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An Overview of Islamic Teachings on Infertility 
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Muhammad Sultan Shah** 

Introduction: 
Family is a socially constructed unit that forms the foundational stone of a 

society. The membership of a family entails certain roles on individuals and 

they share a sense of family identity and are united with emotional bonds. 

Marriage is a key element in family relationships. It establishes gender roles 

of a male and a female. One of the most important roles assigned to the 

married couple is procreation while they are also supposed to progress the 

family name and add to their progeny. At this point, infertility comes to play 

its drastic effect. A childless couple is considered unproductive by the family, 

friends and society at large. The social pressure on them becomes intense 

which changes the internal dynamics of their marital relationship so much so 

that it may end up in divorce or second marriage of the husband Infertility, 

obviously, means inability to achieve pregnancy. Before commencing the 

Qur‟anic vision and Prophetic guidance about the institution of marriage and 

their teachings regarding infertility, it is essential to see what infertility is by 

definition? 

a) Infertility:  
               Infertility is defined clinically as a disease of reproductive system 

characterized by the failure to achieve a clinical pregnancy after 12 months or 

more of regular unprotected sexual intercourse. 
1
 

An infertile couple would present before the practitioner with the 

complaint of either never been able to conceive or carry the pregnancy to full 

term to deliver a live baby. This condition is called “primary infertility”. In 

other cases, they had previous conception and gave birth to a live baby but 

now had complaints of being unable to conceive or miscarried or gave birth 

to a stillborn baby. This condition is called “secondary infertility”.
2
  

The major causes of infertility include ovulatory dysfunction (20-40%), 

tubal and peritoneal pathology (30-40%), and male factors (30-40%); uterine 

pathology is relatively uncommon, and the pathology of rest is unexplained.
3
 

This should also be kept in mind that 4 out of 10 patients of unexplained 

infertility may conceive within 3 years without any treatment, and the relative 

subfertility of one partner may be counterbalanced by the higher fertility of 

the other.
4
 

b)  Islamic Concept of Infertility: 
         Islamic literature expounds the concept of infertility in a specific  
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way. It is not seen as curse, but only a malady inflicted on some people as a 

decree of Allāh Almighty. There are some instances of infertile couples 

mentioned in the Qur‟ān and some instructions on infertility in the aḥādīth. 

A)        Qur’ānic Teachings on Infertility: 
              As a comprehensive religion Islam regulates spiritual as well as civic 

lives and family as well as social lives.  For establishing sound footings of a 

family, marriage is considered commendable and is recommended for those 

who can afford the expenses. It unites two human beings with cords of love 

and compassion and provides them spiritual tranquility and peace, physical 

solace and repose, and emotional or psychological companionship. This 

purpose of marriage is stated in the following verse:  

وَدَّۃً  وَّ وَ هِيۡ اٰیٰتِ ﴿ ا الَِیۡہَا وَ جَعلََ بیٌَۡکَُنۡ  هَّ فسُِکُنۡ ازَۡوَاجًا لِّتسَۡکٌُوُٖۡۤ ًۡ يۡ اَ ٖۤ  اىَۡ خَلقََ لکَُنۡ هِّ ہ 

یٰت    ﴾ لِّقوَۡم   یَّتفَکََّرُوۡىَ   رَحۡوَۃًؕ  اِىَّ  فِیۡ ذٰلِکَ لََٰ

“And among His Signs is this, that He created for you wives from among 

yourselves, that you may find repose in them, and He has put between you 

affection and mercy. Verily, in that are indeed signs for a people who 

reflect.” (Al-Rūm 30:21) 

              Besides a union between two souls, it also serves a procreative 

function within the confines of marriage contract. It legalizes the conjugal 

relationship of man and woman and provides them a legitimate way of 

having children and progressing their generation. Allāh Almighty highlights 

this purpose in the following verse: 

َّٔ سَصَلکَُىۡ  َٔ ﴿ َٔ حَفذََجً    ٍَ اجِکُىۡ تَُِیۡ َٔ ٍۡ اصَۡ َّٔ جَؼَمَ نکَُىۡ يِّ اجًا  َٔ فغُِکُىۡ اصَۡ َۡ ٍۡ اَ ُ جَؼَمَ نکَُىۡ يِّ  اللّٰہ

ٍَ انطَّیِّثٰدِ     ﴾يِّ

“And Allāh has made for you wives of your own kind, and has made for you, 

from your wives, sons and grandsons, and has bestowed on you good 

provision.” (Al-Naḥl 16:72) 

              Procreation has anthropological value as well. It allows preservation 

of human species, formation of different societies and their division in 

various communities. Through this process Allāh Almighty spread men and 

women as the following verse says: 

َ یٰ  ﴿ ٕۡ ہَ ی  ا ٍۡ  خَهَمکَُىۡ  ا سَتَّکُىُ انَّزِیۡ ا انَُّاطُ اذَّمُ َّٔ  يِّ ہَ  َّٔ  احِذَجٍ ََّفۡظٍ  ُۡ جَہَ خَهَكَ يِ ۡٔ ہُ ا صَ ُۡ َٔ تَثَّ يِ ا ا  ًَ

ََِِیۡ سِجَالً    َّٔ                     ﴾ءً َغَِا    شًا 

“O mankind! Be dutiful to your Lord, Who created you from a single person, 

and from him He created his wife, and from them both He created many men 

and women.” (Al-Nisā’ 4:1) 

