
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.

.K�J] � >��	
� �[�O
 
�@ "���M �7 Z�4/ 
%&�9

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.

The Astronomical Calculations and Ramadan: A FiqhÏ Discourse 13
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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

The Astronomical Calculations and Ramadan: A FiqhÏ Discourse 21

o b e i k a n d l . c o m



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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