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This book shatters the myth that naked-eye sighting of the new 

moon and completing thirty days in the case of weather-related or 

other obscurities are the only two valid methods of determining 

the month of Ramadan. The author explains that certainty, not 

actual sighting, is the real objective of the Sharicah and that the 

Qur’an does not mandate physical sighting. A careful analysis 

shows that those hadiths that seemingly require sighting actually 

require certainty. The assertion that all Muslim scholars prohibit 

the use of astronomical calculations, both in affirming or negating 

the month of Ramadan, is not correct. As calculation is now more 

accurate than naked-eye sighting, due to certain astronomical and 

scientific advancements, the use of calculation is the closest to the 

real objective of the Shari‘ah and to the spirit of the hadiths. 
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profound contribution towards solving a long awaited international problem…an
honest realization of Shari¢ah objectives… 

–– Prof. Dr. Abdel Majid  al-Najjar
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An example of honest, profound, meticulous research…a creative analysis of vary-
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FOREWORD

The work before you is an important contribution to Islam’s body of
knowledge. It attempts to answer, quite exhaustively I might add, some of
the main arguments against the Fiqh Council of North America’s decision
to determine holy days through computation rather than naked-eye sight-
ing. This is a particularly onerous task, not simply because it breaks with
scholarly tradition, but because tradition, being remarkably familiar with
both computation’s method and logic, was able to vigorously argue against
it centuries ago. In those arguments, an example of which appears in the
fatawa of Ibn Taymiyyah, scholars go only so far as to admit that lunar
phases can indeed be computed accurately. They all hasten to add, how-
ever, that the same is not true of predicting physical sightings, which for
them was the only criterion for establishing Islamic dates. As will be shown
in the chapters ahead, some very notable scholars, among them Ibn
Qutaybah, Ibn Surayj, and Taj al-Din al-Subki, were advocates of compu-
tation in one form or another. But for them calculations were no more
than a corroboration of a naked-eye sighting, and not an independent
alternative to it. The arguments that follow therefore differ in that they are
meant to show the juridical validity of the computational method as well
as the practical and social benefits it offers.

This brings me to computation’s other benefit, that of reducing the
uncertainties of religious life in the West, particularly with regard to the holy
days. For Muslims in the past as well as for the large majority today that still
lives as a majority, waiting for news of the moon is part of the festivities of
these holy days, and not seeing it means no more than the first fast being
delayed one day. But this is not problematic because it affects the nation as
a whole. The social disruptions that occur as a result affect everyone equally,
in the work force, at school, and on travel. The same is not true of Muslims
who live in the West. In addition to all of the foregoing inconveniences they
shoulder waiting for “news of the moon,” there is also the added embarrass-
ment of explaining to friends and colleagues one additional oddity of their
faith. This shift to computation as the method of determining the holy days
of Islam will definitely be welcomed by such people.



Two further contributions are more academic than social and apply, as
such, to enhancing the overall literacy of Muslims today. The first of these
is in its comprehensive citation of the classical sources; the second is in its
accurate and pithy analysis of the major scholarly arguments vis-à-vis com-
putation. The author has done readers a great service by digging deep into
the Qur’an as well as the prophetic traditions to quote verbatim the rele-
vant evidence and to then translate such evidence into English. This is a
tedious task but one that is quite necessary, I might add, if only because it
helps reassure the reader that no shred of relevant textual evidence has been
overlooked. Any scholar or lay person wanting to know what the Qur’an
and the Traditions say on moon-sighting will find easy access to both the
Arabic texts as well as their translations.

As for the arguments of Muslim scholarship, these give readers unfa-
miliar with Muslim scholarship a meaningful glimpse into the method and
rationale of the traditional scholar. It introduces them to the building
blocks of Islamic law, to juridical consensus (ijma¢), for instance, its multi-
ple iterations within scholarly circles, and its various usages in this and
ohter discussions in the past. It includes discussions on the etymological
and syntactical aspects of language, the use of words in their literal and alle-
gorical senses, and the differences between exclamatory and declarative
statements. Such discussions serve not only to educate Muslims as to the
complexities of the interpretative process, but also to caution them against
hastily drawing legal conclusions without the requisite training and skill.

This current discussion on computation, which touches almost all Mus-
lims to some degree, has succeeded in sucking in opinions even from those
who are otherwise disinclined to speak their minds. This is particularly true
in the West, where Muslims are generally more independently minded and
better educated but lacking in political authority. Those who do weigh in go
all the way – from theologians perturbed by this latest sacrifice of tradition at
the alter of modernity to lay Muslims who would much rather abandon that
tradition than spend another sleepless night awaiting lunar confirmation. 

On the other hand, for those in Karachi, Istanbul, and Damascus who
live their religious lives as a majority, them such discussions are either aca-
demic and arcane, or superfluous and inconsequential to their daily grinds.
In such countries it is the state, with or without the concurrence of the
scholars, that determines the beginning and the end of Ramadan. Even in
case where scholarship enjoys limited autonomy, or where multiple legal
opinions on moon sighting are tolerated, official government announce-
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ments that endorse one opinion over all others helps remove the cloud of
uncertainty found in the West.

Scholars worry however, that this effort toward greater unity through
computation is, if anything, making that effort itself all the more elusive.
Abandoning tradition in determining the beginning and end of Ramadan,
they argue, means breaking with the juridical consensus of posterity and
with the sacred teachings of the Prophet. But such breaks are far from
unique, I would argue; if anything, they occured so frequently in the past
that they became a defining feature of our juridical legacy. In early times,
for instance, scholars differed in their interpretation and application of the
|‰m‰ (fast sighting the moon) hadith. One group, following a rule that
came to be known as ikhtil¥f al-ma~¥li’ (diversity of the horizons) restricted
sightings to people of that specific vicinity, while another extended any sin-
gle sighting to parts of the world. Today that same regional difference has
undergone a further adjustment in accordance with the political changes
Muslim countries have undergone since colonialism. Sightings today follow
fault lines that are almost exclusively political; as such it does not matter that
parts of Saudi Arabia and Yemen share the same longitudinal space and
ought to be treated, scientifically speaking, as a single geographical unit. But
political borders established during colonial times by the British, for exam-
ple, the French, or the Dutch are what act as de jure cut off points beyond
which sightings will not apply. There is no scriptural evidence to support
such rulings, and yet even the most conservative scholars seems to find
nothing untoward about this interpretation of the sumu hadith!

And it does not end there: rulings on moon sighting today are as
unprecedented and innovative as the times in which we live. Take the ¢Id
after hajj ruling, for instance: never in the history of Islamic law has any
scholar even remotely suggested that ¢Id al-Adha’ be performed on the day
after ¢Arafah in Arabia. And yet a sizeable group of prominent scholars is
doing just that by advocating that Muslims celebrate it in accordance with
the hajj ceremonies in Makkah. The ruling itself, in my opinion, is a step
in the right direction – not because it tracks perfectly with some moment
in our early history, but because it more adequately addresses the chal-
lenges we as a community now face in this global village. It helps unite
Muslims around their high holy days at a time when the community is
more diverse and widely distributed than ever. 

This attempt at unity, most scholars would agree, is as much a religious
responsibility as is the fulfillment of the ritual obligations themselves. All



the core rituals of Islam, in fact, serve as much as symbols of each person’s
quest for proximity to his or her fellow human being than they do as sym-
bols of each person’s quest for proximity to God. This is why the daily
prayer is almost always more meritorious when performed in congregation,
why Friday congregational prayers cannot but be performed in congrega-
tion, why such prayers must be performed facing Makkah, and why they
must conform (more or less) to the same physical movements. 

With all of this emphasis on the symbolic value of unity, one finds
inexplicable the tendency in scholarly circles to reduce unity to no more
than a supererogatory ideal to be pursued only if particular rules and reg-
ulations remain inviolate. This, then, is the challenge legal scholarship
faces: how best to interpret the law’s secondary elements such that they do
not hamper the pursuit of Islam’s greater objectives?

Dr. Muneer Fareed
Former Secretary General, ISNA

Member, Fiqh Council of North America
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PREFACE

THE REGULARITY AND PERMISSIBILITY OF USING THE
CALCULATION METHOD IN DETERMINING THE

CRESCENT IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE
HIGHER OBJECTIVES OF THE  SHARI¢AH
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It is He who made the sun a shining radiance and the moon a light and measured
out phases for it so that you might know the number of years and calculate time.
Allah did not create all this without a true purpose. He explains His signs for
those who understand. (10:5)
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The sun and the moon follow courses (exactly) computed. (55:5)

Allah created the sun and moon, both of which move according to pre-
cise and predefined patterns. Knowledge of these patterns help people cal-
culate time, days, and years. This pattern is not only for Ramadan, but also
for all time periods throughout the year. Allah tells us that we should pray
our daily salah and begin and end our fasts based on the sun’s movement.
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Perform regular prayers in the period from the time the sun is past its zenith till
the darkness of the night, and recite (the Qur’an) at dawn – dawn recitation is
always witnessed. (17:78)
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 .…and eat and drink, until the white thread of dawn appear to you distinct from
its black thread; then complete your fast till the night appears…. (2:187)

Allah also told us that the crescent moons (of various months) are for
people to observe time, especially the time of hajj:
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They ask thee concerning the new moons. Say: They are but signs to mark fixed
periods of time in (the affairs of) men, and for Pilgrimage. (2:189)

The Prophet (ßAAS)* explained how to observe the sun’s movement to
establish the times of the salah and the beginning and end of the daily fasts
and of Ramadan. For centuries, Muslims observed the sun’s movement
with their naked eyes every day for their five daily prayers. When clocks
were invented, they started to calculate its movement. They established the
timings of the salah and developed perpetual salah timetables for the whole
year. Now, instead of physically watching its movement, Muslims follow a
timetable based on its calculated movements.

Timetables sometimes differ on the basis of the fiqh of prayer times.
Some Muslims have determined that fajr should start when the sun is 18°
below the horizon; others have determined that it should start when the sun
is 15°  below the horizon. Some calculate maghrib as beginning when the
sun sets on the horizon; others calculate it as beginning when the red twi-
light disappears. There are similar differences with regard to the beginning
and end of periods of fasting. However, Muslims have accepted the calcula-
tion of salah times and the preparation of salah timetables for the conven-
ience of people. 

Similar to this is using the crescent moon for determining the Islamic
dates. The Prophet told us that we should see the crescent to begin and
end the month of Ramadan:
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Fast with sighting it [moon] and break the fast with sighting it. Complete thirty
days of Sha¢ban if it is cloudy.

He also said:
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* ßAAS: Many Muslims say |all¥ All¥h ¢alayhi wa sallam (may the peace and
blessings of Allah be upon him) after mentioning the Prophet.



Do not fast until you see the crescent and do not break the fast until you see it.
Estimate about it in case it is cloudy.

The goal was that everyone should begin and end Ramadan with full
confidence that the month has begun and that Muslims should be united in
observing their fasts and celebrating their ¢Id. Why did the Prophet empha-
size the observance of the hil¥l? He answered that in another authentic
hadith:
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We are an unlettered people; we do not know how to write and how to calcu-
late. The month is thus and thus, meaning either twenty-nine days or thirty days.

The Prophet was fully aware of his people’s condition when he gave
them these instructions. He did not impose a burden upon them beyond
their capacity, because he wanted them to begin and end their fast and
enjoy their ¢Id with ease and convenience.

In general, Muslims continued to sight the crescent to determine the
month of Ramadan and celebrate their ¢Ids. We also have on record the
statements of some early scholars and jurists who, after learning the science
of astronomy, indicated that calculating the crescent can be used for
Ramadan. Imam Taqi al-Din al-Subki, a great Shafi¢i jurist, even said that
calculations were more reliable than naked-eye sighting. 

After Muslims acquired a more advanced knowledge of the astronom-
ical sciences, more voices were raised to rely on calculating the crescent
instead of physical sighting. Most jurists did not accept calculations due to
their uncertainty of whether they were correct or could be trusted. With
the further development of the astronomical sciences in the last one hun-
dred years, more and more voices are being raised by jurists in support of
calculations. The famous mu^addith Shaykh Ahmad Muhammad Shakir
wrote a long article emphasizing that calculation is both permissible and is
the most appropriate method of determining the lunar months.

The objective of the Shari¢ah is that Muslims begin and end the month
of Ramadan with assurance and be united in their observance of these
blessed times. The objective does not seem to engage Muslims in moon
sightings or to remain uncertain about the times of ¢ib¥dah until the last
minute. The astronomical sciences are highly advanced today, and more
reliable methods are available to determine the beginning of the lunar
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months. On the basis of the principles of the Shari¢ah, just as timetables for
salah and |iy¥m are prepared, it is possible to prepare calendars for the lunar
months and the beginning and end of Ramadan. This knowledge is now
easily available and can be used. 

It is ironic that instead of taking advantage of this knowledge and mak-
ing things easy, the hil¥l issue has become a very controversial and divisive
matter. In Muslim countries, official bodies make the decision. Some peo-
ple differ, but they have no choice except to follow the official decision. In
countries where Muslim minorities live, there is more division. In Western
Europe and North America, moon sighting has become far more divisive.

We thank Dr. Zulfiqar Ali Shah, the Executive Director of the Fiqh
Council of North America, who has collected the basic evidence from the
Qur’an and the Sunnah, as well as the linguistic usages and juristic discus-
sions on this subject. He has given us the arguments of both sides: those
who emphasize physical sighting and those who allow calculation. It is clear
that our Shari¢ah is flexible in this matter, and we are allowed to adopt a
method that meets the rules’ objectives and makes things easy for Muslims.
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The Prophet said: “Religion is easy and whoever overburdens himself in his reli-
gion will not be able to continue in that way. So you should be straight, facili-
tate understanding and receive the good tidings that you will be rewarded; and
gain strength by worshipping in the mornings, the evening and part of the night.”

We pray to Allah to keep us on the right path and help us to keep our
minds open for ideas that are consistent with new knowledge without con-
tradicting the basic principles of our dÏn.

Muzammil H. Siddiqi
Chairman, Fiqh Council of North America
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INTRODUCTION

The debate about naked-eye moonsighting versus calculation goes back to
the first century of the Islamic era. In fact, this debate had taken multiple
twists and turns among Jewish scholars centuries before its systematic deliber-
ation by Muslim scholars. Given its long history, many of the arguments on
both sides have almost become standardized. The nature of this debate and
scholarly reasoning among Muslims are a little different from that of the Jews,
for the former have two divinely inspired sources of law that are historically
authenticated. The Islamic discourse has predominantly revolved around var-
ious Qur’anic verses and the Sunnah. As classical Islamic jurisprudential dis-
course is heavily dependent upon these two sources, most of the traditional
arguments reoccur in the books of tafsÏr, hadiths, fiqh, and fatwas.

The main arguments against using calculations in determining the
beginning or end of Ramadan can be summarized as follows1:

1: The Qur’an requires naked-eye sighting of the moon to confirm the
beginning and end of Ramadan, Dhu al-Hijjah, and other devotional
months. The act of “witnessing the month of Ramadan” stated in the
Qur’an means actually sighting the new moon of Ramadan with one’s
eyes. The Qur’anic term for the crescent moon is al-hil¥l, which, they
argue, literally means “the sighted moon.” 

2: The prophetic traditions, which reach to the level of infallibility, also
require naked-eye sighting in these cases. The prophetic injunctions
approve only two definitive methods: naked-eye sighting and com-
pleting thirty days. 

3: Over the centuries, Islamic scholarship has accepted these two meth-
ods as the norm, and thus jurists have rejected all efforts to use math-
ematically computed astronomical calculations* and opposed those
who did so, either in part or in total. Some of these scholars, among
them Ibn al-Shikhir, Ibn Surayj, and al-Subki, were otherwise highly

* Throughout this book, I use “calculations” with the understanding that they
are “mathematically computed astronomical calculations.”



respected and appreciated for their knowledge and piety. Rejecting
calculations has been an established norm in all Sunni and Shi¢i juris-
prudential schools of thought. 

4: The majority of jurists has not advocated for accepting the use of cal-
culations. But a small minority has, based upon some misguided or
weak interpretations. Even this minority opinion, however, does not
permit bypassing naked-eye sighting altogether, for calculations can be
used if  the moon is obscured by clouds. 

5: Naked-eye sighting has been the universal prophetic practice. The Jews
were required to follow this method in determining their lunar months,
and history has shown that they adhered to it. Over time, however,
they changed this practice in an effort to synchronize their religious fes-
tivals and schedules with the solar civil calendars of the secular author-
ities (e.g., emperors). Devising a calculated calendar for Islamic months,
therefore, would be nothing short of following the Jews into misguid-
ance and error.

6: Some contemporary scholars contend that the pre-Islamic Arabs as well
as first-generation Muslims were quite capable of employing calcula-
tions to determine the lunar months. But the Muslims rejected this
method because the Sunnah prohibited it. Astronomy only reached its
climax among Muslim scholars, owing to their special interest in mon-
itoring the movements of the sun, moon, planets, and other celestial
bodies. Some jurists, among them Shihab al-Din al-Qarrafi and Ibn al-
¢Arabi, were also qualified astronomers who could establish precise cal-
endars for lunation, recognize conjunctions, and predict the possible
appearance of the new moon. In spite of that, however, they did not
use calculations to determine the beginning and end of Ramadan and
other Islamic months. As observational astronomy has not developed
much over the past centuries, the Fiqh Council’s current dependence
upon scientifically proven calculations to fix an Islamic calendar is not
progress, but sheer backwardness.2

I would like to state from the outset that all of these arguments do not
stand up to a detailed analysis. The Qur’an never required naked-eye sight-
ing of the moon, but asked Muslims to “witness the month.” Scholars
agree that the Qur’anic phrase “whoever witnessed the month” means
whoever is present in his/her place of residence and comes to learn of
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Ramadan’s arrival in any way, including (but not confined to) sighting. In
reality, the prophetic reports require “certainty” vis-à-vis Ramadan’s
arrival and end. Physical sighting of the new moon was prescribed as a
means of achieving that certainty, not the objective of fasting. The
Qur’anic word al-ahillah is the plural of al-hil¥l, which denotes “the begin-
ning part of something like rain, an announcement, a cry of joy, calling out
in a loud voice.” Al-hil¥l has been used both culturally and metaphorically
to symbolize the new moon of the first two to seven nights and then the
last two nights of the month. 

In addition, there are conflicting reports about the Prophet’s actual
response upon looking at the new moon for the first time. One hadith
states that he used to turn his face away from it and seek Allah’s protec-
tion from its evils. The other popular report indicates that he would recite
specific supplications upon sighting it. Al-Bukhari, Muslim, and other
hadith authorities never reported any of these supplications; Ibn Dawud
stated that both the above-mentioned purported prophetic reports were
untrustworthy. The assertion that completing thirty days in the case of
obscurities (ikm¥l) is the only permitted alternative (second to actual
sighting) is also debatable.

There is no ijma¢ (scholarly consensus) that using calculations to deter-
mine Ramadan is prohibited (^ar¥m), especially if there are obscurities.
Jurisprudential literature contains several assertions of such an ijma¢; how-
ever, no such thing exists in reality. This debate has been going on since the
time of the Successors. The majority of classical jurists opposed the use of
calculations for several reasons. There is a long list of possibly valid reasons
as to why the classical juristic discourse has been so strongly opposed to this
method, especially in matters of faith (im¥n) and worship (¢ib¥dah). In the
past, scholars like Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah ibn al-Shikhir, Ibn Surayj, Ibn
Qutaybah, Taqi al-Din al-Subki, and others actually deployed calculations
to confirm or negate Ramadan if there were atmospheric obscurities.  Many
of their colleagues and later classical jurists rebuked them for doing so, as
will be discussed later in this book. 

The use of such calculations in religious matters has been dubbed a
Jewish innovation, for the fixed Jewish calendar is an intercalated calendar.
The rabbis did their best to synchronize their lunar calendar with the solar
calendar in order to celebrate religious festivals during specific seasons and to
harmonize their holidays with the civil holidays. The pre-Qur’anic Arabs
also used to add extra days and an extra thirteenth month in their lunar cal-
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endar almost every three years so that hajj would fall during those seasons
that were good for travel and business. Thus the sacred period was compro-
mised and hajj was performed at the wrong time. The Prophet insisted upon
restoring the calendar  and stipulated that each of the new months would
start only after the actual sighting of the crescent moon. 

Ismail K. Poonawala, author of “Ramadan” in Encarta, explains

In the pre-Islamic Arabic calendar, the month of Ramadan fell during the heat
of summer. The word Ramadan means “scorcher” in Arabic. The early Arabic
calendar, like the current Islamic calendar, was lunar. Because a lunar month has
only 29 or 30 days, a year of 12 lunar months falls short of the 365 days in a solar
calendar. In the pre-Islamic calendar, the lunar months kept their place in the sea-
sons by the insertion of an extra month every two or three years. The Islamic cal-
endar abolished this practice and fixed the Islamic year at 12 months totaling 354
days. As a result Ramadan occurs about 11 days earlier each year, and it rotates
through the seasons in a cycle totaling about 33 years.3

Therefore, developing and then using precise calculations to determine
the new moon’s appearance, as well as to confirm or negate the actual new
moon of the Islamic lunar months, would not subject the Muslims to imi-
tating the Jews in religious matters. This does not change the sacred peri-
od of the established lunar months, but rather helps us determine them
with precision and certainty. 

Finally, astronomy has made great advances over the centuries. Ancient
Babylonian and Greek astronomical practices were based upon an incorrect
understanding of the solar system, and Ptolemaic astronomical principles,
which had predominated since the second century AC, were also flawed:

The Ptolemaic theory held that Earth is stationary and at the center of the uni-
verse; closest to Earth is the moon, and beyond it, extending outward, are
Mercury, Venus, and the sun in a straight line, followed successively by Mars,
Jupiter, Saturn, and the so-called fixed stars.4

The Muslims were keen observers; a few of them were even proficient
astronomers. While they tried to fix many faulty aspects of Ptolemaic
astronomy, they did not fully succeed because the Ptolemaic geocentric
theory of the universe was based upon an error. According to Fred L.
Whipple and Vera C. Rubin: 

After the decline of classical Greek culture Arabian astronomers attempted to per-
fect the system by adding new epicycles to explain unpredicted variations in the
motions and positions of the planets. These efforts failed, however, to resolve the
many inconsistencies in the Ptolemaic system, which was finally superseded in the
16th century by the Copernican system.5
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The systematic explanation that the universe is solocentric, as opposed
to geocentric, is credited to Nicolaus Copernicus, who, in 1543, explained
the movement of the planets around the sun: 

The Copernican system advanced the theories that the earth and the planets are
all revolving in orbits around the sun, and that the earth is spinning on its
north–south axis from west to east at the rate of one rotation per day. These two
hypotheses superseded the Ptolemaic system, which had been the basis of astro-
nomical theory until that time. Publication of the Copernican system stimulated
the study of astronomy and mathematics and laid the basis for the discoveries of
the German astronomer Johannes Kepler and the British astronomer Sir Isaac
Newton.6

Medieval Islamic civilization witnessed a flourishing of scientific devel-
opment and progress in many fields, including astronomy. But the Muslims’
astronomical discoveries were hampered by several innate mistakes in the
foundational principles of Ptolemaic theory. Medieval scientists also lacked
most of our modern instruments (e.g., high-level telescopes), well-equipped
laboratories, NASA’s expeditions to the moon, and many other discoveries
that have helped astronomy branch out into gamma-ray astronomy (e.g., X-
ray, ultraviolet, infrared, radio, and radar astronomy). Countless projects
have focused entirely upon the earth– moon relationship and the moon’s
movement in its orbit around the earth. For instance, since 1957 the IGY
(International Geophysical Year) project has used powerful Markowitz cam-
eras, located at over twenty observatories worldwide, to study and then cal-
culate the moon’s movements and positions.7
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CHAPTER 1

THE CULTURAL MILIEU AND
ITS FIQH¬ RELEVANCE 

Human beings are social creatures and thus naturally react to their cultural
milieu. Islamic history has witnessed two competing tendencies. I could say
that this dispositional variety is part of human nature and is also reflected in the
Companions’ thinking patterns. Al-Bukhari reports, on the authority of Ibn
¢Umar, that after the battle of Confederates the Prophet commanded some
Companions not to pray ¢a|r until they reached the territory of the Banu
Qurayzah (a Jewish tribe on the outskirts of Madinah). Some of them, how-
ever, prayed it on the way, thinking that the Prophet intended them to reach
that spot and did not want them to miss the prayer. The second group fol-
lowed his command to the letter and prayed only after reaching that spot. The
Prophet understood both groups’ intention and did not rebuke either of them:
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Narrated Ibn ¢Umar: On the day of al-Ahzab, (i.e. Clans) the Prophet said,
“None of you should affer the ¢a|r prayer but at Banu Qurayzah’s place.” The
¢a|r prayer became due for some of them on the way. Some of those said, “We
will not offer it till we reach Banu Qurayzah” while some others said, “No, we
will pray at this spot, for the Prophet did not mean that for us.” Later on it was
mentioned to the Prophet and he did not berate any of the two groups.

Muslim, on the other hand, reports that the prophetic command spec-
ified ·uhr:
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¢Abd Allah reported that the day the Prophet returned from al-Ahzab he
announced among us not to offer ·uhr except at Banu Qurayzah’s place. Some
people prayed before reaching the Banu Qurayzah quarters fearing that the prayer
time would be over by that time. The others insisted to pray at Banu Qurayzah,
as the Prophet (apparently) commanded, even if the prayer time would have been
over. The Prophet did not rebuke any of the two groups.

Muslims have always been concerned that one day the pristine Islamic
teachings might be watered down to fit them into the changing realities of
time. A group of scholars have been bent upon implementing the Lawgiver’s
original intention, as they have understood it, in its pristine simplistic formu-
lation. They tend to consider anything outside of that box an innovation
designed to compromise Islam’s true essence. This tendency, which is not
confined to a specific fiqhÏ school, is an ideological movement that sincerely
advocates preserving the prophetic Sunnah to the letter. The second ten-
dency struggles to implement the Islamic teachings in their pristine intended
forms, though usually not to the letter. They look for some possible reasons
behind these prophetic traditions in order to implement them in essence and,
whenever possible, to the letter. 

The first group insists that the Lawgiver must also detail the specified
reasons and the means. 

THE DEBATE OVER THE PRAYER TIMINGS AND
THE DIRECTION OF THE QIBLAH

The debate over using mathematical calculations to establish the prayer
times is a good example of these competing tendencies. The early authori-
ties in most of the known fiqhÏ schools fought against the use of calculations
(as contrary the established Sunnah, which required looking at the shadow
or the phenomenon of sunrise and sunset for the prayer times). For instance,
Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, rejected the use of calculation: 
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Therefore, it proves that our religion does not need calculations or writing like the
People of the Book who synchronize their acts of worship to the solar movements
and calculations. Our religion, in determining the fasting, is dependent upon things
seen, such as sighting the crescent moon. We complete thirty days of the month in
the case of obscurities and do not need calculations. The obligated (length) day of
fasting is also dependent upon the sun. This is also connected with a seen phe-
nomenon. It begins with the dawn… and ends with sunset. Our religion has also
connected the prayer timings with the sun. The beginning of fajr (morning) is con-
nected with the dawn and its end with the sunrise. The start of ·uhr (noon) prayer
is with the meridian and it ends when the shadow equals the actual object… All this
does not need either calculation or writing. 

Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id, a Shafi`i, also opposed their use:
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Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id said that calculations cannot be implied in establishing prayer
(timings).

Later jurists, such as the Maliki Shihab al-Din al-Qarrafi, strongly
opposed this tendency (of refuting calculation in fixing prayer times). In fact,
al-Qarrafi’s belief that calculations could be used to determine the prayer
times was a big leap forward. His allowance of this practice should be under-
stood in the context of his heated dialogue with his opponents. 

How many scholars presently maintain that using calculations to deter-
mine the prayer times is unnecessary and forbidden? Muhammad Rashid
Rida observes:
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Determining start of the months of Ramadan and Shawwal is just like determin-
ing timings of the five times daily prayers. The Lawgiver has allowed that deter-
mination to take place with whatever source of knowledge is easily available to
the villagers as well as town people… The Lawgiver’s intent is the knowledge of
these timings and not worship through moon sighting or differentiation of white
thread from the black thread at dawn. Likewise there is no worship involved in
seeing the shadow at the noon time for ·uhr or shadow becoming equal to its
object for ¢a|r or seeing the sunset or twilight for maghrib and ¢ish¥’. The intent
of the Lawgiver is just identification of these exact timings [and not worship of
these timings or the means or process involved]. The Prophet had connected
confirmation of the month by actual moon sighting or completion with the con-
dition that the Ummah was unlettered during his times. The goal of his prophet-
hood has been to bring the Ummah out of its unlettered status and not to con-
tinue sustaining it.

He continues:
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In short we are left with only two options. Either we take all these texts literally
and go by actual sighting in determining all times connected with acts of wor-
ship. That will be required if we take this sighting as an act of worship in itself.
This will mandate all callers of adh¥n not to call adh¥n until they actually sight
the early morning light spreading over the horizon or sight the noon or sunset
[by their own eyes] etc. Or we can adopt the precisely categorical calculations as
they are closer to the objectives of the Lawgiver. The Lawgiver’s true intent
[through these texts] is to identify the precise knowledge of these timings (of acts
of worship) so that there is a unity [and not disunity among believers] in this
regard… There are no legal basis nor any solid proof for this disparity of adopt-
ing the calculations to determine all sacred timings and discard them only in con-
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firming the new moon. No religious authority has maintained that. In reality it
is a reflection of what the Qur’an states in Surah 2:85, “Do you believe in some
portions of the Book and deny the others?” 

The early jurists also argued that the qiblah lay between the East and the
West. Initially, when some Muslim scholars endeavored to specify its exact
direction with the help of mathematically computed astronomical calcula-
tions, they were scolded by the leading authorities in hadith, fiqh, and other
Islamic fields. Space does not permit a detailed account of the evolution that
has occurred in many fiqhÏ areas over the centuries, so I will confine myself
to only a few examples.

For instance, Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali opposed the use of calculations to
determine the qiblah. Following the lead of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, he pro-
hibited this practice: 
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The [direction of the] qiblah does not need either writing or calculation. The
qiblah is known by the city [location] and its comparison with Syria, Iraq, and
Khurasan, given that it is between the East and the West.
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Reported al-Athram that someone said to Imam Ahmad that the [direction of
the] qiblah from Baghdad was toward the North Star. Ahmad, refuting this North
Star basis, said, “What is [this] North Star? [The qiblah of Baghdad is not based
upon the North Star] but upon the hadith of ¢Umar, ‘The qiblah is between the
East and the West.’”

Like countless other jurists, Ibn Rajab thought that demanding preci-
sion in deciding the qiblah and fixing the prayer times with the help of cal-
culations was tantamount to degrading the Companions’ prayers, for they
neither determined the precise qiblah directions from the distant con-
quered cities nor used calculations to determine the prayer times.
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This leads to [saying] that the worthy ancestors of the Ummah were misguided
and also to slandering their prayers.
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Currently, how many scholars would argue that employing astronom-
ical calculations in determining the qiblah is tantamount to slandering the
prayers of our noble ancestors?

THE DEBATE ABOUT THE UNITY
OR VARIETY OF HORIZONS

Early Hanafi, Maliki, Hanbali, and some Shafi¢i jurists, strong believers in
the unity of horizons, imposed fasting on the entire Ummah when the new
moon was sighted in any Muslim city or country. The earlier jurists even
asserted that this fasting was required by the prophetic command itself. 
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According to Hanafi, Maliki, Hanbali (and according to one report from the
Shafi¢i school of thought), no consideration is given to the diversity of horizons
in regard to confirming the month of Ramadan. The entire Muslim world is
required to begin fasting if the new moon is sighted anywhere in the world. This
is in line with the prophetic tradition “start fasting by seeing the new moon.”
The hadith is addressed to the entire Muslim nation.

Ibn Qudamah reports the Hanbali opinion of the unity of horizons:
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Ramadan is an agreed upon obligation. It was proven by the trustworthy witnesses
that the day was the month of Ramadan. Therefore, it became incumbent upon all
the Muslims to fast. The month of Ramadan is between two crescent moons. It must
be fasted as is proven by the text and by the consensus because the trustworthy testi-
fier testified the sighting of the new moon. Therefore fasting became obligatory.

Al-Qarrafi explains the Maliki and Hanbali positions:
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The Muslim world in its entirety is required to commence fasting by the report
of sighting anywhere in the world, whether the place of sighting is close to or far
from them. Those who have not seen the new moon come under the ruling of
those who have seen it, even if the horizons are different. Ahmad said that the
noon (zaw¥l) all over the world is same as the prophetic commandment states:
“start fasting by seeing it.” It is directed to the entire Muslim community.

The Hanafi ¢Uthman ibn ¢Ali al-Zayla’i states:
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The authorized position of the school is that the sighting in one city is the sight-
ing for all. It will become incumbent upon the inhabitants of the Eastern hemi-
sphere to confirm the month by a sighting in the West.
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The majority of [Hanafi] elders give no consideration [to the diversity of hori-
zons], so much so that they require making up for a day of fasting if people of
one locality fasted for thirty days and the other locality for twenty-nine days.

The Maliki Ibn Abi Zayd al-Qayrawani connects fasting with sighting
the moon for all the Muslims.
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Fasting the month of Ramadan is obligatory. Fasting begins (for all) with moon
sighting and ends with moon sighting.

Imam al-Shawkani reports that the Zaydi school of thought also main-
tained global sighting.
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The Maliki and Zaydi position should be accepted in this regard. Al-Mahdi and
al-Qurtabi have also reported on the authority of their elders that the sighting in
one locality is the sighting of all the localities.
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These early jurists interpreted the hadith “start fasting by sighting it and
stop fasting by sighting it” as a universal command for all Muslims every-
where to fast during Ramadan from a trustworthy sighting in any locality.
Interestingly, they emphasized the point that local sighting was a legal rea-
son (sabab shar¢Ï ) for all Muslims to begin fasting. For instance, al-Qarrafi
states the Maliki and Hanbali position:
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The Malikis made the local sighting of the moon sighting a legal cause for the
entire world to fast and the Hanbalis agreed to that. The Shafi¢is stated that each
locality has its own local sighting. All of these scholars agreed that each locality
has its own fajr, ·uhr, ¢a|r, maghrib, and ¢ish¥’ timings.

In spite of these strong early positions, however, later jurists rejected the
unity of horizon positions officially adopted by their schools.