             Procreation is also the process by which specific social and cultural 

identities are preserved in human races. Cultural values and norms are 

transmitted from generation to generation to sustain the continuity of cultural 



AL-ADWA 48:32                                                                                                                                             An Overview of Islamic Teachings..  55 

experiences. The following Qur‟ānic verse hints to the formation of nations 

and tribes from progeny of a male and female: 

ا ﴿ ٕۡ َّٔ لَثاَ ئِمَ نِرؼَاَسَفُ تاً  ٕۡ کُىۡ شُؼُ ُٰ َٔ جَؼهَۡ ی  ِٰ َۡ ُ َّٔ ا ََشٍ  ٍۡ رَ کُىۡ  يِّ ُٰ ایَ ہَا انَُّاطُ  اََِّا خَهَمۡ
 ﴾یٰ 

“O mankind! We have created you from a male and a female, and made you 

into nations and tribes, that you may know one another.” (Al-Ḥujurāt 49:13) 

              Children carry a prominent position in the lives of men and women 

in the society. Men obtain social recognition through them, their family is 

established, and their functional role as a male is proven. On the other hand, 

women are seen as a productive unit of the society through them, their status 

rises in the family and they achieve emotional satisfaction and marriage‟s 

security. Hence, this is not unusual that couples entertain a desire of 

childbearing and childlessness is not seen as a welcoming thing. 

The Divine Book of Islam mentions two couples of Prophets who 

remained childless for major part of their lives. Both prophets, Ibrāhīm and 

Zakariyyā (peace be upon them) despite being old and living with barren 

wives never despaired and kept praying to Allāh Almighty to furnish their 

houses with gift of child.  

i) Glad Tidings of a Son to Ibrāhīm (peace be upon him): 
            Ibrāhīm (peace be upon him) and his wife Sārah (Allah be pleased 

with her) the daughter of Harān remained childless for a few years after their 

marriage. During these years, he kept on invoking God for a child, and finally 

was blessed with a son, not from Sārah, but from his maid Hājar (Allah be 

pleased with her). Abiding by the command of Allāh Almighty, he sent his 

wife Hājar and son Ismā„īl (peace be upon him) to Makkah, whereas Ibrāhīm 

and Sārah remained in Kan„ān wishing to have a child. He used to invoke 

God with the following words: 

﴿ ٍَ هِحِیۡ ٍَ  انصہ  ﴾سَبِّ ہةَۡ  نِیۡ  يِ

“My Lord! Grant me (offspring) from the righteous.” (Al-Ṣāfāt 37:100) 

When the time of hearing of supplication came, three honoured guests 

came to visit Ibrāhīm (peace be upon him). He cordially offered them a 

roasted calf as a gesture of hospitality, but they refrained from eating it. Their 

act frightened him as he had anticipated that some unfavourable thing had 

happened. The guests consoled him by saying that they were angels sent by 

Allāh to punish the people of Lūṭ (peace be upon him) who were ungrateful 

to God. Meanwhile, they had come to give him glad tidings of a son. His wife 

Sārah (Allah be pleased with her) overheard their dialogue. In amazement, 

she smiled and remarked: 

﴿ ٌَّ َّٔ ہٰزاَ تؼَۡهِیۡ  شَیۡخًا اِ صٌ  ٕۡ َٔ اََاَ ػَجُ یءَ انَِذُ 
 
یهرَٰ َٕ   ﴾ہٰزاَ  نشََیۡءٌ  ػَجِیۡةٌ لاَنَد یٰ
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“She said, Woe unto me! Shall I bear a child while I am an old woman, and 

here is my husband, an old man? Verily! This is a strange thing!” (Al-Hūd 

11:72) 

               She was ninety nine and Ibrāhīm (peace be upon him) has 

completed hundred years of his life. Ibn Isḥāq says she was ninety and 

Ibrāhīm was one hundred and twenty years old.
5
 She was surprised at the 

news. How could a sterile old woman give birth to a child? She had not heard 

anything like this happening before. She came forward smiting her forehead 

in astonishment: 

صٌ  ػَمِیۡىٌ ﴿ ٕۡ َٔ لاَنَدۡ ػَجُ جۡہَہَا  َٔ جٍ  فصََکَّدۡ    ﴾فاَلَۡثهََدِ ايۡشَاذَہُٗ  فِیۡ صَشَّ

“Then his wife came forward with a loud voice, she smote her face, and said: 

A barren old woman!”(Al-Dhāriyāt 51:29) 
The angels replied this would happen with the Decree of Allāh 

Almighty. His Mercy and Blessing would change her status from an infertile 

to a fertile woman. After one year, the same happened and she gave birth to 

Isḥāq (peace be upon him).
6
 

             This is a classic example of an infertile couple of the most pious 

people on earth. In their case, the husband had a child with his other wife 

Hājar (Allāh be pleased with her) so the couple‟s infertility was not due to 

some male factor. The problem was in the female who was barren for so 

many years.  

