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This study aims to assess the credibility of the so-called “tooth-worm” hadith in terms of
its references and content and to identify the historical origin of this belief in folk
medicine. The study is based on descriptive-analytical method in a historical and
mythological approach. It proceeds through takhrij and tracing the transmission of the
hadiths, dirayah-based criticism, figh al-hadith analysis grounded in source criticism,
reference criticism, and content criticism. This is accompanied by a linguistic analysis of
the term “diida,” and an evaluation of the content against established empirical findings
and the history of dentistry.

The findings indicate that the earliest explicit reflection of this issue appears in 7ibb al-
Sadigayn; a substantial portion of such hadiths lack a reliable chain of references, and
their transmission to later hadith sources involved scribal distortions and textual disarray.
Consequently, the hadith concerning the removal of a tooth worm more closely resembles
a medical recommendation annotated in a hadith collection, and interpreting the word
“diida” as “bacteria” is also incompatible with common semantics and linguistic
evidence. These hadiths do not possess sufficient hadith-based support to be attributed to
Shialmams; in terms of content, they conflict with definitive empirical evidence.
Therefore, a critical re-reading of medical hadiths is necessary to safeguard the credibility

of religion and to prevent harm to public health.

Cite this article: Amiri, A., & Mirhoseini, Y. (2026). Tooth worm issue in Imami Hadith literature: Reference and content
analysis and the historical background of a folk medical myth. Journal of Ketab-e Qayyem, 16(1), 139-167.
http//doi.org/10.30512/kq.2025.22900.4022

M © The author(s).

Publisher: Meybod University.

DOI: http//doi.org/10.30512/kq.2025.22900.4022



mailto:Aliamiry.ir@gmail.com
file:///D:/Pajoohyar/storage/UQW8WPXX/Aliamiry.ir@gmail.com
file:///D:/Pajoohyar/storage/UQW8WPXX/Mirhoseini@meybod.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.30512/kq.2025.22900.4022
https://doi.org/10.30512/kq.2025.22900.4022
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-1414-8081
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5695-8267

140 Tooth worm issue in Imami Hadith literature: Reference and content analysis and the... / Amiri

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The notion of the “tooth worm” and the prescriptions for preventing or removing it belong to long-
standing beliefs in folk medicine and folkloric literature. In sources attributed to the Imami (Twelver
Shia) tradition, two texts explicitly refer to this notion; one is a supplication for toothache phrased in
terms of the existence of a “worm”, and the other is a medical instruction, namely fumigation with cress
seeds to expel the worm from the tooth. In recent years, alongside the spread of certain movements
claiming “Islamic medicine” and following the critical publication of 7ibb al-Sadigayn, these two texts
have been published under the banner of religion and the Ahl al-Bayt; they have been widely circulated
in the public sphere as hadith-based proof for the existence of a worm in the tooth.

The central question of this study is whether the notion of tooth worm and its related texts genuinely

derive from the statements of Imams (a/-Ma Siamin), or whether their origin lies in medical experiences

and pre-Islamic mythic beliefs that were later transmitted into the hadith literature. Accordingly, the
article pursues the two parallel tracks of a) assessing the authenticity of these hadiths through examining
their origin, isnad (chain of references), and matn (text) and b) analyzing the historical and mythological
background of the tooth-worm belief in ancient civilizations and the history of medicine.

Methodology

This research employs a descriptive—analytical method through a historical and mythological
approach. In the first step, the hadiths are traced, and their transmission history is reconstructed. To this
end, the pathway through which the text moved from 7ibb al-Sadigayn to Makarim al-Akhlaq and Tibb

al-A immah, and then into later sources is examined. At the same time, the reports are evaluated through

hadith studies, both dirayah-based criticism and figh al-hadith analysis, according to the criteria of
source criticism, isnad criticism, and matn criticism. The mursal nature of some hadiths (i.e., missing
links or absent attribution), the lack of an identifiable transmission route, as well as textual disorder and
scribal corruptions in the transmitted versions are considered as the indicators of weakness.

In the second step, to evaluate the interpretive claims advanced by some contemporary writers, the

linguistic and customary (‘urfi) analysis of the term “diida” (worm), its semantic range, and its usage in

the Arabic of the early centuries is undertaken. Drawing on lexicographical evidence and hadith usage,
in order to clarify whether it can plausibly be construed as to mean “bacteria”. Then, the content of the
hadiths is assessed against the established empirical findings and the history of dentistry. For historical
contextualization, ancient evidence and medico-historical accounts are reviewed, from Mesopotamia
through the medieval period and into modern times, alongside the trend in which this belief was
scientifically falsified in modern dentistry.

Findings

The source-based and hadith-based findings indicate that the earliest explicit reflection of these two
texts appears in Tibb al-Sadiqayn, where part of the material is mursal or is presented without any
attribution to an Imam in the first place. The transmission of these texts into Makarim al-Akhlaq and

Tibb al-A’immah has been accompanied by verbal alterations and scribal distortions, and all the three

sources are characterized as having serious shortcomings with respect to credibility and reliability for
solitary or unique reports (mutafarridat). Moreover, in the second hadith, concerning “expelling the
tooth worm”, there is essentially no evidence supporting its status as a hadith or its attribution to an
Imam; rather, it more closely resembles a medical recommendation annotated in the margin of a hadith
collection.
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To criticize contemporary justifications, the article shows that interpreting the word “diida” (worm)
as “bacteria” or invoking claims of scientific miracle is incompatible with the principles of common

meaning and ordinary linguistic surface structures (zuhiir ‘urfi), the social life of language,

lexicographical evidence, and the established hadith usage of the term. It is, therefore, to be taken as an
unwarranted concep. At the level of content, the belief in a worm inside a tooth conflicts with firm
empirical realities. The historical examples of fraud and observational error in reports about “extracting
the worm”, including well-known illustrations in works on the history of medicine, intensify this
incompatibility. Historical investigation further shows that this belief has a remarkably long lifespan; it
appeared in ancient Mesopotamian myths and incantations, and later in Greek, Roman, and medieval
medicine, and even in some works by Muslim physicians, before ultimately being refuted in modern
dentistry on empirical grounds.

Conclusion

The conclusion is that the “tooth-worm hadiths”, in terms of source and content, lack sufficient
support to be justifiably attributed to Imams. Moreover, their content conflicts with definitive and
empirically indubitable realities. Therefore, they cannot be treated as authoritative traditions, nor can
religious medical prescriptions be legitimately constructed upon them. Given their mode of circulation
and their overlap with premodern medical literature, it is plausible that the origin of these texts lies in
the transformation of medical experience or popular belief into report form, a process that may have
been nourished by credulity, laxity in transmission, or intellectual tendencies such as exaggeration
(ghuluw) and the expansion of the Imams’ role into the domain of medicine.

On this basis, an appropriate approach to this class of reports is to rely on a multi-layered critical
framework including source criticism, isnad criticism, and matn criticism, alongside testing for conflict
with certain sensory knowledge and definitive empirical data. Also, one should avoid unprincipled
interpretation and miracle-centered claims that ignore the historical audience and the rules of common
understanding. The article ultimately recommends that a critical re-reading of medical hadiths is a
methodological and epistemic necessity, both to safeguard the credibility of religion and to prevent harm
to public health.
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1. Bacillus cereus
2. Vibro cholerae

3.Staphylococcus aureus
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