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Preface to the Abridged Edition 

The Religion of Islam by Maulana Muhammad Ali is a comprehen-

sive, almost encyclopaedic, work, first published in 1936. It was 

immediately hailed by renowned Muslim scholars and intellectual 

leaders as a magnificent book, and was described in their reviews as 

“greatly needed at the present day”, “exhaustive, bold and authen-

tic”, “almost indispensable to the students of Islam”, and as reveal-

ing “great learning, deep research and a thorough mastery of the 

subject”.1 Marmaduke Pickthall, famous British Muslim and a 

translator of the Quran into English, began his review of this book 

with the words: “Probably no man living has done longer or more 

valuable service for the cause of Islamic revival than Maulana 

Muhammad Ali of Lahore”.2 He added that “in many Muslim coun-

tries we see persons eager for the reformation and revival of Islam, 

making mistakes through lack of just this knowledge”, the know-

ledge contained in this book. 

As the author related in his Preface, he was approached to 

write this book by his friend Chaudhry Sir Shahab-ud-Din, Presi-

dent of the Punjab Legislative Council in British India.3 Upon 

publication, Sir Shahab-ud-Din described this book as “a monu-

mental collection of exceptional merit”. He was one of the most 

prominent leaders of Muslims of the Punjab, and his request to 

Maulana Muhammad Ali to write this book, and his endorsement 

of it, shows that this publication had the approval of the highest 

level of Muslim leadership and was tantamount to being a work 

commissioned by them. 

A second edition of The Religion of Islam was published in 

1950, during the author’s lifetime, with insignificant changes. In a 

brief note to that edition, he stated that he had been unable to add 

the two chapters, on The Ethics of Islam and The Muslim State, 
which he had promised in the preface of the first edition to add to 
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the second edition. He had, however, dealt with these subjects brief-

ly in some later books, to which he referred the reader for infor-

mation on these topics. 

The third edition of The Religion of Islam appeared in 1971. It 

was revised by the author’s son, Muhammad Ahmad. The major 

part of the revision was to use Maulana Muhammad Ali’s later, 

1951, edition of the English translation and commentary of the 

Quran, for the quotations in this book, and to add or amend some 

footnotes in accordance with that later work. Also, the two chapters, 

as mentioned above, were added from some of the Maulana’s later 

books. There were some stylistic revisions as well. Certain points of 

detail were moved from the main text to become footnotes, the lan-

guage in some places was made more formal,4 and some Arabic 

terms were replaced by English equivalents, for example replacing 

“Hadith” by “Tradition”. 

Subsequent editions of The Religion of Islam have been re-

prints of the 1971 edition, with corrections to some references. 

This abridged edition 

Due to the all-comprehensive and highly detailed nature of the 

book, a need has been felt for an abridged version, more suiting the 

general reader. The book treats certain points of doctrine at a great 

depth which is necessary only for researchers and scholars. On the 

other hand, it provides details regarding the practices of Islam for 

those who, in the past, had no other means of accessing the infor-

mation; for example, full details of the conduct of prayer, which 

later became widely available. In this abridgment, material and dis-

cussions of these kinds have been curtailed or omitted. 

The source of this abridgment is the third revised edition of 

1971, but the original edition of 1936 has also been carefully kept 

in view. In a few cases the 1971 revisions have been undone, for 

example in reverting to using “Hadith” instead of “Tradition”. 

Near the end of the book, three short chapters from the original 

book have been combined to form the chapter 17, Economics and 

Finance. The chapters on Penal Laws and the State have been 

combined as one, and under Penal Laws a supplement by the Edi-

tor has been added, in a small typesize, to correct widespread 



PREFACE TO THE ABRIDGED EDITION  iii 

misconceptions relating to Islamic laws in four areas. The material 

on the State and Ethics, as added in the 1971 edition, has been re-

checked from the Maulana’s later books from which it had been 

added, and has been revised and expanded from the same books. 

Most of the references to original sources have been rechecked, 

and references to the ‘Six Reliable’ collections of Hadith are now 

provided to easily accessible editions of these works in both Arabic 

and English. See the section Sources and References at page 470. 

An extensive index of subjects has also been compiled specially for 

this edition. 

As regards the formatting, quotations have been laid out as in-

dented blocks for ease of reading; only very short quotations are set 

inside paragraphs of the author’s own text. Notes containing refer-

ences and extra material for each chapter are grouped together at the 

end of the chapter. Any substantial note added by the Editor is pre-

fixed as Editor’s Note, while other explanatory notes are from the 

author’s own writing. I wish to thank Mr Shaukat Ali, Coordinator 

of the Ahmadiyya Anjuman Lahore for the Asia and Pacific Re-

gion, for helping me in the proof reading and making several useful 

suggestions. 

Zahid Aziz, Dr. 

Editor, 

April 2015 

 

Notes to this Preface: 
 

1. From reviews by, respectively, Marmaduke Pickthall, Shaikh Mushir 

Husain Kidwai, Sir Muhammad Iqbal, and Justice Abdur Rashid. 

2. Islamic Culture, Hyderabad Deccan, India, October 1936, pp. 659–660. 

3. Chaudhry Sir Shahab-ud-Din (d. 1949) was President of the Punjab Leg-

islative Council three times between 1925 and 1936, later Speaker of the 

first Punjab Legislative Assembly, 1937–1945. These bodies were the 

Punjab provincial legislature under British rule of India. 

4. For example, amending the informal style of writing “as I have said 

above” to the formal “as stated above”. 
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Preface to the First Edition 

There could be no better comment on the prevalent Muslim lethar-

gy towards Islam than the fact that non-Muslim contributions to 

Islamic religious literature in English are by far in excess of the 

Muslim. It is true that much of this literature draws a distorted pic-

ture of Islam, but even here the Muslim is more to blame than the 

non-Muslim, for it is his duty to place the right kind of material 

before a world whose thirst for knowledge is insatiable. But what-

ever may be said as to the superficiality of one part of this literature 

and the prejudicial tenor of another, it cannot be denied that Europe 

has made a most valuable contribution to research work in connec-

tion with the religion of Islam and the history of the Muslims. The 

Muslims are also turning their attention to the producing of reli-

gious literature in English, but the attempt is, as yet, a very weak 

one, directed more to appealing to the market than to serious ef-

forts requiring hard work and critical acumen. 

The Religion of Islam is the name of a book written by the Rev. 

F. A. Klein and published in 1906. It was through the courtesy of a 

friend that this book fell into my hands in the year 1928. He had 

read it with pain, he said, on account of the distorted picture of 

Islam that it contained, and he suggested that I should write a com-

prehensive work containing a true picture of Islam and dealing in 

detail with its teachings. More than twenty years before this, and 

just about the time when this book had been published in London, 

on the 13th of February 1907 to be exact, the Founder of the Ah-

madiyya Movement, Hazrat Mirza Ghulam Ahmad of Qadian, had 

charged me with the writing of an English book which should con-

tain all that was necessary for a Muslim, or a non-Muslim, to know 

about the religion of Islam, and to give a true picture of the religion 

which was largely misrepresented. The multifarious duties which I 

had to perform as President of the Ahmadiyya Anjuman Isha‘at 
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Islam were a great hindrance, but the call of duty overcame these 

difficulties, and I set to work immediately, after going through 

Klein’s book, and the work is now being published under the same 

name. 

Had I been able to devote myself entirely to this task, it should 

not have taken more than three years. But seven years have passed, 

and still I am not satisfied that the book is as complete a picture as 

I had wished it to be. It has been my good fortune, from one point 

of view, to contribute to the literary activities of Islam and to be the 

head of a society which aims at the propagation of Islam, as the 

two works are so closely associated; but from another point of 

view it is a misfortune, since each of these works requires entire 

devotion to itself, to the exclusion of the other. I turned to the au-

thor’s work again and again, amidst the many duties which I was 

required to perform as the head of a newly established society, but 

always to be recalled to some other task which the urgency of the 

moment forced on my attention. An author’s singleness of purpose 

was not vouchsafed to me, and I have to confess that the work 

may, perhaps, suffer somewhat from this handicap. 

There is yet another circumstance which may detract from the 

value of the book. I fell ill, rather seriously, in March 1935, and my 

medical advisers ordered complete rest for some time. Even after 

convalescence, I was advised to give up hard work, a direction 

which, to be candid, I have not been able to carry out, since the pub-

lication could not be delayed any longer. So I had to hurry on the 

work; and, more than that, I had to relinquish two chapters which I 

originally intended to include.* Besides, the concluding chapters 

have not been dealt with as exhaustively as I had wished. I only 

hope that these and other deficiencies will be removed if I am 

spared to bring out a second edition. 

Islam, as I have pointed out in the Introduction to this book, is 

a religion which deals not only with the ways of devotion and the 
means which make man attain communion with God, but also 

with a vast variety of problems relating to the world around us and 

questions that pertain to the social and political life of man. In a 

 

* The Ethics of Islam and The Muslim State. 
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treatise which aims at giving a true picture of Islam, it was neces-

sary not only to discuss all the laws and regulations of the system 

but also to throw full light on the principles on which it is based, 

and even upon the sources from which its teachings, principles 

and laws are derived. I have, therefore, divided this book into 

three parts. The first part deals with the sources from which the 

teachings of Islam are drawn, and which can serve the purpose of 

guiding the Muslim world in its present and future needs; the 

second describes the creed of Islam or the fundamental doctrines 

of the religion; while the third treats of the laws and regulations of 

Islam which govern not only a Muslim’s domestic, social and in-

ternational relations but also his relations with God, which are the 

mainspring of the development of his faculties. An introduction 

has been added dealing with some questions relating to religion in 

general and Islam in particular. 

A work of this nature would have carried little weight if it did 

not give full references to original authorities, and this had made 

the work laborious, for it contains over 2,500 references and quo-

tations. The Holy Quran, being the original source on which all 

principles and laws of Islam are based, occupies the first place in 

this list, and next to it comes Bukhari, the most reliable book of 

Hadith. It is on these two authorities that the present work is chief-

ly based, but others, besides these, have been freely quoted and 

referred to where necessary. 

In conclusion, I wish to express my indebtedness to the 

Honourable Chaudhri Sir Shahab-ud-Din, President of the Punjab 

Legislative Council, who is the friend, referred to above, and who, 

besides drawing my attention to the need of such a book, has helped 

me with valuable suggestions. 

MUHAMMAD ALI 

President, 

Ahmadiyya Anjuman Isha‘at Islam, Lahore 
Ahmadiyya Buildings, 

Lahore 

21st November, 1935. 
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Key 

Transliteration 

Common words are not transliterated, such as Islam, Quran, Allah, 

Muhammad, Hadith (in these examples the transliteration would be: 

Islām, Qur’ān, Allāh, Muḥammad, and Ḥadīth). Some names may 

be transliterated only to the extent of placing the ‘bar’ over the 

letters a, i, or u, to indicate that the vowel is long, as a guide to 

pronunciation. Full transliteration marks are used when the exact 

form of a word or phrase in Arabic needs to be represented, and in 

all such cases that text is printed in italics. 

Sources and references 

All references without an indication of the name of the source are to 

the Holy Quran. The chapter (sūrah) and verse numbers are shown, 

with a colon between the chapter number and the verse number or 

numbers. Wherever the Quran is quoted, the reference to it is added 

immediately thereafter. Other references, to the Quran and other 

sources, are generally provided in notes which, for every chapter, 

are grouped together at the end of the chapter. See also the section 

Sources and References at page 470. 
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Introduction 

Significance of the name Islām  

Among the great religions of the world Islam enjoys the distinc-

tion of bearing a significant name, a name that points to its very 

essence. Muhammad was the name of the Holy Prophet through 

whom this religion was revealed, but its name as stated in the 

Quran is Islām,1 and the one who follows it is called a Muslim.2 So 

far from the system being named after its founder, as in the case of 

Christianity, Buddhism, Confucianism etc., the Prophet Muham-

mad is himself called a Muslim.3 In fact, earlier prophets of God 

are spoken of in the Quran as being “submitting ones” (literally, 

“Muslims”),4 thus showing that what is called “Islam” is the true 

religion for the whole of humanity, the various prophets being the 

preachers of that religion among different nations in different 

times and the Holy Prophet Muhammad its last and most perfect 

exponent. 

The root-meaning of the word Islām is to enter into peace, and 

a Muslim is one who makes his peace with God and man. Peace 

with God implies complete submission to His will, and peace with 

man is not only to refrain from evil or injury to another but also to 

do good to him; and both these ideas find expression in the Holy 

Quran itself as the true essence of the religion of Islam: 

“No, whoever submits himself entirely to Allah and he is 

the doer of good [to others], he has his reward from his 

Lord, and there is no fear for such nor shall they grieve.” 

— 2:112 

Islam is thus, in its very inception, the religion of peace, and 

its two basic doctrines, the unity of God and the unity or brother-

hood of the human race, afford positive proof of its being true to 

its name. Not only is Islam stated to be the true religion of all the 
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prophets of God, as pointed out above, but even the involuntary 

but complete submission to Divine laws which is witnessed in 

nature, is indicated by the same word aslama. This wider signifi-

cance is also retained in the strictly legal usage of the word, for, in 

law, Islam has a two-fold significance: a simple profession of faith 

— a declaration that “there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is 

the Messenger of Allah” (the Kalimah) — and a complete submis-

sion to the Divine will which is only attainable through spiritual 

perfection. Thus, the person who simply accepts the religion of 

Islam, the mere novice, is a Muslim, as well as the one who com-

pletely submits himself to the Divine will and practises all the 

Divine commandments. 

Place of Islam among world religions 

Islam is the last of the great religions — those mighty movements 

which have revolutionized the world and changed the destinies of 

nations. But it is not only the last, it is an all-inclusive religion 

which contains within itself all religions which came before it. One 

of its most striking characteristics is that it requires its followers to 

believe that all the great religions of the world that preceded it have 

been revealed by God: 

“And [Muslims are those] who believe in what has been 

revealed to you [O Muhammad] and what was revealed 

before you…” — 2:4 

“Say: We believe in Allah and in what has been revealed 

to us, and in what was revealed to Abraham, and Ishmael 

and Isaac and Jacob and the tribes, and in what was given 

to Moses and Jesus, and in what was given to the pro-

phets from their Lord, we make no distinction between 

any of them…” — 2:136 

“The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him 

from his Lord, and [so do] the believers. They all believe in 

Allah and His angels and His Books and His messengers. 

We make no distinction between any of His messengers.” 

— 2:285 

Thus a Muslim believes not only in the Prophet Muhammad 

but in all other prophets as well. And prophets were, according to 
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the express teachings of the Holy Quran, raised up among all the 

nations: 

“And there is not a people but a warner has gone among 

them.” — 35:24  

Similarly, its sacred Book, the Holy Quran, is spoken of as a 

combination of all the sacred scriptures of the world: 

“Pure pages in which are all the right books.” — 98:2–3 

In addition to being the last and an all-inclusive religion, it is 

the perfect expression of the Divine will. Thus Allah says in the 

Holy Quran: 

“This day have I perfected for you your religion and com-

pleted My favour on you and chosen for you Islam as a 

religion.” — 5:3 

 Like every other form of consciousness, the religious con-

sciousness of man has developed slowly and gradually down the 

ages, and the revelation of the great Truth from on high was thus 

brought to perfection in Islam. It is to this great truth that the words 

of Jesus Christ allude: 

“I still have many things to say to you but you cannot bear 

them now. However, when he, the spirit of truth, has come, 

he will guide you into all truth.” 5 

Thus it is the great mission of Islam to bring about peace in the 

world by establishing a brotherhood of all the religions, to bring 

together all the religious truths contained in previous religions, to 

correct their errors and to sift the true from the false, to preach the 

eternal verities which had not been preached before on account of 

the special circumstances of any race or society in the early stages 

of its development, and, last of all, to meet all the moral and spiritu-

al requirements of an ever-advancing humanity. 

New meaning introduced into religion 

With the advent of Islam, religion has received a new significance. 

Firstly, it is to be treated not as a dogma, which one must accept in 

order to escape everlasting damnation, but as a science based on the 

universal experience of humanity. It is not a particular nation that 
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becomes the favourite of God and the recipient of Divine revelation; 

on the contrary, revelation is recognized as a necessary factor in the 

evolution of man; hence while in its crudest form it is the universal 

experience of humanity, in its highest, that of prophetical revelation, 

it has been a Divine gift bestowed upon all nations of the world. 

And the idea of the scientific in religion has been further strength-

ened by presenting its doctrines as principles of human conduct and 

action. There is not a single religious doctrine which is not made the 

basis of action for the development of man to higher and yet higher 

stages of life. 

Secondly, the sphere of religion is not confined to the next 

world; its primary concern is rather with this life: that man, through 

a righteous life here on earth, may attain to the consciousness of a 

higher existence. And so it is that the Holy Quran deals with a vast 

variety of subjects which affect man’s life in this world. It deals not 

only with the ways of devotion, the forms of worship, and the 

means which make man attain communion with God, but also, and 

in richer detail, with the problems of the world around us, with 

questions of relations between human beings, their social and politi-

cal life, institutions of marriage, divorce and inheritance, division of 

wealth and relations of labour and capital, administration of justice, 

military organization, peace and war, national finance, debts and 

contracts, rules for the service of humanity and even treatment of 

animals, laws for the help of the poor, the orphan and the widow, 

and hundreds of other questions the proper understanding of which 

enables a person to lead a happy life. 

It lays down rules not only for individual progress but also for 

the advancement of society as a whole, of the nation and even of 

humanity. It throws light on problems regarding relations not only 

between individuals but also among the different tribes and nations 

into which humanity is divided. And all these rules and laws are 

made effective by a faith in God. It prepares man for another life, it 

is true, but only through making him capable of holding his own in 
the present one. 

Religion is a force in the moral development of man 

A cursory glance at the history of human civilization will show that 

religion has been the supreme force in the development of mankind 
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to its present condition. It is through the teachings of this or that 

prophet that man has been able to conquer his lower nature and to 

set before himself the noblest ideals of selflessness and the service 

of humanity. A study of the noble sentiments that inspire man to-

day will show their origin in the teachings and example of some 

great sage who had a deep faith in God and through whom was 

sown the seed of faith in other human hearts. The moral and ethical 

development of man to his present state, if due to any one cause, is 

due to religion. Humanity has yet to find out whether the lofty 

emotions which inspire man today will survive after a generation 

or two of Godlessness, and what sentiments materialism will bring 

in its train. 

It is often said that religion is responsible for much of the 

hatred and bloodshed in the world, but a cursory glance at the his-

tory of religion will show that this is a monstrous misconception. 

Love, concord, sympathy, kindness to one’s fellow human beings, 

have been the message of every religion, and every nation has 

learnt these essential lessons in their true purity only through the 

spirit of selflessness and service which a faith in God has inspired. 

If there have been selfishness and hatred and bloodshed, those have 

been there in spite of religion, not as a consequence of the message 

of love which religion has brought. They have been there because 

human nature is too prone to these things; and their presence only 

shows that a still greater religious awakening is required, that a 

truer faith in God is yet the crying need of humanity. That man 

sometimes turns to low and unworthy things does not show that the 

nobler sentiments are worthless, but only that their development 

has become a more urgent necessity. 

Islam as the greatest unifying force in the world 

Islam is undoubtedly the greatest civilizing force the world has 

ever known. In the seventh century C.E. it was Islam that saved it 

from crashing into an abyss of savagery, that came to the help of a 

civilization whose very foundations had collapsed, and that set 

about laying a new foundation and rearing an entirely new edifice 

of culture and ethics. A new idea of the unity of the human race as 

a whole, not of the unity of this or that nation, was introduced into 

the world — an idea so mighty that it welded together nations 
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which had warred with one another since the world began. It not 

only cemented together the warring tribes of one country but also 

established a brotherhood of all nations of the world, even uniting 

those which had nothing in common except their common humani-

ty. It obliterated differences of colour, race, language, geographical 

boundaries and even of culture. It united man with man as such, 

and the hearts of those in the far east began to beat in unison with 

the hearts of those in the farthest west. Indeed, it proved to be not 

only the greatest but the only force unifying man, because, whereas 

other religions had succeeded merely in unifying the different ele-

ments of a single race, Islam actually achieved the unification of 

many races, and harmonized the jarring and discordant elements of 

humanity. 

Islam laid the basis of a unity of the human race beyond which 

human conception cannot go. It recognized the equality not only of 

the civil and political rights of people, but also of their spiritual 

rights. “Mankind is a single nation” 6 is the fundamental doctrine of 

Islam, and for that reason every nation is recognized as having re-

ceived the spiritual gift of revelation. 

Islam as the greatest spiritual force of the world 

Equally great is the unparalleled transformation which Islam has 

brought about in the world; for it has proved itself to be a spiritual 

force the equal of which the human race has never known. Its mi-

raculous transformation of world conditions was brought about in 

an incredibly short time. It swept away the vilest superstitions, the 

crassest ignorance, the rank immorality, the old evil habits of cen-

turies over centuries in less than a quarter of a century. That its 

spiritual conquests are without parallel in history is an undeniable 

fact, and it is because of the unparalleled spiritual transformation 

effected by him that the Holy Prophet Muhammad is admitted to 

be the “most successful of all prophets and religious personali-

ties.” 7 

Islam offers a solution of the great world problems 

Islam is not only the most civilizing and the greatest spiritual 

force of the world but also offers a solution of the most baffling 

problems which confront mankind today. Materialism, which has 



SOLUTION OF THE GREAT WORLD PROBLEMS 7 

become humanity’s ideal in modern times, can never bring about 

peace and mutual trust among the nations of the world. Islam is 

the only force which has already succeeded in blotting out race 

and colour distinctions and it is through Islam only that this great 

problem of the modern world can be solved.  

Islam is, first and foremost, an international religion, and it is 

only before its grand international ideal — the ideal of the equality 

of all races and of the unity of the human race — that the curse of 

nationalism, which has been and is responsible for the troubles of 

the ancient and the modern worlds, can be swept away. But even 

within the boundaries of a nation or a country there can be no peace 

as long as a just solution of the two great problems of wealth and 

sex cannot be found. 

Modern nations have gone to two extremes on the wealth ques-

tion: capitalism and communism. There is either the tendency to 

concentrate wealth among the great capitalists, or, by community of 

wealth, to bring the indolent and the industrious to one level. Islam 

offers the true solution by ensuring to the worker the reward of his 

work, great or small, in accordance with the merit of the work, and 

also by allotting to the poor a share in the wealth of the rich. Thus, 

while the rights of property are maintained in their true sense, ar-

rangements are made for equalizing conditions by taking a part of 

the wealth of the rich and distributing it among the poor. 

Similarly, Islam’s solution of the sex question is the only one 

that can ensure ultimate peace to the family. There is neither the 

free-love which would loosen all ties of social relations, nor the 

indissoluble binding of man and woman which turns many a home 

into a veritable hell. And, by solving these and a hundred other 

problems, Islam — as its very name indicates — can bring true 

happiness to the human race. 

Misconceptions underlying criticism of religion 

Three chief objections to religion are raised by modern anti -

religious movements: 

1. That religion helps in the maintenance of the present social 

system, which has borne the fruit of capitalism with the 

consequent crushing of the aspirations of the poor. 
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2. That it keeps the people subject to superstition and thus 

hinders the advance of sciences. 

3. That it teaches people to pray for their needs instead of 

working for them and thus it makes them indolent. 

So far as Islam is concerned, the facts are entirely contrary to 

these allegations. Islam came as the friend of the poor and the desti-

tute, and as a matter of fact it has accomplished an upliftment of the 

poor to which history affords no parallel. It raised people from the 

lowest rung of the social ladder to the highest positions of life, it 

made of slaves not only leaders in thought and intellect but actual 

rulers of state. Its social system is one of an equality which is quite 

unthinkable in any other nation or society. It lays down as one of 

the fundamental principles of religion that the poor have a right in 

the wealth of the rich, a right exercised through the state which col-

lects annually a fortieth of the wealth amassed by the rich, to be 

distributed among the poor.8 

The second allegation, that religion discourages the advance-

ment of science and learning, is equally devoid of truth. Islam gave 

an impetus to learning in a country which had never been a seat of 

learning and was sunk in the depths of superstition. Even as far 

back as the caliphate of Umar,9 the Islamic state undertook the edu-

cation of the masses, while the Muslims carried the torch of learn-

ing to every country where they gained political ascendancy; 

schools, colleges and universities sprang up everywhere as a result 

of the Muslim conquest. It is no exaggeration to say that it was 

through Islam that the Renaissance came about in Europe. 

The third allegation that religion makes people idle by teach-

ing them to pray is also belied by the history of Islam. Not only 

does the Quran teach people to work hard for success in life, and 

lays down in plain words that “man can have nothing but what he 

strives for”,10 but it actually made the Arabs — the then most 

backward nation in the world — a nation of great leaders in all 
phases of life. And this great revolution was brought about only 

by awakening in them a desire for work and a zest for hard striv-

ing. Islam does teach man to pray, but prayer, instead of making 

him idle, is intended to fit him for a still harder struggle, and to 

carry on that struggle in the face of failure and disappointment, by 
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turning to God Who is the Source of all strength. Thus prayer in 

Islam is only an incentive to work, and not a hindrance. 

Notes to the Introduction 
 

1. “This day have I perfected for you your religion and completed My 

favour on you and chosen for you Islam as a religion” (5:3). “Surely the 

(true) religion with Allah is Islam” (3:19).  

2. “He named you Muslims before and in this” (22:78), where before refers 

to prophecies of earlier prophets about Muslims, and this refers to the 

Quran. 

3. “And I am the first of those who submit” (6:163). 

 Editor’s Note: The word translated as “those who submit” is muslimīn in 

the original, which is the plural of muslim. By “first” is meant that the 

Holy Prophet Muhammad is the foremost, and ahead of all, in submitting. 

4. “And the same did Abraham enjoin on his sons and so did Jacob: O my 

sons, surely Allah has chosen for you (this) religion, so die not unless you 

are submitting ones” (2:132). “We revealed the Torah, in which was 

guidance and light; with it the prophets who submitted themselves 

(aslamū) judged matters for those who were Jews” (5 :44). 

 Editor’s Note: In 2 :132 the word translated as “submitting ones” is mus-

limūn in the original, which is the plural of muslim. As the prophets sub-

mitted themselves to God through the revelation which had come to 

them, they were “Muslims” of their time. 

5. Gospel of John, 16 :12–13. 

6. The Quran, 2 :213. 

7. Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th edition, Art. ‘Koran’. 

8. Editor’s Note: In addition to this tax on the wealth of the rich for the 

benefit of the poor, Islam has declared it as the second most important 

duty of Muslims, after prayer, to spend out of what they possess to help 

the destitute by money and all other means. 

9. The period 634–644 C.E. 

10. The Quran, 53 :39. 
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PART I: THE SOURCES OF ISLAM 

1. The Holy Quran 

How and when the Quran was revealed 

The original source from which all principles and ordinances of 

Islam are drawn is the Holy Book called al-Qur’ān.1 Generally the 

sources are said to be four: the Quran, the Sunnah or Hadith 

(Doings and Sayings of the Prophet Muhammad as preserved in 

various recognized collections), Ijmā‘ or unanimous agreement of 

the Muslim community and Qiyās or reasoning. But as ijmā‘ and 

qiyās are based on the Quran and the Hadith, and the latter is itself 

only an explanation of the Quran, as will be shown later on, the 

Quran is actually the real foundation on which the whole super-

structure of Islam rests, and the only, absolute and final authority 

in every discussion relating to the principles and laws of Islam. 

The name Qur’ān is frequently mentioned in the book itself 2 

which also states to whom, how, why, when, and in what language, 

it was delivered. It was revealed to Muhammad: 

“And those who believe and do good and believe in that 

which has been revealed to Muhammad — and it is the 

Truth from their Lord.” — 47:2 

Its revelation commenced in the month of Ramadan on a cer-

tain night which, from then on, received the name of the Night of 

Majesty (Lailat al-Qadr): 

“The month of Ramadan is that in which the Quran was re-

vealed…” — 2:185 

“We revealed it on a blessed night…” — 44:3 

“Surely We revealed it on the Night of Majesty.” — 97:1 

It was revealed in the Arabic language: 

“So We have made it easy in your tongue [O Prophet] that 

they may be mindful.” — 44:58 
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“Surely We have made it an Arabic Quran that you [O peo-

ple] may understand.” — 43:3 

It was revealed in portions, every portion being written and 

committed to memory as soon as it was revealed, and the revela-

tion was spread over twenty-three years of the Holy Prophet’s life, 

during which time he was occupied solely with the reformation of 

a benighted world: 

“And it is a Quran which We have made distinct, so that 

you may read it to the people by slow degrees, and We 

have revealed it in portions.” — 17:106 

It was not the Prophet who spoke under influence of the Holy 

Spirit; it was a Divine Message brought by the angel Gabriel, and 

delivered in words to the Holy Prophet who communicated it to 

mankind. He is told in the Quran: 

“And surely this is a revelation from the Lord of the  

worlds. The Faithful Spirit has brought it on your heart 

that you may be a warner, in plain Arabic language.” — 

26:192–195 

“Whoever is an enemy to Gabriel — for surely he revealed 

it to your heart by Allah’s command…” — 2:97 

“The Holy Spirit has revealed it from your Lord with the 

truth…” — 16:102 

The Quran uses the words Holy Spirit and Gabriel interchange-

ably. Both the Quran and Hadith make it clear that Divine revela-

tion was brought to the Holy Prophet, and to the prophets before 

him, by the angel Gabriel who is also called the Holy Spirit or the 

Faithful Spirit. The Jewish concept was also that the Holy Spirit 

brought inspiration to the prophets, and Jesus and his disciples used 

the word in exactly the same sense.3 The orthodox Christian con-

ception of the Holy Spirit was unknown to the Jewish mind and 

the Holy Ghost is peculiar to the New Testament writers. 

It is the highest form of revelation 

Though the Holy Quran was revealed piecemeal through Gabriel, 

yet the entire revelation is one whole, delivered in one and the 
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same manner. Revelation, we are told in the Quran, is granted to 

man in three forms: 

“And it is not granted to a mortal that Allah should speak 

to him, except by revelation (waḥy) or from behind a veil, 

or by sending a messenger and revealing by His permis-

sion what He pleases.” — 42:51 

The first of these three modes is called waḥy, which is generally 

translated as meaning revelation. Since the different kinds of revela-

tion are spoken of here, the word waḥy is obviously used in its lit-

eral sense, its primary significance being a hasty suggestion. Hence 

the inspired word, which enters the hearts of the prophets and of the 

righteous, is called waḥy because it is like a sudden suggestion 

made directly to the heart of the inspired one. It is not a message in 

words but simply an idea which comes like a flash and clears up a 

doubt or difficulty, and it is not the result of the thought process. 

The second mode is described as speaking from behind a veil — a 

scene, carrying a deeper significance, is shown as in a vision or in a 

dream or words are heard by the person spoken to, as if coming 

from behind a veil. The third mode is that in which the angel bear-

ing the message is sent to the recipient of the Divine revelation, and 

the message is delivered in words, and this is the highest form of 

revelation. 

As already stated, the angel entrusted with the Divine message 

in words is Gabriel or the Holy Spirit, and this third mode of revela-

tion is limited to the prophets of God only — to men entrusted with 

important Divine messages to humanity — while the first two lower 

forms of revelation are common to prophets as well as those who 

are not prophets. For the delivery of the higher message which re-

lates to the welfare of mankind, a higher form of revelation is cho-

sen, a form in which the message is not simply an idea but is 

clothed in actual words. The prophet’s faculty of being spoken to by 

God is so highly developed that he receives the messages, not only 

as ideas instilled into the mind or in the form of words uttered or 

heard under the influence of the Holy Spirit, but actually as Divine 

messages in words delivered through the latter. In the terminology 

of Islam this is called “revelation that is recited” (waḥy matluww), 

and the Holy Quran was, from beginning to end, delivered in this 
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form to the Holy Prophet, as the quotations earlier given from the 

Book itself make it abundantly clear. It does not contain any other 

form of revelation. It is in its entirety waḥy matluww or revelation 

recited to the Holy Prophet distinctly in words, and is thus wholly 

the highest form of Divine revelation. 

Other forms of Divine revelation to human beings 

As stated above, prophets also received the two lower forms of 

Divine revelation. For example, we are told in Hadith reports that 

before the higher message came to the Prophet Muhammad — i.e., 

before he received the first Quranic revelation — he used to have 

clear and true visions: 

“The first of revelations that came to the Messenger of 

Allah were good visions so that he did not see a vision but 

it came out true as the dawn of the day.” 4 

This is the second mode of revelation mentioned earlier. The de-

tails of laws as later expounded by Holy Prophet, and as met with 

in his practice, belong to the first form of revelation, an idea in-

stilled into the mind, which is called “inner revelation” (waḥy 

khafiyy). 

In the lower forms, revelation is still granted to the righteous 

from among the followers of the Holy Prophet and even to others, 

for, as will be shown later, revelation in the lowest form is the uni-

versal experience of humanity. There is also a difference as to the 

method in which the different kinds of revelation are received. 

While the two lower forms of revelation involve but little change in 

the normal condition of a person, whether awake or asleep, and he 

is only occasionally transported to a state of trance, the highest 

form, which is that peculiar to the prophets, brings with it a violent 

change; it does, in fact, require a real passing from one world to the 

other, while the recipient is in a state of perfect wakefulness, and 

the burden of revelation is not only felt by him but is also visible to 

those who see him. 

The Holy Prophet’s experience of revelation 

The Holy Prophet first experienced the higher revelation while he 

was alone in the cave of Hira. Before this, he had from time to time 
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seen visions, but when the angel came with the higher message, he 

found himself quite exhausted: 

“He [Gabriel] seized me and squeezed me to such an ex-

tent that I was quite exhausted”, 

and this was repeated three times.5 And even after he reached home, 

the effect of exhaustion was still upon him and he had to lie down, 

covered over, before he could relate what had befallen. It was an 

equally hard experience when the second message came to him af-

ter an interval of some months. And even afterwards, the effect of 

the Spirit upon him was so great that on the coldest of days perspi-

ration would run down his forehead: “I saw”, says Aishah, his wife, 

“revelation coming down upon him in the severest cold, and when 

that condition was over, perspiration ran down his forehead”.6 Zaid 

ibn Thabit relates that he was sitting with his leg under that of the 

Holy Prophet when revelation came down upon him, and he felt as 

if his leg would be crushed under the weight.7 

Nature of the Holy Prophet’s revelation 

When it was once enquired of the Holy Prophet how revelation 

came to him, he replied: 

“It comes to me sometimes as the ringing of a bell and 

this is hardest on me, then he [the angel] leaves me and I 

remember from him what he says; and sometimes the an-

gel comes in the shape of a man and he talks to me and I 

remember what he says.” 8 

These are the only two forms in which the Quranic revelation 

came to the Holy Prophet. In both cases, the angel came to him and 

was seen by him; in both cases, a certain message was delivered in 

words which he at once committed to memory. That is the essence 

of the whole question. The only difference between the two cases 

was that in one case the angel appeared in the shape of a human 

being and uttered the words in a soft tone as a man talks to another; 
in the other case, it is not stated in what form he came, but we are 

told that the words were uttered like the ringing of a bell, that is to 

say, in a harsh, hard tone, which made it a heavier task for the 

Prophet to receive them. But still it was the angel who brought the 
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message, as is shown by the use of the personal pronoun he in the 

first part of the report. In both cases the Prophet was transported, as 

it were, to another world, and this transportation caused him to go 

through a severe experience which made him perspire even on a 

cold day, but this experience was harder still when the deliverer of 

the message did not appear in human shape and there remained no 

affinity between the deliverer and the recipient. But whether the 

angel appeared in human shape or not, whether the message was 

delivered in a hard or soft tone, the one thing certain is that it was a 

message delivered in words; and therefore the Quranic revelation is 

entirely one message delivered in one form. 

It should be noted that the Holy Prophet often received the 

message while sitting with his Companions, but the latter never saw 

the angel nor ever heard the words of revelation. It was, therefore, 

with other than the normal human senses that the Prophet saw the 

angel and heard his words, and it was really the granting of these 

other senses that is called transportation to another world. 

Arrangement of the Quran 

Though the Holy Quran was revealed in portions, it did not remain 

long in that fragmentary condition. As its name implies, it was a 

book from the first, and though it could not be complete until the 

last verse was revealed, it was never without some form of arrange-

ment. There is the clearest testimony, internal as well as external, 

that every single verse or part of a verse and every chapter that was 

revealed had its own definite place in the Book. The Quran is itself 

clear on this point: 

“And those who disbelieve say: Why has not the Quran 

been revealed to him all at once? Thus [it is] that We may 

strengthen your heart by it, and We have arranged it well in 

arranging.” — 25:32 

The arrangement of the Quran was thus a part of the Divine scheme. 

Another verse showing that the collection of the Book was a part of 

the Divine scheme runs thus: 

“Surely on Us rests the collecting of it and the reciting of 

it.” — 75:17 
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It appears from this that just as the Quran was recited by Gabriel to 

the Holy Prophet, in like manner, the collecting of its various parts 

was effected by the Prophet under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

History also bears testimony to the truth of this statement, for not 

only are there numerous anecdotes showing that this or that portion 

of the Quran was put to writing under the orders of the Holy Pro-

phet, but we are clearly told by Uthman, the third Caliph, that eve-

ry portion of the Book was written, and given its specified place, at 

the bidding of the Prophet: 

“It was customary with the Messenger of Allah (may peace 

and the blessings of Allah be upon him) that when portions 

of different chapters were revealed to him, and when any 

verse was revealed, he called one of those persons who 

used to write the Quran and said to him: Write this verse in 

the chapter where such and such verses occur.” 9 

Arrangement in oral recitation 

In fact, if we bear in mind the use that was made of the Holy 

Quran, we cannot for an instant entertain the idea that the Book 

existed without any arrangement of its verses and chapters in the 

lifetime of the Holy Prophet. It was not only recited in prayers but 

committed to memory and regularly recited to keep it fresh in the 

mind. Now if an arrangement of verses and chapters had not exist-

ed, it would have been impossible either to recite it in public pray-

ers or to commit it to memory. The slightest change in the place of 

a verse by the man leading the prayers would at once call forth a 

correction from the audience, as it does at the present day. Since 

no one could take the liberty of changing a word or the place of a 

word in a verse, no one could change a verse or the place of a 

verse in a chapter; and so the committing of the Quran to memory 

by so many of the Companions of the Holy Prophet, and their 

constant recitation of it, would have been impossible unless a  

known order was followed. The Holy Prophet could not teach the 

Quran to his Companions nor the Companions to each other, nor 

could he or anyone else lead the public prayers, in which long por-

tions of the Book were recited, without following a known and 

accepted order. 
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Complete written copies of the Quran 

The Holy Quran thus existed in a complete and ordered form in 

the memories of men, but no complete written copy of it existed at 

the time, nor could such a copy be made while the Holy Prophet 

was alive, and still receiving revelations. But the whole of the 

Quran in one arrangement was safely preserved in the memories of 

reciters. 

It happened, however, that many of the reciters fell in the fa-

mous battle of Yamama, in the caliphate of Abu Bakr,10 and it was 

then that Umar11 urged upon him the necessity of compiling a 

standard written copy, so that no portion of the Quran should be lost 

even if all the reciters were to die. And this copy was compiled, not 

from the hundreds of copies that had been made by individual 

Companions for their own use but from the manuscripts written 

under the direction of the Holy Prophet himself, and the arrange-

ment adopted was that of the oral recitation as followed in his time. 

Zaid ibn Thabit was chosen for the task of collecting and compiling 

the Quranic writings since, during the Holy Prophet’s life at Madi-

nah, he had done by far the greater part of the work of writing his 

revelations.12 

Thus a standard written copy was prepared, which was en-

trusted to the care of Hafsah, wife of the Prophet.13 But still no 

arrangement had been made for securing the accuracy of the num-

erous copies that were in circulation. This was done by Uthman14 

who ordered several copies to be made of the copy prepared in the 

time of the first Caliph, and these were then sent to the different 

Islamic centres so that all copies made by individuals should be 

compared with the standard copy at each centre. 

Standardization of the Quran 

Thus Abu Bakr ordered a standard copy to be prepared from the 

manuscripts written in the presence of the Holy Prophet, following 

the order of chapters which was followed by the reciters under the 

directions of the Holy Prophet, and Uthman ordered copies to be 

made from this standard copy. If there was any variation from that 

standard copy, it went no further than this that where the Quraish 

wrote a word in one way and Zaid ibn Thabit wrote it in another 

way, Uthman’s order was to write it in the manner of the Quraish. 
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This was because Zaid belonged to Madinah while his colleagues 

were Quraish, which was the leading tribe of Makkah, the Holy 

Prophet Muhammad himself belonging to the Banu Hashim branch 

of this tribe. 

Differences of readings 

There were slight differences in the spoken language of different 

tribes, that of the Quraish being the model for the literary language. 

The Holy Quran was revealed in the dialect of the Quraish, the 

literary language of Arabia. But when, towards the close of the 

Holy Prophet’s life, people from different Arabian tribes accepted 

Islam in large numbers, it was found that they could not pronounce 

certain words in the idiom of the Quraish, being habituated from 

childhood to their own idiom, and it was then that the Holy Prophet 

allowed them to pronounce a word according to their own peculiar 

idiom. This permission was given only to facilitate the recitation of 

the Quran. The written Quran was one; it was all in the chaste idi-

om of the Quraish, but certain people belonging to other tribes 

were allowed to pronounce it in their own way. 

There may have been certain revelations in which an optional 

reading was permitted. Readings belonging to this class can only 

be accepted on the most unimpeachable evidence, and the trustwor-

thiness of the Hadith reports containing such readings must be es-

tablished beyond all doubt. But even these readings do not find 

their way into the written text, which remains permanently one and 

the same. Their value is only explanatory: they only show what 

significance is to be attached to the word used in the text; they are 

never at variance with the text. They are known to very few even 

of the learned, to say nothing of the general readers of the Holy 

Book, and are considered to have the value of an authentic Hadith 

report in explaining the meaning of a certain word occurring in the 

text. 

Thus, the so-called different readings were either dialectic vari-

ations, which were never meant to be permanent and intended only 

to facilitate the reading of the Quran in individual cases, or explana-

tory variations meant to throw light on the text. The former ceased 

to exist with the spread of education in Arabia, and the latter have 

still the same explanatory value as they originally had. 
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Collective testimony of the purity of the Quranic text 

Random reports that a certain verse or chapter, not to be met with 

in the Quran, was part of the text, have no value at all as against the 

conclusive and collective testimony which establishes the purity of 

the text of the Holy Quran. It is a fact that every verse of the Quran 

was, when revealed, promulgated and made public; it became a 

part of the public prayer and was repeated day and night to be lis-

tened to by an audience of hundreds. When the written manuscripts 

of the Quran were first collected into one volume in the time of the 

first Caliph Abu Bakr, and later on when copies were made from 

that original in the time of the third Caliph Uthman, there was the 

unanimous testimony of all the Companions that every verse that 

found a place in that collection was part of the Divine revelation. 

Such testimony of overwhelming numbers cannot be set aside by 

the evidence of one or two, but, as a matter of fact, all reports quot-

ed as affecting the purity of the text ascribe a certain statement to 

only one man, and in not a single case is there a second person to 

support that assertion. 