Al-Qarrafi, another Maliki authority, proved with the help of astronomy
that the horizons are different. He argued that people in the Western
Hemisphere have more chances of sighting the new moon even if the peo-
ple in the East cannot see it. The newly born moon increases in age and vol-
ume as the sun moves in a westerly direction. The deflection of light through
the moon increases with the moon’s gradual movement from its conjunc-
tion point and with its age after sunset.
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Al-Qarrafi also established that the prayer times are different in differ-
ent localities. It is agreed that if there were two brothers, one living in the
East and other living in the West, and that both of them died at noon, the
latter would inherit from the former because the one in the East had died
earlier, since noon in the East arrives earlier than in the West.
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He concludes:
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If the crescent moon differs according to the difference in horizons, then it
becomes incumbent that each locality must follow its own [sighting of the] moon.
So, each locality has its own prayer timings such as fajr [prayer]. This is a clear-cut
truth and an exactly righteous position. On the other hand, imposing global fast-
ing with a local sighting of the moon is far from the [established Islamic] rules.
One needs to know that the [Islamic] texts did not require such an obligation.

Al-Nawawi, a Shafi¢i authority, observes:
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If the moon is sighted in one locality and not seen in the others, then the sighting
will be applicable to the nearby areas only. There is no difference of opinion
regarding this issue. The difference is only regarding the distant localities. There are
two known opinions about this matter. The correct one of the two opinions is that
people are not required to follow the sighting of another locality. This is what al-
Musannif, Shaykh Abu Hamid, al-Bandaniji, and others have categorically estab-
lished. Many others like al-Abdari and al-Rafa¢ have verified the same. On the
other hand, others such as al-Sumairi, al-Qadi Abu al-Tayyib, al-Darimi, and Abu
¢Ali al-Sanji have ruled that the sighting of one locality applies to all.

In addition, he reports that: 
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Ibn al-Munzir has narrated that ¢Ikrimah, al-Qasim, Salim, and Ishaq ibn Rahawayh
all agreed that a sighting in one locality does not apply to the other localities.

Among the Hanafi scholars, authorities such as al-Zayla’i have argued
for local sighting. 
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Unlike the official position, some of the jurists have adopted the local sighting
[instead of universal sighting] because the month [of Ramadan] is confirmed by
sighting. The sighting in one locality cannot be applied to the other areas with
different horizons. It is just like the noon and sunset timings. The sunset timings
in one locality would not require the maghrib prayer at the other locality.

Ibn ¢Abidin argues that the fact that horizons are different cannot be
debated. He also talks about the difference in the noon and sunset timings
at different localities. Every second, given the sun’s westward movement,
it is morning for a new locality and evening for another.24

Al-Zayla’i, who prefers local sighting for the same reasons,25 quotes the
following incident to validate his view:
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It is narrated that the jurist Abu Musa al-Darir, the author of Al-Mukhta|ar, came
to Alexandria. He was asked about a person who ascended the minaret and con-
tinued looking at the sun long after the sun had set for the people on the ground.
Was he allowed to break the fast? He answered, “No,” whereas the people on the
ground could break the fast, because everyone is required to follow his own situ-
ation. The report of Kurayb is the fundamental evidence of the local sighting.

Note that both groups cite Kurayb’s hadith to draw fundamentally
opposite conclusions. This hadith is reported by Imam Muslim:
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Imam Muslim reports that Umm al-Fadl sent Kurayb to Syria to Mu¢awiyah to
deal with a particular matter. He [Kurayb] said, “I was in Syria when the month
of Ramadan was confirmed. I saw the new moon on Friday evening. I returned
to Madinah by the end of the month. Discussing the new moon, Ibn ¢Abbas asked
me: ‘When did you see the new moon?’ I replied, ‘On Friday evening.’ He asked
me whether I had seen the moon by myself and I answered in the positive. I also
told him that Mu¢awiyah along with a multitude of people saw it and confirmed
the month accordingly. Ibn ¢Abbas observed that they had actually seen it on
Saturday evening. I inquired whether Mu¢awiyah’s sighting was not adequate [for
Ibn ¢Abbas and the people of Madinah]. Ibn ¢Abbas replied in the negative and
said, ‘This is what the Messenger of Allah had commanded us.’”

The basic argument here is that Ibn ¢Abbas does not accept the sight-
ing in Damascus as applicable to the people in Madinah, as al-Azimabadi
summarizes:
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The argument is based upon the fact that Ibn ¢Abbas did not act upon the report
of the sighting from Syria. Ibn ¢Abbas in conclusion said that this was what the
Prophet had commanded us. This proves that the Prophet did not require Muslims
to follow the report of a sighting in other localities and that was what Ibn ¢Abbas
had narrated from the Prophet.

Ibn al-¢Arabi argues that this report validates local sighting and that the
horizons are different. Thus, sighting in one area cannot serve as sighting
for everyone, especially for those living in distant lands.29 Al-Bayhaqi, on
the other hand, disagrees and states that this report does not vindicate the
position that horizons are multiple; rather, it substantiates that the horizons
are united. 
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It is possible that Ibn ¢Abbas rejected that because Kurayb was a single person who
witnessed the sighting. Ibn ¢Abbas applied the rule of witnesses, according to which
the witness of a single person is not accepted. It is also possible that by his statement
“this is what the Messenger of Allah commanded us,” Ibn ¢Abbas meant what the
Prophet had said elsewhere: “Complete the term [of thirty days] if it is cloudy.” Then
it would reflect the statement of the Prophet, not the verdict of Ibn ¢Abbas himself.

Ibn Qudamah maintains that this report was rejected because the witness
of one person is not enough to confirm the arrival of Ramadan.
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Al-Shawkani says the same:
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It should be known that the evidence in this report depends upon the fact that
Ibn ¢Abbas attributes the judgment to the Prophet and not to himself, by saying
“this is what the Prophet has commanded us.” The evidence does not lie in Ibn
¢Abbas’ ijtihad, as some people have mistakenly understood it, but in his refer-
ence to the other prophetic report that says, “We will continue fasting until we
complete thirty days.” This prophetic tradition is reported by al-Bukhari and
Muslim in the following words. “Do not start fasting until you see the new moon
and do not stop fasting until you see the new moon. Complete counting thirty
days if it is cloudy.” This commandment is not confined to one locality but is a
generic address to all the eligible Muslims. There is stronger evidence in the
report of Kurayb that the people should be required to observe fasting with the
report of sighting from anywhere rather than arguing that it substantiates the local
sighting. This is because the sighting by one locality is actually the sighting by all
the Muslims and the same rule will apply to all of them.
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Ibn Qudamah also argues that it substantiates universal sighting.
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The hadith proves authenticity of other opinion (global moon sighting).

Now, what is the truth of this matter? Both learned groups of jurists are
asserting varying and conflicting calims based upon the same prophetic
hadiths. The Prophet’s words and commands cannot mislead jurists in the
same school of thought, for they usually follow the same jurisprudential
methodology of derivation. This fact can be reconciled only if we accept
that each group of scholars is trying to understand and implement the
prophetic commands to the best of its ability and in accordance with its cul-
tural milieu. The legal reason for fasting (global sighting), which most of the
righteous ancestors (Salaf ) accepted, was not accepted as the reason by the
later jurists of the same schools. 

The use of calculations to determine the qiblah, condemned as illegiti-
mate by many leading fiqhÏ authorities, was accepted as very legitimate by
those who came later. Likewise, the use of mathematical calculations,
dubbed as slandering the Companions’ prayers by many early jurists, was
welcomed by later jurists. It seems that early jurists interpreted these
prophetic hadiths in accordance with their circumstances and with the sci-
entific knowledge available to them, and that later jurists did the same
according to the geographical and scientific information available to them. 

Given this reality, we can say that these prophetic hadiths are unequiv-
ocal in their historical authenticity but not in their interpretations. The
Prophet used prophetic terms that allowed a variety of interpretations for
people of different times, localities, and ages. This is the miracle of the
Islamic texts, namely, that they are suitable for all times and all possible cir-
cumstances. Any selective interpretation and insistence upon a narrow
implication would limit their infinite wisdom. 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE SELECTIVE INSISTENCE
AND THE ISSUE OF TA’W¬L

I am not accusing early jurists of doing injustice to the prophetic hadiths by
fixing their narrow interpretations. Their selective insistence was based
upon a variety of external historical reasons, for they were faced with a
number of challenges. One of the leading challenges for the first and sec-
ond generation Islamic scholars was to encounter the extreme literalist and
narrow approaches of the Kharijites and Hashwites on the one hand and the
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metaphorical and allegorical approaches (ta’wÏl) of the Jahimites and
Mu¢tazilites on the other. They also had to face the harsh realities of the
Mu¢tazilites’ speculative theological interpretations, which rendered many
of the Islamic texts almost meaningless. The above-mentioned scholars,
among them the four founders of the Sunni legal schools of thought,
defended the spirit of the Qur’an and Sunnah to its letter in an effort to stop
the possible evils that might arise from allegorical interpretations of the
Islamic texts, which had already played havoc with Jewish and Christian
texts. The original Biblical text was subjected to extreme violence by clas-
sical Jewish and Christian scholarship to such a degree that it lost its mean-
ings and integrity due to the allegorization of its text. 

ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATIONS AND CHRISTIANITY 

For instance, the early Church Fathers were quite aware of the incongruity
and strangeness inherent in the Biblical texts. “For as someone,” observes
the early Church Father Origen of Alexandria, 

points out to us the stories of Lot’s daughters and their apparently unlawful inter-
course with their father, or of Abraham’s two wives, or of two sisters who mar-
ried Jacob, or the two maidservants who increased the number of his sons, what
else can we answer than that these are certain mysteries and types of spiritual mat-
ters, but that we do not know of what sort they are?34

Atheist Greek scholars like Celsus and Porphyry pointed out such
immoralities prevalent in the Old Testament35 as well as quoted several
such passages to argue about the Old Testament’s human origins. The
Church Fathers, on the other hand, could not declare the Old Testament
to be man-made and unauthoritative because they believed, as Origen
observed, that “the sacred Scriptures were not composed by any human
words but were written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and were also
delivered and entrusted to us by the will of God the Father through His
Only Begotten Son Jesus Christ.”36 So it was the normative scripture that,
as they viewed it, Jesus followed and urged others to regard as the key to
understanding his person. To discard the Old Testament was tantamount
to discarding the person of Jesus, an act that would have risked the entire
faith; therefore, the Church Fathers retained the normativeness of the old
scriptures by appealing to “allegory” and “typology.” 

Clement37 (155–215) and Origen (185–254), who were among the
school of Alexandria’s theologians and philosophers, advocated this alle-
gorical recourse, which, later on, was adopted by other Fathers like Ambrose
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and Augustine. Origen saw many difficulties with the literal textual sense
of the scriptures38: “Now the reason those we have just mentioned have a
false understanding of these matters is quite simply that they understand
scripture not according to their spiritual meaning but according to the
sound of the letter.”39 According to contemporary Biblical authority Ray-
mond E. Brown, 

Many of the Church Fathers, e.g., Origen, thought that the literal sense was what
the words said independently of the author’s intent. Thus were Christ spoken of
as “the lion of Judah,” the literal sense for these Fathers would be that he was an
animal. That is why some of them rejected the literal sense of Scripture.40

Origen argued that “all [scripture] has a spiritual meaning but not all a
bodily meaning”41 and observed that certain Biblical passages do not make
sense at all unless understood allegorically: “Now what man of intelligence will
believe that the first, second, and third day, and evening and the morning
existed without the sun, moon, and stars?” Therefore, he interpreted them
thoroughly and allegorically. Modern Biblical authorities such as Charles
Bigg,42 Harry A. Wolfson,43 and Jean Danielou argue that Origen derived this
method of interpretation from Philo of Alexandria, the Latinized, Platonist
Jewish exegete. Bigg observes that “his rules of procedure, his playing with
words and numbers and proper names, his boundless extravagance are learned,
not from the New Testament, but through Philo from the puerile rabbinical
schools.”44 Saint Augustine of Hippo, in the name of having sound principles
for interpretation, also allegorized extensively. 

From 600 to 1200, allegory had a real hold upon the minds of Christian
theologians. Emil Brunner observes “the rank growth of the allegorical
method of Biblical exposition made it impossible to maintain the Bible text
as normative, as compared with the ecclesiastical development of doctrine.”
By means of allegorical exposition, the Scholastics, says Brunner, “prove, with
the help of Scripture, all that they wish to prove.”45 The outcome was, as John
Bright puts it, 

a wholesale and uncontrolled allegorizing of Scripture, specifically the Old
Testament. This did not confine itself to difficult or morally offensive passages,
or to passages that tell of something that seems unnatural or improbable, or to
places where Scripture contradicts, or seem to contradict, other Scripture; it
extended itself almost everywhere. Scarcely a text but yielded hidden and unsus-
pected riches to the interpreter’s ingenuity.46

This process of giving the Biblical text allegorical meanings led, as Bright
observes, to “the exotic jungle of fanciful interpretation.”47 That was why
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Christian reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin vehemently opposed
the allegorical interpretation of the Bible. Calvin described such inter-
pretations as an invention of the Devil, something “puerile” and “far-
fetched” meant to undermine the authority of scripture.48 These reformers
emphasized the text’s literal meanings. By emphasizing its plain historico-
philological sense, Luther and Calvin emphasized the scripture’s authority
and dispensed with the Catholic “Traditions” with their accepted jungle of
mystical meanings.49

ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATIONS AND
SOME MUSLIM SECTS

This third-century Neoplatonist ideology of allegorizing the text crept into
Muslim circles by the end of the first century AH, mainly due to the efforts
of people like Ja¢ad ibn Darham,50 Jaham ibn Safwan, and Wasil ibn ¢Ata’, a
renegade student of Hasan al-Basri. Wasil is thought to be the founder of
the Muslim speculative theology embodied by the Mu¢tazilites.

The debate about God’s absolute transcendence and protecting taw^Ïd
(divine unity) from the dangers of partnership, anthropomorphism, and cor-
porealism were the leading forces in the direction of metaphorical interpre-
tations (ta’wÏl ). Jaham ibn Safwan treated the issue of divine attributes and
names at length. He met Ja¢ad at Kufa and followed his theology. Like Ja¢ad,
he emphasized God’s absolute transcendence by refuting all possibilities of
anthropomorphism, and metaphorically interpreted all Qur’anic verses
(ta’wÏl) that could lead to any doubt of anthropomorphism regarding God.
Al-Ash¢ari reports that Jaham even denied such Qur’anic terms as shay’, that
God is “a thing (shay’ ), because that is similarity with other things.”51

Owing to the later influence of Ja¢ad and Jaham’s theological positions
on the Mu¢tazilites and others, Ibrahim Madkur calls them the title of “the
founders of philosophical theology in Islam.”52 Morris S. Seale describes
Jaham as the real founder of Mu¢tazilites instead of Wasil ibn ¢Ata’.53 The
recognized founder of the Mu¢tazilites, Wasil ibn ¢Ata’, on the other hand,
was a contemporary of Ja¢ad and Jaham. Jaham’s theology, argues Hamilton
A. R. Gibb, 

left distinct traces on that of the Mu¢atazilah; the doctrine of the created Kur’an
which was later to become a fundamental Mu¢atazilah thesis was probably formu-
lated by Djahm and in the doctrine of the divine attributes there are coincidences
on both sides which cannot be accidental. On the other hand, there are many seri-
ous differences which are probably practical and political in their nature. Djahm
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professed in the most extreme form the doctrine of predestination (djabr). All the
actions of man are involuntary. Wasil maintained the opposite thesis of free will.54

Mu¢tazilites influenced by ta’wÏl tried to allegorize many of the Qur’anic
verses and prophetic traditions. Their philosophy was strongly influenced by
Neoplatonist Aristotelianism. They attempted to provide a philosophical
basis for their speculative theology by metaphorically interpreting the
Qur’anic text whenever it was considered to be in conflict with intellect.
Although some of the later Mu¢tazilite scholars declared that the conclusions
of their philosophy and the Shari¢ah were essentially harmonious, they nev-
ertheless placed reason above revelation and especially above the prophetic
insights and traditions. Consequently, they denied a large number of pro-
phetic reports. 

The Mu¢tazilites also utilized Greek logic and rationalism to support
the Islamic revelation and dogmas and to convince non-Muslims of their
vitality. Later, however, they gave priority to reason (¢aql ) over revelation
(wa^y), as Zahdi Jar Allah observes.55 While the Qur’an, argues Andrew
Rippin,

had its place in the discussions, it was not so much a source, when used by
Mu¢tazila, as a testimony to the veracity of the claims which they were making.
The basic assumption of the Greek philosophical system (as understood and trans-
mitted through Christian scholars) was the fundamental element underlying the
whole position; it was argued that reason, and not only traditional sources, could
be used as a source of reliable knowledge for human beings.56

This view of the role of reason, Rippin further argues, “is significant
in terms of the ultimate fate of the Mu¢tazilite, for it implied that the legal
scholars of Islam had, in fact, no particular claim to sole possession of the
right interpretation of all Muslim dogma.”57 In addition, the Mu¢tazilites
became militant once they were given political authority by such Abbasid
caliphs as Harun al-Rashid and his son ¢Abd Allah al-Ma’mun. Frederick
M. Denny observes that the Mu¢tazilites, 

far from being liberal intellectuals who wanted to accommodate the world to a
vision of rationality and cooperation, were proponents of a strict and militant
Islam which they sought to impose uniformly on their wayward coreligionists
and to spread to the non-Muslims by means of propaganda.58

Finally, the Mu¢tazilites metaphorically interpreted all of the Qur’anic
verses that ascribed to God a face, hands, eyes, etc., and imposed these inter-
pretations on others.59 Despite “their several disagreements on points of
doctrinal details,” observes Netton, “most of the Mu¢tazilites were agreed
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on a non-literal mode of interpretation of much of the anthropomorphic
data about God in the Qur’an.” They interpreted “face” in “every thing
will perish except the face of thy Lord” (28:88) to mean the being of God
Himself. His hand was interpreted as “favor or bounty,”60 the eye as “knowl-
edge,” the establishment upon the Throne (istiw¥’ ) as “dominance,” the
descent in the later part of the night as the closeness of His “Mercy.”61 W.
Montgomery Watt observes that the Mu¢tazilites dealt 

with the anthropomorphisms by the method of ta’wÏl or “metaphorical interpreta-
tion.” More precisely this meant that they claimed they were justified in interpret-
ing single words in the Qur’anic text according to a secondary or metaphorical
meaning found elsewhere in the Qur’an or in pre-Islamic poetry. Thus, in the
phrase (38:75) about God “creating with his hands” they said that hands meant
“grace” (ni¢mah), and justified this by a usage roughly parallel to our colloquial
phrase “I’ll give you a hand.” Similarly wajh, usually “face,” was said to mean
“essence.” Verses which spoke of God being seen in the world to come were inter-
preted in the light of other verses where “see” did not mean physical sight. In some
ways this method of interpretation is artificial; but at least it keeps thinkers at the
“grass roots” of religious experience and away from an abstract academic discussion
of relations between attributes and essence.62

They treated the prophetic hadiths much more harshly if they consid-
ered that they contradicted the logical interpretations. They rejected many
of these hadiths altogether, as Georges Anawati demonstrates.63

Despite their great contributions to Islam's intellectual life and their
being the “founders of the discipline of speculative or philosophical theol-
ogy,” the Mu¢tazilites departed far from the spirit of Islamic revelation and
hence from the outlook of ordinary Muslims. “To insist on the bare unity
of God,” argues Watt, “was a tidy rational theory, but it did not do justice
to the fullness of religious experience. The negative statements of Dirar and
an-Nazzam are unsatisfactory to the ordinary worshipper.”64 The Mu¢taz-
ilites reduced the vivid and living God of Muhammad, as Duncan B.
MacDonald argues, to “a spirit, and a spirit, too, of the vaguest kind.”65 The
Mu¢tazilites, opines Fazlur Rahman, “denuded God of all content and ren-
dered Him unsatisfactory for religious consciousness.”66 They, observes Net-
ton, “made God more unknowable rather than less, and dug a wider gulf
between man and his Creator. A dry hermeneutic intellectualism restricted
the former’s mental image of his Deity.”67 Such a concept, observes Watt,
“leads to an abstract, bare and featureless conception of God, which robs the
religious consciousness of much that is precious to it.”68 Or, in the words of
Gibb, the Mu¢tazilites turned the Islamic concept of God into “a vast old
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monument, beneath which the element of personal religious experience
seemed to be crushed out of existence. Fortunately for Islam, it was not to
be so.”69

ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATIONS
AND MUSLIM PHILOSOPHERS

On the other hand, the philosophers and later the Isma¢ilites negated, in
the name of God’s unity and transcendence, His attributes by allegorizing
the Qur’anic and prophetic texts. Philosophers like al-Farabi,70 Ibn Sina,71

and Ibn Rushd72 simply stripped God of all the possible attributes ascribed
to Him by the Qur’an, using the same allegorical method of interpreta-
tion.73

The Isma¢ilites74 followed the philosophers in this regard and in ascrib-
ing all of the divine attributes to the First Intelligence on the Neoplatonist
model.75 This First Intelligence, rather than God Himself, seemed to be the
true Deity, because the God of the Isma¢ilites and the philosophers was the
bare reality and the absolute unknowable One. This God seemed to need
the First Intelligence to create, sustain, protect, and love. In an effort to
exalt God beyond all possible limitations and needs, the philosophers finally
bound Him too tightly with their theory of emanation and hence with
several limitations. Netton differentiates between the Mu¢tazilites’ deity
and that of the Neoplatonists’ deity of the philosophers: 

The transcendent Deity of the Mu¢tazilites, whose several Qur’anic attributes were
metamorphosed by allegory, was not bound up with ideas of emanation, nor with
hypostases such as the Universal Intellect [al-¢Aql al-Kulli ] and the Universal Soul
[al-Nafs al-Kulliyya]. But the unknowable God of medieval Neoplatonic Islam
was. The end result was the development of a transcendental theology in Islam,
with the Isma¢ili sect as its political and spiritual apotheosis, which was far more
complex than anything of which the Mu¢tazila could have dreamed.76

ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATIONS
AND THE SALAF

The Mu‘tazilites’ somewhat abstract concept of God and a thorough alle-
gorization of the Qur’anic and prophetic texts, along with the Hashwites’
anthropomorphic concept of God and absolute literalization of the Islamic
texts, caused the early Orthodox scholars (Salaf ) to devise their formula of
bil¥ kayf, in other words, understanding the Islamic texts and their words
as they are without asking the “how” of things. These early scholars were
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often called the People of Tradition (Ahl al-¤adÏth) or Salaf. Among them
were the imams Abu Hanifah,77 Malik, Shafi¢i, and Ahmad ibn Hanbal,78

who followed the Qur’anic verses and the prophetic hadiths as they
occurred, without applying much reason either to criticize or to expand
upon them, and accepted the Qur’anic statements as they stood. These
conservatives, observes Majid Fakhry, “tended to repudiate the use of any
deductive method”79 and argued that ambiguous verses must be understood
in the light of the clear verses. At the same time, they used and maintained
the same phrases that have been implied by the Qur’an regarding God,
such as wajh All¥h (God’s face) without looking further into the “how” or
“what” of them. That is what they meant by bil¥ kayfa wal¥ tashbÏh (with-
out inquiring how and without anthropomorphism or comparison). Edward
Sell observes:

The four leading theologians, Abu Hanifa, ash-Shafi¢i, Ahmad ibn Hanbal and
Malik ibn Anas, taught that discussions on such subjects were unlawful. They
believed in the Qur’an and in the traditions regarding Muhammad, and accepted
these without disputing on such abstract questions.80

Mainstream scholarship confronted this allegorization of the Islamic
texts. Ahmad ibn Hanbal almost paid with his life to oppose this liberaliza-
tion of the Islamic texts by some Mu¢tazilites. He was severely tortured,
imprisoned, and humiliated by Caliph al-Ma’mun in 202 AH during the
trial over whether the Qur’an was created or eternal (and hence not created),
known as the khalq al-Qur’¥n trial. In addition, he was accused of anthro-
pomorphism, literalism, and corporealism. On the contrary, Ibn Hanbal
did not take an absolute literal approach to the Qur’anic and prophetic
texts. In fact, his anti- anthropomorphism can be seen in his strong oppo-
sition to any anthropomorphic description of the Qur’anic phrases that
apparently describe Allah in human terms, such as a person with hands or a
face. 

Al-Shahrastani reported that Ibn Hanbal said: 

Whoever moved his hand while reading the Qur’an, “I created with My hands”
(38:75), ought to have his hand cut off; and whosoever stretched forth his finger
in repeating the saying of Muhammad, “The heart of the believer is between two
fingers of the Merciful,” deserves to have his fingers torn out.81

Watt observes: 

There were naive anthropomorphists among the Traditionists, but he [Ibn
Hanbal] opposed these as vigorously as he opposed the Mu¢tazilites; he insisted
that the anthropomorphic expressions of the Qur’an are to be understood “with-
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out stating the precise manner of their existence” (bil¥ kayf, literally “without
how”). The strength of Ibn-Hanbal’s feelings on the matter (related to preserva-
tion of the pristine letter as well as the spirit of the Islamic texts and his vehement
opposition to metaphorical interpretations) may be gauged by the fact that he
broke off relations with a follower who attempted to refute the Mu¢tazilites by
their own methods of argument.82

This helps show that “the Hanbalites’ position was based on an aware-
ness of the limitations of reason in this sphere, coupled with an understand-
ing of the need to retain the concrete and ‘poetical’ language of the Qur’an
and the Traditions.”83 In the words of Karen Armstrong, Ibn Hanbal was not
anthropomorphist, but rather was “stressing the essential ineffability of the
divine, which lay beyond the reach of all logic and conceptual analysis.”84

One of the main reasons why allegorical and metaphorical interpreta-
tions (ta’wÏl ) were avoided was, as al-Shahrastani explains, that an inter-
pretation is “an opinion … for we may sometimes interpret the verse in a
way not intended by God, and thus we would fall into perversity.”85

Following the lead of the early Salaf, Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyam
opposed metaphorical interpretations, emphasized the texts’ apparent and
literal sense, and tried to preserve the religious texts right through to the
letter. They maintained that ambiguous verses were to be understood in the
light of Arabic’s fixed grammatical rules. Phrases like the “face of God” or
the “hands of God” should be understood in accordance with their com-
mon, daily linguistic usages. So, the “face of God” meant His face as we
understand the meaning of “face” in our daily usage, without giving it a
metaphorical interpretation. Such an understanding, in their opinion, does
not imply any comparison, corporeality, or anthropomorphism, for the
level of His attributes is absolute, whereas in the creation this level is rela-
tive. God has already explained that no one and no thing is like unto Him,
but He, at the same time, is all-hearing and all-seeing. Thus accepting that
He has attributes that are also possessed by human beings does not make
Him similar to them. Likewise, accepting that He has attributes like a hand
and a face would not be anthropomorphic, for they are also different from
human hands and faces.86 Therefore, when we say, “God has a face or
hands,” it must be qualified with the qualifier “not like our face or hands”
and without how. Ibn Qudamah,87 Ibn Taymiyyah,88 and many other tra-
ditional scholars hold this opinion. 
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Imam al-Khattabi said, “Regarding [Divine] Attributes the Salaf’s position is to
affirm them by taking them on their face value while rejecting any form/shape
or likeness.”

According to Ibn Taymiyyah, any non-literal meaning given to a
Qur’anic phrase was an alteration (ta^rÏf ); therefore, he opposed ta’wÏl
(metaphorical interpretation). 

I have tried to make the point that the Salaf ’s insistence upon literalism
should be understood in relation to their cultural milieu and its thorny chal-
lenges. It was not an ideal solution, and many classical scholars did not fol-
low it for a variety of reasons. At the same time, this selective insistence upon
some meanings at the expense of others had become a necessity for some
jurists trying to counteract the dangers of liberalizing the meaning of the
Qur’anic and hadith texts. The debate was much more relevant to the issues
of ¢aqÏdah, the public good (ma|la^ah mursalah) and long-term conse-
quences (ma¢¥l¥t) rather than such simple fiqhÏ issues as sighting the moon.
The conservative jurists wanted to ascertain that the Shari¢ah’s pristine, sim-
plistic, and easy-to-implement formulation was not compromised, that it did
not become a prerogative of an educated élite, but rather an easily accessible
commodity to all Muslims, even the least educated. Moreover, this debate
over literalism and metaphorical interpretation cannot be viewed in a vacu-
um. Their juristic edicts must be understood in the light of their cultural
milieu, historical challenges, and personal fiqhÏ dispositions. The norms and
customs (¢urf ) of their times seem to have played a major role in how these
texts were interpreted, especially in their understanding of the unity of hori-
zons, prayer times, and the qiblah directions.

Imam al-Qarrafi, after giving examples of many custom-based rulings,
observes:
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Based upon this rule, fatwas [religious edicts] must be reviewed with the pas-
sage of time. The changes in ¢urf [customs] should be reflected in the fatwas
[the revised customs should be incorporated and the discarded customs should
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be dropped]. Do not always adhere to the fatwas written in the books [through-
out your life]. You should not answer a questioner according to your customs
if the questioner belongs to a different province. You should ask him about the
norms of his area and give a fatwa not based upon your customs and what is
decided in the [fiqhÏ ] books but according to the questioner’s customs. This is
exactly the right way. It is an act of clear misguidance in religion to continue
adhering to [the fatwas] transmitted in the books, for it reflects ignorance
about the real intent of the Muslim scholarship and also the intent of the early
ancestors (Salaf ). 

It seems evident that the earlier jurists’ fatwas on calculations as regards
determining the qiblah and prayer times, as well as their insistence upon
the unity of horizons, were based upon their ¢urfÏ understanding of the
prophetic hadiths. Later jurists could not have deduced altogether different
rulings from the same hadiths if these hadiths had been categorical in their
previously understood meanings. The fact that the earlier understandings
were modified and, at times, completely changed leads us to the logical
conclusion that the previous interpretations were based upon the customs
and realities existing at that time. 

Contemporary Islamic scholarship can say the same thing about the
later juristic discourse on moon sighting. We can deduce that classical schol-
arship rejected astronomical calculations for a variety of reasons mostly con-
nected with their cultural milieu and their understanding of the particular
prophetic hadiths. We have the equal right to review their particular ¢urfÏ
interpretations in the light of our own cultural realities. In this way, we can
make Islamic fiqh relevant to our times, just as al-Qarrafi and others tried
to do in their particular eras. Al-Qarrafi contradicted an established shar¢Ï
sabab (a legal cause established by the Maliki, Hanbali, and Hanafi schools),
namely, that the unity of horizons requires all Muslims to begin fasting
Ramadan and established a new legal cause, namely, the variety of horizons.
Likewise, we can review this established legal cause of al-Qarrafi and other
classical jurists (naked-eye sighting) and replace it with a more authentic and
precise method, that of astronomical calculations. This idea will not be
acceptable to everyone in the beginning. Nevertheless, with the passage of
time and the appropriate awareness it will become the norm, just as it did
for determining the qiblah and the daily prayer schedule. 
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CHAPTER 2

ANALYSIS

In view of this discussion, let us analyze the main arguments put forward
for actual moonsighting.

THE QUR’AN NEVER REQUIRED
NAKED-EYE SIGHTING OF THE MOON

The Qur’an is the normative authority, yet nowhere in it does Allah
unequivocally require that the month of Ramadan be determined by
naked-eye sighting. As he Qur’an is revealed in a clear, plain, and very
straightforward Arabic, the linguistic meanings of most of its terms are
obvious. The two consecutive verses in Surat al-Baqarah about the month
of Ramadan and the act of fasting are so clear that their basic meaning and
their true essence cannot be misunderstood.
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Ramadan is the [month] in which was sent down the Qur’an, as a guide to
humankind, also Clear [Signs] for guidance and judgment [between right and
wrong]. So whosoever witnesses the month among you should fast in it [spend
it in fasting], but if anyone is ill, or on a journey, the prescribed period [should
be made up] by days later. Allah intends ease for you; He does not want to put
you in difficulties. [He wants you] to complete the prescribed period, and to
glorify Him in that He has guided you; and perchance you shall be grateful.
(2:185)

The phrase “So whosoever witnesses the month among you should
fast in it” requires witnessing as a prelude and prerequisite for fasting
Ramadan. Qur’anic exegetes and grammarians have reached a consensus
that fa in fal ya|umhu is causative; meaning that the clause “then let him
fast” is causative and not descriptive. For instance, Shihab al-Din al-Alusi
states:
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That is why most of the philologists maintain that the month is the object.
Therefore, the fa is causative or appellative and not descriptive.

It is clear that the Qur’an establishes “witnessing the month” as the
sole cause (sabab) of fasting Ramadan. Allah has not left it to us to deter-
mine this process of witnessing, for the Qur’an itself ascertains and estab-
lishes its meanings.

The linguistic meanings of shahida are “presence, knowledge, and
announcement (informing others).” In his Maq¥yÏs al-Lughah, Ahmad ibn
Faris states:
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The original meanings of shahida are confined only to three: Presence, knowl-
edge, and announcement. None of the word’s derivatives go beyond these three
meanings, as we have mentioned.

Linguistically, this phrase can have only three meanings:

1: Whoever was present in the month of Ramadan should fast [it].
2: Whoever had knowledge of the month of Ramadan should fast

[it].
3: Whoever received knowledge of the month of Ramadan should

fast [it].

In no way can it be translated as “Whoever physically sights the moon
of the month of Ramadan, let him/her fast it,” for this would contradict
all of Arabic’s established grammatical rules. Thus, all Qur’anic exegetes,
without exception have translated and understood this phrase’s meaning as
“Whosver was present in (or knew of) the month of Ramadan, let him/her
fast the month.”

THE QUR’ANIC USE OF SHAHIDA

The Qur’an has used shahida in all the above-mentioned three meanings
without resorting to any requirement for actual physical sighting. For
instance:
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There is no god but He: that is the witness of Allah, His angels, and those endued
with knowledge, standing firm on justice. There is no god but He, the Exalted
in Power, the Wise. (3:18)

Neither Allah nor the angels witness with actual eyes. Al-Razi explains
that the witnessing of Allah and the angels in this verse can have only two
meanings: “the news that is bolstered with proof of knowledge” or “wit-
nessing means the demonstration and exposition” of Allah’s unity.
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The witnessing of Allah means that He “explains or knows.”
Al-Suyuti explains the same implications of the divine act of witness-

ing by using the following words: 
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Shahida here means that Allah had explained to His creatures by the signs and
arguments [that He is One].

The Qur’an uses the same word to denote such human faculties as
hearing and seeing. However, these human faculties do not possess actual
physical eyes in order to witness things.
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At length, when they reach the [Fire], their hearing, their sight, and their skins
will bear witness against them, as to [all] their deeds. They will say to their skins:
“Why do you bear witness against us?” They will say: “Allah has given us speech,
He Who gives speech to everything: He created you for the first time, and unto
Him were you to return.” (41:20-21)

In these verses, the witness of “their hearing, their sight, and their
skins” is explained by shahida. No one can say that these faculties will wit-
ness with their eyes. Instead, this means that they will explain or give
knowledge of what the person did while in the world.
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The following verse uses shahida for truth:
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And those whom they invoke besides Allah have no power of intercession; only
he who bears witness to the Truth, and they know [him]. (43:86)

Here again, the witness of truth cannot be explained with the naked eye.
If it could, then truth would have to be a physical entity. Since this is not
the case, it means to stand by the truth or acknowledge it wholeheartedly. 

