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The Qur’an as Reportedly Practised and Preached
by Mohammed: Part 8

Inferior rights for women in
marriage and divorce,
including a husband’s right to strike his wife to
enforce her obedience.

Introductory notes
Structure
In this series of papers, ten instructions contained within the Qur’an are considered.
Over the centuries the instructions contained within the Qur’an have been the subject of a range of
different applications by different Islamic traditions. Surveying the full range of such interpretations
is outside the scope these papers. Rather the aim is to present clearly and accurately, on the best
evidence available, what one might call ‘true’ or ‘primitive’ Islam: what the words of the Quran
instruct, as it was intended to be understood at the time that it was announced. That is to say the
instructions of the Qur’an as it was practised and preached by Mohammed.
To achieve this, and avoid any suggestion of ‘cherry picking’ or presenting verses out of their original
context, in each case the verse or verses containing the instruction will be presented in full within
the context of:

The circumstances in which the verse was said to have been announced
Any report describing the circumstances in which Mohammed came to announce a verse,
the Asbab al Nuzul (principally those collected by Ali ibn Ahmed al Wahidi (d. 1075)
are given to give it its traditionally understood immediate context.

16 leading translations
The author principally uses The
Study Quran (2015).
However, this translation is
cross-referenced with fifteen
other leading English
translations of the Quran from
a wide variety of traditions, and
compared with:

related verses of the
Qur’an

The Qur’an

as practised and preached
by Mohammed

The example of
Mohammed
Incidents from the
recorded life of
Mohammed
in the sira or hadith
showing how Mohammed
wished the verse to be
understood, or
how he himself applied it.

Sharia application
Rulings on the application of the verse by the founders of the four major schools of Sharia
jurisprudence (Hanifa, Maliki, Shafii and Hanbali).

Tafsir commentary
Commentary from the major Quranic commentaries.

Sources
Information concerning the life, words and deeds of Mohammed comes chiefly from two sources:
The sira are the biographies written about Mohammed in the early centuries after
his death. Of these the biography of Mohammed, Sirat Rasul Allah, by Ibn Ishaq,
written about 120 years following Mohammed’s death for the Abbasid caliph, is by
far the fullest extant source of historical information concerning the life of
Mohammed and the establishment of Islam.
Although Ibn Ishaq’s biography gives a relatively early and full account of
Mohammed’s life, Muslims traditionally afford greater prescriptive authority to the
hadith: accounts of the words and actions of Mohammed, each with a proven chain
of narration leading back to one of Mohammed’s companions. These tend to be
fragmentary, often written with little or no context. The first collections of hadith
were collected by jurists to establish authority for their rulings on Sharia law. From
the mid-ninth century (about a century after Ibn Ishaq completed Sirat Rasul Allah)
larger collections were compiled. There are six major collections of hadith
recognised by Sunni Islam. All Islamic scholars accept that some hadith are forgeries,
and scholars and judges differ over which may be considered authentic. However
most treat those contained in the two ‘sahih’ (‘trusted’) collections of Bukhari and
Muslim as the most reliable evidence available to Muslims of Mohammed’s words
and actions.
In the eleventh century Ali ibn Ahmed al Wahidi (d. 1075) compiled a collection of
hadith relating specifically to the circumstances in which individual verses of the
Qur’an came to be announced, the Asbab al Nuzul. This is widely regarded within
Islam as the most authoritative collection of narration hadiths.

Translation of the Qur’an
All quotations from the Qur’an are, unless otherwise indicated, taken from The Study Quran (2015).
However, this translation is cross-referenced with the following fifteen other English translations of
the Qur’an, representing secular scholarship and the full spectrum of Islamic traditions1:
The Meaning of the Glorious Quran (1930) by Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall,
British convert to Islam;
The Holy Qur'an: Text, Translation and Commentary (1934) Abdullah Yusuf Ali, a
civil servant of the British Raj, said to be the most used English translation;
The Koran Interpreted (1955) Arthur John Arberry, non-muslim scholar;
The Meaning of the Quran (1972) by Syed Abul A'la Maududi, the founder of
Jamaat-e-Islami, the largest Islamic organisation in Asia;
The Glorious Qur’an by Abdul-Majid Dariyabadi (Indian, d.1977);
The Holy Quran (Koran), Muhammad Habib Shakir (the Ahmadiyya Community – a
minority Islamic sect - have asserted that Shakir’s translation was plagiarised from a
translation by a member of their own community, Maulana Muhammad Ali);
The Holy Qur’an (1982) by Shaykh Muhammad Sarwar, US Shia;
Al-Quran, A Contemporary Translation (1984) by Ahmad Ali;
The Noble Qur’an (1985) by Muhammad Muhsin Khan and Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din
al-Hilali (Khan & Hilali), said to be Saudi funded and reflecting Wahabi theology;
The Qur’an, English Meanings (1997) Sahih International, three US born female
converts, Saudi published;
The Meaning of the Glorious Qur’an (2001) by Grand Shaykh Hasan Qaribullah and
Shaykh Ahmad Darwish (Qaribullah & Darwish), of Umm Durman University, Cairo;
The Qur’an With a Phrase-by-Phrase English Translation (2005) by Ali Qarai of the
Islamic College of Advanced Studies;
The Qur’an: A New Translation (2009) by Maulana Wahihuddin Khan, Indian, peace
activist, a former member, later critic of Jamaat-e-Islami;
The Clear Quran (2012) by Talal Itani, Lebanese former engineer;
The Quranic Arabic Corpus, a collaborative online research project
(corpus.quran.com) administered by the University of Leeds.
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Principal verse considered in this paper

2.225-229

The right of a man to divorce
his wife by declaration

The Battle of Badr
[The ‘triple talaq’]

The Battle of Uhud
The Battle of The Trench
4.3

4.34

Polygamy (up to four wives)
approved

“As for those [wives]
from who you fear
discord or animosity…
strike them”.