The theory of abrogation 

That certain verses of the Holy Quran are abrogated by others is 

now an exploded theory. The two passages on which it was sup-

posed to rest, refer really to the abrogation, not of the passages of 

the Quran but of the previous revelations whose place the Holy 

Book had taken. The first verse is contained in the 16th chapter (al-

Naḥl) — a Makkah revelation — and runs thus: 

“And when We change a message for a message — and 

Allah knows best what He reveals — they say: You are 

only a forger.” — 16:101 

It is a fact that details of the Islamic law were revealed at Madinah 

and it is in relation to these details that the theory of abrogation has 

been broached. Therefore, a Makkah revelation would not speak of 

abrogation. But the reference in the above verse is to the abrogation, 

not of the Quranic verses but of the previous Divine messages or 

revelations, consequent upon revelation of the Quran. The context 

shows this clearly to be the case, for the opponents are here made to 

say that the Prophet was a forger. He was so accused by the oppo-

nents not because he announced the abrogation of certain verses of 
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the Quran but because he claimed that the Quran was a Divine reve-

lation which had taken the place of previous revelations. They ar-

gued that it was not a revelation at all: “Only a mortal teaches him” 

(16:103). According to them the whole of the Quran, and not mere-

ly a particular verse of it, was a forgery. The theory of abrogation, 

therefore, cannot be based on this verse which speaks only of one 

revelation or one law taking the place of another. 

The other verse which is supposed to lend support to the theo-

ry runs thus: 

“Whatever message We abrogate or cause to be forgotten, 

We bring one better than it or one like it.” — 2:106 

A reference to the context will show that the Jews or the followers 

of previous revelations are here addressed. Of these it is said: 

“…they say: We believe in that which was revealed to us; 

and they deny what is besides that.” — 2:91 

So they were told that if a certain revelation was abrogated, it was 

only to give place to a better one. And there is mention not only of 

abrogation but also of something that was forgotten. The words 

“or cause to be forgotten” cannot refer to the Quran at all because 

no portion of it could be said to have been forgotten so as to re-

quire a new revelation in its place. There is no point in supposing 

that God should first make the Holy Prophet forget a verse and 

then reveal a new one in its place. Why not, if he really had for-

gotten a verse, remind him of the one forgotten? But even if it is 

supposed that his memory ever failed in retaining a certain verse 

(which really never happened), that verse was quite safely pre-

served in writing, and the mere failure of the memory could not 

necessitate a new revelation. That the Holy Prophet never forgot 

what was recited to him by the Holy Spirit is plainly stated in the 

Quran: 

“We shall make you recite, so you shall not forget”. — 

87:6 

History also bears out the fact that he never forgot any portion 

of the Quranic revelation. Sometimes the whole of a very long 

chapter would be revealed to him in one portion, as in the case of 
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the sixth chapter which extends over 165 verses, but he would 

have it written down without delay, and make his Companions 

learn it by heart, and recite it in public prayers, and that without the 

change of even a letter, despite the fact that he himself could not 

read from a written copy, nor did the written copies, as a rule, re-

main in his possession. It was a miracle indeed that he never forgot 

any portion of the Quran, though other things he might forget, and 

it is to his forgetfulness in other things that the words except what 

Allah pleases, in the next verse (87:7), refer. On the other hand, it 

is a fact that parts of the older revelations had been utterly lost and 

forgotten, and thus the Holy Quran was needed to take the place of 

that which was abrogated, and that which had been forgotten by the 

world. 

Hadith on abrogation 

It is quite strange that the theory of abrogation has been accepted by 

writer after writer without ever thinking that not a single report in 

Hadith, however weak, touching on the abrogation of a verse, was 

traceable to the Holy Prophet. It never occurred to the upholders of 

this theory that the Quranic verses were promulgated by the Holy 

Prophet, and that it was he whose authority was necessary for the 

abrogation of any Quranic verse; no Companion, not even Abu 

Bakr or Ali, could say that a verse was abrogated. The Holy Prophet 

alone was entitled to say so, and there is not a single hadith to the 

effect that he ever said so; it is always some Companion or a later 

authority to whom such views are to be traced. 

In most cases, where a report is traceable to one Companion 

who held a certain verse to have been abrogated, there is another 

report traceable to another Companion to the effect that the verse 

was not abrogated.15 Even among later writers we find that there 

is not a single verse on which the verdict of abrogation has been 

passed by one without being questioned by another; and while 

there are writers who would lightly pass the verdict of abrogation 

on hundreds of verses, there are others who consider not more 

than five to be abrogated, and even in the case of these five the 

verdict of abrogation has been seriously impugned by earlier wri-

ters. 



1. THE HOLY QURAN 22 

Use of the word naskh 

The theory of abrogation has in fact arisen from a misunderstand-

ing of the use of the word naskh (abrogation) by the Companions 

of the Holy Prophet. When the significance of one verse was limi-

ted by another, the former was sometimes spoken of as having 

been “abrogated” (nusikhat) by the latter. Similarly when the words 

of a verse gave rise to a misconception, and a later revelation 

cleared up that misconception, the word “abrogation” was meta-

phorically used in connection with it, the idea underlying its use 

being not that the first verse was abrogated but that a certain con-

ception to which it had given rise was abrogated. Earlier authori-

ties admit that abrogation means explanation metaphorically. It is 

an abrogation, but not an abrogation of the words of the Quran; 

rather it is the abrogation of a misconception of their meaning. 

This is further made clear by the application of abrogation to vers-

es containing statements of facts, whereas, properly speaking, ab-

rogation could only take place in the case of verses containing a 

commandment or a prohibition. This use of the word “abrogation” 

by the earlier authorities regarding statements of facts shows that 

they were using the word to signify the removal of a wrong con-

ception regarding, or the placing of a limitation upon, the meaning 

of a certain verse. At the same time, it is true that the use of this 

word soon became indiscriminate, and when anyone found him-

self unable to reconcile two verses, he would declare one of them 

to be abrogated by the other. 

Basis of abrogation 

The principle on which the theory of abrogation is based is unac-

ceptable, being contrary to the clear teachings of the Quran. A verse 

is considered to be abrogated by another when the two cannot be 

reconciled with each other; in other words, when they appear to 

contradict each other. But the Quran destroys this foundation when 

it declares that no part of it is at variance with another: 

“Will they not then meditate on the Quran? And if it were 

from any other than Allah, they would have found in it 

many a discrepancy.” — 4:82 

It was due to lack of reflection that one verse was thought to be at 

variance with another; and hence it is that in almost all cases where 
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abrogation has been upheld by one person, there has been another 

who, being able to reconcile the two, has repudiated the alleged 

abrogation. 

Later commentators on abrogation 

It is only among the later commentators that we meet with the ten-

dency to augment the number of verses thought to have been abro-

gated, and by some of these the figure has been placed as high as 

five hundred. In this connection, Sayuti, one of the well-known 

commentators, says: “Those who multiply [the number of abrogated 

verses] have included many kinds — one kind being that in which 

there is neither abrogation, nor any particularization [of a general 

statement], nor has it any connection with any one of them, for var-

ious reasons.” Sayuti himself brings the number of verses which he 

thinks to be abrogated down to twenty-one, but he admits that there 

is a difference of opinion even about these.16 

A later writer, however, the famous Shah Wali-ullah of India, 

commenting on this in his Fauz al-Kabīr, says that abrogation can-

not be proved in the case of sixteen out of Sayuti’s twenty-one vers-

es, but in the case of the remaining five he is of the opinion that the 

verdict of abrogation of one verse by another is final.  

However, an examination of these five verses shows that in two 

of them some early commentators themselves reject abrogation, and 

in the other three it is due to a misunderstanding.17 

Thus the theory of abrogation falls to the ground on all con-

siderations. 

Interpretation of the Quran 

The rule as to the interpretation of the Quran is thus given in the 

Holy Book itself: 

“He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its 

verses are decisive — they are the basis of the Book — and 
others are allegorical. Then those in whose hearts is perver-

sity follow the part of it which is allegorical, seeking to 

mislead, and seeking to give it [their own] interpretation. 

And none knows its interpretation except Allah, and those 

firmly rooted in knowledge. They say: We believe in it, it 
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is all from our Lord. And none are mindful except those 

who have understanding.” — 3:7 

In the first place, it is stated here that there are two kinds of verses 

in the Holy Quran, namely, the decisive and the allegorical — the 

latter being those which are capable of different interpretations. 

Next we are told that the decisive verses are the basis of the Book, 

that is, that they contain the fundamental principles of religion. 

Hence whatever may be the differences of interpretation, the funda-

mentals of religion are not affected by them, all such differences 

relating only to secondary matters. The third point is that some peo-

ple seek to give their own interpretation to allegorical statements 

and are thus misled. In other words, serious errors arise only when a 

wrong interpretation is placed on words which are susceptible of 

two meanings. Lastly, in the concluding words, a clue is given as to 

the right mode of interpretation in the case of allegorical statements: 

“It is all from our Lord” — meaning that there is no disagreement 

between the various portions of the Book. This statement has in fact 

been made elsewhere also, as already quoted (see 4:82). 

The important principle to be borne in mind in the interpreta-

tion of the Quran, therefore, is that the meaning should be sought 

from within the Quran, and never should a passage be interpreted in 

such a manner that it may be at variance with any other passage, but 

more especially with the basic principles laid down in the decisive 

verses. This principle, says the Holy Quran, is followed by “those 

firmly rooted in knowledge.” 

The following rules may, therefore, be laid down: 

 The principles of Islam are enunciated in decisive words 

in the Holy Quran; and, therefore, no attempt should be 

made to establish a principle on the strength of an allegor-

ical passage, or of words susceptible of different mean-

ings. 

 The explanation of the Book should in the first place be 

sought in the Quran itself; for, whatever it has stated brief-

ly, or merely hinted at, in one place, will be found ex-

panded and fully explained elsewhere in it. 
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 The Holy Quran contains allegory and metaphor along 

with what is plain and decisive, and the only safeguard 

against being misled by what is allegorical or metaphorical 

is that the interpretation of such passages must be strictly in 

consonance with what is laid down in clear and decisive 

words, and not at variance therewith. 

 When a law or principle is laid down in clear words, any 

statement carrying a doubtful significance, or a statement 

apparently opposed to the law so laid down, must be in-

terpreted subject to the principle enunciated. 

Value of Hadith and commentaries in interpreting the Quran 

Hadith also affords an explanation of the Holy Quran but a report 

can only be accepted when it is reliable and not opposed to what is 

clearly stated in the Quran. As regards commentaries, a word of 

warning is necessary against the tendency to regard what is stated 

in them as being the final word on interpretation, since by so doing 

the great treasures of knowledge which an exposition of the Holy 

Quran in the new light of modern progress reveals are shut out, and 

the Quran becomes a sealed book to the present generation. The 

learned men of old all freely sought its meaning according to their 

understanding and circumstances, and the same right belongs to the 

present generation. It must also be added that though the commen-

taries are valuable stores of learning for a knowledge of the Quran, 

the numerous anecdotes and legends with which many of them are 

filled can only be accepted with the greatest caution and after the 

most careful sifting. 

Divisions of the Quran 

The Holy Quran is divided into 114 chapters, each of which is 

called a sūrah, meaning literally eminence or high degree and also 

any degree of a structure. The chapters are of varying length, the 

longest comprising one-twelfth of the entire Book. All the chapters, 

with the exception of the last thirty-five, are divided into sections, 

each section or rukū‘ dealing generally with one subject, and the 

different sections being interrelated to each other.18 Each section 

contains a number of verses, a verse being known as an  āyah. The 

total number of verses is more than 6000. 
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For the purpose of recitation, the Quran is divided into thirty 

equal parts (juz’), each of these being again subdivided into four 

equal parts. Another division is into seven portions (manzil), which 

is designed for the completion of its recital in seven days. These 

divisions for the purpose of recitation have nothing to do with the 

subject-matter of the Holy Quran. 

Makkah and Madinah chapters 

An important division of the Quran relates to the Makkah and 

Madinah chapters. After the Divine Call to prophethood, the Holy 

Prophet passed 13 years at Makkah, and was then forced to migrate 

with his Companions to Madinah where he spent the last ten years 

of his life. Out of the total of 114 chapters of the Book, 92 were 

revealed during the Makkah period and 22 during the Madinah pe-

riod, but the Madinah chapters, being generally longer, contain 

about one-third of the Holy Book. In arrangement, the Makkah rev-

elation is intermingled with that of Madinah. 

On referring to the subject-matter of the Makkah and Madinah 

revelations, we find the following three broad features distinguish-

ing the two groups of chapters. Firstly, the Makkah revelation 

deals chiefly with faith in God and is particularly devoted to  

grounding the Muslims in that faith, while the Madinah revelation 

is mainly intended to translate that faith into action. It is true that 

exhortations to good and noble deeds are met with in the Makkah 

revelation, and in the Madinah revelation faith is still shown to be 

the foundation on which the structure of deeds should be built, 

but, in the main, stress is laid in the former on faith in an Omnipo-

tent and Omnipresent God Who requites every good and every 

evil deed, and the latter deals chiefly with what is good and what 

is evil, in other words, with the details of the law. The second fea-

ture distinguishing the two revelations is that while that of Makkah 

is generally prophetical, that of Madinah deals with the fulfilment 

of prophecy. Thirdly, while the former shows how true happiness 

of mind may be sought in communion with God, the latter points 

out how man’s dealing with man may also be a source of bliss and 

comfort to him. Hence a rational arrangement of the Quran must 

of necessity rest on the intermingling of the two revelations, blend-

ing of faith with deeds, of prophecy with fulfilment of prophecy, 
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of Divine communion with man’s relation to and treatment of  

man. 

The place of the Quran in world literature 

That the Quran occupies a place of eminence in Arabic literature 

which has not fallen to the lot of any other book goes without say-

ing; but we may say more and assert with confidence that the place 

so occupied has not been attained at any time by any book any-

where. For what book is there in the whole history of the human 

race that, through so many centuries, has not only remained admit-

tedly the standard of the language in which it is written but has also 

originated a world-wide literature? 

The feat accomplished by the Holy Quran is unique in the 

whole history of the written word. It transformed a dialect, spoken 

in a very limited area of a forgotten corner of the world into a 

world-wide language which became the mother-tongue of vast 

countries and mighty empires, and produced a literature which is 

the basis of the culture of powerful nations from one end of the 

world to the other. There was no literature, properly speaking, in 

Arabic before the Holy Quran; the few pieces of poetry that did 

exist never soared beyond the praise of wine or woman, or horse or 

sword. It was with the Quran that Arabic literature originated, and 

through it that Arabic became a powerful language spoken in many 

countries and casting its influence on the literary histories of many 

others. Without the Quran, the Arabic language would have been 

nowhere in the world. 

There are other considerations which entitle the Quran to a 

place of eminence to which no other book can aspire. It throws light 

on all the fundamentals of religion, the existence and unity of God, 

the reward of good and evil, the life after death, paradise and hell, 

revelation, etc. In addition to expounding to us the mysteries of the 

unseen, it offers a solution of the most difficult problems of this life, 

such as the distribution of wealth, the sex-problem, and all other 

questions on which depends in any degree the happiness and ad-

vancement of man. And the value of this copiousness of ideas is 

further enhanced when it is seen that it does not confront man with 

dogmas but gives reasons for every assertion made, whether relating 

to the spiritual or the physical life. There are hundreds of topics on 
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which it has enriched the literature of the world, and whatever ques-

tions it discusses, it adopts a rational approach and convinces by 

argument and not by dogma. 

More wonderful still is the effect which the Holy Quran has 

produced. The transformation which it brought about is unparalleled 

in the history of the world. A complete change was wrought in the 

lives of a whole nation in an incredibly short time — a period of 

no more than twenty-three years. The Quran found the Arabs wor-

shippers of idols, unhewn stones, trees and heaps of sand, yet in 

less than a quarter of a century the worship of the One God ruled 

the whole land and idolatry had been wiped out from one end of 

the country to the other. It swept all superstitions before it and, in 

their place, gave the most rational religion the world could dream 

of. The Arab who had been wont to pride himself on his ignorance 

had been transformed into the lover of knowledge, drinking deep 

at every fountain of learning to which he could gain access. And 

this was directly the effect of the teaching of the Quran, which not 

only appealed to reason, ever and again, but declared man’s thirst 

for knowledge to be insatiable. And along with superstition went 

the deepest vices of the Arab, and in their place the Holy Book put 

a burning desire for the best and noblest deeds in the service of 

humanity. 

Yet it was not the transformation of the individual alone that 

the Holy Quran had accomplished; equally was it a transformation 

of the family, of society, of the very nation itself. From the war-

ring elements of the Arab race, it welded a nation, united and full 

of life and vigour, before whose onward march the greatest king-

doms of the world crumbled as if they had been but toys before 

the reality of the new faith. Thus the Holy Quran effected a trans-

formation of humanity itself — a transformation material as well 

as moral, an awakening intellectual as well as spiritual. There is 

no other book which has brought about a change so miraculous in 

the lives of people. 
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Notes to Chapter 1 
 

1. The word Qur’ān means ‘a book that is recited’. It calls itself al-kitāb or 

‘the book’ in many places, as in 2 :2, 2 :151, 3 :3, etc. It is from a root 

qara’a, meaning ‘collecting things together’. This may refer to the Quran 

gathering together in itself the fruits of all Books of God; see 98 :2–3. 

2. The Quran, 2 :185, 10 :37, 10 :61, 17 :106, etc. 

3. See Matthew 22:43, Mark 12 :36, and see also Luke 11 :13. 

4. Bukhari, book: ‘How revelation began’, 1:3  (FB 1 :1), MK 1 :3. 

5. Ibid. 

6. Ibid., 1 :2 (FB 1 :1) MK 1:2. Some misdirected critics have represented 

this extraordinary experience of the coming of the revelation as an epileptic 

fit. The question is whether an epileptic could, when the fit came on, utter 

those grand religious truths which are met with in the Quran, or indeed 

make any coherent statement at all; or possess the unparalleled energy 

which we witness in every phase of the Holy Prophet’s life; whether hun-

dreds of thousands of men possessing the Arabs’ independence of character 

would have taken him for a leader whose orders were obeyed in the minut-

est details of life? 

7. Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:12, ch. heading. 

8. Bukhari, book: ‘How revelation began’, 1:2 (FB 1 :1), MK 1 :2. 

9. Abu Dawud, book: ‘Prayer’, 2:127 (h. 786).  Tirmidhi, ‘Commentary on 

the Quran’, 47: h. 3086. 

10. Abu Bakr was the first Caliph of Islam, ruling from 632 to 634 C.E. 

11. Umar was the second Caliph, from 634 to 644 C.E. 

12. The account is given by Zaid himself. See Bukhari, book: ‘Commentary 

on the Quran’, 65:Surah 9, v. 128. MK 60:201. 

13. Bukhari, book: ‘Virtues of the Quran’, 66 :3, MK 61:509. 

14. Uthman was the third Caliph, from 644 to 656 C.E. 

15. Some examples, taken only from chapter 2, may be noted here — 2 :180 is 

held by some to have been abrogated while others have denied it; 2 :184 is 

considered by Ibn Umar as having been abrogated while Ibn Abbas says it 

was not (Bukhari, 65: Surah 2, v. 184, MK 60:32 and 33); 2 :240 was abro-

gated according to Ibn Zubair while Mujahid says it was not (Bukhari, 65 :  

Surah 2, v. 240 and v. 234, MK 60:53 and 54). 

16. Itqān fī ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān by Jalal-ud-Din Sayuti, v. 2, pp. 22, 23. 

17. Editor’s Note: In The Religion of Islam Maulana Muhammad Ali has 

fully dealt with these five verses. Here we have summed up his conclu-

sion. 

18. Editor’s Note: The sub-division of chapters into sections is only found in 

certain parts of the Muslim world, such as the Indian subcontinent. 
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2. The Hadith 

Sunnah and Ḥadīth 

Sunnah or Ḥadīth (the practice and the sayings of the Holy Pro-

phet Muhammad) is the second and undoubtedly secondary source 

from which the teachings of Islam are drawn. In its original sense 

Sunnah indicates the doings and Hadith the sayings of the Holy 

Prophet; but in effect both cover the same ground and are applica-

ble to his actions, practices, and sayings, Hadith being the narra-

tion and record of the Sunnah but containing, in addition, various 

prophetical and historical elements. 

Any student of the Quran will see that the Holy Book generally 

deals with the broad principles or essentials of religion, going into 

details in rare cases. The details were supplied by the Holy Prophet 

himself, either by showing in his practice how an injunction was to 

be carried out, or by giving an explanation in words. The two most 

important religious institutions of Islam, for instance, are prayer and 

the compulsory charity known as zakāt; yet when the injunctions 

relating to these were delivered — and they are repeatedly met with 

both in Makkah and Madinah revelations — no details were sup-

plied. It was the Holy Prophet himself who by his own actions gave 

the details of the prayer service and the rules and regulations for the 

collection and payment of zakāt. These are but two examples; but 

since Islam covered the whole sphere of human activity, hundreds 

of points had to be explained by the Holy Prophet by his example in 

action and word, while on the moral side, his was the pattern which 

every Muslim was required to follow.1 Whoever, therefore, em-

braced Islam stood in immediate need of both the Quran and the 

Sunnah. 

Transmission of Hadith in Holy Prophet’s lifetime 

The transmission of the practices and sayings of the Holy Prophet, 

from one person to another, thus became necessary during the 

Prophet’s lifetime. In fact, the Holy Prophet himself used to give 

instructions about the transmission of what he taught. Thus when a 
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deputation of the tribe of Rabi‘ah came to wait upon him in the ear-

ly days of Madinah, he concluded his instructions to them with the 

words: 

“Remember this and report it to those whom you have left 

behind.” 2  

There is another report according to which, on the occasion of 

a pilgrimage, the Holy Prophet, after enjoining on the Muslims the 

duty of holding sacred each other’s life, property and honour, add-

ed: 

“He who is present here should carry this message to him 

who is absent.” 3 

Again, there is ample historical evidence that whenever a peo-

ple embraced Islam, the Holy Prophet used to send them one or 

more of his missionaries who not only taught them the Quran but 

also explained to them how its injunctions were to be carried out in 

practice. And the Companions of the Prophet knew full well that 

his actions and practices were to be followed, should no express 

direction be met with in the Quran. It is related that when Mu‘adh 

ibn Jabal, on being appointed Governor of Yaman by the Holy 

Prophet, was asked how he would judge cases, his reply was, “by 

the Book of Allah.” Asked what he would do if he did not find a 

direction in the Book of Allah, he replied “by the Sunnah of the 

Messenger of Allah”.4 The Sunnah was, therefore, recognized in 

the very lifetime of the Holy Prophet as affording guidance in reli-

gious matters. 

Preservation of Hadith in Holy Prophet’s lifetime 

The preservation of what the Holy Prophet did or said was not an 

after-thought on the part of the Muslims, for the Companions while 

translating into practice most of his sayings, endeavoured also to 

preserve them in memory as well as on paper. They were conscious 

of the fact that these things must be preserved for future genera-
tions. When one of the Companions complained to the Holy 

Prophet of his inability to remember what he heard from him, the 

Holy Prophet’s reply was that he should seek the help of his right 

hand, referring to the use of pen.5 Another well-known report is 

from Abdullah ibn Amr: 
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“I used to write everything that I heard from the Messenger 

of Allah, intending to commit it to memory. [On some 

people taking objection to this] I spoke about it to the Mes-

senger of Allah … who said: ‘Write down, for I only speak 

the truth’.” 6 

These and other reports show that while generally Hadith was 

committed to memory, it was occasionally, when there was need 

for it, written down. The Prophet sometimes did object to the writ-

ing down of his sayings, but this was due to his fear lest his say-

ings be mixed up with the revealed word of the Quran and the 

purity of the text of the Quran might be affected. However, there 

was nothing essentially wrong in writing these down nor did the 

Holy Prophet ever forbid this being done. On the other hand, as 

late as the conquest of Makkah, we find him giving orders himself 

for the writing down of a certain saying at the request of a hearer.7 

He also wrote letters, and treaties were put down in writing too. 

Memory was by no means an unreliable mode for the preser-

vation of Hadith, for the Quran itself was safely preserved in the 

memory of the Companions of the Holy Prophet in addition to be-

ing committed to writing. The Arabs had a wonderfully retentive 

memory in which to store up knowledge of countless things. It was 

in this safe custody that all the poetry of the pre-Islamic days had 

been kept alive and intact. Hundreds and even thousands of verses 

could be recited from memory by one man, and the reciters would 

also remember the names of the persons through whom those vers-

es had been transmitted to them. Later on, the famous Bukhari 

trusted to memory alone for the retention of as many as six hun-

dred thousand sayings of the Holy Prophet and many students cor-

rected their manuscripts by comparing them with what he had only 

retained in his memory. 

Collection of Hadith: First stage 

The first steps for the preservation of Hadith were thus taken in the 
lifetime of the Holy Prophet, but all his followers were not equally 

interested in the matter, nor had all equal chances of being so. 

There was, however, a party of students called the Aṣḥāb al-Ṣuffah 
who lived in the mosque itself, and who were specially equipped 

for the teaching of religion to the tribes outside Madinah. Some of 
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these would go to the market and do a little work to earn liveli-

hood; others would not care to do even that. Of this little band, the 

most famous was Abu Hurairah, who would remain in the Holy 

Prophet’s company at all costs, and store up in his memory every-

thing which the Holy Prophet said or did. He himself is reported to 

have said once: 

“You say, Abu Hurairah is profuse in narrating hadith 

from the Messenger of Allah; and you say, How is it that 

the Refugees (Muhājirīn) and the Helpers (Anṣār) do not 

narrate hadith from the Messenger of Allah like Abu 

Hurairah? The truth is that our brethren from among the 

Refugees were occupied in transacting business in the mar-

ket and I used to remain with the Prophet having filled my 

belly; so I was present when they were absent and I re-

membered what they forgot; and our brethren from among 

the Helpers were occupied with work on their lands, and I 

was a poor man from among the poor inmates of the Suf-

fah, so I retained what they forgot.” 8 

Aishah, the Holy Prophet’s wife, was also one of those who 

sought to preserve the practice of the Prophet. She too had a mar-

vellous memory, and was, in addition, gifted with a clear intellect, 

by virtue of which she refused to accept anything which she did 

not understand: “she never heard anything she did not recognize 

but she questioned about it again and again”.9 In other words, she 

accepted nothing, even from the lips of the Holy Prophet himself, 

until she was fully satisfied as to its meaning. Abdullah ibn Umar 

and Abdullah ibn Abbas are two other Companions who were 

specially engaged in the work of preserving and transmitting the 

knowledge of the Quran and the Hadith, as also was Abdullah ibn 

Amr who used to write down the sayings of the Holy Prophet. 

And in addition to these, every Companion did his utmost to pre-

serve such of his words and deeds as came to his knowledge. 

“Let him who is present deliver to him who is absent” 10 is the 

concluding sentence of many of his most important utterances, 

which afford a clear proof that the work of preservation and trans-

mission of the practice and sayings of the Holy Prophet had begun 

in his lifetime. 
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Collection of Hadith: Second stage 

With the Holy Prophet’s death, the work of the collection of Hadith 

entered a second stage. Every case that came up for decision had 

now to be referred either to the Quran or to some judgment or say-

ing of the Holy Prophet, which judgments or sayings, therefore, 

obtained a wide reputation. There are numerous cases on record in 

which a right was claimed on the basis of a judgment or saying of 

the Holy Prophet, and evidence was demanded as to the authenti-

city of that saying. Thus the multiple needs of a rapidly growing 

and widely spreading community, whose necessities had increased 

greatly, brought into prominence a large number of Hadith reports, 

knowledge of which had been limited to one or a few only, with 

the seal of confirmation on their truth, because at that time direct 

evidence of that truth was available. 

Moreover, the influx into Islam of large numbers of people 

who had never seen the Prophet himself, but who could behold for 

themselves the astounding transformation brought about by him, 

formed in itself an important factor in the general eagerness to 

discover everything which the great man had said or done. It was 

natural that each new convert should be anxious to know all there 

was to know about the great Teacher who had infused a new life 

into a dead world. Everyone who had seen him would thus be-

come a source of knowledge for the later converts and since the 

incidents were fresh in the memories of the Companions they would 

be conveyed with fair accuracy to the new generation. 

It must be remembered that the wonderful success which Islam 

achieved within so short a time, and the rapidity with which the 

reputation of its Prophet advanced, were the very reasons which 

led to the preservation of the actual facts concerning him. The 

personality of the Holy Prophet and his religion assumed an un-

paralleled importance in Arabia within twenty years of the day on 

which he began the work of a reformer, and within ten years of his 

death Islam spread to many countries beyond the borders of Ara-

bia. Everything relating to the Holy Prophet, therefore, became a 

matter of discussion among Arabs and non-Arabs, friends and 

foes. Every incident of his life had become public property before 

it could be forgotten. 
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Another important factor was that, to the Companions, the 

religion brought by the Holy Prophet was the greatest gift of God, 

and to carry it to other people had become the supreme object of 

their lives. The great Master had also laid, on those who saw him 

and listened to his words, the duty of carrying what they saw and 

heard to those who were absent, to those who came after him. And 

they were faithful to this duty. They travelled in all directions, and 

wherever they went, they carried with them the Quran and the Had-

ith. Individuals like Aishah, Abu Hurairah, Abdullah ibn Abbas, 

Abdullah ibn Umar, Abdullah ibn Amr, Anas ibn Malik and many 

others, whose first object in life was to preserve the sayings and 

practice of the Holy Prophet, became, as it were, centres to whom 

people resorted from different quarters of the kingdom of Islam to 

gain knowledge of Islam and its Prophet. The zeal of the new gen-

eration for the acquisition of knowledge was so great that students 

were wont to travel from one place to another to complete their 

religious studies, and some would journey long distances to obtain 

first-hand information about one hadith only. 

Collection of Hadith: Third stage 

With the passing of the generation that had seen and heard the 

Holy Prophet, the work of the collection of Hadith entered upon a 

third stage. There were no more reports to be investigated from 

different persons, and the whole of Hadith was now the property 

of teachers who taught at various centres, and, therefore, it could 

all be learnt by visiting these centres. 

At this stage, moreover, the writing of Hadith became more 

common. The large number of the students at different centres, 

having abundance of material to digest, to which was also added 

the further task of remembering the names of the transmitters, 

sought aid from the pen, so that the work might be easier. There 

was now no fear of the Hadith being confused with the Quran. 

However, at this stage the Hadith reports were written merely as 

an aid to memory; the mere fact that a report was found among the 

manuscripts of a person was no evidence of its authenticity, which 

could be established only by tracing it to a reliable transmitter. 

Umar ibn Abdul Aziz, commonly known as Umar II, the 

Umayyad Caliph, who ruled towards the close of the first century of 
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Hijrah, was the first man to issue definite orders to the effect that 

written collections of Hadith reports should be made. But he died 

after a short reign of two and a half years, and his successor does 

not seem to have been interested in the matter. Even if a collection 

had been made in pursuance of these orders, which is very doubtful, 

no copy has reached us. But the work was taken up independently 

of government patronage in the next century. 

Collection of Hadith: Fourth stage 

Before the middle of the second century of Hijrah, Hadith started to 

assume a more permanent shape, and written collections began to 

appear. Hundreds of students were engaged in the work of learning 

Hadith in the various centres, but with every new teacher and stu-

dent the work of preserving the name of the transmitter along with 

the text was becoming more difficult. Written collections had thus 

become indispensable. By far the most important of these collec-

tions is the Muwaṭṭā of Imam Malik ibn Anas (d. 179 A.H., 795 

C.E.). All these books, however, were far from being exhaustive. In 

the first place, the object of their compilation was simply the collec-

tion of such reports as touched on the daily life of the Muslims. Re-

ports relating to a large number of topics, such as faith, knowledge, 

the life of the Holy Prophet, wars, and comments on the Quran, 

were outside their scope. And secondly, every author collected only 

such reports as were taught at the centre where he worked. These 

works were, however, a great advance on oral transmission in the 

work of collecting Hadith. 

Collection of Hadith: Fifth stage 

This great work was brought to completion in the third century of 

Hijrah. It was then that two kinds of collections were made, Musnad 

(the earlier type) and Jāmi‘ or Muṣannaf. Musnad is derived from 

sanad meaning authority, and the isnād of a Hadith report meant 

the tracing of it back through various transmitters to the Companion 

of the Holy Prophet on whose authority it rested. The Musnad col-
lections were arranged, not according to the subject-matter of the 

report, but under the name of the Companion on whose final autho-

rity the report rested. The most important of the works of this class 

is the Musnad of Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241 A.H., 855 C.E.), 

which contains about thirty thousand reports. 
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It is to the Jāmi‘ or Muṣannaf that the honour is due of bring-

ing the knowledge of Hadith to perfection. The word Jāmi‘ means 

‘one that gathers together’ and Muṣannaf is something ‘compiled 

together’. The Jāmi‘ not only arranges reports according to their 

subject-matter but is also of a more critical tone. 

Six books are recognized generally under the heading, being 

the collections made by: 

1. Muhammad ibn Ismail, commonly known as Bukhari (d. 

256 A.H., 870 C.E.) 

2. Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj (d. 261 A.H., 875 C.E.) 

3. Tirmidhi (d. 279 A.H., 892 C.E.) 

4. Abu Dawud (d. 275 A.H., 889 C.E.) 

5. Ibn Majah (d. 273 A.H., 887 C.E.) 

6. Nasa’i (d. 303 A.H., 915 C.E.).11 

These books classified reports under various subjects and thus 

made Hadith easy for reference, not only for lawyers and judges but 

also for students and research scholars, thus giving a further impetus 

to the study of Hadith.12 

Bukhari 

Among the six collections mentioned above, known collectively 

as Ṣiḥāḥ Sittah or the ‘six reliable collections’, Bukhārī holds the 

first place in several respects while Muslim comes second. Firstly, 

Bukhari has the unquestioned distinction of being first, all the oth-

ers modelling their writings on his. Secondly, he is the most criti-

cal of all. He did not accept any report unless all its transmitters 

were reliable and until there was proof that the later transmitter 

had actually met the first; the mere fact that the two were contem-

poraries, which is the test adopted by Muslim, did not satisfy him. 

Thirdly, in his acumen he surpasses all. Fourthly, he heads the 

more important of his chapters with text from the Quran, and thus 

shows that Hadith is only an explanation of the Quran, and as such 
a secondary source of the teachings of Islam. 

Method of counting reports 

There is a wrong impression that the compilers of Hadith were 

faced with a vast mass of spurious reports and they did not credit 
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more than one or two per cent of the prevailing mass as being 

genuine, the majority of the reports being fabrications. It is true 

that Bukhari took cognizance of 600,000 reports and knew some 

200,000 of these by heart. It is also a fact that his book contains no 

more than 9,000 reports. But it is not true that he found the other 

591,000 reports to be false or fabricated. It must be clearly under-

stood that those who were engaged in the dissemination and study 

of Hadith looked upon every report as different when even a single 

transmitter was changed. For instance, a report from Abu Hurairah 

may have been reported by, say, ten of his disciples with or without 

any variation. Each of these reports would, according to the collec-

tors, form a separate hadith. Again, suppose each of the transmit-

ters of Abu Hurairah’s report had two reporters, the same would 

then be counted as twenty different reports. The number would 

thus go on increasing as the number of reporters increased. By the 

time of Bukhari, in a chain of ordinarily four or five transmitters, 

consider the number of reports that would arise from the same 

basic report and it is easy to understand that 600,000 did not mean 

so many reports relating to various subjects, but so many reports 

coming through different transmitters, many of them referring to 

the same incident or conveying the same subject-matter with or 

without variation of words. 

Reports in biographies and commentaries 

Western criticism of Islam has often mixed up Hadith with the 

reports met with in the biographies of the Holy Prophet and in the 

commentaries on the Quran.13 No Muslim scholar has ever attach-

ed the same value to the biographical reports as to hadith narrated 

in the above-mentioned collections. On the other hand, all Muslim 

critics recognize that the biographers never made much effort to 

sift truth from error. Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal sums up the Mus-

lim point of view as regards the trustworthiness of the biograph-

ical reports when he declares that the biographies “are not based 

on any principle” 14 and Hafiz Zain-ud-Din Iraqi says that “they 
contain what is true and what is false”. 

The same is true of the reports met with in the commentaries 

of the Quran, which are still more unreliable. Many careless com-

mentators confounded Hadith with Jewish and Christian stories, 
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and made free use of the latter as if they were so many reports. 

Speaking of the commentaries, Ibn Khaldun says: 

“Their books and their reports contain what is bad and 

what is good and what may be accepted and what should 

be rejected, and the reason of this is that the Arabs were an 

ignorant race without literature and without knowledge, 

and desert life and ignorance were their chief character-

istics, and whenever they desired, as mortals do desire, to 

obtain knowledge of the cause of existence and the origin 

of creation and the mysteries of the universe, they turned 

for information to the followers of the Book, the Jews and 

such of the Christians as practised their faith. But these 

people of the Book were like themselves, and their know-

ledge of these things went no further than the knowledge 

of the ignorant masses. … So when these people embraced 

Islam, they retained their stories which had no connection 

with the commandments of the Islamic law, such as the 

stories of the origin of creation, and things relating to the 

future and the wars, etc. … Commentaries on the Quran 

were soon filled with these stories of theirs.” 15 

Shah Wali-ullah writes in a similar strain: 

“It is necessary to know that most of the Israelite stories 

that have found their way into the commentaries and histo-

ries are copied from the stories of the Jews and the Chris-

tians, and no commandment or belief can be based upon 

them.” 16 

In fact, in some of the commentaries, the reports cited do not 

make sense. Even the commentary of Ibn Jarir, with all its value as 

a literary production, cannot be relied upon. Ibn Kathir’s commen-

tary is, however, an exception, as it contains chiefly reports taken 

from reliable collections. 

Canons of criticism of Hadith as accepted by Muslims 

There is no doubt that the collectors of Hadith attached the utmost 

importance to the trustworthiness of the narrators. As Alfred Guil-

laume says: 
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“Inquiries were made as to the character of the guarantors, 

whether they were morally and religiously satisfactory, 

whether they were tainted with heretical doctrines, wheth-

er they had a reputation for truthfulness, and had the abil-

ity to transmit what they had themselves heard. Finally, it 

was necessary that they should be competent witnesses 

whose testimony would be accepted in a court of civil 

law.” 17 

More than this, they tried their best to find out whether each 

report was actually traceable to the Holy Prophet through the vari-

ous necessary stages. Even the Companions did not accept any 

report which was brought to their notice until they were fully satis-

fied that it came from the Holy Prophet. But the collectors went 

beyond the narrators, and they had rules of criticism which were 

applied to the subject-matter. In judging whether a certain report 

was spurious or genuine, the collectors not only made a thorough 

investigation of the trustworthiness of the transmitters but also app-

lied other rules of criticism which are in no way inferior to modern 

methods. For example, a report was not accepted if it was opposed 

to recognized historical facts; or it was of such a nature that to know 

it and act upon it was incumbent upon all but it was reported only 

by one individual; or it was against reason or against the plain 

teachings of Islam; or it mentioned an incident which, had it hap-

pened, would have been reported by large numbers, while it was 

not reported by anyone except the particular reporter; or if it con-

tained an accusation against the Companions by a Shiah reporter, 

or against  a member of the Holy Prophet’s family by a reporter 

who was a Khariji, and such a report was not corroborated by in-

dependent testimony. 

The Quran as the greatest test for judging Hadith 

In addition to these rules of criticism, there is another very im-

portant test whereby the trustworthiness of Hadith may be judged, 
and it is a test the application whereof was commanded by the Holy 

Prophet himself: 

“There will be narrators after me reporting sayings from 

me, so judge the sayings by the Quran; if it agrees with 

the Quran, accept it; otherwise, do not accept it.” 18 
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The genuineness of this saying is beyond all question, as it stands 

on the soundest basis. It is a fact that Hadith was in vogue in the 

time of the Holy Prophet, as already shown, and the authority of 

the Quran was treated as higher than that of Hadith, as appears 

from numerous occasions. There is a saying of the Holy Prophet: 

“My sayings do not abrogate the word of Allah, but the 

word of Allah can abrogate my sayings.” 19 

The hadith relating to Mu‘adh which has been quoted earlier 

(see page 31) places the Quran first, and the Hadith after that. 

Aishah used to quote a verse of the Quran on hearing words re-

ported from the Holy Prophet when she thought that the purport of 

what the Prophet reportedly said did not agree with the Quran. 

The great Imam Bukhari quotes a verse of the Quran whenever he 

finds one suiting his text, before citing a saying, thus showing that 

the Quran holds precedence over Hadith; and by common consent 

of the Muslim community, Bukhari’s collection, considered to be 

the most trustworthy of all collections of Hadith, is called the most 

reliable of books after the Book of Allah. This verdict is enough 

proof that even if something in Bukhari disagrees with the Quran, 

it is the former that must be rejected and not the Book of God. 

Hadith is only an explanation of the Quran, and for this reason 

also the latter must have precedence. Moreover, both Muslim and 

non-Muslim historians are agreed that the Quran has been handed 

down intact, every word and every letter of it, while Hadith cannot 

claim that purity. Since the Quran deals with the principles of the 

Islamic law while Hadith deals with its details, it is just and rea-

sonable that only such details should be accepted as are in conso-

nance with the principles. Again, as the Holy Prophet is plainly 

represented in the Quran as following “only what is revealed” to 

him and as not disobeying a word of what was revealed to him,20 

it follows clearly that if there is anything in Hadith which is not in 

consonance with the Quran, it could not have proceeded from the 

Holy Prophet, and must, therefore, be rejected. 

How far did the Collectors apply these tests? 

But the question arises as to whether all the collectors paid equal 

regard to the above canons of criticism. It is clear that they did not. 
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The earliest of them, Bukhari, is, by a happy coincidence, also the 

soundest. He was not only most careful in accepting the trustwor-

thiness of the narrators but he also paid the utmost attention to the 

last of the critical tests enumerated above: the test of judging Had-

ith by the Quran. Many of his books and chapters are headed by 

Quranic verses, and occasionally he has contented himself with a 

verse of the Quran in support of his text. This shows that his criti-

cism of Hadith was not limited to a mere examination of the guar-

antors but that he also applied other tests. The act of criticism was, 

of course, applied mentally and one should not expect a record of 

the processes of that criticism in the book itself. 

Other collectors too followed the necessary rules of criticism 

but were not all equally careful, nor did they all possess equal cri-

tical acumen or experience. Indeed, they sometimes intentionally 

relaxed the rules of criticism, both as regards the examination of the 

narrators and the critical tests. They also made a distinction between 

reports relating to matters of jurisprudence and others, such as those 

having to do with past history or with prophecies, or with other ma-

terial which had no bearing on the practical life of man. They were 

stricter in matters of jurisprudence, relating to what is allowed and 

what is prohibited, than in other reports. 

It must, however, be admitted that most of the collectors paid 

more attention to the investigation of the narrators than to the other 

critical tests. Their object was to produce reliable collections and, 

therefore, their first concern was to see that the reports could be 

authentically traced back to the Holy Prophet through a trustworthy 

chain of narrators. This part of the criticism was more essential, as 

the longer the chain of narrators, the more difficult would it have 

been to test their reliability. The passing away of another century 

would have rendered the task of the examination of the chain of 

narrators practically impossible. Hence the collectors rightly fo-

cussed their attention on this test. Nor did the work of collecting the 

Hadith close the door to further criticism. The collectors contented 
themselves with producing collections reliable in the main, leaving 

the rest of the work of criticism to future generations. They never 

claimed, nor does any Muslim claim on their behalf, infallibility of 

judgment, even in the case of Bukhari. In fact, they had started a 

work which was to continue in future. 
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We must also remember that the collectors set to work with 

minds absolutely free from bias or external influence. They would 

lay down their lives rather than swerve from what they deemed to 

be the truth. Many of the famous religious personalities, facing bit-

ter opposition from the vested interests of the Muslim ruling houses 

of the time, preferred punishment or jail to uttering a word against 

their beliefs. Many of them, in order to retain their independence, 

refused to accept any employment or office from the government. 
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3. Ijtihād  or 

Exercise of Judgment 

Ijtihād is the third source from which the laws of Islam are drawn. It 

literally means ‘exerting oneself to the utmost’ and applies techni-

cally to the exerting of mind to the utmost by a lawyer to form an 

opinion in a case of law in regard to a difficult point.1 

Value of reason recognized 

Reasoning or the exercise of judgment, in theological as well as in 

legal matters, plays a very important part in the religion of Islam, 

and the value of reason is expressly recognized in the Holy Quran. 