              Sārah (Allāh be pleased with her) has been called ‘aqīm in the above 

verse. Al-‘aqm, al-‘uqm or al-‘aqam are said of a womb: it was or became 

barren or incapable of receiving offspring in consequence of a stricture 

therein. ‘Aqumat, ‘uqimat and ‘aqimat are said of a woman: she was or 

became barren. A‘qamahā means God made her womb to be barren or 

incapable of receiving offspring.
7
  

             This single distinct event is enough to prove that female infertility is 

no curse, it‟s a temptation and a trial from Allāh. A pious lady and wife of a 

prophet had gone through this trial for a major part of her life and lived 

through this hardship. Though she had come to accept it as a Will of Allāh, 

but her husband remained optimist. He never gave hope, and at last, his 

supplications were heard. Call it a miracle, but it shows that infertile couples 

should never forgo their desire. They should seek treatment and keep on 

praying till they get Allāh‟s Mercy. 

ii) Glad Tidings of a Son to Zakariyyā (peace be upon him): 
            Maryam (Allāh be pleased with her) was given under the care of 

Zakariyyā (peace be upon him) whose wife was her maternal aunt. Mother of 

Maryam was Ḥannah bint Fāqūdh (Allāh be pleased with her), and 

Zakariyyā‟s wife was her sister al-Ishbā„ bint Fāqūdh (Allāh be pleased with 

her). Whenever he visited her, he used to find fruits of winter in summer and 
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fruits of summer in winter.
8
 Engrossed with love of a child, he supplicated his 

Lord asking for pious offspring in the following words: 

یۡغُ  انذ ػَا ءِ ﴿ ًِ یَّۃً طَیِّثۃًَ ۚ اََِّکَ عَ کَ رسُِّ َۡ ٍۡ نَّذُ   ﴾سَبِّ ہةَۡ نِیۡ يِ

 “O my Lord! Grant me from You, a good offspring. You are indeed the All-

Hearer of invocation.”(Al ‘Imrān 3:38) 

            Side by side, he was worried about his relatives‟ behavior and wanted 

to have a righteous heir who could carry his prophetic legacy. He asked for 

an heir in the following words: 

﴿ ٍَ سِثِیۡ ٰٕ دَ  خَیۡشُ  انۡ َۡ َّٔ  اَ   ﴾سَبِّ لَ ذزَسََۡیِۡ فشَۡدًا  

“O My Lord! Leave me not single (childless), though You are the Best of the 

inheritors." (Al-Anbiyā’ 21:89) 

Once he was offering prayer in his private place of worship when an 

angel came to him announcing the glad tidings of a son named Yaḥyā (peace 

be upon him). Although he had belief in the truth of the news given to him, 

he was surprised how that would happen because he was very old and his 

wife was barren. He was ninety or one hundred and twenty years old. His 

wife was of ninety eight years.
9
He described his old age by saying:  

ٍۡۢۡ تذُِػَا ئِکَ  سَبِّ  شَمِیًّا﴿ َُ َّٔ نىَۡ  اَ اۡطُ شَیۡثاً  َٔ اشۡرؼََمَ انشَّ ٍَ انۡؼظَۡىُ يُِیِّۡ  َ ہ َٔ   ﴾لاَلَ سَبِّ اَِِّیۡ 
“My Lord! Indeed my bones have grown feeble, and grey hair has spread on 

my head, And I have never been unblest in my invocation to You, O my 

Lord!” (Maryam 19:4) 

              He presented his case of childlessness before God and 

received the verdict in his favour. Nevertheless, he was amazed at 

the news and asked: 

َٔ ايۡشَاذَیِۡ ػَالِشٌ   ﴿ َّٔ لذَۡ تهَغََُِیَ انۡکِثَشُ  ٌُ نِیۡ غُهٰىٌ   ٕۡ  ﴾لاَلَ سَبِّ اََہی یکَُ

“He said: O my Lord! How can I have a son when I am very old, and my wife 

is barren?” (Al ‘Imrān 3:40) 

               He was told it was easy for Allāh who had created him when he was 

nothing. The Will of Allāh would prevail, his wife would be cured and bore 

him a son. While the dialogue was going on, the Satan whispered in his heart 

that the voice was not coming from God. Therefore, he asked for a sign. He 

was made silent without any malady and could only utter prayers with his 

tongue. 

             This is another example of a righteous couple who were childless. In 

this case too, the male was old and his wife was barren. The cause of 

infertility was in the female who was cured by God. His wife has been called 

‘āqir in the above verses. ‘Aqurat al-mar’ah or ‘aqarat or ‘aqirat means she 

was or became barren, or did not conceive or cease to conceive. ‘Aqarahā 

means (God) made her cease to conceive. A‘qara Allāhu raḥimahā means 
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God rendered her womb barren; or God affected her womb with a disease so 

that she did not conceive. ‘Aqara or ‘aqira is also used for male meaning by 

he was barren and did not generate.
10

 

             Like Sārah, Zakariyyā (peace be upon him) also wanted to know how 

a child would be born provided the infertile status of the female and old age 

of the male. The method by which this would happen has been told in the 

following verse:  

جَہٗ فاَعۡرَ ﴿ ۡٔ َٔ اصَۡهحَُۡاَ نہَٗ  صَ ہثَُۡاَ نہَٗ یحَۡیٰی  َٔ  َٔ  ﴾جَثُۡاَ نہَٗ ۫ 

“So We answered his call, and We bestowed upon him Yahya, and cured his 

wife (to bear a child) for him.”(Al-Anbiyā’ 21:90) 

 “We cured his wife for him”: This part of the above verse encourages 

infertile women to seek treatment even if they had been childless for a long 

time. Allāh Almighty can cause her malady be cured and give her child as 

happened with the wife of Zakariyyā (peace be upon him). 

