
CHAPTER 4

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

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

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

However, this frequently promoted ijma¢ (consensus) existed only
among the jurists of a given fiqhÏ school, an ideological movement, or even
only in the mind of a particular jurist without any accompanying support
among others or within his/her own intellectual world. For instance, Ibn
Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyam insisted upon some quite literal understand-
ings of such descriptive Qur’anic phrases as the “hand of Allah,” “face of
Allah,” “eyes of Allah,” and “chair and throne of Allah.” They asserted that
the linguistically proven literal meanings of “hand,” “face,” “eyes,” and so
on were the originally intended meanings of the Qur’an and Sunnah as long
as any comparison between those belonging to Him and those belonging to
His creatures is avoided. Both imams’ selective insistence that “hand”
denotes the “actual hand” (as long as Allah’s hand is clearly understood to
be different from the human hand and without kayf or asking how it looks),
and their opposition to other possible metaphorical connotations of “hand”
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(e.g., support and protection), is a good way to elaborate the point under
discussion. Ibn Taymiyyah, trying to avoid allegorizing the text, insisted
upon the text’s literal sense over the metaphorical sense. In fact, he ruled
that the Mu¢tazilites were unbelivers as well as (indirectly) the later
Ash¢arites, among them al-Ghazali and many other experts in tafsÏr, hadith,
and fiqh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Al-Subki expressed his pain and frustration in the following words:

[��# ����	
 G	7 !�#�	
 �S
��/� ��
�� ���^ 
��M ��BD	
� ���F6
 R�=	 "3�/ ��-' ) + ( ' ( ) ' ' + V + ( )' ) ' ' + ') + ' ( � V ' ' ( , + ) ' ( ' ) ( ) '( + + ) ' ) '
>��� :�� ���� 6 8	%C .�C >�� �Y= / .
�&�U :5 �BU �� "C .L G�� ��D/� J�34M�+ ) ' ' + ' ' ' ' ( ' ( ' ' ' ' ) ' ' + +)' ( ' ( ' (( ' ( ' ' , + , ' ' ' + + ) ' ' ( ) ' '

.:�� 0JC 6 "&�D	
� �3=M G��L :	 >� �� K�S�� ���7+ ' ' ' ' + ( ' ) ' ; V '' ' ) ' + ' ) ' ' ' + , ' '' ' ,
12

Some recklessly ignorant [person] may hesitate to accept what we have stated. He
might regard it as abhorrent to resort to calculations in part or in whole, and may
be stuck with the idea that whatever is witnessed by two persons is proven. No

90 Zulfiqar Ali Shah

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



conversation can take place with such a rigid person. We are talking to those who
at least enjoy the [knowledge of] basic logic. We cannot talk to the ignorant.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE MUSLIM UMMAH IS UNLETTERED

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

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

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

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

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

AA RATHER AWKWARD INTERPRETATION

OF IBN HAJAR’S QUOTATION

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

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

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

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

He goes on to conclude: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

““THE MONTH IS TWENTY-NINE”: MISUNDERSTANDING

THE PROPHETIC HADITH

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

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

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

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

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

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

CCALCULATIONS ARE CONNECTED WITH

MAGIC AND ASTROLOGY

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

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

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

CCALCULATIONS ARE INACCURATE

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

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

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

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

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

A SUMMARY OF THE CLASSICAL MAJORITY’S
ARGUMENTS AGAINST CALCULATION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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