The Treaty of Hudaybiyyah
Conquest of Mecca

There is no consensus on the exact order of Quran verses. This is a simplified version adapted from The
History of the Quran by Allamah Abu Abd Allah al-Zanjani.

The Qur’an on Matrimonial Rights
The Qur’an contains three specific instructions affording women inferior rights in marriage to men
that, if applied, would inevitably lead to women having less freedom and a subservient role.

❖ The instruction that a man is permitted to have up to four wives;
❖ The instruction that a man may divorce his wife by declaration (with no
equivalent right for women);

❖ The instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience.

I The instruction that a man is permitted to have up to four wives.

Surah 4 ‘Women’
3. If you feel that you will not deal justly with the orphans then
marry such women as seem good to you, two or three or
four. But if you fear that you will not deal justly then
only one or those whom your right hands possess.
Thus it is more likely that you will not commit injustice.

I. The Instruction that a man is permitted to have up to four wives

Translation notes
The verse in The Quran that permits men multiple wives makes a connection between polygamy and
the upkeep of orphans that is not immediately clear from the text of the Quran alone.
A commentary to the verse in The Study Quran offers two possible explanations for this link:3
that the verse illustrates the duty to act fairly between one’s wives by drawing a comparison
with the duty to act fairly to an orphan over whom one is guardian; and
that the Quran references the permissibility of up to four marriages by way of presenting the
alternative available to men who may be tempted to abuse their position as guardian of an
orphan girl.
All sixteen translations of the Quran considered express the permissibility of multiple wives using
the phrase “two or three or four”.
All maintain the same essential meaning of the verse as that provided in The Study Quran, other
than for Sarwar which offers a third possible explanation of the link between polygamy and the care
of orphans: that the ‘orphans’ in the first part of the verse refers to prospective step-children:
“With respect to marrying widows, if you are afraid of not being able to maintain justice
with her children, marry another woman of your choice or two or three or four (who have no
children). If you cannot maintain equality with more than one wife, marry only one or your
slave-girl. This keeps you from acting against justice.”
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“This verse makes a connection between the just treatment of orphans and just marriage practices.

It can indicate simply that people should be equally vigilant concerning the proper treatment of wives and
orphans. This means only marrying only the women whom on can properly support and whose rights in
marriage one can uphold. All commentators are explicit that this verse did not establish a new licence for
polygamy or encourage it, but rather limited the more excessive practices of polygamy common in pre-Islamic
Arabia by setting four as the maximum number of wives a man can have at one time. If a man is unable to
adequately provide for multiple wives or treat them equitably he is advised to take only one. If providing for
even one would prove difficult he is advised to take a slave wife (“those whom your right hands possess”)
because a slave wife although entitled to kind treatment was not owed the same financial and conjugal rights
as a free wife (see 4.25).
A widespread interpretation of this verse, that is attributed to the prophet’s wife, Aishah, is that it concerns
orphan girls who were vulnerable to abuse by their guardians. Since an orphan girl’s guardian was often also
her wakil – the male guardian legally able to give her in marriage – he might seek to marry her to himself or
others without her consent for a discounted bridal gift; or refuse to marry her to anyone in order to keep her
wealth for himself….”

I. The Instruction that a man is permitted to have up to four wives

Narration circumstances
Al Wahidi presents two explanations of reasons behind the announcement of {4.3}. Both suggest
that the verse was principally intended to protect orphans from exploitation, consistent with the two
explanations of the verse offered in The Study Quran. It might be remembered that Mohammed was
himself an orphan – his father dying before Mohammed’s birth, and his mother dying when he was
only six years old - and the requirement to treat orphans fairly is among the most frequently
mentioned specific examples given in the Quran of righteous conduct.

The first of Al Wahidi’s narration accounts, based upon an explanation from Aisha, one of
Mohammed’s wives and the source of many hadiths about him, presents the possibility of multiple
marriages as an alternative for Muslim men to marrying an orphan over whom they have
guardianship:

"This was revealed about any custodian under whose care is a female
orphan who possesses some wealth and does not have anyone to defend
her rights. The custodian refuses to give this orphan in marriage out of
greed for her money, harms her and treats her badly.
And so Allah, exalted is He, says (‘And if ye fear that ye will not deal fairly
by the orphans marry of the women, who seem good to you’) as long as
they are lawful to you and leave this one”
Al Wahidi on 4.3 (1)

The second, based upon an explanation said to have been recalled by Abdullah Ibn
Abbas, a cousin and companion of Mohammed, uses the duty to be fair between
wives as an example of the fairness necessary to look after an orphan.

"People used to be wary of the wealth of orphans but took liberty with
women and married whoever they liked. And sometimes they were fair to
them and sometimes they were not. So when they asked about the orphans
and the verse (‘Give unto orphans their wealth’), regarding the orphans,
was revealed, Allah, exalted is He, also revealed (‘And if ye fear that ye will
not deal fairly by the orphans’).
He says here:
‘Just as you fear that you will not deal fairly by the orphan, so
should you fear that you do not deal fairly by women. Therefore,
marry only as many as you can fulfil their rights, for women are like
orphans as far as weakness and incapacity are concerned’.
This is the opinion of Ibn Abbas according to the narration of al-Walibi".
Al Wahidi on 4.3 (2)

I. The Instruction that a man is permitted to have up to four wives
Either interpretation suggests that the verse’s main historical significance – the prescription that a
Muslim man may have up to four wives – was not the verse’s principal purpose but was merely an
uncritical reference to what was then an established social norm.

The Example of Mohammed
Mohammed is certainly not recorded as having shown any disapproval of polygamy. He announced
verses of Quran {33.50-1}4 exempting himself from the maximum number of wives set for all other
Muslims and all Muslim traditions accept that he married at least ten times in the twelve years
following the death of his first wife, Khadija, leaving upon his death no less than nine widows
(Zaynab bint Khuzayma is said to have died prior to his marriage to Hind).