Adoption of a Child by Childless Parents: 
Maryam (Allah be pleased with her) was adopted by Zakariyyā (peace be 

upon him) when he was childless, but later he had his own son. Āsīyah (Allah 

be pleased with her) the daughter of Muẓāḥim is an example of a woman who 

adopted Mūsā (peace be upon him), but she never bore her own child. Some 

say that she belonged to the lineage of the Egyptian king al-Rayyān b. Walīd, 

who had accepted faith in the time of Yūsuf (peace be upon him). Others say 

that she was an Israelite woman.
11

 Earlier she was married to the Pharaoh 

Qābūs b. Muṣ„ab. After his death, his brother al-Walīd b. Muṣ„ab took 

control over the kingdom and married her.
12

 The couple al-Walīd and Āsīyah 

remained childless for some years. The infertility was found in her while he 

had a daughter afflicted with some skin disease.
13

 The girl was brought to the 

River Nile for washing her. She picked up the casket of Mūsā (peace be upon 

him) and brought it to Āsīyah (Allāh be pleased with her). Deprived of her 

own child, she felt love and affection for the baby and prevented him from 

the wrath of Pharaoh by saying: 

ٔۡ  ََرَّخِزَ ﴿ فؼََُاَ  اَ ُۡ ٌۡ  یَّ ی اَ
ُِ ٭ۖ ػَغٰ  ٕۡ َٔ نَکَ   لَ ذمَۡرهُُ ٍٍ نِّیۡ  خُ ػَیۡ ٌَ لشَُّ ٕۡ ِٗ   َٔ لاَنَدِ ايۡشَاخَُ فِشۡػَ

 ٌَ ۡٔ َّٔ  ہىُۡ  لَ یشَۡؼشُُ نذًَا   َٔ﴾  

“And the wife of Pharaoh said: "A comfort of the eye for me and for you. 

Kill him not, perhaps he may be of benefit to us, or we may adopt him as a 

son." And they perceive not (the result of that).” (Al-Qaṣaṣ 28:9) 

Āsīyah (Allah be pleased with her) nurtured the child in her arms of 

protection and care. She accepted faith and was killed brutally by Pharaoh. 

Allāh Almighty praised her and set her example before other believers. 

A woman of such rank in piety who is celebrated as one of the best 

women of past people was infertile. Unlike Sārah and al-Ishbā„ (Allah be 
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pleased with them), her problem was not cured and she could not become 

mother of her own child. Instead of losing hope and going against the Will of 

God, she adopted a child, raised him like her own son, protected him from all 

mishaps, remained faithful to God in odd circumstances and finally gave her 

life in His way. Undoubtedly, she bears a marvellous example for all 

believers, particularly for childless women to stay hopeful even if fertility 

treatments fail. They can adopt a child and receive the reward of motherhood.  

Another example of an adopted child is that of Yūsuf (peace be upon 

him). At the age of thirteen, he was sold by his brothers and was bought up 

by a man named Qiṭfīr or Aṭfīr, known as al-„Azīz who was treasurer of the 

Amalekite king al-Rayyān b. Walīd. Al-„Azīz was infertile due to his 

incapability to conjugate with his spouse named Rā„īl or Zulaykhā.
14

 He 

wanted to adopt him as his son as the following verse mentions: 

نذًَا َٔ لاَلَ انَّزِی اشۡرشَٰىہُ يِ ﴿ َٔ   ِٗ ٔۡ ََرَّخِزَ فؼََُاَ   اَ ُۡ ٌۡ یَّ ی اَ
ىہُ ػَغٰ  ٰٕ

ِۡ شِيِیۡ يَ َۡ صۡشَ لِيۡشَاذَہِ   اَ ٍۡ يِّ

﴾ 

“And he (the man) from Egypt who bought him, said to his wife: Make his 

stay comfortable, maybe he will profit us or we shall adopt him as a son.” 

(Yūsuf 12:21) 

            According to al-Rāzī, Yūsuf (peace be upon him) remained with them 

for seventeen years.
15

 In this case, the couple was infertile due to male factor 

confirming that the cause of infertility can be present in anyone of the couple, 

so both of them should come for medical assistance if such problem arises. 

The burden of infertility should not be laid solely on women unless proven. 

This also indicates that it is not always necessary to adopt a baby as happened 

in Mūsā‟s case; a teen can also be adopted by childless parents as Yūsuf 

(peace be upon him) was adopted. 

iii) Standard Verse on Infertility: 
            Birth of a child is the bestowal of an angelic gift from God. He is the 

fruit of mother‟s womb and crown of father‟s head. Allāh Almighty confers 

His special favour on whoever He decides and in whatever way He likes. He 

has already told how He distributes this favour among mankind as revealed in 

the following verse: 

ٍۡ  یَّشَا  ﴿ ًَ َّٔ یہََةُ  نِ ٍۡ یَّشَا ءُ  اَِاَثاً  ًَ َٔ الۡسَۡضِ   یخَۡهكُُ يَا یشََا ءُ  یہََةُ نِ خِ  ٰٕ ًٰ ِ يُهۡکُ انغَّ ءُ   لِِلّہ

َّٔ اََِ  شَاَاً  َۡ جُہُىۡ رُ ِ ّٔ ٔۡ یضَُ سَ اَ ٕۡ َُ ا   اََِّہٗ  ػَهِیۡىٌ  لذَِیۡشٌ انز  ًً ٍۡ  یَّشَا ءُ  ػَمِیۡ َٔ یجَۡؼَمُ يَ  ﴾اثاً ۚ 

“To Allāh belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth. He creates what 

He wills. He bestows female (offspring) upon whom He wills, and bestows 

male (offspring) upon whom He wills. Or He bestows both males and 

females, and He renders barren whom He wills. Verily, He is the All-Knower 

and is Able to do all things.”(Al-Shūrā 42:49-50) 



AL-ADWA 48:32                                                                                                                                             An Overview of Islamic Teachings..  60 

            The verse tells about four ways in which Allāh bestows offspring: 

Only daughters, or only sons, or both sons and daughters, or the male or 

female remains childless. This verse sets examples of prophets before us: Lūṭ 

and Shu„ayb (peace be upon them) had only daughters; Ibrāhīm and 

Zakariyyā (peace be upon them) had only sons; Muḥammad (peace be upon 

him) had sons and daughters; Yaḥyā and „Isā (peace be upon them) did not 

have any child. Exegetes agree that the revelation is specific but its command 

is general. Hence, to be childless is also decreed for some men without 

considering it some torment or an act of banishment. 