It appeals to reason again and again, and is full of exhortations 

such as the following: “Do you not reflect?” “Do you not under-

stand?” “Have you no sense?” “There are signs in this for a people 

who reflect;” “There are signs in this for a people who under-

stand;” and so on. Those who do not use their reasoning faculty  

are compared to animals, and spoken of as being deaf, dumb and 

blind: 

“And the parable of those who disbelieve is as the parable 

of one [i.e., the Prophet] who calls out to that which hears 

no more than a call and a cry. Deaf, dumb, blind, so they 

have no sense.” — 2:171 

“They have hearts with which they do not understand, and 

they have eyes with which they do not see, and they have 

ears with which they do not hear. They are as cattle; rather, 

they are more astray.” — 7:179 

“The vilest of beasts in Allah’s sight are the deaf, the  

dumb, who do not understand.” — 8:22 

“Or do you think that most of them hear or understand? 

They are only as the cattle; rather, they are farther astray 

from the path.” — 25:44 
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While those who do not exercise their reason or judgment are 

condemned, those who do it are praised: 

“In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the alter-

nation of the night and the day, there are surely signs for 

those who have understanding, those who remember Allah 

standing and sitting and [lying] on their sides, and reflect 

on the creation of the heavens and the earth.” —3:190 –

191 

The Quran does recognize revelation as a source of know-

ledge higher than reason, but at the same time admits that the truth 

of the principles established by revelation may be judged by reason, 

and hence it is that it repeatedly appeals to reason and denounces 

those who do not use their reasoning faculty. It also recognizes the 

necessity of the exercise of judgment in order to arrive at a deci-

sion: 

“But if any news of security or fear comes to them, they 

spread it about. And if they had referred it to the Messen-

ger and to those in authority among them, those of them 

who can search out the knowledge of it would have known 

it.” — 4:83 

The verse recognizes the principle of the exercise of judgment, and 

though the occasion on which it is mentioned is a particular one, the 

principle recognized is general. 

The Prophet allowed exercise of judgment in religious matters 

The exercise of judgment (Ijtihād) is expressly recognized in Hadith 

as the means by which a decision may be arrived at when there is no 

direction in the Quran or Hadith. The following report is regarded 

as the basis of Ijtihād in Islam: 

“When the Messenger of Allah decided to send Mu‘adh to 

Yaman [as Governor], he asked him how he would decide 

cases. Mu‘adh replied: ‘By the Book of Allah’. He asked: 
‘But if you do not find [any direction] in it’. He replied: 

‘Then by the practice (Sunnah) of the Messenger of Allah’. 

‘But if you do not find [any direction] in the Sunnah’, he 

asked. ‘Then I will exercise my judgment (ajtahidu) and 
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spare no effort’, Mu‘adh replied. … The Messenger of 

Allah said: ‘Praise be to Allah Who has granted the mes-

senger of His Messenger what pleases the Messenger of 

Allah’.” 2 

This report shows not only that the Holy Prophet approved of the 

exercise of judgment, but also that his Companions were well 

aware of the principle, and that reasoning or exercise of judgment 

by others was freely resorted to when necessary, even in the Holy 

Prophet’s lifetime. 

Exercise of Judgment by the Companions 

After the Holy Prophet’s death, the principle of Ijtihād obtained a 

wider prevalence, and as new areas were added to the material and 

spiritual realm of Islam, the need of resorting to the exercise of 

judgment became greater. Nor did the Caliphs arrogate all authori-

ty to themselves. They had a council to which every important 

case was referred, and its decision by a majority of votes was ac-

cepted by the Caliph as well as by the Muslim public. Thus Sayuti 

writes in his History of the Caliphs: 

“When a case came before Abu Bakr [the first Caliph], he 

used to consult the Book of Allah; if he found anything in 

it by which he could decide, he did so; if he did not find it 

in the Book, and he knew of a practice or saying of the 

Messenger of Allah, he decided according to it; and if he 

was unable to find anything there, he used to question the 

Muslims if they knew of any decision of the Prophet in a 

matter of that kind, and a company of people thus gath-

ered round him, every one of whom stated what he knew 

from the Prophet, and Abu Bakr would say, ‘Praise be to 

Allah Who has kept among us those who remember what 

the Prophet said’; but if he was unable to find anything in 

the practice of the Prophet, he gathered the heads of the 

people, and the best of them, and consulted them, and if 

they agreed upon one opinion [by a majority] he decided 

accordingly.” 3 

The same rule was followed by Umar, the second Caliph, who 

resorted to Ijtihād very freely, but took care always to gather the 
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most learned Companions for consultation. When there was a dif-

ference of opinion, the decision of the majority was acted upon. 

Besides this council, there were great individual teachers, such as 

Aishah, Ibn Abbas, Ibn Umar and others, whose opinion was highly 

revered. Decisions were given and laws made and promulgated sub-

ject only to the one condition that they were neither contrary to the 

Holy Quran nor to the practice of the Holy Prophet. 

The four great jurists 

In the second century of the Hijrah arose the great jurists who 

codified the Islamic law according to the need of their time. The 

first of these, and the one who claims the allegiance of the greater 

part of the Muslim world, was Imam Abu Hanifah (d. 150 A.H., 

767 C.E.). The basis of his analogical reasoning (qiyās) was the 

Holy Quran, and he accepted Hadith only when he was fully satis-

fied as to its authenticity; and, as the collectors of Hadith had not 

yet commenced the work of collection, naturally Abu Hanifah 

accepted very few reports, and always resorted to the Holy Quran 

for his juristic views. Later on when Hadith was collected, and 

was more in vogue, the followers of the Hanafi system — as Abu 

Hanifah’s school of thought was called — introduced into it more 

of its reports. 

 Abu Hanifah had two famous disciples, Muhammad and Abu 

Yusuf, and it is mostly their views of the great master’s teaching 

that now form the basis of the Hanafi system. This system is not 

only the first in point of time but is also the one which claims 

allegiance from the great majority of Muslims, and a development 

of which on the right lines would have resulted in immense bene-

fit to the Muslim world. It was he who first directed attention to 

the great value of analogical reasoning in legislation. He also laid 

down the principle of equity, whereby not only could new laws be 

made, but even logical conclusions could be controverted when 

proved inequitable. 

Imam Malik ibn Anas (d. 179 A.H., 796 C.E.), the second 

famous jurist, was born in Madinah. He limited himself almost 

entirely to the Hadith reports which he found in Madinah, relating 

more especially to the practice which prevailed there, and his system 

of jurisprudence is based entirely on the traditions and practices of 
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the people of Madinah. He was scrupulously careful in giving 

judgment, and whenever he had the least doubt as to the correct-

ness of his decision, he would say: “I do not know”. His book, 

Muwaṭṭā, though a comparatively small collection of Hadith, and 

limited only to the Hadith reports and practices of the people of 

Madinah, is the first work of its kind, and one of the most authori-

tative. 

The third jurist, Imam al-Shafi‘i (d. 204 A.H., 820 C.E.), 

worked for the most part in Egypt. He was intimately acquainted 

with the Hanafi and the Maliki schools of thought, but that which 

he himself founded was based largely on Hadith, as distinguished 

from the Hanafi system which was founded on the Holy Quran 

and made very little use of Hadith. Over the Maliki system, which 

is also based on Sunnah, it had this advantage that the Hadith made 

use of by Shafi‘i was more extensive, and was collected from dif-

ferent centres, while Malik contented himself only with what he 

found at Madinah. 

Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241 A.H., 855 C.E.), the last of 

the four great jurists, was born and died in Baghdad. He too made a 

very extensive study of Hadith. His famous work on the subject,  

the Musnad of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, containing nearly thirty thou-

sand reports, was prepared by his son Abdullah, based on the mate-

rial collected by the Imam himself. In the Musnad, however, as 

already remarked, Hadith reports are not arranged according to sub-

ject-matter but according to names of the Companions to whom 

they are ultimately traced. Though it contains a large number of 

reports, it does not apply those strict rules of criticism favoured by 

collectors like Bukhari and Muslim. Accordingly, the Musnad of 

Ahmad cannot claim the same reliability as regards its material as 

can the collections of the other famous collectors. 

From the very nature of his exertions, it is evident that Ahmad 

ibn Hanbal made very little use of reasoning, and as he depended 

almost entirely on Hadith, the result was that he admitted even the 

weakest report. It would thus appear that from the system of Abu 

Hanifah, who applied reasoning very freely and sought to deduce 

all questions from the Holy Quran by the help of reason, the sys-

tem of Ahmad ibn Hanbal is distinguished by the fact that it makes 
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the least possible use of reason, and thus there was a marked fall-

ing off in the last of the four great jurists from the high ideals of the 

first, so far as the application of reason to matters of religion is 

concerned. Even the system of Abu Hanifah himself deteriorated 

on account of the later jurists of that school not developing the 

master’s high ideal, with the consequence that the world of Islam 

gradually shut the door to Ijtihād or Exercise of Judgment and 

stagnation reigned in the place of healthy development. 

Different methods of formulating new laws 

The four Jurists (or Imams) who are accepted by the entire Sunni 

world of Islam are thus agreed in giving an important place in  

legislation to Ijtihād, and the Shiahs attached to it an even greater 

importance. Ijmā’ or ‘consensus of opinion’ (see later), which 

means really the Ijtihād of many, and Ijtihād are thus looked upon 

as two more sources of the Islamic law along with the Quran and 

the Sunnah. However, only the Quran and the Sunnah are regard-

ed as absolute arguments or authorities, while Ijtihād and Ijmā’ 

are called “arguments obtained by exertion”. 

The sphere of Ijtihād is very wide since it seeks to fulfil all the 

requirements of the Muslim community which are not met with 

expressly in the Holy Quran and the Hadith. The great jurists of 

Islam have endeavoured to meet these demands by various meth-

ods, as briefly described below. 

Qiyās, which may be described as ‘reasoning based on ana-

logy’, is the most important of these methods, and has almost a 

universal sanction. When a case comes up for decision, which is 

not expressly provided for either in the Holy Quran or in Hadith, 

the jurist looks for a case resembling it in the Quran or in Hadith, 

and, by reasoning on the basis of analogy, arrives at a decision. 

Thus it is an extension of the law as met with in the Quran and 

Hadith, and no infallibility is claimed for such analogical deduc-

tions or laws based on them. A jurist may err in his judgment and 
hence it is that so many differences of juristic deductions exist 

even among the highest authorities. By its very nature, the reason-

ing of one generation may be rejected by a following generation. 
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Istiḥsān, in the terminology of the jurists, is the exercise of 

private judgment, not on the basis of analogy but on that of public 

good or the interest of justice. According to the Hanafi school, 

when a deduction based on analogy is not acceptable either be-

cause it is against the broader rules of justice or because it is not in 

the interest of the public good, and is likely to cause undue incon-

venience to those to whom it is applied, the jurist is at liberty to 

reject the same, and to adopt instead a rule which is conducive to 

public good, or is in consonance with the broader rules of justice. 

This method is peculiar to the Hanafi system, but owing to strong 

opposition from the other schools of thought, it has not, even in 

that system, been developed to its full extent. The principle under-

lying it is, however, a very sound one and is quite in accordance 

with the spirit of the Holy Quran. There is, moreover, less liability 

to error in this method than in far-fetched analogy, which often 

leads to narrow results opposed to the broad spirit of the Holy 

Book. In the school of Imam Malik, a similar rule is adopted un-

der the name of istiṣlāḥ which means ‘a deduction of law based on 

considerations of public good’. 

Istidlāl literally signifies the ‘inferring of one thing from anoth-

er’, and the two chief sources recognized for such inferences are 

customs and usages, and the laws of religions revealed before Islam. 

Customs and usages, when not opposed to the spirit of the teachings 

of the Quran, or not forbidden by it, would be admissible, because, 

according to a well-known maxim of the jurists, “permissibility is 

the original principle”, and therefore what has not been declared 

unlawful is permissible. The Hanafi law lays special stress on the 

value of customs and usages. As regards laws revealed previous to 

Islam, the Hanafi school holds that those laws of the previous reli-

gions are binding which have been mentioned in the Quran without 

being abrogated. 

Ijmā’ or Consensus of Opinion 

In the terminology of the Muslim jurists, Ijmā’ means a consensus 

of opinion or an agreement of the Muslim jurists of a particular age 

on a question of law. The agreement may be inferred from their 

word, their practice, or silence when recognized jurists do not con-

trovert an opinion expressed by one or more of them. It is generally 
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held that Ijmā’ means the consensus of opinion of jurists only, but 

some are of the opinion that it means the agreement of all Muslims. 

Most authorities require the unanimity of opinion of all the jurists of 

a particular age, but others have held the opposite view. However, it 

is generally agreed that if there is an overwhelming preponderance 

of jurists holding a certain view, that view is valid and binding, 

though not absolute. One Ijmā’ may be repealed by another in the 

same age or in a subsequent age, with this reservation that the Ijmā’ 

of the Companions of the Holy Prophet cannot be reversed by any 

later generation. 

Ijmā’ is not an independent source of the laws of Islam. It is 

essentially Ijtihād or exercise of judgment, on which all or the 

majority of the jurists of a certain generation are agreed. There is 

no denying the fact that, if many jurists are agreed on a certain 

question, their opinion would carry greater weight than that of a 

single one, but even the opinion of many, or of all, is not infalli-

ble. Ijmā’, after all, is only Ijtihād on a wider basis, and like the 

latter it is always open to correction. 

To differ with majority is no sin 

It may be added here that the sense in which the word Ijmā’ is com-

monly used nowadays is quite erroneous, for it is taken to mean the 

opinion of the majority, and it is generally thought that it is a sin on 

the part of a Muslim to differ with the views of the majority. But 

honest difference of opinion, instead of being a sin, is called a mer-

cy by the Holy Prophet, who is reported to have said: “The differ-

ences of my people are a mercy”.4 Difference of opinion is called a 

mercy because it is only through encouraging it that the reasoning 

faculty is developed, and the truth ultimately discovered. There 

were many differences of opinion among the Companions, and 

there were also matters on which a single man used to express bold-

ly his dissent from all the rest. Ijtihād is encouraged by a saying of 

the Holy Prophet, which promises reward even to one who makes 

an error in it: 

“When the judge gives a judgment and he exercises his 

reasoning faculty and is right, he has a double reward, 

and when he gives a judgment and exercises his reasoning 

faculty and makes a mistake, there is a reward for him.” 5 
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The door of Ijtihād is still open 

Later jurists regard the door of every degree of Ijtihād to have been 

closed after the sixth century of Hijrah. It is said that after the im-

mediate disciples of the first four Imams,6 there can only be follow-

ers (muqallidīn) who may only quote a decision (fatwā) from any of 

the earlier authorities, or when there are differing opinions of the 

earlier jurisconsults they can choose one of them, but they cannot 

question the correctness of what has been said. Thus Ijtihād, which 

was never considered to be an absolute authority by the great 

Imams or their immediate disciples, is now practically placed on the 

same level with the Holy Quran and the Hadith and hence no one 

now is considered to be fit for Ijtihād. 

It is, however, a mistake to suppose that the door of Ijtihād 

was closed in any way after the four Imams mentioned above. It is 

quite clear that the free exercise of judgment was allowed by the 

Holy Quran, while both the Quran and the Hadith explicitly allow-

ed analogical deduction, and it was on the basis of these directions 

that the Muslim world continued to exercise its judgment in mak-

ing laws for itself. The Companions made use of it even in the 

Holy Prophet’s lifetime, when it was not convenient to refer a 

matter to him personally; and after his death, as new circumstanc-

es arose, new laws were made by the majority of the Caliph’s 

council and new decisions given by the learned among the Com-

panions; the next generation added up to the knowledge of the 

Companions; and each succeeding generation, not satisfied with 

what the previous one had achieved, freely applied its judgment. 

The second century saw the four great luminaries appear on the 

horizon of Ijtihād, and the appearance of these great jurists one 

after another, each evidently dissatisfied with what his predecessor 

had achieved, is another conclusive argument that Islam permitted 

human judgment to be exercised freely to meet new circum-

stances. 

Ijtihād was a great blessing to the Muslim people; it was the 

only way through which the needs of succeeding generations and 

the requirements of different races merging into Islam could be met. 

Neither the Holy Prophet, nor any of his Companions, nor any of 

the great jurists ever said that Muslims were forbidden to apply their 
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own judgment to new circumstances and the ever changing needs of 

a growing community after a certain time. What happened was that 

the attention of the great intellects of the third century was directed 

towards the collection and criticism of Hadith. On the other hand, 

the four Imams rose so high above the ordinary jurists that the latter 

were dwarfed into insignificance, and the impression gained ground 

gradually that no one could exercise his judgment independently of 

the former. This impression in its turn led to limitations upon Ijtihād 

and the independence of thought to which Islam had given an impe-

tus. Being thus restrained by a false impression, the intellect of Is-

lam suffered a heavy loss and the increasing demand of knowledge 

being brought to a standstill, stagnation and ignorance took its 

place.  

Independence of thought recognized 

The Holy Quran expressly recognizes independence of opinion for 

one and all, and requires that absolute obedience be given only to 

God and His Messenger: 

“O you who believe, obey Allah and obey the Messenger 

and those in authority from among you; then if you quar-

rel about anything, refer it to Allah and the Messenger…” 

— 4:59 

This verse speaks of obedience to those in authority (ulu-l-amr), 

along with the obedience to the Messenger, and then mentions dis-

putes which, it says, must be settled by referring them to God and 

His Messenger. The omission of ulu-l-amr from the latter portion of 

the verse shows clearly that the quarrel here spoken of relates to 

differences with ulu-l-amr, and in the case of such a difference the 

only authority is that of God and the Messenger, or the Quran and 

the Hadith. Every authority in Islam, whether temporal or spiritual, 

is included in ulu-l-amr, and independence of thought for every 

Muslim is thus recognized by allowing him to differ with all except 

the Quran and the Hadith. The Companions, the Collectors of Had-

ith, the four Imams and the other jurists being thus included in ulu-l-

amr, must be obeyed ordinarily, but to differ with any one or all of 

them, when one has the authority of the Quran and the Hadith is 

expressly permitted. And since the ultimate test of the correctness of 

Hadith is the Quran itself, the conclusion is evident that Islam 
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allows independence of thought subject only to one condition, that 

the principles laid down in the Quran are not contravened. 

It will thus be seen that any Muslim community has the right 

to make any law for itself, the only condition being that such law 

shall not contravene any principle laid down by the Holy Quran. 

The impression prevailing in the Muslim world at present that no 

one has the right, even in the light of the new circumstances which 

a thousand years of the world’s progress have brought about, to 

differ with the four Imams, is entirely a mistaken one. The right to 

differ with the highest of men below the Holy Prophet is a Mus-

lim’s birthright, and to take away that right is to stifle the very 

existence of Islam. Under the present circumstances, when condi-

tions have quite changed and the world has been moving on for a 

thousand years, while Muslims have more or less stagnated, it is 

the duty of Muslim states and Muslim peoples to apply their own 

judgment to the changed conditions, and find out the ways and 

means for their temporal salvation. 

Notes to Chapter 3 
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PART II: THE PRINCIPLES OF ISLAM 

4. Faith 

Faith and action 

The religion of Islam may be broadly divided into two parts — the 

theoretical, or what may be called its articles of faith or its doc-

trines, and the practical, which includes all that a Muslim is re-

quired to do, that is to say, the practical course to which he must 

conform his life. In the Holy Quran the two broad divisions are 

repeatedly referred to as īmān (faith or belief ) and ‘amal (deed or 

action) and the two words are often used together to describe a 

believer; “those who believe and do good” is the oft-recurring des-

cription of true believers. The relation of faith with deeds must be 

constantly borne in mind in order to understand the true meaning 

of Islam. 

In the terminology of later Muslim theologians, the articles of 

faith are called uṣūl or the ‘roots’, and the regulations or ordinan-

ces are called furū‘ or the ‘branches’, because the branches grow 

from the roots just as action springs from faith. 

Use of the word īmān in the Quran 

The word īmān (faith or belief), as used in the Holy Quran, signifies 

either simply a confession of the truth with the tongue, or simply an 

assent of the heart and a firm conviction of the truth brought by the 

Holy Prophet, or the doing of good deeds and carrying into practice 

of the principle accepted, or it may signify a combination of the 

three. 

In the following two verses, for example, the words “who 

believe” refer to those who do nothing more than confess with the 

tongue that they believe in Muhammad: 

“Surely those who believe and those who are Jews, and the 

Christians, and the Sabians,1 whoever believes in Allah and 

the Last Day and does good, they have their reward with 

their Lord…” 2 — 2:62 
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“O you who believe! Believe in Allah and His Messenger 

and the Book which He has revealed to His Messenger…” 

— 4:136 

In the following verse, belief stands for assent of the heart: 

“The dwellers of the desert say: ‘We believe.’ Say [to 

them]: You do not believe, but [rather] say, ‘We submit’; 

and faith has not yet entered into your hearts.” — 49:14 

In the following verse, “believe in Allah” means make sacri-

fices in the cause of truth: 

“What reason have you that you do not believe in Allah, 

and the Messenger invites you that you may believe in 

your Lord and He has indeed made a covenant with you if 

you are believers.” — 57:8 

It is also used to imply the condition in which a confession 

with the tongue is accompanied by both an assent of the heart and 

the carrying into practice of what is believed, as in this verse: 

“And those who believe in Allah and His Messengers, they 

are the truthful and the faithful ones3 with their Lord.” — 

57:19 

Generally, however, it is employed to indicate an assent of the 

heart, combined, of course, with a confession with the tongue, to 

what the prophets bring from God, as distinguished from the do-

ing of good deeds, and hence it is that the righteous, as already 

remarked, are spoken of as those who believe and do good. 

The word īmān in Hadith 

In Hadith, the word īmān is frequently used in its wider sense, that 

is to say, as including good deeds, and sometimes simply as stand-

ing for good deeds. Thus the Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“Faith (īmān) has over sixty branches, and modesty is a 

branch of faith.” 4 

“Faith (īmān) has over seventy branches, the highest of 

which is [the belief ] that nothing deserves to be worship-

ped except Allah (Lā ilāha ill-Allāh), and the lowest of 
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which is the removal from the way of that which might 

cause injury to anyone.” 5 

“One of you has no faith unless he loves for his brother 

what he loves for himself.” 6 

“One of you has no faith unless he has greater love for me 

than he has for his father and his son and all the people.” 7 

Unbelief (kufr) 

Just as faith (īmān) is the acceptance of the truth brought by the 

Prophet, so unbelief (kufr) is its rejection, and as the practical ac-

ceptance of the truth or the doing of a good deed is called īmān or 

part of īmān, so the practical rejection of the truth or the doing of 

an evil deed is called kufr or part of kufr. There is a report that 

when someone related that he had abused a man, addressing him 

as the son of a black woman, the Holy Prophet told him: 

“You find fault with him because of his mother. Surely 

you are a man in whom is jāhiliyyah.” 8 

Now jāhiliyyah (lit. ignorance), in the terminology of Islam, means 

the “time of ignorance” before the advent of the Holy Prophet, and 

is thus synonymous with kufr or unbelief. Thus the mere act of 

finding fault with a man on account of his racial origin is called 

jāhiliyyah or kufr. According to another hadith, the Holy Prophet 

is reported to have warned his Companions in the following  

words: 

“Beware, do not become unbelievers (kuffār, pl. of kāfir) 

after me, so that some of you should strike off the necks 

of others.” 9 

Here the slaying of Muslims by Muslims is condemned as an act 

of unbelief. In another hadith, it is said: 

“Abusing a Muslim is transgression and fighting with him 

is unbelief (kufr).” 10 

Yet in spite of the fact that in these reports the fighting of 

Muslims with one another is called kufr — and those who fight 

among themselves are even termed unbelievers (singular, kāfir) — 



4. FAITH 58 

the Holy Quran speaks of two parties of Muslims at war with one 

another as believers (mu’minīn).11 It is, therefore, clear that such 

conduct is called an act of unbelief (kufr) simply as being an act of 

disobedience. This point has been explained by Ibn Athir in his 

well-known dictionary of Hadith, the Nihāyah. Writing under the 

word kufr, he says: 

“Kufr (unbelief ) is of two kinds: one is denial of the faith 

itself, and that is the opposite of faith; and the other is de-

nial of a branch of the branches (furū‘) of Islam, and on 

account of it a man does not get out of the faith itself.” 

As already shown, the furū‘ of Islam are its ordinances, and thus 

the practical rejection of an ordinance of Islam, while it is called 

kufr, is not kufr in the technical sense, i.e., a denial of Islam itself. 

Thus it is clear that a Muslim remains a Muslim though he may be 

guilty of an act of unbelief (kufr). 

A Muslim cannot be called a kāfir (unbeliever) 

As stated above, a Muslim cannot properly be called a kāfir (unbe-

liever). Every evil deed or act of disobedience being part of kufr, 

even a Muslim may commit an act of unbelief. And the opposite is 

equally true, namely, that since every good deed is a part of faith, 

even an unbeliever may perform an act of faith. There is nothing 

paradoxical in these statements. The dividing line between a Mus-

lim and an unbeliever is confession of the Unity of God and the 

prophethood of Muhammad — Lā ilāha ill-Allāh, Muḥammad-ur 

Rasūl-ullāh. One becomes a Muslim or a believer by making this 

confession and as long as he does not renounce his faith in it, he 

remains a Muslim or a believer technically, in spite of any opinion 

he may hold on any religious question, or any evil which he may 

commit; and someone who does not make this confession is a 

non-Muslim or unbeliever technically. It does not mean that the 

evil deeds of the Muslim are not punished, or that the good deeds 

of the non-Muslim are not rewarded. As the Holy Quran puts it in 

very clear words: 

“So whoever does an atom’s weight of good will see it, 

and whoever does an atom’s weight of evil will see it.” — 

99:7–8 
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A believer is capable of doing evil and an unbeliever is capa-

ble of doing good, and each shall be requited for what he does. 

But no one has the right to expel anyone from the brotherhood of 

Islam so long as he confesses the Unity of God and the prophet-

hood of Muhammad. The Quran and the Hadith are quite clear on 

this point. Thus in the Holy Quran we have: 

“And do not say to anyone who offers you salutation: 

You are not a believer.” — 4:94 

The Muslim form of salutation — as-salāmu ‘alaikum, or “peace 

be to you” — is thus considered a sufficient indication that the one 

who offers it is a Muslim, and no one has the right to say to him 

that he is not a believer, even though he may be insincere. 

The Holy Quran speaks of two parties of Muslims fighting with 

each other, and yet of both as believers (singular mu’min): 

“And if two groups of the believers fight with each other, 

make peace between them.… The believers are brethren 

so make peace between your brethren…” — 49:9–10 

Even those who were known to be hypocrites were treated as 

Muslims by the Holy Prophet and his Companions, though they 

refused to join the Muslims in the struggle in which the latter had 

to engage in self-defence, and when the reputed chief of these hypo-

crites, the notorious Abdullah ibn Ubayy, died, the Holy Prophet 

offered funeral prayers on his grave and treated him as a Muslim. 

Hadith is equally clear on this point. The Holy Prophet is re-

ported to have said: 

“Whoever offers prayers as we do and turns his face to 

our Qiblah and eats the animal slaughtered by us, he is a 

Muslim for whom is the covenant of Allah and His Mes-

senger, so do not violate Allah’s covenant.” 12 

“Three things are the basis of faith: [the first is] to withhold 

from one who confesses faith in Lā ilāha ill-Allāh (‘There 

is no god but Allah’), you should not call him kāfir for any 

sin, nor expel him from Islam for any deed.” 13 
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“Whoever calls the people of Lā ilāha ill-Allāh as kāfir is 

himself nearer to unbelief (kufr).” 14 

By the people of Lā ilāha ill-Allāh, or the upholders of the Uni-

ty of God, are clearly meant Muslims, and it is made quite evident 

that anyone who makes a confession of the Kalimah, that there is no 

god but Allah and Muhammad is His Messenger, becomes a Mus-

lim, and to call him a kāfir is the greatest of sins. 

Thus it will be seen that membership of the brotherhood of 

Islam is a thing not to be tested by some great theologian, well-

versed in logical quibbling, but rather by the man in the street, by 

the man of commonsense, or even by the illiterate man who can 

judge of another by his very appearance, who is satisfied with even 

a greeting in the Muslim style, who requires no further argument 

when he sees a man turn his face to Qiblah, and to whom Islam 

means the confession of the Unity of God and the prophethood of 

Muhammad. 

Despite the schisms and differences that arose afterwards 

among Muslims, the principle stated above is upheld by all authori-

ties on Islam: 

“The generality of the theologians and the jurists are agreed 

that none of the Ahl Qiblah (the people who recognize the 

Ka‘bah as qiblah) can be called a kāfir.” 15 

“Trustworthy Imams from among the Hanafis and the 

Shafi‘is and the Malikis and the Hanbalis and the  

Ash‘aris hold that none of the Ahl Qiblah can be called a 

kāfir.” 16 

And the famous Abu-l-Hasan Ash‘ari writes: 

“After the death of their Prophet, the Muslims became di-

vided on many points, some of them called others ḍāll 

(straying from the right path), and some shunned others, so 
that they became sects entirely separated from each other, 

and scattered parties, but Islam gathers them all and in-

cludes them all in its sphere.” 17 
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The words īmān and islām 

Originally the word īmān signifies conviction of the heart, while 

the word islām signifies submission and hence relates primarily to 

action. This difference in the original meaning finds expression 

both in the Quran and the Hadith, though in ordinary use they both 

convey the same significance, and mu’min (‘believer’) and Mus-

lim are generally used interchangeably. An example of the distinc-

tion in their use in the Quran is afforded in 49:14: 

“The dwellers of the desert say: ‘We believe’ (āmannā, 
from īmān). Say: You do not believe, but say, ‘We sub-

mit’ (aslam-nā, from islām); and faith has not yet entered 

into your hearts. And if you obey Allah and His Messen-

ger, He will not diminish anything of your deeds; for Allah 

is Forgiving, Merciful.” 

This does not mean, of course, that they did not believe in the pro-

phethood of Muhammad. The significance of faith entering into 

the heart is made clear in the very next verse: 

“The believers are those only who believe in Allah and 

His Messenger, then they do not doubt, and struggle hard 

with their wealth and their lives in the way of Allah. Such 

are the truthful ones.” — 49:15 

In fact, both the words īmān and islām are used to signify two 

different stages in the spiritual growth of man. A person is said to 

have believed (āmana) when he simply declares his faith in the 

Unity of God and the prophethood of Muhammad, which in fact is 

the first stage of belief; and he is also said to have believed (āma-

na) when he carries into practice to their utmost extent the princi-

ples in which he has declared his faith, the faith having entered 

into the depths of the heart and brought about the change required. 

Examples of the first use are 2:62 and 4:136 (see pages 55–56); 

an example of the latter use is 49:15 quoted above. The same is 

the case with the use of the word islām; in its first stage it is simp-
ly a willingness to submit, as in the verse 49:14 quoted above; in 

its last it is entire submission, as in 2:112: 

“No, whoever submits himself (aslama) entirely to Allah, 

and he is the doer of good [to others], he has his reward 
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from his Lord, and there is no fear for such nor shall they 

grieve.” 

Thus both īmān and islām are the same in their first and last 

stage — from a simple declaration they have developed into per-

fection — and cover all the intermediate stages. They have both a 

starting point and a goal; and the one who is at the starting point 

and the one who has attained the goal, in spite of all the differ-

ences between them, are both called mu’min or Muslim, as are 

also those who are on their way at different stages of the journey. 

Principles of faith 

The whole of the religion of Islam is briefly summed up in the two 

short sentences, Lā ilāha ill Allāh, i.e., there is no god but Allah, 

or, nothing deserves to be made an object of love and worship 

except Allah, and Muḥammad-ur Rasūl-ullāh, Muhammad is the 

Messenger of Allah. It is simply by bearing witness to the truth of 

these two simple propositions that anyone enters the fold of Islam. 

The first part of the creed is the constant theme of the Quran, as 

for example in the verse “Know that there is no god but Allah” 

(47:19), and a faith in the Unity of God, that there is no god ex-

cept Allah, is repeatedly mentioned as the basic principle, not only 

of Islam but of every religion revealed by God. The second part of 

the creed, concerning the messengership of the Holy Prophet 

Muhammad, is also a constant theme of the Quran and the very 

words Muḥammad-ur Rasūl-ullāh occur in 48:29. From Hadith 

too, it appears that the essential condition of the acceptance of Is-

lam was the acceptance of these two component parts of the creed. 

The above, in the terminology of the later theologians, is called 

“a brief expression of faith” (īmān mujmal), while the detailed ex-

pression of faith, which the later theologians call mufaṣṣal, is set 

forth in the very beginning of the Quran as follows: a belief in the 

Unseen (i.e. God), a belief in that which was revealed to the Holy 

Prophet Muhammad and in that which was revealed to the prophets 

before him, and a belief in the Hereafter.18 Further on in the same 

chapter, five principles of faith are clearly mentioned: 

“…that one should believe in Allah and the Last Day and 

the angels and the Book and the prophets…” — 2:177 
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Again and again, the Quran makes it clear that it is only in re-

lation to these five that belief is required. In the Hadith there is a 

slight variation. Bukhari has it as follows: 

“That you believe in Allah and His angels and in the meet-

ing with Him and His messengers and that you believe in 

the life after death.” 19 

It will be seen that a belief in the meeting with God is men-

tioned distinctly here, and while this is included in the belief in 

God in the Quran in the verse quoted above, it is also mentioned 

distinctly on many occasions, as in verse 13:2 etc. Again, in the 

Hadith, the books are not mentioned distinctly and are included in 

the word “messengers”. Thus the basis of belief rests on five prin-

ciples, according to the Holy Quran and Hadith: God, His angels, 

His prophets, His books, and a life after death.20 

Significance of faith 

The above discussion on the words īmān and islām leads us also to 

the conclusion that there are no dogmas in Islam, no mere beliefs 

forced upon a person for his alleged salvation. Belief, according to 

Islam, is not only a conviction of the truth of a given proposition, 

but it is essentially the acceptance of a proposition as a basis for 

action. While the proposition of the existence of devils is as true 

as that of the existence of angels according to the Holy Quran, yet 

a belief in angels is again and again mentioned as part of a Mus-

lim’s faith, whereas a disbelief in devils is equally clearly men-

tioned as necessary: 

“So whoever disbelieves in the devil and believes in Allah, 

he indeed has laid hold on the firmest handle…” — 2:256 

The words used here for believing in God and disbelieving in dev-

ils are, respectively, īmān and kufr. If īmān meant simply a belief 

in the existence of a thing, and kufr the denial of its existence, a 

disbelief in devils could not have been spoken of as necessary 

along with a belief in God. But while we must believe in God and 

His angels, we must disbelieve in the devil. This is because the 

angel, according to the Quran, is the being that prompts the doing 

of good, and the devil is the being that prompts the doing of evil, 

so that a belief in angels means really acting upon the promptings 
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to do good, and a disbelief in the devil means refusing to entertain 

evil promptings. 

Thus īmān (belief) really signifies the acceptance of a principle 

as a basis for action, and every doctrine of Islam answers to this 

description. There are no dogmas, no mysteries, no faith which does 

not require action; for every article of faith means a principle to be 

carried into practice for the higher development of man. 

Allah is the Being Who possesses all the perfect attributes, 

and when a person is required to believe in Allah, he is really re-

quired to make himself possessor of the highest moral qualities, 

his goal being the attainment of the Divine Attributes. He must set 

before himself the highest and purest ideal which the heart of a 

human being can conceive, and make his conduct conform to that 

ideal. Belief in the angels means that the believer should follow 

the good impulses which are inherent in him, for the angel is the 

being who prompts the doing of good. Belief in the books of God 

signifies that we should follow the directions contained in them for 

the development of our inner faculties. Belief in messengers means 

that we are to model ourselves on their noble example and sacrifice 

our lives for humanity even as they did. Belief in the Hereafter or 

the Last Day tells us that physical or material advancement is not 

the end or goal of life; but that its real purpose is an infinitely higher 

one, of which the Resurrection, or the Last Day, is but the begin-

ning. 
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5. The Divine Being 

Section 1: The Existence of God 

Material, inner and spiritual experience of humanity 

In all religious scriptures the existence of God is taken almost as an 

axiomatic truth. The Holy Quran, however, advances numerous 

arguments to prove the existence of a Supreme Being Who is the 

Creator and Controller of this universe. These are, broadly speak-

ing, of three kinds. Firstly, there are the arguments drawn from the 

creation, which relate to the lower or material experience of human-

ity; secondly, the evidence of human nature, which concerns the 

inner experience of humanity; and thirdly, there are arguments 

based on Divine revelation to man, which may be called the higher 

or spiritual experience of humanity. 

It will be seen, from what is said further on, that as the scope of 

experience is narrowed down, so the arguments gain in effective-

ness. The argument from creation simply shows that there must be a 

Creator of this universe, Who is also its Controller, but it does not 

go so far as to show that there is a God. The testimony of human 

nature proceeds a step further, since there is in it a consciousness of 

Divine existence, though that consciousness may differ in different 

natures according to whether the inner light is bright or dim. It is 

only revelation that discloses God in the full splendour of His light, 

and shows the sublime attributes which man must emulate if he is to 

attain perfection, together with the means whereby he can hold 

communion with the Divine Being. 

The law of evolution as an evidence of purpose and wisdom 

The first argument, drawn from the creation, centres round the word 

Rabb. In the very first revelation that came to the Prophet, he was 

told to “read in the name of the Rabb Who created” (96:1). The 

word Rabb, generally translated as ‘Lord’, combines two senses, 

that of fostering, bringing up or nourishing, and that of regulating, 
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completing and accomplishing.1 Thus its underlying idea is that of 

fostering things from the crudest state to that of highest perfection, 

in other words, the idea of evolution. According to Raghib,2 Rabb 
signifies the fostering of a thing in such a manner as to make it at-

tain one condition after another until it reaches its goal of perfec-
tion. There is, thus, in the use of the word Rabb, an indication that 

everything created by God bears the impress of Divine creation, in 

the characteristic of moving on from lower to higher stages until it 

reaches perfection. This argument is expanded in another very early 

revelation as follows: 

“Glorify the name of your Rabb, the Most High, Who 

creates, then makes complete, and Who measures, then 

guides.” — 87:1–3 

The full meaning of Rabb is explained here: He creates things 

and brings them to perfection; He makes things according to a 

measure and shows them the ways whereby they may attain to per-

fection. The idea of evolution is fully developed in the first two 

actions, the creation and the completion, so that everything created 

by God must attain to its destined completion. The last two actions 

show how the completion or evolution is brought about. Everything 

is made according to a measure, that is to say, certain laws of deve-

lopment are inherent in it; and it is also shown a way, that is to say, 

it knows the line along which it must proceed, so that it may reach 

its goal of completion. It thus appears that the creative force is not a 

blind force but one possessing wisdom and acting with a purpose. 

Even to the ordinary eye, wisdom and purpose are observable in the 

whole of the Divine creation, from the tiniest particle of dust or 

blade of grass to the mighty spheres moving in the universe on their 

appointed courses, because everyone of them is travelling along a 

certain line to its appointed goal of completion. 

One law prevails in the whole universe 

A further point upon which the Holy Quran lays special stress is the 

fact that, despite its immensity and variety, there is but one law for 

the whole universe: 

“[Allah is He] Who created the seven heavens alike. You 

see no anomaly in the creation of the Beneficent God. Then 



5. THE DIVINE BEING 68 

look again: can you see any disorder? Then look again and 

again — your sight will return to you confused, while it is 

fatigued.” — 67:3 – 4 

Here we are told that there is in creation neither incongruity,  

whereby things belonging to the same class are subject to different 

laws, nor disorder, whereby the law cannot work uniformly; so that 

the miraculous regularity and uniformity of law in the midst of the 

unimaginable variety of conflicting conditions existing in the uni-

verse is also evidence of a Divine purpose and wisdom in the crea-

tion of things. 

From the smallest particle to the largest heavenly body, every-

thing is held under control and is subject to a law; no one thing 

interferes with the course of another or hampers it; while, on the 

other hand, all things are helping each other on to attain perfec-

tion. The Quran stresses this fact frequently: 

“The sun and the moon follow a reckoning. And the herbs 

and the trees adore [Him].” — 55:5 – 6 

“And the sun moves on to its destination. That is the or-

dinance of the Mighty, the Knower. And the moon, We 

have ordained for it stages till it becomes again as an old 

dry palm branch. Neither is it for the sun to overtake the 

moon, nor can the night outstrip the day. And all float on 

in an orbit.” — 36:38 – 40 

“Then He directed Himself to the heaven and it was a 

vapour, so He said to it and to the earth: Come both, will-

ingly or unwillingly. They both said: We come willingly.” 

— 41:11 

“Allah is He Who made subservient to you the sea that 

the ships may glide in it by His command, and that you 

may seek of His grace, and that you may give thanks. 

And He has made subservient to you whatsoever is in the 

heavens and whatsoever is in the earth, all from Himself. 

Surely there are signs in this for a people who reflect.” — 

45 : 12 – 13 
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“And He created the sun and the moon and the stars, made 

subservient by His command; surely His is the creation and 

the command.” — 7:54 

All these verses show that, inasmuch as everything is subject to 

command and control for the fulfilment of a certain purpose, there 

must be an All-Wise Controller of the whole. 

Guidance afforded by human nature 

The second kind of argument for the existence of God relates to 

the human soul. In the first place, there is in it the consciousness 

of the existence of God. There is an inner light within each one 

telling him that there is a Higher Being, a God, a Creator. This 

inner evidence is often brought out in the form of a question. It is 

like an appeal to man’s inner self. The question is sometimes left 

unanswered, as if one is called upon to give it a deeper thought: 

“Or were they created without a [creative] agency? Or are 

they the creators [of their own souls]? Or did they create 

the heavens and the earth?” — 52:35 – 36 

Sometimes the answer is given: 

“And if you ask them, Who created the heavens and the 

earth, they would say: The Mighty, the Knowing One, has 

created them.” — 43:9 

On one occasion, the question is put direct to the human soul 

by God Himself: 

“And when your Lord brought forth from the children of 

Adam, from their loins, their descendants and made them 

bear witness about themselves: Am I not your Lord (Rabb)? 
They said: Yes, we bear witness.” — 7:172 

This is clearly the evidence of human nature which is elsewhere 

spoken of as being “the nature made by Allah in which He has 

created mankind” (30:30). 

Sometimes this consciousness on the part of the human soul is 

mentioned in terms of its unimaginable nearness to the Divine 

Spirit: 
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“We are nearer to him than his life-vein.” — 50:16  

“We are nearer to it [the soul] than you, but you do not 

see.” — 56:85 

The idea that God is nearer to man than his own self only shows 

that the consciousness of the existence of God in the human soul 

is even clearer than the consciousness of its own existence. 

