Psychological Principles of Child Upbringing in the Prophetic Sunnah Al-JAMEI

lrml RUME‘I Research Journal

e e ISSN (Print) 3006-4775 (Online) 3006-4783

https://aljamei.com/index.php/ajrj

Psychological Principles of Child Upbringing in the
Prophetic Sunnah: An Islamic Perspective

Dr Abdul Waheed Memon

Lecturer, Islamic Studies, Sukkur IBA University, BBSIMS Dadu Campus,
abdulwaheed.dd@iba-suk.edu.pk

Raiss Fatima
Research Scholar, Igra University main campus Karachi
raissabbas@yahoo.com
Ali Abbas Abidi
Assistant Professor, Shaheed Zulfigar Ali Bhutto University of Law, Karachi

Abstract

This paper examines the profound insights into child psychology embedded
within the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad #, highlighting twelve key
principles that underpin emotionally healthy and balanced upbringing.
Drawing upon classical hadith literature and contemporary psychological
theory, it demonstrates how early Islamic guidance—such as warm reception,
empathetic companionship, joy-eliciting behaviors, tactile affection, equitable
treatment of sons and daughters, and participatory play—fosters cognitive,
social, and spiritual well-being in children. Special emphasis is given to the
exceptionally high reward promised for raising daughters, illustrating the
Qur’anic and Prophetic ethos of justice and compassion. In the modern era,
where pediatric mental health challenges are increasingly prevalent, revisiting
these time-honored practices offers a holistic framework for nurturing
resilient, morally upright, and psychologically robust future generations.

Keywords: Child Psychology, Islamic Parenting, Prophetic Sunnah, Emotional
Development, Spiritual Nurturing

Introduction
Psychology is a fascinating field that helps us understands the fundamental behaviors of
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human beings. Experts continuously strive to uncover the hidden aspects of human
psychology, using innovative methods and evolving approaches. It is a vast discipline that
delves into human intellect, nature, and behaviors, offering deep insight into these areas.” In
line with our topic, let us first explore the literal meaning of psychology.

Literal Definition of Psychology
The Arabic term nafsiyat is the plural of nafsiyyah, meaning “mentality” or “mindset.” The
root word nafs is feminine in form and has two primary pronunciations:

1. Nafs with a sukoon, meaning “soul,” “self,” or “personality.”
2. Nafas with a fathah, meaning “breath” or “pleasant air.”

In English, the term “psychology” is derived from the Greek words psyche and logos.

The word psyche in Greek refers to the “soul,” “mind,” or “spirit,” while logos denotes
“study,” “explanation,” or “discourse.” Thus, the literal meaning of “psychology” becomes
“the study of the soul,” i.e., a science concerned with matters of the spirit and mind.?

Technical Definition of Psychology

“The scientific study of the behavior of individuals and their mental processes is called
psychology.”

The Importance of Childhood Training

A human being passes through several phases in life, and the first phase is childhood.
According to psychologists, this stage holds tremendous importance. Much psychological
research focuses on the social factors influencing early childhood because it is during this
time that the foundation of a person’s lifestyle is laid.

If we closely observe children, it becomes evident that even from a young age, they try to
make sense of life and its purpose. Children attempt to identify their abilities, strengths, and
talents by interacting with their environment and society. By the age of five, they begin to
adopt a specific lifestyle and develop strategies to deal with challenges. At this stage, children
also begin to understand what is expected of them and what they expect from others.

In essence, at this age, children start perceiving the world through a consistent and structured
cognitive framework.” Therefore, by nature, childhood is the period during which the
foundation for an individual's entire life is established. This is the stage where the child's
mindset is formed, and the way this mindset is shaped will continue to influence the later
stages of life—adolescence and old age.