B)      Prophetic Teachings on Infertility: 
            A basic instinct of human beings is their attraction toward the 

opposite gender. From indulgence to abstinence, a diversity of views and 

philosophies exist in context of physical relation between man and woman. 

The divinely guided prophets (peace be upon them) had always held a 

moderate way between two extremes of relations. They recommended a 

married life and prohibited intimate relations outside the wedlock. The 

Prophet Muḥammad (peace be upon him), a married man himself, also 

recommended marriage and encouraged his young followers to marry as it 

ensures safeguard of eyes and genitals. He is reported to have said:  

ٍُ نِهْفَشْجِ،  أحَْصَ َٔ ُ أغََط  نِهْثصََشِ  جْ، فإَََِّّ َّٔ ٍِ اعْرطََاعَ انثاَءَجَ فهَْیَرضََ یاَ يَؼْشَشَ انشَّثاَبِ، يَ

ٍْ نىَْ یغَْرطَِغْ  يَ جَاءَٔ ِٔ ُ نَُّ  وِ فإَََِّّ ْٕ ِّ تاِنصَّ 16فؼَهَیَْ
 

"O young people! Whoever among you can marry, should marry, because it 

helps him lower his gaze and guard his modesty, and whoever is not able to 

marry, should fast, as fasting diminishes his sexual power." 

i) Marriage with Fertile Women: 
            A married couple might have had plethoric reasons behind their 

marriage. The crowned reason, however, is the desire of becoming parents. A 

child functions as a unifying knot between the father and mother. Their 

personal conflicts become irrelevant once they start giving importance to the 

child and his well-being. Child‟s love gives meaning to the life of a man and 

a woman and fuels their energies to be directed to live a happy successful 

life. Therefore, the Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) used to advise 

marriage, he disallowed abstinence and considered those women best who are 

loving and fecund as follows: 

 ٍِ َٓى ػَ ُْ یَ َٔ عَهَّىَ یأَيُْشُ تاِنْثاَءَجِ،  َٔ  ِّ ِ صَهَّى اللهُ ػَهَیْ ٌَ سَعُٕلُ اللَّّٰ ٍِ يَانِكٍ، لاَلَ: كَا ٍْ أََظَِ تْ ػَ

نُٕدَ؛ فإََِِّي يُكَاثِشٌ الَْ  َٕ دُٔدَ انْ َٕ جُٕا انْ َّٔ یَمُٕلُ: ذضََ َٔ یاً شَذِیذًا،  ْٓ وَ انرَّثَر مِ ََ ْٕ َْثیِاَءَ تكُِىْ یَ

 17انْمِیاَيَح
“Anas b. Malik reported: The Messenger of Allāh (peace and blessing of 

Allāh be upon him) used to enjoin marriage and prevent strongly from 

abstinence from marriage. He used to say: Marry most loving and productive 

women for I shall outnumber the prophets by you.” 
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            Fertile women are more loving than other women because the child 

becomes a living image of his father and the woman‟s love reflects from her 

child to his father. Honesty and decency, tolerance and patience, and co-

operation and corroboration are some of the few magnificent attributes a 

woman is endowed with once she becomes a mother.  

ii) Denouncement of Voluntary Childlessness: 
            Voluntary childlessness is the negative outcome of celibacy. This is 

considered an aberrant behavior in marriage and is associated with much 

emotional pain, distress, sadness and loneliness. As one of the main motives 

behind marriage is having a child, abstinence from marriage has been 

denounced by the Prophet (peace be upon him) because this would eventually 

encourage a childfree life. Once a Companion of the Prophet, „Uthmān b. 

Maẓ„ūn (Allāh be pleased with him), asked his permission for abstinence 

from marriage but the request was declined. Other Companions were of the 

view that if he had allowed him, they would have got themselves castrated.
18

  

iii) Marriage with Barren Women: 
            Similarly, so much importance is given to procreation that marriage 

with a barren women is not seen as a happy thing. Marriage of a fertile man 

with a woman whose infertility is already known means denial of parenthood 

by him. The motive to receive a child from the marriage is lost, therefore, the 

Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) and his Companions (Allāh be pleased 

with them) used to prevent people from marrying barren women. Abū Dā„ūd 

narrates a ḥadīth as follows: 

عَهَّىَ، فَماَلَ: إَِِّي أصََثْدُ  َٔ  ِّ ٍِ یغََاسٍ، لاَلَ: جَاءَ سَجُمٌ إنَِى انَُّثِيِّ صَهَّى اللهُ ػَهَیْ ٍْ يَؼْمِمِ تْ ػَ