If, then, the human soul has such a clear consciousness of the 

existence of God, how is it, the question may be asked, that there 

are people who deny the existence of God? Here, two points must 

be borne in mind. In the first place, the inner light within each 

person, which makes him conscious of the existence of God, is not 

equally clear in all cases. With some, as with the great divines of 

every age and country, that light shines forth in its full glory, and 

their consciousness of the Divine presence is very strong. In the 

case of ordinary people, this consciousness is generally weaker and 

the inner light more dim; there may even be cases in which that 

consciousness is only in a state of inertia, and the inner light has 

almost gone out. Secondly, even the atheist or the agnostic recog-

nizes a First Cause, or a Higher Power, though he may deny the 

existence of a God with particular attributes; and occasionally that 

consciousness is awakened in him, and the inner light asserts itself, 

especially in times of distress or affliction. It looks very much as 

though ease and comfort, like evil, cast a veil over the inner light of 

man, and the veil is removed by distress — a fact to which the 

Quran has repeatedly called attention: 

“And when We show favour to man, he turns away and 

withdraws himself; but when evil touches him, he is full 

of lengthy supplications.” — 41:51 

“And when harm afflicts people, they call upon their  

Lord, turning to Him.” — 30:33. 

“And when a wave like awnings covers them they call 

upon Allah, being sincere to Him in obedience. But when 

He brings them safe to land, some of them follow the 

middle course.” — 31:32 



GUIDANCE AFFORDED BY DIVINE REVELATION 71 

“And whatever good you have, it is from Allah; then when 

evil afflicts you, to Him do you cry for aid.” — 16:53 

There is in the human soul something more than mere con-

sciousness of the existence of God; there is in it a yearning after 

its Maker — the instinct to turn to God for help;3 there is implant-

ed in it the love of God for Whose sake it is ready to make every 

sacrifice.4 Finally, it cannot find complete contentment without 

God.5 

Guidance afforded by Divine revelation 

The third group of arguments found in the Holy Quran, to prove 

the existence of God, relates to Divine revelation — the clearest 

and surest evidence — which not only establishes the truth of the 

existence of God but also casts a flood of light on the Divine at-

tributes without which the existence of the Divine Being would 

remain mere dogma. It is through this disclosure of the Divine 

attributes that belief in God becomes the most important factor in 

the evolution of man, since a knowledge of those attributes ena-

bles him to set before himself the high ideal of imitating Divine 

morals; and it is only thus that man can rise to the highest moral 

eminence. God is the Nourisher of everything in the creation, so 

His worshipper will do his utmost to serve the cause not only of 

humanity but of all creation. God is Loving and Affectionate to 

His creatures, so one who believes in Him will be moved by the 

impulse of love and affection towards His creation. God is Merci-

ful and Forgiving, so His servant must be merciful and forgiving 

to his fellow-beings. A belief in a God possessing the perfect 

attributes made known by Divine revelation is the highest ideal 

which a human being can place before himself; and without this 

ideal there is a void in his life, a lack of all earnestness and every 

noble aspiration. 

In another way, Divine revelation brings man closer to God 

and makes His existence felt as a reality in his life, and that is 

through the example of the perfect man who holds communion 

with the Divine Being. That God is a Reality, a Truth — in fact, 

the greatest reality in this world; that man can feel His presence 

and realize Him in each hour of his everyday life, and have the 

closest relations with Him; that such a realization of the Divine 
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Being works a change in the life of man, making him an irresisti-

ble spiritual force in the world, is not the solitary experience of 

one individual or of one nation, but the universal experience of 

people in all nations, all countries and all ages. Abraham, Moses, 

Christ, Confucius, Zoroaster, Rama, Krishna, Buddha and Mu-

hammad, each and every one of these luminaries brought about a 

moral, and in some cases also a material, revolution in the world, 

which the combined resources of whole nations were powerless to 

resist, and lifted up humanity from the depths of degradation to 

the greatest heights of moral, and even material, prosperity. This 

only shows to what heights the human soul may rise if only it 

works in true relationship with the Divine Being. 

One example may be considered in greater detail — that of 

the Holy Prophet Muhammad. A solitary man arose in the midst 

of a whole nation which was sunk deep in all kinds of vice and 

degradation. He had no power at his back, not even a man to sec-

ond him, and without any preliminaries at all, he set his hand to 

the unimaginable and apparently impossible task of the reforma-

tion, not merely of that one nation but, through it, of the whole of 

humanity. He started with that one Force, the Force Divine, which 

makes possible the impossible: 

“Read in the name of your Lord!” (96:1); “Arise and 

warn, and your Lord do magnify [Him]” (74:2 – 3). 

The cause was Divine, and it was on Divine help that its success 

depended. With every new dawn the task grew harder, and the op-

position waxed stronger, until, to an onlooker, there was nothing but 

disappointment everywhere. Nonetheless, his determination grew 

stronger with the strength of the opposition and, while in the earlier 

revelation there were only general statements of the triumph of his 

cause and the failure of the enemy, those statements became clearer 

and more definite as the prospects, to all outward appearance, grew 

more hopeless. 

Some of these verses in the order of their revelation are: 

“By the grace of your Lord you are not mad. And yours is 

surely a reward never to be cut off.” — 68:2 – 3 

“Surely We have given you abundance of good.” — 108:1 
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“Surely with difficulty is ease.” — 94:5 

“And surely the later state is better for you than the earli-

er, and soon will your Lord give you so that you will be 

well pleased.” — 93:4 – 5 

“Surely it is the word of an honoured Messenger, the pos-

sessor of strength, having an honourable place with the 

Lord of the Throne”. — 81:19 – 20 

“And during a part of the night, keep awake by it [i.e., the 

Quran]…  maybe your Lord will raise you to a position of 

great glory.” — 17:79 

“O man! We have not revealed the Quran to you that you 

may be unsuccessful”. — 20:1–2 

“And on that day the believers will rejoice in Allah’s  

help.” — 30:4 – 5 

“We certainly help Our messengers, and those who be-

lieve, in this world’s life and on the day when the witnesses 

arise.” — 40:51 

“Blessed is He Who, if He please, will give you what is 

better than this: Gardens in which flow rivers. And He 

will give you palaces.” — 25:10 

“Allah has promised to those of you who believe and do 

good that He will surely make them rulers in the earth as 

He made those before them rulers, and that He will surely 

establish for them their religion, which He has chosen for 

them, and that He will surely give them security in ex-

change after their fear.” — 24:55 

“He it is Who has sent His Messenger with the guidance 

and the Religion of Truth that He may make it prevail 

over all religions.” — 48:28 

In like manner, the end of opposition is described more clearly 

in the later revelations than in the earlier, although that opposition 

grew more and more powerful as days went on. The following three 

verses belong to three different periods: 
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“…till when they see what they are promised, they will 

know who is weaker in helpers and smaller in number.” 

— 72:24 

“Or do they say: We are an army allied together to help 

each other? Soon shall the armies be routed, and they will 

show [their] backs.” — 54:44 – 45 

“Say to those who disbelieve: You shall soon be defeat-

ed…” — 3:12 

And all this did happen a few years after these things had 

been foretold, though at that time there was nothing to justify such 

prophecies and all the circumstances were against them. No man 

could possibly have foreseen what was so clearly stated as certain 

to come about, and no human power could have brought to utter 

failure the whole nation with all its resources ranged against a  

solitary man and determined to destroy him. Divine revelation 

thus affords the clearest and surest testimony of the existence of 

God, in Whose knowledge, past, present and future are alike and 

Who controls both the forces of nature and the destiny of human 

beings. 

Section 2: The Unity of God 

The Unity of God 

All the basic principles of Islam are fully dealt with in the Holy 

Quran, and so is the doctrine of faith in God, of which the corner-

stone is belief in the Unity of God (tauḥīd). The best-known ex-

pression of Divine Unity is that contained in the declaration of lā 

ilāha ill-Allāh. It is made up of four words: lā (no), ilāh (that which 

is worshipped), illā (except) and Allāh (the proper name of the 

Divine Being). Thus these words, which are commonly rendered 

into English as meaning “there is no god but Allah” convey the 

significance that there is nothing which deserves to be worshipped 
except Allah. It is this confession which, when combined with the 

confession of the prophethood of Muhammad (Muḥammad-ur 

Rasūl-ullāh) admits one into the fold of Islam. 

The Unity of God, according to the Holy Quran, implies that 

God is One in His person, One in His attributes and One in His 
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works. His Oneness in His person means that there is neither plu-

rality of gods nor plurality of persons in the Godhead; His One-

ness in attributes implies that no other being possesses one or 

more of the Divine attributes in perfection; His Oneness in works 

implies that none can do what God has done, or what God may do. 

The doctrine of Unity is beautifully summed up in one of the 

shortest and earliest chapters of the Holy Quran: 

“Say: He, Allah, is One. Allah is He on Whom all depend. 

He has no offspring, nor is He born [of anyone]; and none 

is like Him.” — ch. 112 

The gravity of shirk 

The opposite of Unity is shirk,6 implying partnership. In the Holy 

Quran, shirk is used to signify the associating of gods with God, 

whether such association be with respect to the person of God or 

His attributes or His works, or with respect to the obedience which 

is due to Him alone. Shirk is said to be the gravest of all sins: 

“Surely shirk is a grievous wrong.” — 31:13 

“Allah does not forgive that a partner should be set up with 

Him,7 and forgives all besides that to whom He pleases.” 

— 4:48 

This is due to the fact that shirk demoralizes man, while Divine 

Unity brings about his moral elevation. According to the Holy 

Quran, man is God’s vicegerent 8 on earth, and this shows that he 

is gifted with the power of controlling the rest of the earthly crea-

tion: 

“Allah is He Who made subservient to you the sea that 

the ships may glide in it by His command, and that you 

may seek of His grace, and that you may give thanks. 

And He has made subservient to you whatsoever is in the 

heavens and whatsoever is in the earth, all from Himself. 

Surely there are signs in this for a people who reflect.” — 
45:12–13 

If, then, man has been created to rule the universe and is gifted 

with the power to subdue everything and to turn it to his use, does 

he not degrade himself by taking other things for gods, by bowing 
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before the very things which he has been created to conquer and 

rule? This is an argument which the Holy Quran has itself ad-

vanced against shirk. Thus the words, “Shall I seek a lord other 

than Allah, while He is the Lord of all things” (6:164), are 

followed in the next verse by: “And He it is Who has made you 

successors in the land”. And again: “Shall I seek for you a god 

other than Allah, while He has made you excel all created things?” 

(7:140). Shirk is, therefore, of all sins the most serious because it 

degrades man and renders him unfit for attaining the high position 

destined for him in the Divine scheme. 

Various forms of shirk 

The various forms of shirk mentioned in the Holy Quran are an 

indication of the ennobling message underlying the teaching of 

Divine Unity. These are summed up in the verse: 

“…that we shall serve none but Allah and that we shall 

not set up any partner with Him and that some of us shall 

not take others for lords besides Allah.” — 3:64 

These are really three forms of shirk — a fourth is mentioned 

separately. The most palpable form of shirk is that in which any-

thing besides God is worshipped, such as stones, idols, trees, ani-

mals, tombs, heavenly bodies, forces of nature, or human beings 

who are supposed to be demi-gods or gods or incarnations of God 

or sons or daughters of God. The second kind of shirk, which is 

less palpable, is the setting up of partners with God, that is, to 

suppose that other things and beings possess the same attributes as 

the Divine Being. The beliefs that there are three persons in the 

Godhead, and that the Son and the Holy Ghost are eternal, Om-

nipotent and Omniscient like God Himself, as in the Christian 

creed, or that there is a Creator of Evil along with a Creator of 

Good, as in Zoroastrianism, or that matter and soul are co-eternal 

with God and self-existing like Himself, as in Hinduism — all 

come under this head. The last kind of shirk is that in which some 

people take others for their lords, meaning that they blindly obey 

their religious leaders in what they declare as right or wrong, or as 

commanded or forbidden by God. 

The fourth kind of shirk is referred to in the verse: 
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“Have you seen him who takes his low desires for his 

god?” — 25:43, 45:23 

Here the blind submission to one’s own desires is described in 

words used for shirk. Thus belief in the Unity of God means that 

true obedience is due to God alone, and whosoever obeys either 

anyone else, or his own low desires, in preference to the Divine 

commandments, is really guilty of shirk. 

Idolatry 

Of the different forms of shirk, idolatry is cited more frequently 

than all the others, and is denounced in the most scathing terms in 

the Holy Quran. This is because idolatry is the most heinous form 

of shirk and also was the most rampant throughout the world at 

the advent of Islam. Not only is idolatry condemned in its gross 

form, which takes it for granted that an idol can cause benefit or 

do harm, but the idea is also controverted that there is any mean-

ing underlying this gross form of worship: 

“And those who choose protectors besides Him [say]: We 

serve them only that they may bring us nearer to Allah. 

Surely Allah will judge between them in that in which 

they differ.” — 39:3 

It is sometimes said, in explanation of idolatry, that an idol is 

used only to enable a worshipper to concentrate his attention, and 

become more deeply engrossed in Divine contemplation. This idea 

is controverted in the verse quoted above — “that they may bring 

us nearer to Allah”. But even in this case the worshipper must be-

lieve that the idol on which he centres his attention is a symbol of 

the Divine Being, which is a grossly false notion; and, moreover, 

it is the idol on which the worshipper’s attention is centred, not 

the Divine Being. It is also wrong to suppose that a material sym-

bol is necessary for concentration, for attention can be just as easi-
ly concentrated on a spiritual object, and it is only when the object 

of attention is spiritual that concentration helps the development 

of will-power. Along with idol-worship, the Holy Quran also pro-

hibits dedication to idols (6:137). 
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Nature worship 

Another form of prevailing shirk denounced in the Holy Quran is 

the worship of the sun, the moon, the stars, in fact of everything 

which might appear to control the destinies of man. This is ex-

pressly forbidden: 

“And of His signs are the night and the day and the sun and 

the moon. Do not adore the sun nor the moon, but adore 

Allah Who created them…” — 41:37 

The argument advanced against the worship of the sun and the 

moon not only applies to all heavenly bodies but also, and equally 

well, to all the forces of nature, which are in fact again and again 

mentioned as being made subservient to man. 

Trinity 

The Trinity is also denounced as a form of shirk: 

“So believe in Allah and His messengers. And do not say, 

Three. Refrain [from it], it is better for you. Allah is only 

One God.” — 4:171 

It is sometimes alleged that the Quranic conception of the Tri-

nity is a mistaken one, because it speaks of Jesus and Mary as 

having been taken for two gods: 

 “O Jesus, son of Mary, did you say to people, Take me 

and my mother for two gods besides Allah?” — 5:116 

The reference here is not to Trinity but to Mariolatry. That Mary 

was worshipped is a fact, and the Quran’s reference to it is signifi-

cant, but it should be noted that neither the Holy Quran nor the 

Holy Prophet has anywhere said that Mary was the third person of 

the Trinity. Where the Quran denounces the Trinity, it speaks of 

the doctrine of sonship but does not speak of the worship of Mary 

at all; and where it speaks of the worship of Mary, it does not refer 

to the Trinity.9 

Doctrine of sonship 

Another form of shirk, refuted in the Holy Quran, is the doctrine 

that God has sons or daughters. The pagan Arabs ascribed daugh-

ters to God while Christians hold that God has a son. Though the 
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doctrine of ascribing daughters to God is mentioned in the Quran 

several times,10 yet it is against the Christian doctrine that the 

Holy Book speaks with gravest emphasis: 

“And they say: The Beneficent God has taken to Himself 

a son. Certainly you have made a detestable assertion! 

The heavens may almost be torn apart at it, and the earth 

split, and the mountains crumble down in pieces, that they 

ascribe a son to the Beneficent God!” — 19:88–91 

The doctrine is denounced repeatedly, even in the earliest re-

velations,11 which shows that from the very first the Holy Quran 

set before itself the correction of this great error. It will be ob-

served that a mention of the doctrine of sonship is often followed 

by the word subḥāna-hū (“glory be to Him”), which is used to 

indicate the purity of God from all defects. The reason for this is 

that the doctrine of sonship is due to the supposition that God 

cannot forgive sins unless He receives some satisfaction therefor, 

and this satisfaction is supposed to have been afforded by the cru-

cifixion of the Son of God, who alone is said to be sinless. The 

doctrine of sonship is thus practically a denial of the quality of 

forgiveness in God, and this amounts to attributing a defect to 

Him. It is for this reason also that a most forcible denunciation of 

the doctrine of sonship, quoted above, is followed by the words: 

“And it is not worthy of the Beneficent God (Raḥmān) 
that He should take to Himself a son.” — 19:92 

The word Raḥmān signifies originally the Lord of immeasurable 

mercy Who requires no satisfaction or compensation for a display 

of the quality of mercy which is inherent in Him, and the attribute 

of being Raḥmān negatives the doctrine of sonship. 

Significance underlying the doctrine of Unity 

The various kinds of shirk mentioned in the Holy Quran show that, 

in the doctrine of Unity, it gives to the world an ennobling message 

of advancement all round, physical as well as moral and spiritual. 

Man is freed not only from slavery to animate and inanimate ob-

jects, but also from subservience to the great and wondrous forces 

of nature which, he is told, he can subdue for his benefit. It goes 

further and delivers man from that greatest of slaveries, slavery to 
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man. It does not allow to any mortal the dignity of Godhead, or of 

being more than a mortal; for the greatest of mortals is commanded 

to say: 

“I am only a mortal like you; it is revealed to me that your 

God is One God.” — 18:110 

Thus all the bonds which fettered the mind of man were  

broken, and he was set on the road to progress. A slave mind, as the 

Quran plainly says, is incapable of doing anything good and great 

(16:75–76), and hence the first condition for the advancement of 

man was that his mind should be set free from the trammels of all 

kinds of slavery, which was accomplished in the message of Divine 

Unity. 

Unity of human race underlies Unity of God 

The doctrine of the Unity of God, besides casting off the bonds of 

slavery which had enthralled the human mind, and thus opening 

the way for its advancement, carries another significance equally 

great, if not greater, namely, the idea of the unity of the human 

race. God is Rabb al-‘ālamīn — the Lord of all the nations. This 

signifies that all the nations of the world are, as it were, the chil-

dren of one Father, and that He takes equal care of all, bringing all 

to their goal of completion by degrees.12 Hence God is spoken of 

in the Quran as granting not only His physical but also His spiritu-

al sustenance, His revelation, to all the nations of the world: 

“And for every nation there is a messenger.” — 10:47 

“There is not a people but a warner has gone among them.” 

— 35:24 

We further find that the Holy Quran upholds the idea that God, 

being the God of all nations, deals with all of them alike. He 

hearkens to the prayers of all, whatever their religion or nationality. 

He is equally merciful to all and forgives the sins of all. He re-

wards the good deeds of the Muslim and the non-Muslim alike; 

and not only does He deal with all nations alike, but we are further 

told that He created them all alike, in the Divine nature: 

“…the nature made by Allah in which He has created man-

kind.” — 30:30 
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And this unity of the human race, which is thus a natural coro-

llary of the doctrine of the Unity of God, is further stressed in the 

plain words that “Mankind is a single nation” (2:213) and that 

humanity is “but a single nation” (10:19). 

Section 3: The Attributes of God 

Nature of the Divine attributes 

In the Holy Quran, God is plainly stated to be above all material 

conceptions: 

“Vision cannot comprehend Him, and He comprehends 

all vision.” — 6:103 

And He is not only above all material limitations but even above 

the limitation of metaphor: 

“Nothing is like a likeness of Him.” — 42:11 

To indicate His love, power, knowledge and other attributes, 

the same words had to be used as are in ordinary use for human 

beings, and therefore God is spoken of in the Holy Quran as see-

ing, hearing, speaking, being displeased, loving, being affection-

ate, possessing control, etc.; but the conception is not quite the 

same. God sees and hears, but that does not mean He has eyes and 

requires light to see things, or has ears and requires some medium, 

such as air, to convey sound to Him. God creates, but that does not 

mean He has hands like a man and needs material with which to 

make things. The “hands” of God are spoken of in the Holy Quran 

(5:64), but it is simply to give expression to His unlimited power 

in bestowing His favours on whom He will, and this is in accord-

ance with the Arabic idiom. 

God’s Throne (‘arsh) is spoken of in the Holy Quran, but it 

does not signify any place, rather representing His control of things 

as a monarch’s throne is a symbol of his power to rule. The phrase 

“He is established on the Throne”13 is used after mentioning the 

creation of the heavens and the earth, and in relation to the Divine 

control of creation, and the law and order to which the universe is 

made to submit by its great Author. It is nowhere said in the Quran 

that God sits on the ‘arsh; it is always His controlling power that is 
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mentioned in connection therewith. Similarly, His kursī,14 literally 

‘chair’, means His knowledge. 

Proper name of the Divine Being 

Allāh is the proper or personal name of the Divine Being, as dis-

tinguished from all other names which denote His attributes. It is 

also known as the greatest name of God (ism a‘ẓam). Being a 

proper name it does not carry any significance, but being the 

proper name of the Divine Being it comprises all the attributes 

which are contained separately in the attributive names. Hence the 

name Allah is said to gather together in itself all the perfect attrib-

utes of God. 

The word Allāh is not derived from any other word. Nor has it 

any connection with the word ilāh (god or object of worship). It is 

sometimes said that Allāh is a contracted form of al-ilāh, meaning 

‘the god’, but that is a mistake, for if al in Allāh were an addition-

al prefix, the form yā Allāh for addressing Him (“O Allah”), 

which is a correct form, would not have been permitted, since yā 
al-ilāh or yā al-Raḥmān are not correct. Moreover, this supposi-

tion would mean that there were different gods, one of which 

became gradually known as al-ilāh (the god) and was then con-

tracted into Allāh. This is against facts, since Allāh has ever been 

the name of the Eternal Being. Nor has the word Allāh ever been 

applied to any but the Divine Being, according to all authorities on 

Arabic lexicology. The Arabs had numerous ilāhs or gods but 

none of them was ever called Allāh, while a Supreme Being called 

Allāh was recognized above them all as the Creator of the uni-

verse,15 and no other deity, however great, was so regarded. 

Four chief attributes 

Among the attributive names of the Divine Being occurring in the 

Holy Quran, four stand out prominently, and these four are exactly 

the names mentioned in the opening chapter al-Fātiḥah, which by 

a consensus of opinion, and according to a saying of the Holy 

Prophet, is the quintessence of the Book. The chapter opens with 

the proper name Allah, and then follows the greatest of all attribu-

tive names Rabb which, for want of a proper equivalent, is trans-

lated “Lord”. Its real significance, according to the best authority 
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on Quranic lexicology, is the Fosterer of a thing in such a manner 

as to make it attain one condition after another until it reaches its 
goal of completion (see p. 67). Rabb, therefore, means the Lord 

Who brings all that is in this universe to a state of perfection 

through various stages of growth, and as these stages include the 

lowest and the remotest, which, as we go back farther and farther, 

dwindle into nothingness, the word Rabb carries with it the idea of 

the Author of all existence. Rabb is thus the chief attribute of the 

Divine Being, and hence it is that prayers are generally addressed 

to Rabb, and begin with the words Rabba-nā, that is, “our Lord”. 

Indeed after the proper name Allah, the Quran has given the great-

est prominence to the name Rabb. 

The order adopted by the Holy Quran in speaking of the Div-

ine attributes is quite logical. Allah, the proper name, comes first 

of all in the opening chapter, and this is followed by Rabb, the 

most important of the attributive names. While the name Allah is 

found in the Holy Quran some 2800 times, Rabb occurs about 960 

times, no other name being so frequently mentioned. 

Next in importance to Rabb are the names Raḥmān (Benefi-

cent), Raḥīm (Merciful) and Mālik (Master), which follow Rabb in 

the opening chapter. These three names in fact show how the at-

tribute of bringing to perfection by fostering, is brought into play. 

Both Raḥmān and Raḥīm are derived from the same root, convey-

ing the ideas of love and mercy. Raḥmān signifies that love is so 

predominant in the Divine nature that He bestows His favours and 

shows His mercy even though man has done nothing to deserve 

them. The granting of the means of subsistence for the develop-

ment of physical life, and of Divine revelation for man’s spiritual 

growth, are due to this attribute of unbounded love in the Divine 

Being. Then follows the stage in which man takes advantage of 

these various means which help the development of his physical 

and spiritual life, and turns them to his use. It is at this stage that 

the third attribute of the Divine Being, Raḥīm, comes into play, 
whereby He rewards every effort made by man in the right direc-

tion; and since man is making constant and continual efforts, the 

attribute of mercy conveyed in the name Raḥīm is also displayed 

continually. This is true both as regards the physical and spiritual 

development of man. 
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As submission to the law results in the advancement of man 

which brings reward, disobedience to the law must result in retard-

ing his progress or bringing down punishment upon him. In fact, 

punishment is only a different phase of the exercise of the attribute 

of fostering; for ultimate good is still the object. Therefore, just as 

Raḥīm is needed to bring his reward to one who does good or 

submits to the law, there must be another attribute to bring about 

the requital of evil. Hence in the opening chapter of the Quran, 

Raḥīm is followed by Māliki yaum-id-dīn or “Master of the Day of 

Recompense”. The adoption of the word Mālik, or Master, in con-

nection with the requital of evil, is significant, as ordinarily it would 

be expected that there should be a judge to mete out the requital of 

evil. The essential difference between a judge and a master is that 

the former is bound to do justice and must punish the evil-doer for 

every evil, while the latter, the master, can exercise his discretion, 

and may either punish the evil-doer or forgive him and pass over 

even the greatest of his iniquities. 

This idea is fully developed in the Quran, where we are re-

peatedly told that while good is rewarded ten times over or even 

more, evil is either forgiven or requited with its equivalent. In one 

place, indeed, the unbounded mercy of the Divine Being is said to 

be so great that “He forgives sins altogether” (39:53). Hence the 

attributive name Mālik is introduced to link the idea of requital 

with that of forgiveness. That is why, while the opening chapter 

mentions the name Mālik as the next in importance to Raḥīm, in 

the body of the Quran it is the name Ghaf ūr (Forgiving) which 

occupies that place of importance, as in its various forms it is the 

next, in frequency of occurrence, after Raḥmān and Raḥīm in their 

various forms. Hence it will be seen that the Quran gives promi-

nence to the attributes of love and mercy in God to an extent the 

parallel of which is not to be found in any other revealed book. 

Other names of God 

From their mention in the opening chapter of the Quran, and the 

frequency of their mention in the Holy Book, to which no approach 

is made by any other name, it is clear that the four names Rabb, 

Raḥmān, Raḥīm and Mālik are the chief attributive names of the 

Divine Being, and all His other attributes are only offshoots of these 
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four essential attributes. In a Hadith report, which is regarded as 

weak, ninety-nine names of God are generally mentioned, the hun-

dredth being Allah; but while some of them occur in the Quran, 

others are only inferred from some act of the Divine Being, as find-

ing expression in the Holy Book. There is, however, no authority 

whatsoever for the practice of repeating these names on a rosary or 

otherwise. Neither the Holy Prophet nor any of his Companions 

ever used a rosary. 

In the Holy Quran, it is said: 

“And Allah’s are the best names, so call on Him thereby, 

and leave alone those who violate the sanctity of His 

names.” — 7:180 

Calling on God by His excellent names only means that nothing 

derogatory to His dignity should be attributed to Him, and the vio-

lation of the sanctity of the Divine names has been clearly ex-

plained to mean either ascribing to God attributes which do not 

befit His high dignity, or ascribing Divine attributes to that which 

is not Divine. Hence calling on God by His excellent names mere-

ly means that only those high attributes should be ascribed to Him 

which befit His dignity. 

Among the names of God mentioned in the Holy Quran are 

the following: 

1. As relating to His person: 

al-Wāḥid (the One), al-Ḥaqq (the Truth), al-Ṣamad (on 

Whom all depend while He does not depend on any), al-

Ḥayy (the Ever-living), al-Qayyūm (the Self-subsisting). 

2. As relating to the act of creation: 

al-Khāliq (the Creator), al-Bāri’ (the Creator of the soul), 

al-Bādī (the Originator). 

3. As relating to the attributes of love and mercy (besides 

the chief attributes mentioned above): 

al-Tawwāb (the Oft-returning to mercy), al-Ḥalīm (the 

Forbearing), al-‘Afuww (the Pardoner), al-Salām (the 

Author of peace), al-Barr (the Benign). 
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4. As relating to His greatness and glory: 

al-‘Aẓīm (the Grand), al-‘Azīz (the Mighty), al-‘Aliyy 
(the Exalted or the High), al-Kabīr (the Great), al-Ḥamīd 

(the Praiseworthy), al-Majīd (the Glorious). 

5. As relating to His knowledge: 

al-‘Alīm (the Knowing), al-Ḥakīm (the Wise), al-Sam‘ī 
(the Hearing), al-Baṣīr (the Seeing), al-Raqīb (the Watch-

er), al-Bāṭin (the Knower of hidden things). 

6. As relating to His power and control of things: 

al-Qādir or Qadīr (the Powerful), al-Waliyy (the Guardi-

an), al-Malik (the King), al-Mālik (the Master), al-Ḥāsib 

or al-Ḥasīb (the One Who takes account). 

Predominance of love and mercy in Divine nature 

It will be seen that the attributes of God given above have nothing 

to do with the autocracy, inexorability, vengeance and cruelty 

which Western critics of Islam have generally associated with the 

picture of Him as drawn in the Holy Quran. On the contrary, the 

qualities of love and mercy in God are emphasized in the Quran 

more than in any other sacred book. Not only does every chapter 

open with the two names Raḥmān and Raḥīm, thus showing that 

the qualities of love and mercy are predominant in Divine nature, 

but the Holy Book goes further and lays the greatest stress in ex-

plicit words on the immeasurable vastness of the Divine mercy.  

The following may be taken as examples: 

“He has ordained mercy on Himself.” — 6:12, 6:54 

“Your Lord is the Lord of all-encompassing mercy.” — 

6:147 

 “And My mercy encompasses all things.” — 7:156 

“Except those on whom your Lord has mercy, and for this 

did He create them.” — 11:119 

“O My servants who have been reckless against their own 

souls, do not despair of the mercy of Allah, surely Allah 

forgives sins altogether.” — 39:53 
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“Our Lord! You embrace all things in mercy and know-

ledge…” — 40:7 

So great is the Divine mercy that it encompasses believers and 

unbelievers alike as the above verses show. Even the enemies of 

the Holy Prophet are spoken of as having mercy shown to them: 

“And when We make people taste of mercy after an afflic-

tion touches them, lo! they devise plans against Our mes-

sages.” — 10:21 

The idol-worshippers are repeatedly spoken of as calling upon God 

when in distress, and God as removing their distress. The picture of 

the Divine attributes portrayed in the Quran is, first and last, a pic-

ture of love and mercy, and while these are mentioned under many 

different names and repeated hundreds of times, His attribute of 

punishment — Exactor of retribution — occurs but four times in 

the whole of the Quran.16 It is true that the punishment of evil is a 

subject on which the Quran is most emphatic, but its purpose in 

this case is simply to impress upon man that evil is a most hateful 

thing which ought to be shunned; and, by way of set-off, not only 

does it lay great stress on the reward of good deeds, but goes fur-

ther and declares over and over again that evil is either forgiven or 

punished only with the like of it, but that good is rewarded tenfold, 

and hundredfold, or even without measure. 

At the same time it must be borne in mind that punishment it-

self, as described in the Holy Quran, is of a remedial nature, and 

has in it nothing of vengeance — it is the treatment of a disease 

which a person has brought upon himself. It is still love, for its 

object is still to set a person on the road to spiritual progress by 

healing the disease. God does bring about distress, but this is only 

in the limited sense that it is a punishment for wrong-doing with 

the underlying object of reformation: “We seized them with distress 

and affliction in order that they might humble themselves” (6:42, 

7: 94). 

Divine attributes as the great ideal to be attained 

Just as belief in the Unity of God is a source of man’s uplift, mak-

ing him conscious of the dignity of human nature, and inspiring him 

with the grand ideas of the conquest of nature and of the equality of 
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human beings, so the numerous attributes of the Divine Being, as 

revealed in the Holy Quran, are really meant for the perfection of 

human character. The Divine attributes really serve as an ideal to 

which man must strive to attain. God is Rabb al-‘ālamīn, the Fos-

terer and Nourisher of the worlds; keeping that as an ideal before 

himself, man must endeavour to make the service of humanity, even 

that of dumb creation, the object of his life. God is Raḥmān, confer-

ring benefits on man and showing him love without his having done 

anything to deserve it; the one who seeks to attain to perfection 

must do good even to those from whom he has not himself received, 

and does not expect to receive, any benefit. God is Raḥīm, making 

every good deed bear fruit; man must also do good for any good 

that he receives from another. God is Mālik, requiting evil, not in a 

spirit of vengeance or even of unbending justice, but in a spirit of 

forgiveness; so must man be forgiving in his dealings with others, if 

he will attain to perfection. 

So it is with all His other attributes. As to love and mercy, God 

is Affectionate, Oft-returning to mercy, Forbearing, Pardoner, Mul-

tiplier of rewards, Author of peace, Granter of security, Restorer of 

loss, Benign, Bestower of sustenance and so on; all this man must 

also try to be. Again let us take His attributes of knowledge. God is 

Knowing, Wise, Aware, Seeing, Knower of hidden things; man 

must also try to perfect his knowledge of things and acquire wis-

dom. In fact, where man is spoken of as having been made a vice-

gerent of God, his chief characteristic, that which marks him out as 

the ruler of creation, is stated to be a knowledge of things.17 Then 

there are His attributes of power and greatness and control of all 

things. Man is told again and again that everything in the heavens 

and in the earth has been made subservient to him. 

It is true that man’s love, mercy, knowledge, wisdom, and con-

trol of things are all insignificant as compared with their Divine 

models, but however imperfectly he may achieve it, the fact remains 

that he has before him the ideal of Divine morals, which he must try 

to imitate. 
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Notes to Chapter 5 
 

1. Lane’s Lexicon. 

2. The famous classical lexicologist of the Quran in his dictionary Al-

Mufradāt fī Gharīb al-Qur’ān. 

3. The Quran, 1 :4. 

4. The Quran, 2 :177, 76 :8. 

5. The Quran, 13 :28. 

6. Properly transliterated, the word shirk should be shirk. 

7. Editor’s Note: Those who set up partners with God themselves believe 

that He does not have the power to forgive them without the mediation of 

such partners. How can He forgive them when they do not believe that 

He alone possesses that power?  

8. The term in the Quran is khalīfa. See 2 :30. 

9. Deism is another doctrine refuted in the Holy Quran: “And Allah has 

said: Do not take two gods. He is only one God” (16:51). 

10. See the Quran, 16 :57, 17 :40, 37:149. 

11. See the Quran, 2 :116, 6 :102–104, 10 :68, 17 :111, 18 :4–5, 19 :35, 

19 :91–92, 23 :91, 37 :151–152, 112 :3. Of these, ch. 112 is undoubtedly 

one of the earliest revelations, while the 17th, 18th and 19th chapters also 

belong to the early Makkah period. 

12. See the meaning of Rabb on page 67. 

13. The Quran, 7 :54, etc. 

14. The Quran, 2 :255. 

15. The Quran, 29 :61. 

16. The Quran, 3 :4 , 5 :95, 14 :47, 39:37. 

 Editor’s Note: In the above verses, the name of God as “Exactor of retri-

bution” is Dhu-ntiqām. A related name of God is muntaqim, taken from 

muntaqimūn (“We shall exact retribution”), which occurs three times in 

the Quran, in 32 :22, 43 :41 and 44 :16. 

17. The Quran, 2: 30–31. 
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6. Angels 

Angels are immaterial beings 

The Arabic word for angel is malak, of which the plural form is 

malā’ika.1 The Holy Quran speaks of the creation of man from 

dust and of the creation of jinn from fire, but it does not speak of 

the origin of angels. There is, however, a Hadith report according 

to which the Holy Prophet said that the jinn are created from fire 

(nār), and that the angels are created from light (nūr).2 This shows 

that angels are immaterial beings, and further, that the jinn and the 

angels are two different classes of beings, and that it is a mistake 

to consider them as belonging to one class. 

In the Holy Quran angels are spoken of as “messengers flying 

on wings” (35:1). Their description has reference to their spiritual 

function of bearing Divine messages. Sacred history, indeed, rep-

resents angels as possessing wings, but so far as the Quran is con-

cerned, it would be a grievous mistake to confuse the wing of an 

angel with the fore-limb of a bird which fits it for flight. The wing 

is a symbol of the power which enables those immaterial beings to 

execute their functions with all speed; and in Arabic, the word 

here for ‘wing’, janāḥ, is used in a variety of senses. In birds it is 

the wing, and in man his hand is spoken of as his janāḥ. The word 

has further been used metaphorically in the Quran in several places, 

as in 15:88 and 26:215, where the “lowering of the wing” stands for 

“being kind”. Angels are immaterial beings, and in them a material 

wing cannot be thought of; it is simply the symbol of a power which 

is speedily brought into action. 

Can angels be seen? 

It is commonly thought that the immaterial beings, whom we call 

angels, can assume any shape they like, but the Holy Quran gives 

no support to this idea. On the contrary, it is repeatedly stated in 

answer to the demands of the Holy Prophet’s opponents, who 
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desired to see an angel or to have an angel as a messenger, that 

angels could not be seen and that an angel would have been sent 

as a messenger if angels, and not human beings, lived on earth: 

“And nothing prevents people from believing, when the 

guidance comes to them, except that they say: Has Allah 

raised up a mortal to be a messenger? Say: If there had 

been in the earth angels walking about secure, We would 

have sent down to them from the heaven an angel as mes-

senger.” — 17:94 – 95 

Twice it is related in the Quran that the angelic hosts sent to 

help Muslims were not seen by human eye: 

“Then Allah sent down His calm upon His Messenger and 

upon the believers, and sent armies which you did not 

see…” — 9:26 

“Call to mind the favour of Allah to you when armies came 

against you, so We sent against them a strong wind and 

forces that you did not see.” — 33:9 

There is, however, a story related in the Holy Quran about 

Abraham’s guests3 who first came to him and gave him the good 

news of a son, Isaac, and then went to Lot and bade him leave the 

city along with his followers, since punishment was about to over-

take his people. It is generally supposed that these were angels, as 

angels alone are deputed to deliver messages to prophets, and the 

Bible says that they were angels. But the Quran speaks of them 

only as the guests of Abraham and as “Our messengers”, and no-

where says that they were angels. Had they been angels, they 

would have delivered the Divine message to Abraham and Lot in 

the manner in which the angels deliver such messages, which is by 

revealing the Divine message to the heart of the prophet; and the 

angel, though he may come in the shape of a man, is not seen by 

the physical eye of the prophet but by his spiritual eye. Therefore, 

if the guests spoken of were angels, their appearance to both Abra-

ham and Lot must have been in a vision, the state in which revela-

tion comes to the prophets of God; but if it was with the physical 

eye that Abraham and Lot beheld them, then they were men and 

not angels. 
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Nature of angels 

Though angels are spoken of as beings, they are not endowed with 

powers of discrimination like those of human beings; in this re-

spect, indeed, they may be said to partake more of the attributes of 

the powers of nature than of man. Their function is to obey and 

they cannot disobey. The Holy Quran says plainly: 

“They do not disobey Allah in what He commands them, 

but do as they are commanded.” — 66:6 

As man is endowed with a will while the angel is not, man is 

superior to the angel. This superiority is also evident from the fact 

that angels were commanded to make submission to him.4 

The angel’s coming to the Holy Prophet 

It is true that the angel Gabriel is spoken of as coming to the Holy 

Prophet with the Divine revelation, but as has been already shown 

(page 15), it was with the spiritual senses that the Holy Prophet 

received the revelation, and therefore it was not with the physical 

eye that he beheld Gabriel. The angel came to him sometimes in 

the shape of a man; the Prophet heard the words of revelation, on 

occasions, with the force of the ringing of a bell; yet those who 

were sitting next to him, while fully conscious of the change com-

ing over him, neither saw the angel, nor heard the words of the 

revelation. And even when Gabriel came to him at other times, it 

was always with the spiritual eye that the Holy Prophet saw him. 

The Holy Prophet’s wife Aishah is very explicit on this point. 

It is related that on a certain occasion the Holy Prophet said to her: 

“ ‘O Aishah! Here is Gabriel offering salutation to you’. 

She said: ‘And on him be peace and the mercy and bless-

ings of Allah; you see what I do not see’.” 5 

This shows that even Aishah never saw Gabriel, whether he 

came with revelation or on other occasions. 

There are, however, a few stray incidents, related in certain 

Hadith reports, from which inference is drawn that others besides 

the Holy Prophet saw Gabriel, but, from what has been stated 

above, it is clear that either it was in a vision, and therefore it was 

with the spiritual senses that the few people present with the Holy 



ANGELIC FUNCTION 93 

Prophet shared his vision, or that there had been some misunder-

standing in relating the incident. 

Angelic function 

In the Holy Quran, angels are generally described as having a 

connection with the spiritual state of man. It was an angel, Gabriel 

by name, who brought revelation to the Holy Prophet (2:97, 

26:193–194) and the prophets before him (4:163). The same 

angel is mentioned as strengthening the prophets (2:87) and the 

believers (58:22). While angels generally are spoken of as des-

cending on believers and comforting them (41:30), they are also 

intermediaries in bringing revelation to those who are not proph-

ets, as in the case of Zacharias (3:39) and Mary (3:42, 45). An-

gels were sent to help the believers against their enemies (3:124–

125, 8:12); they pray for blessings on the Holy Prophet (33:56) 

and on the believers (33:43); they ask forgiveness for all human 

beings, believers as well as non-believers (42:5); they cause be-

lievers to die (16:32) and also non-believers (4:97, 16:28); they 

write down the deeds of human beings (82:10, 12) and will inter-

cede for them on the Day of Judgment (53:26). There is no clear 

reference to their function in the physical world unless the causing 

of death may be treated as such, but it should be classed as a spir-

itual function because death makes both the believers and unbe-

lievers enter a new life. It may be added here that Hadith mentions 

an angel of birth, that is an angel appointed for everyone while he 

is in the mother’s womb.6 

There are, however, verses in the Holy Quran which show that 

the angelic hosts have some sort of connection with the physical 

world. The most important of these verses are those which speak of 

the creation of man (Adam). When God wished to create man, He 

communicated His wish to the angels (2:30, 15:28, 38:71). This 

shows that the angels were there before man was created, and, 

therefore, must have had some sort of connection with the physical 

world and with the forces which brought about the creation of man. 
Unless they are treated as intermediaries carrying out the Divine 

will, the communication to them of the Divine will to create man is 

meaningless. These verses, therefore, lead us to the conclusion that 

the laws of nature find expression through angels. It is due to this 
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function of theirs that they are called messengers (22:75, 35:1). 

Expression of the Divine will is a Divine message, and the angels as 

bearers of that message carry it into execution. Their description as 

bearers of the Throne of the Lord (40:7, 69:17) leads to the same 

conclusion; for, as already stated, the Throne (‘arsh) stands for the 

Divine control of the universe, and the angels, the bearers of that 

control, are in fact the intermediaries through whom that control is 

exercised. 

Vastly greater importance is, however, attached to the angelic 

function in the spiritual world, because it is primarily with the 

spiritual development of man that the Holy Quran is concerned. 