In light of the clear Qur’anic and linguistic meanings, Qur’anic exe-
getes interpret 2:185 to mean: “Whoever was present in the month of
Ramadan and was not traveling or sick should fast it.”

Al-Qurtubi reports that ¢Ali, Ibn ¢Abbas, ¢A’ishah, and other well-known
Companions maintained that shahida means “be present” in the month of
Ramadan:
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¢Ali ibn Abi Talib, Ibn ¢Abbas, Suwayd ibn Ghafalah, and ¢A’ishah, four of the
Companions, and Successors such as Abu Mijlaz, Lahiq ibn Humayd, and ¢Ubay-
dah al-Salmani have said, “Shahida means whosoever was present when the
month started and was resident in his city and among his family, let him com-
plete his fasting…Whosoever was present in the month of Ramadan, let him
fast.”

Ibn Kathir says:
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By this verse, Allah required the resident and healthy to observe fasting, while
giving a concession to the sick and traveling persons.

Al-Suyuti says that shahida means being “present.”
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Al-Nasafi gives the same interpretation:
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Al-Razi gives the same meanings as well and states that al-shuh‰d
means “being present.”
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Qur’anic exegetes provide no second opinion about this meaning. In
other words, they have reached a consensus that witnessing the month means
nothing more than being present in the month ���<
 / ��B!	
. 

The same meanings of “presence” are also conveyed by the context in
which this phrase occurs, for immediately after it the Qur’an states:
“Whoever is sick or traveling should make up for the missed days.” Imam
al-Alusi observes:
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Linguistically, it is not appropriate to say, “whosoever knew [saw] the moon, let
him fast, and whosoever is sick or traveling, let him make up for when the sec-
ond category enters the first category” (meaning when the sick or traveling per-
son knows the new moon). The detailed conjunction “and” demands difference
and variety… that is why the majority of the grammarians view al-shahr as the
object and maintain that the word fa is causative, meaning “as a result” or “con-
sequently” [the person should fast], and it is not descriptive.

Al-Alusi shows that in linguistic terms, the phrase cannot violate the two
established meanings. It has to mean presence in person or from knowledge
or an announcement. These meanings do not give a sense of actual naked-
eye sighting regardless of whether we consider al-shahr as maf¢‰l fÏhi or maf¢‰l
bihi.
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He concludes:
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Whoever was resident during the month of [Ramadan] and not traveling or
knew the start of the new moon of the month with certainty should fast.
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Al-Razi also states that in either case, the meaning will be “presence,”
not “witnessing the new moon with the eye.”
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There are two views [regarding this phrase]. First is that the object of witnessing
is omitted because the meaning is that “whoever witnessed his residence [city or
house] and was not traveling [should observe fasting]”. … The second view is
that the object of witnessing is the month, meaning “whoever witnessed [knew]
the month from his knowledge and intellect should fast it.” It is just like saying
phrases such as “I witnessed such and such person’s era…” 

It is a common Arab practice to say “I witnessed the Friday prayers” or
“I witnessed the hajj.” That does not mean that either event is something
physical and the person saw it with his/her own eyes; rather, it means that
one was present during the Friday prayers or the hajj of a particular year. 

Al-Razi concludes that witnessing the month can be done with two
methods: actual sighting or hearing about it.
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How is shuh‰d al-shahr (“witnessing the month”) accomplished? We say that it
is achieved by either physical sighting or hearing.

SOME WRONG INTERPRETATIONS

The above analysis shows the true meaning of shahida and its essence with-
in the Qur’anic context. The verse, which is “decisive in its transmission and
unequivocal in its meaning,” is not limited to naked-eye sighting, although
some contemporary Muslims claim that such sighting is the only acceptable
etymology of this word. For instance, Zaheer Uddin, Coordinator for the
Hilal Sighting Committee of North America, along with the approval of “the
great Ulema of the Shura of the Hilal Sighting Committee of North Amer-
ica,” argues: “The first evidence we rely on is based on the Qur’an.” After
quoting 2:185, he observes: 

The critical term in this verse is “faman shahida minkum as-shahra,” which
means to the effect “those from you who have witnessed the month.” This verse
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has also been suggested to mean “those who are present at their home.” The
meaning is still pointed towards presence and witnessing the month. 

He further contends: 

The root meaning of the critical term “shahida” refers to a wwitnessing which takes
part in a physical form, as a form of proof. Scholars of Arabic grammar agree on
this by unanimous consensus. Ibn Abbas (r), who was the first man to collect
Arabic words and elaborate its meaning, also clearly holds this view. Khalil, who
used Ibn Abbas’s collection to formulate the world’s first dictionary in any lan-
guage (this of course being in Arabic), published this fact in his works, “Ayn”.
Scholars who study grammar consider this work to be the most authoritative in
understanding the depths of meaning of Arabic words. “Shahada” cannot happen
in a simulated environment. It has to occur in a physical form as a form of proof.
Of course, the result of “shahida”, i.e., the witnessing can be recorded, and this
should not be misunderstood with the witnessing itself.”15

Unfortunately, sometimes we get so carried away by our positions that
we make sweeping statements that are both unwarranted and unsubstanti-
ated by the actual texts. I have yet to see the above statement attributed to
Ibn ¢Abbas in any authentic Islamic source, for it does not exist in the way
it has been presented.16 There is no reference to shahida as meaning “a wit-
nessing which takes part in a physical form, as a form of proof” in Khalil’s
compilation called Al-¢Ayn either. It is always good to quote the original
texts to avoid any mishap or misrepresentation, for they can guide the
reader to the originally intended meanings. 

ABU BAKR AL-JASSAS AND IBN AL-¢ARABI’S INTERPRETATIONS

Both Abu Bakr al-Jassas and Ibn al-¢Arabi have interpreted shahida in the
light of authentic prophetic reports to mean “sighting the new moon.” I
reiterate here that these classical jurists strongly opposed calculations due to
the historical facts prevalent during their time and their desire to protect
the ordinary Muslims’ ¢aqÏdah (belief ) from dereliction: 

As for the second reason, it is not permissible [wrote Ibn al-¢Arabi] to rely on
astronomers and mathematicians, not because their findings are not true but
because people’s beliefs must be protected from an association with celestial
motions and future occurrences of conjunctions and separations. Indeed, that is a
vast ocean should people be pulled into it.17

Their intended goal was to attain certainty in those matters connected
with our acts of devotion, as Abu Bakr al-Jassas has rightly explained. 
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This is in order that we enter our [time-dependent] acts of worship with certainty
and end them with certainty.19

During the early centuries of Islam, actual sighting  or the completion
of thirty days were the only two methods available to ascertain the month.
Thus, these scholars closely adhered to these methods to attain certainty.
Physical sighting was not an end in itself, but rather a method to reach the
goal of required certainty. Al-Qurtubi summarized this point, as Hamza
Yusuf has highlighted it: 

God says, “Whoever witnesses the month, let him fast” (2:185). He means, and
God knows best, “Whoever among you knows, with a knowledge that is cer-
tain, that the month has indeed begun must fast it.” And knowledge that is cer-
tain is [based on] either a clear and widespread sound sighting or the completion
of thirty days of the previous month.20

I also believe that the classical scholars would have reacted very differently
had astronomy and calculations reached the same level of precision as that of the
twenty-first century. 

With due respect to the scholarship of Abu Bakr al-Jassas and Ibn al-
¢Arabi, both of them tried to deduce possible Islamic rules (a^k¥m) from the
Qur’an based upon their knowledge, fiqhÏ dispositions, and culture. Their
interpretations cannot possibly be granted the divine authority enjoyed by
the Qur’an. In addition, neither of them ever asserted that their understand-
ing and interpretation of sh¥hid as meaning “to see the new moon” was the
only possible etymology of the word’s original sense. Both of them clearly
stated that sh¥hid in the Ramadan verse, in light of the prophetic reports,
means “sighting the new moon.” They never asserted that naked-eye sight-
ing was the definitive original (linguistic) meaning of shahida. 

Ibn al-¢Arabi states:
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The third inquiry regarding the divine statement “whoever witnesses the month,
then let him fast” is that [this phrase] is usually carried [to mean] witnessing the
month, which is sighting the new moon.

I was a little surprised by Hamza Yusuf’s translation of this statement:

The next point is God’s word in the verse, “So whoever witnesses the month,
let him fast” (2:185). This is normally understood to mean, “see it with one’s
eyes” – in other words, sighting the crescent moon.22
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Perhaps this is an unintended oversight, given his expertise in classical
Arabic, for it is quite challenging to translate Ibn al-¢Arabi’s rendition ������ + ) '
�B!	
 I�&�!�5 I���	
 G��( ) , ( ' ' ' + ( ( ' ') ' ' as “is normally understood to mean ‘see it with one’s
eyes’” in the absence of a commanding clause. 

Al-Jassas equates actual sighting with “witnessing the month” of
Ramadan, as we can read in the chapter describing the “Mode of
Witnessing the Month” �B!	
 ��BU [�4�C ��5) , ( + + (,() ' + 'ِ , and not in the actual meanings
of the Qur’anic verse. Like Ibn al-¢Arabi, he interprets that phrase to mean
an “actual sighting,” based upon the prevailing understanding of the
above-mentioned verse and the relevant prophetic reports available during
his time.23 Below is his actual quote:
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The statement of the Prophet “Fast by sighting it” is in line with the Qur’anic
verse that says, “They ask you about the new moons. Say: ‘They are timings for
people and for hajj.’” The Muslims have agreed that the verse and the hadith mean
considering the sighting of the crescent moon in requiring the fasting of Ramadan.
It leads to [the fact] that sighting the new moon is witnessing the month.

This statement  could be misleading if taken out of its original context,
for it must be understood in relation to his overall understanding of “who-
ever witnesses the month should fast it.” His linguistic understanding and
its implications are identical with the detailed exegetical positions given
above. In addition, he confines the original meanings of shahida to “resi-
dence, knowledge, and taklÏf, that is, commissioning fasting with an
announcement.” 
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The divine statement “Whoever witnesses the month should fast [it]” lends itself
to a number of meanings. One of them is that “whoever witnesses means that
he/she is resident and not traveling.” 

He clearly maintains that �B!	
 ��BU) , + + + (witnessing the month) is the residence
in presence (���	
 Z^ [���6
)( ' ' ) ( ' ' ' and knowing about the coming of the month: 
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Witnessing the month here meant knowing [arrival of] the month.

and that shuh‰d al-shahrÏ means “whoever knew the month.” 
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It is possible to render this divine statement as meaning, “knowing the month or
knowing it while in the state of al-taklÏf (where it is obligatory for him to fast. A
traveler or a sick or insane person is not in a state of al-taklÏf )… He [Allah] here
applies the phrase “witnessing the month” to them, but in essence means the tak-
lÏf itself. 
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Following is the ruling deduced from the divine statement “Whoever witnesses
the month, let him fast.” It requires the one who witnesses the month among
them to observe fasting. The “witnessing of the month” is divided into three
areas. (1) Knowledge of it [the month], for they say, “I witnessed such and such”
(meaning knew such and such). (2) The residence in presence, for it is said “res-
ident and traveling, present and absent.” (3) And, as we have already explained,
that the person must be of those people who are commissioned to fast. 

In fact, al-Jassas would be wrong even if he insisted upon equating
witnessing the month with only naked-eye sighting. Faysal Mowlawi
states:
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From [the previous discussion] we conclude that, according to lexicograpers and
the majority of Qur’anic exegetes, the phrase “wintessing the month” means
“being present in the month.” The statement of al-Jassas that “sighting the new

The Astronomical Calculations and Ramadan: A FiqhÏ Discourse 39



moon is in essence witnessing the month” is unacceptable because the moon
sighting does nothing but to indicate the beginning of a month. The sighting is
connected with the new moon as well as the month,while the act of witnessing
is connected with the person who is obliged to fast and the timings when fasting
becomes obligatory upon that person.

Mowlawi further observes that the true meanings of the Qur’anic verse
indicate that the sole legally binding cause for Ramadan is the coming of
the month.
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If “witnessing the month” means “being present in the month” then the legal
Islamic cause of Ramadan fasting obligation, according to the Qur’anic verse, is
“arrival of the month [of Ramadan]. This arrival is the situational cause addressed
to all the Muslims. The specific required conditions [causes] for fasting obligation
include that the person be resident and not traveling, healthy and not sick, sane
and not insane, adult and not a child, in the state of purity and not during her
monthly cycle [in case of a female].”

Ibn al-¢Arabi maintains the same position as that of al-Jassas. They both
explain that the mode of witnessing the month as leading to physical sight-
ing, based upon arguments external to the wording of the Qur’anic phrase
itself, namely, in light of the supporting evidence from the hadiths. 

The Qur’anic text does not require naked-eye sighting to begin observ-
ing the Ramadan fast. In fact, it requires presence in the month, knowledge
of the month, the commissioned status of a Muslim during this month, and
the announcement of the month as the prelude to fasting. Actual moon sight-
ing or ikm¥l have always been the two established modes of achieving cer-
tainty in this regard. But they are just the means, not options or replacements.
It would be disastrous to confine this particular Qur’anic command to naked-
eye sighting alone, for doing so would mean that only those who actually saw
the new moon would be required to fast the month of Ramadan. Those who
had not seen it would be exempt, for the cause of fasting would not have been
realized in their case. Moreover all Muslims, regardless of whether they were
traveling, sick, chronically ill, children, or pregnant and nursing women who
had actually seen the new moon would be required to fast the month of
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Ramadan, because translating “witnessing” as “sighting” means that the cause
(sabab) would have already occurred in their case. No jurist can require such
a burdensome demand of those Muslims to whom Allah has granted a con-
cession. Such legal injunctions are clear and thus beyond any other interpre-
tation or compromise. 

Consequently, after this lengthy analysis of shahida and all of its pursuant
philological implications, I conclude that the Qur’an requires presence,
knowledge of the month, and the commissioned status of a Muslim as the
cause of fasting Ramadan, as opposed to actual physical sighting. 

Al-Qarrafi, a Maliki, summarizes a discussion about the meanings of
shahida in the following quotation:
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There is no proof of that [physical moon sighting or mathematical calculations]
in the divine statement “whoever witnesses the month, then let him fast.” Abu
¢Ali stated that shahida consisted of three meanings: (1) “he witnessed,” meaning
that he was present, for it is said, “we witnessed the ¢Id prayer” and [so and so]
witnessed [the Battle of] Badr; (2) “he was informed,” for it is said that “he bore
witness in front of the judge [ruler],” when he informed the ruler about what
he knew; (3) “he knew or had knowledge.” The verse that says “And Allah wit-
nesses everything” means that He possesses knowledge of everything. [The word
sh¥hid in the Qur’anic verse 2:185 means “whoever was present.” He [Abu ¢Ali]
maintained that the meaning of the verse was “whoever was present in the city
[of residence] during the month [of Ramadan] then let him fast. It means who-
ever was present in residence and not traveling because the traveler is not
required to fast. Therefore, if the meaning of the word shahida is to be “pres-
ent” and not the act of “witnessing by the actual sighting,” then it proves that
there is no consideration given to the actual sighting [of the new moon] or to
calculation in this verse. The presence in the month covers much more than
what could be confined only to actual sighting or calculation. 

Unfortunately, people sometimes try to impose their sincerely held (but
mistaken) positions, and very often culturally bound dispositions, upon the
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Qur’an. At times, some of them even do not let the Qur’an speak to us. We
venture to inflict our reading and understanding of a given issue upon the
unambiguous and self-explanatory Qur’anic texts and then, perhaps even
sincerely, present it with the divine propriety. The current question is a good
example of how Muslims sometimes try to compel the Qur’an to say what
we think is right and should have been said. Ibn Abi Malika reminds us:
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Ibn Abi Malika narrates that Abu Bakr was once asked about the interpretation of
a word in the Qur’an. He replied, “Which heaven will cover me and which earth
will carry me and where will I go and what will I do if I end up saying a word in
[explaining] the Qur’an that Allah had not intended (for that Qur’anic word).

Surprisingly, the word Abu Bakr was asked to explain was not very
complicated. 
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Asked about the meanings of such simple words as f¥kiha and al-ab, both
found in Surat ¢Abasa, Abu Bakr replied that he was unsure of their exact
meanings in that specific context. Therefore, he was afraid and hesitant to
give an interpretation that might differ from the one intended by Allah. If
such was the case with him, then what about us and our finite expertise?  

TTHE VARIOUS MEANINGS OF AL-HIL®L IN ARABIC

The definition of hil¥l as the new moon of Ramadan’s first two or three
nights is based upon customary or cultural meanings, not its original lin-
guistic roots. Its linguistic meanings or etymology is not intrinsically linked
with light or physical sighting; rather, it is connected with an “announce-
ment,” “raising the voice,” or “the beginning” of something. The first
light of the new moon, when people see it and talk about it, is also called
hil¥l. Al-Fayruzabadi informs us that a male snake, a spearhead, a small
amount of water, a feeble camel, dust, a handsome young man, paved
stones, and the onset of a shower are all called hil¥l in Arabic.34

Al-hil¥l is the new moon’s shining white crescent seen at the begin-
ning of the new month. It is said that the new moon is called hil¥l for the
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first two nights, after which it is called qamar; that it is called hil¥l for the
first three nights only; that it is called hil¥l until it is a quarter moon; that
it is called hil¥l until its glitter stands out brightly against the night’s dark-
ness, something that cannot happen until the seventh night; and that moon
of the month’s last two nights (26 and 27) is also called al-hil¥l.
Al-Fayruzabadi has this to say about the noun al-hil¥l. 
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Originally, hil¥l is derived from the root hallala. Jamal al-Din ibn
Manzur, the authoritative source on the Arabic lexicon, elaborates on that
particular root’s meanings:
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The cloud poured down rain…the [verb] means the pouring forth of rain… The
cloud gushes forth when it rains with intensity and al-hil¥l is the [first] burst [or
the gush] from it. [It is also said that al-hil¥l is the first gush], that is, “what you
receive from that rain.” Based upon this analogy, its plural form is ahillah and,
very rarely, ah¥lÏl.… Others say, “The cloud halla,” when the rain falls in noisy
drops [that rain is also called hil¥l ]. 

This word’s root mainly has two basic meanings: to shout or to raise
one’s voice and begin. Ibn Manzur explains this clearly:
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When the rain falls heavily from the sky, when someone talks loudly,
when a baby cries lustily, when the pilgrim raises his voice [in declaring]
talbiyah, all these acts are described with the same root verb halla. Ihl¥l is
simply the “raising of the voice,” as all the Qur’anic exegetes, hadith inter-
preters, grammarians, and philologists unanimously maintain. These lin-
guistic usages of the word halla and ahl¥l, meaning “raising of the voice,”
coincide with the exact use of the word in many Qur’anic verses and
prophetic hadiths, as Ibn Manzur elaborates. 
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Here, Ibn Manzur shows that the origin of hil¥l is “raising the voice.” The
same verb is used to define a person who raises his/her voice while declaring
the talbiyah (chanting specific takbÏr¥t after putting on one’s i^r¥m for hajj or
¢umrah). Anything that is noisy can be called muhill. 

TTHE HIL®L IS CALLED HIL®L BECAUSE PEOPLE

ANNOUNCE ITS SIGHTING

After a lengthy discussion of the various usages of the root word, Ibn
Manzur concludes that the origin of hil¥l is “raising the voice,” not the
actual sighting:
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Abu al-¢Abbas said that the hil¥l [new moon] is named hil¥l because the people
raise their voices to inform one another about it [the new moon]. 

Abu Hayyan Muhammad ibn Yusuf al-Andalusi maintains the follow-
ing about the word’s root:
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The [new moon] was called hil¥l owing to people raising their voices on seeing
it. It is derived from their expressions such as “the baby cried.” The ihl¥l for the
hajj means raising the voice when declaring al-talbiyah. It is [also called hil¥l
because they] say out loud: “God is Great” on sighting the new moon. 

The phrase 1�3	
 �^� :�]L�) (the origin of hil¥l is “raising the voice”41)
appears so often in the hadith literature and all known Arabic dictionaries
that it is not hard to deduce that the origin of hil¥l is that of people raising
their voices and informing one another about the new month’s beginning,
not of the new moon’s appearance. Since pre-modern people had no way
of knowing the moon at the new month’s beginning or the month’s end
and no way of passing this information on except by naked-eye sighting,
sighting the new moon became correlated with the word’s original linguis-
tic meanings. As a result, the new moon of one to seven nights, as well as
the last two nights of each month, were called al-hil¥l. At this early stage
it is still called qamar, for the Arabs used to say “ahall al-qamar” (the moon
[qamar] appeared). Al-Layth even argues that the moon of the first or sec-
ond night must not be referred to as ahalla al-hil¥l, but as ahalla al-qamar:
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Others, among them al-Azhari, have disagreed. 
Al-Zamakhshari, the authority on Arabic as well as tafsÏr, differentiates

between the active and passive use of the word’s root. In the passive sense,
it means “they raised their voices on seeing the new moon,” and in the
active sense, it means “the new moon appeared; that is, it was seen.” 
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I am not denying that seeing the new moon and the participation of
people in sighting it are part of the meaning of al-hil¥l. Rather, I am argu-
ing that they are secondary meanings that became culturally popular due
to pre-modern Arabs’ dependence upon naked-eye sighting of the new
moon to begin and end their months. The hil¥l was called al-hil¥l because
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of its original meanings: leading to an announcement and talking about
something loudly. Al-Alusi makes this point concisely when explaining the
verse “they ask you about the new moons.”
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Al-ahillah is the plural of hil¥l. The word is derived from the crying and scream-
ing of the newborn baby at its birth. From this root the ihl¥l of the hajj took its
name, and that happened when people began saying the talbiyah out loud. The
moon of the first two, three… seven nights of the month was given this name also.
The moon was thus named because people, when it is seen, rejoice by talking
about it or by chanting the takbÏr (All¥hu Akbar: God is Great). That is why it is
called “ahalla wa istahall” and not “halla” (meaning “it appeared”).

That is why the month is also referred to as al-hil¥l, :
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“the month itself is al-hil¥l.”45

The crux of the matter is that this word’s original root meanings are
intrinsically linked to raising the voice, informing about something pub-
licly, and talking about something loudly. The new moon acquired its
name from the fact that, metaphorically speaking, it was sighted and talked
about. These culturally based metaphorical meanings became popularity
owing to the pre-modern Arabs’ total dependence upon the new moon’s
light to determine the beginning and end of their lunar months. Naked-
eye sighting was the only method that achieved certainty. Gradually, the
word’s metaphorical meanings took over its original root meanings. 

PPUTTING THE CART BEFORE THE HORSE

After a detailed discussion of the subject, however, Hamza Yusuf draws a
conclusion that is the exact opposite of the one maintained by the over-
whelming majority of exegetical works and Arabic lexicons: “It appeared”
(halla) or “It was seen” (uhilla) both entail witnessing, which means its birth
is not an active event but entails, in this case, witnessing. “The moon was
born” (uhilla) literally means, “It was seen.”46 He quotes al-Raghib al-
Asfahani: “[Ihall ] can also refer to the cry one makes upon sighting the cres-
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cent, which was later used metaphorically to refer to a baby’s cry upon being
born (ihl¥l al-|abÏ ).”47

It is pertinent to note that al-Raghib al-Asfahani is perhaps the only
exegete and linguist who goes against the opinion, which has reached con-
sensus, outlined above: he interprets “sighting of the moon” according to
the original meanings of al-hil¥l and makes the announcement or raising of
one’s voice part of the secondary meaning. The overwhelming majority of
exegetes and linguists maintain the absolute opposite. They maintain that
the original meanings of the term al-hil¥l revolve around announcement
while the actual sighting is secondary. This understanding goes very well
with other derivatives of the root verb. For instance, a snake is not some-
thing beautiful to look at and people do not await its appearance Never-
theless, when it is seen everybody runs and the news spreads very quickly.
Thus a snake is also called al-hil¥l.

Hamza Yusuf’s selective insistence upon the term’s secondary and
metaphorical sense as the primary meaning is problematical. For example,
although he quotes Ibn Manzur’s Lis¥n al-¢Arab, “the hil¥l got its name
from the cry of joy that those who saw it uttered upon seeing it,”48 he
draws a conclusion contradicts that of this scholar. Ibn Manzur, represent-
ing the overwhelming majority, states that the hil¥l acquired its name
from the cry of joy made upon seeing the new moon, not from the act of
“seeing” the new moon or its light. Therefore, Hamza’s conclusion,
“Clearly, according to the above evidence, the crescent moon is some-
thing that is seen. It is a physical phenomenon that upon seeing it people
tend ‘to cry for joy,’ which is another accepted meaning of ahalla/
yuhillu”49 is mistaken. 

Moreover, his translation of al-Khalil ibn Ahmad’s statement in
Al-¢Ayn also reflects his selective understanding of the term, although it
was not necessarily the original intent of this scholar, who was a very sci-
entifically minded and precision-oriented philologist.

Al-Khalil writes:
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(Halla) The rain poured down from the cloud – hallan – a real downpour…
meaning the intensity of its gush; the cloud gleamed with its lightning: meaning
it shone or flashed; and the man beamed with joy as [the poet said]: “You see him
overjoyed when you come to him with a request as if you are at the giving end
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of what you actually are asking of him.” (This means that the person alluded to is
extremely generous and enjoys giving). 

He continues:
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And al-istihl¥l is the voice. Every mutahallil, whether he shouts or lowers his
voice, is called muhill and mustahill. It has been chanted: “And I found the
enemy [defeated] nailed down by him, beginning to look at us [hysterically as if
they were affixed or tacked to the earth]. Al-hil¥l is also the male snake.” (Here
the meanings of voice, beginning and fear are emphasized.)

Bearing this multifaceted understanding in mind, let’s now look at
what he says about the new moon. 
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Al-hil¥l is the first day [beginning] of the moon [blaze, white spot, the finest part
of the moon], when people rejoice over it [talk about it, see it] at the beginning
of the month. It is said, uhilla al-hil¥l, not halla.

Clearly, al-Khalil’s statement does not confine the meanings of al-hil¥l
to mere naked-eye sighting of the new moon. A thorough study of his treat-
ment of the term proves that he ascribed the following meanings to the verb
halla – yahillu, among them rejoicing, announcing or raising the voice,
beginning, shining, gleaming, and pouring down with intensity. Therefore,
Hamza Yusuf’s translation of his above-quoted statement as “when people
actually see the crescent at the outset of the month” appears to be a selective
insistence upon certain meanings at the expense of others. 

He writes: 

In determining the crescent moon, an important question arises: what exactly
does “crescent” (hil¥l) mean in the classical Arabic language? Furthermore, does
our modern understanding of this word differ from the Arab understanding of the
seventh century? The earliest and one of the most authoritative lexicons in the
Islamic tradition is that of the linguist, al-Khalil b. Ahmad, of Oman. His book,
al-¢Ayn, is the first scientific lexicon in human history. In it, he defines the word
“crescent” (hil¥l) as, “The first light of the moon, when people actually see the
crescent at the outset of a month…. It is said, ‘The crescent was seen’ (uhilla l-
hil¥l) and not ‘The crescent appeared’ (halla l-hil¥l).53
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IIMAM IBN TAYMIYYAH AND THE MEANINGS OF HIL®L

Ibn Taymiyyah clarifies this point:
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[It is called hil¥l ] because the new moon is a matter witnessed and sighted with
the eyes. Since the information obtained from the eyes is the most accurate, that
is why [the new sighted moon] is called a hil¥l. [This is] because its root word
leads to appearance [conspicuousness] and announcement (manifestation), either
from listening or from sighting, for it is said: ahalla for umrah and ahalla for the
slaughtered animal [raised one’s voice to chant the name of other than Allah at
the time of slaughter], meaning that [he] raised his voice. Pouring rain is called
al-halal, and when the newborn baby comes out crying, it is referred to as ista-
halla. It is said: his face tahallala when the face gleams and shines. It is said that
the origin of this [root] is raising the voice, and since the people used to raise their
voices on sighting the new moon, they called [the new moon] a hil¥l.

Al-Tabari also states that ihl¥l is an “announcement”: 
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Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani asserts that the new moon was called al-hil¥l
because people used to raise their voices [announce their sighting] upon
sighting the new moon.
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It should be clear by now that hil¥l’s original meanings are connected
with raising the voice, loud rejoicing, the beginning of something, and so
on, not with the shining light of the new moon. The new moon was called
hil¥l because it was the first sure sign of the new month and because those
who saw it raised their voices to inform others about the new month’s
arrival. The interpretation of the new moon being sighted as opposed to
being announced was based upon customary Arab use (¢urf ), which gradu-
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ally took over this word’s original linguistic meaning.57 Since there was no
accurate method other than naked-eye sighting, as Ibn Taymiyyah has men-
tioned in a quote above, the Arabs of the Propeht’s time defined the new
moon as something “seen” rather than “known.” Moreover, as this phe-
nomenon happened only during the first few days of the new month, the
new moon was called hil¥l. If this word had designated the new moon
because of its light or shine, then the full moon would have had more right
to be called hil¥l because it is shinier, contains more light, and is seen by
more people than the crescent. The moon toward the end of the month,
specifically during the last two nights, has always been called al-hil¥l because
the Arabs used to talk about the end of the month and the arrival of a new
month. Naked-eye sighting was just a means to ascertain the beginning and
end of a lunar month.

Linguistically, the astronomically calculated new moon (even without
light) could, in principle, be called hil¥l if its beginning (arrival) could be
clearly ascertained via calculations and announced so that people could
raise their voices about its arrival and talk about it. Such a definition
would cover almost all of the original aspects and attendant corollaries of
the root word halla. Undoubtedly, the pre-modern Arabs used naked-eye
sighting as the most reliable technique and mode of ascertaining the new
month’s beginning and end of a new month, as Ibn Taymiyyah stated, and
that is why they called it hil¥l. 

I am not asserting here that Ibn Taymiyyah accepted the use of cal-
culations regarding this matter. In fact he rejected this approach on the
grounds that calculations were not precise enough to be employed in such
an important devotional matter and that they were the products of astrol-
ogy and fortune telling, both of which were prohibited professions that
conflicted directly with Islam’s pristine ¢aqÏdah (belief system). All I am
saying here that the cultural meanings of al-hil¥l gradually became so cus-
tomary that people started equating them with the original linguistic
meanings. Now, if we can attain the same degree of certainty from calcu-
lations and announce the arrival of the new month and new moon, we
can possibly call it hil¥l. 

MMEANINGS OF AL-¢URF

Some jurists maintain that Allah has commanded us to accept the ¢urf (cus-
toms of people) as long as they do not contradict an established Islamic text,
such as consuming intoxicants. They substantiate their position with the fol-
lowing verse:
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[O Prophet]: “Hold on to forgiveness, command what is known [good, custom-
ary] and ignore the ignorant.” (7:199)
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Adopt forgiveness and command ¢urf. ¢Urf means “whatever is approved of by
the people and is not prohibited by the Shari¢ah.” Ibn Zafar, in Al-Yanbu’a,
states: “¢Urf is what the thoughtful people consider to be good.”

The exegete Ibn Ghalib ibn ¢Atiyyah59 explains the verse as: “[C]ertainly
al-¢urf here means those practices to which people became accustomed from
among those practices which are not rejected by the Shari¢ah.” 

The Prophet accepted and incorporated numerous j¥hiliy customs, such
as the diyah (indemnity for bodily injury or blood money) of one hundred
camels, qas¥mah (making the male members of a clan responsible for blood
money), ligiting a fire at Muzdalifah to guide the pilgrims, and proceeding
from Arafah. Even some verses and rulings gave great weight to local cus-
toms when promulgating social rules. For instance, the Qur’an requires
slaves and pre-pubescent children to seek permission before entering a house
at three specific times: before fajr, during the afternoon siesta when “you
take off your clothes” and after ¢ish¥’.
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O you who believe! Let your slaves, and those of you who have not reached
puberty, ask leave of you on three occasions [before they come into your pres-
ence]: Before the dawn prayer, and when you take off your clothes during the heat
of the afternoon, and after the night prayer. These are the three periods of priva-
cy for you. It is no sin for them or for you at other times, when some of you go
round to attend upon others [if they come into your presence without leave].
Thus Allah makes clear the revelations for you. Allah is the Knower, Wise. (24:58)

This social rule was based upon a custom of Madinah’s Arab/Muslim
community. The ruling of “taking off one’s clothes off time during the
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afternoon” would change along with any change in the people’s custom-
ary practice.

One established fiqhÏ rule requires a jurist to try to look at the reason-
ing behind a ruling and not just accept its literal sense. The rule could have
been based upon a custom ¢urf.
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The reasoning factor [behind a rule] may be a custom (¢urf ).

Another fiqhÏ rule explains that if a ruling on a given subject is based
upon ¢urf, then that ruling will change along with any change in that par-
ticular custom. Of course, any rulings founded upon such unequivocal
Islamic texts as the Qur’an and the Sunnah are immutable, even if the cus-
toms are in conflict with them.
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The rulings/injunctions that change as times change are those which are based on
custom (¢urf ). This is because, as times change, so do people’s needs, and, based
on these changes, the custom (¢urf ) changes too. As a result, the rulings change.
Nevertheless, text-based Islamic rulings that are not originally based upon custom
(¢urf ) do not change. 

It is pertinent to note here that Abu Yusuf, the celebrated student of
Abu Hanifah and the fundamental authority on Hanafi fiqh, maintains that
if there is a conflict between the established text and the people’s customs,
then it is essential to determine whether or not the original text was based
upon previous customs and norms. In other words, existing customs are to
be preferred over an established text (na||) if the text was based upon an
earlier custom or norm. 
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Imam Abu Yusuf states: If there is a conflict between the text and the custom
(¢urf ), then it is necessary to check whether the text is based on custom (¢urf )
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or not. If the text is based upon custom (¢urf ), then the [current] custom (¢urf )
is preferred and the text is abandoned.

I conclude this part of the discussion by noting that Allah never used a
word that required naked-eye sighting of the new moon of Ramadan or
Dhu al-Hijjah in order to fast Ramadan or perform hajj. Had doing so been
so important, He could have used such categorical terms as “whoever sights
the new moon of Ramadan and Dhu al-Hijjah” and then granted exemp-
tion to those who were sick or traveling, for instance. But instead, He used
a phrase like “whoever witnesses the month,” which means whoever
knows the month of Ramadan and is healthy and resident, in order to leave
the door open for the event to be seen or the news to be heard, not to men-
tion other possible future interpretations. 

