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Many of us imagine that in the early periods of Islam, women 
were largely confined to the home. They are surprised when 
they learn that some of the Prophet’s women companions were 
professional women, and that women took part in the political 
life of the early Muslim state, implementing the teachings of the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah.

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 this book he only rarely 
includes hadith 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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chapter 1
∫¢

Women in Professional Work

Examples from the Prophet’s Time

Muslim women prefer to conduct their lives enlightened by the 
guidance God revealed in His Book, the Qur’an, and illustrated by 
His Messenger. The practical examples we will provide occur in the 
Qur’an and the sunnah in reference to particular situations. If we 
were to list all the practical examples that took place during earlier 
prophets’ lifetimes, as well as during Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime, 
these will only give us some practical cases of the implementation 
of such guidance. There is, however, a much wider area for such 
implementation not only in our own generation but also for future 
generations. Indeed, there can be numerous situations, provided by 
different social set-ups, that adhere to divine guidance.

The reader will not fail to notice that we include in our discussions, 
cases where women worked as volunteers. We make no apologies 
for this. The fact is that God, the Law-Giver, has permitted mixing 
between men and women in such work. Whether the work gives 
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if some of your jewellery.’” Zaynab used to support [Abdullah and 
some orphan children under her care. She said to her husband: “Ask 
God’s Messenger whether my support of you and those orphans 
can be offset against my zakat dues.” (Related by al-Bukhari and 
Muslim) Another version related by Ibn Majah mentions that ‘she 
was a craftswoman’. A third version given in Ibn Sa[d’s al-Tabaqat 
al-Kubra states: “[Abdullah ibn Mas[ud’s wife who was the mother of 
his children was a craftswoman. She said to the Prophet: ‘Messenger 
of God, I have a skill and I sell what I make. My husband, my children 
and myself have nothing else. How about my support of them?’ The 
Prophet said to her: ‘You will earn a reward for whatever you spend 
in supporting them.’” 

Management
Jabir ibn [Abdullah reports that an Ansari woman said to the Prophet: 
“… I have a slave who is a carpenter…” Another version adds: “She 
instructed her slave and he cut wood from certain trees and made a 
pulpit…” (Related by al-Bukhari) 

In this context we may remind the reader that Umm Sharik, a Com-
panion of the Prophet, opened her home for guests, and she often 
received guests from among the early migrants, i.e. the Muhajirin, 
from Makkah. This was akin to making her home a guest house, but 
in a voluntary way.

Nursing
[A’ishah reports: “Sa[d ibn Mu[adh was injured during the siege 
of Madinah when a man from the Quraysh called Habban ibn al-
[Arafah, hit him with an arrow cutting a vein in his arm.2 The Prophet 
ordered that a tent should be erected in the mosque so that he could 
visit him… There was also a tent used by the Ghifari people in the 

2. This vein was called al-akhal, a main artery, and when it was cut, bleeding could 
not be stopped.
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mosque. They were suddenly alarmed when they saw blood seeping 
through to their tent. They asked: ‘You, people in the tent! What is 
this seeping through from your side?’ It was Sa[d as his wound had 
reopened and he was bleeding heavily. He died because of this injury. 
May God be pleased with him.” (Related by al-Bukhari) 

Explaining the point of the tent belonging to the Ghifar tribe, 
Ibn Hajar says: “We quoted earlier Ibn Ishaq saying that the tent 
belonged to Rufaydah who belonged to the tribe of Aslam. It may be 
that her husband was from Ghifar… The Prophet gave instructions 
to nurse Sa[d in Rufaydah’s tent at his mosque. She used to nurse 
the wounded. The Prophet said: ‘Put him in her tent so that I can 
easily visit him.’”

Ibn Hajar also explains the hadith reported by Umm [Atiyyah: “We 
used to attend the sick and nurse the wounded.” He says: “This 
hadith tells us that it is permissible for a woman to nurse men 
who are not her relatives, bringing them medication and looking 
after them, without touching them except when needed and in safe 
situations.”

Anas ibn Malik reports that the Prophet allowed an Ansari family to 
be treated of a scorpion’s bite and ear ache by saying certain prayers.” 
(Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim) The reference in the hadith is to 
the women in this Ansari family. 