To put it briefly, the function of the angel in the spiritual world is 

the same as his function in the physical world — to serve as an 

intermediary in carrying out the Divine will which, in the latter 

case, is to bring about the evolution of creation, and in the former, 

the evolution of man. According to the teachings of Islam, the 

angel has a close connection with the life of man from his birth, 

even from the time he is in the mother’s womb till his death, and 

even after death, in his spiritual progress in Paradise and his spiri-

tual treatment in Hell. The different functions of the angel in con-

nection with the spiritual life of man may be broadly divided into 

the classes which are detailed below. 

1. Angels as intermediaries in bringing revelation 

The most important and, at the same time, the most prominent func-

tion of the angel, in the spiritual realm, is the bringing down of 

Divine revelation or the communication of Divine messages to the 

prophets. The prophet not only sees the angel but also hears his 

voice, and the angel is to him, therefore, a reality. This has been the 

universal experience of humanity in all ages. As the angel is an im-

material being, the prophet sees him sometimes in the shape of a 

human being and sometimes in other forms. 

According to the Holy Quran, the angel who brought revela-

tion to the Holy Prophet is known by the name of Gabriel (2:97), 

the Arabic form of which is jibrīl. Gabriel is also mentioned in the 

Quran as Rūḥ al-Amīn or the Faithful Spirit (26:193), and Rūḥ al-

Qudus or the Holy Spirit (16:102). In all these places, Gabriel or 

the Faithful Spirit or the Holy Spirit is said to have revealed the 
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Quran to the Holy Prophet. The revelation to the prophets that 

appeared before him is said to have been granted in a similar man-

ner (4:163). Gabriel is also called the messenger (rasūl) through 

whom God speaks to His prophets (42:51). 

Angels generally are said to bring revelation to other right-

eous servants of God: 

“He sends down angels with revelation (al-rūḥ) by His 

command on whom He pleases of His servants…” — 16:2 

“Exalter of degrees, Lord of the Throne of Power, He casts 

the spirit (al-rūḥ) by His command on whom He pleases of 

His servants…” — 40:15 

These are general statements. In the case of Mary who was 

undoubtedly not a prophet, the angels are also spoken of as bear-

ing Divine messages: 

“And when the angels said: O Mary, surely Allah has cho-

sen you and purified you…” — 3:42, see also 3:45. 

Also in the case of Zacharias, the father of John the Baptist: 

“So the angels called to him as he stood praying in the 

sanctuary: Allah gives you good news of John…” — 3:39 

And the believers generally are thus spoken of: 

“As for those who say, Our Lord is Allah, then continue in 

the right way, the angels descend upon them, saying: Do 

not fear, nor grieve, and receive good news of the Garden 

which you were promised.” — 41:30 

2. Angels as intermediaries in strengthening believers 

The second function of the angels, as revealed in the Holy Quran, is 

to strengthen the righteous servants of God, prophets as well as 

others, and to give them comfort in trials and affliction. Jesus Christ, 

because of the serious allegations of the Jews against him, is men-

tioned as being strengthened with the Holy Spirit which, as shown 

earlier (page 11), is another name of Gabriel. And the believers 

generally are said to be strengthened with the Holy Spirit: 
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“These are they into whose hearts He has impressed faith, 

and strengthened them with a Spirit from Himself.” — 

58:22 

Again we find in the Holy Quran that the angels are spoken of 

as friends or guardians of the faithful in this life and in the Here-

after (41:31). It was in this sense, i.e., to strengthen the believers, 

that the angels were sent to help them in their struggle against the 

unbelievers, as in the verse: 

“When you sought the aid of your Lord, so He answered 

you: I will assist you with a thousand of the angels…” — 

8:9 

 The Holy Quran itself explains why the angels were sent:  

“And Allah made it only a good news for you and that  

your hearts might be at ease thereby.” — 3:126, 8:10 

It was through the strengthening of the believers’ hearts that 

the angels worked (8:12). These angelic hosts were sent when the 

Muslims had to fight in defence against heavy odds, and the streng-

thening of the heart through the angels is, therefore, a solid fact of 

history. 

3. Angels as intermediaries in carrying out Divine punishment 

Closely allied with this strengthening of the believers is the third 

function of the angels — that of executing Divine punishment 

against the wicked, because in the contest between the righteous 

and the wicked the punishment of the latter and the help of the for-

mer are identical. Often would those who sought to extirpate the 

truth by physical force say that if there were a God Whose messen-

ger the Prophet was, and if there were angels who could help his 

cause, why did they not come? For example: 

“Why have not angels been sent down to us, or why do 

we not see our Lord?” — 25:21 (see also 2:210, 16:33, 

6:158.) 

To these demands, the Holy Quran replies in the following words: 

 “And on the day when the heaven bursts apart with clouds, 

and the angels are sent down, as they are sent. The King-
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dom on that day rightly belongs to the Beneficent, and it 

will be a hard day for the disbelievers.” 

— 25:25–26 

And on one occasion, the demand and the answer are thus put to-

gether: 

“And they say … Why do you not bring the angels to us 

if you are truthful? We do not send angels but with truth, 

and then they would not be given respite.” — 15:6–8 

4. Angels’ intercession and prayers for people 

Another very important function of the angels is that of interces-

sion — an intercession which includes all, both the believer and 

the unbeliever. As God “has ordained mercy on Himself ” (6:12), 

and His “mercy encompasses all things” (7:156) — in fact, it was 

to show mercy that “He created them” (11:119) — it was neces-

sary that His angels, who are intermediaries carrying out His will, 

should include everyone in their intercession. The intercession of 

the angels is mentioned in the Holy Quran on one occasion in par-

ticular: 

“And how many angels are there in the heavens whose 

intercession does not avail except after Allah gives permis-

sion to whom He pleases and chooses.” — 53:26 

 Now intercession is really a prayer to God on behalf of the 

sinners on the Day of Judgment, but we are told that the angels 

pray for people even in this life: 

“…the angels celebrate the praise of their Lord and ask for-

giveness for those on earth.” — 42:5 

“Those on earth” include both the believer and the unbeliever. 

And while this prayer by the angels is all-comprehensive, it grows 

stronger in the case of believers: 

“Our Lord, You embrace all things in mercy and know-

ledge, so protect those who turn to You and follow Your 

way… and make them enter the Gardens of perpetuity 

which You have promised them and such of their fathers 
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and their wives and their offspring as are good… and guard 

them from evil.” — 40:7–9 

As a result of the prayers of the angels, the faithful are actually 

guided forth from every kind of darkness into light: 

“He it is Who sends His blessings on you and [so do] His 

angels, that He may bring you forth out of darkness into 

light.” — 33:43 

And as regards the Prophet, the angels bless him: 

“Surely Allah and His angels bless the Prophet. O you 

who believe, call for blessings on him…” — 33:56 

Thus the angels’ connection with man grows stronger as he ad-

vances in righteousness. As regards people generally, the angels 

pray for their forgiveness so that punishment in respect of their evil 

deeds may be averted; as regards the faithful, they lead them forth 

from darkness into light, and thus enable them to make progress 

spiritually; and as regards the Prophet, they bless him and are thus 

helpful in advancing his cause in the world. 

5. Angels’ promptings to noble deeds 

Every good and noble deed is the result of the promptings of the 

angel. The Holy Quran speaks of the angel and the devil as leading 

man to two different courses of life: the former, as shown above, to 

a good and noble life aiming at the development of the human fac-

ulties, and the latter, as will be shown later, to a base and wicked 

life tending to the deadening of those faculties. Every person is said 

to have two associates, an associate angel and an associate devil. 

The first is called a “witness” (shahīd) and the second a “driver” 

(sā’iq): 

“And every soul comes, with it a driver and a witness. 

You [O soul] were indeed heedless of this, but now We 

have removed from you your veil, so that your sight is 

sharp this day.” — 50:21–22 

The driver is the devil who makes evil suggestions and leads man 

to a state of degradation, and the witness is the angel who helps 

man on to a good and noble end. Man is said to be heedless of it 



ANGELIC FUNCTION 99 

here, there being a veil over his eyes, so that he cannot see to what 

condition he is being led, but he will see the result clearly on the 

Day of Judgment. In Hadith we are told that every human being 

has an associate angel and an associate devil. Thus there is a re-

port in Sahih Muslim: 

“The Prophet said: There is not one among you but there 

is appointed over him his associate from among the jinn 

and his associate from among the angels. The Compani-

ons said: And what about you, Prophet of Allah? He said: 

The same is the case with me, but Allah has helped me 

over him [i.e., over the associate jinn], so he has submit-

ted and does not command me anything but good.” 7 

6. Angels recording deeds of human beings 

Another spiritual function of the angels, on which special stress is 

laid in the Holy Quran, is the recording of the good and evil deeds 

of man. These angels are called “honourable recorders”, the words 

being taken from the verse of the Quran: 

“And surely there are keepers over you, honourable re-

corders (kirām-an kātibīn), they know what you do.” — 

82:10–12 

and elsewhere we have: 

“When the two receivers receive, sitting on the right and 

on the left. He utters not a word but there is by him a  

watcher at hand.” — 50:17–18 

“Alike [to Him] among you is he who conceals the word 

and he who speaks openly, and he who hides himself by 

night and who goes forth by day. For him are angels 

guarding the consequences [of his deeds], before him and 

behind him, who guard him by Allah’s command.” — 

13:10–11 

The guarding in the last verse refers to the guarding of man’s 

deeds. The angels are immaterial beings, and hence also their  

recording is effected in a different manner from that in which a 

human being would prepare a record. In fact, their record exists, 
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as elsewhere stated, in the form of the effect which an action pro-

duces: 

“And We have made every human being’s actions cling 

to his neck, and We shall bring forth to him on the Day of 

Resurrection a book which he will find wide open.” — 

17:13 

The clinging of a man’s actions to his neck is clearly the effect 

which his actions produce and which he is powerless to obliterate, 

and we are told that this effect will be met with in the form of an 

open book on the Resurrection Day, thus showing that the angel’s 

recording of a deed is actually the producing of an effect. 

Faith in angels 

The different functions of angels in the spiritual world are thus 

connected, in one way or another, either with the awakening of the 

spiritual life in man or its advancement and progress. Herein lies 

the reason why faith in angels is required along with a faith in 

God: 

“…righteous is the one who believes in Allah, and the 

Last Day, and the angels, and the Book and the prophets.” 

— 2:177 

“The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to 

him from his Lord, and so do the believers. They all  

believe in Allah and His angels and His books and His 

messengers.” — 2:285 

Faith or belief in any doctrine, according to the Holy Quran, is 

essentially the acceptance of a proposition as a basis for action. 

Faith in angels, therefore, means that there is a spiritual life for man, 

and that he must develop that life by working in accordance with 

the promptings of the angel and by bringing into play the faculties 

which God has given him; and that is why — though the existence 

of the devil, who makes the evil suggestions, is as much a fact as 
the existence of the angel who makes the good suggestions — the 

Holy Quran requires a belief in angels but a disbelief in devils.8 The 

significance is that one must obey the commandments of God and 

refuse to follow the suggestions of the devil. Faith in the angels, 
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therefore, only means that every good suggestion — and such is the 

suggestion of the angel — must be accepted, because it leads to the 

spiritual development of man. 

Iblīs is not an angel but one of the jinn 

There is a popular misconception that Iblīs  or the Devil is one of 

the angels. This has arisen from the fact that where the angels are 

commanded to make submission to Adam, there is also mention of 

Iblīs and his refusal to make the submission: 

“And when We said to the angels, Be submissive to Adam, 

they submitted, but Iblīs [did not]. He refused and was 

proud, and he was one of the disbelievers.” — 2:34 

From these words it is clear enough that Iblīs or the Devil was one 

of the unbelievers and refused to obey, and therefore he could not 

be an angel, because, regarding the angels, it is plainly said that: 

“They do not disobey Allah in what He commands them, 

but do as they are commanded.” — 66:6 

And elsewhere it is stated of Iblīs: 

“He was from among the jinn, so he transgressed the com-

mandment of his Lord.” — 18:50 

Now jinn and angels are two different classes of beings; their ori-

gin and their functions have nothing in common. It is, therefore, 

an obvious error to look upon the jinn as being a branch of the 

angelic creation or Iblīs as an angel. 

The Jinn — first sense 

The word jinn is derived from janna meaning he covered or con-

cealed or hid or protected. The word jinn has been used in the 

Holy Quran distinctly in two senses. It is applied in the first place 

to the spirits of evil or the beings that invite man to evil, as op-

posed to the angels who invite him to good, both being impercep-
tible with the senses. The origin of these beings is said to be fire, 

and their function is described as that of exciting evil passions or 

low desires. The Holy Quran is explicit on both these points. As 

regards the creation of jinn, it says: 
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“And the jinn We created before of intensely hot fire.” — 

15:27 

“And He created the jinn of a flame of fire.” — 55:15 

And to show that the jinn and the devils are one, the devil is spoken 

of as saying: 

“I am better than he [i.e., man]; You have created me of 

fire while him You did create of dust.” — 7:12 

As regards the function of jinn, the Holy Quran is equally clear: 

 “…the slinking devil who whispers into the hearts of peo-

ple, from among the jinn and mankind.” — 114:4 – 6 

A Hadith report has already been quoted showing that every 

person has with him an associate from among the angels who ins-

pires him with good and noble ideas, and an associate from among 

the jinn who excites his baser passions. 

The devil 

The question is often asked, why has God created beings which lead 

man astray? There is a misunderstanding in this question. God has 

created every human being with two kinds of passions, the higher 

which awaken in him a higher or spiritual life, and the lower which 

relate to his physical existence; and corresponding to these two pas-

sions there are two kinds of beings, the angels and the devils. The 

lower passions are necessary for a person’s physical life, but they 

become a hindrance to him in his advancement to a higher life when 

they run riot and are out of control. Man is required to keep these 

passions in control. If he can do so, they become a help to him in 

his advancement instead of a hindrance. This is the meaning under-

lying the Holy Prophet’s reply in the report already quoted, when he 

was asked if he too had an associate jinn. “Yes,” he said, “but Allah 

has helped me over him, so he has submitted and does not com-

mand me anything but good.” That is to say, he became a help to 

him in the development of his higher life. 

Such is the true significance underlying the story of Adam. 

The devil at first refuses to make obeisance to man, i.e., to become 

helpful in his spiritual advancement, and is determined, by hook 
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or by crook, to set him on the wrong course and excite his baser 

passions.9 But he is subdued by the help of the Divine revelation, 

and those who follow the revelation have no fear of the devil’s 

misleading: 

“Then Adam received [revealed] words from his Lord, and 

He turned to him mercifully… Surely a guidance from Me 

will come to you, then whoever follows My guidance, no 

fear shall come upon them, nor shall they grieve.” —2:37–

38 

The presence of the devil thus indicates that, in the earlier  

stages of spiritual development, man has to contend with him by 

refusing to obey his evil promptings, and anyone who makes this 

struggle is sure to subdue the evil one; while in the higher stages, 

the lower passions having been brought into subjection, the devil 

actually becomes helpful, “not commanding anything but good,” 

so that even physical desires become a help in the spiritual life of 

man. Without struggle there is no advancement in life, and thus 

even in the earlier stages, the devil is the ultimate means of man’s 

good, unless, of course, man chooses to follow instead of stubborn-

ly resisting him. 

The word jinn as applied to humans — second sense 

The other use of the word jinn is with regard to men of a certain 

category. Even the word devil (shaiṭān), or devils (shayāṭīn), has 

been applied to men in the Holy Quran, and the leaders of evil are 

again and again called devils.10 But the use of the word jinn when 

speaking of certain persons was recognized in Arabic literature 

before Islam. It is said that Arabs liken a man who is sharp and 
clever in affairs to a jinni and a shaiṭān.

11
 In pre-Islamic poetry 

the word jinn has also been used to denote great or brave men. In 

addition to this, the word jinn is explained by Arabic lexicologists 

as meaning the bulk of mankind.12 In the mouth of an Arab, the 

main body of men would mean the non-Arab world. They called 

all foreigners jinn because they were concealed from their eyes. 

It is in this sense that the word jinn is used in the Holy Quran 

in the story of Solomon: 
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“And of the jinn there were those who worked before him 

by the command of his Lord. ... They made for him what 

he pleased of synagogues and images…” — 34:12–13 

The description of the jinn here as builders shows them to have 

been men. And they are also spoken of as devils (shayāṭīn) in 

38:37, where they are called builders and divers, and it is further 

added that some of them were “fettered in chains”. Surely those 

who built buildings and dived into the sea were not invisible spi-

rits, nor do invisible spirits require to be fettered in chains. These 

were in fact the strangers whom Solomon had subjected to his rule 

and forced into service.  

In one place in the Holy Quran, jinn and people are addressed 

as one class or community (ma‘shar): 

“O community of jinn and people, did not messengers 

come to you from among you, relating to you My mess-

ages and warning you of the meeting of this day of yours?” 

— 6:130 

Now the messengers who are mentioned in the Holy Quran or 

Hadith all belong to mankind, and the Holy Book does not speak 

of a single messenger from among the jinn. The jinn in this case, 

therefore, are either non-Arabs or the iniquitous leaders who mis-

lead others. 

In one verse, it is stated: 

“If jinn and people should combine together to bring the 

like of this Quran, they could not bring the like of it, 

though they helped one another.” — 17:88 

while in another verse (2:23), in an exactly similar challenge, the 

expression “your helpers” or “leaders” has been used instead of 

jinn.13 

The jinn mentioned at the beginning of chapter 72 of the 

Quran are evidently foreign Christians, since they are spoken of as 

holding the doctrine of sonship.14 In 72:6, they are called rijāl (pl. 

of rajul), which word is applicable to the males of human beings 

only. Again, in the 46th chapter the word jinn has been used in the 

sense of foreigners when a party of the jinn is stated to have come 
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to the Holy Prophet and listened to the Holy Book and believed in 

it15 because all the injunctions contained in the Holy Quran are for 

human beings, and there is not one for the jinn. This was evidently 

a party of the Jews of Nisibus as reports show, and the Quran 

speaks of them as believers in Moses.16 

At any rate, the Holy Quran and the Hadith do not speak of the 

jinn as they exist in the popular imagination, interfering in human 

affairs or controlling the forces of nature or assuming human or any 

other shape or taking possession of men or women and affecting 

them with certain diseases. 
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7. Revealed Books 

Revealed books mentioned under three names 

Revealed books are mentioned in the Holy Quran under three 

names. The first name is kitāb (pl. kutub), meaning a Book. The 

word al-Kitāb has been used in the Holy Quran for the Quran itself, 

for its chapters, for any previous revelation, for all previous revela-

tions taken together and for all revealed books including the Holy 

Quran.1 The word kitāb has, however, been used to speak of the 

revelation of God to prophets whether written or not, while it is also 

freely used regarding the Divine decrees or ordinances.2 

Revealed books are also spoken of as ṣuḥuf (pl. of ṣaḥīfah, 

meaning ‘anything spread out’ or written pages). All previous 

books, particularly the books of Moses and Abraham, have been so 

called,3 and the Holy Quran itself has been spoken of as ṣuḥuf.4 

The third name under which revealed books are mentioned is 

zubur (pl. of zabūr).5 The singular form, zabūr, occurs only three 

times in the Holy Quran, twice in connection with the book of 

David,6 and on one occasion a quotation is given from al-Zabūr.7 

The word zabūr means any writing or book, and particularly the 

Book of the Psalms of David is called al-Zabūr. 

Revelation to objects and beings other than man 

The Arabic word for revelation, waḥy, has, in its highest form, 

come to signify the Divine word which is communicated to pro-

phets, and to saints or righteous servants of God (auliyā’) who have 

not been raised to the dignity of prophethood.8 According to the 
Holy Quran, revelation is a universal fact, so much so that it is even 

spoken of as being granted to inanimate objects: 

“Then He directed Himself to the heaven and it was a vap-

our, so He said to it and to the earth: Come both willingly 
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or unwillingly. They both said: We come willingly. So He 

ordained them seven heavens in two periods, and revealed 

in every heaven its affair.” — 41:11–12 

On another occasion there is mention of revelation to the 

earth: 

“When the earth is shaken with her shaking, and the earth 

brings forth her burdens, and man says: What has hap-

pened to her? On that day she will tell her news, as if 

your Lord had revealed to her.” — 99:1–5 

In the first instance, God’s speaking to the earth and the heavens 

and His revelation to the heavens shows that there is a kind of reve-

lation through which the Divine laws are made to operate in the 

universe; in the second, a great revolution that is brought about 

upon earth — its “bringing forth its burdens”, explained as the lay-

ing open of its treasures9 in the form of minerals and other products 

— is spoken of as a kind of revelation. 

There is also a revelation to the lower animals: 

“And your Lord revealed to the bee: Make hives in the 

mountains and in the trees and in what they build, then 

eat of all the fruits and walk in the ways of your Lord 

submissively.” — 16:68 – 69 

This is really an example of the Divine revelation being granted 

also to the lower creation, so that what they do by instinct is really 

a revelation. These two examples show that Divine revelation is 

intended for the development and perfection of everything within 

its ordained sphere. Here may also be mentioned the revelation to 

angels: 

“When your Lord revealed to the angels: I am with you, so 

make firm those who believe.” — 8:12 

As revelation itself is communicated through angels, it appears 

that there are various orders of angels; and it is for this reason that 

Gabriel, the angel who brings revelation to the prophets of God, is 

regarded as the greatest of them all. 
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Revelation to auliya’ 

Much misconception prevails as to the sphere of revelation to man. 

It is generally thought that revelation is limited to the prophets of 

God. This is not true. On several occasions the Holy Quran speaks 

of revelation (waḥy) having been granted to such righteous servants 

of God as were not prophets, men as well as women. The mother of 

Moses is said to have received a revelation though she was un-

doubtedly not a prophet, and so are the disciples of Jesus who were 

not prophets: 

“And We revealed (auḥai-nā) to Moses’ mother, saying: 

Suckle him; then when you fear for him, cast him into the 

river, and do not fear, nor grieve; surely We shall bring 

him back to you and make him a messenger.” — 28:7 

“And when I revealed (auḥai-tu) to the disciples [of Jesus], 

saying, Believe in Me and My messenger.” —5:111 

These verses leave not the least doubt that revelation (waḥy) 
is granted to those who are not prophets as well as to prophets, 

and therefore the door to revelation is not closed, even though no 

prophet at all would come after Prophet Muhammad. It is only 

authoritative revelation, the form of revelation peculiar to proph-

ets, the revelation through Gabriel as explained in the next para-

graph, that has ceased after him. 

Revelation to man granted in three ways 

Revelation to inanimate objects, to the lower animals and to the 

angels is of a different nature from revelation to man, and it is the 

latter with which we are chiefly concerned. Divine revelation to 

man is stated to be of three kinds: 

“And it is not granted to a mortal that Allah should speak 

to him, except by revelation (waḥy) or from behind a veil, 

or by sending a messenger and revealing by His permis-

sion what He pleases.” — 42:51 

The first of these, which is called waḥy in the original, is the in-

spiring of an idea into the heart, for the word waḥy is used here in 

its primary significance of a hasty suggestion or infusing into the 

heart, as distinguished from a revelation in words. In spite of the 
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fact that this kind of revelation is the “infusing of an idea into the 

heart,” it is called a form of God’s speaking to man. This is tech-

nically called waḥy khafiyy or inner revelation, and the sayings of 

the Holy Prophet touching on religious matters are in this class. 

Revelation in this form is common to both prophets and those who 

are not prophets. 

The second mode of God’s speaking to man is said to be “from 

behind a veil”, and this includes dream (ru’yā), vision (kas̲h̲f) and 

ilhām (when voices are heard or uttered in a state of trance, the re-

cipient being neither quite asleep, nor fully awake). This form of 

revelation is also common both to prophets and those who are not 

prophets, and in its simplest form, the dream, it is a universal expe-

rience of the whole of humanity. The Holy Quran tells us of the 

vision of a king, who was apparently not a believer in God — a 

vision which had a deep underlying significance.10 This shows that, 

according to the Quran, revelation in its lower forms is the common 

experience of all mankind, of the unbeliever as well as the believer, 

of the sinner as well as of the saint. 

The third kind, which is peculiar to the prophets of God, is 

that in which the angel Gabriel, referred to as “messenger” in the 

above verse, brings the Divine message in words. This is the sur-

est and clearest form of revelation, and such was the revelation of 

the Quran to the Prophet. This is called revelation that is recited 

in words (waḥy matluww). It is the highest and most developed 

form, and it was in this manner that revelation was granted to all 

the prophets of God in every nation. The revealed books are a rec-

ord of this highest revelation, and technically the word revelation 

(waḥy) is applied to this form as distinguished from the lower 

forms. 

Object of God’s revelation to man 

Speaking of Adam, the Holy Quran has stated the reason why re-

velation from God was needed, and the purpose which it fulfilled. 

Man had two objects before him, to conquer nature and to conquer 

self, to bring under his control the powers of nature and his own 

desires. In the story of Adam as the prototype of man, as related in 

the Quran, we are told that Adam was given the knowledge of 

things, that is to say that man was endowed with the capacity to 
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obtain knowledge of all things (2:31). He was also gifted with the 

power to conquer nature, for the angels, the beings controlling the 

powers of nature, were made to submit to him (2:34). But Iblīs, 

the inciter of lower desires in man, did not submit, and man fell a 

prey to his evil suggestions (2:34–36). Man was powerful against 

all, but weak against himself. He could attain perfection in one 

direction by his own exertions; he could conquer nature by his 

knowledge of things and the power granted to him; but the greater 

conquest and the greater perfection lay in the conquest of his inner 

self, and this conquest could only be brought about by a closer 

connection with the Divine Being. It was to make this perfection 

possible for him that revelation was needed. 

Thus, we are told, when man proved weak against his own de-

sires and passions, Divine help came to him in the form of certain 

“words from his Lord” (2:37), that is to say, in the form of Divine 

revelation which was granted to Adam. And as for his posterity, 

the Divine law was given: 

“Surely a guidance from Me will come to you, then who-

ever follows My guidance, no fear shall come upon them, 

nor shall they grieve.” — 2:38 

In these words man is told that, with the help of Divine revelation, 

he shall have no fear of the Devil’s temptings, and so the hind-

rance of his progress and the obstacle to the development of his 

faculties being removed, he will go on advancing on the road to 

perfection. 

Revelation is a universal fact 

It has already been pointed out that revelation in its lower forms, 

in the form of inspiration or that of dreams or visions, is the uni-

versal experience of humanity, but even in its highest form, it is 

not, according to the Holy Quran, limited to one particular man or 

to one particular nation. It is, on the other hand, most emphatically 

stated that just as God has given His physical sustenance to each 

and every nation, even so He has endowed it with His spiritual sus-

tenance for its moral and spiritual advancement. Two quotations 

from the Quran will suffice to show that revelation in its highest 

form has been granted to every nation: 
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“There is not a people but a warner has gone among them.” 

— 35:24 

“And for every nation there is a messenger.” — 10:47 

And thus the idea of revelation in Islam is as broad as humanity 

itself. 

Belief in all sacred scriptures is an article of Muslim faith 

The religion of Islam, therefore, requires a belief, not in the Holy 

Quran alone but in all the books of God, granted to all the nations 

of the world. At its very commencement the Quran lays down in 

clear words that Muslims must: 

“…believe in what has been revealed to you [O Muham-

mad] and what was revealed before you…” — 2:4 

And again: 

“The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him 

from his Lord, and so do the believers. They all believe in 

Allah and His angels and His Books and His messengers.” 

— 2:285 

A book was granted to every prophet of God: 

“Mankind is a single nation. So Allah raised prophets as 

bearers of good news and as warners, and He revealed 

with them the book with truth…” — 2:213 

“But if they reject you, so indeed were rejected before you 

messengers who came with clear arguments and scriptures 

and the illuminating Book.” — 3:184 

Only two books are mentioned by their special names, the 

Taurāt (Torah, or book of Moses) and the Injīl (Gospel, or book of 

Jesus). The giving of a scripture (zabūr) to David is also men-

tioned,11 and the scriptures (ṣuḥuf) of Abraham and Moses are 

mentioned together.12 But, as stated above, a Muslim is required 
to believe, not only in the particular books named but in all the 

books of all the prophets of God; in other words, in the sacred 

scriptures of every nation, because every nation had a prophet and 

every prophet had a book. 
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Revelation brought to perfection 

According to the Holy Quran, revelation is not only universal but 

also progressive, attaining perfection in the last of the prophets, the 

Holy Prophet Muhammad. A revelation was granted to each nation 

according to its requirements, and in each age in accordance with 

the capacity of the people of that age. And as the human brain be-

came more and more developed, more and yet more light was cast 

by revelation on matters relating to the unseen, on the existence and 

attributes of the Divine Being, on the nature of revelation from 

Him, on the requital of good and evil, on life after death, on Para-

dise and Hell. The Quran is called a book “that makes manifest”,13 

because it shed complete light on the essentials of religion, and 

made manifest what had hitherto remained, of necessity, obscure. It 

is on account of this full resplendence of light which it casts on all 

religious problems that the Quran claims to have brought religion to 

perfection: 

 “This day have I perfected for you your religion and com-

pleted My favour to you and chosen for you Islam as a 

religion.” — 5:3 

Six hundred years before this revelation, Jesus Christ said: 

“I still have many things to say to you but you cannot bear 

them now. However, when he, the spirit of truth, has come, 

he will guide you into all truth”.14 

This is clearly a reference to the coming of a revelation with which 

religion will come to perfection, and, among the sacred books of the 

world, the Holy Quran alone advances the claim that it has brought 

religion to perfection; and, in keeping with that claim, it has cast the 

fullest light on all religious questions. 

The Quran as guardian and judge of previous revelation 

Besides bringing revelation to perfection and making plain what 

was obscure in the previous scriptures, the Holy Quran claims to 
be a guardian over those scriptures, guarding the original teach-

ings of the prophets of God, and a judge deciding the differences 

between them. Thus after speaking of the Torah and the Gospel,15 

it says: 
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“And We have revealed to you [O Prophet] the Book with 

the truth, verifying what is before it of the book and a guar-

dian over it…” — 5:48 

It is elsewhere pointed out in the Quran that the teachings of the 

earlier scriptures had undergone alterations, and therefore only a 

revelation from God could separate the pure Divine teaching from 

the mass of error which had grown around it. This the Quran did, 

and hence it is called a guardian over the earlier scriptures. As for 

its authority as a judge, we are told: 

“We certainly sent messengers to nations before you [O 

Prophet]… And We have not revealed to you the Book 

except that you may make clear to them what they differ 

about.” — 16:63 – 64 

Religious differences had grown to such an extent that religion 

itself would have lost its hold on humanity had not a revelation 

from God guided humanity aright. All religions were from God, 

yet each denounced all others as leading man to perdition; and their 

basic doctrines had come to differ from one another to such an ex-

tent that it had become simply unthinkable that they could have 

proceeded from the same Divine source; till the Quran pointed out 

the common ground, namely, the Unity of God, and the univer-

sality of revelation. 

Defects of earlier scriptures removed 

There is much that is common to the Holy Quran and the previous 

scriptures, especially the Bible. The Quran has repeatedly declared 

that the basic principles of all religions were the same, only the 

details differing according to the time and the stage of a people’s 

development. All these principles in a more developed form are 

taught by the Quran, and occasionally lessons have been drawn 

from previous history. But it is remarkable that, both in its discus-

sion of religious principles and in its references to history, the 

Quran has done away with the defects of the earlier books. 

Take, for example, the Bible. It mentions many incidents 

which, so far from conveying any ennobling lesson, are derogatory 

to the dignity of prophethood and, sometimes, even of an obscene 

nature. An educated Jew or Christian would prefer that his sacred 
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book did not contain such statements as that Abraham, that great 

and revered patriarch of all nations, was a liar, that Lot committed 

incest with his own daughters, that Aaron made the image of a calf 

and led the Israelites to its worship, that David, whose beautiful 

Psalms are the texts of sermons in churches and synagogues, com-

mitted adultery with Uriah’s wife, and that Solomon with all his 

wisdom worshipped idols to please his wives! 

The Holy Quran speaks of all these great men but it accepts 

none of these statements and rejects most of them in unmistakable 

words. Again, it speaks of the Devil tempting Adam, but in a lan-

guage which makes it clear that it is the story of man’s everyday 

experience: there is no image of dust into whose nostrils the breath 

of life is breathed;16 no rib of Adam is taken out to make the 

woman;17 there is no Divine interdiction against the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil;18 there is no serpent to beguile the 

woman, nor does the woman tempt the man;19 the Lord God does 

not walk in the garden in the cool of the day;20 no punishment is 

meted out to the serpent that he shall go on his belly and eat dust, 

the bringing forth of children is not a punishment for the woman, 

nor is labouring in the fields a punishment for the man.21 Similarly, 

the Quran relates the history of Noah several times, but not once 

does it state that there was a deluge which covered the whole earth 

and destroyed all living creatures on the face of the earth.22 It only 

speaks of a flood that destroyed Noah’s people.23 There are many 

other examples24 which show that, though the Quran relates the 

histories of some of the prophets of yore in order to draw lessons 

therefrom, yet it does not borrow from the Bible. It is from the 

Divine source that its knowledge is drawn, and hence it is that when 

referring to those histories, it removes all their defects. 

Alterations of the text of previous scriptures 

The examples given above show that the old scriptures, though rev-

ealed by God, have undergone considerable changes; and this is not 
only true of the Bible but applies with equal truth to all the ancient 

revealed books. Modern criticism of the Bible, together with the 

accessibility of ancient manuscripts, has now established the fact 

that many alterations were made in it. It was in the seventh century 

C.E. that the Quran charged the followers of the Bible with altering 
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its text, and that at a time when nobody knew that such alterations 

had been made in its text. Only one quotation may be given in this 

connection: 

“Do you then hope that they would believe in you, and a 

party from among them indeed used to hear the word of 

Allah, then altered it after they had understood it, and they 

know [this]… Woe, then, to those who write the book with 

their hands and then say, This is from Allah; so that they 

may take for it a small price!” — 2:75, 79
 

Hence it should be borne in mind that though the Holy Quran 

speaks again and again of “verifying” what is before it, yet it does 

not and cannot mean that there have been no alterations in them. 

On the other hand, it condemns many of the doctrines taught by 

the followers of the earlier scriptures, and this shows that while 

their origin is admitted to be Divine, it is at the same time pointed 

out that these books have not come down to us in their original 

purity, and that the truth revealed in them has been mixed up with 

errors due to alterations effected by human hands. 

Door to revelation is not closed 

In almost every great religion, Divine revelation is considered to be 

the peculiar experience of a particular race or nation, and even in 

that nation the door to revelation is looked upon as having been 

closed after some great personage or after a certain time. But Islam, 

while making revelation the universal experience of humanity, also 

considers its door as standing open for all time. There is an errone-

ous idea in some minds that, in Islam, the door to revelation was 

closed with Prophet Muhammad, because it is stated in the Holy 

Quran that he is the last of the prophets. Why there shall be no 

prophet after him will be discussed in the next chapter, but it is an 

error to confuse the discontinuance of prophethood with the discon-

tinuation of revelation. It has been shown that, of the three kinds of 

revelation, two are common to both prophets and those who are not 

prophets, while only one form of revelation, the highest, in which 

the angel Gabriel is sent with a message in words, is peculiar to the 

prophets. Therefore, when it is said that no prophet shall appear 

after Prophet Muhammad, the only conclusion that can be drawn 

from it is that the door has been closed on that highest form of 
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revelation, but by no stretch of words can revelation itself be said 

to have come to an end. 

The granting of revelation to those who are not prophets being 

an admitted fact, as shown before on the basis of clear Quranic 

verses, revelation remains, and humanity will always have access 

to this great Divine blessing, though prophethood, having reached 

its perfection, has naturally come to an end. The doctrine of the 

continuance of revelation is clearly upheld in the Quran and the 

Hadith. The former says: 

“Those who believe and keep their duty, for them is good 

news (bushrā) in this world’s life and in the Hereafter.” 

— 10:63 – 64 

The bushrā granted in this world’s life are “good visions which 

the Muslim sees or which are shown to him,” according to a saying 

of the Holy Prophet.25 And according to one of the most reliable 

hadith, bushrā or mubashshirāt — both words having the same sig-

nificance — are a part of prophethood. Thus the Holy Prophet is 

reported to have said: 

“Nothing remains of prophethood but mubashshirāt ”. 

Being asked what was meant by mubashshirāt, he replied, “good 

(or true) visions”.26 According to another hadith, he is reported to 

have said: 

“The vision of the believer is one of the forty-six parts of 

prophethood.” 27 

In another version of the same report, instead of the “vision of the 

believer”, the words are “good (or true) visions” — ru’yā ṣāliḥah. 

The word vision is used here in a wide sense, and includes the in-

spiration which is granted to the righteous. For we are told in yet 

another hadith: 

“There used to be among those who were before you per-
sons who were spoken to [by God] though they were not 

prophets; if there is such a one among my people, it is 

Umar.” 28  

The Holy Quran also says: 
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“Those who say, Our Lord is Allah, then continue in the 

right way, the angels descend upon them saying: Do not 

fear, nor grieve, and receive good news of the Garden 

which you were promised.” — 41:30 

All these Hadith reports and the Quranic verses quoted above 

afford proof enough that revelation in some of its lower forms is 

continued after the Holy Prophet, and it is only the highest form of 

revelation — that brought by Gabriel — which has been discon-

tinued with the termination of prophethood. 

Kalām (speaking) is an attribute of the Divine Being 

It is thus one of the basic principles of Islam that God speaks as He 

hears and sees. The attribute kalām of the Divine Being is men-

tioned frequently in the Holy Quran. God “spoke to” (kallama) 

Moses,29 He “spoke to” (kallama) other prophets,30 He speaks to 

those who are not prophets.31 This leaves no doubt that speaking is 

an attribute of God according to the Holy Quran, just as seeing and 

hearing are His attributes. Hence, though no prophet will come after 

the Holy Prophet Muhammad, yet God still speaks to His righteous 

servants, because it is one of His attributes, and because His attri-

butes cannot cease to function.  
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8. Prophets 

Nabī and Rasūl 

The next article of faith in Islam is belief in the prophets. The 

Arabic word for prophet is nabī, which is derived from naba’, 

meaning ‘an announcement of great utility imparting knowledge of 

a thing’, and the word naba’ is applied only to such information as 

is free from any liability to untruth.1 A nabī is the man who gives 

information about God.2 This has been further explained as “the 

man to whom God gives information concerning His Unity and to 

whom He reveals secrets of the future and imparts the knowledge 

that he is His prophet”.3 

A nabī is also called a rasūl, which means ‘a messenger’ (lit., 

‘one sent’). The two words nabī and rasūl are used interchangeably 

in the Holy Quran, the same person being sometimes called nabī 
and sometimes rasūl; while occasionally both names are combined. 

The reason seems to be that the prophet has two capacities: he 

receives information from God, and he imparts the message to 

mankind. He is called a nabī in his first, and a rasūl  in his second 

capacity, but there is one difference. The word rasūl has a wider 

significance, being applicable to every messenger in a literal sense;4 

and the angels are called Divine “messengers” (rusul, plural of 

rasūl)5 because they are also bearers of Divine messages to carry 

out the Divine will. 

Faith in Divine messengers 

It has already been stated that a faith in Divine revelation is one of 

the essentials of Islam, and since revelation must be communicated 
through a man, faith in the messenger is a natural sequence, and is 

mentioned in the Quran along with faith in the revealed books.6 In 

fact, there is a deeper significance underlying faith in the prophets, 

and hence the greater stress is laid upon this article of faith. The 
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prophet is not only the bearer of the Divine message but he also 

shows how that message is to be interpreted in practical life; and 

therefore he is the model to be followed. It is the prophet’s example 

that inspires a living faith in the hearts of his followers and brings 

about a real transformation in their lives. That is why the Holy 

Quran lays special stress on the fact that the prophet must be a 

human being: 

“Their messengers said to them: We are nothing but mor-

tals like yourselves…” — 14:11 

and the Holy Prophet Muhammad is told to say to people: 

“I am only a mortal like you.” — 18:110, 41:6 

The reformation of human beings can only be accomplished 

through human prophets. God incarnate would serve no purpose in 

the reformation of man, even if it were possible that He should 

come in the flesh, considering that man has to face temptations at 

every step, but there is no temptation for God. 

Universality of the institution of prophethood 

Just as God has granted His gifts of physical sustenance to all 

alike, so His spiritual gift of prophethood, through which a spiri-

tual life is awakened in man, is also a free gift to all the nations of 

the world. It is not among the Israelites alone that prophets were 

raised as would appear from the Bible. According to the Holy 

Quran, there is not one nation in the world in which a prophet has 

not appeared: 

“There is not a people but a warner has gone among them.” 

— 35:24 

“For every nation there is a messenger.” — 10:47 

The Holy Prophet was further told that there had been prophets 

besides those mentioned in the Quran: 

“And We sent messengers We have mentioned to you be-

fore, and messengers We have not mentioned to you.” — 

4:164 
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It is, in fact, stated in a hadith that there have been 124,000 

prophets, while the Quran contains only about twenty-five names, 

among them being several non-Biblical prophets, Hud and Salih in 

Arabia, Luqman in Ethiopia, a contemporary of Moses (generally 

known as Khidr) in Sudan, and Dhu-l-Qarnain (Darius I, who was 

also a king) in Persia; all of which is quite in accordance with the 

theory of the universality of prophethood. And as the Holy Book 

has plainly said that prophets have appeared in all nations and that 

it has not named all of them, which in fact was unnecessary, a 

Muslim may accept the great luminaries who are accepted by 

other nations as having brought light to them, as the prophets of 

those nations. 

A Muslim must believe in all the prophets 

The Quran, however, not only establishes the theory that prophets 

have appeared in all nations; it goes further and renders it neces-

sary that a Muslim should believe in all those prophets. In the very 

beginning we are told that a Muslim must: 

 “believe in what has been revealed to you [O Prophet] and 

what was revealed before you” — 2:4 

Further on, Muslims are made to declare: 

“We believe in Allah and in what has been revealed to us 

and in what was revealed to Abraham and Ishmael and 

Isaac and Jacob and the tribes, and in what was given to 

Moses and Jesus, and in what was given to the prophets 

from their Lord; we do not make any distinction between 

any of them and to Him we submit.” — 2:136 

Here the word prophets clearly refers to the prophets of other na-

tions. And again, the Holy Quran speaks of Muslims as believing in 

all the prophets of God and not in Prophet Muhammad alone: 

“…but righteous is the one who believes in Allah and the 

Last Day and the angels and the Book and the prophets.” 
— 2:177 

“The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him 

from his Lord, and so do the believers; they all believe in 

Allah and His angels and His Books and His messengers; 
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[they say] we make no distinction between any of His mes-

sengers.” — 2:285 

In fact, to believe in some prophets and reject others is condemned 

as unbelief (kufr): 

“Those who disbelieve in Allah and His messengers, and 

desire to make a distinction between Allah and His mes-

sengers and say: We believe in some and disbelieve in 

others, and desire to take a course in between — these are 

truly disbelievers.” — 4:150 – 151 

A belief in all the prophets of the world is thus an essential 

principle of the religion of Islam, and though the faith of Islam is 

summed up in two brief sentences, There is no god but Allah and 
Muhammad is His Messenger, yet the one who confesses belief in 

Prophet Muhammad, in so doing, accepts all the prophets of the 

world, whether their names are mentioned in the Quran or not.  

Islam claims a universality to which no other religion can aspire, 

and lays the foundation of a brotherhood as vast as humanity it-

self. 

