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Abstract 

Polygamy was never the formation of Islam. It was in existence before Islam was introduced. Quran 

presented laws regarding polygamy. After the advent of Islam, those men who wanted to embrace Islam 

were ordered to divorce additional wives and keep only four. Islam has emphasized on treatment of all 

wives. The Quran has put limitation on Muslim men to keep four wives in marriage at the same time and 

the number should not exceed. Polygamy is permissible only if the husband can do justice among all his 

wives. Equal treatment includes housing, clothing, food and kind conduct.  If he is not able to maintain 

justice, then he should not keep more than one wife. Through this study, the researcher wants to provide 

awareness to legal authorities, general public and specifically women, who are somehow affected by this 

law of polygamy. 

 

Keywords: Polygamy, Islam, Prophet (P.BU.H), Quranic Verses, Equal Treatment.  

   
 

Polygamy in Islam     
 

Polygamy is permitted by Islam but it is not encouraged. It is not mentioned anywhere that the man who 

will marry more wives will get more reward for it. Before discussing polygamy in Islam, it is essential to 

take into consideration the Arabian world in which Surah 4:3 was revealed. Women were dishonored and 

were not considered as "full human beings". There were laws in Assyria which permitted men to cut their 

ears and pull out their wives' hair if they didn’t follow their husband’s orders. (Kalanauri, 2005) Slavery, 

incestuous marriages, concubinage, and unlimited polygyny were generally practiced. Women were 

considered as commodities in pre-historic Arabia; they were given no legal rights, could not own property 

or earn money. Female infanticide was widespread in times of dearth, because daughters could not generate 

money for their families. (Khan, 2008). 

 

Quran says  

 

 ―Marry women of your choice, two or three or four; but if you fear that you shall not be able to deal justly 

with them, then only one.‖ (Quran:4.3)  
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This verse was revealed after the Battle of Uhud where seventy Muslims were slayed and their widows and 

orphans were left behind. Therefore, the situation required the safety and sustenance of those widows and 

orphans. The query regarding protection of those widows and orphans was responded by the revelation of 

this verse calling those who had adequate money to be considerate about the orphans, by marrying those 

widows and take care of their fatherless children. Custodians were warned against theft or misuse of the 

property of orphans in Ayah 2 (Philips, 2005). 

 

Al-Bukhari Hazrat` A’ishah said, ―A male married a female orphan who was under his protection. His 

wealth was mixed with his wife’s money, and he reserved her part from her. Then, this Ayat revealed 

regarding this occurrence. 

 

According to Al-Bukhari `Urwah bin Az-Zubayr asked Hazrat A’ishah about the logic of the assertion of 

Allah,‖ She responded, ―O my nephew! This is concerning the orphan girl who is residing with her 

caretaker and has portion in his assets. Her wealth and beauty may appeal him to wed her without giving 

her adequate dowry which can be given by another person. Therefore, such care takers were forbidden to 

wed such orphan girls unless they treat them with fairness and provided them with the suitable dowry; 

otherwise, they were called to marry other woman‖ (Badawi, 1998). 

 

The background and terminology of the verse seemed to state a temporary instruction, that precisely 

applied to a specific situation of emergency when, number of women becomes higher to that of men owing 

to loss of men in conflict. Though, the Qur’an, irrespective of its having been revealed at a specific time, is 

universal in its application. One of the exceptionalities of the Qur’an is that it designates lasting truth, with 

reference to time-based matters. 

 

The command of the Qur’an can be fulfilled only if that specific situation arises which occurred after the 

Battle of Uhud in Medina—that is to say, when there is a disproportion in the number of men and women. 

In the absence of such a situation, this command of the Qur’an would be unsuitable. But if we look at 

human civilization it has uncovered that such circumstances had always been prevalent through the whole 

world. This order is though one more indication of God’s omniscience. His command, apparently caused 

by a crucial situation, became an perpetual directive for the whole world.     

