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The Prophet  established complete equality between men and 
women as he said, “Women are full sisters of men”.  Yet both 
have their respective special functions. This volume draws out 
the features of the Muslim woman’s character as outlined in the 
Qur’an and Sunnah. It shows that much of what we imagine to be 
Islamic rulings are no more than social traditions.

This Eight volume series is the author’s abridged version of his 
longer work with the same Arabic title, Tahrir al-Mar’ah fi ‘Asr 
al-Risalah spanning a twenty-five year study comprising fourteen 
great anthologies of ahadith, but in his book he only rarely includes 
hadiths from any anthology other than the two most authentic 
ones of al-Bukhari and Muslim.

Abd al-Haleem Abu Shuqqah (d.1995) was a great teacher and 
scholar.  He had a real passion to revive the true Islamic spirit 
in the ummah and dedicated his life to learning and teaching. He 
taught in Egypt, Syria, Qatar and Kuwait. His particular focus was 
on Hadith studies.
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Transliteration Table

Consonants. Arabic

initial, unexpressed, medial and final:  ء ’

k  ك    d ض    d  د    a  ا    

l   ل    t  ط    dh  ذ    b  ب   
m  م    z  ظ     r  ر    t  ت   

n  ن    ]  ع     z  ز    th  ث   

h  هـ    gh  غ     s  س    j  ج   

w  و    f ف     sh  ش    h  ح   

y  ي    q  ق     s  ص   kh  خ   

Vowels, diphthongs, etc.

short:     ــ ـَ ـِــ   a  ـ ــ    i  ـ ـُ u ـ

long:      ـا ـَ و   a ـ ـُ ـِـي   u  ـ i  ـ

diphthongs:        ـْو ـَ aw  ـ

ـْى             ـَ ay  ـ
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Translator’s Notes 

I have long believed that unless the Muslim woman rediscovers and 
plays the role Islam gives her, as an equal and full partner of man, the 
long-awaited new phase of Islamic civilisation will remain distant. 
Yet traditions that have acquired a semi-religious status constitute 
a huge impediment in the way of attaining such an aspiration. This 
book makes great efforts to present to Muslims—women and men, 
and to the world at large, the true status Islam gives to women. 
Hence, it is not surprising that two of the best scholars of our time, 
Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazali and Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, have 
unreservedly welcomed it and praised its author. 

I need not add to these eminent scholars’ praise of this work. I wish 
only to say that I read the first volume of the full-length edition 
in 1994. I then visited the author, the late Abd al-Haleem Abu 
Shuqqah, whom I had met only recently. As we discussed the book, 
I suggested to him that it should be made available to all Muslim 
communities in their own languages, and further that it should be 
made available in English. His response was very encouraging. All 
praise is due to God that we are now able to fulfil this task, and we 
have chosen to translate the abridged edition, which the author 
himself prepared.
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The Author
Abd al-Haleem Abu Shuqqah was born in Cairo in August 1924. 
His family was religious and his home was close to a small mosque 
affiliated to an Islamic society which concentrated on education and 
the promotion of Islamic values and manners. At the mosque, he 
received his early Islamic education. After completing high school, he 
studied at the University of Cairo and graduated with a BA in History.

At university, he developed a close friendship with two students 
from Syria. One of these was Abd al-Rahman al-Bani, who later 
became a leading specialist in education and an Islamic scholar. The 
two men soon established a more permanent relationship when al-
Bani married Abu Shuqqah’s sister. The other fellow student was, 
Umar Baha’ al-Amiri who belonged to the Muslim Brotherhood 
and was a fine poet with a clear Islamic dimension to his poetry. He 
later held the post of Syrian Ambassador in several countries. This 
friendship markedly influenced Abu Shuqqah as he felt the need to 
revive Islamic values among the populations of Muslim countries, 
particularly those that had recently regained their independence. 