National Prophets 

The Divine scheme whereby prophets were raised for the regene-

ration of the world, as disclosed in the Holy Quran, may be briefly 

summed up as follows. Prophets appeared in every nation but their 

message was limited to that particular nation and in some cases to 

one or a few generations. All these prophets were, so to speak, 

national prophets, and their work was limited to the moral uplift-

ment and spiritual regeneration of one nation only. But while 

national growth was of necessity the first step, when each nation 

lived almost an exclusive life and the means of communication 

were wanting, the grand aim which the Divine scheme had in view 

was the upliftment and unification of the whole human race.  

Humanity could not remain forever divided into water-tight com-

partments of nationality, formed on the basis of blood or geo-

graphical limitations. In fact these divisions had, through jealousy, 

become the means of discord and hatred among different nations, 

each looking upon itself as the only chosen nation, and despising 

the rest. Such views tended to extinguish any faint glimmerings of 
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aspirations for the unity of the human race. The final step, there-

fore, in the institution of prophethood was the coming of one pro-

phet for all the nations, so that the consciousness of being one 

whole might be brought to the human race. The day of the national 

prophet was ended; it had served the purpose for which it was 

meant, and the day of the world-prophet dawned upon humanity 

in the person of the Holy Prophet Muhammad. 

The world-prophet 

The idea of the world-prophet is not based on a solitary passage 

occurring in the Holy Quran, as to the extent of the mission of this 

or that prophet; but is a fully developed Divine scheme. When 

mentioning the earlier prophets the Quran says that Noah was sent 

“to his people”, and so were Hud, Salih and Shuaib — everyone 

of them was sent to his people.7 It speaks of Moses as being 

commanded to “bring forth your people from darkness into light” 

(14:5), it speaks of Jesus as “a messenger to the children of Isra-

el” (3:49) but in speaking of Holy Prophet Muhammad it says in 

unequivocal words: 

“We have not sent you but as a bearer of good news and 

as a warner to all mankind…” — 34:28 

The Arabic words for “all mankind” are kāffat-an li-l-nās, where 

even al-nās carries the idea of all people, and the addition of 

kāffah is meant to emphasize further that not a single nation was 

excluded from the heavenly ministration of the Prophet Muham-

mad. 

On another occasion also, the universality of the Holy Proph-

et’s mission is thus stressed: 

“Say: O mankind, surely I am the Messenger of Allah to 

you all,8 of Him Whose is the kingdom of the heavens 

and the earth.” — 7:158 

One thing is sure, that no other prophet is spoken of either in 

the Quran or in any other scripture as having been sent to the  

whole of humanity or to all people or all nations;9 nor is Prophet 

Muhammad ever spoken of in the Quran as having been sent to his 
people only. The Quran itself is repeatedly termed “a Reminder 



8. PROPHETS 124 

for the nations”.10 And the Holy Prophet is called not only “a 

warner to all the nations” (25:1) but a mercy to all of them as 

well: 

“And We have not sent you but as a mercy to the na-

tions.” — 21:107 

The idea that a world-prophet must follow the national prophets 

is further developed in the Holy Quran. It is in a Madinah revelation 

that the whole proposition, the appearance of a world-prophet, the 

distinguishing feature of his religion and the necessity for believing 

in him is laid down in clear words. The complete passage is as fol-

lows: 

“And when Allah made a covenant through the prophets: 

Certainly what I have given you of Book and wisdom — 

then a Messenger comes to you verifying what is [already] 

with you, you shall believe in him, and you shall aid him. 

He said: Do you affirm and accept My compact in this 

matter? They said: We do affirm. He said: Then bear wit-

ness, and I too am a bearer of witness with you. Whoever 

then turns back after this, these are the transgressors. Do 

they then seek other than Allah’s religion? And to Him 

submits whoever is in the heavens and the earth, willingly 

or unwillingly, and to Him they will be returned. Say: We 

believe in Allah and in what is revealed to us, and in what 

was revealed to Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob 

and the tribes, and in what was given to Moses and Jesus 

and to the prophets from their Lord; we make no distinc-

tion between any of them, and to Him we submit. And 

whoever seeks a religion other than Islam, it will not be 

accepted from him, and in the Hereafter he will be one of 

the losers.” — 3:81–85 

That a world-prophet is spoken of here is evident from the fact 

that his acceptance — “you shall believe in him and you shall aid 

him” —is made obligatory on the followers of all the prophets that 

had passed away before him. As prophets had been sent, according 

to the teachings of the Holy Quran, to every nation, the conclusion 

is obvious that the followers of every prophet are required to believe 

in this, the final Prophet. The distinguishing feature of the world-
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prophet as mentioned here is that he will “verify what is with you,” 

in other words, that he will bear testimony to the truth of all the 

prophets of the world. One may turn the pages of all the sacred 

books and search the sacred history of every nation, and it would be 

found that there was but One Prophet who verified the scriptures of 

all religions and bore testimony to the truth of the prophets of every 

nation. In fact, no one could aspire to the dignity of world-prophet 

who did not treat the whole humanity as one; and Muhammad is the 

only man who did so by declaring that prophets of God had ap-

peared in every nation and that everyone who believed in him must 

also believe in all the prophets of the world. Hence it is that the 

verse requiring a belief in all the prophets of God — a belief in 

Abraham, in Ishmael, in Isaac, in Jacob, in Moses, in Jesus, and 

finally and comprehensively in the prophets — which occurs sever-

al times in the Quran, is repeated here again, and followed by the 

clear statement that Islam, or belief in all the prophets of God, is the 

only religion with God, and whosoever desires a religion other than 

Islam — a belief only in one prophet while rejecting all others — it 

shall not be accepted from him, because belief in one prophet is, 

after all, only acceptance of partial truth, and tantamount to the 

rejection of the whole truth, i.e., that there have been prophets in 

every nation. 

Muhammad (peace be on him), therefore, does not only claim 

to have been sent to the whole world, to be a warner to all peoples 

and a mercy to all nations, but lays the foundations of a world-

religion by making a belief in the prophet of every nation the basic 

principle of his faith. It is the only principle on which the whole of 

humanity can agree, the only basis of equal treatment for all na-

tions. 

The idea of a world-prophet is not a stray idea met with in the 

Quran; it is not based simply on one or two passages, stating that he 

had been raised for the regeneration of all nations; but the idea is 

here developed at length, and all the principles which can form the 
basis of a world-religion are fully enunciated. The whole of hu-

manity is declared to be one nation;11 God is said to be the Rabb 
(lit., ‘the Nourisher unto perfection’) of all nations;12 prophets are 

declared to have been raised in all the nations for their uplift;13 all 

prejudices of colour, race and language are demolished;14 and a vast 
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brotherhood, extending over all the world, has been established, 

every member of which is bound to accept the prophets of all na-

tions, and to treat all nations equally. Thus not only is the Prophet 

Muhammad a world-prophet who takes the place of the national 

prophets but he has also established a world-religion wherein the 

idea of nationality is superseded by the consciousness of the unity 

of the human race. 

All prophets are one community 

All prophets, being from God, are as it were brethren. This doctrine 

of the brotherhood of all prophets is not only taught in the interdic-

tion against making distinctions between the prophets of God, as 

stated above, but is laid down in the plainest words in both the Holy 

Quran and Hadith. Thus, after speaking of various prophets in the 

chapter Prophets, we are told: 

“Surely this your community is a single community, and I 

am your Lord, so serve Me.” — 21:92 

And again: 

“O messengers, eat of the good things and do good. Surely 

I am Knower of what you do. And surely this your com-

munity is one community, and I am your Lord, so keep 

your duty to Me.” — 23:51–52 

Every prophet may have some special characteristic of his 

own, but, generally, what is said of one in the Quran, of his high 

morals or sublime character or noble teachings or trust in God, is 

true of all. Thus of Abraham we are told that he was “a truthful 

man” (19:41); of Moses that he was “one purified” (19:51); of 

Noah, Hud, Salih, and Lot that they were “faithful” (26:107, 125, 

143, 162); of Jesus that he was “worthy of regard in this world and 

the Hereafter, and one of those who are drawn near to Allah” 

(3:45); of John the Baptist that he was “honourable and chaste” 

(3:39). It is the gravest mistake to think that the high qualities 
attributed to one prophet may be wanting in others. The prophets 

are all one community: they were all raised for one purpose, the 

teachings of all were essentially the same, they were all truthful, 

all faithful, all worthy of regard, all were made near to God, all 

were pure, all were honourable and chaste. 
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Why prophets are raised 

The prophets are raised for the uplift of humanity and for freeing 

people from the bondage of sin. It has been shown in the last chap-

ter that Divine revelation was needed to enable man to subdue the 

devil, who would, otherwise, be a great hindrance in his moral and 

spiritual progress. Man was commanded to live in a spiritual para-

dise, but since he was unable to withstand the temptations of the 

devil, the Divine revelation came to his aid; and a rule for all time 

was laid down for the guidance of all people: 

“Surely a guidance from Me will come to you, then who-

ever follows My guidance, no fear shall come upon them, 

nor shall they grieve.” — 2:38 

The negation of fear refers to the fear of the devil’s temptation, 

and as a remedy against this, Divine revelation was first granted to 

mankind. 

Again, every prophet brings the message of the Unity of God, 

and the significance underlying this message has already been 

shown to be the all-round advancement of man, physical as well as 

spiritual and moral (see page 79). And every prophet is called a giv-

er of good news and a warner;15 the good news relating to man’s 

advancement and elevation, the warning to the retarding of or inter-

ference with his progress. 

The four works entrusted to the Prophet, as mentioned several 

times in the Quran, are stated thus: 

“We have sent among you a Messenger from among you, 

who recites to you Our messages and purifies you and 

teaches you the Book and the Wisdom…” — 2:151, etc. 

The Arabic word for “purifies” is yuzakkī which is derived 

from zakā, originally meaning the progress attained by Divine 

blessing,16 i.e., by the development of the faculties placed by God 

within man, and relates to the affairs of this world as well as the 

Hereafter, that is to say, to man’s physical as well as spiritual ad-

vancement. The Holy Prophet’s message of purification, there-

fore, signifies not only purification from sin but also man’s setting 

forth on the road to physical and moral advancement. 
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All these references to the Holy Book show that the object of 

sending prophets was no other than the uplift of man, to enable him 

to subjugate his animal passions, to inspire him with nobler and 

higher sentiments, and to imbue him with Divine morals. 

Sinlessness of prophets 

The men who are commissioned for the high office of prophet-

hood must themselves be free from the bondage of sin, and more 

than that, they must be the possessors of high morals if they are to 

fulfil the mission entrusted to them. The doctrine of the sinless-

ness of prophets has therefore always been an admitted principle 

among Muslims. The Holy Quran not only speaks of individual 

prophets in terms of the highest praise, but also lays down clearly 

in general terms that the prophets cannot go, either in word or in 

deed, against any commandment of God: 

“They are honoured servants; they do not speak before He 

speaks and according to His command they act.” — 21:26–

27 

“And it is not for a prophet to act dishonestly.” — 3:161 

These two verses set out in general words the principle of the 

sinlessness of prophets, while it has already been shown how each 

individual prophet has been spoken of in terms of the highest praise: 

one called “truthful”, another said to have been “purified” by God’s 

hand, yet another mentioned as “honourable and chaste”; and many 

of them, including Prophet Muhammad,17 are described as being 

amīn, which means one who is completely faithful to God. The 

Quran, therefore, leaves not the least doubt as to the sinlessness of 

the prophets. 

Certain words misunderstood 

There are, however, certain words which have been misunderstood 

by some critics, who have straightaway rushed to the erroneous 

conclusion that the Quran gives no support to the doctrine of the 
sinlessness of prophets. 

The most important of these words is istighfār which is gener-

ally taken as meaning asking for forgiveness of sins. It, however, 

carries a wide significance, being derived from the root ghafr 
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which means ‘the covering of a thing with that which will protect 

it from dirt’.18 Therefore seeking of protection from sin is as much 

a meaning of istighfār as seeking of protection from the punish-

ment of sin. When it is established that, according to the teachings 

of the Quran, the prophets are sinless, istighfār can, in their case, 

only be taken as meaning the seeking of protection from the sins to 

which man is liable, for it is through Divine protection alone that 

they can remain sinless. Hence the Holy Prophet is spoken of in a 

hadith as saying istighfār a hundred times a day; that is to say, he 

was every moment seeking the protection of God, and praying to 

Him, that he may not go against His will. Istighfār or the prayer 

for protection (ghafr) is in fact a prayer for Divine help in the ad-

vancement to higher and higher stages of spiritual perfection. Thus, 

even those who have been admitted into Paradise are described in 

the Quran as praying to God for His ghafr.19 Forgiveness, in the 

narrow sense of pardoning of sins, is meaningless here, because 

none can be admitted into Paradise unless his sins are pardoned. 

Ghafr or forgiveness, therefore, stands here for Divine help in the 

spiritual advancement of man, which will continue even after 

death. 

Another misunderstood word is dhanb which is generally trans-

lated as meaning sin; but dhanb also is a word with a very wide 

significance. It is as much applicable to sins as to inadvertent short-

comings. A righteous man, without in the least departing from the 

course of righteousness, would always feel that he had fallen short 

in doing some good to humanity or in doing his duty to God; and 

thus, even though he is engaged in doing some good, he feels that 

there is something lacking in him. Between the shortcoming of such 

a one and that of the sinner is a world of difference. The sinner’s 

shortcoming or dhanb is that he has set himself against the will of 

God deliberately and done evil, while the righteous man’s short-

coming lies in the fact that he is not satisfied that he has done all the 

good that it was in his power to do. 

Christian criticism — individual cases of prophets 

Christian criticism of Islam has been particularly directed against 

the doctrine of the sinlessness of the prophets, and this is due to 

the Christian doctrine of Atonement which falls ipso facto the 
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moment anyone else is regarded as sharing with Jesus Christ the 

honour of sinlessness. This criticism is, however, based, not on 

any principle enunciated in the Holy Quran, but on certain cases 

of individual prophets. Most of this misdirected criticism is due to 

a wrong conception of the words explained above. For example, it 

is said that Noah was a sinner because he prayed to God, saying: 

“…unless You forgive me and have mercy on me, I shall be among 

the losers” (11:47). The word used for ‘forgiving’ is from ghafr, 

which, as shown above, also means the granting of protection and 

the prayer is not a confession of sin on the part of Noah. Similarly, 

Abraham is a sinner according to the critics because he is spoken 

of as expressing the hope that God “will forgive me my mistake 

on the Day of Judgment” (26:82). It is one thing to commit a mis-

take and quite a different thing to go against the Divine com-

mandments, and no sensible person would consider these words to 

be a confession of sin. Moses is also said to have committed a sin 

by killing a Copt, but the Holy Quran makes it clear that he simply 

used his fist to ward off an attack against an Israelite who was being 

ill-treated (28:15), and thus death was only accidental. Concern-

ing Adam, it is undoubtedly said that “Adam disobeyed his Lord” 

(20:121), but even here there is no commission of sin, for as a 

preliminary to that incident, it is clearly stated: “And certainly We 

gave a commandment to Adam before, but he forgot; and We 

found in him no resolve [to disobey]” (20:115). There was no 

intention on the part of Adam to disobey the Divine command-

ment; it was simply forgetfulness that brought about the disobedi-

ence. In 2:36 the word used, instead of disobedience, is a deriva-

tion of zalla which means a slip or mistake. 

Prophet Muhammad 

The Holy Prophet Muhammad is said by these critics of Islam to be 

a sinner because he is commanded to seek Divine protection (is-

tighfār) for his dhanb.20 Now to seek protection against sin does not 

mean that sin has been committed — he who seeks Divine protec-
tion rather guards himself against the commission of sin; and, more-

over, the word used here is dhanb which means any human short-

coming. The following verses about the Holy Prophet may also be 

considered: 
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“Surely We have granted you a clear victory, that Allah 

may cover for you your dhanb in the past and those to 

come…” — 48:1 – 2 

There is no imputation of sin here in any case, but only of human 

shortcomings, for, as has been already shown, dhanb carries that 

wider significance. But as a matter of fact , “your dhanb” here 

means the dhanb attributed to you, that is to say, “alleged shortcom-

ings”.21 The “victory” spoken of here was the Hudaibiyah truce. 

Before that, during a prolonged state of hostilities between the Mus-

lims and their opponents, the latter had drawn a dark picture of the 

Holy Prophet as their enemy. The truce put a stop to hostilities, and 

with peace being established in the country, non-Muslims freely 

mixed with Muslims, and the good points of Islam together with the 

high morality of the Prophet made their impression. Misunderstand-

ings were removed, and this is how that “victory” became a means 

of covering (ghafr) the shortcomings alleged against the Holy 

Prophet in the past. The reference in “those to come” is to the later 

fault-finding of the critics of Islam, and means that evil things will 

be said about the Holy Prophet at a later date as well, and that all 

such misrepresentations and misunderstandings will, in their turn, 

be swept away. 

Conception of miracles in Islam 

The word employed in the Holy Quran for miracle is āyat, the pri-

mary meaning of which is ‘an apparent sign or mark by which a 

thing is known’.22 As used there, it generally carries one of two 

significations: an indication, evidence or proof, and a Divine mes-

sage or communication. In the first sense, it includes the miracle 

in its meaning, and in the second, a verse of the Holy Quran. The 

adoption of the same word to indicate a Divine message and its 

proof is noteworthy. It shows that the Divine message itself is first 

and foremost proof of its own truth, and hence it is that the Holy 

Quran has always been looked upon by all Muslims as the greatest 

miracle of the Holy Prophet. And it is indeed the greatest miracle 

ever vouchsafed to a prophet because it stands in need of no other 

evidence whatever, but is itself a living proof of its own truth for 

all time. 



8. PROPHETS 132 

The conception of miracles, as given by the Holy Quran, is 

quite different from that in other religions and in popular thinking. 

Here the supreme object before the Prophet is to effect a moral and 

spiritual transformation; the means adopted are an appeal to the 

reasoning faculty, an appeal to the heart of man to convince him 

that the Divine message is meant for his own uplift, and lessons 

drawn from previous history showing how the acceptance of truth 

has always benefited man, and its rejection has worked to his own 

undoing. The miracle has its own place in the Divine scheme; 

something great and beyond human power and comprehension is 

wrought now and again to show that the source of the great Mes-

sage of Truth is supernatural, Divine. Thus the Holy Quran makes it 

clear that the bringing about of a transformation is the real object 

for which prophets are raised, that this object is attained by several 

means, each of which, therefore, has but a secondary value, and that 

among these evidences of the truth of the Prophet, the miracle does 

not occupy the highest place. 

Thus it is that, while the Holy Quran is full of arguments, makes 

frequent appeals to human nature, and repeatedly refers to the histo-

ries of previous peoples, the mention of miracles in it is very rare. 

But still they are not denied: 

“And they swear their strongest oaths by Allah that if a 

sign comes to them they would certainly believe in it.  

Say: Signs are with Allah. And what should make you 

know that when they come they do not believe?” — 

6:109 

The words “signs are with Allah” clearly imply, as do those 

that follow, that extraordinary signs will be shown as an evidence of 

the Divine mission of the Prophet. Strange it is that there are critics 

of Islam who see in this verse a denial of signs, only because it is 

said that signs are with God. It is true that the Holy Quran does not 

represent Prophet Muhammad as a wonder-worker, as the Gospels 

represent Jesus Christ. Signs were shown, not when the Prophet so 

desired, or when his opponents demanded, but when it was the will 

of God; hence, whenever an extraordinary sign of the Prophet’s 

truth was demanded, the reply was that such a sign would come 

when God willed it. 
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The miracles of Islam 

As already stated, the greatest miracle of Islam is the Holy Quran. 

Nor is this an after-thought on the part of Muslims, for the Holy 

Book itself claims to be a miracle and has challenged the world to 

produce its like: 

“If people and jinn should combine together to bring the 

like of this Quran, they could not bring the like of it, 

though they helped one another.” — 17:88 

“Or, say they: He has forged it. Say: Then bring ten forged 

chapters like it, and call upon whom you can besides Allah, 

if you are truthful.” — 11:13 

Or, say they: He has forged it? Say: Then bring a chapter 

like it and call upon whom you can besides Allah, if you 

are truthful.” — 10:38 

“And if you are in doubt as to that which We have re-

vealed to Our servant, then produce a chapter like it, and 

call on your helpers besides Allah, if you are truthful.” — 

2:23 

The proof of this claim lies in the result achieved — a miracu-

lous transformation — which has been acknowledged alike by 

friends and critics of Islam. The Quran is a miracle because it 

brought about the greatest transformation that the world has ever 

witnessed — a transformation of the individual, of the family, of 

society, of the nation, of the country, an awakening material as well 

as moral, intellectual as well as spiritual. It produced an effect far 

greater than that of any other miracle recorded of any prophet; 

hence its claim to be the greatest of all miracles is incontestable and 

uncontested. 

Prophecy 

Of all miracles, the Holy Quran gives the first place to prophecy, 
and, in fact, prophecy does, in some respects, enjoy a distinction 

beyond that attributed to other miracles. Miracles generally are 

manifestations of the powers of God, and prophecy gives promi-

nence to God’s infinite knowledge which comprehends the future as 

well as the past and present. But there is one great disadvantage 
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attaching to all miracles which are merely manifestations of power. 

It is very difficult to secure reliable evidence for them under all cir-

cumstances. Certain people may have witnessed the performance of 

such a miracle and their evidence may satisfy their contemporaries, 

but, with the lapse of time, their testimony loses much of its value. 

Therefore a miracle stands in need of being proved up to the hilt 

before it may be used as evidence of a prophet’s claim, and in most 

cases it is very hard, if not impossible, to adduce any proof that the 

miracle ever actually took place. Another difficulty in the matter of 

miracles generally is to be found in the fact that, however wonderful 

a performance, it may be explained scientifically, and thus lose all 

value as a sign of the Divine mission of its worker. 

Such doubts, however, do not exist in the case of prophecy, 

which can stand the test of scientific investigation. Moreover, the 

evidence in such a case rests on a firmer basis altogether, and its 

fulfilment generally comes to pass after a long time. A prophecy 

which proceeds from a Divine source must, of course, disclose 

some event which is beyond the scope of human knowledge and 

which cannot possibly be discovered by human foresight. It must 

also be connected with some deep Divine purpose in relation to the 

elevation of humanity, for prophecies are not meant merely to satis-

fy human curiosity. Lastly, it must have behind it the force of con-

viction, so that it is not only uttered with the utmost certainty but 

even in circumstances which apparently conflict with what is dis-

closed in the prophecy. A prophecy that fulfils these three condi-

tions is one of the greatest miracles, a miracle which by an appeal to 

reason shows that there is a God Who reveals deep secrets to man 

and with Whom man can hold communion. 

Prophecy of the triumph of Islam 

The prophecies mentioned in the Holy Quran and those uttered by 

the Holy Prophet, of which Hadith literature is full, cover so vast a 

ground and relate to a future so distant that they require separate 

treatment. But one example may be given in illustration of what has 

been said above. 

The Holy Quran gives prominence to the great prophecy of the 

triumph of Islam, and its earlier revealed chapters are full of such 

prophecies uttered in various forms. Now these chapters were 
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revealed, and these prophecies announced, at a time when the Holy 

Prophet was quite alone and helpless, beset on all sides by enemies 

plotting to put an end to his life. The few adherents to his cause had 

been forced by cruel persecution to leave their homes and to take 

shelter in a foreign land. There was not the remotest prospect of 

Islam ever making any headway against the mighty forces of poly-

theism and idolatry, the mass of superstition and evil of every kind 

ranged against it. Previous attempts at the regeneration of Arabia, 

those of the Jewish nation which had settled down in various parts 

of Arabia, of the Christian missionaries who had the backing of the 

powerful Roman empire on the north and of Abyssinia in the south 

and west, the indigenous Arab attempt known as Hanifism, had all 

proved utter failures, and thus the fate of each previous attempt was 

only a symbol of despair for any fresh reform movement. Yet under 

these adverse circumstances, amidst nothing but despair on every 

side, we find prophecy after prophecy announced in the surest and 

most certain terms to the effect that the great forces of opposition 

would be brought to naught, that the enemies of Islam would be put 

to shame and perish, that Islam would become the religion of the 

whole of Arabia, that the rule of Islam would be established and 

battles be fought in which the Muslims would be victorious and the 

enemy brought low, that Islam would spread to the farthest corners 

of the earth and that it would ultimately be triumphant over the reli-

gions of the world. A few such prophecies from the Quran are quot-

ed here.23 

All this has been stated in the Holy Quran in plain words, and 

at a time when there was not the least prospect of Islam gaining 

ground, and all this was brought to fulfilment, against all expecta-

tions, in the lifetime of the Holy Prophet. No one who has the 

slightest acquaintance with the Quran and the history of Islam can 

have any hesitation in affirming these facts. 

The value of prophecy as a miracle of Islam is, however, much 

more extensive. There are great and wonderful prophecies in the 
Book, and more still in Hadith, extending into the far future, many 

of which have been fulfilled in our own age, and almost every gen-

eration of Muslims sees with its own eyes the fulfilment of one or 

more of these great prophecies, and needs not to turn the pages of 
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history to find out what miracles were performed by the Holy 

Prophet in a previous age. 

Another feature of this miracle is that it has been granted even 

to the righteous followers of the Holy Prophet in every age. Thus 

it is not only the Prophet’s own prophecies that are witnessed in 

every age, for prophecy is also a heritage to his devout and faithful 

followers.24 

Finality of prophethood 

In the Holy Quran, the Prophet Muhammad is spoken of as the last 

of the prophets: 

“Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but he is 

the Messenger of Allah and the Khātam al-nabiyyīn, and 

Allah is ever Knower of all things.” — 33:40 

The word khātam means ‘a seal’ or ‘the last part’ of a thing. The 

words khātam al-nabiyyīn and khātim al-nabiyyīn mean the last of 

the prophets, for both the words khātam and khātim mean the last 

portion of anything.25 The best Arabic lexicologists are agreed that 

khātam al-qaum means the last of a people.26 The doctrine of the 

finality of prophethood in Muhammad (peace be upon him), there-

fore, rests on the clear words of the Holy Quran. 

Hadith is even clearer on this point. The meaning of khātam 
al-nabiyyīn was thus explained by the Holy Prophet himself: 

“My example and the example of the prophets before me 

is the example of a man who built a house and he made it 

very good and very beautiful with the exception of a stone 

in the corner, so people began to go round it and to won-

der at it and to say, Why has not this stone been placed? 

He [the Prophet] said: I am this stone and I am khātam al-

nabiyyīn.” 27 

This hadith, in which the Holy Prophet speaks of himself as 
the corner-stone of prophethood and the last of the prophets, is 

related by Muslim and Tirmidhi as well, and also by Ahmad ibn 

Hanbal in his Musnad in more than ten places. Another report in 

which the Holy Prophet speaks of himself as the last of the proph-

ets is contained in the following words: 
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“The Israelites were led by prophets; whenever a prophet 

died, another came after him; surely there is no prophet 

after me, but there will be successors.” 28 

This is also narrated by Muslim and Ahmad in several places. 

According to another hadith, the Holy Prophet is reported to have 

said to Ali, when on the occasion of the Tabuk expedition he left 

him in Madinah in his place: 

“Are you not pleased that you should stand to me in the 

same relation as Aaron stood to Moses except that there is 

no prophet after me.” 29 

Similar reports in which the Holy Prophet has made it clear 

that no prophet would appear after him abound in other books of 

Hadith. 

A Prophet for all peoples and all ages 

The idea that prophethood came to a close in the person of the Holy 

Prophet Muhammad is not a stray idea. On the other hand, it is the 

natural conclusion of the universalization of the theory of revelation 

which is the basic principle of the religion of Islam. Revelation, 

according to the Holy Quran, is not the solitary experience of this or 

that nation but the spiritual experience of the whole of the human 

race. Allah is spoken of in the very opening verse as the Rabb of all 

the nations of the world, the Nourisher unto perfection, physically 

as well as spiritually, of the whole human race. Starting from that 

broad basis, the Holy Quran develops the theory that prophets were 

sent to every nation: 

“There is not a people but a warner has gone among them.” 

— 35:24 

“And for every nation there is a messenger.” — 10:47 

At the same time it is stated that every prophet was sent to a single 

nation and, therefore, though prophethood was in one sense a uni-

versal fact, it was more or less a national institution, the scope of 

the preaching of every prophet being limited to his own nation. 

The advent of the Holy Prophet Muhammad universalized the in-

stitution of prophethood in a real sense. The day of the national 



8. PROPHETS 138 

prophet was over, and one prophet was raised for the whole world, 

for all nations and for all ages: 

“Blessed is He Who sent down the Furqān30 upon His 

servant that he might be a warner to [all] the nations.” — 

25:1 

“Say: O mankind, surely I am the Messenger of Allah to 

you all, of Him Whose is the kingdom of the heavens and 

the earth.” — 7:158 

“And We have not sent you but as a bearer of good news 

and as a warner to all mankind, but most people do not 

know.” — 34:28 

Unification of human race based on finality of prophethood 

The world-prophet therefore took the place of the national prophets, 

and the grand idea of unifying the whole human race, and gathering 

it together under one banner, was thus brought to perfection. All 

geographical limitations were swept away as were all bars of colour 

and race, and the basis of the unity of the human race was laid upon 

the grand principle that the whole human race was one, and that all 

people, wherever they may be found, were a single nation.31 Such 

unity could not be accomplished unless the finality of prophethood 

was established, for if prophets continued to appear after the world-

prophet, they would undoubtedly demand the allegiance of this or 

that section, and shatter the very foundations of the unity at which 

Islam aimed by giving a single prophet to the whole world. 

Significance underlying finality 

It may, however, be further added that by bringing prophethood to 

a close, Islam has not deprived the world of a blessing which was 

available to previous generations. The object of sending a prophet 

to a people was to make known the Divine will, and point out the 

ways by walking in which human beings could hold communion 

with God. That object was also brought to perfection through the 

great World-Prophet, whose message was so perfect that it met the 

requirements not only of all contemporary nations but of all future 

generations as well. This is plainly claimed by the Holy Quran, a 
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claim not put forward by any other heavenly book or any other 

religion: 

“This day have I perfected for you your religion and 

completed My favour to you and chosen for you Islam as 

a religion.” — 5:3 

The perfection of religion and the completion of the blessing of 

prophethood thus go hand in hand, and the blessing of prophethood 

being made complete in the person of the Holy Prophet Muhammad, 

it is a distortion of facts to say that, if no more prophets appeared, 

the Muslims would be without the blessing of prophethood, since 

they possess that blessing in its most complete form. Religion being 

made perfect, and prophethood being made complete, there remained 

no need for another religion after Islam or for another prophet after 

Prophet Muhammad. 

Appearance of the Messiah 

There is a prophecy in books of Hadith which states that the Mes-

siah, “son of Mary”, would appear among the Muslims.32 This 

prophecy has given rise to a more or less general misconception 

that the Israelite prophet Jesus Christ would appear among the 

Muslims, a misconception due to not giving proper attention to the 

doctrine of finality of prophethood, for if there is no need for a 

prophet, as clearly set forth in the Holy Quran, neither a new nor 

an old prophet can appear. In fact, the appearance of an old proph-

et would be as much subversive of the doctrine of the finality of 

prophethood, and as derogatory to the dignity of the last prophet 

of the world, as would the appearance of a new prophet. The 

words of the prophecy are so clear that, if due attention had been 

paid to them, there could never have been a misconception. The 

son of Mary spoken of in the prophecy is clearly called “your 

Imam from among yourselves”, and therefore the Israelite prophet 

Jesus Christ, who was from among the Israelites, could not be 

meant.33 

Of Jesus Christ it is nowhere said in the Holy Quran that he 

went up into heaven. On the other hand, it is plainly stated that he 

died a natural death: 
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“When Allah said: O Jesus, I will cause you to die and 

exalt you in My presence and clear you of those who dis-

believe and make those who follow you above those who 

disbelieve to the Day of Resurrection.” — 3:55 

“And when Allah will say: O Jesus, son of Mary, did you 

say to people, Take me and my mother for two gods be-

sides Allah? He will say… I said to them nothing but what 

You commanded me: Serve Allah, my Lord and your 

Lord; and I was a witness of them so long as I was among 

them, but when You caused me to die You were the 

Watcher over them. And You are witness of all things.” — 

5:116–117 

The words mutawaffī-ka and tawaffaita-nī, which have been 

translated as “I will cause you to die” and “You caused me to die” 

respectively in the above verses, carry exactly this significance and 

nothing else: that Allah took his soul or caused him to die. In the 

first verse the raf‘ of Jesus Christ to Allah is spoken of (“exalt you 

in My presence”). Raf‘ signifies raising or elevating and also exalt-

ing and making honourable. But wherever the raf‘ of a human 

being to God is spoken of in the Holy Quran, or in the religious lit-

erature of Islam, it is always in the latter sense, for raising someone 

in his body to Himself would mean that God is limited to a particu-

lar place. 

Therefore there is not the least basis for supposing that Jesus 

Christ is alive in heavens and would appear again in the world. In 

addition, there is the clearly defined and strongly established fact 

of the finality of prophethood which bars the advent of any proph-

et, old or new, after the Holy Prophet Muhammad. 

Appearance of reformers 

It must however be borne in mind that, as shown in the last chapter 

(see page 116), Divine revelation is granted to prophets as well as to 

those who are not prophets, and that, therefore, though prophet-

hood, being no more needed, has been brought to a close, the gift of 

Divine revelation to the righteous servants of God is still granted as 

before. People do not stand in need of a new prophet because they 

have a perfect law in the Holy Quran, but they do stand in need of 
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Divine blessings, and Divine revelation is the highest of all bless-

ings. Moreover, speaking is an attribute of the Divine Being, just as 

hearing and seeing are His attributes also, and Divine attributes 

never cease to function.  

It has also been shown in the last chapter that, according to a 

most reliable hadith in Bukhari, a part of prophethood called mu-

bashshirāt (lit., good visions) remains after prophethood has ceased, 

and according to another, God speaks to the righteous in this Mus-

lim Ummah though they are not prophets. There is another hadith 

showing that mujaddids (reformers) will appear among the Mus-

lims: “Surely Allah will raise for this community [of Muslims], at 

the commencement of every century, one who will reform their 

religion”.34 A mujaddid is a reformer commissioned to remove 

errors that have crept in among the Muslims, and to shed new light 

on the great religious truths of Islam in the new circumstances 

which the Muslim community will be called upon to face. 
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9. Life after death 

Al-Ākhirah 

A faith in a life after death is the last of the basic principles of 

Islam. The word generally used in the Holy Quran to indicate this 

life is al-ākhirah, which signifies ‘that which comes after’, or ‘the 

future’, or ‘the last’. Al-yaum al-ākhir or ‘the last day’ is also used 

instead of al-ākhirah.1 

Death, according to the Quran, is not the end of a human’s life; 

it only opens the door to another, a higher, form of life: 

“We have ordained death among you and We are not to be 

overcome, that We may change your state and make you 

grow into what you do not know.” — 56:60 – 61 

Just as from the small life-germ grows a human being, and he 

does not lose his individuality for all the changes which he under-

goes, so from this human is made the higher man, his state being 

changed, and he himself being made to grow into what he cannot 

conceive at present. That this new life is a higher form of life is also 

made clear by the Quran. After speaking of “this transitory life” 

(17:18), it says: 

“And certainly the Hereafter is greater in degrees and 

greater in excellence.” —17:21 

Importance of faith in Future Life 

The Holy Quran accords to faith in the Future Life an importance 

which is next only to faith in God. Very often all the doctrines of 

faith are summed up as amounting to belief in God and the Future 

Life: 

“And there are some people who say, We believe in Allah 

and the Last Day, and they are not believers.” — 2:8 (see 

also 2:62, 2:126, 2:228, etc.) 
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The opening chapter of the Holy Quran plays the greatest part 

in creating a true Muslim mentality, for the Muslim must recite it in 

the five daily prayers. In this chapter God is spoken of as the “Mas-

ter of the Day of Requital” (or Day of Recompense), and thus the 

idea that every deed must be requited is brought before the mind of 

the Muslim continually. It undoubtedly impresses on the mind the 

reality of a future life, when every deed shall find its full reward. 

The greater the faith in the good or bad consequences of a deed, the 

greater is the incentive which urges a person to, or withholds him 

from, that deed. Therefore this belief is both the greatest impetus 

towards good and noble deeds, and the greatest restraint upon evil 

or irresponsible deeds. But more than this, such a belief purifies the 

motives with which a deed is done. It makes a man work with the 

most selfless of motives, for he seeks no reward for what he does; 

his work is for higher and nobler ends relating to the life beyond the 

grave. 

Connection between the two lives 

The Holy Quran not only speaks of a life after death which opens 

out for us a new world of advancement, it also shows that the basis 

of that life is laid in this our life on earth. For the good, the heavenly 

life, and for the wicked, a life in hell, begin even here, though the 

limitations of this life do not allow most people to realize that other 

life: 

“[O man] you were indeed heedless of this, but now We 

have removed from you your veil, so your sight is sharp 

this day.” — 50:22 

This shows that the spiritual life which is hidden from the human 

eye by reason of material limitations, will become manifest in the 

Resurrection; because human perception will then be clearer, the 

veil of material limitations having been removed. 

The Holy Quran clearly speaks of two paradises for the right-

eous and two punishments for the wicked, and as clearly of a 

heavenly and hellish life, each beginning here: 

“And for him who fears to stand before his Lord are two 

Gardens.” — 55:46 
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“O soul who is at rest! Return to your Lord, well pleased 

[with Him], well pleasing [Him]. So enter among My ser-

vants and enter My Garden!” — 89:27–30 

“No indeed, if only you knew with a certain knowledge, 

you will certainly see hell.” — 102:5–6 

“It is the fire kindled by Allah which rises over the hearts.” 

— 104:6–7 

“And whoever is blind in this [life], he will be blind in the 

Hereafter…” — 17:72 

“Such is the punishment. And certainly the punishment of 

the Hereafter is greater, if only they knew!” — 68:33 

State between death and Resurrection 

The state between death and Resurrection is called barzakh which 

literally means ‘a thing that intervenes between two things’, or a 

barrier. As signifying the state between death and Resurrection, it 

occurs in the following verses: 

“Until when death catches up with one of them, he says: 

My Lord, send me back, that I may do good in that which 

I have left. By no means! It is only a word that he speaks. 

And before them is a barrier (barzakh), until the day they 

are raised.” — 23:99 –100 

This intervening state is also known by the name of qabr, 

which, although meaning grave, has also been used in the wider 

sense of the state which follows death. The three states, namely, 

death, the grave and Resurrection, are spoken of as follows, where 

the grave undoubtedly stands for the state of barzakh: 

“Then He causes him to die, then assigns to him a grave, 

then, when He will, He raises him to life again.” — 80:  

21–22 

The raising to life on the Day of Resurrection is spoken of as 

the raising of those who are in their graves, as in 100:9 and 22:7, 

where all people are meant, whether actually buried or not. 
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Second stage of the higher life 

Since the Holy Quran speaks of the growth of a higher life even in 

the life of this world, the spiritual experience of man is the first 

stage of the higher life. Ordinarily, man is neglectful of this higher 

experience, and it is only persons of a very high spiritual develop-

ment that are in any way conscious of that higher life. Barzakh is 

really the second stage in the development of this higher life, and 

it appears that everyone has a certain consciousness of the higher 

life at this stage, though full development has not yet taken place. 

In the Quran, even the development of the physical life is 

mentioned as passing through three stages. The first stage of that 

life is the state of being in the earth; the second, that of being in 

the mother’s womb; and the third, that in which the child is born.2 

Corresponding to these three stages in the physical development 

of man, the Quran speaks of three stages in his spiritual develop-

ment. 

The first is the growth of a spiritual life which begins in this 

very life, but it is a stage at which ordinarily there is no conscious-

ness of this life, like the dust stage in the physical development of 

man. Then there comes death, and with it is entered the second 

stage of a higher or spiritual life, the barzakh or the qabr stage, cor-

responding to the embryo stage in the physical development of man. 

At this stage, life has taken a definite form, and a certain conscious-

ness of that life has grown up, but it is not yet the full consciousness 

of the final development which takes place with the Resurrection, 

the third stage, which may therefore be compared to the actual birth 

of man, to his setting forth on the road to real advancement, to a full 

awakening of the great truth. The development of the higher life in 

barzakh is as necessary a stage in the spiritual world as is the devel-

opment of physical life in the embryonic state. The two thus stand 

on a par. 

That there is some kind of awakening to a new spiritual exp-

erience immediately after death is abundantly evident from vari-

ous Quranic statements. For example, the verses in which barzakh 

is spoken of , 3 set forth the spiritual experience of the evil-doer, 

who immediately becomes conscious of the fact that, in his first 

life, he has been doing something which is now detrimental to the 
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growth of the higher life in him, and hence desires to go back, so 

that he may do good deeds which may help the development of 

the higher life. On another occasion, we are told that evil-doers, 

the people of Pharaoh, are made to taste of the evil consequences 

of their deeds in this state of barzakh, the consciousness of the 

chastisement becoming clear on the Resurrection Day.4 While in 

the Holy Quran the guilty are spoken of as receiving chastisement 

in the state of barzakh, in Hadith this punishment is spoken of as 

the punishment meted out in the grave. These two punishments 

are one and the same, and the “grave” and barzakh are identical. 

Similarly, the righteous are spoken of as tasting the fruits of 

good deeds immediately after death: 

“And do not think of those who are killed in Allah’s way 

as dead. Rather, they are alive, being provided sustenance 

from their Lord, rejoicing in what Allah has given them 

out of His grace; and they rejoice for the sake of those 

who, being left behind them, have not yet joined them, 

that they have no fear nor shall they grieve.” — 3:169 –

170 

These verses show that the departed ones are even conscious of 

what they have left behind, and this establishes some sort of con-

nection between this world and the next. 

Duration of barzakh 

All questions connected with the life of the other world are of an 

intricate nature, inasmuch as they are not things that can be per-

ceived by human senses; they are “secrets” that shall be made 

known only after death, according to the Holy Quran,5 and accord-

ing to a saying of the Holy Prophet: “what no eye has seen, and no 

ear has heard, and what the mind of man has not conceived”.6 As 

will be shown later on, the very ideas of time and space as relating 

to the next world are different from those here, and therefore we 

cannot conceive of the duration of barzakh in terms of this world. 
Moreover, the full awakening to the higher life will take place in the 

Resurrection, and the state of barzakh is therefore a state, as it were, 

of semi-consciousness. Hence it is that it is sometimes likened to a 
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state of sleep as compared with the great awakening of the Resur-

rection, for the unbelievers are made to say: 

“O woe to us! Who has raised us up from our sleeping-

place?” — 36:52 

The state of barzakh, as regards those who have wasted their 

opportunities in this life, lasts till the Day of Resurrection accord-

ing to the Holy Quran (see 23:100 above). As regards those in 

whom the life spiritual has been awakened during the life on earth, 

consciousness in the barzakh state will undoubtedly be more vivid, 

and there is a hadith which speaks of the righteous being exalted to 

a higher state after forty days, and thus making progress even in that 

state. 

Various names of Resurrection 

The Resurrection is spoken of under various names, the most fre-

quent of which is yaum al-qiyāmah or ‘the Day of the Great Ris-

ing’, which occurs seventy times in the Quran. Next to it is al-sā‘ah 

which means ‘the Hour’, and occurs forty times; yaum al-ākhir or 

‘the Last Day’ occurs twenty-six times, while al-ākhirah as mean-

ing ‘the Future Life’ occurs over a hundred times. Next in im-

portance is yaum al-dīn which means ‘the Day of Requital’. Other 

names, each prefixed by yaum or ‘Day’, are as follows: The Day of 

Decision, of Reckoning, of Judgment, of Meeting, of Gathering, of 

Abiding, of Coming Forth, of being Raised to Life, of Regret, of 

Calling Forth, of Manifestation of Losses, and the Day that draws 

near. Some other names are: The Striking Calamity, the Over-

whelming Calamity, the Deafening Calamity, the Predominating 

Calamity, the Great Truth, and the Great Event. 