The Qur’an, the eternal and literal Word of God, responds to peoples
of all times. The phrase analyzed above permitted pre-modern Muslims to
use the most reliable method of witnessing the month of Ramadan (viz.,
naked-eye sighting), and is flexible enough to resolve our current uncer-
tainties and confusion. Should physical sighting be impossible, calculations
based upon the “meticulously calculated” stages of the moon can be used.
After all, the ultimate goal is certainty about the month, not its physical
sighting.

The Prophet commanded Muslims to start and end Ramadan accord-
ing to naked-eye sighting because of the existent constraints of his time. In
the final analysis, it is clear that this was not the only method he used to
attain certainty in this matter. For instance, he gave us the alternative of
completing thirty days of Ramadan or Sha¢ban in the event of such natu-
ral obscurities as clouds. He never required us to look for the new moon
on 30 Sha¢ban or 30 Ramadan because the new month would certainly
start after the thirtieth day. Such an approach proves that certainty, not
actual sighting, is the prerequisite for fasting Ramadan. 

Any detailed discussion of the relevant prophetic narrations will prove
that the Prophet required naked-eye sighting only if we were to start
Ramadan after 29 Sha¢ban or start Shawwal after fasting only twenty-nine
days during Ramadan. Since naked-eye sighting was the only method that
gave certainty, he required its use on the twenty-ninth day of the month.
His accompanying words, “We are an unlettered people; we neither write
nor calculate,” pinpointed the real reason for this requirement.

By his time, the Jews had fully adopted the use of calculations or inter-
calations to synchronize their lunar calendar with the solar calendar. The
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pre-Islamic Arabs followed this innovation of adding days to lunar months
and an extra thirteenth month to the twelve-month lunar year. As this
caused hajj and other sacred rituals to occur not at their divinely prescribed
times, but at the times suited to the people’s financial and political needs, the
Prophet restored the original schedule and reconnected the months to the
new moon’s arrival. 

The Qur’an addresses intercalation in the following verses.
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Behold, the number of months, in the sight of God, is twelve months, [laid
down] in God’s decree on the day when He created the heavens and the earth;
of these, four are sacred: this is the ever true law of God. Do not, then, sin against
yourselves with regard to these [months]… The intercalation [of months] is but
one more instance of [their] refusal to acknowledge the truth: [a means] by which
those who are bent on denying the truth are led astray. They declare this [inter-
calation] to be permissible in one year and forbidden in [another] year, in order
to conform [outwardly] to the number of months that God has made sacred: and
thus they make lawful what God has forbidden. Goodly seems unto them the evil
of their own doings, since God does not grace with His guidance people who
refuse to acknowledge the truth. (9:36–37) 

According to most exegetes, these verses refer to the pre-Islamic Arabs’
arbitrary intercalations as regards the lunar months and the lunar years.63 Al-
Razi elaborates upon this point:
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The [pre-Islamic Arab] people knew that following the lunar year would cause
the hajj to fall sometimes during the summer and sometimes during the winter.
It was hard for them to travel and this [movement of the hajj between seasons]
was not financially profitable…Consequently, they replaced the lunar year with
a solar year. They had to use intercalation because the [days in a] solar year were
more than [the days in a] lunar year. This intercalation resulted in two problems.
Firstly, they had to add a 13th month owing to (the synchronization) with the
extra days of the solar year. Secondly, the hajj had to revolve between various
lunar months. The hajj would fall in some years in the actual month of Dhu
al-Hijjah and in other years in the month of al-Muharram or Safar.

Given this reality, Allah warned them and declared their moving of
hajj from the sacred months to other ordinary months as tantamount to
kufr (disbelief), as al-Razi explains:
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The pre-Islamic Arabs, who used to postpone, name, and rename the
months in accordance with their political, economic, and military situa-
tions, had no scientific way to ascertain the exact time of when for the
moon’s, as well as the sun’s, rising and setting. In addition, there is no
proof that Madinah’s Jewish community had such developed and precise
mathematical calculations. As will be discussed later on, the Jews’ calcula-
tions were based upon a fixed average lunar month rather than any astro-
nomical calculation of actual moon births. Tracy R. Rich clarifies this
point: 

Note that the calculated molad (birth) does not necessarily correspond precisely to
the astronomical new moon. The length of time from one astronomical new
moon to the next varies somewhat because of the eccentric orbits of the Earth and
moon; however, the moladot of Rabbi Hillel’s calendar are set using a fixed aver-
age length of time: 29 days, 12 hours, and 793 parts (or in Hebrew, chalakim).
The amount of time is commonly written in an abbreviated form: 29d 12h 793p.66

This was the main reason why the Qur’an and the Prophet rejected
the Jewish approach to the lunar months. The Qur’an discarded such inter-
calations and restored the calendar to its original form, a point clearly
emphasized by the Prophet in his last sermon: “Today, certainly the calen-
dar has returned to its original form as God had created it to be at the times
of creation of the heavens and the earth.” Al-Razi states that by doing so,
the Prophet restored the sacred months to their original schedule. 
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“Certainly the time has taken its original form as it was meant to be at the time
of creation of the heavens and earth, the year is twelve months.” He meant that
the sacred months have returned to their (original) right timings.

All of the prophetic hadiths that stress naked-eye sighting for confirm-
ing or negating the month of Ramadan must be understood against this
background. The prophetic insistence upon this method sought to restore
the sacred months to their original schedule. In fact, his statement that “We
are an unlettered people; we neither write nor calculate” clearly refers to
the arbitrary intercalations discussed above, not to the calculations produced
by modern-day experts. The Qur’anic argument actually supports the latter
type of calculations by stating that Allah has fixed the moon’s phases so that
people will have an accurate basis upon which to derive a precise calendar.

THE MAW®Q¬T ARGUMENT

The following Qur’anic verse is frequently quoted to prove that the
Qur’an demands the actual sighting of the moon to confirm the lunar
months. This verse in reality is refuting the arbitrary intercalations and has
little connection with the subject of moon sighting or astronomical calcu-
lations. The Qur’an states:
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They ask you about the (ahillah) new moons; say: “They are appointed times for
the people and for the hajj. It is not righteousness to enter houses through the
back doors; righteousness consists of taqw¥. So enter houses through their [front]
doors and fear Allah so that you may attain felicity.” (2:189)

In the above verse, the Qur’an scolds the pre-Islamic Arabs for their
misplaced priorities. For example, they used to enter or leave their houses
or tents through a hole in the back or down a ladder after putting on their
hajj garments (i^r¥m). Allah rebukes them for worrying so much about
that which is external to the hajj at the expense of its true timings and
essence. 

Hamza Yusuf recognizes this context by quoting al-Qurtubi: 
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Hajj is specifically mentioned in this verse [as opposed to Ramadan] because it is
among the devotional months; the knowledge of its commencement is essential,
and [determining it using] intercalation is not permissible, as doing so displaces it
from its proper time. This is in opposition to what the Arabs considered acceptable
at the time, as their practice was to perform hajj based upon calculation (¢adad) and
alteration of the months. Thus, God nullified their words and deeds.68

He also realizes that this divine command came “in preparation for the
final prohibition on determining the hajj based upon intercalation and not
sighting, as the pre-Islamic Arabs sometimes predetermined hajj, so they
did not need to look for the moon during the hajj season.”69

Therefore, we conclude that this verse prohibits only the arbitrarily
forced intercalations. We also reiterate that naked-eye sighting was the
only known method that gave certainty that the new month had arrived.
This is why the Prophet told Muslims to use it or complete thirty days,
instead of using intercalation to synchronize the lunar year with the solar
year in order to derive financial and other worldly gains. He wanted to
ascertain that Ramadan was observed during its sacred time. Given that
naked-eye sighting was the only available method to attain certainty and
not a goal in itself, any type of calculations (such as those of our own time)
that provides the same level of certainty and do not compromise the true
timing of Ramadan and Dhu al-Hijjah, are permissible. 

MOON-SIGHTING SUPPLICATIONS ARE
BASED UPON WEAK REPORTS

It is argued that some hadith compilations contain multiple supplications
that are to be recited upon sighting the new moon. Their existence and
the prophetic recommendation that they be recited at that particular time
are used as arguments for suggesting (or even demanding) the necessity of
naked-eye sighting.

While it is true that several hadith sources do narrate different formulas
for such supplications, al-Bukhari and Muslim did not consider these reports
worthy of their attention, mainly due to the serious doubts about their
authenticity. Abu Dawud narrated two conflicting reports: one describes
how the Prophet, at the first glance, would turn his face away from the new
moon; the other states that he used to recite some form of supplication. In
the conclusion of his narrations on the subject, Abu Dawud affirms that
there is no relevant authentic report from the Prophet. His two conflicting
reports are given below:
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Musa ibn Isma¢il reported on the authority of Aban on the authority of Qatadah
that the Prophet at seeing the new moon would say, “a new moon of goodness
and guidance (thrice), I believe in the One who created you (thrice), then he will
say, “thanks be to Allah who took such and such month away and brought forth
such and such month.”

Ahmad ibn Hanbal narrates that:
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Upon seeing the crescent moon, the Prophet would say: “O God, cause this new
moon to come upon us in safety and sound faith, security and submission. My
Lord and your Lord is Allah.”

Al-Tirmidhi, Ibn Habban, and others narrate this hadith. Abu Dawud
narrates that the Prophet used to turn his face away upon sighting the new
moon.
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Qatadah reports that the Prophet would turn his face away on sighting the new
moon.

Abu Dawud concludes his chapter on “What a Person Should Say on
Seeing the New Moon” by observing that none of the hadiths narrated in
the chapter are authentic.
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Ibn al-¢Arabi, commenting on this question of supplicating upon see-
ing the new moon, shows the contradictory nature of these reports:
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Abu Dawud and others have reported from the Prophet two contradictory
reports. Firstly, the Prophet used to turn his face away at the first glance of a new
moon. Secondly, that he would say, “a new moon of goodness and guidance
[thrice], I belive in the One who created you [thrice],” then he will say, “thanks
be to Allah who took such and such month away and brought forth such and
sunc month.” Al-Qadi said, “I did not find this [second] report authentic at inves-
tigation.” ... Ibn Surah also found the following report as “gharÏb” [its chain of
narrators is not authentic]. “O Allah bless us with good luck, faith, protection and
Islam during this month.”

Even al-Tirmidhi, after narrating the hadith on these supplications,
states that this is a “good but strange” hadith.
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It is a well-known principle in hadith science that a weak hadith is
accepted in matters of virtues (fa\¥’il ) but not in stipulating rules. This is
why these supplications, which were originally based upon weak hadiths,
have a wide circulation among Muslims. Although I believe that reciting
these supplications upon sighting the new moon is rewarding, such weak
hadiths cannot prove that naked-eye sighting is a prerequisite for fasting
Ramadan. This reward can be achieved whenever one sees the new moon.
In any case, not everyone can see the new moon on the first day. Such sup-
plications can be recited whenever, during the first seven days of the new
month, one sees the new moon, as the metaphorically oriented, linguistic
meanings of al-hil¥l denote. Reciting such supplications are irrelevant to
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claiming that the month of Ramadan is solely dependent upon naked-eye
sighting. Moreover, it is recommended that such supplications be made dur-
ing all months, for the Prophet reportedly said that Muslims should recite
them whenever they see the new moon. Should we stop doing so just
because many people no longer engage in naked-eye sighting? The reward
for doing so is granted and the Sunnah is fulfilled whenever someone recites
them during the appropriate time. In no way does it prove that naked-eye
sighting is the precondition for fasting Ramadan. 
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CHAPTER 3

THE SUNNAH IN REALITY REQUIRES “CERTAINTY”:
THE LEGAL CAUSE IS THE “COMING OF RAMADAN”

Traditionally it has been argued that naked-eye sighting is the cause (sabab)
and that Ramadan can be determined only by fulfilling it, and that the pro-
phetic reports established only two methods to suitable methods of attain-
ing certainty in this matter: naked-eye sighting or completing thirty days
(ikm¥l ). However, one question remains: is naked-eye sighting a precon-
dition for starting Ramadan immediately after 29 Sha¢ban only or it is also
a requirement on 30 Sha¢ban? 

It is generally agreed that naked-eye sighting is not required in the lat-
ter case. In fact, many Muslim countries announce that Ramadan will start
on the thirty-first day if the new moon has not been sighted on the twenty-
ninth day of the month. Looking for the actual moon on the thirtieth day is
only a recommended sunnah. This entire debate regarding naked-eye sight-
ing as a prerequisite to fasting or not fasting is related only to the twenty-
ninth day of the month. Consequently, such a sighting could be a legal rea-
son for starting to fast after 29 Sha¢ban, not 30 Sha¢ban, for the cause and
effect go hand in hand. The prophetic hadith requiring the completion of
thirty days comes into effect only if the skies are cloudy. 

In other words, if naked-eye were the sole cause of starting or ending
Ramadan, then this cause would have been required on both 29 Sha¢ban
and 30 Sha¢ban. As the latter is not the case we can conclude that certainty,
not naked-eye sighting, of Ramadan’s arrival is a precondition for the fast.
In addition, it can be surmised that the prophetic traditions dealing with
naked-eye sighting are concerned primarily with starting or ending the
month on 29 Sha¢ban. Had they been connected with fasting after 30
Sha¢ban, then naked-eye sighting would have been required even on the
evening of that particular day.

Mokhtar Maghraoui argues that “do not fast until you see the new
moon” is categorical in demanding that sighting and only sighting is the sole
means to ascertain the beginning of the month.1 But why would the Prophet
insist upon naked-eye sighting as the condition for fasting only on the
evening of 29 Sha¢ban but not on the following evening? If it were intrin-



sically obligatory to do so, it would have been required on both days. A
binding legal cause cannot be established as a prerequisite objective for only
one day of the month and not the other day. The cause and effect go hand
in hand in all situations, as Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi has stated.

...�4M�/ 6 
�5L �=@ �B^ ��==@ Y=NL ��- -2

The established [legal ] cause always remains the cause and never changes. 

On the other hand, if we establish certainty about the new month’s
arrival as the real reason for the prophetic insistence upon naked-eye sight-
ing on 29 Sha¢ban, we can fully understand why he did not require it on
the evening of the following day. It is also very important to understand
this prophetic insistence within the context of the challenges and confu-
sion caused by arbitrary intercalations and illiteracy. 

Rashid Rida has observed this fact in quote given below: the Lawgiver
requires naked-eye sighting as a means to determine the sacred timings
fixed for acts of worship (e.g., Ramadan), not to worship the act of sight-
ing in itself. The Prophet referred to naked-eye sighting and completion
of thirty days because the Ummah was unlettered. The objective of his
prophethood was to bring the Ummah out of its unlettered state, not to
push it further into illiteracy. 
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The Lawgiver’s intent is the knowledge of these timings and not worship through
moon sighting ... The Prophet had connected confirmation by actual moonsight-
ing or completion with the condition that the Ummah was unlettered during his
times. The goal of his prophethood has been to bring the Ummah out of its
unlettered status and not to continue stustaining it.

HADITHS ON SIGHTING
THE MOON

I now turn to the original texts of the prophetic injunctions (hadiths)
already mentioned, many of which clearly command Muslims to start and
end Ramadan via naked-eye sighting. They must be understood in the
light of our recent discussion, namely, that the Prophet emphasized this
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method in an effort to restore the lunar calendar to its original form. The
pre-Islamic Arabs fixed these months with the help of artificial intercala-
tions to harmonize them with their solar calendar solely for their own ben-
efit. The Prophet commands:
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The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on
sighting it. Complete thirty days of Sha¢ban if it is cloudy.”
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The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on sight-
ing it. Count thirty days if the month is concealed from you [the sky being cloudy].”

Other narrations use negative formulas to emphasize the same point: 
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The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate it when it is cloudy.” 

Imam Ahmad reports the same:
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Do not fast until you see the moon and do not break the fast until you see it.
Estimate it when it is cloudy.

TTHE PROBLEM

Hamza Yusuf, discussing the nature of the problem, observes:
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The Islamic calendar is lunar. Lunar calendars follow the phases of the moon,
beginning with the crescent moon and ending with the conjunction of the moon
and the sun in their respective perceived movements around the earth. The time
of one lunation or complete cycle of the moon in a lunar month is approxi-
mately 29.5 days. This must be averaged because the moon does not travel at a
constant speed nor does it travel in a perfect circle but in an elliptical orbit around
the earth. The moon’s monthly cycle around the earth varies between 29.2 days
and 29.8 days, which means that throughout the year there will be approxi-
mately six months in which there are twenty-nine days, and six months in which
there are thirty days. The total number of days in a lunar year is approximately
354, which is eleven days shorter than the average solar year. This results in the
lunar year progressing through the fixed solar year rather than beginning and
ending at the same time as the solar. In order to make the lunar years consistent
with the solar, many pre-Islamic societies intercalated or added days to the lunar
months. This enabled them to follow a lunar calendar without having it depart
from the fixed seasons of the solar calendar. This was and remains the practice of
the Jewish community, which intercalates a thirteenth month every three years
in order to align the lunar calendar with the solar. The pre-Islamic Arabs used a
lunar calendar but both calculated and intercalated their calendars when suitable
for their needs. Their general practice however was to rely on a physical sighting
of the crescent.8

He continues, 

The Islamic lunar calendar is not to be tampered with, as the Prophet … prohib-
ited intercalation in his farewell address to his community during the final pil-
grimage. Islam condemns intercalation, regarding it as a rejection of the natural
order inherent in the perfection of the lunar calendar that God has provided
humanity for measuring their time. For this reason, in a number of hadith that
achieve the status of infallible (mut¥watir) and thus on par with the legislative
authority of any verse in the Qur’an, the Prophet [s] commanded Muslims to base
their month on the physical sighting of the new moon and stipulated that if not
seen on the twenty-ninth completed day of the previous month on a clear
evening, or if clouds or other atmospheric barriers hindered visibility, then to
complete thirty days of the previous month and begin the new month the fol-
lowing sunset, which would mean on the thirty-first day following the previous
sighting or a calculation of thirty days.9

Accordingly, it is important to note the following:
First, the prophetic hadith clearly asks for naked-eye sighting as a

means of certainty, not as a precondition for fasting. This type of sighting
was required by the Prophet only because no other available method could
confirm the new moon’s presence, the sign of the new month’s com-
mencement. As he said: “We are an unlettered people. We neither write
nor calculate.”
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The month sometimes consists of twenty-nine or thirty days. Acts of
worship are connected with time, which in Islamic understanding is con-
nected with the moon (not the sun), for the Islamic calendar is lunar. The
Shar¢iah does not want us to start fasting before Ramadan has begun or to
miss a day of it by celebrating the ¢Id on the last day of Ramadan. That is
why the Prophet told us not to start or finish this month a day or two
ahead of time, bur rather to wait until certainty about the new moon’s
arrival has been obtained. 
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Qutaybah narrated from Abu al-Ahwas, from Simak ibn Harb, who reported that
¢Abd Allah ibn ¢Abbas said: “The Prophet said, ‘Do not fast immediately before
Ramadan. Start the fast with the sighting of the new moon and break your fast
with the sighting of it. If the sky is overcast, then complete thirty days.’”
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Simak ibn Harb reported: “I woke up one day feeling confused as to whether the
day was [the last] day of Sha¢ban or [the first of] Ramadan, so I started the day
fasting. Then I went to ¢Ikrimah and saw him eating bread and herbs. He said,
‘Come and have lunch with me,’ so I told him I was fasting. Thereupon he said,
‘I swear by Allah that you must break your fast.’ When I saw him swearing with-
out making any exception, I went forward and asked for his proof. He said that
Ibn ¢Abbas reported that the Prophet said, “Fast by sighting it [the new moon],
and break your fast by sighting it. Complete thirty days if it is cloudy, and do not
immediately fast before the month [of Ramadan] starts.’”
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On the authority of Hudhayfah, who reported that the Prophet said, “Do not fast
a day or two before Ramadan until you see the new moon or complete thirty
days [of Sha¢ban]. Then fast until you see the moon [of Shawwal] or complete
thirty days.” Abu Dawud adds: “This hadith has been narrated by Sufyan and
others on the authority of Mansur, who reported it from Rabi¢i from a Com-
panion of the Prophet who was not called Hudhayfah.”

The Prophet stressed naked-eye sighting because it was the only avail-
able mechanism for the first Muslims to achieve the required certainty, not
because the act of actually sighting was the objective of fasting or of any
other act of worship. If this objective can be achieved by a more authen-
tic and precise method, as is the case today (viz., calculations), then replac-
ing naked-eye sighting (which is a probable means of certainty) with a
more accurate method based on categorical certainty cannot be considered
a deviation from the prophetic command or the Shari¢ah’s objectives. 

Second, if naked-eye sighting were such an objective or a prerequisite
without which fasting could not begin, then it would have been required
even on 30 Sha¢ban. But nobody goes out to see the new moon on 30
Sha¢ban or 30 Ramadan, and no jurist ever required that they do so. Once
certainty has been attained by completing thirty days (no Islamic month
cannot go beyond thirty days), naked-eye sighting is no longer required
and the new month is confirmed because it is known that the new moon
must be above the horizon by 30th Sha¢ban. 

Third, if it is said that sighting is not required on 30 Sha¢ban because
the Prophet said “complete thirty days if it is cloudy,” then I would argue
that this prophetic statement means exactly what it says. For example, if the
evening of 29 Sha¢ban was clear and yet the new moon was not seen,
would not the hadith have required Muslims to see it on 30 Sha¢ban if it
were a precondition for fasting? The phrase “if it is cloudy” cannot be
applied to a clear sky. If naked-eye sighting were intrinsic to fasting, then
it would have been required even on thirtieth day, especially if the new
moon had not been seen, not because of some obscurities but because it
was still below the horizon. However, if we agree that certainty is the pre-
condition for fasting, then one can understand why naked-eye sighting is
required on 29 Sha¢ban but not on 30 Sha¢ban. 

Fourth, sighting is not a prerequisite for fasting even on 29 Sha¢ban. If
it were, then no Muslim would be allowed to start Ramadan before sight-
ing the new moon on 29 Sha¢ban. But Ibn ¢Umar, along with ¢A’ishah and
Asma’ bint Abi Bakr, used to start fasting the next day if it was cloudy on
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29 Sha¢ban and the new moon was obscured. They would not fast that day
as a optional day of fasting, but as a mandatory day of Ramadan.

This was also the practice of many of the Successors. In fact, Ahmad ibn
Hanbal built his jurisprudential school upon the actions of these Compan-
ions. This becomes important when we realize that Ibn ¢Umar was the orig-
inal narrator of many of the hadiths found in the hadith compilations that
require naked-eye sighting as a means of fasting as well as requiring Muslims
not to fast until they see the moon. For instance, he reports:

��@� .L) :��B
� :�	
 Z�� ��� >5 :�	
 �=� >� �^�� >� 8	�� >� [���� >5 :�	
 �=� �
N�T' , +< ' ' + ( (< ( ( ; ' ) ' + (< + <
����M G�T 
���4M 6� ��J�
 
��M G�T 
���3M 6 :���^ .���� �C9 K�@� :��� �
 G�] :�	
) ' ' < + ( ) + ' + ' ' < ' ' ' ' ' (<

.(:	 
�����^ KS��� KF ._^+ , + (13

The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate it when it is cloudy.”
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The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate it when it is cloudy.” 

¢¢ABD ALLAH IBN ¢UMAR’S PRACTICE

As we see, Ibn ¢Umar would start Ramadan by counting the days of
Sha¢ban and without actually sighting the new moon if it was cloudy on 29
Sha¢ban. His practice explains the true meanings of such hadiths and repu-
diates the second most important argument of the majority: that there is a
cause and effect relationship between naked-eye sighting and fasting.
Logically speaking, sighting in itself cannot be the sole reason for determin-
ing Ramadan or the act of fasting. It must be a means to achieve the goal
of certainty. The following points must be kept in mind when discussing
this question.

Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id, a Shafi¢i authority, states: 
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Actual sighting is not a condition for the requirement [of fasting the month of
Ramadan]. There is agreement [among the jurists] that if someone were impris-
oned in the basement and knew, either by completing thirty days or by diligence
[estimation] in following the signs, that the month of Ramadan had started, then
he would be required to start fasting even if he had neither sighted the moon him-
self nor was informed by someone who had actually sighted it.

Interestingly, Hamza Yusuf translates the above quote as follows:

The reason for this is that the actual physical sighting is not what is legally bind-
ing, given that it is agreed upon that if someone was confined in a cell and knew
by calculation that the [month] had run its course or by attempting to understand
the signs that the day was indeed from Ramadan, then it would be incumbent
upon him to fast, even if he did not see the crescent and no one informed him
that it had been seen.16

In addition, he indirectly criticizes me for supposedly misunderstand-
ing Ibn Daqiq’s original intent:

Sadly, in the papers I examined that used this quote to support calculation, the
first half of his quote was omitted, so that his actual position was entirely misrep-
resented. One paper stated that the imam did not consider sighting to be a con-
dition, when what he is saying is that physical sighting is not legally binding in
the case of one who cannot see the moon, which is why he uses as an example
the man in the cell who has no access to sighting the moon nor to news of any-
one who did! In such circumstances, the imam says one can resort to calculating
or ijtihad.17

His translation of Ibn Daqiq’s statement (the original Arabic is given
below) as “The reason for this is that the actual physical sighting is not
what is legally binding” is confusing.
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Ibn Daqiq’s words clearly state that “actual sighting is not the condi-
tion of requiring [fasting].” This supports the Qur’anic and hadith under-
standing that even those who do not actually see the new moon but are
informed of Ramadan’s arrival by others should fast, given they are not
among those who are exempted (e.g., the sick, travelers, and expectant or
nursing mothers). Indeed, requiring naked-eye sighting as a precondition
for fasting would exclude from fasting all those who did not actually see
the new moon. Such an understanding violates the long-standing Muslim
scholarly consensus. Perhaps this is what Ibn Daqiq is stating in his exam-
ple of a prisoner in the basement or a cell. Had the Shari¢ah required
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naked-eye sighting as the only condition for starting or ending Ramadan,
then that particular person, who would have no access to the outside world
and no way to learn about Ramadan’s arrival, would not have to fast. And
yet the consensus requires such a person to fast based upon personal calcu-
lations and following the possible signs. 

In consideration of this, what does his statement “One paper stated
that the imam did not consider sighting to be a condition, when what he
is saying is that physical sighting is not legally binding in the case of one
who cannot see the moon…” mean? Can physical sighting be legally bind-
ing if one cannot see the moon?

Furthermore, in this particular paper I mentioned that Ibn Daqiq
opposes the use of calculations to determine Ramadan and ¢Id al-Fitr on
either 29 Sha¢ban or 29 Ramadan, unless there are obscurities. Like many
other jurists, he maintains that only two legal causes (sabab shar¢Ï ) require
fasting: naked-eye sighting and completing thirty days. He differs from
others in asserting that calculations can be used to confirm Ramadan if
there are obscurities on 29 Sha¢ban. This is a legal cause for depending
upon calculations. After quoting Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah ibn al-Shakhir
and many Shafi¢i juristic authorities as advocating the use of calculations to
confirm the month, Ibn Daqiq states:
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My opinion on this matter is that the astronomical calculations based upon the sep-
aration of the moon from the sun cannot be depended upon in fasting because they
push forward the month a day or two before the actual sighting. This is introduc-
ing a cause (sabab) that Allah has not prescribed. 

On the other hand, he considers clouds or any other obscurity that
hampers naked-eye sighting to be a lawful cause (sabab shar¢Ï ) to determine
fasting by calculation. The following is the actual text:

K�
	�C ����	
 ��#� 6�	 ���/ :#� G�� �^6
 >� ��" �� �JB	
 .L G�� ����	
 �� 
97 ��L�( ) ') ' ( ( ' ) + + + ) ' ' + ; ) ' ' ' ( + ) ( ' ' ' ) ' ' ( ) , ' ' ' + ' ( ) , ' ' ,' '
.6 70���	
 >� )�!5 [/`�	
 [���T  �	� .Z��!	
 �=�	
 ��#�	 ���#�	
 Z���/ 
%B^ J �, ( + V ) ( ; ) ' ( (' ) V + ' ( ' ' )' ' * ( ) , ( ' , ( + + ( ' + + ) ( ') ' ' ' ' ) (
0��	
 .L :1
���6�5 ��B�#6�5 �L �I��	
 ���C_5 K�� 
97 I�����	
 Z^ X�=��	
 .L G�� .�4M6
' ) ') , ' ( ' ' ( ( ' ( ) ( ) ' ( , () ( ' ) (( ' ( + ' ( ' + ) ' ) ( ' + ) ' ) , ' ' ' ' '*

.�E� >� ��=�L 6� .�JB	
 �/ K	 .7� 0�3	
 :��� �#� �.���� >�+ ' ) ' + '' ) ' ' ' ( ) ' ' ) ' ) ( ' + ) , ()' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ) (
19

The Astronomical Calculations and Ramadan: A FiqhÏ Discourse 69



If the calculations show that the new moon is born in the horizon to the
extent that it could be seen were it not for obscurities such as clouds, then this
makes it obligatory to fast owing to the presence of a lawful Islamic cause. The
actual sighting is not a prerequisite of fasting. There is agreement [among the
jurists] that if someone was imprisoned in the basement and knew, either by
completing thirty days or by diligence in following the signs, that the month
of Ramadan has started, then he would be required to observe the fast even if
he had neither sighted the moon himself nor been informed by someone who
had.

There is a possibility that he intended to state that naked-eye sighting
in case of obscurities is not a condition for the obligation to fast. His choice
of the given example, however, points more to the fact that naked-eye
sighting is not the sole condition for this obligation, but no more than a
means to the end of witnessing the month. The Qur’anic meanings of this
phrase were analyzed in the previous section. 

SSIGHTING THE MOON IS NOT A LEGAL REQUIREMENT

Sa¢d al-Din Mas¢ud ibn ¢Umar al-Taftazani, a Hanafi, describes a consen-
sus on the fact that naked-eye sighting is just a means, not the end in itself:
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The meaning of the Qur’anic verse “whosoever witnesses the month” refers to
[a person] witnessing the month [being present in the month]. Consequently,
witnessing the month is a cause or ¢illah [of fasting], and the prophetic statement
“fast on sighting it” proves this. All Muslim jurists agree that the actual sighting
is not meant [here, meaning that it is not the objective], but [that the objective
is] what the sighting proves, and that is the witnessing of the arrival of the month.

Mustafa al-Zarqa summarizes this point as follows: 
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It is an established fact that sighting the new moon in itself is not an act of Islamic
worship. It is just a means to know the time. It was the only way available to a
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nation that did not know how to write or calculate. Its unlettered status was the
sole reason for it to depend upon the naked eye. This is precisely what the text of
the hadith, which is the original source of this ruling [fast on sighting], states.

In conclusion, the Prophet prescribed naked-eye sighting because it
was the only method available to his illiterate community that could ensure
certainty concerning the beginning or end of a given month. 

THE MULTIPLE CONNOTATIONS OF RA’®

The verb ra’¥, yar¥ or “seeing” or “sighting” is generally used in the hadith
quoted above in the sense of naked-eye sighting, although linguistically the
verb is not confined to that. Maghraoui, however, states:

The word “seeing” (ru’y¥) in the second text must be interpreted in its literal
(^aqÏqÏ ) sense in accordance with the basic rule in legal hermeneutics: a word
must be taken in its literal and not metaphorical (maj¥zÏ ) meaning unless it is
impossible to understand it literally and there is a circumstantial reason (qarÏnah)
for assigning it a metaphorical meaning. It is not impossible to understand ru’y¥
to mean seeing. The physical sighting of the moon was always the practical
understanding of the word ru’y¥.22

The verb ra’¥ – yar¥ has been used elsewhere in both the Qur’an and
the hadiths where the meanings cannot denote naked-eye sighting but
only pondering or certainty. The verb “seeing” and its many derivatives
occur in the Qur’an 328 times. In a number of these verses, “seeing” is
used in the context of pondering or ascertaining without resorting to
naked-eye sighting. Examples of this use can be found in 2:243 and 2:46.

.7 K&��TL D 
�M�� �
 K� ���^ 1�&
 �%T ��	L K&� K&��/� >� 
�#�� >/%	
 �7 �M �L)
 :I��=	
) (..��S!/ 6 X�
	
 � CL >S	� X�
	
 G�� "�^ �%	 �
243(

Did you not turn your vision to those who abandoned their homes, though they
numbered thousands, for fear of death? Allah said to them: “Die”: then He
restored them to life. For Allah is full of bounty to humankind, but most of them
are ungrateful. (2:243)
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Have you not turned your vision to the Chiefs of the Children of Israel after [the
time of] Moses? They said to a prophet [that was] among them: “Appoint for us
a king, so that we may fight in the cause of Allah.” (2:246)
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The same meaning can be understood from 2:258, 3:23, 4:44, 4:49, 4:60,
96:9, 96:13, 107:1, and many more verses. Furthermore, numerous authen-
tic narrations imply the same verb “seeing” with the above-mentioned
connotation of “knowing” in relation to fasting Ramadan. In the follow-
ing agreed-upon hadith, in which the Prophet deploys “seeing” for the
night, the actual sighting of the night does not seem to be the objective,
for specifying its timings or certainty is more important.
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We traveled with the Prophet while he was fasting. At sunset, he said, “Dismount
and mix the drink for us.” He was asked, “What if we wait for the night?” He
said, “Prepare the drink.” He was told that it still appeared to be daylight. He again
asked for the drink, which was prepared for him. Then he said, “When you see
the night approaching from there (and he pointed toward the East), the fasting
person should break the fast.”

Muslim clearly reports that this journey was made during Ramadan.24

In these hadiths, the Prophet uses ra’aytum in connection with break-
ing the fast of Ramadan. If we take his statement “If you see the night
coming from the East” literally, then we would have to go out every
evening to actually see the night coming from the East in order to break
our fast. Today nobody does this; all Muslims just follow the clock to
determine the time of if~¥r. As the Muslims of the Prophet’s time did not
have many choices, they adopted the method that would provide the most
certainty: looking toward the East and seeing the night approaching as a
sign of sunset. Times have changed, however, and no contemporary jurist
objects to using a clock. The same principle applies to determining the
time of sa^‰r and ims¥k:
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And eat and drink until the white thread of dawn appears to you distinct from its
black thread; then complete your fast till the night appears. (2:187)
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Furthermore, for many centuries the Ummah followed the shadow
cast by poles to determine the time for ·uhr and ¢a|r. The Prophet himself
advised Muslims to do so. Today we use clocks to determine these times.
I am not arguing here that the prayer timess are connected with the solar
system whereas the time for Ramadan is connected with the lunar system
and naked-eye sighting. Rather, I am arguing that although the Qur’an
and the Sunnah require us to differentiate between a white thread and a
black thread at dawn to begin our fast or to see the night approaching from
the East, we now implement them only in the spirit, not in the letter,
because following these specific commands literally has never been the real
objective. 