After graduation, Abu Shuqqah worked as a teacher in Egypt. 
During this period he met many eminent, scholars including Shaykh 
Muhammad al-Khadir al-Husayn, a Tunisian scholar who became 
the Rector of al-Azhar, the world’s oldest Islamic university. Abu 
Shuqqah attended Shaykh al-Husayn’s circle which discussed various 
religious and educational subjects. He also met Ahmad Shakir, a 
judge, writer and poet who stressed the importance of language and 
education in national advancement. Another influence was Muhiy 
al-Din al-Khateeb, the Editor of al-Fath, a political, nationalist and 
religious magazine. He also joined the Muslim Brotherhood and 
held several discussions with its founder, Hasan al-Banna, in which 
he stressed the importance of giving more attention to education. 
Each of these contacts formed links in a chain that influenced Abu 
Shuqqah’s thought and development.



x ∫ The Character of the Muslim Woman

The author was imprisoned twice during Nasser’s dictatorship 
which was extremely hostile to any Islamic revival. The first time was 
in 1953, when he was teaching at a girls’ high school. He remained in 
prison for a few months, thereafter leaving Egypt because the tension 
between the government and the Muslim Brotherhood continued to 
increase. His second arrest occurred during the school summer hol-
idays of 1965. At the time, he was working in Qatar, and the Qatari 
government exercised strong pressure, requesting the Egyptian gov-
ernment to release him and other Egyptian detainees who worked in 
Qatar. Nonetheless, his imprisonment lasted several months.

After leaving Egypt in 1954, Abu Shuqqah lived in Jordan for a while, 
then in Syria before moving to Qatar where he worked as a teacher. 
He stayed in Qatar over the period 1956-1967 then moved to Kuwait 
where he resided another twelve years, 1967-1978. During this time, 
he often visited Syria during the summer holidays to see his sister 
and to pursue his Hadith Studies, particularly under Shaykh Nasir 
al-Din al-Albani. In 1978, he returned to Egypt where he lived until 
he passed away in 1995. 

The idea
His two interests—education and Hadith Study—gave him the idea  
of writing a new biography of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 
him) based on the authentic Sunnah. He felt that the existing 
biographies did not rely on very authentic sources, and further that 
the Hadith sources would give a better and more correct version. He 
also considered this would highlight the educational dimension in 
Prophet Muhammad’s (peace be upon him) life. 

He, therefore, started a thorough study of the main Hadith antholo-
gies, but was surprised at the large number of Hadiths which speak 
of practical cases and situations that described the social conditions 
and the pattern of life during the Prophet’s lifetime. He felt that 
interaction between men and women during the time of the Prophet 
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and his companions was widely different from that of contemporary 
religious communities in Muslim countries. This modern approach 
was upheld by most scholars and by the different Islamic organiza-
tions, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Jam[iyyah al-Shar[iyyah, as 
well as the Salafi and Sufi trends. 

Many scholars have pointed out that Islam brought about a funda-
mental change in the status of women in Arabia and in the world 
at large. Several studies identify that Islam gave women their 
independent status as well as equality with men. However, very 
little had been written on how this was implemented in real life. His 
review of the Hadith anthologies gave Abu Shuqqah the idea that a 
thorough study of the transformation the Prophet brought about 
in the status of women and in male-female relationships was needed 
and so he decided to undertake this task. Essentially, he hoped to 
highlight the role, status and activity of Muslim women during the 
Prophet’s lifetime and how women’s emancipation was duly fulfilled. 

Abu Shuqqah started by reading the major Hadith anthologies, 
beginning with an in-depth study of the two Sahih of al-Bukhari and 
Muslim. He then studied the four Sunan anthologies of Abu Dawud, 
al-Tirmidhi, al-Nasa’i and Ibn Majah. He then added al-Muwatta’ 
by Imam Malik, the Sahih by Ibn Hibban and al-Musnad by Imam 
Ahmad. He followed these by studying al-Tabarani’s three Mu[jams, 
then the two al-Musnad by al-Bazzar and Abu Ya[la. He finished with 
studying al-Haythami’s Majma[ al-Zawa’id wa Manba[ al-Fawa’id. His 
was a careful and methodical study, one that selected everything that 
was relevant to women in any aspect.

Abu Shuqqah coupled this review of the Hadiths with a thorough 
study of the Qur’an and its verses that have particular relevance to 
women. While the Qur’anic address is general and applies to both 
men and women, it also pays particular attention to woman and 
establishes her rights, particularly in relation to her status in both 
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the family and in society. The Prophet’s Hadiths provide practical 
examples of how these Qur’anic principles are put into effect by 
Muslims. 