A general destruction and a general awakening 

It will be seen that most of these names refer either to a destruc-

tion or an awakening and rising to a new life; they relate to the 

sweeping off of an old order and the establishment of a new one. 

A few quotations descriptive of the Resurrection will make the 

point clearer: 

“He [man] asks: When is the Day of Resurrection? So 

when the sight is confused, and the moon becomes dark, 
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and the sun and the moon are brought together — man will 

say on that day: Where to flee? No! There is no refuge! 

With your Lord on that day is the place of rest. Man will 

that day be informed of what he sent on ahead and what he 

put off. … No, but you love the present life, and neglect 

the Hereafter. [Some] faces that day will be bright, looking 

to their Lord. And [other] faces that day will be gloomy, 

knowing that a great disaster will be made to befall them.” 

— 75:6 –13, 20 –25 

“So when the stars are made to disappear, and when the 

heaven is torn apart, and when the mountains are carried 

away as dust”. — 77:8 –10 

“Surely the day of Decision is appointed  — the day when 

the trumpet is blown, so you come forth in companies, 

and the heaven is opened so it becomes as doors, and the 

mountains are moved off so that they remain a mere sem-

blance.” — 78:17– 20 

“The day when the quaking one shall quake — the conse-

quence will follow it. Hearts that day will palpitate, their 

eyes downcast. … It is only a single cry, when lo! they will 

be awakened.” — 79:6 –9, 13–14 

“When the earth is shaken with her shaking, and the earth 

brings forth her burdens… On that day people will come 

forth, in diverse bodies, that they may be shown their 

works.” — 99:1–2, 6 

“The day when they come forth from the graves in haste, 

as if racing to a goal”. — 70:43 

“So when the trumpet is blown with a single blast, and the 

earth and the mountains are borne away and crushed with 

one crash — on that day will the Event come to pass… On 

that day you will be exposed to view — no secret of yours 

will remain hidden.” — 69:13–15, 18 

“On the day when the earth will be changed into a different 

earth, and the heavens [as well]…” — 14:48 
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Three Resurrections 

The two words used most frequently regarding the Resurrection are 

al-qiyāmah and al-sā‘ah. The first of these refers, apparently, to the 

rising, which is its literal significance, the second to destruction, 

being the hour of doom. The word al-sā‘ah is used in a wider sense, 

and indicates, besides the Doomsday, sometimes the death of an 

individual and sometimes the passing of a generation. The Quran 

says: 

“They are losers indeed who reject the meeting with Allah, 

until when the hour comes upon them suddenly…” — 

6:31 

Here “the hour” (al-sā‘ah) clearly stands for the death of the person 

who rejects. 

As regards the use of al-sā‘ah in the sense of the end of a 

generation, the Holy Prophet is reported to have said about a boy: 

“If the life of this boy is lengthened, he will not die till the hour 

(al-sā‘ah) comes to pass”,7 and it is related that he was the last to 

die from among the Companions of the Prophet; “the hour” in this 

case signifying the passing away of the generation of the Compan-

ions. There are examples of similar use in the Holy Quran also: 

 “The hour (al-sā‘ah) drew near and the moon was split 

apart.” — 54:1 

 “The hour”, in this case, stands for the doom of the opponents of 

the Holy Prophet. And again: 

“Or do they say: We are an army allied together to help 

each other? Soon shall the armies be routed and they will 

show their backs. Indeed, the hour (al-sā‘ah) is their pro-

mised time, and the hour is most grievous and bitter.” — 

54:44 – 46 

When the Holy Prophet was faced with a most serious situation on 

the day of the battle of Badr, the Muslims being in danger of utter 

annihilation at the hands of their powerful opponents, and was pray-

ing for their safety, he was reminded of this prophecy, and comfort-

ed his Companions by reciting these verses aloud, showing that “the 

hour” here meant the hour of the enemy’s defeat.8 
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Spiritual resurrection and the greater resurrection 

Just as the word al-sā‘ah is used in a wider sense, so do the words 

qiyāmah (rising) and ba‘th (raising the dead to life) sometimes 

occur in a wider sense. On many occasions when the Holy Quran 

speaks of the dead, it means those who are spiritually dead, and by 

giving life to them it means the bringing about of a spiritual awak-

ening in them, as for example: 

“Is he who was dead, then We raised him to life and made 

for him a light by which he walks among the people, like 

him whose likeness is that of one in darkness from which 

he cannot come forth?” — 6 : 122 

Here, clearly, the dead one is he who is spiritually dead, and God’s 

raising him to life is giving him the life spiritual. On one occasion 

even, by “those in the graves” are meant those who are dead spiritu-

ally, who cannot hear the Prophet’s call: 

“Neither are the living and the dead alike. Surely Allah 

makes him whom He pleases hear, and you cannot make 

those hear who are in the graves. You are only a warner.” 

— 35:22 – 23 

The context shows that by “those in the graves” are meant those 

whom death has overtaken spiritually, whom the Prophet would 

warn but they would not listen. 

On another occasion, where those in the graves are mentioned, 

the words convey a double significance, referring to the spiritual 

awakening brought about by the Holy Prophet as well as to the new 

life in the Resurrection: 

“And you see the earth barren, but when We send down 

water upon it, it stirs and swells and brings forth a beauti-

ful growth of every kind. This is because Allah, He is the 

Truth, and He gives life to the dead and He is Powerful 

over all things, and the Hour is coming, there is no doubt 

about it; and Allah will raise up those who are in the 

graves.” — 22:5 – 7 

The first part of this passage, describing the giving of life to dead 

soil by means of rain, shows that the second part refers to the giving 
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of spiritual life by means of Divine revelation, a comparison bet-

ween rain and revelation being of frequent occurrence in the Quran. 

“The Hour” here, as in so many other places, refers to the doom of 

the opponents of the Holy Prophet, and “the dead” and “those in the 

graves” are evidently the spiritually dead. But, though speaking 

primarily of the spiritual resurrection, there is also a reference to the 

great Resurrection of the dead. In fact, not only here but in many 

other places in the Holy Quran, the spiritual resurrection, to be 

brought about by the Holy Prophet, and the greater Resurrection of 

the dead are mentioned together, the one being as it were an evi-

dence of the other, because an awakening to spiritual life shows the 

existence of a higher life, the development of which is the real aim 

of the greater resurrection. 

This is the first great argument running throughout the pages of 

the Holy Quran as to the truth of the greater Resurrection. The spiri-

tual resurrection brought about by the Holy Prophet, the awakening 

to a spiritual life, makes the higher life an experience of humanity, 

and thus clears the way for a development of that life in a higher 

sphere, above the limitations of this material world. 

Life has an aim 

That the whole of creation on this earth is for the service of humani-

ty, and that human life has some great aim and purpose to fulfil, is 

yet another argument for Resurrection advanced by the Holy Quran: 

“Does man think that he will be left aimless?” — 75:36 

“Do you then think that We have created you in vain and 

that you will not be returned to Us?” — 23:115 

Just as belief in God ennobles man’s life, and endows it with 

the purest and highest impulses, so does belief in the Resurrection 

introduce a seriousness into man’s life which cannot be otherwise 

attained. It will be taking too low a view of human nature to imag-

ine that with all those vast capacities for ruling nature and its won-

derful forces, human life itself has no aim. If everything in nature 

is intended for the service of man, human life itself could not be 

without purpose. The Holy Quran refers to this argument in the 

following verses: 
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“Certainly We have created man in the best make, then We 

render him the lowest of the low, except those who believe 

and do good, so theirs is a reward never to be cut off.” — 

95:4 – 6 

The last words clearly refer to the higher life which is never to be 

cut off, and this argument is followed by the conclusion: “So who 

can belie you after this about the Judgment?” (95:7). 

It cannot be that the whole of creation should serve a purpose 

and that man alone, who is lord of it and endowed with capabilities 

for ruling the universe, should have a purposeless existence. It is the 

Resurrection alone that solves this difficulty. Man has a higher ob-

ject to fulfill, he has a higher life to live beyond this world; which is 

the aim of human life in this world. 

Good and evil must have their reward 

Another argument adduced by the Holy Quran in support of the 

Resurrection is that good and evil must have their reward. Of the 

whole living creation, man alone has the power to discriminate bet-

ween good and evil. And so acute is his perception of good and evil 

that he strives with all his might to promote good and to eradicate 

evil. He makes laws for this purpose, and uses the whole machinery 

of power at his disposal to enforce them. Yet what do we see in 

practical life? Good is often neglected and starves, while evil pros-

pers. That is not as it should be. 

“Allah does not waste the reward of the doers of good.” 

— 11:115, 12:90, etc. 

“We do not waste the reward of him who does a good 

work.” — 18:30 

“I will not let the work of any worker among you to be 

lost, whether male or female, each of you is as the other.” 

— 3:195 

“So whoever does an atom’s weight of good will see it. 

And whoever does an atom’s weight of evil will see it.” 

— 99:7–8 
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Such are some of the plain declarations made by the Holy 

Quran. And when we look at nature around us, we find the same 

law at work. Every cause has its effect, and everything done must 

bear a fruit. Even that which man does in the physical world must 

bear a fruit. Why should man’s good or evil deeds be an exception 

to this general rule working in the whole universe? And if they are 

not an exception, as they should not be, the conclusion is evident 

that good and evil must bear their full fruit in another life, which 

indicates the continuity of the life of man in another world, when 

death has put an end to it in this. 

Resurrection as a workable principle of life 

It will be seen from the above that the Resurrection is not a dogma 

in which a person is required to believe for his salvation in another 

life; rather it is a principle of human life, a principle which makes 

that life more serious and more useful, while at the same time 

awakening in him the consciousness of a life that is higher. The 

one who sincerely believes in the Resurrection will try his utmost 

to take advantage of every opportunity that is offered him to live 

his life to the best purpose; he will try hard to do any good that he 

possibly can to the creatures of God, and he will shun every evil 

deed as far as he can. Thus a belief in the Resurrection is needed 

in the first place to make this lower life worth living. Without 

such a belief, life loses not only its meaning, leaving man without 

any real or abiding aim, but also all incentive to do good and es-

chew evil. 

Resurrection is quite consistent with present scientific 

knowledge 

The idea of a life after death is so strange to the average mind that 

the Holy Quran has, again and again, to answer the question: How 

will it be? And the answer given in all cases is that the great Author 

of all existence, Who made this vast universe out of nothing, could 

also bring about a new creation. 

“And they say: ‘When we are bones and decayed particles, 

shall we then be raised up as a new creation?… Who will 

return us?’ Say: He Who created you at first.” — 17:49 –

51 
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“And they say: ‘When we are bones and decayed particles, 

shall we then be raised up into a new creation?’ Do they 

not see that Allah, Who created the heavens and the earth, 

is able to create the like of them?” — 17:98 – 99 

“Do you not see that Allah created the heavens and the 

earth with truth? If He please, He will take you away and 

bring a new creation. And that is not difficult for Allah. 

And they will all come forth to Allah…” — 14:19 – 21 

The Quran reverts to this subject too often to enable all the 

verses bearing on it to be reproduced, but the one underlying idea 

running through them all is that this old creation, the earth and its 

heaven, and the rest of the universe, would give place to a new crea-

tion. The old order would be changed into an entirely new one. It 

shall be a day “when the earth will be changed into a different earth 

and the heavens as well” (14:48). Just as this universe has grown 

out of chaos and a nebulous mass into its present state of systems of 

galaxies and stars and their families, it will, in its turn, give place to 

a higher order which will be evolved from it. The idea is quite con-

sistent with the scientific knowledge of the universe to which man 

has attained at the present day — the idea of evolution, order out of 

chaos, a higher order out of a lower order, and with this order of the 

universe, a higher order of human life of which our present senses 

cannot conceive. 

Will the Resurrection be corporeal? 

There is nothing in the Holy Quran to show that the body which the 

soul left at death will be restored to it. On the other hand, there are 

statements to show that it will be a new creation altogether. If, as 

the quotations given above show, the very earth and heaven have 

changed at the Resurrection, how can the human body remain the 

same? And in fact the Quran has stated clearly that it shall be a new 

body altogether. In one place, the human beings at the Resurrection 

are called the likes of the present race: 

“Do they not see that Allah, Who created the heavens and 

the earth, is able to create the like of them?” — 17:99 

Here the Arabic words for “the like of them” are mithla-hum, the 

personal pronoun hum referring to people, not to heaven and earth. 
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In another place, the statement that the bodies would be changed 

is even clearer. There, the question of the unbelievers is first men-

tioned: 

“When we die and become dust and bones, shall we then 

indeed be raised?” — 56:47 

And the reply is given 

“Do you see that which you emit [i.e., the semen]? Is it you 

that create it or are We the Creator? We have ordained 

death among you and We are not to be overcome, that We 

may change your state and make you grow into what you 

do not know. And certainly you know the first growth, why 

do you not then be mindful?” — 56:58 – 62 

After human beings have become dust and bones, they shall be 

raised up again but their “state” will be entirely “changed”, and 

the new growth will be one which “you do not know”, while “you 

know the first growth”. The human body at the Resurrection is 

therefore a new growth which, with our present senses, we cannot 

even know. And this is as true of the human body as of all things 

of the next life, of the blessings of Paradise as well as of the chas-

tisement of Hell, that they are things which, according to a saying 

of the Holy Prophet, “no eye has seen, and no ear has heard”, and 

which “the mind of man has not conceived”.9 The body after re-

surrection has therefore nothing in common with the body of this 

world except the name or the form which preserves the individual-

ity. 

A body prepared from the good and evil deeds of man 

To understand how, what may be called the spiritual body of the life 

after death, is prepared, one must turn again to the Holy Quran. 

There it is stated that angels have been appointed to record the good 

and evil deeds of man. Thus at the beginning of the 13th chapter, a 

denial of the Resurrection — “When we are dust, shall we then be 
in a new creation?” (13:5) — is followed by the answer: 

“Alike [to Him] among you is he who conceals the word 

and he who speaks openly, and he who hides himself by 

night and who goes forth by day. For him are angels 
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guarding the consequences10 [of his deeds], before him 

and behind him, who guard him by Allah’s command.” 

— 13:10 – 11 

It is first stated that to God all are alike, those who conceal their 

words and those who speak them openly, and those that do a good 

or evil deed in the darkness of the night and those who do it in the 

light of the day; and it is then added that there are angels before 

and behind man that guard him. The guarding of the man and the 

guarding of his deeds are thus one and the same thing. In fact, this 

has been made clear in an earlier chapter — earlier in point of re-

velation: 

“No, but you call the Judgment a lie, and surely there are 

keepers [or, guardians]11 over you, honourable recorders, 

they know what you do.” — 82:9 – 12 

Here the angels that are called “keepers over you”, being un-

doubtedly the guarding angels (13:11), are plainly described as the 

recording angels who know what man does. Thus both these verses 

show that an inner self of man is being developed, all along,  

through his deeds, and that is what is meant by guarding man in one 

case and guarding his deeds in the other. It is the inner self that as-

sumes a shape after death and forms first the body in barzakh and is 

then developed into the body in Resurrection. 

Elsewhere, a similar denial of the Resurrection — “When we 

die and become dust — that is a far return” (50:3) — is rebutted by 

saying: 

“We know indeed what the earth diminishes of them and 

with Us is a book that preserves.” — 50:4 

It is here admitted that the body does indeed become dust but there 

is with God a writing that preserves what is essential to growth in 

the next life. That preserving writing is the record of good and evil 

deeds kept by the guardian angels, so that, here again, we are told 

that while the outer garb of the soul, the body, becomes dust and 

goes back to the earth, the inner self is preserved and forms the ba-

sis of the higher life — life in the Resurrection. 
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Spiritualities materialized 

This materialization of spiritualities — not a materialization in the 

sense in which it is accepted in this life, but a materialization of 

the new world to be evolved from the present world — is spoken 

of frequently in the Holy Quran as well as in Hadith. For instance, 

those who are guided by the light of faith in this life shall have a 

light running before them and behind them on the Day of Resur-

rection: 

“Is he who was dead, then We raised him to life and made 

for him a light by which he walks among the people, like 

him whose likeness is that of one in darkness from which 

he cannot come forth?” — 6:122 

“On that day you will see the believers, men and women, 

their light gleaming before them and on their right hand.” 

— 57:12 

And the fruits of good deeds are spoken of as fruits of Para-

dise: 

“And give good news to those who believe and do good 

deeds, that for them are gardens in which rivers flow. 

Whenever they are given a portion of the fruit of these 

[gardens], they will say: This is what was given to us be-

fore; and they are given the like of it.” — 2:25 

Similarly, the fire which burns within the heart of man in this 

life, by reason of inordinate love of wealth, becomes the fire of Hell 

in the next life: 

“It is the Fire kindled by Allah, which rises over the hearts.” 

— 104:6 – 7 

And the spiritual blindness of this life turns into blindness in 

the next life: 

“And whoever is blind in this [world], he will be blind in 

the Hereafter…” — 17:72 

The seventy years of evil-doing — seventy being the average 

span of human life — are turned into a chain of “seventy lengths 

long” (69:32). The person who acts according to the Book of God, 
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or takes it in his right hand here, shall be given his book in the 

right hand on the Day of Resurrection, and the one who will have 

none of it, and throws it behind his back, shall be given his book 

behind his back or in his left hand.12 

Hadith also is full of examples of this. The spiritualities of this 

life take an actual shape in the Hereafter. This is the truth underly-

ing all the blessings of Paradise and the torments of Hell. 

The book of deeds 

The guarding of the good and evil deeds of man, which form the 

basis of the higher life, is spoken of as writing them down; and a 

book of good and evil deeds is repeatedly mentioned, as for ex-

ample: 

“This is Our record (kitāb) that speaks against you with 

truth. Surely We wrote what you did.” — 45:29 

“And the book (kitāb) is placed, and you see the guilty 

fearing for what is in it, and they say: O woe to us! what a 

book is this! It leaves out neither a small thing nor a great 

one, but numbers them all.” — 18:49 

“So whoever does good deeds and is a believer, there is 

no rejection of his effort, and We surely write it down for 

him.” — 21:94 

Not only has every individual his book of deeds, but even na-

tions are spoken of as having their books of deeds: 

“Every nation will be called to its record (kitāb). This day 

you are recompensed for what you did.” — 45:28 

It is not meant, of course, that there will be a physical book, a 

collection of pages written with pen and ink. The word kitāb does 

not always mean a book as such; sometimes it signifies the know-

ledge of God. A study of the verses in which the recording of ac-

tions, or the books of deeds, is referred to, leads to the conclusion 
that it is the effect produced by those actions that is meant. For 

instance: 

“And We have made every human being’s actions to cling 

to his neck, and We shall bring forth to him on the Day of 
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Resurrection a book which he will find wide open.” — 

17:13 

Making the actions cling to the doer’s neck is clearly to cause the 

effect of the actions to appear on the person concerned; in other 

words, all actions, good or bad, have their impress on the man. 

This is in accordance with what has been already stated, namely 

that an inner self of man is being prepared in this life. That inner 

self is really his book of deeds, a book in which is noted down the 

effect of every deed done. It is to this that the concluding words of 

the verse allude where it is said that this book of deeds, the inner 

self, which here is hidden from the human eye, will become an 

open book on the Day of Resurrection. And, quite in consonance 

with this, the next verse goes on to say: 

“Read your book. Your own soul is sufficient as a reck-

oner against you this day.” — 17:14 

In other words, the effect of a one’s deeds becomes so manifest on 

the Day of Resurrection that no outside reckoning is needed. It is 

the person himself who reads his own book, that is to say, sees all 

his actions in the impress left on him, and judges himself because 

the reckoning has already appeared in his own self. 

In agreement with this are two other verses of an earlier chap-

ter: 

“No, surely the record (kitāb) of the wicked is in the 

prison.” — 83:7 

“No, surely the record (kitāb) of the righteous is in the 

highest places.” — 83:18 

As opposed to the righteous who are in the highest places, the 

wicked should have been spoken of as being in the lowest places, 

but instead of that they are stated to be in prison, which means that 

a bar is placed against their advancement; hence they are men-
tioned further on as being “debarred from their Lord”  (83:15), 

while the righteous go on advancing to higher and higher places. 

The word “record” or “book” here plainly stands for the inner self 

of man; in any other sense, the placing of the book in a prison is 

meaningless. Thus it is clear from the various descriptions of the 
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book, or record, of deeds that it is the effect of good or evil deeds 

accelerating or retarding a person’s spiritual progress, as the case 

may be, that is meant, and that the writing is nothing but the im-

press that is left on a person when he does a good or bad deed — 

an impress which no human eye can see, but whose reality cannot 

be doubted by any conscientious thinker. 

Balance 

A “balance” (mīzān) is also spoken of in connection with the good 

and evil deeds of man. It is true that the measure of material things 

is judged by a pair of scales or by some other implement, but the 

deeds of man need no scales for their measurement. In connection 

with the deeds of human beings, it means the doing of justice in 

their reckoning.13 The following verses illustrates what is meant: 

“And We will set up a just balance (mawāzīn, pl. of mīzān) 

on the Day of Resurrection, so no soul will be wronged in 

the least.” — 21:47 

The meaning is made clear by the addition of the words “no soul 

will be wronged in the least”. 

The mīzān or “measure” of human beings is clearly spoken of 

elsewhere as having been sent down by God: 

“Certainly We sent Our messengers with clear arguments, 

and sent down with them the Book and the measure (mīzān) 

that people may conduct themselves with equity.” — 

57:25 

Revelation, or the Book, is sent down by God to awaken the 

spiritual life in man, and therefore the measure, which is spoken of 

as having been sent down along with revelation, must also relate 

to the spiritual life of man. The book contains the directions in 

principle, to do good and shun evil, and the balance or measure is 

there to weigh the good and the evil, so that the spiritual life 

awakened in man takes a good or bad turn, a higher or lower form, 

according to the preponderance of good or evil. Thus not only do 

good and evil deeds leave their effect behind but also there is a 

balance which gives shape to that effect and makes the spiritual 
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growth possible, or has a retarding effect on that growth if evil 

preponderates. 

The “balance” of the Hereafter, therefore, differs not at all 

from the “balance” of this life, except that there it takes a more 

palpable form. The general principle is laid down in the following 

verses: 

“And We will set up a just balance on the Day of Resur-

rection, so no soul will be wronged in the least. And if 

there were the weight of a grain of mustard seed, We will 

bring it, and sufficient are We to take account.” — 21:47 

“And the judging (wazn) on that day will be just, so as for 

those whose good deeds are heavy, they are the successful. 

And as for those whose good deeds are light, those are they 

who ruined their souls…” — 7:8 – 9 

Jannah or Paradise 

The life after death takes two forms: a life in Paradise for those in 

whom the good preponderates over the evil, and a life in Hell for 

those in whom the evil preponderates over the good. It is the word 

garden (jannah) or its plural (jannāt) that is generally used to indi-

cate the abiding place of the righteous. This word is derived from a 

root which signifies the concealing of a thing so that it is not per-

ceived by the senses, and jannah, in the ordinary usage, means ‘a 

garden’ because its ground is covered by trees. The use of this 

name for the abode of bliss has a deeper significance, since of Par-

adise it is plainly stated that its blessings are such as cannot be per-

ceived by the physical senses. The description of Paradise usually 

given is “gardens in which rivers flow”, corresponding to which 

the description of the righteous generally is “those who believe and 

do good”. These two descriptions, read in the light of what has 

gone before as to the materialization in the next world of the spiri-

tualities of this life, are an indication of the fact that faith, which is 

the water of spiritual life, is converted into rivers, and good deeds, 

which spring from faith, are the seeds from which grow the trees of 

the next life. 
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Blessings of Paradise 

The description of Paradise as a garden, with rivers flowing in it, 

is clearly stated to be a parable or a likeness, not an actuality, in 

terms of this life: 

“A parable of the Garden which is promised to those who 

keep their duty: In it flow rivers. Its fruits are perpetual and 

[so is] its plenty (ẓill).” — 13:35 

“A parable of the Garden which the dutiful are promised: 

In it are rivers of water not altering for the worse…” — 

47:15 

And quite in keeping with this description is the statement made 

elsewhere, that the blessings of Paradise cannot be conceived of in 

this life, not being things of this world: 

“So no soul knows what joy of the eyes is hidden for them: 

a reward for what they did.” — 32:17 

An explanation of these words was given by the Holy Prophet 

himself when he said: 

“Allah says: I have prepared for My righteous servants what 

no eye has seen, and no ear has heard, and what the mind 

of man has not conceived.” 14 

A few examples may be added. Ẓill, which means a shadow, 

is spoken of, in some places, as one of the blessings of Paradise: 

“The dutiful are amid shades and fountains”. — 77:41 

Ẓill does not in any of these cases bear the significance of shade; 
the name is there but its import is quite different. In fact we are 

plainly told in the Holy Quran that there is no sun in Paradise: 

“They will see therein neither sun nor intense cold.” 

— 76:13 

Hence in the case of Paradise, it signifies protection or plenty, as 

being the idea underlying the word shade. Note that the same word 

has also been used in connection with the rigours of Hell: 
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“And shadow (ẓill) of black smoke, neither cool nor re-

freshing.” — 56:43 – 44 

Ẓill is every covering whether good or bad; and hence it is also 

spoken of as one of the severities of Hell.15 

Those in Paradise are spoken of as being given sustenance 

(rizq). But it cannot mean what sustains the body here. It is the 

sustenance that is needed for the inner self of man, and it is for 

this reason that prayer is also called sustenance in 20:131. The 

fruits of Paradise, whether mentioned under a particular name or 

generally, are not the fruits of this life, but of deeds done. The name 

is the same, but the significance is quite different. Thus we are 

told: 

“Whenever they are given a portion of the fruit of these 

[gardens], they will say: This is what was given to us be-

fore.” — 2:25 

Evidently the fruits of good deeds are meant here, and not the fruits 

that the earth grows, because the latter are not given to all the true 

believers here while the former are. Similar is the case with the riv-

ers of water, milk and honey, all of which are plainly spoken of as a 

parable;16 the thrones, the cushions and carpets,17 the ornaments, 

the bracelets, the silk robes18 — all these are not things of this life, 

but are mentioned simply to show that whatever may serve to per-

fect the picture of the happiness of human beings, will be there. As 

for the exact form they will take, that cannot be made known to 

man, because his senses are incapable of perceiving it. All descrip-

tions of the blessing of the next life are only a likeness or a parable 

(mathal) as is explained in the Holy Quran.19 

Even our ideas of space and time are inapplicable to the next 

life. Paradise extends over the whole of the heavens and the earth, 

that is to say, the whole of this universe: 

“And hasten to forgiveness from your Lord and a Garden, 

as wide as the heavens and the earth.” — 3:133, 57:21 

And when the Holy Prophet was asked where was Hell, if Para-

dise extended over the whole of the heavens and the earth, he re-

plied: “Where is the night when the day comes?”20 This shows 
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that Paradise and Hell are more like two conditions than two pla-

ces. Again, despite the fact that the two are poles asunder, the one 

being the highest of the high and the other the lowest of the low, 

they are separated only by a wall: 

“Then a wall, with a door in it, will be raised between 

them. Within it shall be mercy, and outside of it punish-

ment.” — 57:13 

And elsewhere, speaking of the inmates of Paradise and the inmates 

of Hell, it is said: 

“And between them is a veil.” — 7:46 

It is impossible, with our present ideas of space, to conceive of 

these two things at one and the same time. Again, a “vehement 

raging and roaring” of hell-fire is repeatedly mentioned,21 but 

those in Paradise shall “not hear its faintest sound” 22 while they 

will hear the call of the inmates of that fire: 

“And the companions of the Fire call out to the owners of 

the Garden: Pour on us some water or some of what Allah 

has provided for you. They say: Surely Allah has prohibi-

ted them both to the disbelievers”. — 7:50 

Thus those in Paradise shall hear the talk of those in Hell, but they 

shall not hear the roaring of the fire of Hell. This shows that the 

change that will come over man in the Resurrection will be so 

thorough that even his present senses will be changed into others, 

of which it is impossible for him to conceive in this life, senses 

which would hear the lowest tones of one kind, but not the most 

terrible sounds of another. 

Women in Paradise 

The things mentioned among the blessings of Paradise are, there-

fore, not the things of this world but things which we have neither 

seen nor heard of in this life; nor, with our present senses, can we 

even conceive of them. All descriptions given are simply to show 

that the life of the righteous will be perfect in the Resurrection. It 

is with the same end in view that mention is made of the company 

of men and women in that state, to which sensually minded people 

have attached a sensual significance. As sexual relationship, as 
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understood in this life, is a requirement of nature to help the act of 

procreation, it is clear that the relationship of sexes or the com-

pany of men and women in the Resurrection has quite a different 

significance. 

The mention of women in Paradise in the Holy Quran is, in the 

first place, to show that men and women are both equal in the sight 

of God, and that both will enjoy the higher life in the Resurrection. 

That women, in general, shall have access to Paradise, like men, is 

made clear in many places: 

“So their Lord accepted their prayer [saying]: I will not 

let the work of any worker among you to be lost, whether 

male or female; each of you is as the other … I shall truly 

remove their evil and make them enter Gardens in which 

rivers flow — a reward from Allah.” — 3:195 

 “Allah has promised to the believers, men and women, 
Gardens, in which rivers flow, to abide in them, and goodly 

dwellings in Gardens of perpetual abode. And greatest of 

all is Allah’s goodly pleasure. That is the mighty achieve-

ment.” — 9:72 

“…and whoever does good, whether male or female, and 

is a believer, these shall enter the Garden, to be given sus-

tenance in it without measure.” — 40:40 (see also 4:124) 

 “On that day you will see the believers, men and women, 

their light gleaming before them and on their right hand. 

Good news for you this day! — Gardens in which rivers 

flow, to abide in them! That is the mighty achievement.” 

— 57:12 

The wives of the righteous are mentioned particularly as ac-

companying their husbands in Paradise: 

“Gardens of perpetuity, which they will enter along with 
those who do good from among their fathers and their  

wives and their offspring…” — 13:23 

“They and their wives are in shades, reclining on raised 

couches.” — 36:56 
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“Our Lord! make them enter the Gardens of perpetuity, 

which You have promised them and such of their fathers 

and their wives and their offspring as are good.” — 40:8 

“Enter the garden, you and your wives, being made happy.” 

— 43:70 

Ḥūr 

Among the various descriptions of women in Paradise is the word 

ḥūr, which occurs four times in the Holy Quran, as in: 

“The dutiful will be surely in Gardens and bliss… and  

We shall join them to pure (ḥūr), beautiful ones.” 23 — 

52:17, 20  

Purity is the prevailing idea in the root meaning of ḥūr; hence “pure 

ones” is its nearest rendering in English.24 The word ḥawārī, which 

is derived from the same root, means a pure and sincere friend, and 

has been particularly applied in the Quran to the chosen disciples of 

Jesus. 

Are ḥūr the women that go to Paradise, the wives of the right-

eous? A hint to this effect is given in a hadith. The last of the occa-

sions on which the ḥūr are spoken of is 56:22, and in continuation 

of the subject there occur the words: 

“Surely We have created them as a [new] creation, so We 

have made them virgins, loving, equals in age”. — 56:35–

37 

In connection with their being a new creation, the Holy Prophet is 

reported to have said that by this are meant women who have 

grown old here.25 The meaning, therefore, is that all good women 

will be in a new creation in the life of the Resurrection so that they 

shall all be virgins, equals in age. The Prophet’s explanation shows 

that the word ḥūr is used to describe the new growth into which 

women of the world will grow. An anecdote is also related that an 

old woman came to the Holy Prophet when he was sitting with his 

Companions, and asked him if she would go to Paradise. In a spi-

rit of mirth, the Holy Prophet remarked that there would be no old 

woman in Paradise. She was about to turn away rather sorrowful-

ly, when the Holy Prophet comforted her with the words that all 
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women shall be made to grow into a new growth, so that there 

shall be no old woman in Paradise, and recited the verses quoted 

above.26 

Even if the ḥūr are taken to be a blessing of Paradise, and not 

the women of this world, it is a blessing as well for men as for 

women. Just as the gardens, rivers, milk, honey, fruits, and num-

erous other things of Paradise are both for men and women, even so 

are ḥūr. What these blessings actually are, no one knows, but the 

whole picture of Paradise drawn in the Holy Quran strongly con-

demns the association of any sensual idea with them. As to why 

these blessings are described in words which apply to women, the 

fact is that the reward spoken of here has special reference to the 

purity and beauty of character, and if there is an emblem of purity 

and beauty, it is womanhood, not manhood. 

Children in Paradise 

What is true of women is also true of children. The Holy Quran 

speaks, on one occasion, of the presence in Paradise of ghilmān, 

plural of ghulām meaning ‘a boy’, and on two occasions of wildān, 
plural of walad meaning ‘a son’ or ‘a child’: 

“And round them go boys (ghilmān) of theirs as if they 

were hidden pearls.” — 52:24 

“Round about them will go youths (wildān), never altering 

in age”. — 56:17, 76:19 

In the first case, there is a double indication showing that these 

boys are the offspring of the faithful; they are called “their boys”, 

and it is clearly stated only three verses earlier that God will: 

“unite with them [i.e., with the righteous] their offspring”. 

— 52:21 

To the same effect, it is elsewhere said that the “offspring” of 

the faithful will be made to enter Paradise with them.27 Hence the 

“boys” and the “youth” are the young children who have died in 

childhood. There is, however, a possibility that these boys are only 

a blessing of Paradise, as boyhood is, like womanhood, an emblem 

of purity and beauty. 
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Paradise is the abode of peace 

The picture of Paradise as portrayed in the Holy Quran has no imp-

lication whatsoever of any sensual pleasure. Some of the verses 

which reveal the true nature of Paradise are quoted below: 

“Allah has promised to the believers, men and women, 

Gardens in which rivers flow, to abide in them, and goodly 

dwellings in Gardens of perpetual abode. And greatest of 

all is Allah’s goodly pleasure. That is the mighty achieve-

ment.” — 9:72 

“Those who believe and do good, their Lord guides them 

by their faith; rivers will flow beneath them in Gardens of 

bliss. Their cry therein will be, Glory be to You, O Allah! 

and their greeting, Peace! And the last of their cry will be: 

Praise be to Allah, the Lord of the worlds!” — 10:9 – 10 

“Surely those who keep their duty are in Gardens and foun-

tains: Enter them in peace, secure. And We shall remove 

whatever of bitterness is in their hearts — as brothers, on 

raised couches, face to face. Toil does not afflict them 

therein, nor will they be ejected from there.” — 15:45 – 48 

“And they say: Praise be to Allah, Who has removed grief 

from us! Surely our Lord is Forgiving, Multiplier of re-

ward, Who out of His grace has settled us in a house abid-

ing forever; therein toil does not touch us nor does fatigue 

afflict us therein.” — 35:34 – 35 

“In it they have fruits and they have whatever they desire. 

Peace! a word from the Merciful Lord.” — 36:57–58 

“Enter it in peace. That is the day of abiding. They shall 

have in it all they wish, and with Us is yet more.” — 50:34 

“They hear therein no idle or sinful talk, but only the say-

ing, Peace! Peace!” — 56:25–26 

Quite in accordance with this description of Paradise, one of the 

names by which Paradise is mentioned in the Quran is the abode of 

peace (dār al-salām).28  
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The meeting with God 

The ultimate object of the life of man is described as liqā’ Allāh 

which means the meeting with God. In one of the earliest chapters 

of the Holy Quran we are told: 

“O man! You must strive a hard striving [to attain] to your 

Lord until you meet Him.” — 84:6 

But this object cannot be fully attained in this life; it is only in the 

life after death, the higher life, that a human being is able to reach 

this stage. Hence it is that those who deny the life after death are 

said to be deniers of the meeting with God: 

“And they say: When we are lost in the earth, shall we then 

be in a new creation? Indeed, they are disbelievers in the 

meeting with their Lord.” — 32:10 

To be content with this life, and not to look forward to a high-

er goal and a higher life, is repeatedly condemned: 

“Those who do not expect the meeting with Us, and are 

pleased with this world’s life and are satisfied with it, and 

those who are heedless of Our messages — these, their 

abode is the Fire because of what they earned… We leave 

those alone, who have no hope of meeting with Us, in their 

inordinacy, blindly wandering on.” — 10:7–8, 11. 29 

Only those who are sure that they will meet their Lord work 

on patiently for this great object: 

“And seek assistance through patience and prayer, and this 

is hard except for the humble ones, who know that they 

will meet their Lord and that to Him they will return.” — 

2:45 – 46 

The meeting with the Lord is the great goal to attain, for which 

all good deeds are done: 

“So whoever hopes to meet his Lord, he should do good 

deeds, and make no one a partner [with God] in the ser-

vice of his Lord.” — 18:110 
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And what is Hell itself but being debarred from the Divine pres-

ence: 

“No, rather, what they earned is rust upon their hearts. 

No, surely they are that day debarred from their Lord. 

Then they will surely enter the burning Fire.” — 83:14 –

16 

Paradise is therefore the place of meeting with God, and life 

in Paradise is above all bodily conceptions. 

Advancement in the higher life 

That, however, is only the beginning of the higher life. The goal has 

been attained, but it only opens out wide fields for further 

advancement. If man has been granted such vast capabilities even in 

this physical life that his advancement knows no bounds, that ad-

vancement could not cease with the attainment of the higher life. In 

accordance with the idea of the Resurrection as the birth into a 

higher life, the Holy Quran speaks of an unending progress in that 

life, of the righteous ever rising to higher and higher stages: 

“O you who believe, turn to Allah with sincere repentance. 

It may be your Lord will remove from you your evil and 

make you enter Gardens in which rivers flow, on the day 

on which Allah will not disgrace the Prophet and those 

who believe with him. Their light will gleam before them 

and on their right hands — they will say: Our Lord, make 

perfect for us our light and grant us protection; surely You 

are powerful over all things.” — 66 : 8 

It is clear from the first part of this verse that all evil is removed 

from those who enter into Paradise, and as clear from the conclud-

ing portion that the soul of the righteous shall still be animated by a 

desire for more and more light, which evidently indicates a desire to 

attain to higher and ever higher stages of spiritual life. And there 

shall be means of fulfilment of every desire in Paradise: 

“In it they have fruits and they have whatever they desire.” 

— 36:57 

So the desire to attain to higher and higher stages cannot remain 

unfulfilled: 
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“But those who keep their duty to their Lord, for them are 

high places, above which are yet higher places, built for 

them…” — 39:20 

The new life granted to the righteous in Paradise is thus the 

starting-point for a new advancement, in which man shall continue 

to rise to higher and higher places. The joys of Paradise are thus 

really the true joys of advancement. 

Hell, a manifestation of spiritualities 

In the Holy Quran, the most frequently occurring name of Hell is 

Jahannam, which is, as it were, a proper name for Hell. Its mean-

ing signifies a great depth. Another name for Hell which bears a 

similar significance, but which occurs only once, is hāwiya,30 
meaning an abyss or a deep place of which the bottom cannot be 

reached,31 hence indicating low desires.32 Four names of Hell are 

taken from the analogy of fire: jaḥīm, sa‘īr, saqar and laẓā. The 

seventh name of hell is ḥuṭamah, occurring only twice in the same 

context,33 whose root means the breaking of a thing, also making 

it infirm or weak with age, while ḥuṭamah means a vehement 

fire.34 The word ḥuṭām is used for dried up and broken down 

vegetation.35 

It will be seen from the above that the different names of Hell 

convey three different ideas: the idea of falling down to a great 

depth, the idea of burning and the idea of being broken down. Thus 

as the idea of rising higher and higher is connected with Paradise, 

that of falling down to abysmal depth is essentially connected with 

Hell; and as the ideas of contentment and happiness are associated 

with Paradise, the idea of burning is associated with Hell which is 

itself but the result of burning with passion in this life; and lastly, as 

the idea of a fruitful life is associated with Paradise, life in Hell is 

represented as an unfruitful life. All this is the result of man’s own 

deeds. Because he follows his low desires and baser passions, he 

makes himself fall into the depths; the burning caused by worldly 
desires and passions changes into a flaming fire after death; and 

since the only end in view is some sort of gain in this life, such 

deeds can bear no fruit after death. Just as the blessings of Paradise 

are a manifestation of the hidden realities of this life, so are the 

depths, the fire and unfruitfulness of hell, and the Day of Resurrec-
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tion is, according to the Quran, the day of the manifestation of hid-

den realities36 when the veil shall be removed from the eyes of man 

so that he shall see clearly the consequences of the deeds of which 

he took no heed in this life.37 

In other words, the spiritual torments and mental pangs, that are 

generally felt almost imperceptibly in this life, assume a palpable 

shape in the life after death. The answer to the question, what is 

Hell, is unequivocally given as: 

“It is the Fire kindled by Allah which rises over the hearts.” 

— 104:6 – 7 

Now the fire which consumes the hearts is that caused by inordi-

nate passions. Regret for the evil done is also spoken of as fire: 

 “Thus will Allah show them their deeds to be intense re-

gret to them, and they will not escape from the fire.” — 

2:167 

The low desires of this life (ahwā’), that are so often a hindrance in 

man’s awakening to a higher life and nobler aims, become the 

abysmal depth (hāwiyah or jahannam), to which the evil-doer 

makes himself fall. Accordingly, in the Holy Quran we are told: 

“So shun the filth of the idols and shun false words, being 

upright for Allah, not setting up partners with Him; and 

whoever sets up partners with Allah, it is as if he had fall-

en from on high…” — 22:30 – 31 

And of the people whose exertions are all limited in this world’s 

life, it is said: 

“Those whose effort is lost in this world’s life, and they 

think that they are making good manufactures. Those are 

they who disbelieve in the messages of their Lord and 

meeting with Him, so their deeds are fruitless.” — 18:104–

105 

Remedial nature of Hell 

Hell, therefore, only represents the evil consequences of evil deeds, 

but still it is not a place merely for undergoing the consequences 

of what has been done; it is also a remedial plan. In other words, 
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its chastisement is not for the purpose of torture but for purifi-

cation; so that man, rid of the evil consequences which he has 

brought about with his own hands, may be made fit for spiritual 

advancement. The Holy Quran has clearly laid down the same law 

even for those punishments which are inflicted on man here on 

earth: 

“And We did not send a prophet to a town but We seized 

its people with distress and affliction that they might hum-

ble themselves.” — 7:94 

It is clear from this that God brings down His punishment upon a 

sinning people in order that they may turn to Him, in other words, 

that they may be awakened to a higher life. The same must there-

fore be the object of punishment in Hell. 

In fact, a little consideration would show that good is enjoined 

because it helps the progress of man, and evil is prohibited because 

it retards that progress. If a person does good, he himself gets the 

advantage of it; if he does evil, it is to his own detriment. It is a sub-

ject to which the Quran returns over and over again: 

“Your striving is surely for diverse ends. Then as for him 

who gives [in charity] and keeps his duty, and accepts 

what is good — We facilitate for him [the way to] ease. 