الٍ،  ًَ جَ َٔ اُِ، ثىَُّ أذَاَُِ ايْشَأجًَ راَخَ حَغَةٍ  َٓ ا، لاَلَ: لَ ثىَُّ أذَاَُِ انَِّاَِیَحَ فََُ َٓ جُ َّٔ ا لَ ذهَِذُ، أفَأَذَضََ َٓ إََِّ َٔ
نُٕدَ فإََِِّي يُكَاثِشٌ تكُِىُ الْيَُى َٕ دُٔدَ انْ َٕ جُٕا انْ َّٔ انَِّانِِحََ، فَماَلَ: ذضََ

19 
Narrated Ma„qil b. Yasār: 

“A man came to the Prophet and said: I have found a woman of rank and 

beauty, but she does not give birth to children. Should I marry her? He said: 

No. He came to him again, but he prohibited him. He came to him third time, 

and he (the Prophet) said: Marry women who are loving and very prolific, for 

I shall outnumber the peoples by you.” 

             „Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb (Allāh be pleased with him) also liked to marry 

fertile women and used to avoid barren women. It is reported that the 

daughter of Ḥafṣ b. al-Mughīrah was divorced by „Abd Allāh b. Abī Rabī„ah. 

Then, „Umar (Allāh be pleased with him) married her, but he was told that 

she was barren and could not become mother. He divorced her without 

consummating.
20

 Nevertheless, the ḥadīth does not mean that a barren 

woman should not be married. Allāmah Munāwī has accentuated that the 

command of marrying a fertile woman is mustaḥab (favoured) and not wājib 
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(compulsory).
21

 And marriage with a barren is at the most makrūh tanzīhi 

(slightly disliked), of course not ḥarām (forbidden).
22

 

             Imam Sarakhsī gives arguments in his al-Mabsūṭ in favour of 

permissibility of marriage with a slave-woman. He refutes the opponent‟s 

version in following words: 

 ِّ فیِ َٔ انْؼجَُٕصِ یجَُٕصُ،  َٔ ٌَّ َكَِاحَ انْؼَمِیىِ  َ قِّ أیَْضًا فأَ نذَِ نِهشِّ َٕ لَ يَؼَُْى لِػْرثِاَسِ ذؼَْشِیطِ انْ َٔ
یَّحِ نِهَُّغْمِ  ِّ ذضَْییِغُ صِفَحِ انْحُشِّ ٌَ فِی ٌْ كَا إِ َٔ ٌْ یجَُٕصَ َكَِاحُ الْيََحِ،   ذضَْیِیغُ انَُّغْمِ أصَْلًً، فلََََ

نَى  ْٔ   أَ
23
    

“There is also no point in considering the child being subjected to slavery 

(due to marriage with a slave-woman) because as marriage with barren and 

old women is allowed though there is loss of offspring in it, so marriage with 

a slave-woman would better be allowed despite loss of quality of freedom of 

offspring.” 

           His words “marriage with barren and old women is allowed” clearly 

indicate that a fertile man can marry an infertile woman if he is willing to do 

it. For instance, if he has a fertile woman in his household and has received 

child from her, then he can marry another woman whose infertility is known 

so that she can also enjoy her nuptial rights.  

                Similarly, if a male is infertile he also has right to marriage but is 

supposed to inform the woman about his condition and give her the choice to 

accept his offer or reject it. It‟s unlawful for him to hide his status and catch a 

fertile woman in his trap. Imām „Abd al-Razzāq quotes an incident as 

follows: 

جْدُ  َّٔ ؼاَیَحِ فأَذَاَُِ، فَماَلَ: ذضََ ٍُ انْخَطَّابِ سَجُلًً ػَهَى انغِّ شُ تْ ًَ ٍَ لاَلَ: تؼََثَ ػُ ٍِ عِیشِی ٍِ اتْ ػَ

َْا،  ايْشَأجًَ، فَماَلَ: ا أَََّكَ ػَمِیىٌ لَ یُٕنذَُ نكََ لاَلَ: لَ لاَلَ: فأَخَْثِشْ َٓ َْاأخَْثشَْذَ خَیِّشْ َٔ
24 

 “Ibn Sīrīn narrated: „Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb sent a man on an expedition. When 

he came back he told that he has married a woman. He asked: Have you 

informed her that you are infertile and cannot become father. He said: No. 

Umar commanded: Inform her and give her choice (to marry or not).” 

C)      Example of Prophet’s House: 
            The Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) married older women, widows 

and divorcees except „Ā‟ishah (Allāh be pleased with her). Some of his wives 

had fertility issues but they all remained with him. 

            In the tenth year of Prophethood, during the month of Ramḍān, 

Muḥammad (peace be upon him) married a widow Sawdah after the death of 

Khadījah (Allāh be pleased with them).
25

 She remained with the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) but never bore a child to him till his death. 
26

 Most 

biographers tell that she did not have a child from her former husband, 

Sakrān b. „Amr (Allāh be pleased with him), but Ibn Sa„d says that she had a 

son „Abd Allāh from him.
27

 Because she was too old, she deliberately gave 

her turn to „Ā‟ishah (Allāh be pleased with her) and chose to remain among 
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his wives.
28

 In addition to advanced age, she was also suffering from 

menorrhagia as Abū Dā„ūd has narrated about her.
 29
  

                Prophet Muḥammad (peace be upon him) married „Ā‟ishah (Allāh be 

pleased with her) in the month of Shawwal in the tenth year of the 

Prophethood when she was six years of age. The marriage was consummated 

in Madīnah in month of Shawwal 2 A.H. at her age of nine.
 30

 She remained 

with him for nine years and bore no child to him. Ibn Sa„d mentions that she 

was called Umm „Abd Allāh, but it was her nickname referring to her nephew 

„Abd Allāh b. Zubayr (Allāh be pleased with him).
 31
 

               Daughter of „Umar, Ḥafṣah (Allāh be pleased with her) was also a 

childless woman. Her former husband Khunays b. Ḥudhāfah (Allāh be 

pleased with him) was martyred in the Battle of Badr and did not leave 

offspring.
 32

 Her marriage with the Prophet (peace be upon him) happened in 

the month of Sha„ban 3 A.H. at the age of twenty one.
33

 She did not conceive 

any child to him despite spending eight years with the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) in a happy married life. 

