 4th ed.,
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mudghah - is accomplished within the first 40 days. By the end of this

period, the embryo resembles a chewed-like structure which does not

resemble a human being. Thereafter bones are laid down. By day 45,

organogenesis is essentially completed. Cell division obviously still

proceeds, with fine tuning of differentiation. However, major steps in
differentiation have been completed by 40-45 days.

III. Controversial understanding of the preceding hadith.

Controversy had arisen among ancient Muslim scholars con-
cerning the understanding of the above-mentioned hadith narrated by
Ibn Mas‘ad. They differed on defining the timetable of the nutfah,
‘alaqah and mudghah stages. Was it 40 days for each stage, or for the
three stages in total?

Some interpreted this hadith as meaning that the nutfah, ‘alagah
and mudghah stages occur in sequential 40 day intervals. They
understood that “like that” referred to the period of 40 days, thus
concluding that the completion of the mudghah stage occurs only after
120 days.

A. Linguistic resolution of conflict.

Once the various relevant texts are compiled, compared, scruti-
nized and studied, several reasons can be identified that make the 120
day interpretation incorrect:

1. The hadith narrated by Ibn Mas‘lid has been reported by Muslim
and Al-Bukhari, but Muslim’s version inserts “in that” in two
places; between “and” and “it is an ‘alaqah” and between “then”
and “it is a mudghah”. This addition is acceptable and considered
as part of the preceding hadith. On this basis, the complete version
of the hadith will be as that reported by Muslim:

“In every one of you all components of your creation are collected
together in your mother’s womb by 40 days and in that it is an
‘alaqah like that...”

2. The Qur’an indicates that the bones begin to form after the
mudghah stage:

“We changed the mudghah into izam (bones)” (Surah Al-
Mu’miniin, 23: Ayah 14)

The Prophet states in the hadith narrated by Hudhayfah that the
bones begin their formation immediately after 42 days from the
beginning of the nutfah formation. This hadith states:
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“If forty-two mghts have passed over the conceptus, God sends an
angel to shape it and create its hearing, sight, skin, muscles and
bones....” (narrated by Muslim, At-Tabarani, Abii Dawtd, and
Ja‘far Al-Firyabi in Fath al-Bari, vol. 11, p 484) (1).

To say that the bones are formed after 120 days would be in
contradiction with the apparent meaning of the hadith narrated by
Hudhayfah.

3. Modern, well-established and conclusive embryological studies
have proven that osteogenesis begins immediately after the 6th
week, and not after the 17th week, as was previously believed. This
substantiates the evident and explicit meaning of this hadith.
Hence, “like that” in the hadith narrated by Ibn Mas‘tid cannot refer
to similarity with regard to the period of 40 days (2).

To reconcile the various relevant ahadith, we can say that since
the demonstrative article “like that” can refer to one of three events
already mentioned in the hadith; namely i) the collection of the
components of creation; ii) the mother’s womb; and iii) 40 days.
Therefore “that” is collective and should be understood according to
its indications and the manifest meanings of the other passages.

The hadith of Hudhayfah, mentioned above, prevents us from
interpreting “like that” as referring to “40 days,” since the rule of
shariah principles is that the collective meaning should be understood
according to a detailed, manifest meaning in another version.

The demonstrative article cannot refer to “the mother’s womb,”
since its repetition is meaningless. Otherwise, the text would read as
follows:

“In every one of you, all components of your creation are collected

together in your mother’s womb by 40 days, then in that womb it is an

‘alaqah like that, then in that womb it is a mudghah like that.” The

repetition of the word “womb” is inconsistent with the Prophet’s

eloquence.

Since the demonstrative “that” refers neither to “40 days” nor to
“mother’s womb,” it refers then to the collecting together of the



Embryogenesis and Human Development in the First 40 Days 123

components of creation. This conclusion had been determined by the
7th century AH Muslim scholar, Ibn Az-Zamlakani,? who reached the
conclusion that the stages of nutfah, ‘alagah, and mudghah were
completed during the first 40 days. He said:
o’ e 3L s 5 gl gas Ly -;&hjl G
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“The hadith of Al-Bukhari (mentioned through ‘ Abdullah Ibn Mas‘tid)
should be understood according to the rule above. Thus, the meaning
of being collected in the mother’s womb means being perfected and
established. As an example we say that a ‘collected man’ has his

personality gathered to a high standard” (4).
Ibn Az-Zamlakani also stated:
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““In that it is an ‘alaqah like that’ means that in the aforementioned 40
days, the conceptus will be an ‘alagah which is completely and
perfectly formed within the perfection which is possible for it. Thus
[the descriptions of collecting the components together and of the
‘alaqah and mudghah] are equal in [referring to] their completion in
general and not in particularities. ‘In that it is a mudghah like that’
means that in its own share of the 40 days the mudghah is also
completely formed as the complete human being is formed. Here we
define the name rather than its temporal meaning, just as it can be said
that a man changes during his life as in, ‘then he becomes an infant,