❖ Sawda bint Zam’a;
❖ Aisha the daughter of Mohammed’s close friend Abu Bakr (the marriage is
traditionally said to have been contracted when Aisha was six years old, and
consummated when she was nine);
❖ Hafsa bint Umar, the daughter of another of Mohammed’s companions Umar;
❖ Umm Salama Hind bint Abi Umayya, a widow of the Battle of Uhud;
❖ Zaynab bint Khuzayma, a widow of the battle of Badr, was Mohammed’s fourth
wife at the time of their marriage. She died prior to his marriage to Hind;
❖ Juwayriyyah, formerly Barra bint al Harith, a captive and widow of a Muslim raid
upon the Banu Mustaliq;
❖ Zaynab bint Jahsh, who was divorced by her first husband, Mohammed’s
adopted son Zayd, to enable Mohammed to marry her, at which point she
became his fifth concurrent wife.

4

33.50:”O Prophet we have made lawful for thee thy wives to whom thou hast given their bridewealth as well
as those whom thy right hand possesses of those whom God has granted thee as spoils of war, and the
daughters of thy paternal uncles and the daughters of thy paternal aunts and the daughters of thy
paternal uncles and the daughters of thy paternal aunts who emigrated with thee, and any believing
woman if she gives herself (in marriage) to the Prophet and if the Prophet desires to marry her for thee
alone not for the (rest of) the believers. We know well what we have enjoined upon them with respect
to their wives and those whom their right hands possess that there may be no blame upon thee... .
51: Thou may put off whomsoever of them thou wilt, and receive whomsoever thou wilt. And as for
whomsoever thou mightiest desire of those whom thou hast set aside there is no blame upon thee. Thus
it is likelier that they will be comforted, that they will not grieve, and that they will be content with that
which thou hast given all of them. God knows what is in your hearts. And God is Knowing, Clement.”

This verse that is said to have prompted the response from his wife Aisha: “I feel that your Lord hastens in
fulfilling your wishes and desires” (Sahih Bukhari: book 60, 311) “

I. The Instruction that a man is permitted to have up to four wives

❖ Umm Habiba Ramla bint Abu Sufyan, an early Muslim convert who had
emigrated to Abyssinia. Mohammed married her by letter after her father, Abu
sufyan, became the leader hremotely ;
❖ Safiyyah bint Huyayy, a captive and widow of the Battle of Kaybar;
❖ Maymunah bint al-Harith, whom Mohammed married during his pilgrimage to
Mecca under the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah.
.
Further marriages that are not all Muslims accept include:

❖ Rayhanna, a captive and widow of the massacre of the Banu Qurayza. She is said
to have refused Mohammed’s marriage of proposal initially, preferring to
remain his slave, but to have been persuaded to marry him shortly afterwards.5
❖ Asma bint al-Numan (marriage not consummated after she was found to have
leprosy))
❖ Asma bint Yazid (marriage not consummated – unknown reason)
❖ Malukan bint Ka’ab
❖ Fatima bint al-Dahhak (later divorced for disobedience)

5

The story goes that her rebellious nature and public shows of dissatisfaction led to Mohammed divorcing and
expelling her from Medina, whereupon she joined her kinsfolk from the Banu Nadir, whom Mohammed had
expelled from Medina years earlier, and who had settled at the Jewish oasis at Kaybar. When Mohammed
captured Kaybar (see Safiyyah above) Rayhanna is said to have been recaptured and enslaved a second time,
this time being retained by Mohammed as his slave, until her death..

The proposition that {4.3} should be interpreted as imposing a maximum of four wives, rather than
the possible interpretation of the incremental phrase “two or three or four” as simply a turn of
phrase that meant ‘multiple’, is provided by the following hadith.

“Ibn Umar narrated:
‘Ghilan bin Salamah Ath-Thaqafi accepted Islam and he had ten
wives in Jahiliyyah [the time before Mohammed announced the
Qur’an] who accepted Islam along with him.
So the Prophet ordered (him) to choose four (of them).’”
Jami at-Tirmidhi 1128; also Sunna ibn Majah 1953

The hadith is explained by the commentator Ibn Kathir:

“Yet, men are prohibited from marrying more than four wives, as the Ayah
decrees, since the Ayah specifies what men are allowed of wives, as Ibn
Abbas and the majority of scholars stated. If it were allowed for them to
have more than four wives, the Ayah would have mentioned it.
Imam Ahmad [Ahmad bin Hanbal] recorded that Salim said that his father
said that Ghilan bin Salamah Ath-Thaqafi had ten wives when he became
Muslim, and the Prophet said to him:
‘Choose any four of them (and divorce the rest) …’
Therefore, had it been allowed for men to marry more than four women at
the same time, the Prophet would have allowed Ghilan to keep more than
four of his wives since they all embraced Islam with him.
When the Prophet commanded him to keep just four of them and divorce the
rest, this indicated that men are not allowed to keep more than four wives at
a time under any circumstances. If this is the case concerning those who
already had more than four wives upon embracing Islam, then this ruling
applies even more so to marrying more than four.”

II The instruction that a man may divorce his wife by declaration
(with no equivalent right for women)

Surah 2 ‘The Cow’
225. God will not take you to task for carelessness in your
oaths. Rather he will take you to task for what your hears
have earned and God is Forgiving, Clement.
226. Those who foreswear their wives will wait for four
months. And if they shall return God is Forgiving,
Merciful. But if they resolve on divorce truly God is
Hearing, Knowing.
228. Divorced women shall wait by themselves three courses
and it is not lawful for them to conceal what God has
created in their wombs, if they believe in God and the Last
Day. And their husbands have better right to restore them
during that time if they desire to make peace. [The
women] are owed obligations the like of those they owe, in
an honourable way. And men have a degree over them,
and God is Mighty, Wise.
229. Divorce is twice. Then keep [her] honourably or release
[her] virtuously. It is not lawful for you to take aught from
what you have given [your wives], except that the two
should fear that they would not uphold the limits set by
God.
So if you fear that they will not uphold the limits set by
God there is no blame upon the two in what she may give
in ransom. These are the limits set by God; so transgress
not against them.
And whosoever transgresses against the limits set by God,
it is they who are the wrongdoers.