He then embarked on writing his findings, all the while consulting 
other scholars, most notably Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazali, Shaykh 
Yusuf al-Qaradawi and Dr Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Badri. He revised 
his writings, making additions and deletions several times. He also 
often went into retreat to write and address the comments given 
to him by scholars whom he consulted on particular aspects of his 
research. The list of scholars whom he consulted is quite long and 
emanated from many different countries. 

The author mentions that his full partner in producing this work was 
his wife, Malakah Zain al-Din. She not only provided the necessary 
comforts at home that a scholar needs, but also helped in many other 
ways. For example, al-Bukhari might have entered a Hadith several 
times in his anthology because of its relevance to different subjects. 
With each such occurrence, al-Bukhari gave a different version, 
either in the chain of transmission or in the actual text to highlight 
a particular aspect. Malakah Zain al-Din extricated all the versions 
of such Hadiths so that they would be available to the author at a 
glance. She further researched the meaning of unfamiliar words, and 
words that had gone out of use. She also wrote clean copies of earlier 
drafts once these were thoroughly revised.

This endeavour took more than twenty years of his life. Abu Shuqqah 
was active in other areas, but his main interest was the development of 
a progressive Islamic vision through better study and understanding 
of the Prophet’s guidance. In the late 1940s, he collaborated with 
some friends in establishing what was called the ‘Committee of 
Muslim Youths Library’ which was devoted to the publication of 
books and pamphlets stressing the primary importance of Islamic 
education and proper understanding of Islamic teachings, as well as 
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the nature of Islamic society. This library was closed down in 1954 
and all its contents were confiscated by the Egyptian government as 
part of its clampdown on the Islamic revivalist movement. 

The persecution of the Islamic movement in Egypt and several 
other Muslim countries led to the start of al-Muslim al-Mu[asir, The 
Contemporary Muslim, an intellectual magazine that advocated a 
new Islamic outlook for the advancement of the cultural and social 
standards of Muslims. Abu Shuqqah was the prime mover of this 
magazine which published essays and papers by a large number of 
scholars and intellectuals from many Muslim countries. 

Abu Shuqqah visited many Muslim countries as well as several Euro-
pean countries and the United States, and participated in numerous 
conferences.

The work
Abu Shuqqah produced his original work in 1993 in six large 
volumes comprising 1,800 pages and then he produced an abridged 
version in eight volumes comprising 1,250 pages of a smaller size. 
He completed six of these volumes before he passed away, with the 
last two being prepared by his lifelong friend Dr Muhammad al-
Mahdi al-Badri. When we refer to ‘the book’ we are speaking of the 
full work, either the six volumes of the original version or the eight 
of the abridged series. The two forewords by Shaykh al-Ghazali and 
Shaykh al-Qaradawi were published in the original book. In this 
version, we have the full text of Shaykh al-Ghazali’s foreword, but 
the one by al-Qaradawi is an abridged text.

What makes this book unique is that it relies only on the Qur’an and 
the most authentic Hadiths of the Prophet (peace be upon him). The 
author has put together a unique treasury of the most reliable and 
authentic statements relevant to the position of women in Muslim 
society. In addition, he classified these so as to cover all aspects of 
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Foreword
Muhammad al-Ghazali

I would have loved for this book to have been published a few 
centuries ago such that it could have presented the situation of 
women in Muslim society using such a scholarly approach at that 
juncture. Instead, the problem is that in their treatment of women, 
Muslims have for long deviated from the teachings of their faith. 
Dark statements and fabricated hadiths that are falsely attributed to 
the Prophet have for long circulated among them. Even the best of 
these hadiths is questionable. Yet their circulation has managed to 
manoeuvre Muslim women into a position of total ignorance that 
is far removed from the concerns of both faith and the life of this 
world. Thus, educating women was deemed to be a sin, and they were 
banned from going to mosques! For women to be involved in the 
present or future affairs of the Muslim community was beyond the 
reach of Muslims’ imagination! Indeed, it was common for Muslims 
to ridicule femininity. Furthermore, robbing women of their rights, 
whether material or social, has become perfectly acceptable.

