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Abstract

This article critically examines Kecia Ali’s feminist
interpretation of Q. 4:34, a pivotal verse on male authority
(qawwamiyyah) and marital conduct. Ali, an American
Muslim feminist scholar working within Islamic theology,
distinguishes between the Qur'an as divine revelation and its
patriarchal interpretations in classical jurisprudence (figh).
The study analyzes Ali’s three-level critique: literary-
linguistic, historical, and political-social. Linguistically, Ali
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Extended Abstract

This article offers a critical analysis of Kecia Ali’s interpretation of verse 34 of Sarat
al-Nis2’ (Q. 4:34), a key and highly debated passage in the Quran concerning gender
relations, male authority, and marital conduct. Kecia Ali, a prominent American
Muslim feminist scholar working within the framework of Islamic theology and ethics,
attempts to move beyond traditional jurisprudential readings that have historically
understood qiwamah as male dominance and darb as a permissible form of physical
chastisement. The central argument of this study is that Ali’s interpretation is not
merely a linguistic or apologetic exercise but a systematic effort to relocate the meaning
of the verse from a paradigm of male authority to one of moral responsibility, based on
her commitment to time-transcendent ethical principles derived from the Qur'an and
Islamic moral tradition. Ali operates from a distinct epistemological stance that
distinguishes sharply between divine revelation (Shariah as ethical ideals) and its
historical human interpretations (figh), which she contends were shaped by patriarchal
structures, premodern social conditions such as slavery, and male-dominated economic
relations.

The article is structured around three interconnected levels of critique that Ali
deploys in her interpretation of Q. 4:34. First, at the literary-linguistic level, Ali re-
examines key Quranic terms. She reinterprets qawwamun not as a sign of ontological
superiority but as a conditional responsibility for financial maintenance and protection,
which lapses if the husband fails to provide. The term qanitat, traditionally rendered as
obedient to the husband, is instead connected to Quranic usage meaning devotion to
God. Similarly, hafizatun li I-ghayb is expanded from mere guarding of the husband’s
property and honor in his absence to a wider ethical commitment to faithfulness and
trust before God. Regarding nushaz, Ali distances it from simple female disobedience
and links it to grave marital discord, while her discussion of darb acknowledges the
literal meaning of “striking” but, appealing to the ethical agency of humans as God’s
vicegerents (khalifah), she argues that contemporary Muslims have the moral authority
to reject such violence on the basis of higher Quranic values like justice and human
dignity.

Second, at the historical level, Ali demonstrates how classical jurists (2“01—4th

centuries AH) conceptualized marriage within a framework influenced by slavery and
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male ownership. The article shows how Ali traces the idea of milk al-bud‘ (ownership
of the vulva) and defines mahr (dower) as compensation for exclusive male sexual
access, a view explicitly articulated by figures like al-ShafiT. By historicizing these legal
constructs, Ali argues that patriarchal figh is a product of its time, not an eternal divine
command. Third, the political-social level of Ali’s critique reveals how modern nation-
states, particularly in the Muslim world, have codified these classical rulings into family
laws, thereby transforming concepts like nushtz and za‘ah (obedience) into instruments
of state power. Ali links this to a “poverty of power” among women, arguing that
structural violence and economic dependency trap them in abusive relationships. Her

analysis insists that interpretation without ethical commitment to justice becomes a

tool of domination.

The study concludes that Kecia Ali’s hermeneutical framework is a form of critical-
ethical hermeneutics, informed by her acceptance of core Islamic theological premises
(such as divine unity, human vicegerency, and the ultimate ethical goals of the Quran).
Her method integrates historical contextualization, intra-textual reading, and the lived
experiences of Muslim women as a source of exegetical authority. While Ali
acknowledges that the Qur’an’s language in some verses (including Q. 2:222-223)
reflects a male-centric worldview of its historical context, she distinguishes this from
the entrenched patriarchy of classical jurisprudence.

Ultimately, the article presents Ali’s reading as a coherent model that prioritizes
justice, mercy, and human dignity over legal formalism, offering a pathway for
rethinking Islamic sexual ethics in the contemporary world. This study highlights that
her contribution lies not in dismissing the tradition but in reforming it from within by
recentering moral responsibility as the ultimate criterion for interpreting revelation.
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1. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
2. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
3. Ali, Marriage and Slavery.
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1. Ali, Progressive Muslims and Islamic jurisprudence.
2. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
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1. Hammer, “American Muslim Women...”.
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1. Ali, Sexual Etbics.

2. Ali, the ethics of “follow the male scholar”.
3. Schiissler Fiorenza, But She Said.

4. Ali, Sexual Etbics.
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1. Ali, Timeless Texts and Modern Morals.
2. Ali, Sexual Ethics.

3. Ali, Marriage and Slavery.

4. Ali, Sexual Etbics.

5. Ali, the ethics of “follow the male scholar”.
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1. Ali, Sexual Etbics.
2. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
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1. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
2. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
3. Ali, Marriage and Slavery.
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1. Ali, Sexual Etbics.
2. Ali, Sexual Ethics.
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1. Ali, Sexual Etbics.
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