             Generous to the heart, Umm al-Masākīn Zaynab bint Khuzayma 

(Allāh be pleased with her) was first married to Ṭufayl b. al-Ḥarith (Allāh be 

pleased with him) who divorced her; then she married „Ubaydah b. al-Ḥārith 

(Allāh be pleased with him) who was martyred in the Battle of Badr. She was 

destitute and alone when the Prophet (peace be upon him) consoled her by 

accepting her in his house in the month of Ramaḍān 3 A.H. She could have 

the pleasure of only eight months with him and died in his lifetime at the age 

of thirty.
34

 Despite being previously married twice, she was also a childless 

woman. 

             Umm Salmah (Allāh be pleased with her) was previously the wife of 

Abū Salmah (Allāh be pleased with him). She had four children: Salmah, 

„Umar, Zaynab and Durrah. In 4 A.H. after her husband‟s death, the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) married her.
 35
 Her seven years went in the Prophet‟s 

house but no further child was born. About her reproductive health, a ḥadīth 

of „Ā‟ishah alludes to: “One of the wives of the Prophet (peace be upon him) 

did I‘tikāf along with him and she was getting bleeding in between her 

periods.”
 36

 Some scholars say that wife was Sawdah, but „Ikrimah said that 

she was Umm Salmah (Allāh be pleased with her).
 37

So, she was also 

menorrhagic. 

              Zaynab bint Jahsh (Allāh be pleased with her) was first married by 

the Prophet to Zayd b. al-Ḥarithah (Allāh be pleased with him) who was 

known as Zayd, son of Muḥammad. That marriage could not work and 

eventually Allāh Almighty commanded her marriage with Allāh‟s Messenger 

(peace and blessings be upon him) in 5 A.H when she was thirty five. 

Nevertheless, she did not conceive in any marriage. Ibn „Abd al-Barr says 

that all daughters of Jaḥsh were menorrhagic: Zaynab, Ḥamnah, and Umm 



AL-ADWA 48:32                                                                                                                                             An Overview of Islamic Teachings..  64 

Ḥabībah. Imām Bulqīnī further explains that Zaynab bint Jaḥsh had 

menorrhagia for some time but her sister Umm Ḥabībah had it 

perpetually.
38

This might had contributed to her childlessness. 

                Daughter of the chief of Banū Muṣṭaliq, Juwayriyah (Allāh be 

pleased with her) was married to Musāfi„ b. Ṣafwān who died in the battle of 

this tribe with Muslims. She was taken into captivity and fell in the share of 

Thābit b. Qays (Allāh be pleased with him). She approached the Prophet and 

asked for her manumission. He paid for her and married her.
 39

 The marriage 

took place in Sha„bān 5 A.H.
40

 She was twenty at that time and was childless 

despite being with the Prophet (peace be upon him) for six years. 

Umm Ḥabībah, daughter of Abū Sufyan (Allāh be pleased with her) 

was first in the hand of „Ubayd Allāh b. Jaḥsh. She went in his company to 

Abyssinia where her husband apostatized to Christianity and died but she 

remained a loyal believer. The Prophet (peace be upon him) sent his proposal 

to Negus to marry her with him and same was done. The marriage was 

solemnized in 6 A.H. in Abyssinia and consummated in 7 A.H. in Madīnah.
41

 

From her first husband, she had a girl named Ḥabībah with whom she was 

pregnant when migrated to Abyssinia and delivered the baby there.
42

 She 

spent four years with the Prophet (peace be upon him) but did not reproduce 

a child while he fathered a son, Ibrāhīm, from Mārīyah, the Copt in 8 A.H. 

who died when he was only 18 months old.
43

 

       The Jewish woman in the Prophet‟s household, the daughter of Banū 

Naḍīr and wife of the chief of Khaybar, Ṣafiyyah (Allāh‟s pleasure be with 

her) was first married to Salām b. Miksham who divorced her. Then, she 

married Kinānah b. Rabī„, the chief of Khaybar who was killed in the battle 

of Khaybar. She came as a captive and the Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) 

first manumitted and then married her.
44

 She was seventeen when came in the 

Prophet‟s house in 7 A.H.
45

 She did not bear child to any one of her husbands 

and at one instance was called ‘aqrā and ḥalqā by the Prophet (peace be upon 

him).   
46

In common use, ‘aqra and ḥalqa are epithets used of women of ill 

luck.
 47

 However, Badr al-Dīn al-„Aynī tells that this epithet can also be used 

for barren women, therefore, ‘aqra may refer to her fertility status as she was 

childless.
 48
 

       Last woman with whom the Prophet (peace be upon him) married, 

Maymūnah (Allāh be pleased with her) was previously married with Mas„ūd 

b. „Amr in the Period of Ignorance who divorced her. Then, she came under 

Abū Ruhm b. „Abd al-„Uzzā. After his death, this widow became Mother of 

the Believers at Sarf, 10 miles away from Makkah, in 7 AH.
 49

 She also did 

not conceive any child to him.
 50
 

D)  Example of the Companions of the Prophet: 
       There were other men and women around the Holy Prophet (peace be 

upon him) who had never had a child. Their example can be a source of 
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solace and comfort for all infertile couples to accept that there is nothing to 

be disappointed of their fertility status. Let‟s consider a few examples below: 

