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Background
Tawhid is a concept that establishes 

the pre-eminence of God. This is the 

foundational principle of Islam; no one 

person is superior over another and 

God is superior over all. Therefore, the 

dominance of men over women is 

based on a very arbitrary hierarchy that 

is contrary to the concept of Tawhid. 

Male authority and female servility 

diminishes the absoluteness of God’s 

Sovereignty and it also contradicts the 

Qur’an’s repeated depiction of the 

ideal marital relationship as one 

enveloped in peace and kindness.   

This is the verse in the Qur’an that is 

taken by some scholars to be a 

definitive statement on gender 

relations, describing mates as one 

another’s sources of tranquility.  This 

verse is often used as grounds for 

rejecting scholars who validate wife 

beating on the basis of the Qur’anic 

verse 4:34, which allows husbands to 

hit wives feared to commit nushuz, a 

term widely interpreted to include 

simple disobedience against husbands.   

However, the word ‘hitting’ can be 

interpreted as a symbolic exercise 

intended to convey the husband’s 

anger without injury to the wife. One 

can justify this interpretive decision by 

appealing to the evidence from the 

Prophet’s sunnah, which seemingly 

contradicts scholars who define nushuz 

in an excessively broad manner. 

Scholars have also reframed verse 4:34 

by individually scrutinizing the verse’s 

other contentious terms and phrases.  

For each one, there is a scope of 

possible definitions. One can deduce 

the preferred meaning through looking 

at the usage of the word or phrase in 

other verses of the Qur’an and 

Prophetic tradition. In this toolkit and 

corresponding resources, we will  

show how the words ‘wahjuruhunna 

fi’l madhaji’i’, ‘qanitat’, ‘nushuz’, and 

'fahishah mubayyinah' in passage 4:34 

can be construed in a gender-equitable 

manner through inter-textual and intra-

textual interpretive techniques laid 

down by renowned Islamic scholars.
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Step 1: Recognize Islam’s innate dynamism
There is an innate dynamism in Islamic law, a feature that is insufficiently utilized by 
women’s rights activists working in the Muslim world.  Far from constituting a settled code of 
regulations, Islamic law, is a constellation of differing opinions that are, in theory, continually 
refined in an unending interpretive process to better uncover and administer the Divine Will.  
Activists seeking to overturn patriarchal statutes in the legal codes of Muslim countries are in 
a better position to challenge claims that such provisions are beyond reproach due to their 
alleged “Islamic” origins by summoning this prevalent juridical notion of Islamic law’s fluid 
character.

Not only can a full appreciation of Islamic law’s dynamism equip activists to dispute existing 
laws that have been effectively rendered untouchable thus far, it may also direct them to 
approaches of enacting reform that have greater local resonance.  This suggests that 
opportunities exist for the production of interpretations that are progressive as well as 
agreeable to the segments of Muslim populations that favor legislation derived from Islamic 
legal discourses.  

Step 2: Establish the Qur’anic worldview
It is also important that activists understand and convey the importance of how God, as we 
understand Him through the divine word (i.e. the Quran), conceived the world as the medium
and exercise of human existence where no one race, gender, or class is innately superior to the 
other. This is the Qur'anic worldview. 

The Qur'anic worldview, therefore, is a set of presuppositions about how we as a people relate 
to each other and how our relation is hierarchized, or rather un-hierarchized, in the Islamic 
social order. Precisely because the suppositions within the world view are axioms, by 
definition they are therefore self-proven and self-determined. All other concepts are argued 
'from' as opposed to 'for' or 'with' this premise. This logic therefore demands that the 
organization of male/female relations and hierarchy in Muslim societies; and their attendant 
roles, rights and responsibilities, must be thought of and argued from within the framework of 
the Qur'anic worldview. Begin from the premise, evidenced by the Quran, that God had 
prescribed no hierarchy in the order of mankind, not especially one that generates harmful 
effects to a defined section of the society. 

How can activists use this information?
Step-by-Step
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How can activists use this information?
Step-by-Step

Step 3: Use interpretive techniques to reach a 

gender-equitable interpretation
There are interpretive techniques that activists can use to engage with stakeholders in a 
discussion of verse 4:34. A combination of interpretive techniques when used in the right way 
can build a legitimate claim for gender-equitable interpretations. You can do this in the 
following ways:

1. Break down contentious words into its root derivatives.
2. To derive the meaning of certain words, you can cross-reference those words with similar 

usages in other Qur'anic passages. This authenticates specific semantic decisions of 
choosing a gender-equitable meaning over another. 

3. You can also justify a gender-equitable interpretation by showing its consistency with the 
Qur’an’s wider teachings on the matter.   

4. Hadith are similarly instructive. Using the hadith adds an extra layer of legitimacy 
conferred on an interpretation you have chosen.

5. Ensure that your analysis of the verse is holistic, meaning it uses a combination of 
interpretive techniques that converges into a gender-equitable interpretation. 

 Women’s rights activists can therefore conduct more holistic analyses of the Qur’an’s attitudes 
on gender issues by taking examples from how scholar’s have used both intra-textual (between 
different texts, e.g. the Quran and Sunnah) and inter-textual (within the same text) interpretive 
techniques and evidence to uphold a gender-equitable reading of verse 4:34.  
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Lay down the Foundations
	
Before beginning a discussion on gender-equality and domestic violence with your 
stakeholders, first lay down the foundations of Islam (Tawhid) and Islamic law (its ever-
changing nature). The idea of equality between genders should be framed within this larger 
discussion. 

Remember to:
A. Internally recognize and appreciate the ever-changing nature of Islamic law
B. Understand that the concept of Tawhid sought to abolish arbitrary hierarchy of people 

based on race, class, wealth and gender, by placing all sovereignty on God and no other.
C. Use interpretive techniques to deconstruct Qur’anic verse 4:34 by cross-referencing the 

words used in 4:34 with similar words in other parts of the Quran, by appealing to the 
Prophet’s tradition and by understanding verse 4:34 in light of the concept of Tawhid and 
the fluidity of Islamic law and opinions.

D. Gather the right information that explains these concepts credibly and coherently. This 
requires research and a deconstruction of scholarly materials on the subject.    

 F.I. may be able to help you gather the right resources for your immediate use.

Building An Discussion Plan	
Developing the Resources