Only three years ago, a famous orator said in an angry outpour: 
‘Blessed were the days when a woman went out only three times in her 
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life: (1) from her mother’s belly into the world; (2) from her parents’ 
home to her husband’s, and (3) from her husband’s home to the 
grave’. My caustic retort being: ‘Certainly unblessed were those days, 
and I pray they will never be seen again by the Muslim community. 
Those were days of ignorance, not days of Islam. They upheld unjust 
traditions, and they were far removed from the straight path of Islam. 
The Muslim community’s debacle into the third world, particularly 
in the fields of education, training and production, is largely due to 
such deviant traditions’. 

Someone overheard my scathing comment. He said to me: ‘Why do 
you object to such a sincere feeling expressed by a man who genuinely 
wants the best for his community? Are not his words supported by 
the hadith attributed to Fatimah, the Prophet’s daughter, in which 
she said that it was best for a woman to see no one and to be seen 
by no one? When the Prophet heard her, he hugged her and said: 
“A daughter after my own heart.” Does that not confirm that Islam 
prefers isolation for women, from birth to the grave?” I said to the 
man: “You are quoting a statement attributed to the Prophet, but no 
respectable anthology of hadiths mentions it. It is a statement that 
is contrary to what is clearly stated in the Qur’an, authentic hadiths 
and the conduct of the Prophet and his rightly guided successors.’

Fabricators have falsely attributed to the Prophet their own invented 
statements which impose illiteracy on women. Some of those in 
authority have fallen for their deception and have refused to open 
schools for girls. These same fabricators have also invented rulings 
and provisions prohibiting women from going to mosques. They 
have even sunk further in ignorance, limiting women’s role to the 
satisfaction of physical desires only.

This book takes Muslims back to the way charted by the Prophet 
(peace be upon him), adding nothing and leaving nothing out. It is 
a book of documents, written by a scholar who is rich in knowledge, 
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keen to present his faith in its true colours. He is dedicated to the 
truth. He hates the sort of futile argument in which those confirmed 
in mediocrity excel. His method relies on presenting authentic 
statements as related in the two Hadith anthologies compiled by 
al-Bukhari and Muslim, which are universally accepted as the most 
authentic. He rarely delves into other anthologies. When you read 
his quotations and explanations you will appreciate the broad area 
Islam outlines for relations between men and women. You will also 
appreciate the highly honourable role women play in life. As he 
draws these correct lines, the author steers away from the traditions 
of the triumphant West so as to guide the Muslim community away 
from the pitfalls into which modern civilisation has slipped. This 
modern civilisation has, to a certain extent, affected us. We, however, 
want to avoid its pitfalls so that we can return, not to the sort of 
ignorance that caused our defeat, but instead to the traditions of 
our noble ancestors. These were the traditions that prevailed during 
the blessed lifetime of the Prophet and his rightly guided successors. 
Nothing that later generations have invented or ignorant people 
have advocated contrary to such noble traditions should even be 
looked at by any Muslim.

e



chapter VI

Authentic Hadiths About Women  
That Are Wrongly Applied 

Chapter Summary:

 Hadith 1: I saw hell... and I saw that the majority of its dwellers 
were women.

 Hadith 2: I have never seen such as you: deficient in mind and 
religion, yet are able to play on the mind of a man of good sense.

 Hadith 3: A woman is created from a rib, and the most crooked 
part of a rib is its top part….
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Authentic Hadiths About Women 
That Are Wrongly Applied 

The first hadith
[Abdullah ibn [Abbas narrated: ‘On a certain occasion, the sun was 
eclipsed... The Prophet started to pray and he stood up in prayer for 
a long time... He finished when the sun was fully clear. He said: ‘The 
sun and the moon are two of God’s signs. They are never eclipsed 
because of anyone’s death or life. Should you see either eclipsed, 
then glorify God’. People said to him: ‘Messenger of God! We saw 
you taking up something as you stood in prayer, and then we saw 
you moving yourself backwards’. He said: ‘The heaven was shown 
to me, and I reached out for a bunch of its fruit. Had I taken it, you 
would have eaten of it for as long as life continues on earth. I was 
shown hell, and I cannot imagine a more ghastly and horrific sight. I 
saw that the majority of its dwellers were women’. They asked: ‘Why 
is it so, Messenger of God?’ He said: ‘Because of their denial!’ People 
asked: ‘Do they deny God?’ He said: ‘They are ungrateful to their 
folk and they deny good turns. You may be very kind to a woman 
for life but then she may see something you do which is not to her 
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liking and she would say that she never experienced any kindness 
from you’.’ (Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim) 