    Ibn „Abd al-Barr‟s statement quoted above told that daughters of Jaḥsh 

were menorrhagic. One of them, Zaynab bint Jaḥsh, the Mother of Believers 

(Allāh be pleased with her), was childless. Her sister, Umm Ḥabībah  (Allāh 

be pleased with her), who was in the hand of „Abd al-Raḥmān b. „Awf (Allāh 

be pleased with him) also did not bear any child. She had uterine bleeding 

problem for seven years.
 51
Their third sister, Ḥamnah (Allāh be pleased with 

her) also used to have severe bleeding but she had children.
52

  

      Daughter of the Pious Prophet (peace be upon him), Umm Kulthūm 

(Allāh be pleased with her) was married with „Uthmān b. „Affān (Allāh be 

pleased with him) in 3 A.H after her sister‟s death. She remained with him till 

her death in 9 A.H. and during these six years did not bear any child to him 

while her other sisters had children.
53

  

Umāmah bint Abī al-Āṣ (Allāh be pleased with her), the daughter of 

Zaynab bint Muḥammad was beloved of the Prophet (peace be upon him). 

„Alī b. Abī Ṭālib (Allāh be pleased with him) married her after the death of 

Fāṭimah (Allāh be pleased with her) and after his death she was married to al-

Mughīrah b. Nawfil (Allāh be pleased with him).  Ibn Sa„d tells that she bore 

to him whereas it is also said that she did not born any child of „Alī or al-

Mughīrah.
 54

  

     Al-Wāqidī s that Mu„ādh b. Jabal (Allāh be pleased with him) never had a 

child. However, others say that he had a son named „Abd al-Raḥmān who had 

fought with him in the Battle of Yarmūk. 
55
„Ikrimah b. Abī Jahl (Allāh be 

pleased with him) did not leave offspring according to Ibn Sa„d.
 56
 „Abd 

Allāh b. Rawāhah also did not leave offspring behind him.
 57

 Qutham b. al-

„Abbās was cousin of the Prophet (peace be upon him). He also did not leave 

offspring.
 58

  

Conclusion: 
     Infertility is the failure to achieve pregnancy after 12 months or more of 

regular unprotected sexual intercourse.
 
In Islamic exposition, the infertility is 

only a malady inflicted on some people as a decree of Allāh Almighty. The 

Divine Book mentions two couples of Prophets Ibrāhīm and Zakariyyā 

(peace be upon them) who remained childless for major part of their lives. 

Despite being old and living with barren wives they never despaired and kept 

praying to Allāh Almighty and were finally given the gift of child. The Book 

also describes adoption of child by childless parents. Maryam was adopted by 

Zakariyyā (Allah be pleased with them) when he was childless, but later he 

had his own son. Āsīyah (Allah be pleased with her) the daughter of 

Muẓāḥim is an example of a woman who adopted Mūsā (peace be upon him), 

but she never bore her own child. Another example of an adopted child is that 
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of Yūsuf (peace be upon him) who was adopted by an infertile man known as 

al-„Azīz who was treasurer of the Amalekite king al-Rayyān b. Walīd.  

    The instructions of the Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) regarding the 

issue of fertility are also obvious. He used to advise marriage and considered 

those women best who are loving and fecund. In marriage with barren 

women, the motive to receive a child from the marriage is lost, therefore, the 

Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) and his Companions (Allah be pleased 

with them) used to avoid marrying barren women. However, it is not 

forbidden to marry them. According to Allāmah Munāwī, the command of 

marrying a fertile woman is mustaḥab (favoured) and marriage with a barren 

is at the most makrūh tanzīhi (slightly disliked). While Imam Sarakhsī holds 

in his al-Mabsūṭ that marriage with barren and old woman is allowed. 

Similarly, if a male is infertile he can also marry but is supposed to inform 

the woman about his condition and give her the choice to decide.  

Infertility was never considered an impediment by the Prophet (peace 

be upon him) in his marriages after Khadījah (Allah be pleased with her). He 

married older women, widows and divorcees except „Ā‟ishah (Allāh be 

pleased with her). Some of his wives had fertility issues but they all remained 

with him. Among his wives, only Umm Salmah and Umm Ḥabībah (Allāh be 

pleased with them) previously had children. Nevertheless, all of them never 

bore any child to him, whereas he had a son with Mariyah the Copt (Allāh be 

pleased with her). 

     There were also present some Companions of the Holy Prophet (peace be 

upon him) who had never had a child. For example, Umm Ḥabībah bint 

Jahsh, Umm Kulthūm bint Muḥammad, „Abd Allāh b. Rawāhah, Qutham b. 

al-„Abbās, (Allah be pleased with them) were childless. Mu„ādh b. Jabal 

(Allāh be pleased with him) had no child according to al-Wāqidī and 

„Ikrimah b. Abī Jahl (Allāh be pleased with him) also did not leave offspring 

according to Ibn Sa„d. Their example can be a source of solace and comfort 

for all infertile couples. 
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