If a child’s morals and character are nurtured in a positive environment, this will serve as a
valuable asset in adulthood. However, if negative traits take root early on, rectification in the
future becomes very difficult, though not impossible.°

From infancy, a child is influenced by the attitudes, relationships, and parenting methods of
their parents. Likewise, family values, tendencies, and behavior patterns leave a lasting
impression on the child’s personality. In addition, other psychological experiences during this
time also hold great importance, which is why childhood is given special attention by
psychologists.”
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The sirah nabawiyyah (Prophetic biography) provides valuable guidance in this regard. The
Prophet Muhammad £ stated:

Hleln L 55 (b Raagdl 210 el JBa8 wilised 5 ashiads 31 133 315306 caglaall e 2043 sslsa 267

Translation:

“Every child is born on fitrah (pure nature), then his parents make him a Jew, a Christian, or a
Magian, just as an animal gives birth to a complete offspring do you see any among them
born mutilated?”®

This hadith indicates that every child is born with a pure, natural disposition (fitrah), but
external social factors especially parental influence shape their behavior and psychology.
Over time, these factors alter the trajectory of the child’s lifestyle.

Psychological Principles of Child Upbringing

Warm Reception:

Welcoming a child warmly is one of the simplest yet most effective ways to win their heart.
Children tend to feel more comfortable and happy with people who show them affection. The
Prophet Muhammad % used to express joy upon the arrival of children. It is narrated by Aba
Hurayrah (RA) that:

"I was with the Messenger of Allah  in one of the markets of Madinah. After returning, the
Prophet £ asked thrice: ‘Where is the child? Call Hasan ibn ‘AlL.°>” He was arriving with a
necklace around his neck. The Prophet # stretched out his hands, and so did Hasan (RA), and
he embraced him. Then the Prophet # said,

W0int i o o ol il
‘O Allah! I love him, so You also love him, and love those who love him.””

Abii Hurayrah (RA) added, “After hearing this, there was no one more beloved to me than

Hasan ibn "Al1.”

2. Companionship

Companionship plays a vital role in the moral upbringing of children. A friend reflects
another friend’s character, and they influence each other greatly. Therefore, when children
begin to socialize with peers, it becomes the parents’ responsibility to encourage
companionship with virtuous children and to closely monitor their habits and behaviors.

Parents should also try to include their children in various family settings, as this exposure
helps children develop refined manners and social skills. This inclusion is part of the child’s
rights. The Prophet & demonstrated this aspect beautifully by always keeping children with
him on different occasions, without hesitation or discomfort.**

As narrated in Sahth al-Bukhart:

52 08 Do 0 ool ¥ g il A1 i o U5 ey 2y Bl sl 545 Jid Ol e 4 oo 1 s
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used to lead prayer while carrying Umamah bint Zaynab®?, £"The Messenger of Allah

and Abi al-‘As ibn Rabi‘ah. When he prostrated, he Zdaughter of the Messenger of Allah
would put her down, and when he stood up, he would carry her again.”13
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Similarly, ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar (RA) narrated:

The Prophet % said, “Among the trees, there is a tree whose leaves do not fall, and it
resembles the believer. Tell me which tree that is'*?” People began searching among the trees
of the forest. | thought in my heart it was the date palm but did not say it due to my young
age. The Prophet £ then said, “It is the date palm.” Later I told my father ‘Umar (RA) what I
had thought, and he said, “Had you spoken it, it would have been more beloved to me than
having this and that (worldly possessions).”15

This incident illustrates the importance of involving children in adult gatherings and
educational moments, enabling them to learn manners and wisdom from an early age.

There are also hadiths that mention that the sahabah (companions) would bring their nursing
infants to the Prophet £, and even when a child urinated on his clothing, the Prophet % never
showed displeasure. As narrated from ‘A’ishah (RA):

b15) 4 ¢y e a3l e 5D oy il il il i 0 Ug 3
, and he urinated on the Prophet’s clothes. #“A child was brought to the Messenger of Allah
then called for water and poured it over the soiled area.”'®#The Prophet

This narration emphasizes the patience and gentleness of the Prophet # in dealing with
children and their natural behaviors, setting a model for how children should be raised with
love, inclusion, and understanding.

