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AN OUTLINE OF FATIMA’S LIFE 

Hagiography notwithstanding, the life of Fatima would dishearten 

most biographers. Apart from the elaborate theology constructed around 

her life in the Shi’i (and some Sunni) books of ahaddith, we know practically 

nothing. That she lived close to her father, surviving him briefly and 

producing numerous descendants for him, and that she has a certain 

historical substance because of her husband and sons are all reasons for 

her prominence. 

Following circumspectly the Shia dating system and the books of 

ahaddith, we can underscore a few recorded historical events in her life 

that sheds a shed some light on her personality and status. 

She was born, by Shi‘i accounts, around 615, when her mother Khadija 

was over fifty years of age, a factor which appears to present not real 

problem. A number of incident have reached us from her childhood: one, 

prescient of things to come, was her extreme grief over the death of her 

mother, although her grief over the death of Hamza, Muhammad's uncle, at 

the battle of Uhud, appears even more conspicuous. Another is her 

comforting of her father and cleaning him when an opponent throws dirt 



over him while he is praying, and weeping impotently over the Quraysh plots 

against Muhammad. In spite of Veccia Vaglieri’s assertion that she remained 

on the fringes of early Islam’s important events, the name of Fatima is 

associated with a number of occasions: one was her tending of her father’s 

wounds and the washing of swords after the battle of Uhud and her 

subsequesnt habit of going to pray at graves of Hamza and others killed in 

the battle. We also read of the imploration by Abu Sufyan of her and Ali’s 

intercession when Mecca was threatened with occupation, Abu Sufyan beg 

for Ali’s intercession, which he refuses. Fatima is present with her baby 

Hasan, and Abu Sufyan asks Fatima for her son’s intercession which she 

refuses. In the accounts of al-Tabari, al-Baladuri and Ibn Hisham, Abu 

Sufyan does not actually ask Fatima’s intercession, although Veccia Vaglieri 

intimates that he does: 

Abu Sufyan then turned to Fatimah and said, “Daughter of 

Muhammad, don’t you want to command your little son here to make 

peace among the people, so that he will be lord of the Arabs forever?” 

“By God,’ she said, “my little son is not old enough to make peace 

among the people, and no-one can do so against the will of the 

Messenger of God.” 

Her refusal of her son’s intercession is an augury of things to come; 

her later position as intercessor is demarcated by some sources as 

pertaining only to the sinners of her father’s although the Shi’i transmitters, 

as we shall see, widen the scope of her mediation. However, it is an 

intercession that is at once positive and negative; for while she pleads on 

behalf of the aforementioned sinners, she also has the power not only to 



refuse to intercede for some, but also to ask that certain people be punished 

by God. 

Her performance of the Umra around 10/632 is also recorded; it was 

almost certainly on this occasion that, upon leaving Mecca, the hysterical 

and now orphaned daughter of Hamza was placed into Fatima’s care by Ali, 

an act that would later lead him into a dispute with Zayd and Ga‘far over 

who was ultimately responsible for the child.  

Her role in the famous mubahala incident, Muhammad’s encounter 

with a group of visiting Christians, is also well documented by the Sunni 

transmitters. The adit al-mubahala recalls the visit, on a date that is widely 

disputed, of a delegation of Christians from Nagran (south of Mecca) to 

Muhammad. After lengthy discussions concerning the status of Jesus, when 

no agreement was reached, Muhammad suggested the two sides engage in 

mubahala, the invocation of a mutual imprecation or divine malediction for 

the side that was lying was held to have come down in this regard. The 

Islamic accounts tell that Muhammad ordered that in a field outside Medina, 

a thin black cloak be used as a shade between two trees. The Christians 

stood on one side of the field, and on the other, Muhammad, together with 

Ali, Fatima, Hassan and Husain. 

THE MARRIAGE WITH ALI B. ABI TALIB 

The Shia insist that the marriage of ‘Ali and Fatima took place within 

the first year of the Aigra. A number of accounts show that both Aba Bakr 

and ‘Utman asked unsuccessfully for her hand, refused by Muhammad 

because he was waiting on God; the Shi‘a are adamant that he already had 



his instructions, and that God had ordered him to marry Fatima to ‘Ali, in a 

badét that occurs with diverse wording in both Sunni and Shi‘a collections: 

“The Messenger of God said: O ‘Ali, God, may He be exalted, has married you 

to Fatima”. 

Among the Shi’i transmitters, Muhammad receives this order during 

one of his two ‘night journeys’, while among the Sunni, al-Gawzi rejects it 

as absolutely false. In his ore al-Nasa’i records a hadith that Muhammad’s 

refusal of Aba Bakr and ‘Utman was by reason of Fatima’s extreme youth, 

but the Shi‘i transmitters, noting Muhammad’s own marriage to an 

exceedingly young ‘Aisha, reject this. 