For example, the Law ensures that the sun has set and the night has
approached before anybody breaks the fast. In the case of ims¥k, whether
dawn had arrived or not had to be ascertained. This objective, which has
remained the same throughout Islamic history, can now be achieved by
means of clocks because the Ummah does not object to their use in reli-
gious matters. These significant matters are, in turn, connected with the
obligatory acts of fasting and praying. In other words, the Shari¢ah’s objec-
tives are constants, whereas the means vary according to the circumstances.
This is the Shari¢ah’s true spirit, for such flexiblity enables it to keep up with
modern developments and progress.

MMEANS VERSUS GOALS IN ISLAMIC LAW:
DISCUSSION OF THE CONSTANTS AND VARIABLES

Some contemporary Muslims argue that the Shari¢ah has also fixed the
means to achieve Islamic goals. For instance, lawful (^al¥l ) earning is a
means to achieve the goal of feeding one’s family, for Muslims are not per-
mitted to steal, cheat, or use some other unlawful means to achieve this
goal. Likewise, the objective of fatherhood or generational continuity can-
not be achieved by the unlawful means of adultery or fornication.

Abdur Rahman Ijaz asks: “Shouldn’t all the three parts of this equation
[be] as important as each other?”

Means - Methods - Achieve Goals

If the goal is to feed the family, then the means and methods employed by the father
are highly important…If [a] man wants to achieve fatherhood, are [not] the means
and methods important, i.e. its due process! Should we accept your new paradigm
[that] the achievement of fatherhood is important, then [the] method [itself].25
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Feeding the family by stealing or cheating is ^ar¥m because Allah has
clearly prohibited such practices. The only alternative or compromise per-
mitted is if the person is facing a life-threatening situation. Becoming a
father through unlawful means is also prohibited: “Do not even come close
to adultery.” Clearly, any means that are unlawful in and of themselves are
prohibited. 

The case of naked-eye sighting as a means to start or end Ramadan is
quite different. The Qur’an prescribed “witnessing the month” as the cause
of fasting. This cause can be understood in light of the prophetic reports
demanding either naked-eye sighting or completing thirty days in the case
of obscurities on the evening of the twenty-ninth day. The hadith about
“estimation” in the case of cloudy weather clearly states another option as
a means to determine Ramadan. The fact that there is no requirement for
naked-eye sighting on the evening of the thirtieth day gives another
authentic means to confirm or negate Ramadan. In sum, the Prophet gave
us naked-eye sighting and several other options to achieve the desired goal
of certainty. 

The Qur’an mentions several kinds of means, among them:

>� >/��
�� KC���� :�	
 ��� :5 .�=&�M "�Q	
 )�5� >�� I�� >� K����@
 �� KB	 
���L�)( ' ( ' ' ' ) + , + ' ' (, , ) ' (( ' + ( ) + ( ) ' ) ( ' <( ( ' ; , + <( +) ' ' ) , + ' V ( ' '
(..����M 6 K��L� KS�	7 ��/ :�	
 "�=@ G^ �GU >� 
��4
M ��� KB���/ :�	
 KB�����M 6 KB���' + ' ) + ) + ' ' ) + )'( , ' + (, ( ( ' ( ; ) '

( + ( + ' ' ) + + ' ) ' +, + + ' + ' ) ' ) ( ( +
 :��4�O
)60(

Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power, including
steeds of war, to strike terror into [the hearts of] the enemies of Allah and your
enemies, and others besides, whom you may not know, but whom Allah does
know. Whatever you spend in the cause of Allah shall be repaid to you, and you
shall not be treated unjustly. (8:60)

Here Allah clearly mentions horses as a means of striking fear into the
enemy’s heart. In the following hadith, the Prophet explicitly asks for the
use of arrows as a means to achieve the military might needed for self-
defense and victory. 
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On the authority of Abu Kurayb ... he heard ¢Uqbah ibn ¢Amir recite from the
pulpit, “Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power,
including steeds of war” and then state that he heard the Prophet say, “Certainly
[militayr] might consists of archery; certainly [military] might is archery.”

¢Ikrimah maintains that this verse clearly requires Muslims to acquire
fortresses and mares as means to achieving this desired might.
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In modern warfare, Muslims would look stupid and be unnable to sur-
vive an hour of modern military firepower if they followed the above-
mentioned Qur’anic and prophetic means of military might literally.
Although these specified means were suitable at that time, such is no longer
the case. Therefore, adopting modern means of military might (e.g., tanks,
missiles, and combat aircraft) to achieve the desired goals of securing jus-
tice and defending Muslims must be considered obligatory. Once again,
the goals are constant but the means are variable.

CCALCULATIONS AS A MEANS TO ATTAINING CERTAINTY

Likewise, calculations are a means to achieve certainty. The prophetic tra-
dition did not ask for its use for several reasons, such as the practice among
the Jews and the pre-Islamic Arabs of fixing calendars by arbitrary interca-
lations, the Ummah’s almost total illiteracy, the difficulty associated with
making calculations, and the undeveloped nature of astronomy at that time.
The seemingly most significant reason, which could also be deduced from
the authentic prophetic reports, was the Muslims’ almost total illiteracy –
something that was also true of the majority of later generations of Muslims.
The majority of the classical scholars were right in rejecting the use of cal-
culation to determine Ramadan because its results were inaccurate and
mostly computed by immature astrologers and magicians. 

In contrast, modern calculations are made by fully qualified scientists
and astronomers who base their knowledge on scientific observation and
facts. The margin or possibility of error is almost zero. Such arguments of
inaccuracy and magic that were used to prevent or prohibit the use of cal-
culations were rejected by Islamic jurists even in classical times. What
about twenty-first-century America, where astronomy has reached its cli-
max? Abdillah bin Bayyah observes:

The Astronomical Calculations and Ramadan: A FiqhÏ Discourse 75



� Y�@�
 
9
 I�5A
 .7 :R�=	
 ���/ ��C ��K �
�=C 
���M K��	
 
%& ���M .���	
 
%& Z4^- -
>� ���� �.
���6
 >� ��� �L �	� �� .�S/ $%	
 ���	
 
�S^ ��B�	
 �
��&6
 >S% �	


. �!	
 !��U28

The science of [astronomy] has made tremendous progress in our time. Some even
say that it can guide us to a needle thrown into space. What about the moon that
is born or has moved out of conjunction and from the rays of the sun?

Zayn al-Din ibn Ibrahim ibn Nujaym, a Hanafi, argued in favor of the
precise calculations since early times:
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Ibn al-Shikhnah says that the magician and astrologist mentioned in the hadith
are the those who describe the Unseen or claim knowledge of the future. The
statement of such a person will not be accepted, and approving these claims will
constitute an act of disbelief. However, calculations of the [phases of the] moon
have nothing to do with that. They are based upon precise data and are not for-
tune-telling or anything connected with the Unseen. Do not you see what Allah
says in the Qur’an? “He prescribed for [the moon] computed stages so that you
can learn about the numbers of years and the calculation.” 

Taqi al-Din ¢Ali ibn ¢Abd al-Kafi al-Subki explains this hadith: 
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It cannot be that the Shari¢ah has categorically prohibited the usage of astronom-
ical calculations. That is not so. How could this be when calculations are being
used for the obligatory as well as other matters [of dÏn]? The oft-quoted hadith
mentions writing and calculations. When writing is not forbidden, how could
astronomical calculations be [forbidden]?

Regarding the hardship argument, it must be noted that we now live in
a “global village.” In this age of instant communication, news is broadcast
world-wide within seconds. Thus the argument of hardship leveled by al-
Nawawi and others loses its ground. In reality it is the other way round, as
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Yusuf  al-Qaradawi rightly contends.31 Muslims all over the globe and espe-
cially in the West suffer much hardship due to uncertainties connected with
naked-eye sighting. Some of them wait until midnight just to start their tar¥-
wÏ^ prayers or decide about their ¢Id prayers. Muslim employees and stu-
dents also face many hardships. Therefore, depending upon naked-eye sight-
ing instead of calculations has itself become the source of hardship.

It is also a fact that calculations and their usage in matters of dÏn and
¢ib¥dah are nothing new, for calculations have been used for quite some
time to determine the time for the prayers, as well as for sa^‰r, if~¥r, and
also the direction of the qiblah. Throughout Islamic history, all jurists have
not only accepted such practices but have also required Muslims to learn
about them. 
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Jurists have divided the knowledge of stars into two categories. First is the calcula-
tion of celestial bodies and their movements to determine the beginning of the
months. The person who practices this kind of astronomy is called an astronomer.
There is no disagreement among jurists that this exercise is permitted. It is permit-
ted to learn this science in an effort to know the times of the prayers and the direc-
tions of the qiblah. Indeed, the majority of jurists (jumh‰r) opine that this knowl-
edge must be acquired by a number of Muslims at all times. Ibn ¢Abidin, in his
H¥shiyah, says that “astronomical calculations are Islamically approved.” This is
exactly what the Qur’an says: “The sun and the moon follow meticulous calcula-
tions.” Jurists have allowed the dependence on calculations concerning the times of
the daily prayers as well as the directions of the qiblah. Astronomical calculations
connected with new moons and lunar and solar eclipses are correct. Almighty God
has fixed a system for the celestial bodies, and they always follow that system fully.
The same principle applies to the four seasons. The aspects of nature that are con-
tinually repeating themselves are categorical in nature. Therefore, they should be
relied upon in the matters of the prayer times as well as the direction of the qiblah.
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Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Hamwi stated the same opinion:
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Calculations relating to new moons and eclipses are based upon actual realities
and experiments. They do not come under the category of acts prohibited by the
Prophet. This argument is substantiated by the fact that jurists have allowed the
knowledge of calculations when it comes to knowing the times of the daily
prayers and the direction of the qiblah. 

How could it be that jurists who declare knowledge of calculations as
obligatory (far\ kif¥yah) for determining the time of the obligatory prayers
rule that it is totally un-Islamic in regard to fasting Ramadan? That is why
Mustafa al-Zarqa is amazed that many contemporary conservative jurist
adamantly reject calculations the latter instance even though they use them
in the former – especially since the daily prayers are far more important and
frequent than fasting Ramadan. Classical jurists were right to oppose calcu-
lations, for the methods available at their time had not reached the level of
authenticity and certainty that we presently enjoy. How could they have
based important acts of worship upon calculations that were not completely
precise and accurate? Are we going to drag their opposition to calculations
into our own time, a time in which the underlying reasons for their oppo-
sition is no longer valid? Obviously, if the cause is no longer present then
the effect must also cease to exist.34

HHAMZA YUSUF AND ASTRONOMY

Hamza Yusuf argues that astronomy had already become developed dur-
ing the early Muslim centuries and that 

the early Muslims were masters of observational astronomy and far superior in their
observations than modern astronomers, who do almost all of their work in theoreti-
cal abstractions and mathematics, and are largely uninterested in actual physical obser-
vation of objects and events that are discernable to the unaided naked-eye, especial-
ly since the ancients have completed that work, and there is little left to be explored.35

In addition: 

Many modern Muslims, even those highly educated, believe there has been great
advancement in observational astronomy. The telescope has undeniably enabled
modern man to penetrate the heavens in unimaginable ways, and to understand
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elliptical cycles of the moons and planets as well as the development of calculus.
However, naked-eye astronomy has changed very little. In fact, the reality remains
that the observed motion of the sun, moon, planets, and stars is far less understood
to the common man as well as most astronomers than to pre-modern people…36

He quotes al-Qarrafi as a scholar of astronomy and as one who
believed that astronomy was decisive.37

I do not deny that Muslim scientists played a major role in developing
many medieval sciences. But it has been proven that medieval astronomy
was based upon some incorrect wrong principles, such as geo-centrism
instead of solo-centrism. Al-Qarrafi is a good example of what I am argu-
ing here, for he states that astronomical calculations made according to con-
junctions are precise and decisive. At the same time, however, he mentions
the names of the seven planets known at his time: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the
sun, Venus, Mercury, and the moon. This is sufficient to refute the asser-
tion that the observational astronomy used by the early Muslim scientists
was far superior to modern astronomy, given that we now know that 

nine major planets are currently known. They are commonly divided into two
groups: the inner planets (Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars) and the outer planets
(Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune). The inner planets are small and are composed
primarily of rock and iron. The outer planets are much larger and consist mainly of
hydrogen, helium, and ice. Pluto does not belong to either group, and there is an
ongoing debate as to whether Pluto should be categorized as a major planet.38

In addition, there are many satellites, asteroids, and comets, as well as
interplanetary dust and gas, that also move around the sun. Al-Qarrafi’s
clarification that there are only seven moving planets tells the whole story.

The true context of what Hamza Yusuf has quoted from al-Qarrafi’s39

Al-Furuq is that the iman, in these statements, is responding to those who
had criticized him as being inconsistent.40 They contended that sighting the
sun’s movement in relation to the daily prayers was just as obligatory as
sighting the moon for fasting Ramadan. The authentic prophetic hadiths
require sighting in both cases. But why did al-Qarrafi differentiate between
the two required sightings (allowing calculations to determine the prayer
times, instead of sighting the sun’s movement, but denying their use to
determine Ramadan)? He answered by stating that the mandatory legal
cause of confirming the prayer time was to attain certainty about the arrival
of the specific prayer’s actual time. It was perfectly acceptable to achieve
that certainty by any means other than actual sighting of the sun’s move-
ments. On the other hand, naked-eye sighting of the new moon was
required as a legal cause of Ramadan. The imam states:
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If you say that [by the example you presented] you are leaning toward the fact that
sighting [the sun] is required [for prayer timings], you have already differentiated
between the two scenarios and the two foundational rules by requiring actual sight-
ing in one scenario [Ramadan] and not in the other [prayer timings]. You main-
tain that the cause [of fasting] in connection with the moons is actual sighting,
while the cause of prayer timings is certainly about arrival of the prayer time with-
out actual sighting [of the sun]. Therefore, when you require actual sighting regard-
ing the moon, you [in reality] nullify the claimed difference between the two.

Al-Qarrafi seems to be stating here that naked-eye sighting is the legal
cause of starting Ramadan on the evening of 29 Sha¢ban. It is impossible
to prove that the Lawgiver has ever required naked-eye sighting on 30
Sha¢ban. In addition, there is no legal requirement for naked-eye sighting
if the skies are cloudy. Therefore, naked-eye sighting may be accepted as
a legally binding cause of starting to fast after 29 Sha¢ban. The cause and
the effect always go hand in hand, but this is not true as regards naked-eye
sighting and fasting Ramadan. Al-Shatibi has stated:
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The established [legal] cause always remains the cause and never changes. 

DEFINING THE ISLAMIC LEGAL CAUSE

¢Abd al-Karim Zaydan defines the legal cause (al-sabab al-shar¢Ï ) as follows:
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The cause is what the Lawgiver has established in order to define the legal ruling
in such a way that this specific ruling exists with its existence and disappears with
its absence.
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How could naked-eye sighting be the sole binding legal cause of fasting
if Ramadan could begin by sighting, completion of thirty days, or mere esti-
mation? It seems that many jurists who have insisted upon naked-eye sight-
ing as the sole legal cause for fasting have confused al-^ukm al-taklÏfÏ and
al-^ukm al-wa\¢Ï. In Islamic jurisprudence, the former denotes a divinely
commissioned ruling that requires Muslims either to act or not to act upon
a demand, or it gives them a choice either to perform or not to perform an
act. This kind of ^ukm includes almost all of the various categories of acts:
mandatory, recommended, permitted, disliked, and prohibited.
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(Al-^ukm al-taklÏfÏ ) is a divine command that requires an action or prohibits it,
or gives a choice between performing or abandoning it. It includes the manda-
tory, recommended, permitted, disliked, and prohibited acts. The example of (al-
^ukm al-taklÏfÏ ) is the requirement of the daily prayers.

On the other hand, the positional or positivistic divine command (al-
^ukm al-wa\¢Ï ) is situational in nature. It identifies the cause, condition,
or the reason for the prohibition of a ruling or a specific practice.
Moreover, it is just a description of a specific ruling and not a demand from
the Lawgiver to perform or abandon an act. For instance, noon is a cause
of performing ·uhr and theft results in a mandatory punishment. If there is
no theft, there is no punishment. In other words, the existence of that par-
ticular ^ukm wa\¢Ï does not mean that the Lawgiver requires stealing.
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(Al-^ukm wa\¢Ï ) is what requires one thing as a cause or condition for something
else or negates such a condition. Consequently, it does not contain any demand for
an action or non action by a believer. It constitutes the Lawgiver’s explanation (for
a specific ruling), for instance (His) considering noon as the cause of requiring the
(·uhr) prayer or considering theft as cause of capital punishment.

Therefore, the ^ukm al-taklÏfÏ is “fasting Ramadan” and the hukm al-
wa\¢Ï is “witnessing Ramadan.” Naked-eye sighting in the past was just a
means to determine the act of witnessing; it was neither the objective nor
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cause in itself. As seen earlier, the established legal causes do not change, for
they are constants.

Al-Nawawi states that fasting Ramadan is connected with the timing
of [the entrance, coming of] Ramadan.
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Fasting Ramadan does not become obligatory until the month arrives, and the
arrival is known by sighting the new moon.

Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr has stated the point very neatly: 

God says, “Whoever witnesses the month should fast” (2:185). He means, and
God knows best, “Whoever among you knows, with a knowledge that is certain,
that the month has indeed begun must fast it.” Knowledge that is certain is [based
on] either a clear and widespread sound sighting or the completion of thirty days
of the previous month.47

From these classical quotations, Faysal Mowlawi draws the logical con-
clusion that the coming of Ramadan makes fasting obligatory and that wit-
nessing the month ascertains that coming of Ramadan. Therefore, witnessing
the month is the real cause and not the sighting, because the “witnessing”
takes place both with and without sighting, as Al-Razi states:
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How is witnessing the month accomplished? We say that it is achieved either by
physical sighting or by hearing.

Thus sighting is just one of the means (wa|Ïlah) to determine Rama-
dan’s arrival; it is not the legal cause (sabab) of fasting. Mowlawi, who dif-
ferentiates between a cause (sabab) and a condition (¢illah), concludes:
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It means that the coming of the month of Ramadan is the cause of fasting Rama-
dan and that the sighting of the moon is a method of knowing that coming [of
Ramadan].50

Furthermore, it is quite challenging to describe sighting the moon as the
legal cause of fasting and then explain why the Lawgiver specified it as a cause
only for 29 Sha¢ban and not for the following day, or why He gave the
options of sighting, completion, or estimation. On the other hand, if we con-
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firm that the objective of certainty about the Ramadan’s arrival as the real rea-
son for the prophetic insistence upon naked-eye sighting on 29 Sha¢ban, then
we can fully understand why He did not require it on the evening of  30
Sha¢ban (to confirm the fasting of Ramadan). It is also quite important to
understand this specific prophetic insistence within the context of the real
challenges and confusion caused by arbitrary intercalations. 

Rashid Rida, Mustafa al-Zarqa, Ahmad Shakir, and many others have
highlighted the fact that the Lawgiver allowed naked-eye sighting only as a
means to determine such fixed sacred times as Ramadan, not to worship the
act of sighting in itself. The Prophet connected both naked-eye sighting and
completion due to the wide-spread illiteracy, for the objective of his prophet-
hood was to educate the Ummah, not to push it further into illiteracy. 

Moreover, there is no ijma¢ (agreement or consensus) among the jurists
that naked-eye sighting is the only cause of fasting Ramadan, although many
classical jurists emphasized it as the legal cause of confirming Ramadan. The
real cause, as stated in the Qur’an, is “witnessing the month.” This can be done
through naked-eye sighting as well as other means of knowledge about
Ramadan. Many jurists have stated this fact. For instance, Muhammad Ahmad
Mustafa Ahmad Abi Zahrah states that the cause of fasting is the month of
Ramadan.
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The month [of Ramadan] is the cause/sign of the obligation of fasting.

¢Abd Allah ibn al-Juday¢ states that it is the coming of Ramadan.
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The Qur’anic verse “whoever witnessed the month should fast” makes the arrival
of the month the cause of obligatory fasting during Ramadan.

¢Abd al-Karim Zaydan also states that the legal cause of fasting is the
coming of the month. 
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Examples of legal cause are sunset [is the cause] for prayer obligation and the
month of Ramadan for obligatory fasting.
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That is why it is important that we understand al-Qarrafi’s statements
about naked-eye sighting of the moon as the sole legal cause of fasting and
also sighting the sun in regard to the prayer times in light of the imam’s dia-
logue with his opponents. It cannot be denied that he, like many other clas-
sical jurists, maintained that naked-eye sighting was the legal cause of fasting
Ramadan. What is being denied here is that his verdict on this issue is rela-
tive to his milieu; it was not absolute that it must be applied forever. As seen
above, he disagreed with the established authorities of almost all of the legal
schools of thought by negating the unity of horizons and affirming their vari-
ety. Early jurists declared that the unity of horizons was the legal binding
cause of the month of Ramadan. Modern jurists are following in his foot-
steps by disagreeing with his claim that naked-eye sighting is the sole legal
cause of fasting. In fact, the sole legal cause of fasting is witnessing the month,
and naked-eye sighting is just one of the means to achieve that goal. We
should keep this point in mind when analyzing the classical juristic positions
on naked-eye sighting.
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CHAPTER 4

A BRIEF HISTORICAL EXPOSITION OF THE CLASSICAL DEBATE
ABOUT SIGHTING THE MOON AND CALCULATIONS

With very few exceptions, classical Islamic scholars required naked-eye
sighting as a precondition to confirm or negate Ramadan. They opposed
calculations and rejected their use to determine both Ramadan and whe-
ther the new moon had been sighted. A detailed scrutiny of their discourse
will show that they rejected and actually prohibited all calculation-based
methods for any aspect of Ramadan. Their opposition to the imprecise
astrologically computed calculations makes a lot of sense when understood
within the context of intercalation, astrology, fortune telling, imprecision,
hardship, and similar matters that directly affect faith and dogma.

It is also important to consider their cultural and political milieu when
discussing their attitude toward naked-eye sighting. Many classical scholars,
among them Ibn Taymiyyah, actively confronted the extreme allegorists
such as the Isma¢ilis, philosophers (e.g., Neoplatonists), and anti-tradition-
alist liberals (e.g., Mu¢tazilites). These so-called liberals attempted to intel-
lectualize Islam and its texts at the expense of its original context, meanings,
and intents. As a result, the traditionalists prohibited any variance between
the actual texts and what they agreed to be the literal meanings. 

However, this frequently promoted ijma¢ (consensus) existed only
among the jurists of a given fiqhÏ school, an ideological movement, or even
only in the mind of a particular jurist without any accompanying support
among others or within his/her own intellectual world. For instance, Ibn
Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyam insisted upon some quite literal understand-
ings of such descriptive Qur’anic phrases as the “hand of Allah,” “face of
Allah,” “eyes of Allah,” and “chair and throne of Allah.” They asserted that
the linguistically proven literal meanings of “hand,” “face,” “eyes,” and so
on were the originally intended meanings of the Qur’an and Sunnah as long
as any comparison between those belonging to Him and those belonging to
His creatures is avoided. Both imams’ selective insistence that “hand”
denotes the “actual hand” (as long as Allah’s hand is clearly understood to
be different from the human hand and without kayf or asking how it looks),
and their opposition to other possible metaphorical connotations of “hand”



(e.g., support and protection), is a good way to elaborate the point under
discussion. Ibn Taymiyyah, trying to avoid allegorizing the text, insisted
upon the text’s literal sense over the metaphorical sense. In fact, he ruled
that the Mu¢tazilites were unbelivers as well as (indirectly) the later
Ash¢arites, among them al-Ghazali and many other experts in tafsÏr, hadith,
and fiqh.

This literally prone conservative ideological movement expressed
extreme concern about interpretations that did not include the original lin-
guistic meanings. They enforced the exact prophetic action as well as the
Companions’ actions and interpretations as the sole intended Sunnah and
true explanation of several ambiguous verses. This group of ideologues was
quite aware of the havoc that intellectualizing or liberalizing the sacred text
could wreak on the Qur’an’s original intent. They quoted this fact in their
writings along with numerous examples, such as the role played by Philo of
Alexandria in the Jewish understanding of the Hebrew Bible and his con-
cept of “Logos” as the first emanated “Intellect.”1

Ibn Taymiyyah also knew the role that this concept had played later in
Christian theological thought. The early Church Fathers2 borrowed Philo’s
concept and incorporated it into a fully fledged incarnational theology – the
incarnation of God in the person of the historical Jesus of Nazareth – to
such an extent that he was completely lost. In his Jesus According to Paul,
Paul Furnish writes: “Paul focuses his attention neither on the teachings of
Jesus nor on Jesus’ Palestinian ministry. His attention is focused, rather, on
Jesus the crucified Messiah and the risen Lord.”3 John Hick observes: “Paul
fits Jesus into his own theology with little regard to the historical figure.”4

This allegorical interpretation of the sacred text enabled St. Augustine
of Hippo to categorize scriptural meanings into literal (apparent), allegori-
cal, spiritual, and mystical. As a result, the New Testament was so mangled
in the attempt to find spiritual and mystical meanings that the original con-
tent was lost. 

Keeping in mind this comparative development of the concept of alle-
gorical interpretations in Christianity and Judaism, Ibn Taymiyyah and
many other traditionalists struggled to preserve the Qur’an’s original intent
and original form by emphasizing the literal meanings of such Qur’anic
terms as the hand, face, and eyes of Allah.5 

Al-Ghazali, al-Razi, and other theologians considered it inappropriate to
describe such things in physical terms. Instead, they interpreted His “hand”
as His power, dominance, and support, as in “I will give you a hand.” This
does not mean “I will cut off my hand and give it to you,” but that “I will
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lend you support.” This established metaphorical use has been linguistically
and culturally approved. Many of these jurists/theologians refuted such
phrases’ literal meanings and maintained the principle of assigning the true
understanding of the phrases to the knowledge of Allah (al-tafwÏ\ ). Al-
Ghazali and others considered any insistence upon the literal meanings of
such words to be sheer anthropomorphism, whereas Ibn Taymiyyah consid-
ered their metaphorical interpretations (ta’wÏl ) tantamount to disbelief.6

Traditionalist scholars had to fight many battles on multiple fronts to pre-
serve what they believed to be the texts’ precise nature. Convinced that the
Ummah’s degeneration into petty factions and separate states, as well as its loss
of political might, was linked directly to its departure from the sublime
Sunnah. A good example was the Mongols’ utter destruction of the Muslim
world; Ibn Taymiyyah witnessed this period of political and social degrada-
tion. What these scholars struggled for was nothing short of implementing the
pristine faith and restoring the Prophet’s lost sunan (traditions) to the best of
their understanding. 

On the other hand, many academicians, theologians, jurists, and schol-
ars right through to modern times have criticized them for some very nar-
row and extreme interpretations of the Islamic texts, as already seen in the
case of M. Zahid al-Kawthari. Among contemporary academicians, Abdul
Aziz Sachedina blames this selective insistence upon some meanings at the
expense of other accepted meanings, and then claiming divine propriety for
these human interpretations to the exclusion of others, for Islamic funda-
mentalism and all other acts of Muslim violence.7 Khaled Abul Fadl writes
extensively about the possible dangers of this selective explanation.8

I will not go as far as to hold this traditional insistence on the letter of
the Qur’an and Sunnah (and to use that literal process at the expense of the
texts’ spirit) as responsible for such modern political problems as terrorism. I
fully recognize the sincerity that goes into past and contemporary scholarly
attempts to preserve the Sunnah in its pristine form. However, I would like
to state that this kind of narrow selection, if carried to extreme limits, can
often challenge the spirit as well the holistic meanings of the Qur’anic and
the prophetic texts. It goes beyond the established objectives (maq¥|id ) of
the Shari’ah and results in endless hardship for many sincere Muslims. The
Qur’anic principle of “ease” (taysÏr) is meant to make people’s lives easy as
long as the Shari¢ah’s pristine spirit is not violated – and that is exactly what
Allah demands of us in 2:185:

Ramadan is the [month] in which was sent down the Qur’an, as a guide to human-
kind, also clear [signs] for guidance and judgment [between right and wrong]. So
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whosoever witnesses the month among you should fast in it [spend it in fasting],
but if anyone is ill, or on a journey, the prescribed period [should be made up] by
days later. Allah intends ease for you; He does not want to put you in difficulties.
[He wants you] to complete the prescribed period, and to glorify Him in that
which He has guided you; and perhaps you shall be grateful. (2:185)

The following part of it can be particularly helpful to our discussion: 

Allah intends ease for you; He does not want to put you in difficulties. [He wants
you] to complete the prescribed period, and to glorify Him in that which He has
guided you… 

In light of this, let’s glance at the classical position on determining the
Islamic months by calculations as opposed to naked-eye sighting. This long-
standing debate seems to have begun even before the jurisprudential schools
of thought appeared. Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah ibn al-Shakhir, one of the
Successors, is reported to have been the first person to use calculations to
determine Ramadan when the sky was cloudy on 29 Sha¢ban. The first
known imam, Ahmad Abu Hanifah, died in 150 AH. By the time of Imam
Malink the debate over calculations seemed to have developed into a full-
scale fiqhÏ discussion. Imam Malik opposed Mutarrif’s position on using cal-
culations to determine any aspect of Ramadan or fasting. In addition, he is
reported to be the first proponent of the argument that the hadith of ikm¥l
is descriptive of the hadith on “calculation,” as will be seen below. 

It seems that the issue of ikm¥l was not yet developed during the era of
Companions like Ibn ¢Umar and others, who fasted on 30 Sha¢ban even if it
had been cloudy on the previous day. Abu Bakr and ¢Umar, as well as
¢A’ishah and Asma’ (Abu Bakr’s daughters), would have never intentionally
violated the prophetic ruling on completing thirty days in the case of obscu-
rities on 29 Sha¢ban. They fasted on the thirtieth day if the horizon was
obscured on the previous day. 

It seems that Ibn ¢Umar, the original narrator of the prophetic hadith
requiring naked-eye sighting and completion in the case of cloudy weather,
followed neither of these prophetic patterns in certain situations. For exam-
ple, he would ask for naked-eye sighting on 29 Sha¢ban and fast the next day
if it was seen, fast after 30 Sha¢ban if the moon had not been sighted on the
previous day, and also fast the next day if the new moon was not sighted on
the evening of 29 Sha¢ban due to obscurities. In this case, he would fast
without actually sighting the new moon and without completing thirty days
of Sha¢ban. 

Abu Muhammad ibn Hazm al-Zahiri and many others have highlighted
his practice and its implied conflict with the reported hadiths. We shall dis-
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cuss this topic in detail when dealing with the weakness of the ikm¥l argu-
ment. Here, I just want to make the point that the Companions seem to
have had different opinions on this matter. Ibn ¢Abbas, Abu Hurayrah,
Ammar ibn Yasir, and others agreed that thirty days must be completed in
the absence of naked-eye sighting on 29 Sha¢ban due to obscurities. But
others, such as Ibn ¢Umar, opinioned that Muslims should fast the next day
if the new moon was not seen beceause of obscurities. 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal and many traditional scholars maintained that Mus-
lims are required to fast 30 Sha¢ban if nobody went out on the evening of
29 Sha¢ban to sight the moon or the claim of sighting was made by untrust-
worthy individuals whose witness was rejected by the Muslim ruler.
According to him, such a day is known as the “day of doubt.” He also
declared fasting on 30 Sha¢ban a mandatory day of Ramadan in the absence
of naked-eye sighting owing to obscurities on 29 Sha¢ban. 
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To Ahmad the “day of doubt” is confined only to the day when the people did
not go out to sight the new moon or it was witnessed by those whose witness is
not accepted by the ruler. It is not a “day of doubt” if the new moon was not
sighted due to obscurities.

If the prophetic command to “complete thirty days if it is cloudy” been
categorically decisive and legally mandatory (w¥jib), then none of the Com-
panions (e.g., ¢Umar and Ibn ¢Umar) and prominent Successors (e.g., Mutar-
rif, Mujahid, and Ta’us), and imams like Ahmad ibn Hanbal would have fast-
ed in the case of obscurity on the 29 Sha¢ban, which would contradict the
prophetic command to complete thirty days. Ibn Qudamah explains this
point as follows: 
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Ibn ¢Umar explained [the hadith of sighting and estimation] with his own practice.
It is [important because] he was its [original] narrator and the most knowledgeable
about its [true] meanings. Therefore, it is obligatory to turn to his explanation [of
this hadith]. 

The two divergent opinions of Imam Malik and Imam Ahmad con-
verged against the use of calculations because the astrologists claimed
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access to the Unseen (e.g., the stars) and their calculations and assertions
were inaccurate. The dogmatic implications of these astrological assertions
were disastrous for the general public’s faith and ¢aqÏdah. Moreover, since
these imprecise calculations were not widely available, most of the classi-
cal jurists rejected them and banned their use to determine or negate
Ramadan. Successors like Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah and jurists like Ibn
Surayj took an exceptional stand – they permitted calculations in the case
of obscurities or for those who undertook them. These individuals main-
tained that the prophetic command requiring the completion of thirty days
was actually addressed to the general public, and that the command to use
“estimation or calculation” was aimed at the educated sector.
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Mutarrif also maintained that the one who knows calculations should personally
act upon them. Ibn Surayj, on the other hand, maintained that the prophetic
command “calculate for it” is addressed to the ones whom Almighty Allah has
bestowed with knowledge of calculations.

The implications of Mutarrif and Ibn Surayj’s positions were far reaching, and
they were criticized by the majority of classical jurists. 

Later, Taj al-Din al-Subki, another Shafi¢i, went one step further by not
only accepting the use of precise calculations as an authentic means to deter-
mine Ramadan (in the case of obscurities), but by also rejecting the statements
of witnesses who claimed to have sighted the new moon lest the calculations
prove otherwise. He allowed the use of calculations to negate a stated naked-
eye sighting if they proved that the new moon was not yet on the horizon.
This big step forward earned him the criticism of the majority of classical
scholars. The classical books of almost all fiqhÏ schools are filled with polemics
against him for taking such a progressive position. 

Al-Subki expressed his pain and frustration in the following words:
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Some recklessly ignorant [person] may hesitate to accept what we have stated. He
might regard it as abhorrent to resort to calculations in part or in whole, and may
be stuck with the idea that whatever is witnessed by two persons is proven. No
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conversation can take place with such a rigid person. We are talking to those who
at least enjoy the [knowledge of] basic logic. We cannot talk to the ignorant.