II. The Instruction that a man may divorce his wife by declaration

A commentary in The Study Quran explains that the phrases ‘forswear their wives’ and ‘return’ refer
to a practice of men vowing not to have intercourse with their wives whilst not divorcing them, and
resuming intercourse. The Quran sets a limit of four months on such a situation, after which a man
should return to his wife or divorce her.
The Quran is generally held to recognise two types of divorce:

Talaq: a declaration by the man uttered three times that the marriage is over
(sometimes referred to as the ‘triple talaq’);
and
Khul: an agreement (khul) negotiated between the husband and wife to separate on
certain terms.

One key difference between the two is that following a talaq divorce the assets (sometimes referred
to as a dowry or, by The Study Quran, the ‘bridewealth’) that were transferred to a bride as part of
the naklah marriage contract remain the wife’s property and she may take them with her, whereas
in a khul divorce an agreed part of the bridewealth must be returned to the husband.

The commentary in The Study Quran explains the situation as follows:
“A couple can reconcile after a declarative divorce (talaq) twice. After the third
divorce declaration the divorce is final…
In the other main type of divorce called a khul divorce the wife initiates the divorce
and can give a ransom as part of obtaining the divorce. That is to say the wife’s
property becomes material to the khul divorce procedure., while the man may
divorce without any transfer of wealth, which is the inverse of the procedure of
marriage where a wife collects a bridewealth from her husband as part of the
marriage contract but has no financial responsibility within the marriage. Put
another way a man negotiates his way into the marriage through the bridewealth
and a woman can negotiate her way out of a marriage through the khul divorce
process.”

Narration circumstances
The preceding verse to {2.229}, prescribes that a divorced woman is not permitted to remarry until
she has had three menstrual courses since the first declaration of the divorce, and that during this
period (her iddah) her former husband is entitled to revoke the divorce and reinstate the marriage.
Al Wahidi comments that prior to the announcement of {2.229} it was possible for a man to
repeatedly divorce his wife, wait for three months, revoke the divorce and then re-divorce her,
effectively preventing her from ever remarrying. He states that one man had been doing this and
that verse 229 was revealed to prevent this conduct:

"The norm was that when a man divorced his wife, he had the right to take
her back before the end of her waiting period, even if he divorced her a
thousand times.
One particular man divorced his wife and then waited for her until the
waiting period was about to elapse and then took her back. He then
divorced her immediately and said to her:
'By Allah! I will not take you back nor will I ever allow you to marry
someone else'.
Allah, glorious and majestic is He, then revealed (Divorce must be
pronounced twice and then (a woman) must be retained in honour or
released in kindness)".
Al Wahidi on 3.4

Tafsir
In his commentary to {2.229}, Ibn Kathir presents the same view of the verse’s purpose:

“This honourable Ayah abrogated the previous practice in the beginning of
Islam, when the man had the right to take back his divorced wife even if he
had divorced her a hundred times, as long as she was still in her Iddah
(waiting period). This situation was harmful for the wife, and this is why
Allah made the divorce thrice, where the husband is allowed to take back his
wife after the first and the second divorce (as long as she is still in her
`Iddah). The divorce becomes irrevocable after the third divorce.”

III The instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

Surah 4 ‘Women’
34. Men are the upholders and maintainers of women by
virtue of that in which God has favoured some of them
above others and by virtue of their spending from their
wealth.
Therefore the righteous women are devoutly obedient,
guarding in [their husband’s absence] what God has
guarded. As for those from whom you fear discord or
animosity, admonish them, then leave them in their beds,
then strike them. Then if they obey you, seek not a way
against them. Truly God is Exalted, Great.

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

Translation notes
‘… strike them’
{4.34} sets out a series of three sanctions that a man may deploy against a wife from whom he fears
discord and animosity. The third uses the Arabic ‘ ضربdribohunna' (from the root ‘daraba’) that is
translated in The Study Quran as “then strike them”.
The other English translations considered convey the meaning of the term as follows:
Pickthall: “… scourge them”
Yusuf Ali: “… (and last) beat them (lightly)”
Arberry, Maududi, Dariyabadi, Shakir and Sarwar: “… beat them”
Khan & Hilali: “… (and last) beat them (lightly)”
Sahih International: “… (finally) strike them”
Qaribullah & Darwish: “… smack them without harshness”
Ali Qarai: “… (as a last resort) beat them”
Wahihuddin Khan: “… hit them (lightly)”
Talal Itani: “… strike them”
Corpus: “… (finally) strike them

It is sometimes argued that the Arabic word daraba is capable of a range of idiomatic meanings,
some of which would provide a non-violent meaning to the verse. Comparisons are sometimes
drawn with the English idioms to ‘strike a deal’ or to ‘strike out’ on a journey. However, it is
suggested that it is clear that all the English translations of the term considered for this paper
unambiguously treat the term as involving the application of physical force as a sanction. 6
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The word is the origin of the English word ‘drubbing’

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

Narration circumstances
Al Wahidi includes three very slightly differing (only in terms of the exact words used) versions of
the account for the narration of {4.34}. One is produced below:

"This verse [‘Men are in charge of women’] was revealed about Sa’d ibn alRabi, who was one of the leaders of the Helpers, and his wife Habibah bint
Zayd ibn Abi Zuhayr, both of whom from the Helpers.
It happened Sa’d hit his wife on the face because she rebelled against him.
Then her father went with her to see the Prophet, Allah bless him and give
him peace. He said to him:
‘I gave him my daughter in marriage and he slapped her’.
The Prophet, Allah bless him and give him peace, said:
‘Let her have retaliation against her husband’.
As she was leaving with her father to execute retaliation, the Prophet, Allah
bless him and give him peace, called them and said:
‘Come back, Gabriel has come to me’,
and Allah, exalted is He, revealed this verse.
The Messenger of Allah, Allah bless him and give him peace, said:
‘We wanted something while Allah wanted something else, and that
which Allah wants is good’.
Retaliation was then suspended.”