 

Marriages of Prophet (S.A.W) 
 

Prophet (P.B.U.H) married eleven women during his life. He used to assist them in household task. He ever 

mistreated his wives physically or emotionally. He was considerate towards fulfilling their needs. Hazrat 

Khadijah Prophet's first wife was a wealthy widow. She was fifteen years older to him. Their marriage 

lasted for twenty-three years and during this period Muhammad didn’t marry other wives. Following her 

demise, Prophet (P.B.U.H) took care of their children himself.  

 

Later Muhammad (P.B.U.H) married young Hazrat Aisha who was Hazrat Abu Bakr’s daughter. She was 

vivid, devoted, and energetic. She proved to be a dynamic spiritual channel for Muslim Ummah. Hazrat 

Aisha was the only wife of Prophet (P.B.U.H) who was not a widow.  

 

Prophet's wife Umm Salama, was mother of four children from her first husband. She was a great preacher 

and devotee of Islam.  

 

Hazrat Hafsah and Hazrat Sawdah, were also widows and were facing hardships and poverty when he 

proposed to marry them.  

 

Prophets’ wife Hazrat Umm Habibah embraced Islam at the earliest irrespective of her father Abu Sufyan’s 

fight with Muhammad. When her husband converted to Christianity she left living with him, shortly after 

that, he died. She rejected conversion to Christianity for receiving backing from the local Christians. She 
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didn’t go back to her father or desert from Islam. She was unaccompanied and had no incomes. When 

Muhammad got to know about this quandary, he offered to marry her and married later on (Khan, 2014). 

Muhammad (P.B.U.H) sent a marriage proposal to Juwayriyah b. Harith. She was a captive from a armed 

operation. She accepted his offer in exchange for her independence. When the marriage was confirmed, the 

other captives were also set free. Consequently, all of the captives embraced Islam due to this act of 

kindness  

 

Hazrat Saffiyah who was a Jewish military captive also married Prophet (P.B.U.H) in exchange for her 

independence. Due to this wedlock, her Jewish relatives came to know about Islam, and embraced Islam 

ultimately. He married all the wives at an elderly age except Hazrat Khadija. It is fairly apparent that all his 

marriages were not stimulated by lust but by concern and kind-heartedness. Majority of his wives were 

widows who needed financial and social backing, which Muhammad (P.B.U.H) would have felt obligated 

to offer as the head of his people.  Each wife came from a different tribe, thus his marriage to each of them 

was a political alliance, which resulted in conversion of many people to Islam. (Johnson, 1995) 

 

The Holy Quran further says,    

 

“And you will never be able to be equal between wives, even if you strive to do so” (Quran, 4.129)  

 

According to this verse, no one can do perfect justice among wives in all respects. If the nights are divided 

between the wives, even then there would be dissimilar levels regarding love and understanding.   

 

According to the verse of the Holy Quran,   

 

“…. but do not incline completely (towards one) and leave another hanging …”  

 

It means that if a husband has more liking for one wife as compared to others, he should not give her too 

much importance comparing to others. 

 

Abu Huraira (RA) said that the Prophet (S.A.W) said, 

 

“Whoever has two wives and inclines to one of them (too much), will come on the Day of Resurrection with 

one of his sides dragging.”   

 

Division in Polygamy   
 

Muslim women’s self-esteem is protected by the commands of Allah concerning to the treatment of 

women. (Yasin, 2017) 

 

Quran says, 

 

Live with kindheartedness and justice with them.  

 

Man is instructed to take care of his wives in a fair method. If a man does not like his wife, he should not 

mistreat her because most probably, though he dislikes one trait in her he may notice other good qualities in 

her which may balance for that which he dislikes. If a husband who has multiple wives feels that his liking 

is increasing for one as compared to other wives, even then he should treat them outwardly good.  

 

Quran says,  

 

Do not turn away altogether and leave her hanging… 
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A husband of multiple wives should not make his affection so obvious as to stimulate jealousy and hatred 

which may lead to continuous hostility between the wives.  