Al-Qaradawi wonders what his opinion would have been on the ques-
tion of naked-eye sighting if he were living in our modern times with all
of its scientific developments in astronomy.
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In 1939, the famous hadith authority Ahmad M. Shakir had the
courage to go one step further: he maintained that modern astronomical
calculations were certain enough to ascertain Ramadan’s arrival and end
without necessarily resorting to naked-eye sighting. Having devoted his
entire life to hadith literature and detailed study of the hadith sciences, he
concluded – and was strongly criticized for doing so – that confirming the
month of Ramadan, based upon the new moon’s birth, was the closest
position to that of the prophetic hadiths.
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I consider my position [statement] to be the most equitable [righteous] of [all] the
positions. This position is the closest to sound understanding and to the true mean-
ings of all the hadiths narrated on this subject [calculation and moon sighting]. 

In 2006, the Fiqh Council of North America, following his lead,
accepted astronomical calculations in confirming the Islamic months and to
establish a predetermined calendar based upon them. The European Fiqh
Council adopted his position in May 2007. Both councils have been repri-
manded for following the Sunnah of the Jews and abandoning that of the Pro-
phet. So the saga continues. 

CLASSICAL SCHOLARSHIP AND NAKED-EYE
SIGHTING AS THE CAUSE OF RAMADAN

In view of this brief historical exposition, we now turn to the classical texts
themselves. Al-Jassas states:
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The statement of the Prophet “Fast by sighting it” is in line with the Qur’anic
verse that says, “They ask you about the new moons. Say: ‘They are timings for
people and for hajj.’” The Muslims have a consensus that the verse and the hadith
mean considering the sighting of the crescent moon in requiring the fasting of
Ramadan. It leads to [the fact] that the sighting of the new moon is what is
termed “witnessing the month.”

He concludes that naked-eye sighting is the only method prescribed by
the Prophet for confirming Ramadan. If it cannot be determined by actual
sighting on 29 Sha¢ban owing to unfavorable conditions (e.g., cloudy weath-
er), then completing thirty days is required, for that is the original rule. 
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In light of the prophetic hadith, the original rule is that the month consists of thirty
days unless the new moon is sighted before that. We must count thirty days for
every month when we are unable to see the moon owing to cloudy weather. This
rule applies to all the months connected with Islamic rituals. Only the physical
sighting of the new moon will make the month less than thirty days.

He also asserts that Muslim jurists have reached consensus to reject cal-
culations in confirming or negating Ramadan.
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One who believes in the phases of the moon and the calculations of the astrolo-
gers is against the Shari¢ah. This is not the area of ijtihad, for the Qur’an, the
Sunnah, and the consensus of the jurists are against it.

Badr al-Din al-¢Ayni summarizes the classical juristic majority’s opinion:
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The [month of] Ramadan can be based only on a widespread public sighting [of
the new moon] or a trustworthy witnessing or the completion of thirty days of
Sha¢ban. The majority of the jurists in the [major] cities of al-Hijaz, al-Iraq, al-
Sham, and al-Maghrib maintain that. They include Malik, al-Shafi¢i, al-Awza¢i,
al-Thawri, Abu Hanifah and his disciples, and most of the Ahl al-¤adÏth.
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The reason for starting the months with actual sighting, according to
al-Jassas, is to begin the acts of worship with certainty instead of basing
them upon mere probabilities.
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This is what the Prophet says, “Begin fasting by sighting it and stop fasting by
sighting it. If it is cloudy, then complete by counting thirty days of Sha¢ban.” He
has required us to count thirty days of Sha¢ban when it is cloudy and also count
thirty days of Ramadan when it is cloudy [on 29 Ramadan] before starting the
month of Shawwal. This is required so that we can start the acts of worship based
upon certainty and stop the acts of worship based upon certainty. This is what the
Prophet has manifestly commanded by another authentic saying, “Do not fast until
you see the new moon and do not break the fast until you see the new moon.”
Al-Tirmidhi has narrated on the authority of Abu Hurayrah that the Prophet said,
“Count the moon of Sha¢ban to determine Ramadan.”

Al-Jassas represents the view of the majority of classical jurists. The offi-
cial Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi¢i, and Hanbali position is that calculations are not
the authentic way to determining the months, for these must be confirmed
either by naked-eye sighting or completion. In the following pages, we will
see how these classical scholars argue in favor of this established position. 

Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Hamawi states:
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For us [Hanafis], the condition for the fast and breaking the fast is the sighting of the
crescent [moon]; the calculation of the astrologists cannot be followed in this mat-
ter. In Al-TahdhÏb, according to the Shafi¢i school, it is also stated that astrological
calculations cannot be trusted either for beginning or ending the month of fasting. 

Muhammad ibn ¢Abd Allah al-Kharshi presents the Maliki position: 
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Fasting cannot be observed by following the statement of an astrologer. Neither the
astrologer nor anyone else can fast based upon that, because the Prophet has con-
fined the fasting solely to the sighting of the witnesses or completing thirty days.
No other method is prescribed. Therefore, no attention should be paid to the state-
ment/calculations of the astrologer regarding the month, whether one believes in
the precision of his calculations or not.

Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dasuqi (Maliki), who elaborates the same
view, adds that Imam Malik is of the opinion that thirty days should be
completed for all the months when it is cloudy and the possibility of sight-
ing the moon is non-existent.22 Imam Malik himself is reported to have said:
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Ibn Nafi¢a reported in Al-Mazniyyah that Malik was of the opinion that in fast-
ing if an imam followed calculations instead of moon sighting then he should not
be followed [or obeyed in daily prayers].

Abu al-Walid argues that one should compensate for the days one has
fasted based upon the calculations and not upon sighting or completion. 
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Al-Qadi Abu al-Walid stated that (if someone fasted based upon calculations)
then his fasting is not accepted as valid. He must resort to the sighting or com-
pletion method even if it required making up for some missed days.

THE MUSLIM UMMAH IS UNLETTERED

The Prophet said:
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We are an unlettered people; we neither write nor calculate. The month is like that
and like that, meaning sometimes twenty-nine days and sometimes thirty days.

Muslim reports that the Prophet, while describing the month, folded his
thumb the third time:
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We are an unlettered people; we neither read nor calculate. The month is like
that and like that, and he folded his thumb the thirdtime, and the month is like
this and this and this, meaning thirty days.

Based upon the above reports, Shihab al-Din ibn Ahmad al-Ramli
(Shafi¢i) argues:
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The Prophet did not depend upon calculations at all but negated it by his statement
“We are an unlettered nation, we neither write nor calculate … Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id
stated that calculations cannot be the source of confirming the fasting [of Ramadan].”

Al-Nawawi, in Al-Majm‰¢, also quotes this hadith and gives almost
the same reasons for the rejection of calculations:
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The statement of those who talk about the moon phases is rejected by the
prophetic report authenticated by (Bukhari and Muslim) that “we are unlettered
preople; we neither write nor calculate. The month is like this and like this.” It
will cause people hardship if they are required to follow the calculations, for they
are known only to a few people living mostly in big cities. Therefore, the major-
ity position is the right position and whatever else is there is rejected by the
authentic sayings of the Prophet.

Ibn Hajar explains the meaning of the hadith “we neither write nor
calculate” in the following words:
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The hadith is a description of how they actually were [a reflection of their reality
that they were unlettered]. The Arabs were called illiterate because writing skills
were very rare among them. Allah has said, “It is He who has sent among the unlet-
tered a messenger from among themselves.” This fact cannot be refuted by [the
assertion] that among them there were some [individuals] who could write and cal-
culate. The reason is that writing [skills] were very rare among them. And al-^is¥b
here refers to the calculation of the stars [celestial bodies] and their movement [in
their orbits]. They also had only a very little knowledge of it [calculation]. Conse-
quently, he [the Prophet] connected the ruling on fasting and other things with the
sighting so as to remove from them the difficulty of having to struggle with calcu-
lating the movements of the celestial bodies. This ruling would continue even if,
later on, someone knew that [how to calculate]. However, the apparent context [of
the hadith] gives the sense of not connecting the ruling with calculations in the first
place and this is explained by his (the Prophet’s) statement in the hadith previously
discussed: “Complete by counting thirty if it is cloudy” and he did not say “Ask the
astronomers.” The wisdom behind this is that counting thirty [days] is easy for
everyone (all those who are commissioned to fast). Therefore, it will protect people
from argument and discord. 

AA RATHER AWKWARD INTERPRETATION

OF IBN HAJAR’S QUOTATION

Hamza Yusuf translates the above statement in a slightly different way: 

Indeed, Ibn Hajar and others understood the hadith “We are an unlettered com-
munity – we neither read nor calculate” to mean something entirely different.
They did not interpret the Prophet’s preface as an operative cause but rather as a
descriptive statement, an important and necessary distinction in jurisprudence.
Ibn Hajar provides the following explanation of the hadith:

“Calculate,” here, refers to astronomy and to the orbits of the planets because
only a handful of them knew such things at that time. Thus the Prophet has made
the legal obligation of fasting contingent upon actual sighting in order to remove
any burdens from his community, i.e., of having to struggle with computations
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of celestial orbits. This ruling continues even should later people be able to do
that. Indeed, the apparent meaning of the hadith rejects any association of calcu-
lation with the legal ruling….

Nowhere did he say, “If it is obscured then ask the people of calculation.”30

He goes on to conclude: 

Ibn Hajar recognizes that only a small number of people knew much about astron-
omy at the time, which is not dissimilar to our current situation, given the vast
numbers of illiterate Muslims alive today. But there were, indeed, among the first
generation of Muslims some who knew how to calculate astronomical phenom-
ena given that some were capable of producing an intercalated lunisolar calendar.
Moreover, Ibn Hajar understood that the ruling was a permanent one and not, as
some have said, one that is contingent upon the innumeracy of his community,
and thus falsely concluded that if some people learned such things later, they could
switch to determining their months by calculation.31

Some sentences of Imam Ibn Hajar in the above translation are manip-
ulated, apparently so that they will have some specific implications far
removed from Ibn Hajar’s own intent. For example, the sentence: 
���S/ ��
���	
 ��(
	
 67 ��/L 8	9 >� .�^��/ is translated as “because only a handful of them
knew such things at that time.” This specific sentence is italicized to
emphasize that “only a small number of people knew much about astron-
omy at the time, which is not dissimilar to our current situation, given the
vast numbers of illiterate Muslims alive today. But there were, indeed,
among the first generation of Muslims some who knew how to calculate
astronomical phenomena given that some were capable of producing an
intercalated lunisolar calendar.” 

Frankly, the above translation of this sentence is faulty and the conclu-
sions drawn are fanciful. I have yet to see any proof in the books of hadith,
sÏrah, and Islamic history that any of the Prophet’s disciples knew much
about calculations (used to intercalate the lunar calendar in order to syn-
chronize it with the solar calendar) in general and calculations in particu-
lar. Al-Shatibi confirms that astronomy was not among the Arabs’ sciences.
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Because it (astronomy) was neither commonplace nor a science of the Arabs.

It is true that the pre-Islamic Arabs used an intercalated calendar for
hajj and other purposes. There is no proof that any Companions played
any part in this intercalation. The prophetic description that “we are an
unlettered people” supports this historical fact. It is very likely that these
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Arabs sought help from their Jewish friends to fix their calendars. There
is ample historical evidence for their close affinity with the Jews of
Madinah and some other places, which continued even after the Prophet’s
migration there. Furthermore, fixing the calendar by intercalations did
not require much sophistication as regards calculations. The average
length of the lunar month had been known to the Greeks and Babylon-
ians centuries before the Arabs. The rabbis used this basic astronomical
knowledge to multiply and add extra days so that the lunar year could
follow a solar year. The procedure needed more mathematical than astro-
nomical calculations. 

Ibn Hajar here denies that astronomy was quite developed during the time
of the Companions and also that only a few of them knew much about it. 

There is another flaw in the above translation of Ibn Hajar’s text.
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But the apparent context (of the hadith) gives a sense not to connect the ruling
with calculations in the first place. This is explained by his (the Prophet’s) state-
ment in the previously discussed hadith, “Complete counting thirty if it is
cloudy.” He did not say “Ask the astronomers.” 

Hamza Yusuf’s rendition of the phrase ��!/ .���	
 �&�� "5 as “indeed, the
apparent meaning of the hadith” is also somewhat inaccurate. There is a big
difference between .���	
 �&�� "5 “but the apparent context” and saying
“indeed, the apparent meaning…” I am not asserting here that Ibn Hajar
approved of calculations to confirm Ramadan, because he did not. Again,
the possible reasons for his disapproval are also discernable from his own
statement: he emphasized the difficulties of computing calculations and
argued elsewhere in his book that they were the work of astrologers who
were devils among humans ( �A
 �"��U K>O) and that their calculations were
nothing but conjecture and guesswork. Consequently, they were not suit-
able to serve as the foundation of a legal ruling (al-^ukm al-shar¢Ï ). He con-
tended that the hadith’s apparent context also led to this understanding. 

““THE MONTH IS TWENTY-NINE”: MISUNDERSTANDING

THE PROPHETIC HADITH

Hamza Yusuf also asserts that the Prophet did not use common numerals but
rather his hands to describe the lunar month.  
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What I find profoundly interesting is Qadi Abu Bakr’s point that the Prophet (pbuh)
could very well have used the words “twenty-nine and thirty” when indicating the
number of days possible in a lunar month. Had he done so, those he was speaking
to would have understood him, as he was wont to state numbers on many other
occasions as reported in sound hadith; he used high numbers, such as one million
(alfu alf ); he also used twenty-seven, twenty-five, and five; and he used the number
ninety-nine in the sound hadith, “God has ninety-nine Names, one hundred less
one; whoever enumerates them will enter Paradise.” However, he chose not to state
any numbers when showing the number of days in a lunar month, as if to deter peo-
ple from thinking about enumeration specifically when it comes to determining the
lunar months. Hence, instead of saying the words “twenty-nine and thirty,” the
Prophet (pbuh) actually used his blessed hands, showing with his fingers how many
days are possible in the month, as if to emphasize using the most basic and funda-
mental human ability of sight. It is as though he were saying, “Look, see, perceive
with your eyes the month, even upon my hands.” This insistence upon sighting the
moon illustrates so well “the sense in Islam that it is the immediate surrounding con-
ditions, rather than any theoretical ones, that reflect the Divine will of God in its
relation to men, and that it is these which should determine the sacred acts.”33

This is a flawed understanding of the prophetic hadith, because the
Prophet did use the number “twenty-nine” when describing a lunar
month in multiple authentic hadiths. This is reported by al-Bukhari, Mus-
lim, Abu Dawud, al-Tirmidhi, al-Nisa’i, Ahmad ibn Hanbal, and almost
every book of hadith. I do not know how Hamza Yusuf could miss such
an obvious fact. Of course the Prophet always made things easy for his dis-
ciples and, indeed, for his entire Ummah. While he did use his hands to
illustrate the possible numbers of days in a lunar month, he did not avoid
using numerals like twenty-nine to describe the lunar month. 

Muslim reports the following:
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Jabir ibn ¢Abd Allah narrates that the Prophet separated himself from his wives
for a month. He came out to us on the morning of the twenty-ninth. Some of
the people indicated to him that it was the morning of the twenty-ninth. The
Prophet said, “Certainly, the month consists of twenty-nine [days]. Then the
Prophet folded his both hands three times, twice folding [and opening] all of his
fingers and the third time [opening] only nine.
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Al-Bukhari reports on Anas ibn Malik’s authority that the Prophet said
that the “month certainly consisted of twenty-nine days.”35 Al-Tirmidhi cat-
egorized these specific prophetic hadiths (in which the Prophet categorically
stated that the month consisted of twenty-nine days) as good and authentic:
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Abu ¢Isa stated that this report is ^asan |a^Ï^.”36

If someone were to argue that this prophetic description of the lunar
month with the “common numerals that mathematicians use” did not refer
to Ramadan but to another lunar month, it would not matter, because a
lunar month is still a month. I further state that there are numerous hadiths
in which the Prophet referred to Ramadan and said that the month con-
sisted of twenty-nine days. For instance, Abu Dawud reports: 
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Ibn ¢Umar reported that the Prophet said, “The month is twenty-nine [days].
Therefore, do not fast until you see it [the moon] and do not break the fast until
you see it. Count thirty days if it is obscured from you.

Imam Muslim also narrates the same with a little variation.
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Ibn ¢Umar reported that the Prophet said, “The month consists of twenty-nine
nights. Therefore, do not fast until you see it [the moon] and do not break the fast
until you see it, unless it is cloudy. Count it if it is obscured from you.

Imam al-Nasa’i reports: 
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Ibn ¢Umar reported that the Prophet said, “Certainly, we are an unlettered peo-
ple; we neither write nor calculate. The month is like that and like that and like
that” (three times), until he mentioned twenty-nine.

CCALCULATIONS ARE CONNECTED WITH

MAGIC AND ASTROLOGY

One of the main reasons for these scholars’ rejection of calculations is the
close connection between astronomy and magic, which the Prophet has
forbidden. For instance, Ibn Hajar strictly prohibits the use of calculation
by quoting the prophetic sayings that warn Muslims about the evils of
astrology, such as “Anyone learning any part of astrology is learning a part
of magic.” ¢Umar was quoted as saying, “Learn from astrology whatever
part is helpful in guiding you over the land and ocean and then stop.”
Therefore, any part of astrology other than the directional symbols and
signs is, according to Ibn Hajar, un-Islamic.40

Ibn Taymiyyah, a strong opponent of using astronomical calculations
to confirm or negate Islamic months, argued that they could never lead to
a reliable method of finding the crescent moon, and that he, like al-Jassas,
also claimed that the scholars agreed on this matter. 
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Mainstream scholars of the Shari¢ah agree that using calculations in determining the
new moon is forbidden. Wise astronomers also agree that there is no way to
authentically determine the crescent moon from calculations. That is why expert
astronomers do not use, but reject, calculation. Only a group from the later gener-
ations, out of ignorance, have used it. This is basically changing the dÏn of Allah by
misleading people and following the misguidance of the Jews in this matter.

Here, Ibn Taymiyyah seems to be referring to the Jewish Rabbinical
Council’s decision to adopt astronomical calculations as the authentic
means of confirming the Jewish lunar months. Elsewhere, he expressed his
opposition to such a practice:
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Undoubtedly calculations are rejected by the Sunnah as well as the consensus of
the Companions, for the authentic hadith says … Therefore, the person who
depends upon calculation is a misguided innovator, not only mistaken in matters
of the Shari¢ah but also in matters of logic and astrology. 

CCALCULATIONS ARE INACCURATE

Ibn Taymiyyah also argued that astronomical knowledge was misleading
and a forbidden act in and of itself, because its disadvantages outweighed its
advantages. He quoted several prophetic narrations to denounce astrology.43

He also substantiated his point by a practical encounter that he had had
with the so-called astronomers of his time, from which he concluded that
the methodology of astronomical calculation was based purely upon false-
hood and cheating. 
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This is how the astrologers are! I, by logical arguments, proved the wrong nature
of their profession when I debated with their chiefs in Damascus. One of them told
me that, by God, we concoct a hundred lies so as to be able to produce one truth.

He further contended:
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The arguments against this profession and its prohibition are too many. This is
not a place to go into the details of that. It is sufficient to quote what Muslim
narrated from the Prophet, “If someone asks an astrologer (¢arr¥f ) about some-
thing [unseen], Allah will not accept his prayers for forty days. The term (¢arr¥f )
denotes the magician, the astrologer, and the others.”

This group of scholars suggests several punishments for those who use
astronomy and calculations. For instance, Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Alish
points out that nobody, either the astrologer himself or anyone else, should
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fast according to calculations. It is also forbidden to approve of an astrologer.
Such a person should be given the death penalty without any opportunity
for repentance if he openly propagates the belief that the stars directly influ-
ence human destiny. He should be treated as an apostate if he conceals his
beliefs but argues indirectly about the impact of stars on human life. He
should be asked to repent and, if he refuses to do so, should be put to death.
He will be a sinful believer if he takes the stars as signs indicating events in
the world, yet does believe that the actual power lies with Allah, not with
the stars.46

In the view of Ibn Rushd, astronomers must be disciplined.47 Abu al-
Sadat al-Mubarak ibn Muhammad al-Jazri calls them human devils, for
they base their calculations on mere conjecture, hunches, and anticipation.
He also quotes the hadith mentioned above, which connects the knowl-
edge of astrology with the knowledge of magic.
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Because they are devils of the human race. Some prophetic reports stated that
“whosoever acquired any chapter of astrology other than what Allah permitted
in reality acquired a portion of magic.”

A SUMMARY OF THE CLASSICAL MAJORITY’S
ARGUMENTS AGAINST CALCULATION

This group’s main arguments against the use of calculation as a valid source
of determining the Islamic months can be summarized as follows:

1: As regards confirming or negating the Islamic months, especially that
of Ramadan, the Shari¢ah requires naked-eye sighting for only this can
guarantee certainty. Physical sighting, in their view, seems to be the
goal instead of the means. By sighting, they mean naked-eye sighting.
They further assert the existence of a consensus among all classical
scholars that naked-eye sighting or the completion of thirty days is the
only way of confirmation. They reiterate that the prophetic narrations
calling for estimation or calculation in the case of cloudy weather must
be understood in the light of the narrations that require the comple-
tion of thirty days. That is what they believe the consensus to be. Ibn
Taymiyyah defined the consensus as: 
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Consensus occurs when Muslim scholarship agrees upon a ruling of one of the
Islamic rules. No one is permitted to oppose this consensus because the Ummah
does not agree upon something inherently wrong.

He also argued:
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The reality is that one who contradicts an established consensus in fact commits
an act of disbelief. It is just like rejecting an established religious text.

2: Calculations are hypothetical in nature and mere conjectures. They
can never lead us to an authentic method of determining the begin-
ning or end of the Islamic lunar months. Such classical scholars as Ibn
Taymiyyah and al-Jassas also seem to have claimed agreement among
the jumh‰r about rejecting them altogether. 

3: Following calculations causes hardship for the general public, for its
knowledge is confined to a few individuals mostly living in big cities,
and so on, as argued by al-Nawawi.

4: Dealing with calculations and the movements of celestial bodies is the
profession of magicians and fortune tellers, aspects of divination forbid-
den by the Shari¢ah. The Prophet forbade this by saying:
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Anyone learning any part of astrology is learning a part of magic.

Abu Dawud also narrates that the Prophet prohibited ¢Ali from mix-
ing with astrologers.52

5: The Prophet forbade Muslims to deal with calculations in relation to
Ramadan when he said that they were an unlettered people and that
they neither wrote nor calculated. On the other hand, he told them to
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depend upon naked-eye sighting or complete thirty days. Some of them
contend that the Prophet prohibited calculations because he was aware
that Madinah’s Jewish community was using them to confirm the Jewish
months. In fact, the Jewish calendar was fixed by Rabbi Hillel II in 363
and the city’s Jews had access to it. The Prophet intentionally prevent-
ed the Muslims from imitating them by ending the use of calculations to
confirm the Islamic months. 
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We are an unlettered nation. We neither write nor calculate. The month is this
way and this way. It means that sometimes it is twenty-nine days and sometimes
thirty days.

6: Following astronomical calculations in matters of religion, such as the
months of Ramadan and Shawwal, would nullify the spirit of the acts
of worship like fasting. This contradicts the Prophet’s clear commands,
for he said, “Do not start fasting until you see the moon and do not
stop fasting until you see the moon.” He used both positive and neg-
ative verbal forms (fast by seeing and do not fast until you see it) to
ensure that Muslims understood the significance of naked-eye sighting
and did not follow Jewish practices in their faith and actions. There-
fore, any Muslims who contravene his emphatic commands and start
fasting based upon calculations must compensate for the days observed.

7: The Arabic word for the new moon is hil¥l. The linguistic definition
of this word requires that it deflect light and be shining, not dark.
Shining, then, is connected with human sighting. Therefore, we can-
not start the new month until we see the new moon. 
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CHAPTER 5

WEAKNESS OF THE ARGUMENT FOR
IKM®L (COMPLETING THIRTY DAYS)

So far we have analyzed the arguments based upon the Qur’an, Sunnah, and
the linguistic implications of the word al-hil¥l. Now, we will turn to the
rest of the main arguments of those classical scholars who require naked-eye
sighting.

Completing thirty days if the weather is cloudy is the generally agreed-
upon position among the majority of classical scholars. Again, however, it is
not the only categorical stance accepted by the Ummah, for various leading
authorities (e.g., Ibn ¢Umar and Ahmad ibn Hanbal) are reported to have
started the Ramadan fast after 29 Sha¢ban if it was cloudy on the evening of
29 Sha¢ban and thirty days had not been completed, as required by most of
the prophetic narrations that include the phrase:

.�NJN .�=�U I�� 
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Complete counting thirty days of Sha¢ban if it is obscured [from your eyes].

Ironically Ibn ¢Umar is the original narrator of most of these prophetic
reports. In reality, the picture appears to be quite different when we discuss
and analyze them in detail. In the following pages I will try to analyze some
of them to prove that no such consensus exists, even on the rules governing
the completion of the month. Several of the difficulties arising from these
hadiths concerning completion can be appreciated only when we study these
reports in depth and compare their final parts with one another. 
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The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on
sighting it. Complete thirty days of Sha¢ban if it is cloudy.”
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The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on
sighting it. Count thirty days if the month is concealed from you [the sky being
cloudy].”

Although the beginning of these reports is quite consistent in almost all
of the hadiths, the part concerning completion varies. It seems that in this
particular part the reporters are somehow explaining something, rather than
just reporting the Prophet’s exact words. Some of these reports are not as
authentic as they seem to be. 

In the two hadiths quoted above, it is important to note that both al-
Bukhari and Muslim narrate from Abu Hurayrah through Muhammad ibn
Ziyad. The first part of the hadith is the same in both narrations, but the
ending is different in each. Al-Bukhari narrates: 

Fa in ghubbiya ¢alaykum, fa akmilu ¢iddata Sha¢b¥na thal¥thÏn.
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Whereas Muslim narrates: 

Fa in ghummiya alaykum al-shahru, fa ¢uddu thal¥thÏn.
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The verb used by al-Bukhari is KS��� Z=F< *+ “ghubbiya ¢alaykum” (obscured
from you); Muslim used a slightly different construction, “ghummiya ¢alay-
kum al-shahru” �B!	
+ ) , KS��� Z�F+ + )' ' ' * + (if the month is obscured from you). In addi-
tion, al-Bukhari narrated “fa akmilu ¢iddata Sh¥¢b¥na thal¥thÏn” .�=�U I�� 
���C\^' ' ' , (
�NJN (complete counting thirty days of Sha¢ban); Muslim narrated “fa ¢uddu
thal¥thÏn” (�NJN 
���^)' ( ' ' V +' (“then count thirty”), without using al-Bukhari’s phrase
(“then complete thirty days of Sha¢ban”). Moreover, some of these narrations
require the completion thirty days of Sha¢ban only; the others require it for
Ramadan as well.

Ahmad ibn Hanbal has reported a number of these narrations:
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The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on
sighting it. Complete thirty days [of Sha¢ban] if the clouds come between you
and the moon. And do not start the month ahead of time.” Hatim said that it
meant “counting thirty days of Sha¢ban.”

Here, Hatim seems to be giving his interpretation of the hadith as well.
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Start fasting on sighting it and break the fast on sighting it. Complete the counting
if the cloud covers it and the month is twenty-nine days, that is, it is incomplete.

Interestingly, both narrations are from Ibn ¢Abbas. Ahmad ibn Hanbal
used the same chain through Simak and ¢Ikrimah; however, the narrations’
endings are quite different. In the first one, the ending is:
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If the clouds come between you and the moon, then complete counting thirty
[days] and do not start the month ahead of time.

While in the second narration the ending is: 
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Complete the counting if the clouds cover it and the month is twenty-nine days,
that is, it is incomplete.

In both of these narrations, the narrator is explaining the idea with the
word E�/ – “it means.”
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Fast on sighting it [the new moon], and break the fast on sighting it. Count thirty
days if the month is concealed from you [the sky being cloudy].
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Fast on sighting it [the new moon], and break the fast on sighting it. Complete
thirty days [of Sha¢ban] if it is cloudy.
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Fast on sighting it [the new moon], and break the fast on sighting it. If it is
cloudy, count thirty days.

Ahmad ibn Hanbal quotes these three narrations from Abu Hurayrah:
two through Muhammad ibn Ziyad and one through ¢Ata’. Interestingly
enough, their endings also differ from those reported by al-Bukhari, who
also uses narration from Abu Hurayrah through Muhammad ibn Ziyad.
Al-Bukhari’s version is: 

Fa in ghubbiya ¢alaykum, fa akmilu ¢iddata Sha¢b¥na thal¥thÏn.

�NJN .�=�U I�� 
���C\^ KS��� Z=F ._^' ' ' , ( < * +
9.

The verb is “ghubbiya” instead of “ghumma” and it is “akmilu ¢idda-
ta Sha¢b¥n thal¥thÏn” instead of Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s rendering of “akmilu
al-¢iddata thal¥thÏn” or “fa ¢uddu thal¥thÏn.”

Furthermore, in Ahmad ibn Hanbal, the three narrations from Abu
Hurayrah show a little more variation. In the first two, the phrase 
���C\^
�NJN I��	
 (“fa akmilu”) is common to both. However, the first one says ._^
�B!	
 KS��� KF (“fa in ghumma ¢alaykum al-shahr”); the second one says only
KS��� KF ._^ (“fa in ghumma ¢alaykum”). The difference between the second
and the third report is that the second one says �NJN I��	
 
���C\^ (“fa akmilu
al-¢iddata thal¥thÏn”), whereas the third one says �NJN 
���^ (“fa ¢uddu thal¥t-
hin”). But both of them use �KS��� KF ._^ (“fa in ghumma ¢alaykum”).
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The Prophet said, “Do not fast until you see the crescent [moon] and do not
break the fast until you see the crescent [moon].” And he said, “Fast on seeing it
and break the fast on seeing it. If there is confusion, then count thirty days.”
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Shu¢bah said: “To the best of my knowledge, he said, ‘Do not fast until you see
the [new] moon and do not break the fast until you see the [new] moon.’” 

Shu¢bah’s comments at the end are not clear when he says “he said.”
To whom does “he” refer – the Prophet, Muhammad ibn Ziyad, or Abu
Hurayrah? 

Shu¢bah’s statement “to the best of my knowledge” and his emphsis
upon the first portion of the hadith “Do not fast until you see the [new]
moon and do not break the fast until you see the [new] moon,” also clearly
indicates that perhaps he is aware of such differences in the endings of vari-
ous narrations. There seems to be agreement on their beginning, both the
positive and negative renderings; however, the endings are somewhat prob-
lematic in that they vary from one narration to another. In addition, most of
them do not agree with al-Bukhari’s rendering but, to a greater extent, with
that of Muslim. 

The following narrations present additional variations in the text of
these reports. 
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The Prophet said, “Do not start the month – meaning Ramadan (ya¢nÏ Rama-
\¥n) – a day or two ahead of time [unless it coincides with one’s routinely
observed days of fasting]. Observe the fast on sighting it [the new moon] and
break the fast on sighting it. Count thirty days if it is cloudy, then break the fast.”

The use of .���� E�/ (“ya¢nÏ Rama\¥n”) in this narration indicates that the
narrator is explaining something or giving his personal understanding of the
issue and that it is not just confined to transmitting the original text.
Moreover, this narration adds that Ramadan should also be counted as thirty
days, which is not mentioned in the narrations discussed earlier.
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On the authority of Qays ibn Talq, who reported that his father said, “The
Prophet said, ‘Truly, Allah has made these new moons as signs to mark fixed peri-
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ods of time for [the affairs of] people. Fast sighting it and break the fast on sight-
ing it, and complete the number [of thirty days] if it is cloudy.’” 
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Abu Hurayrah reported that the Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon]
and break the fast on sighting it. Complete thirty days [of Sha¢ban] if it is cloudy.”
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¢Abd al-Rahman ibn Zayd ibn al-Khattab gave a khutbah on the day of doubt
and said, “I sat with the Companions of the Prophet and asked them, and they
told me that the Prophet said, ‘Fast on sighting it, and break the fast on sighting
it. If you are in doubt, then complete [atimmu] the thirty [days of Sha¢ban] if it
is cloudy. But if two Muslim witnesses testify [that they saw the new moon], then
fast or break your fast accordingly.’”

Several additional points are discussed in this narration. It addresses the
issue of fasting on the day of doubt and uses �� 
�S!M .7�. Instead of akmilu
or ¢uddu, it uses atimmu. Finally, it clearly addresses the fiqhÏ discussion of
whether the month is confirmed by the witness of one or two Muslims and
sides with those jurists who accept the sighting of two witnesses rather than
one, as is the opinion of Imam Malik. ¢Abd al-Rahman ibn Zayd ibn
al-Khattab does not mention the names of the Companions from whom
he is narrating. He only reports that he heard it from some of them who
had narrated it to him. 
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Muhammad ibn Ziyad narrated that he heard Abu Hurayrah saying, “I heard Abu
al-Qasim [that is, the Prophet – peace and blessings be upon him] saying, ‘Fast
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on sighting the new moon [al-hil¥l ], and break your fast on sighting it, and count
thirty [days] if it is cloudy [ghumma ¢alaykum].’”

It is significant that although Muhammad ibn Ziyad narrates it from
Abu Hurayrah, the same chain previously discussed in al-Bukhari’s narra-
tion, the text is not exactly the same. It adds �J�
 before :�/`�	, uses KS��� KF
instead of KS��� Z=F< * +, and finally, uses �NJN 
���^V + instead of al-Bukhari’s version:
�NJN .�=�U I�� 
���C\^' ' ' , ( . It also differs from Muslim’s narration in that it puts �J�

before :�/`�	, a word that does not occur in Muslim’s narration. The second
is that it uses KS��� KF instead of Muslim’s �B!	
 KS��� Z�F+ ) , + + )' ' ' * +.
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Al-Hasan reported from Abu Bakr that the Prophet explained what he meant
(ya¢nÏ), “Fast on sighting the new moon [al-hil¥l ] and break your fast on sight-
ing it, and complete the number [of thirty days] if it is cloudy. The month is thus
and thus [that is, it is either 29 or 30 days],” and he [the Prophet] indicated [this]
with his fingers.