Al Wahidi on 4.34

All three narration accounts are unambiguous that the verse was announced specifically to prevent a
man being punished for having assaulted his wife.

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

The Duty on a wife to obey her husband
The duty of a woman of obedience to her husband is stated in the Quran {66.3-5}.
The background to this verse is a hadith concerning Hafsah, the daughter of Umar and one of
Mohammed’s wives. Umar had heard that Hafsa had argued with Mohammed. The dispute involved
Hafsah having told some of Mohammed’s other wives, despite being told by Mohammed not to, that
Mohammed had had intercourse with his concubine, Maryam, in Hafsah’s apartment which had
angered her. Umar remonstrated with her:
‘Any one of you who does that is doomed and lost. Does any one of you feel assured that
Allah will not be angry with her because of the anger of His Messenger for then she will be
doomed? Do not argue with the Messenger of Allah and do not ask him for anything.’
Shortly afterwards Umar heard a report that Mohammed had divorced Hafsa and Umar hastened to
Mohamed and offered him the explanation the explanation:
“We people of the Quraish7 were a people who dominated women. But when we came to
Medina we found a people who were dominated by their women., and our women started to
learn from their women.

The hadith completes with by Mohamed deciding not to divorce Hafsah but announcing the Quran
verses {66.3-4} that contains a clear warning to his wives that should they ‘incline’ (against him) they
may be divorced and replaced by better wives who are ‘devoutly obedient’.

3. “When the Prophet confided a certain matter to one of his wives but
she divulged it and God showed it to him he made known part of it
and held back part of it. When he informed her of it she said:
‘Who informed thee of this?’
Related verses

He replied:
‘The Knower, the Aware informed me.’
4. If you both repent to God, for your hearts did certainly incline, and if
you aid one another against him, then truly God, He is his Protector,
as are Gabriel and the righteous amongst the believers and the
angels support him withall.
5. It may be that if he divorces you his Lord would give him wives in
his stead who are better than you, submitting believing, devoutly
obedient, penitent worshipping and given to wayfaring previously married and virgins.”
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The tribe to which Mohammed, Umar and most of the early Meccan followers of Islam belonged.

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience
In hadith the duty of wifely obedience is often expressed in relation by reference to a wife
permitting her husband to have sexual intercourse with her; notably:

[Isnad (chain of transmission)]
‘When Muadh bin Jabal came from Sham, he prostrated to the Prophet who
said:
'What is this, O Muadh?'
He said:
'I went to Sham and saw them prostrating to their bishops and
patricians and I wanted to do that for you.'
The Messenger of Allah said:
'Do not do that. If I were to command anyone to prostrate to
anyone other than Allah, I would have commanded women to
prostrate to their husbands. By the One in Whose Hand is the soul
of Muhammad no woman can fulfil her duty towards Allah until she
fulfils her duty towards her husband. If he asks her (for intimacy)
even if she is on her camel saddle, she should not refuse.'”
Sunan Ibn Majah (9.1926).
and
[Isnad:]
“… Umara ibn Ghurab reported that an aunt of his told him that she asked
'A'isha, Umm al-Mu'minin:
‘If a woman's husband desires her and she refuses to give herself to
him either because she is angry or not eager, is there anything
wrong in that?’
‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Part of his right over you is that if he desires you when
you are on a saddle, you must not refuse him.’
8

Al Adad Al Mufrad (6.120)

8

A similar hadith is included in Abu Hanifa’s Kitab al Athar (443), the English translation of which
offers the suggestion that the phrase ’on her saddle’ may have been employed as an idiom meaning
on the point of giving birth - based upon a tradition that Arab women used to be seated upon a
camel saddle to facilitate childbirth.

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

The Example of Mohammed on the right of a husband to strike his wife to
enforce obedience
The following are the most commonly cited hadith in which Mohammed addresses the issue of a
man striking his wife:
[Isnad:]
“The Prophet said:
‘None of you should flog his wife as he flogs a slave and then have
sexual intercourse with her in the last part of the day’.”
Sahih Bukhari (7.62.132)

[Isnad]
“The Prophet forbade laughing at a person who passes wind, and said:
‘How does anyone of you beat his wife as he beats the stallion
camel and then he may embrace (sleep with) her?’
And Hisham said, ‘As he beats his slave’.
Sahih Bukhari (8.73.68)
[Isnad]
“Mu'awiyah asked:
‘Apostle of Allah, what is the right of the wife of one of us over
him?’
He replied:
‘That you should give her food when you eat, clothe her when you
clothe yourself, do not strike her on the face, do not revile her or
separate yourself from her except in the house.’
Abu Dawood (11: 2137. 2138 and 2139 are almost identical)

In all the above hadith Mohammed, by instructing his followers not to beat wives as they would beat
an animal or a slave, or on the face, or prior to sex, would seem to implicitly accept that some level
of violence is permissible by a man against his wife.