Psychological Principles of Child Upbringing (Part 2)

3.Bringing Joy to a Child's Heart:

A child's innocent mind is deeply affected by joy and smiles. Children are naturally drawn to
happiness and cheerfulness. When they observe joyful expressions on the faces of their
parents and relatives, their own temperament becomes more lively and fresh. This emotional
upliftment enhances their ability to learn. The Prophet ¥ would adopt various methods to
bring joy to children’s hearts.'” Some of those methods are mentioned below:

4. Giving Importance to Children:

Interacting with children in a pleasant and affectionate manner holds great psychological
value. When children are treated with respect and given attention, it significantly impacts
their emotional well-being. Psychologically, this attention makes them more focused and
receptive. Furthermore, it helps them grow into empathetic, generous individuals who care
about others and are not self-centered.

An example of this is narrated by '®Abdullah ibn Ja‘far (RA), who said:

“Whenever the Prophet # returned from a journey, he would meet the children of his
household. Once, when he returned, | was brought to him, and he made me ride in front of
him on his mount. Then one of his grandsons was brought, and he seated him behind him.”*?

This incident demonstrates how the Prophet % treated ‘Abdullah ibn Ja‘far (RA) with the
same affection and status as he did his own grandsons. The memory of this beautiful gesture
stayed with him for life, and he used to recall it with great delight.
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5. Placing a Loving Hand on the Child’s Head:
It is part of a child’s nature to feel deeply joyful and loved when someone strokes their head
with affection. Anas (RA) narrated:

“Whenever the Prophet # would visit the Ansar, he would greet the children and gently place
his blessed hand on their heads.””’

At times, the Prophet 2 would even touch their cheeks with his hand, which made the
children feel even more loved and secure. Jabir ibn Samurah (RA) narrated:

“I once offered zuhr prayer with the Prophet 2. As he came out of the mosque, | followed
him. Outside, some children came to greet him. He patted each of their cheeks. He placed his
hand on my cheek too, and | felt such fragrance and coolness in it as if it were a container of
perfume from a perfumer.”?*

This narration highlights that making children feel loved—through touch and attention—is a
Sunnah of the Prophet 2. Whether one's own children or others’, all should be treated with
equal affection and gentleness so that no child feels left out or emotionally neglected.

6. Kissing Children:

Kissing children is a significant way of expressing love and warmth. It builds an emotional
bridge between the adult and the child. When a child receives this affection, they feel secure
and valued. As a result, they develop emotionally and learn to treat others with kindness.?

‘A’ishah (RA) narrated:

“Some Bedouins came to the Prophet ¥ and asked, ‘Do you kiss your children?” The Prophet
# replied, ‘Yes?.” They said, ‘But we never do that.” The Prophet £ responded,
L5 18 155 4 G &) SUT g
‘What can I do if Allah has removed mercy from your hearts?”7%

On another occasion, the Prophet # kissed al-Hasan (RA), and Aqra‘ ibn Habis (RA)
remarked:

“I have ten children, and I have never kissed any of them.”
The Prophet # said,
S ¥ ¥ e

“Whoever does not show mercy will not be shown mercy.”24
These narrations emphasize that showing affection to children, including kissing them, is not
only a natural gesture of love but also a part of the prophetic character (Sunnah). It fosters
emotional strength and social warmth within children and builds compassionate future
generations.

7. Joking and Playing with Children
Children are naturally cheerful and often become a source of joy for adults through their

innocent actions and laughter. Just as they playfully interact with elders, they also expect the
same affection and attention in return. The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was
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attentive to this psychological need of children and would engage in playful interaction with
them.

