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This age old issue has once again reared its head in discussions concerning Muslim Personal Law in countries wherein Muslims are in the minority. Normally, promoters of this idea are fiq (Islamic Jurisprudence) oriented individuals who will not allow any kind of criticism of their belief system promoted by traditionalists who have very little regard for Quranic injunctions. They believe, without questions that Madhaib are correct. They normally postulate all sorts of reasons for and conditions under which polygyny is “allowed” in Islam. Undoubtedly, this is not the stand in Islam according to the Quran and practice of the Nabi (SAW); however, further discussion on the subject is also required.
Muslim Personal Law

Firstly, I am fully aware of the motivation of these scholars and am supportive of the reasons for the discussion put forward. The Muslim Personal Law in South Africa and other Muslim minority countries should not dictate to Muslims how they should conduct their personal and social lives. This should be left to the Muslim authorities (state or community organisations) and not non-Muslim ministers or otherwise. This is what is required of the Muslim community in South Africa and other countries where Muslims are “minorities”.
Evils in Society

The uppermost reason for propagating polygamy are the evils of present society in indulging in, without any conscience, adultery, fornication, lesbianism and homosexuality. Instead of opposing these evils, society has sanctioned them and even granted rights to these people as part of the greater moral and chaste society. These practices have been around for as long as recorded history has been around. The Quran, Bible and other religious books have recorded and condemned these acts without reservation. The Quran has, in no uncertain terms, clearly defined punishment and social treatment of such individuals and societies. As an example, Lot (AS), in the Quran and Bible, was ordered to leave the community practicing homosexuality and take with him those that followed the orders of Allah. (In this is a lesson for society that such people should be ostracised from the greater society and there should be no interaction with them until they desist); Quran Chapter 11 Verses 81/82.

Furthermore, the Quran stipulates 100 lashes for adulterers and that compassion should not hinder the carrying out of this law of Allah; Chapter 24 Verses 2 and 3. It is interesting to note that except for slaves there should not be any compunction in meting out this punishment. In Verse 3 above,  Allah quite clearly indicates that fornicators and adulterers are deserving of each other and that such people can only have relationships (and marriages) with each other.
What is required is a revolution towards morality, ethics and social justice.

Nowhere in the Quran, it is recorded that polygamy or polygyny should be the cure for such evils. In fact, Polygamy has been around since ancient times including, from the days of Suleiman AS; the Rig-Verda of the Hindus also has records of polygamy. In a recent worldwide ethnographic survey of 849 human societies, it was noted that 708 had polygamous customs (more than one wife), 4 polyandrous (more than one husband) and 137 monogamous. We have to agree that in spite of this, prostitution and homosexual practices are increasing.
Polygyny – An Exception, Not the Rule

On referring to the oft repeated verse quoted by the protagonists of polygamy; Chapter 4 Verses 2 and 3, we note that the subject matter is not marriage, but care of orphans (and widows). Plurality of marriage is one of the ways that Allah is directing the Muslim community in taking care of orphans and widows.
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In Arabic, the word "orphans" is used for children whose parents are no longer alive, and also for those females who are left alone and being unable to marry (obviously due to their circumstances). Thus, the verse 4:3 refers to children as well as women without husbands including widows and those unmarried. Now imagine the early Muslim community who migrated to Medina. It included Muslim women who left their non-Muslim husbands behind. In the subsequent eight years, Muslims fought at least three wars to defend themselves. This resulted in the loss of nearly 300 Muslim men, many of whom left wives and children (including young girls) behind. A mere 400 Muslim men were left in the community. This meant no possibility of marriage for a number of Muslim women (including widows) for they could not marry non-Muslims, Christians or Jews because of Quranic law. A social predicament prevailed which had the potential to destabilise this early Muslim community. A divine intervention in the form of revelation (verse 4:3) to Muhammad (SAW) resolved it. This extraordinary solution saved many Muslim women from poverty, destitution and potential abuse in the society. However, this divine solution was not unconditional. The second half of the Verse (4:3) reads ". But if you have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with equal fairness, then (marry only) one.
One should also bear in mind that orphans could be females and males. The male of the species only looks for the female orphans rather than widows that may have male and/or female orphans.

