
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 (���	
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)( ' ' ) ( ' ' ' 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
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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. 

:M�] �^� 
97 �����(	
 "&L� .:M�] �^� 
97 "B�@
� "#�	
 "&L� .1�3	
 �^� :�]L�' ( + ( ') + , ' ' ' ( , , ' ' , + ) ' '
0��(�(	
 "&L .[�(=��	�5 1�3	
 �^� �&� ��J&A
 �C9 �/��(	
 Z(^ ��SM� �[�(=��	�5+ ( , ' ' (), + ) ( (),
�&� ��J&A
 ���� :K��(	
 K�5 �"B�(	
� .:M�] �^�� G=	 
97 6J&7 "B/ W�(	�5) ( + ' + ' ' ,' ( - ) ( V ( +
"B/ 0��(�(	
 :��(�	
 .��3�(	
� .���	
 G(�� ��/� �:
� .����/ $%	
 1����(	
( + + ( + ( ) +
��7� ��$ 0�TL B�� Z(^ I���5 �L [DK "&L :���M 7:�4� G(�� 0��(	
 �#�L 
97 0
�TA�5( ' ) ' ) + ' , ' ' ) + ' ( ) (
�J&A
 "]L� �[�(=��	
 :�J&A
� .[�(=��	�5 :M�] 0��(�(	
 �^�	 �J&7 0
�TL	 "�(�) ( ' ) ( ), ( ) ( (

."B� �B^ :M�] �^
� "C� .1�3	
 �^�< ( + ' ; ( ( +38

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-

The Astronomical Calculations and Ramadan: A FiqhÏ Discourse 49

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



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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