 

Man is unable to manage and have control over his feelings. They arise in him when he least expects, 

therefore, he is incapable to intentionally decide where his heart will take him to.  

 

Umar ibn al-Khattab said,  

 

―On one occasion I said,  

 

O Prophet, if I go to Hafsah and tell her not to deceived, as her co-wife and neighbor (Aishah) is better-

looking and dearly loved by the Prophet. 

 

He (the Prophet) smiled favorably.   

 

On one another occasion, Aishah stated,  

 

“Allah‟s Prophet would divide his time on equal basis amongst us and used to pray, O Allah, it‟s my 

distribution in what I own, so please do not grasp me to fault for the distribution (of love) which only You 

have power over.”  

 

Both occurrences are examples of the strong love that the Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W) had for one of his 

wives as compared to the others. As based on Prophet’s example, all husbands with multiple wives should 

do equal division in things which are under their control, precisely material goods and time. (Hammadi, 

2015) 

 

The Principle of Equality    
 

’Ubaydah as-Salmani and Ibn Abbas, companions of the Prophet have confirmed the principle of fairness 

which is mentioned in verse 129 of Surah- an – Nisa is about love and sex. Furthermore, this point must be 

taken into consideration that even the Prophet begged pardon for those things which were not under his 

control, the feelings of love, liking or kindness that were greater for one of his wives as compared to others. 

Even then, Allah allowed the Prophet (P.B.U.H) to marry multiple wives than was allowed to common 

men. So, an attempt to forbid polygamy on the ground that a husband may have more love for a wife than 

the others is baseless as impartiality cannot be measured on this basis. (Rabia, 2011) 

 

Beginning Division   

 

Even a principled man may find himself in a problem when it comes to the division of time among his 

wives. A husband may often face trouble in deciding with which one of his wives he may begin the 

division of time. A reasonable choice is necessary as either wife he begin with might be viewed as 

favoritism.  

 

No precise guidelines are given regarding the principles of Islam as to how this choice is to be made.  

Whatever method is adopted, it mut not be based on favoritism. An easy way allowed by Islam is the 

drawing of lots whenever a procedure of equal time division is required. It’s an easy method to decide 

fairly who gets the first time period by drawing lots. Two drawings are required if the wives are three, first 

one to decide who gets the first phase of time following next drawing to see who gets the second time 

phase. Likewise, three drawings would be needed if the wives are four.  

 

This method can also be used if the husband wants to go on some tour and only one wife can accompany 

him, or if he wants to buy gifts for his wives but cannot afford to buy for all of them at once.   
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Time Division  
 

In accordance with the Islamic Law time division is generally made according to the nights. So, a husband 

who has multiple wives should be making division of his nights between them because day time is for 

doing his job or other things responsibilities he wants to fulfil. Whatever occupation he might have, he is 

likely to be engaged in it throughout the day time.  A night watchman or anyone who works frequently at 

night would be exempted. Therefore, in that scenario, division of days is to be made between the wives.  

The inactive periods may be divided among them on fair basis. He can divide nights by giving one to each, 

which was also practiced by the Prophet (P.B.U.H). He may also do this division by giving two or three to 

each one of them. (Krenawi,1999)   

 

The Wife’s Right to Time 
 

According to Islamic law, if a man has one wife only, just have single wife, then he is required to spend 

one night at least out of every four nights with his wife provided he has no legal justification for not doing 

so. Division of time must be done on fair basis for those wives who are unable to have sex; for example, 

sick women, women during their menstrual period, girls who are not sexually active due to very young age, 

women during Nifas (period after the delivery of child), women in ihram, and women who has no sexual 

urge due to menopause, except if they willfully opt to waive this right. Islamic law says that if the husbands 

are ill, even then it is mandatory upon to divide their time on fair basis.  

 

This ruling is supported by the declaration of Hazrat Aisha, that, 

 

―The Prophet (P.B.U.H) visited each of his wives one by one during sickness and used to ask, „Where 

should I stay tomorrow?‟ “ 

 

He asked for permission from his other wives for staying with Hazrat Aisha because it was not possible for 

him to pay visit to all his wives due to his illness.   

