To Beat or Not to Beat:
On the Exegetical Dilemmas Over Quy4:34 *
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hence invested with the power of supervision androbover them. This guardianship rests
on a dual basis: the divine preference of men amanen (bim fa ala ‘Il hu bddahum‘ala

b& in), and the socio—economic role assigned to mea fin anfag min amw lihim).
The verse then proceeds to characterize the “ideahan”—a notion that seemingly
coalesces with that of an “ideal wife.” Ideal woreives are righteous &lih t), devout
(ganitt), and faithful in their husbands’ absence. Thimracterization may be read as
exhortative in nature in that it prompts women &“Weal” to do what pleases God. The
verse then turns to crisis and discipline, whenfa deviates from this norm by engaging in
disobedience, and the measures that a husbanddshake to rectify the situation:
reprimanding her, shunning her in bed, and bedtergFinally, the verse warns any husband
against abusing a wife who ceases to disobey. &’svifeturn to the “fold of obedience”
signals reconciliation and the husband can no lomploy any disciplinary measures
against her.

| will deal with the heating problem in the light the responses of classical and modern
tafsr and the responses of modem Muslim feminists. &Sthe tafs material is vast, | will
confine myself to the classical commentaries of Mumad b. Jar al- abari (d. 310/923)

and Mahmd b. “Umar al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1143) and the infli@ntiodern al-Marr
commentary of Muhammathbduh (d. 1905) and Rashid Ri(d. 1935), as well as the

commentary of Ab al-“Al al-Mawd di (d. 1979). The treatment of the verse by the
contemporary Tunisian historian and modernist Mumach al-Talbi will also be discussed.
The material and concerns of these commentarievidaous with a reasonably
comprehensive picture of the range of past andeptetay Sunni exegetical responses. The
paper concludes with a close examination of thpaeses of some modem Muslim feminists
to verse 4:34 and in particular its beating measure

RECONSTRUCTING THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

An appropriate starting point is the contextual@abf the verse as presented by the material
of asbb al-nuz| (occasions of revelation). In his commentary, abari provides us with
six accounts, the most skeletal of which is the lemattributes to lbn Juraij: ‘A man slapped
his wife. The Prophet wanted [to apply] qi (retaliation). As they were in this situation,
the verse was revealetl. According to another account, attributed l¢&add, when the
aggrieved woman’'s kinsfolk went to the Prophe, rhcited the verse to théniThis
suggests that the particular incident was aot‘occasion of revelation” in the technical
sense, but rather an occasion of making knawvd circulating a verse that was already in
place. This, however, is unlikely, as a versesuath critical importance to gender relations
would have been known to the Medina commurBtythe time of al-Zamakhshari this
domestic abuse incident was considerably flésié, and so we come across the
following account: “S& b. Ab al-Rab®was one of the heads of the Anwhose wife,
Habba bt. Zaid b. AbZuhair? rebelled against him (nashaZafaihi) and so he slapped
her. Her father accompanied herto the Prophétsaid, “I gave him my noble daughter in

3. Muhammad b. Jaral abari.Tafsr al- abari al-musamma Jni® al-Bay n fi Tafsr al-Qur’ n (Beirut: Dar
al Kutub al-‘llmiyya, 1992), 4: 60 (henceforth, &ai).

4. Al- abari. Tafs. 4: 60-61)

5. Al-Kalbi gives the wife’s name as Hal bt. Muhammad b. Maslama. See al-Husain b. MasFarr’ al-
Baghawi,Tafsr al-Baghawi al-musamma Mdim al-Tanzl, ed. Khalid Abd al-Rahmm alAkk and Marwn
Saw r (Beirut: n.p.. 1987), I: 422.
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* This paper was originally published in the Journal of the American Oriental Society
126.4 (2006 [2008]), pp. 537-550.

** Mohamed A. Mahmoud was the Warren S. Woodbridge associate professor of
religion at Tufts University (USA). He has written numerous journal articles on
Islamic studies in Arabic and English. He is the author of Quest for Divinity, A Critical
Examination of the Thought of Mahmud Muhammad Taha (Syracuse University
Press, 2006) and the co-editor of Islam and Modernity (London: I. B. Tauris, 1998).
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