The Shi’i transmitters further stress the inevitability of the marriage 

through a hadith worded, in terms of the Arabic grammar, in a manner 

suggesting that anything else would have been impossible: 

He said: Had it not been that God, may He be exalted, had created 

Fatima for AIi, there would not have been anyone suitable for her on 

the face of the earth from Adam and those after him. 

Ali had vacillated in asking her hand (despite the encouragement of 

his family, who reminded him of his closeness to Muhammad) because of 

his extreme poverty, and because two other suitors, important men, had 

been refused. He might have been disconcerted had he witnessed Fatima’s 

response to her father’s announcement that she would marry him. 

Numerous ahadith tell of Ali’s dowry problems; some sources name 

an amount of money, while most speak of his dowry in terms of his meager 

possessions — some old armour (from the field of Badr), shield, a 



threadbare ram skin and the like. While later Shi‘i ahadith take up the theme 

of Fatima’s own dower being, rather than a common and paltry sum of 

money, her position as intercessor for the sinners of her father’s 

community. Ibn Hanbal records that her father gave her a dress of velvet, a 

skin pillow stuffed with palm fibers, two millstones, two earthenware jars 

and a water skin. The marriage itself could not, as some sources assert, 

have been consummated after the battle of Badr, since their first child al-

Hasan was born in the second year of the higra. 

The introductory notes of the English edition of Ali’s sermons and 

letters (Nahg al-balaga), by Sayed Mohamed Askari Jafery offer the 

following enthused description of their married life: 

He had been betrothed to her several days before the expedition 

to Bader. But the marriage was celebrated three months later, 

Hazrath Ali being in his 21st year and Hazrath Fatima in 15th year of her 

life (The Spirit of Islam). It was very happy marriage. The 

transcendental distinctiveness of their individual characters blended 

so well with each other that they never quarreled and complained of 

one another and led a happy and contented life. Each one of them was 

rich in his own rights; Fatima was the only heir of one of the richest 

women of Arabia, Khadija, and had inherited many orchards and 

gardens in Mecca and Madina, besides that she was the daughter of 

the head of a rich clan and a king of a fast-growing kingdom. Ali was 

a marshal who had very handsome shares from the spoils of war, yet 

all that they owned went to the poor, cripples and orphans, and they 

themselves often starved. Their only luxury in life was prayers, and 



the company of each other and their children; and they willingly 

shared the sorrows and suffering of poor. They were given slave girl, 

Fizza, but the Holy prophet (A.S.) had made arrangement that every 

alternate day was the off day of Fizza and her mistress would do all 

the household work. Even when Hazrath Fatima was ill on Fizza’s off 

day, Fizza would not be allowed to tend to the duties, but Hazrath Ali 

would work... During the lifetime of Hazrath Fatima (A.S.), Hazrath Ali 

did not marry another woman. 

RELATIONS WITH HER FATHER 

It is Lammens’ contention that Fatima was a source of irritation to her 

father and her husband. On one occasion, Muhammad meets Fatima out 

walking, and in response to his query about what has brought her from her 

house, she replies that she has come to give comfort to a grieving family. 

Muhammad then interrogates her about whether she had accompanied the 

family to the graveyard, something he had apparently forbidden to women. 

She had not. But he speaks some harsh words to her; and while Abd Dawud 

does not record them, al-Nasa’i does. This is an inexplicable incident, 

considering Fatima’s regular visits to the grave of her uncle Hamza, killed 

at Uhud (on one occasion, Muhammad sits next to his weeping daughter at 

the grave of Ruqayya, and wipes away her tears with his robe). One author 

claims that Muhammad had given her special dispensation for graveyard 

visits, but he offers no sources for this claim. 

These are, in the wider scheme, trivial incidents, and hardly serve as 

a credible foundation for the claims of Lammens. Of no less significance is 

Muhammad’s statement, already seen, that whatever angers Fatima angers 



him, as well as a hadith, on the authority of ‘Aisha and carried by a number 

of Sunni transmitters, in which Muhammad’s tender care for Fatima is 

described: 

On the authority of the Mother of the believers ‘Aisha, may God 

be pleased with her, that she said: “I never saw anyone more similar 

to the Messenger of God, God bless and save him and his family, in 

respect of talk and speech, than Fatima. Whenever she came to visit 

him, he welcomed her, and stood and took her by her hand, kissed her 

and made her sit where he was sitting.” 