For example, it is reported that the Prophet £ used to joke with Abi ‘Umayr (RA). One day,
when the Prophet % arrived and noticed Abii ‘Umayr looking sad, he inquired about the
reason. The family informed him that the boy's pet bird (a nughayr, or a small nightingale)
had died. The Prophet £ lovingly asked him:

MR a3 L ek T "
“O Abii ‘Umayr, what happened to the little bird?*

This narration demonstrates the gentle manner in which the Prophet ¥ acknowledged the
child's feelings and consoled him through lighthearted speech.

Similarly, it is narrated by Jabir (RA)® that one day, while they were with the Prophet % and
had been invited to a meal, they saw the Prophet’s grandson, Husayn ibn ‘Ali (RA), playing
with other children on the way. The Prophet ¥ went ahead of the group, stretched out his
hands to catch Husayn, who started running around in delight. The Prophet ¥ continued
laughing and playing with him until he caught him and lovingly embraced him, saying:

"Ll G ol Siaddly Gasd! (ilad ol s @ 5T i e BT o Sias”
“Husayn is from me and [ am from Husayn. May Allah love the one who loves Husayn.
Hasan and Husayn are two leaders among the youths of Paradise. 21

In another narration, the Prophet # humorously addressed Anas ibn Malik (RA) by calling
him:

"SRG

“O you with two ears®

He also affectionately called him Aba Baglah (father of herbs), as he used to bring
vegetables.?

These narrations demonstrate that taking care of children’s emotional well-being through
light-hearted jokes and playful gestures was part of the Prophet’s # Sunnah.

8. Giving Gifts to Children

Gifts have a powerful emotional impact on human psychology. In every society, offering
gifts is a recognized way of expressing affection and strengthening social bonds. A well-
known hadith of the Prophet £ encourages this practice:

RPHESIP P

“Exchange gifts and you will develop mutual love. »30

The Prophet £ applied this principle not only among adults but also with children. According
to Abu Hurayrah (RA), when the Prophet # would receive the first fruit of the season, he
would first supplicate for barakah (blessing), and then give it as a gift to the youngest child
present in the gathering:
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This practice shows how the Prophet # used thoughtful gestures to engage with children and
nurture their self-worth and emotional development.

(9) Play and Recreation with Children

Play such as jumping, running, and engaging in recreation—is an essential aspect of a child's
life. Although these activities may seem trivial at first glance, in reality, they are crucial for
the development of physical and psychological capabilities. Through play, children
strengthen their physical faculties, and the mental engagement required in games stimulates
reflection and creativity. Gradually, this allows a child’s innate potential to unfold,
contributing to the development of a well-rounded personality.

Engaging in play with children is not only beneficial for their emotional well-being but also
essential for their proper upbringing. Psychologically, when parents play with their children,
the children feel joy and a sense of importance in their actions. This strengthens the parent-
child bond. Furthermore, children, being naturally weak, tend to admire the strength and
authority of adults. Imitating adults becomes their way of internalizing discipline and
direction.

Modern educational psychologists stress the importance of parental participation in
recreational activities with children and view it as a parental duty. Yet, this very principle
was practiced and exemplified by the Prophet Muhammad # over fourteen centuries ago. Let
us explore some examples of this prophetic behavior:

It is narrated that the Prophet 2 would line up ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas and ‘Ubaydullah ibn
‘Abbas (Legie & =), and say:

"13&5 138 A7) i e

"Whoever reaches me first will receive such and such a reward."
The children would run to him, jump on his chest and back, and he % would embrace them
and kiss them with affection.