 

According to the statement of Hazrat Aisha,  

 

―When Prophet (S.A.W) was ill, he invited all his wives and said, 

“Verily, I cannot visit each one of you, so, please permit me to stay with Aisha.”  

 

Giving Up Division Rights  

 

The right to division may be given up by the wife to her husband or to other wives, subject to the consent of 

the husband. This rule is evident from this that Sawdah   

 

It has been reported that Hazrat Sawdah (Prophet’s Wife) gave her day to Hazrat Aisha (co-wife). 

Therefore, the Prophet (P.B.U.H) used to add that time which principally belonged to Hazrat Sawdah to 

Hazrat Aisha’s time. It is said that Hazrat Sawdah feared that Prophet (P.B.U.H) may divorce her as she got 

aged. That’s why she gifted her day to Hazrat Aisha, and the Prophet (P.B.U.H) accepted her offer. 

(Rahmanian, 2021) 

 

If the day which has been gifted is just after the day of the wife which has already been allotted to her 

during division, then the husband can reside for two consecutive days with such wife. And if the other 

wives have days in the middle, he is not allowed to add those days together except with the permission of 

wives. If this right to division solely belongs to the husband, he can give it to any of his wives he desires. If 

a wife waives off her time but does not gift it to co-wife or the husband, then it’s the responsibility of the 

husband to divide his time equally among all other wives. Furthermore, if the wife who has once quitted 

her time may claim for it later. Moreover, it’s not appropriate if she give her time in exchange for wealth or 
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other material things. She must return back all material things and make up her time if she has done such 

kind of settlement earlier. But if such settlement is made for some other purpose, for instance in order to 

make her husband happy, then it is allowed.  

 

Residence Rights 

 

It is very suitable if each wife has separate house where her husband can visit her, because this method was 

adopted by the Prophet (P.B.U.H) when he used to divide time among his wives. Considering this truth, a 

husband should never keep all his wives in the same house except with the permission of all wives or if the 

house or if the house consists of separate. It’s immaterial whether the house is big or small if kitchen, 

latrine and other extra amenities are not shared, as living in the same house leads to amount to a sort of 

disturbance due to the natural hatred which is very likely to arise between them. (Krenawi, 1999) 

 

Travel Rights  

 

If the husband wants to go on a trip with one of his wives he is required to make this selection by drawing 

lots as each wife has the same right of going on a trip with her husband. Hazrat Aisha has narrated that this 

principle is based on the conduct of the Prophet (P.B.U.H). She said,  

 

“The Prophet used to draw lots amongst his all his wives every time he wanted to take a trip and whichever 

wife‟s lot came, she would go with him.”  

 

Spending and Clothing Rights   

 

It is not obligatory upon the husband that he should provide his new wife with all the luxuries immediately 

which the other wives already have. However, he must provide her all the basic necessities according to his 

pocket. He can give her as many gifts as her dower but all those gifts must be balanced after marriage. If 

the husband has provided all wives with the basic necessities, then equality among wives regarding 

spending and clothing is not necessary. Because, if neutrality were an obligation, it would be difficult for 

him to maintain justice putting himself in massive burden. Still, a husband should be reasonable in taking 

care of the necessities of all wives.  

 

Conclusion  
 

This research paper concludes that polygamy is permitted by Islam but it is subject to restrictions. A man is 

only allowed to marry multiple wives if he can maintain justice among them. Justice means that all wives 

shall be given equal rights on the same footings. Prophet (P.B.U.H) has set an example for all men by 

maintaining equity among all his wives except certain things which were not under his control. A detailed 

study has been done on the advantages and disadvantages of the polygamy and men are often seen quoting 

polygamy as a Sunnah of the Prophet (P.B.U.H). But no one has touched the topic of maintaining justice 

among wives. They ignore the fact that equity is a condition which must be fulfilled if a man has multiple 

wives.  
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