It is tragic that scholars who are in favour of polygamy only quote “…marry from among women such are lawful (desirous) to you; two, three or four”, having no fear for their actions and the fact that they will be facing Allah someday.

Then in 24:32, the Quran exhorts us to “Marry those who are single…..”. This verse is interpreted such that, the state or community organisation is ordered and not the individual. No matter how it is understood, the instruction is to marry those who are single. It is common for married men to seek out single females, but does not the same rule apply to the female, that she should also seek out the male who is single…..(It is interesting to note that in all other verses dealing with marriages, no mention is made of polygamy). And further the Quran illustrates:
“And they ask thee a decision about women. Say: Allah makes known to you His decision concerning them; and that which is recited to you in the Book is concerning widowed women, whom you give not what is appointed for them, while you are not inclined to marry them” (4:127).

Muslim scholars should get together, internationally, to decide what should happen in the community with the proliferation of females in society as a result of all the wars against Muslim communities in different parts of the world. This should, however, be done with the principles of the Quran in mind
Barrenness

Another reason given for polygamy is barrenness of the female. On this subject of barrenness (proved beyond doubt?), there are two examples in the Quran that needs our attention. But, before that, barrenness may be physical or psychological, and also due to advanced age. Many a barren situation has been resolved when the couple decided to foster a child. This obviously was as a result of psychological affects. The question that remains unanswered is that what would happen when the husband is barren. Do we have an answer for this, as polyandry cannot be practiced. If the couple were serious about having children and following the law of Allah then the answer would be divorce, allowed in the Quran, and the process that follows thereafter. Why this practice should be denied in the case of female barrenness. The Quran does not condemn this in any way.
But let us look at the examples in the Quran. When Ibrahim (AS) was given the good news of the birth of Ishaq (AS), his wife had remarked that how could that be when she had reached old age and her husband was also old (11: 69-73); and again in 51:29 she made the same claim and at that time even claimed to be barren. The Quran states that the response was, “Thus has your Sustainer decreed; and verily, He alone is truly wise, all knowing!”
There is no further elaboration on the subject but we can deduce that some means to rectify this weakness was found with the help of Allah. But Allah did not command Ibrahim (AS) to marry another so that he could father Ishaq (AS). Just as an aside, there is no mention in the Quran of Ibrahim (AS) having two wives. (Ismail AS birth was normal 37:99-113)
When Zakariya (AS) implored Allah for a son, stating that he had reached old age and that his wife was also old and barren (19: 3-9 and 3:38-41) the same type of response was received by him and his wife. Once again, Allah directed him towards some kind of solution, which resulted in the birth of Yahya (AS). And once again, Allah did not direct him towards polygamy as a solution.
Because of our lack of knowledge and limited understanding of the Quran and history, we cannot discern how Allah found the solutions above, and since the Quran is a book of guidance, (other sciences, e.g. medicine are mentioned to inspire man to seek and research solutions) we need to look elsewhere for the details of the cure, which when discovered, could be used to better the lives of barren couples. Furthermore, if barren couples foster orphans (both males and females) it would go a great way in ameliorating the condition of orphans and widows.

Exploitation

Some scholars have promoted the idea that second or third or fourth marriages can be contracted to enhance the wealth of the husband so that he could contribute to welfare organisations etc or to assist when business is not so good. I would think that for a man to even contemplate another wife to enhance his business or career would be flagrant denial of the teachings of the Quran on family life and would thus require further research from the Quran to ensure that it does not smack of oppression and exploitation of the female and whether this would be in the spirit of the Quran and Sunnah. 

This is a humble attempt in adding to this important discussion. My appeal to the Muslim scholars is that one should be careful about changing the words of Allah to suit one’s own ends. 
PAGE  
3