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

[Isnad: “…narrated Umar]]
The Prophet said:
‘A man will not be asked as to why he beat his wife’.
Abu Dawood (11: 2142, assessed by some as having a weak chain of
transmission)

In yet another hadith Mohammed is recorded as having initially instructed Muslims not to strike
their wives but then having changed his mind after hearing representations by Umar that ‘women
had become emboldened’:

“[Isnad]
IIIyas ibn Abdullah ibn Abu Dhubab reported the Apostle of Allah as saying:
‘Do not beat Allah's handmaidens’,
but when Umar came to the Apostle of Allah and said:
‘Women have become emboldened towards their husbands’,
he (the Prophet) gave permission to beat them.
Then many women came round the family of the Apostle of Allah
complaining against their husbands. So the Apostle of Allah said:
‘Many women have gone round Muhammad's family complaining
against their husbands. They (the men) are not the best among you.’
Abu Dawood (11: 2141)

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

In a further hadith Mohammed is called upon to adjudicate the case of a woman who apparently
presented with significant bruising and accused her new husband of striking her. After she described
her new husband’s impotence (presumably, since they were newly married, merely a failure to
perform) as the background to the assault and the husband was able to show two sons from a
previous marriage Mohammed appears to have dismissed the complaint, despite the complainant’s
visible injuries.

[Isnad]
“Rifa'a divorced his wife whereupon Abdur Rahman bin Az-Zubair AlQurazi married her.
Aisha said that the lady (came), wearing a green veil (and complained to
her (Aisha) of her husband and showed her a green spot on her skin
caused by beating). It was the habit of ladies to support each other, so
when Allah's Apostle came, Aisha said:
‘I have not seen any woman suffering as much as the believing
women. Look! Her skin is greener than her clothes!’
When Abdur Rahman heard that his wife had gone to the Prophet, he
came with his two sons from another wife. She said:
‘By Allah! I have done no wrong to him but he is impotent and is
as useless to me as this’
holding and showing the fringe of her garment.
Abdur Rahman said:
‘By Allah, O Allah's Apostle! She has told a lie! I am very strong
and can satisfy her but she is disobedient and wants to go back
to Rifa'a.’
Allah's Apostle said, to her:
‘If that is your intention, then know that it is unlawful for you to
remarry Rifa'a unless Abdur Rahman has had sexual intercourse
with you.’
Then the Prophet saw two boys with 'Abdur Rahman and asked (him):
‘Are these your sons?’
On that 'Abdur Rahman said: ‘Yes.’
The Prophet said:
‘You claim what you claim (i.e.. that he is impotent)? But by
Allah, these boys resemble him as a crow resembles a crow.’
Sahih Bukhari (7.72.715)

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience
Finally, in one hadith Mohammed is himself said to have used force against his wife, Aisha:
[Isnad]
She [Aishah] said:
‘When it was my turn for Allah's Messenger … to spend the night
with me, he turned his side, put on his mantle and took off his shoes
and placed them near his feet, and spread the corner of his shawl on
his bed and then lay down till he thought that I had gone to sleep. He
took hold of his mantle slowly and put on the shoes slowly, and
opened the door and went out and then closed it lightly. I covered my
head, put on my veil and tightened my waist wrapper, and then went
out following his steps till he reached Baqi.
He stood there and he stood for a long time. He then lifted his hands
three times, and then returned and I also returned. He hastened his
steps and I also hastened my steps. He ran and I too ran. He came (to
the house) and I also came. I, however, preceded him and I entered
(the house), and as I lay down in the bed, he (the Holy Prophet)
entered the (house), and said:
‘Why is it, O Aisha, that you are out of breath?’
I said: ‘There is nothing.’
He said: ‘Tell me or the Subtle and the Aware would inform me’.
I said: ‘Messenger of Allah, may my father and mother be ransom for
you’,
and then I told him (the whole story).
He said: ‘Was it the darkness (of your shadow) that I saw in front of
me?’
I said: ‘Yes’.
He struck me on the chest which caused me pain, and then said:
‘Did you think that Allah and His Apostle would deal unjustly
with you?’
She said: ‘Whatsoever the people conceal, Allah will know it’.
He said:
‘Gabriel came to me when you saw me. He called me and he
concealed it from you. I responded to his call, but I too
concealed it from you (for he did not come to you), as you
were not fully dressed. I thought that you had gone to sleep,
and I did not like to awaken you, fearing that you may be
frightened. He (Gabriel) said: Your Lord has commanded you
to go to the inhabitants of Baqi' (to those lying in the graves)
and beg pardon for them.’

[Continued]

III. The Instruction that a man may strike his wife to enforce her obedience

I said:
‘Messenger of Allah, how should I pray for them (How
should I beg forgiveness for them)?’
He said:
‘Say: ‘Peace be upon the inhabitants of this city (graveyard)
from among the Believers and the Muslims, and may Allah
have mercy on those who have gone ahead of us, and those
who come later on, and we shall, God willing, join you.’”
Sahih Muslim (4:2127)

A year before he died Mohammed made his final pilgrimage to Mecca and on his way back to Yathrib
is said to have delivered a sermon, that has become known as his farewell sermon. This includes the
following passage (as recorded by Ibn Ishaq) which incorporates the words of {4.34}:

"… O people, you have a right over your wives and they have a right over
you.
You have [the right] that they should not cause anyone of whom you dislike
to tread on your beds; and that they should not commit any open indecency.
If they do, then God permits you to shut them in separate rooms and to
beat them, but not severely.
If they abstain [from evil], they have the right to their food and clothing in
accordance with custom.
Treat women well, for they are [like] domestic animals with you and do not
possess anything for themselves. You have taken them only as a trust from
God, and you have made the enjoyment of their persons lawful by the word
of God, so understand and listen to my words, O people.
I have conveyed the Message, and have left you with something which, if you
hold fast to it, you will never go astray: the Book of God and the sunnah of
His Prophet.”

In relation to {4.34} Ibn Kathir explains the permitted sanctions by a man against his wife by
reference to the great duty of obedience that a woman owes her husband:

“Allah said, [to those women on whose part you see ill conduct] meaning,
the woman from whom you see ill conduct with her husband, such as when
she acts as if she is above her husband, disobeys him, ignores him, dislikes
him, and so forth. When these signs appear in a woman, her husband
should advise her and remind her of Allah's torment if she disobeys him.
Indeed, Allah ordered the wife to obey her husband and prohibited her from
disobeying him, because of the enormity of his rights and all that he does for
her.
He recites several hadith including that from Mu'awiyah reproduced above
(that Mohammed had said that a man ought not to strike his wife on the
face) and concludes:

‘(Sahih) Muslim recorded that Jabir said that during the Farewell Hajj, the
Prophet said: ‘You have the right on them that they do not allow any person
whom you dislike to step on your mat’. However, if they do that, you are
allowed to discipline them lightly. They have a right on you that you provide
them with their provision and clothes, in a reasonable manner.
Ibn Abbas and several others said that the Ayah refers to a beating that is
not violent.’