We need to discuss this hadith from two angles. The first is to look 
at its import. Does it say that women form the majority of hell’s 
dwellers because evil is preponderant in their nature, far more than 
it is with men? Had this been the case, they would not be responsible 
for the evil they do. They could not be held to account for it.42 The 
hadith, however, states that they are accountable and that they will 
have to face punishment for the two offences of ingratitude and 
denial of kindness. Ibn Hajar comments: “The hadith reported by 
Jabir confirms that the women the Prophet saw in hell were ones 
with bad characters. It states: ‘The majority of those I saw in it were 
women who, when they are told something on trust they bring it 
into the open; when they are requested to give they refuse; when 
they ask a favour they press hard; when they are given something 
they give no thanks’”. This reminds us of a hadith in which the 
Prophet says: ‘I looked at heaven and I found that the majority of its 
people belong to the poor’. What makes the rich fewer in heaven? It 
is what they do: either they earn their money unlawfully, or spend 
it on unlawful things, or hold tight to it refusing to use it in goodly 
and charitable ways.

Secondly, we need to look at this hadith carefully to learn how all of 
us, men and women, can steer away from hell. Indeed, hell and its 
torment are mentioned so that we make the right efforts to ensure 
that we do not go anywhere near it. 

42. Human beings are accountable for what they do by choice in this life. They 
are not held to account for what is part of what they naturally behold and of 
which they have no control. What condemns anyone to God’s punishment in the 
hereafter is the course they choose to take in this present life. This is something 
they consciously opt for. The Prophet mentions two characteristics that are more 
predominant among women, but these relate to one’s chosen course of action.
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How can women spare themselves the torment of hell? The proper 
way is to make sure that they are not ungrateful to their men folk. 
This is achieved through proper education first. It is the sort of 
education that strengthens the God-fearing sense in their hearts and 
their keenness to do what pleases God. It is also achieved through 
remembering the Prophet’s advice when Satan tries to tempt them 
into sin. Should they yield to his temptation, they must repent and 
plead for God’s forgiveness. They should also give generously to 
charity, as God’s Messenger has taught them. Abu Sa[id al-Khudri 
reports: ‘The Prophet went out to the prayer place outside Madinah 
on one Eid occasion. He stopped to speak to the women. He said to 
them: ‘You, women, donate generously to charity, [Muslim’s version 
adds here, ‘and pray much for God’s forgiveness’] for I was shown 
that you form the majority of the dwellers of hell’. They asked: ‘Why 
is it so, Messenger of God?’ He answered: ‘Because you often use 
abusive language and you deny your men’s kindness’’. (Related by 
al-Bukhari and Muslim) 

Ibn Hajar comments: “This hadith makes it clear that it is permissible 
to use harsh advice so as to ensure that a negative characteristic is 
avoided... It also makes clear that charity, or sadaqah, spares the giver 
God’s punishment and further that it may atone for sinful action in 
personal relations.”

How can men spare themselves the punishment of hell? The only 
way is to avoid doing what is forbidden and to fulfil their duties. One 
important duty is to take good care of their mothers, sisters, wives and 
daughters. Such good care includes providing them with good and 
sound education that reflects in their actions and general behaviour 
and encourages them to attend congregational worship, including 
Friday Prayer and night worship [i.e. Tarawih in Ramadan]. This is 
the proper way to ensure that they fully appreciate the concepts of 
true faith and the values of a God-fearing life. Women must also be 
given the chance to do good works that enable them to attend to 
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about you that hurt me. Please pray to God to guide Abu 
Hurayrah’s mother’. The Prophet said: ‘My Lord, guide Abu 
Hurayrah’s mother to the truth’. I left him, delighted with 
his prayer for her. As I approached my home... my mother 
opened the door and said to me: ‘Abu Hurayrah! I bear 
witness that there is no deity other than God, and I bear 
witness that Muhammad is God’s Messenger…’’. (Related  
by Muslim) 