Considering the prominence of ‘Aisha’s name in the chain of 

transmitters, this is a startlingly positive description of Fatima. The two 

women had no love for each other and their internecine strife continued 

even after Muhammad’s death. 

‘Aisha was quick to deny that Muhammad had designated ‘Ali as his 

successor, and found herself banned from Fatima’s deathbed (or, others 

claim, simply refused to be present). Muhammad’s wives, led by Umm 

Salama (who herself had tried and failed) used Fatima as a spokeswoman 

to express their mutual resentment against his apparent preference for 

‘Aisha. Fatima rarely succeeded in these demands upon her father; his 

reply, “Do you not love those whom I love” brought this particular mission 

to an end and she refused to try a second time. One Shi’i author, developing 

the theme that the Sunni authorities deliberately downplay Fatima in order 

to highlight ‘Aisha, and writing of ‘Aisha’s malice towards ‘Ali notes: 



One cause for this hatred and malice was the presence of 

Hadrat Fatimah (p.b.u.h.) whose welcome dignity and esteem pricked 

her heart like a thorn. Her jealousy towards other wives (of the 

Prophet) did not allow her to let the Prophet love the daughter of his 

other wife to such a degree that he should stand on her approach, 

seat her in his own place, declare her most honorable of all the 

women of the world and bear such love towards her children as to 

call them his own sons...in short, all these things created the passion 

of hatred in her heart, as a result of which she off and on complained 

to the Prophet against Hadrat Fatimah but could not succeed in 

diverting the Prophet’s attention from her. 

“The most beloved of my family to me is Fatima,” declares Muhammad 

in a hadith carried by a number of the Sunni transmitters and, also by the 

Sunni, “The most loved of women to the Prophet of God is Fatima and the 

most loved of men is Ali”. It is also related that when Muhammad travelled, 

the last person he greeted upon leaving and first greeted upon arriving back 

was Fatima. 

MISTRESS OF THE WOMEN 

Much lamentation and weeping marks the life of Fatima during the 

final illness and death of her father and her own last months. “Among the 

women believers,” Gibril tells her when her father dies, “there is no greater 

grief than yours”, while Ibn Katir, among others, reports that she never once 

laughed after her father’s death.” Even the act of burying her father’s body 

distresses her, with her words, as reported by a number of Sunni 

transmitters, taking on a note of hysteria: “Anas! Does it please you to throw 



earth over God’s Messenger?” But while this grief is disparaged as 

weakness by Lammens, it is a noble characteristic within the context of Shi’i 

spirituality and piety. It is during this time that we are offered another hadith 

directly relating to Fatima containing a twofold prediction and transmitted 

in many forms by the Sunni on the authority of Aisha: 

On the authority of ‘Misha, who said: “I met Fatima, peace be 

upon her, and her walk was like the walk of the Messenger of God, 

God bless and save him. He said: Welcome, my daughter! Then he 

made her sit on his left side, and he whispered a saying to her and 

she wept. I said: The Messenger of God, God bless and save him, 

favors you with his saying and you weep! Then he whispered a saying 

to her and she laughed. I said: I never, as today, saw happiness so 

close to sadness! I asked her about what he had said, and she said: I 

would never disclose the secret of the Messenger of God, God bless 

and save him. When he died, God bless and save him, I asked, and she 

said: he whispered to me and said that every year Gibril used to review 

the Qur’an with me once, but this year he has compared it with me 

twice. I cannot see it except that the time of my death is present, and 

you will be the first of my family to follow me. So I wept for that. Then 

he said: Does it not please you to be the mistress of the women of this 

community or the mistress of the women of the believers? She said: 

So I laughed for that.” 

The first part of prediction, in which Fatima is told that she will be the 

first to follow her father, is not always related in the context of this hadith. 

Both of these predictions have been understood and developed by the Shi‘i 



transmitters, by various forms by the Sunni authorities, who are not in 

complete agreement over the wording or the theology: 

a) Fatima is the mistress of the women of this community and of the 

women of the believers: Ibn Hanb Qadi ‘Tyad and al-Gawzi.  

b) Fatima is the mistress of the women of this community and the 

women of world. al-Nisaburi (on the authority of ‘Aisha) and Ibn al-Atir. 

c) Fatima is the mistress of the women of this community and of the 

women of the worlds: Ibn Saad, al-Nasa’i, al-Isbahani, Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (on 

the authority of ‘Aisha) 

d) Fatima is the mistress of the women of the people of Paradasie 

with the exception of (or after) Maryam the daughter of Imran: Ibn Hanbal, 

Al Timridi and many other Sunni transmitters. 

And many other hadiths from Sunnis and her opponents  shows that 

even most of non-Shia people agree she was a perfect woman. 
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