Islam After Mohammed
The century after Mohammed’s reported traditional death in 632 saw Arab armies conquer large
parts of the Byzantine Empire in the Middle East and North Africa, most of Spain, the whole of the
Sassanian Empire (Persia), large tracts of central Asia and as far east as Sindh (in modern Pakistan). .
It is debatable how ‘Islamic’ these armies were. For sixty years until the building of the mysterious
Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem they left no identifiably Islamic monuments and continued to mint
coins with crosses on. Up to the Abbasid revolution in 750 there was no Islamic book written and the
words Muslim, and Qur’an were not mentioned in the chronicles of the people they conquered:
other than a contemptuous account of four books of the Qur’an by a Christian official, John of
Damascus.

According to the traditional Islamic narrative this was a period of brutal and bloody power struggles
amongst Mohamed’s most followers that commenced even as Mohammed was being buried and
included his closest companions. Later doctrinal differences would emerge between the parties that
would become Sunni and Shia Muslims, but in the beginning there was no sign that the differences
were driven by any issue of any doctrine beyond the issue of who possessed the authority to lead
the community.

See Who Wrote the Qur’an? On the IRG website

The four great Sunni Sharia jurists
Following the establishment of the Abbasid Caliphate the earliest known attempts to arrange the
Quran’s instructions into a legal framework were made. Today the vast majority of Muslims follow
one of the four schools of Sharia law (fiqh) that developed from the approaches of Abu Hanifa, Abu
Malik ibn Anas, Mohammed ibn Idris al Shafii, and Ahmad ibn Hanbal

The four great Sunni Sharia jurists
Jaffar al-Sadiq (c.700-765)
Al Sadiq was a fifth-generation descendant of Mohammed and is revered by most Shia
Muslims as the sixth imam.
He is generally regarded as Islam’s first legal theorist, although his own (‘Jaffari’) jurisprudence,
placing emphasis on the authority of the imams, is influential only with Shia Muslims.
Students of Jaffar al Sadiq

Abu Hanifa (c.699-767)
Rationalist
A collection of Abu Hanifa’s rulings, Kitab
al-Athar Abu Hanifa, written by his
student Mohammed Shaybani, is claimed as
the first book written in the Islamic
community following the Quran.
The approach of the Hanafi school based
upon these rulings stresses:
❖ the use of reason to interpret
instructions in the Qur’an and hadith to
achieve their supposed purpose;
❖ the judge’s duty to consider equity and
public interest as factors in applying the
law

Abu Malik bin Annas (711-795)
Traditionalist
Malik compiled the earliest collection of
hadith as a lawbook entitled the Muwatta
The Maliki approach to Sharia law
emphasises imitating the practices of the
first three generations of followers of
Mohammed (the salafa), especially those
living in Medina, as evidence of the
authentic practice of Mohammed and his
companions.
Student of Malik

Mohammed al-Shafii (767-820)
Conservative
Shafii rejected both judicial law-making and
Medinan traditions as comprising manmade rather than divine law. His school
recognised only the instructions in the
Qur’an, example of Mohammed
and analogies drawn from these.
Student of al-Shafii

Ahmad bin Hanbal (820-855)
Ultra-conservative
Hanbal’s approach to interpreting Sharia
reduces the scope for innovation to its
minimum by limiting any extension of the
literal words of the Qur’an and hadith by
analogy to strict categories.
Instead it prefers to rely on hadiths including
those that it acknowledges to have weak
chains of transmission, where these are the
only authority available.

The four great Sunni jurists and inferior marriage rights for women
In Kitab al-Athar Abu Hanifa, Shaybani recorded judgments from Abu Hanifa. These confirm:
•

a ruling of Ali ibn Abu Talib that: ‘Four (wives) are permitted to you’ 9
and that this limit applied whether wives were free women or the man’s
slaves:
“(A man) may marry the same number of slave women as the number of
free women whom he is able to marry, and that is the verdict of Abu
Hanifa…’

•

a man’s right to divorce at his own volition, contrasted with the requirement on
woman to justify a divorce, seen in the following ruling:
“Abu Hanifa informed us from Hammad that Ibrahim said, concerning a
man who married a woman who has a defect or illness:
‘She is his wife whom he may divorce or retain. She is not in this
case in the same position that a slave women whom he may return
(to the person who sold her)’
Muhammade (Shaybani) said:
‘We adhere to this because divorce is in the hands of the husband
and if he wishes he may divorce her and if he wishes he may retain
her. Do you not see that if he discovered her to be physically
incapable of intercourse he would not have the choice of returning
her since divorce is in his hands?
However, if she discovered him to be completely castrated she would
have the freedom since divorce is not in her hands. It would be
similar if she discovered him to be mad and subject to insane
promptings and one [presumably a judge] feared for her sake lest he
kill her, or if she discovered him to have leprosy to such a degree that
he was losing body parts…10

•

9
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a hadith that a woman asked Mohammed ‘What are the rights of a husband
over his wife’ and was advised ‘If he is angry she should content him … even if
he is in the wrong’.11

In Al-Muwatta, Malik Bin Anas confirms that:
▪

a man is limited to four wives12; and

▪

a wife may seek a divorce based upon the insanity or defect of her
husband;13 and

It also prescribes that:
▪

a man who had four wives but has divorced one (freeing him to marry
again) is permitted to remarry immediately and is not required to wait
until the conclusion of the iddah (the waiting period of three
menstruations during which his divorced wife is prohibited from
remarrying).14