Women and the Attainment of Perfection

Abu Musa al-Ash[ari quotes the Prophet as saying: ‘Many men had 
attained to perfection, but the only women to attain perfection were 
Asiyah, Pharaoh’s wife, and Maryam51 bint [Imran.’ (Related by al-
Bukhari and Muslim) 

Commenting on this hadith, Ibn Hajar says: 

The Prophet’s statement, ‘the only women to attain per-
fection were Asiyah, Pharaoh’s wife, and Maryam bint 
[Imran’, indicates that they were prophets. The highest 
point of human perfection is that attained by prophets, 
followed by the righteous, the ones who never deviate from 
the truth and the martyrs. Were we to say that they were 
not prophets, this would mean that no woman could be 
righteous, truth advocate or martyr, but in real life, many 
women are so. Hence, the Prophet’s statement means that 
the only women to be prophets were those two. The only 
other explanation is that the Prophet might have meant 
a perfection other than that of prophets, but there is 

51. This is how Mary, Jesus’s mother, is referred to in the Qur’an. We my use this 
version, Maryam, interchangeably with the more common form, i.e. Mary.
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no evidence to support such a reading of the statement. 
Hence, the statement relates to people that lived before 
the Prophet’s own time, and he does not refer here to any 
woman among his contemporaries.... 

Al-Qurtubi says: ‘The right thing is to say that Mary was 
a prophet since God sent revelations to her through the 
angel’. [Iyad says, however, that the majority of scholars 
disagree with this. Al-Qurtubi further says: ‘As for Asiyah, 
we have nothing to confirm her prophethood’. Al-Karmani 
says: ‘It has been reported that scholars are unanimously 
in agreement that no woman was ever a prophet’. Such is 
what he says!! 

Al-Ash[ari is reported to say: ‘The women that were proph-
ets are six: Eve, Sarah, Moses’ mother, Hagar, Asiyah and 
Mary’. In his view, the criterion he applies is that whoever 
receives through the angel a command from God, involv-
ing either a permission or a prohibition, or information 
about something that is yet to happen, is a prophet. It is 
confirmed that all these women received different things 
of such nature from God through the angel. Indeed, the 
Qur’an states that some of them received revelation. 

Furthermore, Ibn Hazm writes in al-Milal wal-Nihal that 
dispute on this question only occurred in his own lifetime 
in Cordoba, and he quotes different scholars’ views. The 
third of these views is not to lean either way. He then says: 
‘Those who argue that women could not be prophets cite 
as evidence the Qur’anic statement: ‘The messengers We 
sent before you were but men whom We inspired’. (16: 
43) Yet this constitutes no basis for argument because no 
one argues that any woman was a messenger of God. The 
dispute concerns whether some women were prophets only’.  
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Ibn Hazm further says: ‘The clearest statements on this 
point are those concerning Mary. Moreover, in the Qur’anic 
account of Moses’ mother we have confirmation of this in 
the fact that she went ahead and cast her newly-born child 
in the river as she received revelations commanding her to 
do so. From another point of view, after giving different 
accounts of Mary and several prophets, God says: ‘These 
were some of the prophets upon whom God bestowed 
His blessings’. (19: 58) Thus she is included in this clearly 
inclusive statement’.

Asiyah, Pharaoh’s wife, demonstrated a number of virtues 
and noble characteristics. One of these was to choose to be 
killed rather than to remain a queen, preferring to endure 
torture and suffering in this world to the enjoyment 
of the comfort and luxury that was at her fingertips. 
Furthermore, she was quick to realize what happiness the 
little child, Moses, would bring her, saying to Pharaoh: ‘A 
joy to the eye he will be for me’. (28: 9)

We, thus, have an authentic hadith quoting the Prophet’s statement, 
and we have views expressed by a number of our highly respected 
scholars who lived long before our time, which is claimed to be the 
time when women acquired their freedom. Those renowned scholars 
preferred to stick to the guidance shown by Prophet Muhammad 
(peace be upon him), disregarding all ignorant attitudes that 
prevailed in their own generations. They did not succumb before 
centuries-old myths that degrade women and deny them their 
rights. The hadith cited above and the views we have quoted clearly 
explain the high summit of perfection women can attain. Scholars 
may hold different views concerning the possibility of a woman 
being a prophet, but they are unanimous that a woman can be most 
righteous, an unswerving advocate of the truth and a martyr. 
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