Similarly, it is narrated from ‘Alf ibn Abi Talib («ic 4 = ) that once, when al-Hasan and al-
Husayn (e 4 = ) were playfully wrestling, the Prophet 2 said:

"Cheer for Husayn!"
‘Al (43 4 =) remarked, "O Messenger of Allah! You are favoring Husayn even though
al-Hasan is older." The Prophet % replied:

"G 4l pand ( dyiz O

"Indeed, Jibril is cheering for al-Hasan, so I cheer for Husayn."33

The Prophet’s £ Personal Engagement in Play

The Prophet # personally engaged in play with children. He would let his grandsons ride on
his back. It is narrated by Jabir (4ic il = )
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"I saw the Prophet # with al-Hasan and al-Husayn riding on his back while he crawled on all
fours. He said, 'What an excellent mount is your camel, and what excellent riders you both
34
are

(10) Encouraging Competition and Rewarding Children

One of the most effective ways to inspire motivation in a person is to create a sense of
competition. This method proves even more fruitful with children,* as they possess hidden
strengths and emotions that surface in competitive environments. The Prophet £ nurtured this
sense of competition among children in both intellectual and physical forms, such as in races.

Such competition not only awakens personal potential but also cultivates social
consciousness. It teaches children how to face life’s challenges and find solutions. Modern
child development programs emphasize this very method to instill resilience and
confidence.*®

Equal Attention to Girls in Islam: A Qur’anic and Prophetic Perspective
Social Context: Preferential Treatment of Boys

Even in today’s modern era, girls are often considered inferior and are not given the same
importance as boys. This disparity in attention and value has deep historical roots. During the
Age of Ignorance (‘Asr al-Jahiliyyah), the oppression of girls was rampant among some Arab
tribes, female infanticide (burying girls alive) was a common practice. Unfortunately, the
sorrow at the birth of a girl persists in many parts of society even today. The Qur’an describes
the reaction of such men in vivid terms:

o 2L 3T 1 3 4223 AT gk e A8l 4y 330 G g 5 (o 3501 Gon 6515 - oula 509 155000 445 8l ANIL 25T 5301505
H5a8s

"And when one of them is informed of [the birth of] a female, his face becomes dark, and he
suppresses grief. He hides himself from the people because of the ill of which he has been
informed. Should he keep it in humiliation or bury it in the ground? Unquestionably, evil is
what they decide.” 3

Prophetic Reform: Dignity and Equality of Daughters

In contrast to these dark practices, the Prophet Muhammad (%) educated parents on the
proper status of daughters. He encouraged affection (mahabbah) and companionship
(muwanasah) toward them. He also declared that expressing displeasure at the birth of
daughters reflects a polytheistic mindset (mushrikanah tarz-i-‘amal). Hence, showing
discontent at the birth of a daughter is impermissible, for doing so amounts to ingratitude
(kufr al-ni ‘mah) towards Allah. Indeed, whether it is a boy or a girl, it is Allah alone who
bestows children.®

Greater Reward for Raising Daughters
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In pre-Islamic Arab society, daughters were buried alive. The Prophet (¥) not only
condemned such actions but also gave immense glad tidings (basharah) to those who raised
daughters with love and care. He said:

dalial 1ln5 345 Ul 2aliall a3i 21s (G1S S5 (i 5 I G

"Whoever raises two daughters until they reach maturity, he and I will be like these two
(fingers) on the Day of Resurrection.” He then brought his fingers close together to
illustrate.*

In another hadith, the Prophet () said:

"Whoevezois tested by daughters and treats them well, it will be a shield for him from the
Hellfire."

What Is Good Treatment?

The Prophet (£) himself explained what proper treatment (husn al-‘ishrah) toward daughters
entails:

Bl o1 41337 568001 403006 Lgle 3005 3350 W (L s oLaius T8 AT A0 5K 0

"Whoever has a daughter, and he does not bury her alive, nor humiliate her, nor give
preference to his son over her such a person will be admitted to Paradise by Allah."**

This means that a parent should not discriminate in providing for their children’s needs food,
clothing, shelter, education, or upbringing. Both sons and daughters must be treated equally
in all these respects.