▪

that a woman who was harmed, wronged or oppressed by her husband
is entitled to the return of the khul (money , or ‘ransom’) that she paid
for a divorce) but that otherwise there is no harm in a wife paying more
money to her husband in khul than he paid her in the mahr
(bridewealth) at their marriage.15

and

The pre-eminent Shafi’i legal text is Umdat al Salik (the Reliance of the Traveller) by Ahmad ibn
Naqib al-Misri (completed 1368). This states:

“It is obligatory for a woman to let her husband have sex with her
immediately when (a) he asks her, (b) at home and (c) when she can
physically endure it 16
A husband possesses full right to enjoy his wife’s person in what does not
physically harm her17. He is entitled to take her with him when he travels.”
It also attributes the following four quotations to Mohammed himself:
“The Prophet … said:
1. ‘Allah will not look at a woman who is ungrateful to her
husband, while unable to do without him’;

12

1237. Reciting the story of the man from Taqif who converted to Islam whilst married to ten wives.
1195
14
1164
15
1199
16
M 5.1. the leading English translation adds the opinion from the prominent eleventh/twelfth century Islamic
philosopher Al Ghazali opines that a man should make love to his wife every four nights [presumably on the
basis that he has four wives], more or less according to the amount that she requires to remain chaste and free
of want for it. .
17
W.5.3
13

2.

‘When a man calls his wife to bed and she will not come
and he spends the night angry with her, the angels will
curse her until morning’;

3. ‘It is not lawful for a woman to fast when her husband is
present, save by his leave. Nor to permit anyone into his
house except with his permission’;
4.

‘Whoever leaves her husband’s house (without his
permission) the angels curse her until she returns’ or
repents’. 18

18

The leading English translation includes a note from a twentieth century Shafi’I jurist, Khalil Nahlawi,
referring to this fourth commentary but also to the Quran 33.33:
‘It is a condition for the permissibility of her going out that she take no measure to enhance her beauty
and that her figure is so concealed or altered to a form unlikely to draw looks from men or attract
them.’

The three instructions read together and related verses of the Quran
Both the right to have multiple spouses and the right to announce a divorce with the exercise of
these rights by men in relation to their wives, carry the necessary implication that these are rights
only available to men, and to the author’s knowledge a Quranic authority for such rights to be
exercised by women has never been asserted by any school of Islamic jurisprudence.
Clearly the verse instructing men to strike wives for disobedience would be logically inconsistent
with the existence of an equivalent right for women.

It should be noted that {4.3} does encourage a man to only take one wife if they feel that they would
not be fair between multiple wives. The prospect of unfairness is also addressed in {4.129},
“You will not be able to deal fairly between women, even if it is your ardent desire. But do
not turn away from one altogether so that you leave her as if suspended. If you come to an
accord and are reverent truly God is Forgiving, Merciful.”
However, {4.3} is unambiguous that it is for a man to determine for himself whether he will be
capable of being fair between his potential wives, with the inevitable authority to make that decision
in what he perceives as his own interest.

The three instructions that are the focus of this paper – that men are permitted up to four wives, to
enforce their obedience by physical sanctions; and to divorce any of them as of right - operate both
individually and in conjunction with one another to provide a powerful position of dominance to the
male party to a marriage. A wife who objected to an instruction by her husband would face not only
physical chastisement, but the prospect of dismissal from a household within which her husband
may well retain up to three other wives, pending her replacement.

The prospect of using the threat of divorce to compel obedience was specifically contained in surah
66 In relation to Mohammed. In the two narration accounts of surah 66 recorded by Al Wahidi,
Mohammed announced this verse having been angered by the disobedience of his wives19, as a
result of which God is said to have warned his wives to be obedient to him.
“It may be that if he divorces you his Lord would give him wives in your stead who are better
than you submitting, believing, devoutly obedient, penitent, worshipping and given to
wayfaring – previously married and virgins”.

19

The two accounts differ as to the precise cause of Mohammed’s displeasure, although both seem rooted in
jealousy between Mohammed’s wives for his time. In one account Hafsa was aggrieved that Mohammed had
been intimate with his concubine, Maryam, in Hafsa’s apartment on the night that had been allocated to
Hafsa. In the other, Aishah, Sawda and Safiyah conspired to make Mohammed believe that there was
something wrong with honey that Hafsa had given him, and which they believed accounted for his spending
too much time with her.

Conclusion and Comment
Muslims believe that the Quran:
•
•
•

contains the verbatim words of God,
is intended to be prescriptive, to guide mankind as to the social order that God wishes;
and
may never be reviewed or amended.

It is suggested that the three instructions that are the focus of this paper are unambiguous. There
is no verse in the Quran disapproving of polygamy, nor is there any verse disapproving of men
beating their wives (nor for that matter any verse disapproving of violence generally as a means of
achieving a purpose).

There is no record of Mohammed disapproving of polygamy on principle – given his own multiple
marriages there could hardly be - and on both occasions in which Mohammed is said to have
opposed men striking their wives the account of him doing so also records him withdrawing that
disapproval.

It is often argued that:
•

Islam greatly improved the rights of women over pre-Islamic Arabian society;

•

The economic and social position of women in Islamic society was superior to that in
Christian society until at least fairly recently;

•

Women occupy a more honoured position in Islamic society than modern secular society
because of its conservative marriage laws.

It is well beyond the scope of this work to assess whether any of those broad assertions are correct
or not. However, it is clear that the instructions set out in the Quran and practised and preached by
Mohammed – afford women substantially inferior rights to those granted to men.

It follows that by:
Permitting polygamy (but not polyandry);
Instructing the physical chastisement by husbands of their wives; and
By giving husbands, but not wives, the right to divorce by declare a divorce
the Quran, given its plain and originally intended meaning is inconsistent with the values
of modern liberal democracies with regard to gender equality and individual autonomy
for all.