The use of E�/ (“which means”) in this case indicates that the narration
is not the exact transmission of the original statement, but a somewhat
modified version. It also adds “wa al-shahru h¥kath¥, wa h¥kath¥, wa
h¥kath¥, wa ¢aqad” (���� �
%S&� �
%S&� 
%S& �B!	
�).
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Abu Hurayrah reported that the Prophet said, “None of you should fast a day or
two before Ramadan unless it coincides with a day that a person customarily fasts.
Fast when you see the new moon and break it when you see it. If cloud obscures
it, then complete the thirty days [of Ramadan], then break your fast.”
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This report emphasizes completing the thirty days of Ramadan, rather
than of Sha¢ban, as is the case with the majority of narrations already men-
tioned. It also deals with the question of whether to fast on the day of doubt.
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Qutaybah narrated from Abu al-Ahwas, from Simak ibn Harb, who reported that
¢Abd Allah ibn ¢Abbas said: “The Prophet said, ‘Do not fast immediately before
Ramadan. Start the fast with the sighting of the new moon and break your fast
on sighting it. If the sky is overcast, then complete thirty days.’”
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Simak ibn Harb reported: “I woke up one day feeling confused about whether
the day was [the last] day of Sha¢ban or [the first of] Ramadan, so I started the
day fasting. Then I went to ¢Ikrimah and saw him eating bread and herbs. He
said, ‘Come and have lunch with me,’ so I told him I was fasting. Thereupon he
said, ‘I swear by Allah that you must break your fast.’ When I saw him swearing
without making any exception, I went forward and asked about his proof. He
said, ‘Ibn ¢Abbas reported that the Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new
moon], and break your fast on sighting it. Complete thirty days if it is cloudy,
and do not immediately fast before the month [of Ramadan] starts”.’” 
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On the authority of Hudhayfah, who reported that the Prophet said, “Do not fast
a day or two before Ramadan until you see the new moon or complete thirty
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days [of Sha¢ban]. Then fast until you see the [new] moon [of Shawwal] or com-
plete thirty days.” Abu Dawud adds: “This hadith has been narrated by Sufyan
and others on the authority of Mansur, who reported it from Rabi¢i from a
Companion of the Prophet and he did not name Hudhayfah.” 

It is clear from the above narrations that various other alterations were
made to the narration of the same Companion from the same chain. All of
these narrations agree upon the positive or negative formula of 
��� L̂� :�/`�	 
���]( ' (
:�/`�	(( ; however, they differ markedly in the other aspects of the narration. Some
of the narrators are not even sure of the Companions’ name, or at least they
do not mention some of their names, as in the report from Hudhayfah, for
instance, in the above narration by al-Darimi.
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Rabi¢i ibn Jarrash reported on the authority of Hudhayfah, who narrated that the
Prophet said, “Do not fast immediately before the month [of Ramadan] until you
see the new moon or complete the number [of thirty days of Sha¢ban]. Then fast
until you see the new moon or complete the thirty days.”
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Ibn ¢Abbas reported that the Prophet said, “Do not fast a day or two before the
month [of Ramadan] unless it is a day on which a person customarily fasts. And
do not fast until you see the new moon. Then fast until you see it. But if a cloud
obscures it, then complete the number of thirty days, then break your fast, then
break your fast – the month has twenty-nine days.”

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
VARIATIONS IN TRANSMISSION 

I have included most of the reports narrated in the books of hadith regard-
ing this question to show the variety as well as the level of variance among
them. It is clear from the hadiths quoted above that there is almost unan-
imous agreement on the beginning: “Fast on sighting it and break your fast
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on sighting it, �(:�/`�	 
���^L� :�/`�	 
���])(( ( ' ( . But their endings vary considerably,
even those from the same original narrator or the same chain. Therefore,
as Ahmad Shafat points out, it is possible that the “amount of variation in
language shows that the transmitters of the hadith are describing an idea
freely in their own words rather than attempting to transmit the hadith
with faithfulness to the original words.”23

Completing thirty days of Sha¢ban or of Ramadan in the case of obscur-
ity is the adopted opinion of the majority of jurists (al-jumh‰r). In their
view, there are only two methods of confirming the Islamic month: naked-
eye sighting or completion. It is useful to note here that there is almost
unanimous agreement on the part of the hadiths referring to the sighting of
the moon (in positive as well as in frequently negative terms). The only part
that presents a wide range of variations is that referring to completion, as
seen above. However, these are exactly the same parts upon which most
scholars base their arguments for explaining away the more authentic ren-
dering from Ibn ¢Umar – “faqduru lahu,” as will be discussed below. They
contend that the meaning of :	 
�����^ KS��� KF ._^+' + + ) ' ) + )' ' , + ) (' “fa in ghumma ¢alaykum
faqduru lahu” in Ibn ¢Umar’s narration is “complete thirty days and do not
follow counting or calculations,” as the literal meaning of the narration
apparently demands. Al-Nawawi contends: 
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“The majority (al-jumh‰r) has derived from the clear and authentic prophetic
narrations quoted above that completing thirty days and counting thirty days [are
the same]. The explaining phrase (I��4�� ' * ' +) “complete thirty days” explains away
the general phrase ([����	
'' ) + ) ) “then count or estimate it.”

Additionally, there is no consensus among the jurists even on this
interpretation of :	 
�����^+' + + ) ' “faqduru lahu,” for Ahmad ibn Hanbal argues that
this particular prophetic phrase means “shorten the month.”
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“Calculate (estimate) it if it is obscured from you.” Ahmad ibn Hanbal along with
a minority group said that it meant restricting it and considering (the moon)
under the clouds.
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Al-Nawawi himself reports that Ahmad ibn Hanbal and a few others say
that the meaning is not to complete thirty days, but “restrict it or shorten the
month by considering the moon behind the clouds.” That is why the later
contends that fasting should be observed the next day, the day after 29
Sha¢ban, if, owing to obscurity, the new moon is not sighted on that partic-
ular evening. Abu Dawud reports that this was the opinion and practice of
Ibn ¢Umar. 
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Ibn ¢Umar narrates that the Prophet said, “The month is twenty-nine [days], there-
fore do not start fasting until you see it and do not break the fast until you see it.
Count thirty days if it is cloudy.” He [Nafi¢, the narrator from Ibn ¢Umar] said that
Ibn ¢Umar used to ask people to look for the [new] moon for him on 29 Sha¢ban.
If the moon was seen, then well and good. He would not fast if it was not seen and
it was not cloudy or rainy. If [on 29 Sha¢ban] it was cloudy or rainy weather, he
would start fasting [the next day]. He [Nafi¢] also said that Ibn ¢Umar used to break
the fast with the people and not depend upon these calculations [his counting]. 

Al-Bayhaqi also reports the same: 
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Ibn ¢Umar reported that the Prophet said, “Truly, the month consists of twenty-
nine days. So do not fast until you see it, do not break your fast until you see it,
and estimate it if it is cloudy.”

��� .��!�� ��M .�=�U >� G�� 
97 ��� >5
 .�C :�^�� ��� :��/L >� :�/
�� � ��? �
�' ( + ' � ) ( ' ' ' ' ' ' + + ' � ' ' (
��T .7� �
��4� ;=]L I��� 6� ���@ ���
� .�� "�/ �� �/ � .7� �H
�^ Z5� ._^ :	' - ( ) + ' ' ) � ''' � ( ( ' ) ' ' ) + ) + ' ' + ) ' ' ) + ) +'

.���<
 
%B5 %�\/ 6� X�
	
 �� ��4/ .�C� ���6�] ;=]L I��� �L ���@ ���
� .��( ' ' ( + + )' ( ' + ( ) + ' - ' ' ) � ''' � ( ( ' ) ' ' ) +
28

116 Zulfiqar Ali Shah



Hammad added in his report from Ayyub that Naf¢i said Ibn ¢Umar used to
ask people to look for the [new] moon for him on 29 Sha¢ban. If it was seen,
then well and good. He would not fast if it was not seen and it was not cloudy
or rainy. If [on 29 Sha¢ban] it was cloudy or rainy weather, he would start
fasting [the next day]. He [Naf¢i] also said that Ibn ¢Umar used to break the
fast with the people and not depend upon these calculations [his counting]. 

This narration is important from a number of perspectives. First, it is
quoted to prove that Ibn ¢Umar did not rely on calculations. It seems that
some of the jurists have explained the sentence “wa l¥ ya’khuthu bih¥th¥
al-^is¥b” (he did not depend upon these calculations) ���<
 
%B5 %�\/ 6�( ' ' ( + + )' to
mean that Ibn ¢Umar did not follow calculations. This interpretation is
incorrect, for al-Azimabadi clearly shows that he used to break the fast with
the rest of the Muslims and not worry about his calculations of the day upon
which he had started his fast. If Ramadan was twenty-nine days, then his
starting day would be the thirtieth day for him. If Ramadan turned out to
be thirty days, then he would consider his first day as supplementary fasting
for Sha¢ban. This is the correct interpretation of the phrase.

Second, this is Ibn ¢Umar’s only narration on the subject of our dis-
cussion that includes �NJN :	 
�����^' ( ' ' +' + + ) ' (then count or estimate it as thirty days).
Later, we will see that this is the only narration from him that requires
counting thirty days in the case of cloudy weather. All of the other reports
confine themselves to :	 
�����^+' + + ) ' “faqduru lahu” (restrict it, calculate it) and
are explained by the jumh‰r in light of this oddly attached report. This nar-
ration even contradicts itself, for Ibn ¢Umar’s action is posted against his own
narration that states “complete thirty days if it is cloudy.” He started fast-
ing after completing only twenty-nine days of Sha¢ban when there was an
obscurity on the horizon. 

Ibn Qudamah argues that Ibn ¢Umar has explained the true meanings
of the hadith by his own action and that must be taken as incumbent, for
he is the original reporter of the hadith requiring Muslims to estimate in
the case of cloudy weather and complete thirty days.
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The meaning of “calculate it” is to restrict the counting of it. Allah has said in the
Qur’an: “the one whose sustenance was restricted,” meaning reduced or shortened.
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[There is] also His statement that “it is Allah who increases the sustenance for those
whom He likes and reduces [it] for those whom He dislikes.” Shortening or reduc-
ing in the case of cloudy weather will mean to make Sha¢ban twenty-nine days. Ibn
¢Umar has explained the meaning of the hadith by his practice. He is the original
narrator of this report and is better equipped to understand its true meaning.
Therefore, it is obligatory to return to his explanation.
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Abu Muhammad ibn Hazm said, “This is Ibn ¢Umar, who himself narrated that
fasting was not permitted until the new moon was sighted, then he himself does
what we have just mentioned.” 

Was Ibn ¢Umar contravening the Prophet’s command, which he
himself narrated, by fasting on the day after 29 Sha¢ban in the case of
obscurities? It is reported that many Companions and Successors fasted in
the case of obscurities so as not to miss a day of Ramadan. Ibn Qudamah
reports:
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If any obscurity such as a cloud or rain comes between the new moon and its
sighting, then fasting is obligatory. This day will be accepted if it was the first day
of Ramadan. There are contradictory reports from Ahmad about this issue. The
report that is transmitted by al-Kharqi from Imam Ahmad is accepted by the
majority of the teachers of our scholarship. That is also the preferred opinion of
Caliph ¢Umar and his son [¢Abd Allah], ¢Umar ibn al-¢As, Abu Hurayrah, Anas,
Mu¢awiyah, ¢A’ishah, Asma’ (the two daughters of Abu Bakr). The same opin-
ion was held by Bakr ibn ¢Abd Allah, Abu ¢Uthman al-Nahdi, Ibn abi Maryam,
Mutarraf, Maymun ibn Mehran, Tawus, and Mujahid.

Al-Nawawi reports that Ahmad ibn Hanbal requires the starting of
Ramadan if the new moon has not been sighted owing to obscurities on
29 Sha¢ban. That has been the opinion of eight known Companions and
seven of the Successors, including ¢Umar and his son Ibn ¢Umar.32 Al-
Azimabadi states: 
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Its meanings have been narrated from Abu Hurayrah and Ibn ¢Abbas. ¢A’ishah
and Asma’, Abu Bakr’s two daughters, used to fast this day. ¢A’ishah used to say,
“It is better for me to fast a day of Sha¢ban than miss a day of Ramadan.” ¢Abd
Allah ibn ¢Umar used to fast on the day of doubt if there were obscurities on the
horizon, such as clouds or rain. He would not fast if the horizon was free of
obscurities and the people were unable to sight the moon. Ahmad’s opinion is
the same.

Some scholars have argued that Ibn ¢Umar and others used to fast on
the day of doubt with the intention of engaging in supplementary fasting,
and thereforoe not considering it as a day of Ramadan. This interpretation
is also incorrect, as Ahmad ibn Hanbal clearly reports:
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It is obligatory to fast that day as the first day of Ramadan.

The “day of doubt” is defined by al-¢Ayni as:
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The “day of doubt” is the day when people talk about sighting the [new] moon,
yet its sighting is not confirmed. For instance, it was reported by only one wit-
ness and his report was denied, or two untrustworthy individuals reported [it] and
their statement was rejected.

Third, the report establishes that the original narrator, Ibn ¢Umar, did not
accept the explanatory note as “complete thirty days,” for he contravened it
and fasted after 29 Sha¢ban in the case of obscurities. How can anyone assert
that there is a consensus among the jumh‰r that “complete thirty days” is the
true meaning of “count it?” In fact, there was no consensus even among the
Companions or their Successors that “complete thirty days” explains “count
or estimate it.” Had it been an accepted norm, as al-Nawawi and many oth-
ers contend, then Ibn ¢Umar, ¢A’ishah, Asma’, Imam Ahmad, and many oth-
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ers would have not violated it by fasting after 29 Sha¢ban in the case of cloudy
weather. 

Fourth, the practice of Ibn ¢Umar and Ahmad of fasting on the cloudy
twenty-ninth day without having physically sighted the new moon refutes the
argument of the majority (jumh‰r) that either naked-eye sighting or complet-
ing thirty days is the only prescribed method for confirming all of the Islamic
months, including Ramadan. Ibn ¢Umar or Ahmad ibn Hanbal started Ram-
adan by counting the twenty-nine days of Sha¢ban. This method of confirm-
ing the month, when it is cloudy, on 29 Sha¢ban is not naked-eye sighting or
completion, but “counting the days.” 

Fifth, al-Bukhari, Muslim, and others record a hadith that the Prophet
himself started or ended the month without resorting to naked-eye sighting
or completing thirty days. 
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Umm Salamah narrates that once the Prophet took an oath not to see his wives
for a month. When the twenty-nine days had passed, he came to them. He was
told: “You took an oath not to enter the home for a month.” He said, “The
month consists of twenty-nine days.” 

The Prophet just counted the days and completed his month or started
the new month without seeing the new moon. He did not say that he had
seen it, and none of his wives asked him if he had seen it. The hadith does
not say that it was cloudy that evening, and the Prophet clearly did not com-
plete the thirty days. Imam al-Bukhari narrates the same report from a differ-
ent narrator, Anas ibn Malik,37 and al-Tirmidhi has authenticated it.38 It seems
that the Prophet determined the month just by counting twenty-nine days. 

By now, it should be sufficiently clear that the assertion that the entire
Ummah or all jurists have reached a consensus that Islamic lunar months
cannot be determined without naked-eye sighting or completion is both
inauthentic and untrue, for many instances of practical exceptions to this
rule are substantiated by the points already discussed. Moreover, both
interpretations of “completing the thirty days of Sha¢ban and Ramadan in
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the case of cloudy weather” (the jumh‰r’s opinion) or “starting Ramadan
after 29 Sha¢ban when the horizon is obscured” (as Ibn ¢Umar and Ahmad
contend), could lead to several practical difficulties, such as potentially
observing Ramadan for either twenty-eight or thirty-one days.

SOME VERY PRACTICAL CHALLENGES 

Shafat Ahmad, who has analyzed these difficulties thoroughly, contends: 

The words fa aqduru l¥hu were meant to say what they say: estimate the duration.
The actual method of estimation was left unspecified, since that would depend on
the available information and analytical tools, which can change from place to place
and time to time. However, people tried to make the phrase more specific and
establish a simple rule applicable in all situations. One simple way to do that would
be to give to the month a particular number of days in case of obscurity – 29 or
30. This raises the question of whether the same number will apply to both Sha¢ban
and Ramadan. The following four answers were possible depending on whether in
case of obscurity both Sha¢ban and Ramadan are taken to consist of 29 days or 30
days or one of them is taken to consist of 29 days and the other of 30 days:

a) If there is obscurity on the 29th of Sha¢ban, take that month to be 30 days and
the same is true of Ramadan. 

In this case, you would never fast more than 30 days but sometimes you will fast
only 28 days. For, suppose that both Sha¢ban and Ramadan are 29 days but it is
cloudy on 29th of Sha¢ban and clear on 29th of Ramadan. You will count Sha¢ban
as 30 days and in this way miss one day of Ramadan. But if the sky is clear on the
29th of Ramadan you will be able to see the hil¥l of Ramadan and therefore end
fasting, even though you fasted only for 28 days. In places like the Caribbean
islands, Trinidad, and Guyana where it is cloudy very often this process could lead
even to less than 28 days of fasting.

b) If there is obscurity on the 29th of Sha¢ban, take that month to be 29 days and
the same is true of Ramadan. 

In this case, you would never fast for less than 29 days but sometimes you would
fast 31 or more days or have ¢Id al-Fitr in Ramadan. For suppose that both Sha¢ban
and Ramadan are 30 days and it is cloudy on 29th of Sha¢ban and clear on the
29th of Ramadan. By the rule of restricting the month to 29 days in case of obscu-
rity, you will count Sha¢ban as 29 days and thus fast on the last day of Sha¢ban, but
since the sky is clear on the 29th of Ramadan you will know that Ramadan has
not ended. So you will fast 30 days of Ramadan and one day of Sha¢ban, a total
of 31 days. In case it is cloudy for several months leading to Ramadan you will
need to fast even more than 31 days.

c) If there is obscurity on the 29th of Sha¢ban, take that month to be 30 days but
if there is obscurity on the 29th of Ramadan take it to be 29 days. 
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In this case you will never fast for more than 30 days but sometimes you will fast
28 days.

d) If there is obscurity on the 29th of Sha¢ban, take that month to be 29 days but
if there is obscurity on the 29th of Ramadan take it to be 30 days. 

In this case you will never fast for less than 29 days but sometimes you will fast
31 days.39

He makes a significant observation in his conclusion:

Today we all assume (a), that is, in case of obscurity we should take the month as
of 30 days whether it is Sha¢ban or Ramadan. It would therefore surprise some
readers to hear that all of the above views have been held by Muslims. Indeed, the
differences in the various narrations of the hadith about starting/ending Ramadan
can be explained as attempts to reflect these interpretations.”40

WEAKNESS OF THE IJMA¢
(CONSENSUS) ARGUMENT

Despite this overwhelming majority’s total rejection of calculations, there
have always been voices of dissent among the three schools of thought,
except for the Hanbali (as will be seen below). So the Hanafi, Maliki, and
Shafi¢i authorities have argued against the total rejection of calculations to
establish the beginning of Ramadan and other events. Only the Hanbalis,
especially in the classical period, seem to have reached a kind of consensus
on this issue.

A tiny minority of earlier jurists, not to mention an ever-increasing
number of contemporary jurists, disagree with such a complete dismissal.
They, in opposition to the established opinion, argue that calculations are
a definitive way of knowing the movements of celestial bodies and more
reliable than just naked-eye sighting. Stating that neither the Qur’an nor
the Sunnah clearly prohibit the use of calculations in matters of religion,
they in fact find support for their arguments both in these two sources and
in scientifically logical arguments. 

There are three main groups among these scholars. The first one
accepts calculations only in negating the beginning or end of the month.
In other words, if the calculations prove that the new moon cannot be
sighted, cannot have been born, and so on, then they reject all claims of
naked-eye sighting, even if the witnesses are trustworthy righteous Mus-
lims. This ancient trend can be traced back all the way to al-Subki’s times.
Even some of the contemporary scholars, who otherwise despise calcula-
tions, wittingly or unwittingly subscribe to this trend.
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The second trend championed by Mutarrif ibn Abd ¢Allah, ¢Umar ibn
Surayj, and al-Subki permitted the use of calculations in the case of obscu-
rities. The third group accepts calculations in establishing the beginning
of the month and also in negating or dismissing of any naked-eye sight-
ing claims if the calculations prove otherwise. This means that Ramadan
and other Islamic months can be confirmed or negated solely based on
calculations. This is a recent phenomenon among such contemporary
scholars as Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi, Ahmad M. Shakir, Mustafa
al-Zarqa, ¢Ali al-Tantawi, Sharaf al-Quda, and many others. Therefore,
the claims of ijma¢ (consensus) that naked-eye sighting or completion are
the only two methods accepted by the entire Ummah are not based upon
historical fact.

Moreover, there is no consensus among the majority (al-jumh‰r) about
the exact nature of naked-eye sighting, whether it is established by the
sighting of one or more witnesses or a multitude of people. There also exist
numerous opinions about the criteria and characteristics of these witnesses:
whether they are male or female, slave or free. Nor is there any consensus
on the number of witnesses needed to confirm Ramadan and Shawwal.41

For instance, Hanafi jurists require the sighting to be witnessed by a large
number of individuals when the horizon is free from obscurities. They
accept the witness of one trustworthy Muslim if the sky is cloudy only to
confirm Ramadan.42

Maliki jurists require many witnesses when the horizon is free from
obscurities (e.g., such as cloud, dust or fog) and two or more trustworthy
Muslims if it is cloudy. Unlike Hanafi jurists, they do not accept one wit-
ness to confirm Ramadan or Shawwal. Shafi¢is jurists accept one trustwor-
thy Muslim’s witness in both cases, whether for Ramadan or Shawwal.
Hanbali jurists accept one trustworthy witness in confirming the month of
Ramadan, but require two witnesses for Shawwal.43

Space does not permit me to go into the details of the issues connected
with the methodology of sighting. It is sufficient to note that despite appar-
ent claims of consensus about the naked-eye sighting being the only way to
confirm the month before 30 Sha¢ban, there is a marked difference among
jurists in the details related to the same subject. Therefore, naked-eye sight-
ing cannot be called a categorically absolute rule, even where there is no dif-
ference of opinion. The best description is that it is a ·annÏ (presumptive)
instead of a qa~¢Ï (categorical) matter according to the Shari¢ah. The Shari¢ah
definitely prefers the categorical over the presumptive.
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Rashid Rida observes:
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The agreed-upon legal (shar¢Ï ) rules require one to prefer categorical knowledge
over probable [knowledge]. It is not permitted to apply probable [knowledge] in
the presence of categorical knowledge. It is not allowed for a person who can
attain precise knowledge of the Ka¢bah’s direction by actually sighting it to go by
[a] mere estimated direction and probability.

WWEAKNESS OF THE JEWISH ARGUMENT

One of the main reasons for rejecting a calculation-based calendar, in the
view of many Muslim jurists, is to oppose the Jews’ adoption of such a cal-
endar. Many classical and modern Islamic scholars quote the prophetic nar-
ration that encourages Muslims not to imitate them, but rather to oppose
them in many of their religious customs and rituals. The Jewish community
had reportedly adopted the calculated calendar since the fourth century AC.
Therefore, scholars like Ibn Taymiyyah and many others argue that accept-
ing astronomical calculations as the basis of the Islamic calendar would mean
imitating the Jews in their innovation and misguidance. Modern jurists,
among them Abdullah Saleem,45 contend that the Prophet was aware of this
innovation and specifically ordered the Muslims not to follow that path:
“We are an unlettered nation. We neither write nor calculate.” This was a
direct reference to the Jewish calendar and calculations.

It is useful here to analyze and discuss briefly the Jewish calendar and
its history to dispel the misconception that using calculations to confirm
the Islamic months would constitute a sharp deviation from the prophetic
Sunnah and an imitation of the Jews in their changing the religion of Allah.

The Biblical month is a lunar month (Exodus 12:2). The Hebrews had
followed the moon’s movements to determine their months and festivals
since Antiquity. The earlier Temple had required human witnesses to phys-
ically sight the moon in order to confirm the new month. If no witness was
brought on its twenty-ninth day, the month, upon its completion of thirty
days, was declared complete. The Talmud states: 

The commencement of the month was dated from the time when the earliest vis-
ible appearance of the new moon was reported to the Sanhedrin. If this hap-
pened on the 30th day of the current month, that month was considered to have
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ended on the preceding 29th day, and was called deficient. But if no announce-
ment was made on the 30th day, that day was reckoned to the current month,
which was then called full, and the ensuing day was considered the first of the
next month.46

The Mishna and the Talmud, the Jewish jurisprudential sources,
emphasize the rule of naked-eye sighting:

But if it is always defective, why should they profane it? Because it is a religious
duty to sanctify [the New Moon] on the strength of actual observation.
According to another version, R. Nahman said: We also have learnt: ‘For the
fixing of two New Moons the Sabbath may be profaned, for those of Nisan and
of Tishri’. Now if you say that the Adar which precedes Nisan is always defec-
tive, there is no difficulty; the reason why the Sabbath may be profaned is
because it is a religious duty to sanctify [the New Moon] on the strength of actu-
al observation. But if you say that it is sometimes full and sometimes defective,
why should [the Sabbath] be profaned? Let us prolong [the month] today and
sanctify [the New Moon] tomorrow? If the thirtieth day happens to be on
Sabbath, that is actually what we do. Here, however, we are dealing with the
case where the thirty-first day happens to fall on the Sabbath [and we allow the
Sabbath to be profaned because] it is a religious duty to sanctify on the strength
of actual observation.”47

According to Jewish law, the Sabbath is so sacred that profaning it car-
ries the death penalty. The Bible reports: 

And the Lord spake unto Moses, saying, “Speak thou also unto the children of
Israel, saying, ‘Verily my sabbaths ye shall keep: for it is a sign between me and
you throughout your generations; that ye may know that I am the Lord that doth
sanctify you. Ye shall keep the sabbath therefore; for it is holy unto you: every
one that defileth it shall surely be put to death: for whosoever doeth any work
therein, that soul shall be cut off from among his people. Six days may work be
done; but in the seventh is the sabbath of rest… whosoever doeth any work in
the sabbath day, he shall surely be put to death. Wherefore the children of Israel
shall keep the sabbath, to observe the sabbath throughout their generations, for a
perpetual covenant. It is a sign between me and the children of Israel for ever:
for in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested,
and was refreshed.’” (Exodus 31:12–17) 

Yet it could be violated in order to witness the new moon’s actual
sighting. There was even a special Jewish rabbinical court  that used to ver-
ify these witnesses and announce the new month’s beginning. Rabbi
Gamaliel II (80–116 AC) used to receive the reports of the witnesses in per-
son. Afterwards, the rabbis started to use calculations to negate the months.
The later portion of Talmud reports:
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When R. Zera went up [to Palestine], he sent back word to them [in Babylon]:
It is necessary that there should be [on New Moon] a night and a day of the new
moon. This is what Abba the father of R. Simlai meant: “We calculate [accord-
ing to] the new moon’s birth. If it is born before midday, then certainly it will
have been seen shortly before sunset. If it was not born before midday, certainly
it will not have been seen shortly before sunset.’ What is the practical value of
this remark? — R. Ashi said: ‘To [help us in] confuting the witnesses.’ R. Zera
said in the name of R. Nahman: ‘The moon is invisible for twenty-four hours
[round about new moon]. For us [in Babylon] six of these belong to the old
moon and eighteen to the new; for them [in Palestine] six to the new and eight-
een to the old.’ What is the practical value of this remark? – R. Ashi said: ‘To
confute the witnesses.’”48 [Editor’s Note: “R.” signifies “Rabbi.”]

Rashi, the famous classical Jewish authority on Biblical and Talmudic
exegesis, has explained these verses as follows: 

(6) Because if the conjunction is calculated to have been after midday and they
claim to have seen the new moon before nightfall, they are not telling the truth.

(7) Which would imply that in Babylon the new moon is not visible till eighteen
hours after its birth.

(8) Which would imply that in Palestine the new moon is visible six hours after
its birth.49

According to the Jewish Encyclopedia, testimony later gave way to
mere calculations, though not without controversy:

Under the patriarchate of Rabbi Judah III (300-330), the testimony of the wit-
nesses with regard to the appearance of the new moon was received as a mere
formality, the settlement of the day depending entirely on calculation. This inno-
vation seems to have been viewed with disfavor by some members of the
Sanhedrin, particularly Rabbi Jose, who wrote to both the Babylonian and the
Alexandrian communities, advising them to follow the customs of their fathers
and continue to celebrate two days, an advice which was followed, and is still fol-
lowed, by the majority of Jews living outside of Palestine.50

Two practical problems demanded their dependence upon calculations
instead of naked-eye sighting. The first one was that the Old Testament con-
nected the Jewish festivals and holidays with certain crops and seasons.
Sometimes when the lunar dates of the holidays fell in the wrong season, the
requisite crops and fruits were not ready. The rabbis were thus forced to
introduce intercalation. The Jewish Encyclopedia explains: 

It thus seems plain that the Jewish year was not a simple lunar year; for while the
Jewish festivals no doubt were fixed on given days of lunar months, they also had
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a dependence on the position of the sun. Thus the Passover Feast was to be cel-
ebrated in the month of the wheat harvest…, and the Feast of Tabernacles ...
took place in the fall. Sometimes the feasts are mentioned as taking place in cer-
tain lunar months (Lev. xxiii.; Num. xxviii., xxix.), and at other times they are
fixed in accordance with certain crops; that is, with the solar year.51

Exegetes of the Talmud report the reasons for an intercalation:

The solar year, which consists of three hundred and sixty-five and a quarter days,
is divided into four equal parts, each period consisting of ninety-one days and
seven and a half hours. These are called respectively the Nisan (vernal), Tammuz
(summer), Tishri (autumnal), Tebeth (winter) Tekufoth. The lunar year which
forms the basis of our calendar comprises altogether three hundred and fifty-four
days. Though according to Biblical tradition our months are to be lunar (cf. Ex.
XII, 2), yet our Festivals are to be observed at certain agricultural seasons; Passover
and Pentecost in the Spring; Tabernacles, or Feast of Ingathering, in the autumn.
In order to harmonise the lunar and solar years, a second Adar is intercalated once
in two or three years. Our text lays down certain principles by which the Inter-
calators are to be guided.52

In the later periods of Jewry, calculations were used not to determine
or negate the new month as it relates to the new moon, but as it relates to
the seasons in which these holidays must fall. The Talmud makes this point
clear, as modern exegetes explain: 

The Jewish year consists ordinarily of twelve lunar months (v. n. 5). In order to
prevent the festivals from falling in the wrong seasons, it was necessary periodi-
cally to adjust the lunar calendar to the solar year: this was achieved by introduc-
ing an intercalary month (Adar II) between Adar and Nisan.53

Thus the Jewish calendar became luni-solar instead of a lunar one solely
dependent upon the new moon’s birth or sighting. The Talmud states: 

The Jewish Calendar, while being lunar, takes cognisance of the solar system to
which it is adjusted at the end of every cycle of nineteen years. For ritual purposes
the four Tekufoth seasons are calculated according to the solar system, each being
equal to one fourth of 365 days, viz. 91 days, 71/2 hours. Tekufah of Nisan
(Vernal equinox) begins March 21; Tekufah of Tammuz (Summer Solstice), June
21; Tekufah of Tishri (Autumnal equinox), September 23; Tekufah of Tebeth
(Winter Solstice), December 22. Should the Tekufah of Tammuz extend till after
the Succoth Festival, or the Tekufah of Tebeth till the sixteenth of Nisan, the
year would be intercalated, so that the festivals might fall in their due seasons,
viz., Passover in Spring, Succoth in Autumn.54

The Sanhedrin also laid down the rules on when intercalation is  and
is not permitted. 
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Our Rabbis taught: A year may not be intercalated except where it is necessary
either for [the improvement of] roads or for [the repair of] bridges, or for the
[drying of the] ovens [required for the roasting] of the paschal lambs, or for the
sake of pilgrims from distant lands who have left their homes and could not oth-
erwise reach [Jerusalem] in time. But no intercalation may take place because of
[heavy] snows or cold weather or for the sake of Jewish exiles [from a distance]
who have not yet set out. Our Rabbis taught: The year may not be intercalated
on the ground that the kids or the lambs or the doves are too young. But we con-
sider each of these circumstances as an auxiliary reason for intercalation.55

This body gave the following three reasons for the intercalation: 

Our Rabbis taught: A year may be intercalated on three grounds: on account of the
premature state of the corn-crops; or that of the fruit-trees; or on account of the late-
ness of the Tekufah. Any two of these reasons can justify intercalation, but not one
alone. All, however, are glad when the state of the spring-crop is one of them.56

It seems obvious that the Jewish process of calculation and intercala-
tion is arbitrary, for it gives more significance to holidays, crops, fruits, sea-
sons, and many similar external factors than to the actual new moon. Such
an attitude contradicts the Islamic calendar, which is based on the new
moon itself. Consequently, using calculation to fix the Jewish calendar is
quite different from fixing the Islamic calendar based on those calculations
that determine the new moon’s actual birth. The Talmud states that the
Jewish calendar is independent of that factor: 

The average year has six months of thirty days each, and six of twenty-nine days
each. For there are about twenty-nine and one half days between one new moon
and the other, whence a month of thirty days, to restore the balance, must be fol-
lowed by one of twenty-nine days. However, there are more than twenty-nine
and one half days between one new moon and the other, approximately twenty-
nine days, twelve hours and forty minutes; furthermore, there are other causes
influencing the fixing of the calendar, as the result of which the arrangement of
six full and defective months undergoes certain variations, so that one year might
have a larger number of full, the other more than the half of defective months. In
the time of the Mishnah the Sanhedrin decreed the beginning of the new months
on the basis of the testimony of witnesses who had actually seen the new moon.
But even then conditions would arise (such as non-visibility of the new moon,
due to cloudy weather) when the Sanhedrin would be guided by its own astro-
nomical calculations. For such a decree the principle was adopted that no year may
have more than eight, nor less than four full months.57

There was another problem. The civil calendars were fixed by local
civil authorities who were quite often very intolerant of the Jewish com-
munity. At times, the conflict between Jewish and civil holidays led to the
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local authorities’ persecution of the Jews. Therefore, intercalation was
introduced to avoid conflict with the civil calendar and its painful conse-
quences. The Jewish Encyclopedia reports: 

Under the reign of Constantius (337-361) the persecutions of the Jews reached
such a height that all religious exercises, including the computation of the calen-
dar, were forbidden under pain of severe punishment.58

Consequently, Rabbi Hillel II published the rules of calendar compu-
tation as well as a fixed Jewish calendar in 359 and modified it in 363, four
years later. Jewish communities all over the world still use it.

Tracy R. Rich summarizes how the Jewish calendar is computed.

The Jewish calendar is based on three astronomical phenomena: the rotation of
the Earth about its axis (a day); the revolution of the moon about the Earth (a
month); and the revolution of the Earth about the sun (a year). These three phe-
nomena are independent of each other, so there is no direct correlation between
them. On average, the moon revolves around the Earth in about 29 1/2 days.
The Earth revolves around the sun in about 365 1/2 days, that is, about 12 lunar
months and 11 days. 

To coordinate these three phenomena, and to accommodate certain ritual
requirements, the Jewish calendar consists of 12 or 13 months of 29 or 30 days,
and can be 353, 354, 355, 383, 384 or 385 days long. The linchpin of the calen-
dar is the new moon, referred to in Hebrew as the molad. 