The following hadith is included in al-Albani’s Silsilat al-Ahadith al-
Sahihah, [i.e. Anthology of Authentic Hadiths]: “A man from the 
Ansar was suffering from an illness that caused skin cuts to appear 
on the sides of his body. People told him that al-Shifa’ bint [Abdullah 
was known to heal this illness through supplication to God. He went 
to her and requested her help. She said: ‘By God, I have not used such 
supplication to heal anyone since I became a Muslim.’ The Ansari 
man went to the Prophet and reported to him what happened. The 
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chapter 11
∫¢

Women’s Participation in  
Social Activity

Examples from the Prophet’s Time

Every Muslim woman should conduct her life in the light 
of the guidance God has included in His revealed book 
as explained in practice by His Messenger. The practical 
examples we are now presenting to show women’s 
participation in social activity are only cases reported 
for a particular purpose in the Qur’an or the Prophet’s 
statements. If we were to compile all practical cases of 
women believers that occurred during the lifetimes of 
earlier prophets or Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 
them all), we would have a collection of certain types of 
putting divine guidance into practice. There will always 
remain, however, wider room for its implementation in our 
own times and in the future. Divine guidance will always 
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allow further and numerous ways of application, as suits 
different communities and generations. 

In our discussion we will speak of two types of social activity. The 
first is undertaken by a group of individuals to bring about some 
results that are either good for themselves or for society in a religious 
or cultural area. The other type speaks of an activity voluntarily 
undertaken by an individual or a group of individuals to serve their 
community, either in the field of education, or to enjoin what is right 
and beneficial, or in what we nowadays call social work. 

In modern society, women can play a major role in social activity. 
Therefore, we have made an effort to include statements relating to 
such social activity that occur in the Qur’an and in the two authentic 
anthologies of hadith by al-Bukhari and Muslim, including those 
already mentioned in the previous chapter and earlier volumes. We 
have also made sure to include texts that highlight women’s social 
role, even though they might not involve mixing with men, in order 
to emphasise this role in all situations. Here are some examples that 
took place during the Prophet’s lifetime.

1. Participation in Activities in the Mosque: 

 In worship:

Asma’ bint Abu Bakr reports: “The sun was eclipsed during 
the Prophet’s lifetime… When I finished my business, I went 
over to the mosque where the Prophet was standing up in 
prayer. I joined the congregation, but he stayed up too long 
and I felt like sitting down. I looked and saw a woman who 
looked weak, and I thought that she was weaker than me. 
Therefore, I remained standing. He then bowed and stayed 
long in the bowing position. He then stood up and remained 
standing for a long while. Anyone who came in at that time 
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only or ones in which women can play active roles. This should 
be augmented by providing every possible assistance to such 
institutions to enable them to function effectively. 

 Encouraging women who work in government departments 
to play a role in social work, either by reducing their working 
hours or by giving them social leave on the same lines as 
study leaves, when they are heavily involved in such work. 

Principle Ten: 

When women’s participation in social activities involves 
bringing them and men together, both men and women 
must observe the Islamic values applicable in such situ-
ations, which we outlined earlier in this book. By way of 
reminder we cite here the needs to dress modestly, lower 
one’s gaze, avoiding situations where one man is alone 
with one woman in an enclosed area as well as congestion 
and situations that lead to suspicion. 

Questions may, however, arise here. If some of these values are 
not observed in existing social institutions, should we forego the 
beneficial objectives served by such institutions and ask Muslim 
women to refrain from taking part in them? Or, should we continue 
to promote such objectives while we work hard to ensure that Islamic 
values are observed? The fundamental Islamic principles require us 
to balance needs and benefits against resulting harm and to weigh 
pros and cons in every situation. We need to remind ourselves of 
what Ibn Taymiyyah says in this regard, which was quoted at the end 
of Chapter One: 

 When we consider a resulting detriment that may require the 
prohibition of something, we must also consider the need 
that may encourage making it permissible, desirable or even 
required. 
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 Whatever is outlawed to prevent detriment should be permit-
ted when it ensures serving clear interests. Islam disapproves 
of one man and one woman being alone in an enclosed space, 
or travelling together, and disapproves of a man staring at a 
woman, because all these may cause detriment. Islam prohib-
its a woman from travelling unless she is accompanied by her 
husband or a close relative. Yet all these prohibitions are put 
in place because of the detriment they cause. Should there be 
a preponderant interest dependent on such matters, they are 
deemed not to lead to detriment. 

 It is a rule of Islamic law that when something leads to mixed 
results, consideration is given to what is more likely.

e
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chapter 111
∫¢

Political Participation by  
Muslim Women

Examples from the Prophet’s Time

Islam aims to bring about a fundamental change in beliefs, morality, 
social conditions and government. Hence, in their attitude to the 
world of ignorance surrounding them, the early Muslims in Makkah 
were akin to the most revolutionary type of political parties that 
stand in opposition to government in a modern state. Generally 
speaking, religious activity is seen to fall within the wider area of 
social activity. However, this is true only when religious activity is 
limited to personal interaction between individual members of 
society. Should religious activity itself address political authority, 
standing in opposition to it, let alone advocating a revolution against 
it, then it becomes in modern parlance, a political activity. Such 
activity can be construed to include political activity wherein the 
then new faith of Islam was adopted. People sought to know about 
it so as to make up their minds concerning it, joined the Muslim 
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community, took an interest in the fortunes of the new faith and 
advocated it, suffering persecution for adopting it, migrated for its 
sake and joined the struggle to defend and establish it in society. 