Greater Reward for Raising Daughters

Islam grants a greater reward for raising daughters than for sons. The reason, as scholars have
explained, is that sons are often raised with the hope that they will support their parents in old
age, whereas daughters are raised as amanah (trusts) meant for other households. Thus, the
nurturing of daughters is often done purely for the sake of Allah (li-wajhi Llah) without any
worldb‘;2 expectation in return. This sincerity earns greater reward in the sight of Allah
Ta‘ala.

Equality Among All Children

The Prophet % regarded unequal treatment among children as a form of zulm (injustice). In
one narration, a Companion’s wife requested that her husband gift a slave to her son and
make the Prophet # a witness to this gift. Bashir 4= 4l = approached the Prophet # and
said:

“My wife has asked me to give a slave to her son and make you a witness to it.”
The Prophet % asked:

253 e Jg AT B 03] A i YE B 1B §108 (e e w15 K Ealaele g Ll g S35 A
“Does he have other brothers?”
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He replied, “Yes.”
The Prophet # asked, “Have you given each of them the same gift?
He said, “No.”
The Prophet £ responded, “Then do not make me a witness, for I do not testify to
injustice.”*

This narration clearly emphasizes the principle of equity among children. Favoring one child
over the others in matters of gifts, treatment, or affection can lead to serious psychological
and emotional damage within the family.** Such imbalanced behavior may cause:

1. Rivalry and resentment among siblings.

2. The favored child to develop arrogance and a sense of superiority.
3. The deprived child to suffer from inferiority complexes.

4. Deep-rooted bitterness toward the parents in the long term.

The Prophet %, by his noble conduct, prohibited discrimination among children and upheld
the value of fairness in both material and emotional matters.*®

Conclusion

In summary, Allah Ta‘ala granted the Prophet 3 profound knowledge of child psychology.
No one has shown as much regard for a child's inner world as the Prophet . In today’s
mechanical and fast-paced world, where mental and emotional disorders are on the rise,
children are increasingly prone to psychological challenges. If we adopt the Sunnah
(prophetic model) in dealing with children, many of these disorders can be prevented. As a
result, we can raise a future generation that is not only physically strong but also mentally
sound and spiritually healthy.

Suggestions and Recommendations:

1. Revive the Prophetic Model in Parenting:

Parents, educators, and caregivers should consciously adopt the Sunnah-based methods of
interacting with childrensuch as expressing affection, showing equal attention to all children,
and acknowledging their emotions—to foster emotional security and trust.

2. Promote Equality Among Children:

In line with the Prophetic guidance, parents must ensure justice and fairness among their
children in all aspects material, emotional, and spiritual—to prevent jealousy, resentment,
and sibling rivalry.

3. Prioritize Emotional Intelligence in Upbringing:

Like the Prophet #, who was deeply aware of children’s emotional needs, parents should pay
attention to their child’s psychological development by practicing empathy, encouragement,
and emotional validation.

4. Incorporate Play and Joy in Daily Interaction:
The Prophet’s # playful interaction with children underscores the importance of joy in
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learning. Schools and homes should include recreational, imaginative, and moral play to
nurture creativity and closeness.

5. Educate Parents on Gender Justice:

Islamic scholars, teachers, and community leaders should emphasize the greater spiritual
reward of raising daughters to eliminate deep-rooted cultural biases and promote gender
equity in parenting.

6. Integrate Prophetic Parenting in Curricula:

Islamic institutions and madaris should develop dedicated modules on the Prophetic
psychology of tarbiyah (nurturing) to prepare parents and teachers for emotionally intelligent
and spiritually aligned parenting.

7. Address Modern Psychological Challenges with Sunnah-Based Solutions:
Islamic psychologists and therapists should use Prophetic methods as a foundation for healing
modern psychological issues in children, ensuring a faith-integrated therapeutic model.

8. Public Awareness Campaigns:

Utilize Friday sermons, parenting seminars, and media platforms to educate the Muslim
community on the timeless relevance of the Prophet’s # method of child upbringing.
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