A new month on the Jewish calendar begins with the molad (pronounced moh-
LAHD). Molad is a Hebrew word meaning “birth,” and refers to what we call
the “new moon” in English. The molad for the month of Tishri (the month that
starts with Rosh Hashanah) is the most important one for calendar calculations,
and is referred to as Molad Tishri. 

Note that the calculated molad does not necessarily correspond precisely to the
astronomical new moon. The length of time from one astronomical new moon to
the next varies somewhat because of the eccentric orbits of the Earth and moon;
however, the moladot of Rabbi Hillel’s calendar are set using a fixed average
length of time: 29 days, 12 hours, and 793 parts (or in Hebrew, chalakim). The
amount of time is commonly written in an abbreviated form: 29d 12h 793p.59

Rich also explains the practical steps required to calculate its exact
dates and months:

1. Start with a known molad (and the corresponding Gregorian date, if you wish
to convert your resulting date to Gregorian). 

2. Determine the number of months between the known molad and Tishri of the
year of the date you are calculating. 
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3. Multiply the number of months by the length of the molad: 29d 12h 793p. 

4. Add the result to the known starting molad. 

5. Apply the dechiyot (rules of postponement) to determine the date of Rosh
Hashanah for the year of your date. 

6. To get the Gregorian date, add the number of days elapsed calculated above
to the Gregorian starting date.60

The Jews start their calendar with the supposed date for the beginning
of creation, as reported by the Hebrew Bible. We are now in the Jewish
year 5768 (2008). Computing its years, months, and days is quite compli-
cated, and the procedure requires some mathematical calculations rather
than just knowledge of astronomical calculations. That might have been
why the Prophet said: “We are an unlettered people; we neither write nor
compute.” This reference might have been to the sophisticated procedure
of calculating the Jewish new month and the year, as seen above. The
Prophet would not have depended upon the Jews and their means of cal-
culation to establish the Islamic months. That is why he simplified the pro-
cedure by asking his followers to start the month by naked-eye sighting,
for they were not well versed in mathematical calculations. Moreover, he
wanted to connect the new month’s commencement with the new moon’s
birth or sighting instead of with the crops and seasons, as seems to be the
case with the Jewish calendar. He eliminated all arbitrary interference with
dates and so on due to external factors and wanted them to be determined
by the moon, for this method would ensure that acts of worship would fall
in their proper (viz., divine) time rather than at a variable time superficial-
ly calculated by humans.
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Behold, the number of months, in the sight of God, is twelve months, [laid down]
in God’s decree on the day when He created the heavens and the earth; [and] out
of these, four are sacred: this is the ever true law of God. Do not, then, sin against
yourselves with regard to these [months]… The intercalation [of months] is but
one more instance of [their] refusal to acknowledge the truth – [a means] by which

130 Zulfiqar Ali Shah



those who are bent on denying the truth are led astray. They declare this [inter-
calation] to be permissible in one year and forbidden in [another] year, in order to
conform [outwardly] to the number of months which God has made sacred: and
thus they make lawful what God has forbidden. Goodly seems unto them the evil
of their own doings, since God does not grace with His guidance people who
refuse to acknowledge the truth. (9:36–37) 

These verses refer to the pre-Islamic Arabs’ arbitrary intercalation in
the case of their months and years, as most exegetes have reported.61

It is obvious from the above discussion that using astronomical calcu-
lations to determine the new moon’s birth or visibility does not constitute
an imitation of the Jewish calendar. Although the procedure does share
some elements of Jewish calculations, it is not completely identical to it. In
addition, the Jewish procedure is far more complicated and includes many
factors that are external to the Islamic procedure. The Islamic mawlid dif-
fers from the Jewish molad. The Islamic calendar is purely lunar, whereas
the Jewish calendar is luni-solar. There is a little similarity between them,
namely, seeking to determine the new moon’s birth or visibility through
calculations. The remaining factors are quite different. Such a degree of
similarity cannot be labeled as following the Jews in their religious inno-
vations, as some scholars hastily portray it. The same can be said about
naked-eye sighting and the requirements of the human witnesses. Jewish
jurisprudence had required it since Antiquity, and some Jewish sects and
scholars still continue to follow this rule literally. Given this, would observ-
ing the moon with the human eye, as many classical and modern Islamic
scholars require, constitute a Jewish imitation that the Shari¢ah would also
forbid? I am sure the answer will be no! 

WWEAKNESS OF THE HARDSHIP ARGUMENT

In regard to the hardship argument, it must be noted that we now live in a
“global village.” In this age of instant communication, news travels all over
the world within seconds. Therefore, the argument of hardship leveled by
al-Nawawi and others loses its ground. In reality, it is the other way round
as al-Qaradawi rightly contends.62 Muslims all over the world, especially in
the West, suffer much hardship owing to uncertainties connected with
actual sighting. Some of them wait until midnight just to start their tar¥wÏ^
prayers or decide about their ¢Id prayers. There are many hardships for the
Muslim employees and students. Therefore, depending upon naked-eye
sighting rather than calculation has now become a source of hardship.
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Perhaps these are the reasons why al-Zarqa is amazed that a large num-
ber of present-day conservative jurists adamantly reject calculations in con-
firming or negating Ramadan, for they use the same calculations for acts of
worship that are far more important in significance as well as frequency,
such as the daily prayers. Classical jurists were correct in opposing these
calculations, for the science at that time had not reached the levels of
authenticity and certainty that it enjoys today. They could have not based
important acts of worship such as the fasting Ramadan upon calculations
that were not totally precise. Are we going to drag their opposition for-
ward at a time when the reason for their view is no longer valid? The cause
and effect always go hand in hand. If the cause is no longer present, then
the effect must also cease to exist.
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CHAPTER 6

ARGUMENTS FOR ASTRONOMICAL
CALCULATIONS

This group of scholars argues that calculations are a definitive way of
knowing the movements of celestial bodies and are more accurate than just
naked-eye sighting. Neither the Qur’an nor the Sunnah bans the use of
calculations in matters of religion, as elaborated above. In fact, the Qur’an
clearly states that the sun and the moon have precisely calculated orbits and
follow them meticulously to the second: “The sun and the moon follow
courses [exactly] computed” (  :>?�	
5 ) .�=�K ���	
�  �!	
.

THE MOON: THE DIVINE SOURCE OF
PRECISE CALCULATIONS

The Qur’an states:
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And the moon: We have measured for it mansions [to traverse] till it returns like
the old [and withered] lower part of a date-stalk. It is not permitted for the sun
to catch up with the moon, nor can the night outstrip the day: each [just] swims
along in [its own] orbit [according to the law]. (36:39-40)

It also reveals that Allah created specified orbits for both of them so
that people can know the number of years and the calculations. 
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It is He who made the sun to be a shining glory and the moon to be a light [of
beauty], and measured out stages for it; that you might know the number of years
and the calculation [of time]. (10:5) 

The theme “you may know the number of the years and the calcula-
tion [of time]” occurs in 17:12 as well. 

In addition, they argue that the Prophet prescribed naked-eye sighting
to confirm Ramadan, for it was the only available method that ensured



certainty. Sighting the new moon is not ¢ib¥dah in itself, but only a means
to achieve the goal of certainty. If this goal could be achieved through a
different and more accurate method, then following it would be just as
Islamic as naked-eye sighting. They believe that calculations are currently
more precise than naked-eye sighting. Therefore, the Islamic months
should be confirmed by the former method, not the latter. 

Those who permit the use of calculations cite the following prophetic
narrations to prove this point:
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The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break fast until you see it. If it is cloudy, then estimate it.” 
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The month [sometimes] consists of twenty-nine days. Therefore, do not fast until
you see it and do not break the fast until you see it. Calculate it if it is cloudy.
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Do not fast until you see it and do not break the fast until you see it, unless it
[the sky] is cloudy. Calculate it if it is cloudy. 

THE THREE ACCEPTED INTERPRETATIONS
OF THESE HADITHS

Al-Nawawi states that jurists have given the following three interpretations:
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The scholars differed about the prophetic report’s meanings “estimate it if it is
obscured from you.” Ahmad ibn Hanbal and a minority group maintained that it
meant restricting it and considering it under the clouds. This group mandated
fasting of the day whose night was cloudy.
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Imam Ahmad interprets this hadith as a command to start Ramadan on
the twenty-ninth day when it is cloudy, as discussed above.
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Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah, Ibn Surayj, Ibn Qutaybah, and others said that it meant
“Calculate it in accordance with moon phase calculations.”
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Malik, Abu Hanifah, Shafi¢i, and earlier and later jumh‰r maintained that it
meant completing thirty days. 

Al-Mawsu¢ah al-Fiqhiyyah states:
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This opinion holds astronomical calculations to be a sound method of estimating
the moon’s phases. It has been attributed to Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah ibn al-Shikhir
(a Successor), Abu al-¢Abbas ibn Sarayj (a Shafi¢i), and Ibn Qutaybah (a hadith
scholar). Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr denied that Mutarrif espoused that view and rejected
what Ibn Sarayj attributed to Shafi¢i because it was known that the latter maintained
the majority (jumh‰r) opinion. Ibn Rushd narrated Mutarrif’s statement that astro-
nomical calculations can determine the new moon in the case of obscurities and
narrated that this view is attributed to Shafi¢i in one of the reports. Shafi¢i’s known
opinion is that fasting may be observed only with naked-eye sighting or by the wit-
ness of a trustworthy Muslim, as the majority of jurists contend.

Linguistically and contextually, the word in this hadith leads to the mean-
ing of �/���	
( ), , as Abu Sulayman Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-
Khattabi prefers, that is, it gives the sense of counting and calculation in the
case of cloudy weather or the lack of visibility. That is why scholars like al-
Khattabi, al-Dawudi, and many others take it to mean that if it happens to be
cloudy on 29 Sha¢ban, then relying on the calculations is not only permitted,
but is actually required, by the Sunnah.6

Al-Baji reports that Abu ¢Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Sa¢id al-Dawudi
al-Zahiri has interpreted the hadith in this way:
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Al-Dawudi stated that the prophetic statement “estimate (calculate) it” has been
interpreted to mean “calculating the moon’s phases.”

Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id reports that some Maliki scholars from Baghdad and some
leading Shafi¢i authorities adopted this position, especially in regard to the
astronomer himself, who is required to start fasting on the day his calculations
determine it to be the first day of Ramadan.8 He also reports that Mutarrif ibn
Shikhir maintained that the astronomer must follow his calculations in
confirming Ramadan. Abu al-¢Abbas ibn Surayj, a Shafi¢i, states that the
meaning of “calculate” is addressed to people who have the knowledge of
calculation, whereas “sighting” is a method for ordinary Muslims.9

Al-Qarrafi narrates that the Malikis permit the use of calculation to deter-
mine Ramadan. 
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Al-Qarrafi has reported another ruling of Maliki jurists that accepts astronomical
calculations as a valid method of confirming new moons (months). 

THE HADITH OF THE DAJJAL

Although interpretating the hadith discussed above as “estimation” con-
flicts with the classical majority opinion, it is in line with the linguistic
meaning of “:	 
�����^+' + + ) '.” The same phrase is used in the famous hadith of the
Dajjal, in which the Prophet informed his Companions that at the time of
the Dajjal, real time would seem to expand so much that a day would be
equal to a year, a month, or even a week. The Companions asked how
they should perform the five daily prayers in such a situation. In response,
the Prophet replied, “:	 
�����^+ ' + + ) ',” meaning “Calculate it.” There is no way
to interpret the phrase as twenty-nine or thirty days or completion. It def-
initely means estimation. The hadith is as follows:
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Al-Nawwas ibn Sam¢an narrated: “The Prophet mentioned the Dajjal and said: ‘If
he comes forth while I am among you, I shall contend with him on your behalf;
but if he comes forth while I am not among you, a man must contend on his own
behalf, and Allah will take care of every Muslim on my behalf [and safeguard him
against his evil]. Those of you who will survive to see him should recite over him
the opening verses of Surat al-Kahf, for that will protect him from his trial.” We
asked, ‘[O Prophet of Allah], how long will he stay on earth?’ He said, ‘For forty
days; one day like a year, one day like a month, one day like a week, and the rest
of the days will be like your days.’ We asked, ‘O Prophet of Allah, will one day’s
prayer suffice for the prayers of the day equal to one year?’ Thereupon he said,
‘No, but you must estimate the time [and then observe prayer].’” 
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Al-Nawwas ibn Sam¢an narrated: “The Prophet mentioned the Dajjal one day
in the morning. He sometimes described him to be insignificant and sometimes
described [his turmoil] as very significant [and we felt] as if he were in the
clump of date palms. When we went to him [the Prophet] in the evening and
he read [the signs of fear] on our faces, he asked, ‘What is the matter with you?’
We said, ‘O Prophet of Allah, you mentioned the Dajjal this morning [some-
times describing him] to be insignificant and sometimes very important until
we began to feel that he were present in the clump of date palms nearby.’
Thereupon he said, ‘I harbor fear in regard to you in so many other things
besides the Dajjal. If he comes forth while I am among you, I shall contend
with him on your behalf, but if he comes forth while I am not among you, a
man must contend on his own behalf and Allah will take care of every Muslim
on my behalf [and safeguard him against his turmoil]. He [the Dajjal] will be a
young man with wavy, cropped hair, and a blind eye. He will appear on the
road between Syria and Iraq and will spread mischief right and left. O servant
of Allah, Adhere [to the path of Truth].’ We asked, ‘O Prophet of Allah, how
long will he stay on earth?’ He said, ‘For forty days; one day like a year and one
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day like a month and one day like a week and the rest of the days will be like
your days.’ We asked, ‘O Prophet of Allah, would one day’s prayer suffice for
the prayers of a day equal to one year?’ Thereupon he said, ‘No, but you must
make an estimate of time [and then observe prayer].’” 

THE “ESTIMATION” INTERPRETATION OF
THE HADITH IS MORE ACCURATE

In view of these prophetic reports, the interpretation of “:	 
����L” as calcu-
lating the month or the phases of the moon is perhaps more appropriate
than the other two interpretations. That is why some authorities in the
Hanafi, Maliki, and Shafi¢i have no problem in accepting calculations for
this purpose. There is a single report from Hammad that Ibn ¢Umar nar-
rated from the Prophet:
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Ibn Umar reports that the Prophet said, “The month is twenty-nine days.
Therefore do not fast until you see it and do not break the fast until you see it.
Complete thirty days if it is obscured from you.”

This narration is the only report that includes “estimate for it thirty days”
instead of “estimate it.” It is an oddly detached report, coming as it does
through only one narrator, and thus cannot be accepted against such a vari-
ety of reports from Ibn ¢Umar through Nafi¢, what the scholars call “the gold-
en chain.” Ibn Qudamah observes:

��� >5
 �&%�	� ��B��� �4��	
 [���3	
 [/
���	 [4	�Q� "�NJN :	 
�����^" :��� >5
 [/
���' ' + ( ) ( ' ) ' ( ' ' )' ' ( ', + ) ( ' ( , (' ' * ( � '( ' + ' ( ' +' + + ) ' ' ' + ( ) +' ' ( '
.:/L��(() ' '

14

The report from Ibn ¢Umar that [says] “count it thirty” opposes the other agreed
authentic narration from him. It also contradicts his opinion and madhhab.

Al-Subki, a Shafi¢i who has discussed the question of calculation in
great detail, rejects even a trustworthy witnesses if the calculations negate
the possibility of sighting the moon:
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There is another scenario: if the astronomical calculations prove that a sighting is
impossible and this is known from categorical inferences, such as the moon being
too close to the sun at the time of sunset, then it is not possible to see it with our
human senses because such a sighting is impossible. Now, if one person or two or
a group of untrustworthy individuals produce a witness [claiming to have] sighted
it, their witness must be rejected. [This is] because the astronomical calculations are
precise, whereas the human witness and news are hypothetical, and the hypothet-
ical cannot be accepted against something categorical, let alone given priority over
it. For a witness to be accepted, it is required that what is being witnessed is possi-
ble Islamically [lawfully], logically, and sensually. Therefore, if the astronomical cal-
culations prove that a sighting is impossible, it would be impossible to accept any
claim of that Islamically, because what is being witnessed is not there and the
Shari¢ah does not create something self-contradictory and impossible in itself. 

Al-Subki’s main argument is that calculations are accurate, whereas
there is the possibility of confusion or mistake in naked-eye sighting.
Therefore, the Shari¢ah would not prefer a probable method to a reliable
and accurate one. He further argues that the Shari¢ah did not require us to
accept the news of a naked-eye sighting without verification. We cannot base
our fasting solely on the claims of witnesses, for the Shari¢ah does not ask for
that. Verification of the news is essential. How often have we seen people giv-
ing false witness, either unintentionally or intentionally, for some hidden
motive?16 Thus he advises the authorities to take the calculations into consid-
eration, especially in negating the claimed naked-eye sighting when calcula-
tions prove that such cannot be the case. He also advises them not to pay too
much attention to the views that prohibit the use of calculation in matters of
religion, for the Shari¢ah does not forbid it.
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It is obligatory upon the ruler to reject the witness of such people if he knows
himself or from a trustworthy person that the calculations have proved that a
physical sighting is impossible. He should neither accept that witness nor give any
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ruling based upon such a claim. The month should be considered as continuing
until it is proven otherwise, as the Shari¢ah requires. And we do not say that the
Shari¢ah has banned the use of astronomical calculations at all. 

Al-Subki is careful to differentiate between precise calculations and those
based upon anticipation or probability. He asks the judges to use their sense
of judgment when the calculations are probable.
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There are many types of calculation. We have no doubt in our minds that a human
witness cannot be accepted against accurately precise calculations. However, when
the calculations are not certain but probable, then weight should be given to the
human witness and his capability of sighting, such as strength of vision etc. ... In
that case, the judge must use his judgment to the best of his ability.

He concludes that calculations are more certain than naked-eye sight-
ing and that the probability of error is greater in the second case than in
the first case:
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If two or more untrustworthy people claim to have sighted the new moon and
the astronomical calculations indicate that the sighting is not possible, then their
witness is rejected because possibility is a condition for acceptability. It is more
possibility that these witnesses are wrong rather than the nature [natural phenom-
enon i.e, calculations] being wrong. It is not accepted to approve of or accept
witnesses about something which is a natural or intellectual impossibility.

Al-Subki knew that this question had not been discussed in such detail in
his madhhab or before his time. Therefore, he felt comfortable in forcefully
expressing his conclusions based upon his deep understanding of the subject.20

In fact, he seems to have been quite ahead of his time and to have gener-
ated a heated debate over this question with some scholars. Considered a
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mujtahid (an authority in his school of thought), he concludes the discus-
sion with the following interesting comments:
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Some recklessly ignorant [person] may hesitate to accept what we have stated. He
might regard it as abhorrent to resort to calculation in part or in whole and may
be stuck with the idea that whatever is witnessed by two persons is proven. No
conversation can take place with such a rigid person. We are talking to those who
at least enjoy the [knowledge of] basic logic. We cannot talk to the ignorant.

Al-Qaradawi ponders what how al-Subki would have viewed calcula-
tions and their authenticity, in regard even to acts of worship, if he had seen
the scientific revolution of our time.
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What would have been the response of al-Subki had he lived during our times
and witnessed all this progress in the science of astronomy … as we have just
briefly mentioned?

Other scholars such al-¢Abbadi and Ibn Daqiq are reported to have
agreed with him on this issue. Zakariyya ibn Muhammad al-Ansari reports:
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Al-¢Abbadi said that the witness of even a trustworthy [person] would not be
accepted if accurate astronomical calculations refute the possibility of a sighting.
Their witnesses must be rejected owing to the calculations and fasting would not
be allowed in such a case. Opposing this would be nothing short of stubbornness
and haughtiness.

Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani reports that Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id said that if calcula-
tions established the fact that the moon was there and could be sighted, but
that cloudy weather prevented it from being sighted, then fasting would be
obligatory. This constitutes a valid Islamic reason to follow the calculations.24
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Ibn Daqiq himself argues for this view:
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If the calculations show that the new moon is born and can be seen over the hori-
zon, but cannot be seen owing to obscurities such as clouds, then this makes it
obligatory to fast. This constitutes an Islamic reason to confirm the month [from
calculations]. The actual sighting is not a prerequisite to the fasting. There is agree-
ment [among the jurists] that if someone was imprisoned in the basement and
knew, either by completing thirty days or by diligence in following the signs, that
the month of Ramadan had started, then he would be required to observe fasting
even if he had neither sighted the moon himself nor had been informed by some-
one who actually sighted it.

Some Hanafi scholars, among them Muhammad ibn Muqatil, not only
espoused the same views but even consulted astronomers and accepted
their calculations regarding the lunar months.

:�L "M��� >5 ���� >�� ��D
�	
 ��� G�� �����6�5 X\5 6 �
 KB?� �
5��]L R�5 ���+,' ; ( ' + ( ) ( , ' + ) ' ' ' ( * ' + ) ( ) ' ' ' ( ' ( ) ( ' )' '( ' ) ' + ) ' ' '
.KB
� [���# 8	9 G�� �4�/ .L ��5 KB	�� G�� ����/� KB	\�/ .�C) + ) ( � ' ' ' ' (' ' ' ' (,' ) ' ' ) ' ) ( ( ) ' ' ' + ( ') ' ' ) + +' ) ' ' '

26

Some of our scholars are of the opinion that there is nothing wrong in depend-
ing upon the astronomical calculations. Indeed, Muhammad ibn Muqatil used to
inquire of astronomers about the calculations and depend upon them if the cal-
culations were confirmed by a group of astronomers.

Ibn ¢Abidin narrates the difference of opinion among the Hanafis. 
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There is a disagreement about trusting the calculations. There are three opinions
narrated in al-Qunyah. Firstly, the opinion of al-Qadi ¢Abd al-Jabbar and the
author of Jam¢ al-¢Ul‰m is that there is nothing wrong in accepting the calcula-
tions. It is narrated that Ibn Muqatil used to consult the astronomers and depend
upon their calculations if a group of them agreed upon it.

It is clear from this discussion that well-versed Shafi¢i, Maliki, and Hanafi
authorities have opined that calculations can sometimes be used to determine
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the beginning and end of Ramadan. It seems that most of these jurists have
supported the use of calculations in negating, rather than confirming,
Ramadan. Some of them allowed the use of calculations in confirmation
also. However, Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id and other jurists allowed the use of calcula-
tions to attain confirmation in the case of cloudy weather only.

MODERN JURISTS AND CALCULATIONS

Life is changing rapidly in modern times. Among the contemporary schol-
ars, M. Mustafa al-Maraghi, ¢Ali al-Tantawi, Ahmad M. Shakir, Mustafa
al-Zarqa, Sharaf al-Quda, and others argue that modern science has
reached a level of authenticity and precision as regards calculation that
there is no longer any need for naked-eye sighting. Given that the Shari¢ah
required sighting when most of the Ummah was illiterate and ignorant of
astronomy and other sciences relating to calculation, and since we have
reached the level of certainty in these matters, we must use calculations to
determine the Islamic months.

Ahmad Shakir contends that the command to depend solely upon
naked-eye sighting came with a condition: the Muslims of that time did not
know how to write or calculate. Hafiz ibn Hajr remarks:
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The reference in the hadith is to the Muslims who were present with the Prophet
when he uttered these words. It refers to the majority of them [namely, that they
were illiterate] or it could be that the Prophet is referring to himself. The Arabs
were called illiterate because writing skills were quite lacking among them. Allah
has said, “It is He who has sent among the illiterate a messenger from among
themselves.” This fact cannot be refuted by the assertion that among the Arabs
there were individuals who could write or calculate because the writing skills were
very rare among them. In addition, the reference to calculation in the hadith is to
astronomical calculation. They did not know much about astronomical calculation
except a very negligible part of it. That is why the Prophet connected the ruling
of fasting with the physical sighting to avoid causing any hardship to them.

In view of this, Shakir argues that it is an established rule of Islamic juris-
prudence that the cause and effect go hand in hand. So, since the Ummah has
become literate and started writing/calculating, the effect must be modified.
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The prophetic command asking [Muslims] to depend only upon physical sight-
ing came also with the specified reason for doing so elaborated by the same text.
The specified reason was that the Ummah of that time did not know how to
write or calculate. In addition, the cause and effect always go hand in hand. Now,
when the Ummah has abandoned its unlettered status and started writing and cal-
culating – I mean that there exist a number of people among the Muslims who
know these sciences – and it has become possible for all Muslims to know the
precise calculations about the beginning of the month, once the Ummah can trust
the accuracy of the calculations just like they trusted physical sighting or even
more, then it has become obligatory upon them to follow only authentic calcu-
lations, not sighting, to confirm Ramadan. The only exception is if the calcula-
tions are hard to obtain.

He further argues that the new moon’s birth begins the new month.
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Now, once it has become obligatory to turn to astronomical calculation only,
because the reason for its prohibition is gone, then it becomes obligatory also to turn
to the accurate calculations connected with the new months and the possibility or
impossibility of sighting. Therefore, the precise beginning of the new month will be
the evening,when the moon is setting after sunset, even if a second after sunset.

He states that starting and ending the Islamic months with calculations
rather than naked-eye sighting is the most appropriate fiqhÏ position for
our time and that it conforms to the true spirit of the relevant hadith. 
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I maintain that this statement of mine is the most fair of all. This (position) is the
closest to the correct fiqh and to the appropriately genuine understandings of the
hadiths reported in connection with this issue.   
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Mustafa al-Zarqa, after a detailed discussion of the question, concludes
that there is nothing in the Shari¢ah’s rules that prevents contemporary
Muslims from accepting such calculations.  
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It is an established fact that sighting the new moon is not an act of worship in
itself. It is just a means to know the timings. It was the only means available to
the unlettered nation, which did not know how to write or calculate. Its unlet-
tered status was the sole reason for dependence upon physical sighting. This is
clear from the text of the prophetic tradition that is the original source of that
ruling. Islamically speaking, what prevents us now from depending upon the
accurate astronomical calculations that can determine for us, quite ahead of time,
the beginning of the new month? No cloud or fog can obscure our knowledge
of the month then, except the fog or dust of the intellect.

After much elaboration of the subject, al-Qaradawi concludes that
Islam, which prescribes naked-eye sighting as a valid method to confirm
Ramadan, would definitely prefer to accept calculations as the more valid
method, because there could be doubt about or mistakes in human sight-
ing, but not in the accuracy of calculations. Therefore, accepting these cal-
culations conforms exactly to the true spirit of the Shari¢ah. The Ummah
can be spared confusion and problems by following calculations.
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Currently, astronomical calculations are a better means to establish the months.
They must be accepted, for they are a better choice. The Sunnah, which prescribed
for us the lesser method of actual sighting with all possibilities of doubt and prob-
abilities, would never reject a perfectly superior method (calculations) that better
realizes the original objective (of certainty) and will bring the Ummah out of this
serious controversy, which takes place at the times of confirming the month of
Ramadan, ¢Id al-Fitr, and ¢Id al-Adha. The precise astronomical calculations con-
stitute that method.
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Rashid Rida argues also that:
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Those who did not permit use of calculations did so because calculations [at their
times] were mere guesswork and estimation serving neither factual knowledge nor
proper guesswork, as we have just quoted Hafiz ibn Hajr stating that in explain-
ing al-Bukhari. But the calculations of our times are categorical and precise in their
implication. It is very much possible for Muslim leaders and rulers who confirm
these categorically precise calculations to issue an edict about their application [in
determining Ramadan]. This way it will become a rule/proof also for common
Muslims [to follow].

Sharaf al-Quda argues that the texts permitting the use of calculations as
a valid method of determining the Islamic months do not differentiate
between negation and confirmation. They are generic in nature and hence
good for both negation and confirmation of the months. Indeed, in his view,
the hadith allowing this use proves confirmation rather than just negation.
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The Islamic texts did not differentiate between confirming and negating the
months by calculations. In particular, the hadith “if it is cloudy, then calculate it”
commands the confirmation of the month by calculations, rather than its negation.
Scientifically, it does not matter whether we use them for confirmation or nega-
tion, for they are precise and accurate anyway. Therefore, it is preferable in our
time to depend equally upon calculations for confirming and negating the months.

Mustafa ¢Abd al-Basit concludes that following calculations was the orig-
inal intention of the Shari¢ah. Naked-eye sighting was prescribed at a time
when the Ummah did not have the knowledge of precise calculations. This
rule must give way to the original rule, now that the Ummah has acquired
authentic knowledge of calculations. The Islamic months must be confirmed
by calculation to avoid the problems connected with naked-eye sighting.36
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The European Fiqh Council, whose president is Yusuf al-Qaradawi,
includes such internationally respected jurists and scholars as Faysal Mow-
lawi, ¢Abd Allah ibn al-Juday¢, and Bin Bayyah. In May 2007, it issued a
fatwa that calculations for the new moon’s birth are universally accepted by
all scientists. Therefore, it constitutes a valid Islamic reason to confirm the
lunar Islamic month the next day if the conjunction takes place and the
moon sets even one second after sunset, as Mahmud Shakir said in 1939. The
council established Makkah as the convention. Here is the text of its fatwa:
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The translation of this document is as follows:
The council designated a special session for the question of hil¥l so as

to issue a suitable statement that would remove the hardships faced by
Muslims in Europe and limit the differences that are repeated every year,
especially concerning the beginning of the months of Ramadan and
Shawwal. This was achieved with research papers focusing on this ques-
tion, which dealt with the following: 

1. Determination of the beginning of the lunar months between sighting
and calculation – Dr. Muhammad al-Hawwari. 

2. Three questions concerning the hil¥l – Shaykh ¢Abd Allah al-Juday¢. 

3. The shar¢Ï reason for the mandatory fasting of Ramadan: Is it the
beginning of the month or the sighting of the crescent? – Shaykh Faysal
Mowlawi. 

4. A scientific and educational view of hil¥l sighting – Dr. Salah Sultan.

Based on what was presented and discussed at this conference, the
council issued the following: 
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DDecision No. 17/4
Ascertaining the beginning of the lunar months 
The council reviewed a number of research papers concerning this

question and, after detailed discussions, decided the following:

1. Astronomical calculations have become one of the contemporary sci-
ences that attained a high degree of accuracy concerning all that relates
to the movements of planets, especially the movements of the moon and
the earth, also their positions in relation to the celestial sphere and to one
another at any time in a way that leaves no room for doubt. 

2. That the moment of the lining up of the sun, moon, and earth – or
what is referred to as the conjunction – is a cosmic point that occurs
in one moment. It is possible for the science of astronomy to calculate
that moment with extreme accuracy several years before it occurs. It
[the conjunction] means the end of the previous astronomical month
and the beginning of the following month. Conjunction may occur at
any moment, day or night. 

The beginning of the shar¢Ï new month is ascertained if the following
conditions are satisfied:

(a) First: The conjunction must have actually occurred.

(b) Second: The moonset follows sunset even by one moment, which
marks the beginning of the month. This view was expressed by
credible scholars and is consistent with the credible astronomical
phenomena.

(c) Third: The choice of the geographic position of Makkah as the
basis of the two above conditions. 

4. [Muslims in] the European countries should adopt this rule to deter-
mine the beginning and end of lunar months, especially the months of
Ramadan and Shawwal, and to determine these dates in advance so as
to help Muslims to perform their acts of worship and their related fes-
tivals and occasions, also to regulate their connection with the com-
munities in which they live.

5. The council exhorts it members, imams of mosques, and Shari¢ah
scholars in Muslim societies and other societies to inculcate the culture
of respect of what has been concluded by the definitive aspects of astro-
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nomical calculation when it is determined that the sighting [of the new
hil¥l ] is impossible, since the conjunction had not yet occurred. No call
for attempting to sight the hil¥l should be made and any claim of sight-
ing should not be accepted.37

CONCLUSIONS

1. The assertion that there exists a juristic consensus banning the use of
precise astronomical calculations in confirming or negating Ramadan
is unfounded. However, the majority of jumh‰r adopted that opinion
due to the uncertain nature of calculations during their time and also
because of the possible negative ramifications of that in areas related to
faith and ¢aqÏdah.

2. A group of well-known authorities in three Sunni legal schools, with
the exception of the Hanbalis, has from early times argued in favor of
accepting calculations in part or in totality.

3. Modern science has attained such a level of authenticity in calculation
that achieving certainty about the birth, presence, and absence of the
moon on the horizon and so on is not difficult at all. This scientific
method is definitely more trustworthy than naked-eye sighting.

4. The number of scholars inclining toward the partial or total acceptance
of calculation to confirm Ramadan is increasing daily, mostly owing to
the certainty and ease of this method. This method also results in many
communal, financial, and social benefits, the preservation of which is
an integral part of the Shari¢ah’s objectives.

5. Some very conservative modern Salafi/Hanbali scholars, such as Mah-
mud Shakir, have also accepted this point of view. Indeed, scholars like
Mahmud Shakir and Rashid Rida advocate calculation as the only
authentic and lawful method currently available to Muslims vis-à-vis
following the Sunnah’s true essence regarding the fast of Rama-dan.
Mahmud Shakir has done this since 1939.

6. The new moon is just a sign of sacred timings. The moon has a begin-
ning and a clear end in its orbit around the earth. The beginning is its
birth and is the most certain point that can be determined, even months
and years ahead of its occurrence, with the help of calculations. Thus
there is nothing wrong in accepting the new moon’s birth as the con-
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vention to start the new month. In fact, this is the only authentic and
certain convention to determine the new month. The criteria of visi-
bility are not agreed upon even by Muslim astronomers and scholars.
Once it has been established that certainty about Ramadan and the fast-
ing during that month, and not the actual sighting of its moon, is the
intended cause of fasting as well as the objective of the Shari¢ah, then
disputing the question of visibility and non-visibility will become a
fruitless endeavor. We should take the birth as the accepted norm and
announce the Islamic calendar long ahead of time, as has been done by
the fiqh councils in North America and Europe.

7. Greenwich Mean Time is an arbitrary convention accepted by the inter-
national community to facilitate times and dates. It has no Islamic value
whatsoever. On the other hand Makkah, being the sanctuary of all Mus-
lims, enjoys greater significance than GMT. Therefore, Muslims should
take Makkah as the Islamic convention to determine the Islamic lunar
months. The new month will start when the new moon is born before
sunset in Makkah and stays in the horizon after sunset, even this event
only lasts for a short time. The whole Muslim world would then have
the beginning of the new month within twenty-four hours of the new
moon’s birth in Makkah. 

Given all of the above, accepting calculations to both confirm and
negate Ramadan conforms to the true essence of the Sunnah and does not
constitute any deviation from the spirit of the Shari¢ah. In contrast, it is per-
haps the only available method that, if applied in spirit, can realize the
Islamic objectives of authenticity, certainty, and unity. K��L :�	
�.+ ' ) ' +, ''
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