Women can play a very important role in political activity in modern 
society. Therefore, we present texts from the Qur’an and the two 
authentic hadith anthologies of al-Bukhari and Muslim that touch 
on such activity, even though they may not involve mixing with 
men. Our aim is to highlight the importance of women’s political 
participation. 

One: In the Land of Disbelief

[A’ishah narrated: 

The first aspect of revelation to God’s Messenger was that his 
dreams came true. Whatever vision he might have had in his 
sleep would occur as he had seen… The angel came to him and 
said: “Read, in the name of Your Lord Who created – created 
man out of a clinging cell mass. Read – for your Lord is the 
most Bountiful One, Who has taught the use of the pen, 
taught man what he did not know.” The Prophet returned 
home to Khadijah, trembling, and said: “Wrap me! Wrap 
me!” They wrapped him and his fear subsided. He turned to 
Khadijah and exclaimed: “What has happened to me?” He 
related to her what happened and said: “I fear for myself,” 
and Khadijah replied: “You have nothing to fear; be calm 
and relax. God will not let you suffer humiliation, because 
you are kind to your relatives, you speak the truth, you assist 
anyone in need, you are hospitable to your guest and you 
help in every just cause.” Then she took him to Waraqah 
ibn Nawfal, her paternal cousin who was a Christian convert 
and a scholar with a good knowledge of Arabic, Hebrew and 
the Bible. He had lost his eyesight, as he had grown very old. 
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acquire knowledge. In our history, many women distin-
guished themselves as scholars of Hadith, Fiqh, Literature 
and other disciplines. 

The monitoring of government action is basically an 
exercise of enjoining right and forbidding wrong. In this 
regard, Islam assigns equal rights and duties to men and 
women. God says in the Qur’an: “The believers, men and 
women, are friends to one another: They enjoin what is 
right and forbid what is wrong.” (9: 71) On this basis we 
can say that nothing in Islam deprives women of the right 
to be a member of parliament, doing both functions of 
enacting legislation and monitoring government action.34

Thus, Professor al-Siba[i clearly concludes that Islam considers 
women fully qualified to be members of parliament. However, he felt 
that it was advisable that women should not exercise that right, for 
reasons relating to the interests of society.35 This was a personal view 
looking at the social traditions prevailing in his home country, Syria, 
at the time. Needless to say, interests of society may change from 
time to time and place to place, and scholarly views on what serves 
such interests may differ. 

Dr. Yusuf al-Qaradawi refutes the arguments of those who are 
opposed to women’s election as members of parliament. Moreover, 
he differs with al-Siba[i on the advisability of such election. He feels 
that women’s election to parliament will definitely serve the interests 
of society.

34. Ibid, p. 156.
35. Mustafa al-Siba[i died in 1964. Syria gained its independence in 1946. From 

that date until his death, Syria was troubled by a series of military coups that 
ended the brief periods of democratic government the country enjoyed. He was 
a member of parliament in one of these periods (1949–1951). 
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steadily improve their awareness of their community’s needs and 
develop independent views and exercise free choice on the basis of 
what they determine to be in line with their beliefs and to serve their 
legitimate interests. 

2. Women’s Right to Stand for Election: A Discussion

Again, the discussion focuses on two main points: estab-
lishing women’s right to be elected and the conditions 
that may be attached to exercising this right. 

i. The woman’s right to be elected: 

Let us once more remember the fundamental rule that makes 
everything permissible unless specifically pronounced otherwise. 
Since there is neither in the Qur’an nor in the Prophet’s statements 
any text to outlaw women’s election to parliament, then electing 
women is essentially permissible. When it is a question of practice, 
we may choose what suits our circumstances and serves our interests. 
Another quotation from the late Mustafa al-Siba[i is particularly 
useful here: 

Since Islam does not prohibit women from voting, the 
question arises whether there is anything that prevents 
women from being elected to parliament. Before answering 
such a question, we need to understand the nature of the 
role of parliamentary representatives. This role has two 
basic functions: enacting legislations and monitoring 
government actions. 

As regards the first function, nothing in Islam debars 
women from taking part in the enactment of legisla-
tion, which requires, first and foremost, a high standard 
of knowledge and a proper awareness of the needs of the 
community. Islam gives men and women equal rights to 
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