2 His full name is Kam al ‘Abdul-Wahid Ibn ‘ Abdul-Karim Az-Zamlakini (d. 651 AH; 1253
AD), and he wrote Al-Burhan al-Kashif ‘An I'jaz al-Qur’an (3).
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then he is weaned, then he is a child, then he is a youth, then he
becomes middle-aged, then he becomes an old man, and then he dies
by God’s will.” This is an arrangement of events according to the
stages which a man passes through during his life.” (5)

It is known that in the Arabic language, the word thumma (then)

indicates the sequence and the delay of events before and afterwards,
unless there is an indication to the contrary, as the Qur’an indicated in
Surah Al-An’am, 6: Ayat 153, 154:
(154,153 e plaoiD v GESH Loge B3T3 ¢85 K0T Yo RSEL
«..Thus doth He commandyou, that ye may be righteous. Moreover,
We gave Moses The Book...”. Here thumma has been translated as
“moreover”.

Therefore, the meaning of the hadith must be, “In every one of
you, all components of your creation are collected together in your
mother’s womb by 40 days and in that (in this period of time) it is an
‘alagah (a collected and completed creation as determined for it) like
that (just like the collection of your components in 40 days), then in
that (in the same 40 days) it is a mudghah (a collected and completed
creation as determined for it) like that (just like the collection of your
components in 40 days).”

With this reconciliation of the texts the controversy is resolved.
The meaning of “and in that it is an ‘alagah like that” is that it is a fully
developed and perfected ‘alaqah, and similarly, the mudghah is fully
developed and perfected, in a manner for both that befits His favors.
IV. Scientific aspects of the first forty days.

A. The collection of the components.

It is related in the hadith, “...all components of your creation are
collected together in your mother’s womb by 40 days.” It is evident
from this that the components of the human creation are collected in
40 days. It is now known in the field of embryology that all the organs
are created during the first 40 days and are all collected together in the
embryo with the end of the 40 days. All the organs and the systems
are collected in the form of buds in a space of not more than 1.0 cm.
The fetus is collected around itself in the form of an arc (Figure 7-4).
B. “...And in that it is an ‘alaqah like that”:

The embryo becomes a completed ‘alagah in the 40 days as
determined for it, just like the collection of the components during this
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Figure 7-4. A, Photograph of anembryoinits amniotic sac, exposed by opening the chorionic
sac (x 2). B, Higher magnification of the 12 mm (crown-rump length) embryo during the
mudghah stage (41 to 42 days) (x 6). The embryo has an arc shape and the organ
components are collected together during this stage. The cerebral vesicles, or primordia of
the cerebral hemispheres, are especially prominent. (Reproduced with permission from
Moore, K.L., The Developing Human, Clinically Oriented Embryology, 4th ed., Phitadelphia,
W.B. Saunders Co., 1988)

period as explained earlier. Modern science accepts that between
days 15-24 the conceptus is in the shape of an ‘alaqah (leech) which
lives in the water and attaches to animals (See Figures 4-2, 4-3 and 4-
4, Chapter 4, “‘Alagah and Mudghah”).

C. “...Then in that it is a mudghah like that”:

This statement in the hadith accurately defines the stage follow-
ing that of the ‘alaqah. Specifically, the mudghah stage develops
gradually until it takes a curved shape and is characterized by
indentations (somites) similar to those resulting from teeth imprints
and by an irregular surface (See Figures 7-3, 7-4, and 4-6, Chapter 4).
The appropriateness and accurateness of applying the term mudghah,
which is given in the Qur’an and Sunnah, to the embryo is clearly
indicated, although its size is not more than 1.0 cm. As mentioned in
a previous presentation (6), in describing this stage, “The main organs
start to differentiate inside. The cavities between the body masses
produce a shape similar to a chewed mass (mudghah) and gradually
the embryo takes the shape of mudghah.”
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D. Sensitivity of timing and staging.

The hadith indicates that the stages of nutfah, ‘alaqah and
mudghah occur during the first 40 days. During this time, the embryo
is very small, and the durations between the successive stages are
short. The estimation of the embryo’s age before the discovery of the
ovum and its association with the menstrual cycle was very difficult,
and error could result in an underestimation of gestational age by up
to 21 days, since conception could have occurred at any time from the
beginning to the end of the tuhr period (interval between the menses).
Moreover, the stages of nutfah, ‘alaqah and mudghah, mentioned in
the Qur’an and Sunnah, were not even recognized by scientific
knowledge at that time.
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