And as for him who is miserly and considers himself self-

sufficient, and rejects what is good — We facilitate for 

him [the way to] distress.” — 92:4 – 10 

“If you do good, you do good for your own souls. And if 

you do evil, it is for them.” — 17:7 

“Whoever does good, it is for the good of his own soul; 

and whoever does evil, it is to its detriment. And your Lord 

is not in the least unjust to the servants.” — 41:46 

Purification being the great object, the man who has wasted his 
opportunity here must undergo the ordeal of Hell in order to obtain 

it. Various other considerations lead to the same conclusion. In the 

first place, such great prominence is given in the Quran to the at-

tribute of mercy in God that He is spoken of as having “ordained 

mercy on Himself”;38 the Divine mercy is described as encompass-
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ing all things,39 so that even those who have acted extravagantly, 

against their own souls, should not despair of the mercy of God;40 

and finally it is laid down that for mercy did He create all human 

beings.41 Such a merciful Being could not chastise man unless for 

some great purpose, which is to set him again on the road to the 

higher life, after purifying him from evil. It is like a hospital where 

different operations are performed only to save life. 

The ultimate object of the life of man is that he shall live in 

the service of God: 

“And I have not created the jinn and the people except 

that they should serve Me.” — 51:56 

The man who lives in sin is debarred from the Divine pres-

ence,42 but, being purified by fire, is again made fit for Divine ser-

vice. Hence Hell is called, in one place, the “friend” (maulā) of the 

sinners, and their “mother” (umm) in another.43 Both descriptions 

are a clear indication that Hell is intended to raise up man by purify-

ing him from the dross of evil, just as fire purifies gold of dross. 

The faithful are purified through their suffering, in the way of God, 

in this life; and the evil-doers shall be purified by hell-fire. Hell is 

called a “friend” of sinners, because through suffering it will fit 

them for spiritual progress, and it is called their “mother”, because 

in its bosom they will be brought up, so that they may be able to 

tread the path of a new life. 

Punishment of Hell not everlasting 

Another consideration which shows that this punishment is of a 

remedial nature is that, according to the teachings of the Holy 

Quran and the Sayings of the Holy Prophet, all those who are in 

Hell shall ultimately, when they are fit for a new life, be released 

from it. This is a point on which great misunderstanding prevails 

even among Muslim theologians. They make a distinction between 

the Muslim sinners and the non-Muslim sinners, holding that all 

Muslim sinners shall be ultimately taken out of Hell, but not the 

non-Muslim sinners. Neither the Quran nor the Hadith upholds this 

view. There are two words, khulūd and abad, used in connection 

with the abiding in Hell or Paradise, and both these words, while, 

no doubt, indicating eternity, also bear the significance of a long 
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time. Not only do all authorities on Arabic lexicology agree on 

this, but the use of these words in the Quran also makes it quite 

clear. 

The word khulūd has been freely used regarding the punish-

ment in Hell of Muslim as well as of non-Muslim sinners. One 

example of its use for Muslim sinners is that after stating the law 

of inheritance, it is said: 

“These are Allah’s limits. … And whoever disobeys Allah 

and His Messenger and goes beyond His limits, He will 

make him enter fire, to abide (khālid-an) in it, and for him 

is a humiliating punishment.” — 4:13–14 

Here clearly Muslim sinners are spoken of, and yet their abiding 

in Hell is called khulūd. 

The other word abad occurs three times in the Holy Quran, in 

connection with the abiding of sinners in Hell. Ordinarily, it is taken 

as meaning forever or eternally, but that it sometimes signifies only 

a long time, is abundantly clear from the fact that both its dual and 

plural forms are in use. This significance of abad is fully recognized 

in Arabic lexicology.44 That in the case of those in Hell, it signifies 

a long time and not forever, is clear from the fact that the abiding in 

Hell of even the unbelievers is elsewhere stated to be for aḥqāb,45 

which is the plural of ḥuqbah, meaning a year or many years.46 At 

all events it indicates a definite period of time, and hence serves as a 

clear indication that even abad, in the case of abiding in Hell, means 

a long time. 

We now consider the statements in the Quran which are gener-

ally taken as meaning that those in Hell shall forever and ever suffer 

its endless tortures: 

“…they will not escape from the fire.” — 2:167 

“They would desire to come forth from the fire, and they 

will not come forth from it, and theirs is a lasting puni-

shment.” — 5:37 

“Whenever they desire to go out from it, from grief, they 

are turned back into it.” — 22:22 
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“Whenever they desire to go forth from it, they are brought 

back into it, and it is said to them: Taste the punishment of 

the fire, which you called a lie.” — 32:20 

These verses are self-explanatory. Those in Hell shall desire to 

escape from it but shall not be able to do so. The evil consequences 

of sin cannot be avoided, howsoever one may desire, and even so is 

the fire of Hell. None can escape from it. But not a word is there in 

any of these verses to show that God will not take them out of it, or 

that the tortures of Hell are endless. They only show that every 

sinner must suffer the consequences of what he has done, and that 

he cannot escape them; but that he may be set free when he has 

undergone the necessary chastisement, or that God may, of His 

boundless mercy, deliver the sinners when He pleases, is not denied 

here. 

The following two verses clearly indicate the ultimate deli-

verance of those in Hell: 

“He will say: The Fire is your abode — you shall abide in 

it, except as Allah please. Surely your Lord is Wise, Know-

ing.” — 6:128 

“Then as for those who are unhappy, they will be in the 

Fire; for them there will be in it sighing and groaning — 

abiding in it so long as the heavens and the earth endure, 

except as your Lord please. Surely your Lord is Doer47 of 

what He intends.” — 11:106 –107 

Both these verses show that the abiding in Hell must come to 

an end. To make this conclusion clearer still, the Quran has used 

in the very next verse a similar expression for those in Paradise 

but with quite a different ending: 

“And as for those who are made happy, they will be in the 

Garden, abiding in it so long as the heavens and the earth 

endure, except as your Lord please — a gift never to be cut 

off.” — 11:108 

The two expressions are similar; those in Hell and those in 

Paradise abide, each in his place, as long as the heavens and the 

earth endure, with an exception added in each case — “except as 
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your Lord please” — showing that they may be taken out of that 

condition. But the concluding statements are different. In the case 

of Paradise, the idea that those in it may be taken out of it, if God 

pleases, is immediately followed by the statement that it is a gift 

that shall never be cut off, showing that they shall not be taken out 

of Paradise; while in the case of Hell, the idea that those in it will 

be taken out is confirmed by the concluding statement, that God is 

the mighty Doer of what He intends. 

This conclusion is corroborated by Hadith. The Holy Prophet 

is reported to have said: 

“Then Allah will say: The angels have interceded and the 

prophets have interceded and the faithful have interceded 

and none remains but the most Merciful of all merciful 

ones. So He will take out a handful from the fire and bring 

out a people who have never done any good.” 48  

Three kinds of intercession are spoken of in this hadith — of 

the faithful, of prophets and of the angels — and the intercession of 

each class is undoubtedly meant for people who have some sort of 

close relation with that class. The faithful will intercede for people 

who have come into contact with them personally; the prophets will 

intercede for their followers; the angels, who move people to do 

good, will intercede for people who are not followers of a prophet, 

but who have done some good. And the report adds that the most 

Merciful of all still remains, so He will bring out from the fire even 

people who have never done any good. It follows that, thereafter, 

none can remain in Hell, and in fact the handful of God cannot 

leave anything behind. 

Other Hadith reports state even more explicitly that everyone 

shall be ultimately taken out of Hell: “Surely a day will come over 

Hell when there shall not be a single human being in it”. And a 

saying of Umar, the second Caliph, is recorded as follows: “Even 

if the dwellers in Hell may be numberless as the sands of the de-

sert, a day will come when they will be taken out of it”. A similar 

saying is recorded from Ibn Masud: “Surely a time will come over 

Hell when its gates shall be blown by wind, there shall be none in 

it, and this shall be after they have remained therein for many 

years”. Similar sayings are reported from many other Companions 
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and also from the learned men of the next generation. And later 

Imams, such as Ibn Arabi, Ibn Taimiyah, Ibn Qayyim, and many 

others, have held similar views.49 

Thus there can be but little doubt left that Hell is a temporary 

place for the sinner, whether Muslim or non-Muslim, and this also 

supports the view that the chastisement of Hell is not for torture 

but as a remedy, to heal the spiritual diseases which a person has 

incurred by his own negligence, and to enable him to start again 

on the road to the higher life. The truth of this has already been 

established from the Holy Quran, but a hadith also may be quoted 

here which expressly speaks of inmates of the fire as being set on 

the road to the higher life: 

“Then will Allah say, ‘Bring out [of the Fire] everyone in 

whose heart there is faith or goodness to the extent of a 

mustard seed,’ so they will be taken out having become 

quite black; then they will be thrown into the river of life 

and they will grow as grows a seed by the side of the 

river.” 50 

This report is conclusive as to the remedial nature of Hell and 

establishes beyond a doubt that all human beings will ultimately 

be set on the way to the higher life. 
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10. Taqdīr or ‘Predestination’ 

Predestination (taqdīr or qadar) is not among articles of faith 

The Holy Quran speaks of qadar or taqdīr but these words by no 

means carry the significance of predestination or of a decree of 

good and evil for man, as popularly supposed. Moreover, there is no 

mention at all, in the Quran or in the most reliable Hadith collection 

of Bukhari, of faith (īmān) in qadar or taqdīr as being one of the 

fundamentals of religion like faith in God and His angels and His 

books and His messengers and a life after death. 

Significance of qadar and taqdīr 

Qadar and taqdīr mean ‘the making manifest of the measure of a 

thing’, or simply ‘measure’. God’s taqdīr of things is in two ways, 

by granting qudra, i.e., power, or by making them in a particular 

measure and in a particular manner, as wisdom requires.1 An exam-

ple of this is given in the taqdīr of the date-stone, out of which it is 

the palm only that grows, not an apple or olive tree. Taqdīr is there-

fore the law or the ordinance or the measure which is working 

throughout the creation; and this is exactly the sense in which the 

word is used in the Holy Quran. For example, it speaks of a taqdīr 

for each and everything that has been created: 

“Blessed is He … Who created everything, then ordained 

for it a measure (taqdīr).” — 25:1–2 

“Surely We have created everything according to a meas-

ure (qadar).” — 54:49 

The law according to which foods, provisions and other things 

are provided in the earth is also called a taqdīr of God, and so also 

the law according to which rain falls on the earth, and that accord-

ing to which night and day follow each other.2 Though man is 

included in the creation, and his taqdīr is therefore the same as 
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that of the whole creation, he is also separately spoken of as hav-

ing a taqdīr similar to the law of growth and development in other 

things: 

“Of what thing did He create him? Of a small life-germ. 

He creates him, then proportions him (qaddara-hū)”. — 

80:18 – 19 

All these verses go to show that, as according to lexicologists,  

taqdīr in the language of the Holy Quran is the universal law of 

God, operating as much in the case of man as in the rest of nature 

— a law extending to everything in the universe. The taqdīr of a 

thing is the law or the measure of its growth and development, and 

the taqdīr of man is not different in nature from the taqdīr of other 

things. 

Creation of good and evil 

Taqdīr as meaning the absolute decree of good and evil for man by 

God, or the doctrine of man’s predestination, is an idea unsupported 

by the Holy Quran, and is of later growth. It probably arose due to a 

misunderstanding of the nature of good and evil, in discussions as to 

whether or not God was the creator of evil. God created man with 

certain powers which he could exercise under certain limitations, 

and it is the exercise of these powers in one way or another that 

produces good or evil. The same act may be a virtue on one occa-

sion and evil on another.  

The Quran, therefore, has not dealt with the question of the cre-

ation of good and evil at all. It speaks of the creation of heavens and 

earth and all that is in them; it speaks of the creation of man; it 

speaks of endowing him with certain faculties and granting him 

certain powers; it tells us that he can use these powers and faculties 

within certain limitations, just as all other created things are placed 

within certain limitations — and the limitations of each kind are its 

taqdīr. But in the Quran there is no mention of a taqdīr to mean 

either the creation of good and evil deeds of man by God, or an ab-

solute decree of good and evil by God. 

It may, however, be added that God is recognized by the Quran 

as the first and ultimate cause of all things; but this does not mean 

that He is the Creator of the deeds of man. He has, of course, created 
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man; He has also created the circumstances under which he lives 

and acts; but still He has endowed man with a discretion to choose 

how to act, which he can exercise under certain limitations, just as 

all his other powers and faculties are exercised under limitations 

and only in accordance with certain laws. Thus it is said in the 

Quran: 

“The truth is from your Lord; so whoever wishes, let him 

believe, and whoever wishes, let him disbelieve.” – 18:29 

And as he can exercise his discretion or his will in doing a thing or 

not doing it, he is responsible for his own deeds and is made to suf-

fer the consequences. 

The will of God and the will of man 

Man’s will stands in the same relation to the Divine will as his 

other attributes to the attributes of the Divine Being. He can exer-

cise it under limitations and laws, and there is a very large variety 

of circumstances which may determine his choice in each case. 

Yet it is not true that the choice to exercise it has been taken away 

from him; and the fact is that, despite all the limitations, he is free 

to exercise his will. Of course he is not responsible to the same 

extent for everything and in all cases, because a variety of circum-

stances must determine the extent of his responsibility, which may 

be very small, almost negligible, in some cases, and very great in 

others. Nonetheless, he is a free agent and responsible for what he 

does. 

We now look at the Quranic verses bearing on this subject. 

The argument that man does an evil deed because God wills it so, 

is put into the mouth of the opponents of the Holy Prophet on seve-

ral occasions. For instance: 

“Those who set up partners [with Allah] say: If Allah had 

pleased, we would not have set up partners [with Him], nor 

our fathers, nor would we have made anything unlawful. 
Thus did those before them reject [the truth] until they tas-

ted Our punishment. Say: Have you any knowledge so you 

would bring it forth to us? You only follow a conjecture 

and you only tell lies. Say: Then Allah’s is the conclusive 
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argument; so if He had pleased, He would have guided you 

all.” — 6:148 – 149 

The contention of the polytheists here is that what they do, i.e., 

worship others besides God as His partners, is in accordance with 

the will of God. This is condemned as a mere conjecture and a lie, 

and against it, two arguments are adduced. The first is that previous 

people were punished when they persisted in their evil courses; if 

what they did was because God had so willed it, He would not have 

punished them for it. The second is that God had never said so 

through any of His prophets: “Have you any knowledge so you 

would bring it forth to us?” And in the verse that follows, the argu-

ment is carried further by saying: “If He had pleased, He would 

have guided you all”. The conclusion is clear. If it were the Divine 

will that people should be compelled to one course, that would have 

been the course of guidance. But human beings are not compelled 

to accept even the right way; much less could they be compelled to 

follow the wrong course. This is clearly laid down: 

“We have truly shown him the way; he may be thankful 

or unthankful.” — 76:3 

“Clear proofs have indeed come to you from your Lord: 

so whoever sees, it is for his own good; and whoever is 

blind, it is to his own harm.” — 6 : 104 

“The truth is from your Lord; so whoever wishes, let him 

believe, and whoever wishes, let him disbelieve.” – 18:29 

The Divine will is therefore exercised in the raising up of proph-

ets, and in the pointing out of the courses of good and evil, and 

human will is exercised in the choice of one course or the other. 

It is this very law that is expressed at the end of chapter 76: 

“Surely this is a Reminder; so whoever wishes, let him take 

a way to his Lord. And you do not wish, unless Allah 
please.” — 76:29 – 30 

And again to the same effect: 

“It is nothing but a Reminder for the nations, for whom-

ever among you who wishes to go straight. And you do 
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not wish, unless Allah please, the Lord of the worlds.” — 

81:27 – 29 

In both these places, the Quran is spoken of as having been re-

vealed for the upliftment of man, yet, it is added, only he will de-

rive benefit from it who chooses to go straight or takes a way to 

his Lord, that is, exercises his will in the right direction. Thus man 

is left to make his choice after God has sent down a revelation, 

and the will of man to make a choice is thus exercised only after 

the will of God has been exercised in the sending down of a reve-

lation. If God had not pleased to reveal the reminder, man would 

have had no choice. Thus the words “you do not wish, unless 

Allah please” mean only this, that if God had not pleased to send a 

revelation, man would not have been able to make his choice of 

good or evil. 

God does not lead astray 

A great misconception regarding the teachings of the Holy Quran is 

that it ascribes to God the attribute of leading astray. Nothing could 

be further from the truth. While al-Hādī, or the One Who guides, is 

one of the names of Allah, as accepted by all Muslims, al-Muḍill, 

or the One Who leads astray, has never been recognized as such. 

The sinners’ own confession, as repeatedly mentioned in the Quran, 

is that their great leaders misled them, or that the Devil misled 

them. Not once do they put forward the excuse that it was God 

Himself Who misled them: 

“And none but the guilty led us astray.” — 26:99 

 “And they say: Our Lord, surely we only obeyed our lead-

ers and our great men, so they led us astray from the path. 

Our Lord! Give them a double punishment and curse them 

with a great curse.” — 33:67 – 68 

If God had really led people astray, their best excuse on the 
Day of Judgment would have been that they did not deserve to be 

punished because it was God Himself Who led them astray. But 

not once is that excuse advanced, and it is always the guilty lead-

ers who are denounced by the followers as having misled them.  
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Again, the Quran is full of statements to the effect that God 

sends His prophets and grants revelation for the guidance of the 

people. The general rule laid down with regard to Divine dealing 

with humanity is thus made clear in the very beginning: 

“Surely a guidance from Me will come to you, then who-

ever follows My guidance, no fear shall come upon them, 
nor shall they grieve.” — 2 :38 

Guiding and leading astray are two contradictions which could not 

be gathered together in one being. The Quran itself draws atten-

tion to this point: 

“And it is not attributable to Allah that He should lead a 

people astray after He has guided them, so far so that He 

makes clear to them what they should guard against.” — 

9:115 

The mistaken idea that God leads people astray arises out of a 

misconception of the meaning of the word iḍlāl when it is ascribed 

to God. This word carries a variety of meanings besides leading 

someone astray. It should be noted that wherever this act is at-

tributed to God, it is only in connection with the transgressors, the 

unjust, and the extravagant,3 not people generally. The word iḍlāl, 
as used in the Holy Quran with reference to God, means judging or 

finding someone to be in error. This was a recognized use of the 

word among the Arabs. In fact, this sense of the word is recognized 

by all lexicologists.4  

God’s sealing of hearts 

Another misconception is that it is thought that God has created 

some people with their hearts sealed and closed, while others have 

been created with free and open hearts. No trace of any such dis-

tinction is met with anywhere either in the Holy Quran or in Hadith. 

All are created sinless, all are created pure, that is the express teach-

ing of Islam. The Quran says: 

“So set yourself for religion, being upright, the nature 

(fiṭrah) made by Allah in which He has created mankind. 

There is no altering Allah’s creation. That is the right re-

ligion.” — 30:30 
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According to this verse all humans have been created in pure 

nature, and a hadith of the Holy Prophet, which is really an expla-

nation of this verse, says: 

“Every child that is born conforms to fiṭrah (human na-

ture), and it is his parents who make him a Jew or a Chris-

tian or a Magian.” 5  

The Quran does speak of God setting seals on some hearts, but 

it says expressly that seals are set on the hearts of the reprobate, the 

hardened sinners who pay no heed to the call of the Prophet. In the 

very beginning of the Quran, it is stated: 

“Those who disbelieve — to whom it is the same whether 

you warn them or do not warn them — they will not be-

lieve. Allah has sealed their hearts and their hearing; and 

there is a covering on their eyes.” — 2:6 – 7 

The sealing spoken of here is in connection with those who have so 

hardened their hearts that they do not pay any heed to the Prophet’s 

warning. They refuse to open their hearts to receive the truth, and 

do not lend their ears to listen to it, nor use their eyes to discern the 

truth from falsehood. As is elsewhere stated: 

“They have hearts with which they do not understand, and 

they have eyes with which they do not see, and they have 

ears with which they do not hear. They are as cattle…” — 

7:179 

It is always the reprobate whose heart is said to be sealed: 

“Thus does Allah seal every heart, of a proud, insolent 

one.” — 40:35 

The fact that the cause of the seal is the sinner’s own act of not 

heeding the warning, is made clear on another occasion also, where 

it is stated in the Quran: 

“And some of them seek to listen to you, till, when they 

go forth from you, they say to those who have been given 

knowledge: What was it that he said just now? These are 

they whose hearts Allah has sealed and they follow their 

low desires.” — 47:16 
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All these verses show that God sets a seal upon the hearts of 

certain people as a result of their own actions. Those who them-

selves close the doors of their hearts are visited with the natural 

consequence of this, the setting of a seal. The seal, therefore, being 

the consequence of a man’s own deeds, has nothing to do with the 

doctrine of predestination. 

Hadith and predestination 

As regards Hadith reports from which predestination is concluded, 

it has to be borne in mind clearly that Hadith must be read subject 

to the broad principles established in the Holy Quran, and must be 

so interpreted as not to clash with the Book of God, and that in 

case of a clash it is the Hadith report that must be rejected; for its 

words are often the words of narrators, and in such metaphysical 

subjects there has been a good deal of mixing up of the ideas of 

the narrators through a long chain of transmitters. 

Taking Bukhari, the most reliable collection of Hadith, in the 

first place it does not relate a single report speaking of faith in 

qadar, and thus the question that such a faith is one of the funda-

mentals of Islam is disposed of, for faith in qadar is unknown both 

to the Quran and to the most reliable collection of Hadith. Coming 

to the actual reports which Bukhari has related in his Collection in 

the book entitled Qadar, one finds that not a single report in it lends 

any support to the theory that a good or an evil course has been 

chalked out beforehand and is forced upon man. The reports related 

here, as well as in other collections, generally speak either of the 

Divine knowledge of things or of the Divine command prevailing 

over all. 

The most well-known report from which predestination is con-

cluded is that speaking of an angel being in charge of the embryo 

— “an angel is sent to the embryo, and he is commanded with four 

things: his sustenance and his term of life and whether he is unhap-

py or happy”.6 These words can be interpreted in consonance with 

the teachings of the Quran to mean that the Divine knowledge of 

things is all-comprehensive, so much so that God knows all about a 

person even in the embryonic state. As the properties of the seed 

are all in the seed, so even the embryo shows what the man will 
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develop into. No human eye can see these hidden potentialities; but 

nothing is hidden from God. 

We cannot go into details of the rest of the reports of Bukhari. 

Many of them are wrongly interpreted. For example, in one hadith 

the Holy Prophet is reported to have remarked in a certain com-

pany that there was not a man but his place in fire or in Paradise 

was written down. Thereupon a man said: 

“Shall we not rely then [i.e., rely on what is written, and 

give up the doing of deeds], O Messenger of Allah?” 

The Holy Prophet said: 

“No. Do work, for to everyone it is made easy.” 7 

Then the Holy Prophet recited the following verses: 

“Then as for him who gives [charitably] and keeps his duty 

and accepts what is good — We facilitate for him [the way 

to] ease. And as for him who is miserly and considers him-

self self-sufficient and rejects what is good — We facilitate 

for him [the way to] distress.” — 92:5 – 10. 

If any conclusion of predestination could be drawn from the words 

of this report, the verses quoted by the Holy Prophet, in support of 

what he said, negative such a conclusion, for they speak of two dif-

ferent ends for two different kinds of workers. The words of the 

Holy Prophet himself lead to the same conclusion, for he laid stress 

on works. Nor do his concluding words — “to everyone it is made 

easy” — lead to any other conclusion, for the meaning is that to the 

worker of good, the good end, and to the worker of evil, the evil 

end, is made easy, as stated in the Quranic verses quoted in support 

of his assertion. 

Faith in qadar finds no place in the Quran and Bukhari 

It must be clearly understood that the fundamentals of religion are 

all fully explained in the Quran itself; and a thing cannot be accept-
ed as a fundamental of Islam of which there is no mention in the 

Holy Book. Hadith is only a secondary source of the religion of 

Islam and, as a matter of fact, it deals only with secondary matters 

of religion or its details. The great principles, the basic doctrines, 
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must all be sought from the Quran, which neither mentions qadar 

among the fundamentals of Islam, nor even speaks of a faith in it. It 

is only in Hadith that we find mention of qadar, and even here the 

most reliable of all collections, the Bukhari, does not contain any 

report mentioning qadar as an article of faith. 

Faith in qadar is a doctrine of later growth 

There is indeed one hadith which shows that faith in qadar is of 

later growth. In his second book, the book of Faith, Bukhari relates 

the following report from Abu Hurairah: 

“The Holy Prophet was one day sitting outside among a 

number of people when there came to him a man and 

said: What is faith? He replied: Faith is this that you be-

lieve in Allah and His angels and the meeting with Him, 

and His messengers, and that you believe in life after 

death.” 8 

The report is a lengthy one and only the first portion relating to 

the subject of discussion has been quoted here. This same report is 

also related in Sahih Muslim through three different channels. In 

the first channel, the four narrators are the same as in Bukhari, and 

the words reported from the Holy Prophet as to what is faith are 

also almost the same: 

“That you believe in Allah and His angels and His Book 

and the meeting with Him, and His messengers, and that 

you believe in the life after death.” 9 

In his second channel, the first three narrators are again the same as 

in Bukhari and the report is narrated as above.10 In his third chan-

nel, only the first two narrators are the same, the rest being differ-

ent, and a change is introduced into the words, the portion relating 

to the Holy Prophet’s reply now having added to it the words: 

“and that you believe in qadar, in the whole of it.” 11  

This shows beyond the shadow of a doubt that the words referring 

to faith in qadar were added by the third narrator, and that the in-

clusion of faith in qadar among the fundamentals of faith, is an 

addition of about the end of the first century of Hijrah. There is no 

doubt that discussions about qadar arose later, and it was during 
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these discussions that, through inadvertence or otherwise, some 

narrator put these words into the mouth of Abu Hurairah. 

Significance of faith in qadar 

It is difficult to say what meaning faith in qadar carried. This much 

is certain that belief in qadar does not mean belief in predestina-

tion. A strict predestinarian, who believes that man has no control at 

all over his actions, would deny the very basic principle of religion, 

that is, the responsibility of man for his actions. The orthodox posi-

tion has always been the middle one. Man has a free will, but that 

will is exercised under certain limitations. It is only the Divine will 

that can be called an absolutely free will, a will under no limita-

tions; but everything created, and therefore everything human, is 

subject to qadar, to a Divine measure of things, to limitations im-

posed upon it by a Higher controlling Power. Human knowledge, 

human power and human will are all subject to limitations, and 

these limitations are placed upon man by the Divine measure which 

is called qadar. It is only in this sense that a Muslim can be said to 

have faith in qadar. 
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PART III: THE PRACTICES OF ISLAM 

11. Prayer 

Section 1: The Value of Prayer 

Importance of prayer in Islam 

The fundamental religious duties recognized by Islam for the indi-

vidual are: prayer, charity, fasting and pilgrimage. Among these, 

prayer undoubtedly occupies the most important position, and is 

given the greatest prominence in the Holy Quran, charity coming 

next to it. It was the first duty enjoined on the Holy Prophet, and 

though prayer and charity are often mentioned together in the 

Holy Quran, prayer always takes precedence. The keeping up of 

prayer is the frequently repeated injunction of the Quran and it has 

also been generally recognized as the first and foremost duty of a 

Muslim. 

There are several reasons why prayer has been given this im-

portance. It is really the first step in the onward progress of man, 

and yet it is also his highest spiritual ascent (mi‘rāj). Prayer keeps 

man away from evil; it helps him to realize the Divine in him, and 

that realization not only urges him to do disinterested service for 

humanity but also makes him attain the highest degree of moral and 

spiritual perfection. Prayer is also the means of levelling all differ-

ences of rank, colour and nationality, and the means of bringing 

about a cohesion and unity among people which is the necessary 

basis of a living civilization. 

Self-development through prayer 

What prayer really aims at is stated in the very beginning of the 

Quran. There we are told that a Muslim, who would tread the road 

to self-development, must accept certain principles and carry out 

certain duties: 

“This Book, in which there is no doubt, is a guide to those 

who keep their duty, who believe in the Unseen and keep 

up prayer and spend [on good works] out of what We have 
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given them, and who believe in what has been revealed to 

you [O Prophet] and what was revealed before you, and of 

the Hereafter they are sure. These are on a right course 

from their Lord and these it is that are successful (mufli-
ḥūn).”  2:2–5 

The word falāḥ means ‘success’, and from it mufliḥūn means ‘those 

who are successful’. This word, whether relating to this life or to the 

next, carries with it the idea of the complete development of the 

inner faculties of man, and the achievement of both material and 

moral greatness; what, in other words, may be called the full self-

development of man. This self-development is reached, according 

to the Quran, by the acceptance of three principles, the existence of 

God, His revealing Himself to man, and the Hereafter; and by the 

exercise of two duties, the keeping up of prayer, or seeking com-

munion with God, and the spending of one’s wealth for others or 

the service of humanity. The place of prayer in the self-

development of man is given such a prominence in Islam that in the 

call to prayer the words “come to prayer” are immediately followed 

by the words “come to success (falāḥ)”, showing that self-develop-

ment is attained through prayer. On another occasion, using the 

same word, the Quran says clearly: 

“Successful (aflaḥa) indeed are the believers, who are 

humble in their prayers”. — 23:1–2 

Prayer as the means of realizing the Divine in man 

Belief in God is the fundamental principle of every religion; never-

theless the object of religion is not simply to preach the doctrine of 

the existence of God as a theory; it goes far beyond that. Religion 

seeks to instil the conviction that God is a living force in the life of 

man; and prayer is the means by which it is sought to achieve this 

great end. The real conviction that God is comes to man, not by the 

belief that there is a God in the outer world, but by the realization of 

the Divine within himself; and that this realization is attained through 

prayer is made clear by what is stated in the beginning of the Quran, 

as quoted above. The three requisites of a true Muslim are there 

given in their natural order. The first is a belief in the Unseen, 

which means a belief in God, the great Unseen Who cannot be per-

ceived by the physical eye of man. The second, which follows 
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immediately the belief in the Unseen, is the keeping up of prayer, 

thus showing that belief in the Unseen is turned into a certainty of 

the Divine existence, a realization of the Divine within man, by 

means of prayer; and it is with reference to this realization that we 

are told, a little further on: 

“And seek assistance through patience and prayer, and this 

is hard except for the humble, who know that they will 

meet their Lord and that to Him they will return.” — 2 :  

45–46 

The third requisite, spending out of what God has given, is the 

natural sequel of the second, and shows that the realization of the 

Divine in man leads to the service of humanity. In one of the ear-

liest revealed chapters of the Quran, it is stated that prayer is use-

less unless it leads to the service of humanity: 

“So woe to the praying ones, who are unmindful of their 

prayer, who do good to be seen, and refrain from acts of 

kindness.” — 107:4–7 

Prayer, a means of attaining to moral greatness 

Prayer to God is the natural sequel of the acceptance, in theory, of 

the existence of God. The aspiration to rise to moral greatness is 

implanted in human nature more deeply than even the aspiration 

to rise to material greatness; but the only way in which the former 

can be realized is to be in touch with the All-Pervading Spirit, the 

fountain-head of purity and the source of the highest morality. 

“All the perfect attributes are Allah’s”, says the Quran (7:180). 

But man stands in need of perfect attributes as well for there is 

implanted in him the unquenchable desire to rise higher and high-

er. How can he do so except by being in touch with the Being that 

possesses the perfect attributes, the Being that is free from all de-

fects? And prayer is but an attempt to be in touch with Him. And 

the only way to become imbued with Divine morals is to get in 

touch with the Divine Spirit, to be drawn away from all worldly 

hindrances for a while, and to drink deep at that source, which is 

prayer to God. In many sayings of the Holy Prophet, prayer is 

spoken of as munājāt or confidential relations with the Lord.1 In 

one it is related that man should pray to God as if he were seeing 
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Him.2 Such descriptions of prayer show its real nature to be that of 

being in actual intercourse with the Divine Being and intercourse 

means nothing but becoming imbued with Divine morals. 

Prayer as the means of purification of heart 

The right development of human faculties depends upon the puri-

fication of man’s inner self and the suppression of evil tendencies. 

Referring to the soul, the Holy Quran says: 

“He is indeed successful who purifies it.” —91:9 

Prayer is spoken of as a means of purification for the heart: 

“Recite what has been revealed to you of the Book and 

keep up prayer. Surely prayer keeps one away from in-

decency and evil.” — 29:45 

“And keep up prayer at the two ends of the day and in the 

first hours of the night. Surely good deeds take away evil 

deeds.” — 11:114 

In a hadith, the saying of prayers is compared to washing one-

self in a river: 

“Abu Hurairah says that he heard the Prophet say: If one of 

you has a river at his door in which he washes himself five 

times a day, what do you think? Would it leave any dirt on 

him? The Companions said: It would not leave any dirt on 

him [and he would be perfectly clean]. The Prophet said: 

This is an example of the five prayers, with which Allah 

blots off all the evils of a man.” 3 

There are many other Hadith reports in which it is stated that 

prayer is a means of suppressing the evil tendencies of man. The 

reason is plain. In the Quran, “the remembrance of Allah” is stated 

to be the object of keeping up prayer (20:14), while it is also stat-

ed that “the remembrance of Allah is the greatest” restraint upon 

sin (29:45). A law generally requires a sanction behind it, and 

behind all Divine laws which relate to the development of man and 

to his moral betterment, the only sanction is a belief in the great 

Author of those laws. The more often, therefore, a person reverts to 

prayer, to that state in which, disengaging himself from all worldly 
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attractions, he feels the Divine presence as an actual fact, the grea-

ter is his certainty about the existence of God, and the greater the 

restraint upon the tendency to break that law. Prayer, thus, by 

checking the evil tendencies of man, purifies his heart of all evil, 

and sets him on the right road to the development of his inner fac-

ulties. 

Unification of the human race through Divine service 

The service of prayer is divided into two parts, one to be said in pri-

vate and the other to be performed in congregation, preferably in a 

mosque. While the private prayer is meant simply for the develop-

ment of the inner self of man, the public one has other ends as well 

in view, ends, indeed, that make the Islamic prayer a mighty force 

in the unification of the human race. In the first place, this gathering 

of all people living in the same vicinity five times daily in the 

mosque is a help to the establishment of healthy social relations. In 

the daily prayer services these relations are limited to a narrow cir-

cle, i.e., only to members of the same neighbourhood, but the circle 

becomes wider in the weekly Friday service which gathers together 

all Muslim members of a particular locality, and still wider in the 

two great ‘Īd gatherings. 

Far more important than this, however, is the levelling of social 

differences brought about by means of congregational prayer. Once 

within the doors of the mosque, every Muslim finds himself in an 

atmosphere of equality and love. Before their Maker they all stand 

shoulder to shoulder, the ruler along with his poorest subject, the 

rich with the beggar, the white man with the black. Differences of 

rank, wealth and colour vanish within the mosque, and an atmos-

phere of brotherhood, equality and love, totally differing from the 

outside world, prevails within the holy precincts. Man has to work 

amidst inequalities, amidst strife and struggle, amidst scenes of 

hatred and enmity, and yet he is drawn out of these five times a day, 

and made to realize that equality, fraternity and love are the real 
sources of human happiness. The time spent on prayer is not, there-

fore, wasted even from the point of view of active humanitarianism; 

on the contrary, the best use of it is made in learning those great 

lessons which make life worth living.  
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Regulation of prayer 

Prayer in Islam thus not only enables man to realize the Divine in 

him, not only makes him drink deep at the fountain of Divine 

morals, purifies his heart and sets him on the right road to the de-

velopment of human faculties; but it goes a step further and, level-

ling all differences, brings about love, concord and a true union of 

humanity. This last object cannot be achieved without a regularly 

instituted form of prayer, so that everyone should gather together in 

mosques at the stated times and should stand up reverently, bow 

down and prostrate themselves before their great Maker as one. But 

even apart from that consideration, the grand idea of holding com-

munion with God or realizing the Divine within man, which is so 

essential to the moral elevation of man, could not have been kept 

alive unless there was an outward form to which all people should 

try to conform. 

In the first place, no idea can live unless there is an institution 

to keep it alive. Secondly, the masses in any community, even 

though it may be educated, can be awakened to the recognition of a 

truth only through some outward form, which reminds them of the 

underlying idea. And thirdly, there can be no uniformity without a 

form, and without uniformity the community or nation, as a whole, 

cannot make any progress, the end in view being the moral eleva-

tion of the community as a whole and not the elevation of particular 

individuals. 

It must be added that prayer in Islam is not so rigid as it is gen-

erally thought to be. It is true that all Muslims are required to 

assemble at particular times in the mosques, and to follow the lead 

of the Imām, but every prayer is divided into two parts, one to be 

performed in congregation, the other alone. Even in the congrega-

tional part there is ample scope for the individual to give expression 

to the soul’s sincerest desire before its Maker, and for an outpouring 

of the true sentiments of the heart. But in the private part of the pra-

yer, it is not only left to the individual to select the portions of the 

Quran which he likes, but he can also give vent to his own feelings 

by making any supplications that he likes and in any language that 

he chooses, in any of the four postures, the posture of standing, 

bowing, prostration and sitting. 
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Times of prayer 

In Islam there is no Sabbath or a day set apart for worship. Prayer is 

made a part of the everyday affairs of man. There is a prayer in the 

morning before sunrise upon rising from bed, another just after 

midday, a third in the afternoon, a fourth at sunset, and a fifth 

before going to bed. Prayer is thus the first daily act of a Muslim 

and it is also his last act of the day, and between these two there are 

other prayers during hours of business or recreation. Thus Islam 

requires that, in all the varying conditions through which man has to 

pass, his spirit should be in touch with the Divine Spirit. Even when 

busiest, he should still be able to disengage himself from all worldly 

occupations for a short while and resort to prayer. The object in 

view in this arrangement is clearly that man should feel the Divine 

presence under all conditions, so that while he is doing his work, 

God should still be nearest to his heart. Such an arrangement enhan-

ces the value of prayer as a moral force in the transaction of every-

day affairs. 

Mode of worship 

The Islamic mode of worship is calculated to concentrate attention 

on one object, the realization of the Divine presence. The ablution 

preceding prayer, the reverential attitude in standing, the bowing 

down, the kneeling with the forehead placed on the ground, and 

the reverent sitting posture — all help the mind to realize the Di-

vine presence as a fact; and the worshipper, as it were, finds his 

heart’s joy in doing honour to the Great Master, not only with his 

tongue but with his whole body, adopting a reverent attitude. 

There is not the least doubt that the spirit of humility in man finds 

particular expression in the reverential postures which must be 

adopted in prayer. The whole prayer is a most solemn and serious 

affair during which the worshipper does not turn his attention to 

anything else, nor does he indulge in any movement which should 

distract his attention or disturb his prayerful attitude. The prayer is 

thus an undisturbed meditation on the Divine, and it is for this 

reason that in Islam it is not accompanied with music but by reci-

tations from the Quran speaking of Divine love, mercy, power and 

knowledge.  
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In cases of sickness, or when one is on a journey, the wor-

shipper is permitted to say his prayers in any posture which he 

finds convenient. In such a case he is willing to humble himself in 

any position, but since his bodily condition does not allow him to 

assume the prescribed posture, a departure from regular procedure 

in that case does not affect the sincerity of him who prays or the 

efficacy of his prayer. 

Language of prayer 

Naturally a person would like to unfold his heart before his Maker 

by praying in the language in which he can most readily express his 

feelings, and this is fully recognized in Islam. Not only in private 

prayer but in the course of the public service as well, the worshipper 

is at liberty to pray to God in his own tongue, after or during the 

recitation of portions of the Holy Quran in a standing posture, or 

after utterance of words of Divine glory in that of bowing down or 

prostration. In the public service such prayers would undoubtedly 

be limited since the worshipper must follow the imam, but in the 

private portion they may be of any length. 

The question, however, assumes a different aspect when the 

public service itself is considered, for, unless the public service is 

conducted in a language which is common to all Muslims, there 

must again be a failure in achieving the great end for which prayer 

is instituted. As already stated, the unification of Muslims through 

prayer is as much an end and object of prayer as to bring man into 

communion with God. It is prayer that daily gathers together per-

sons of different callings and different ranks and positions in socie-

ty, under one roof, and on a perfect status of equality, and these 

homogeneous units are again united by the more extensive gather-

ing for the Friday prayers, or the still larger assemblies at ‘Īd pray-

ers, culminating in that mighty assemblage at Makkah of all nations 

and all races on the most perfect status of equality. Now all these 

various gatherings are expressly for Divine worship, and if there 

were a babel of languages prevailing in these gatherings, the object 

of unification of the human race through Divine service — an idea 

unique to Islam — would fail altogether. The bond of a common 

language is one of the greatest factors towards unification, and this 

bond Islam has established by the use of a common language at the 
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Divine service. This language, it is evident, could be none other 

than Arabic, the language of the Quran. 

Some people think that a service held in any other language 

than that of the congregation will not fulfil the purpose of wor-

ship. In the first place, the Islamic prayer does not consist of mere 

words of praise of the Divine glory and majesty, or the mere ex-

pression, in words, of the inner feelings of the heart. There is also 

the attitude of mind, the inner feeling itself, of which the words 

are meant to be an expression. Now this attitude of mind is pro-

duced, in the first place, by the atmosphere about the worshipper 

and by the particular postures of reverence which he adopts. The 

mood, more than words, generates a true spirit of humility, and the 

first condition of a prayerful mind is humility, as the Quran itself 

lays down: “Successful indeed are the believers, who are humble 

in their prayers” (23:1–2). 

If there is a person who takes part in a public service without 

understanding a word of Arabic, it would still be entirely wrong to 

say that prayer does not benefit him, for there are the movements of 

his body, the raising of the hands to the ears, the standing up with 

folded hands, the bowing down, the placing of the forehead on the 

ground, the sitting down in a particular attitude of reverence, which 

all go a long way towards producing in him humility and con-

sciousness of the Divine presence. In fact, his whole self is expres-

sive of what the words convey. It will indeed be highly more bene-

ficial if he understands the spoken language also, but it is absurd to 

say that the language of movements has no meaning for him. 

As regards the language of words, the most often repeated ex-

pressions and the seven short sentences of the opening chapter of 

the Quran, called al-Fātiḥah, can be learnt, along with their mean-

ings, in a short time and with very little effort. Even if the Divine 

service were held in one’s own language, still he would have to 

spend some time in learning it, and the learning of the significance 

of the Arabic words would only require a little additional time. 

Keeping in view the grand object of unifying the human race  

through Divine service, the time thus spent would be well worth-

while. 
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There are two other considerations which make it necessary to 

maintain the Arabic language in Divine service. Firstly, the Holy 

Quran, parts of which are recited in the service, was revealed in the 

Arabic language, and a translation can never fully express the ideas 

of the original. And when the original is the word of God, and the 

ideas expressed are those relating to God’s majesty and glory, it is 

still more difficult to convey the full significance in a translation. 

Secondly, there is a music in the original which no translation can 

possibly render. The music of the Quran is not only in its rhythm 

but also in its diction, and the recitation of the Quran serves the 

purpose of communicating grand and beautiful ideas to the accom-

paniment of music. 

Prayer as index of Muslim mentality — Al-Fātiḥah 

The opening chapter of the Holy Quran, the Fātiḥah, is the most 

essential part of the Islamic prayer, being the only portion of the 

Quran which must be repeated in every rak‘ah of a prayer. It is the 

guiding principle of a Muslim’s life and a true index of his men-

tality. The main principles underlying the Fātiḥah may be consid-

ered briefly here. 

These are, firstly, the desire to give praise to the Divine Being 

under all circumstances, for the chapter opens with the words “All 

praise is due to Allah”. The Muslim has to come to prayer five 

times a day whatever the circumstances may be. There may be oc-

casions when he is in distress, has suffered a reverse or a defeat, 

has a friend or near relative in distress, when someone very dear to 

him has just passed away and he is under the burden of a great be-

reavement, yet in all these conditions he is required to give praise 

to God Who brings about all these conditions, just as he would do 

had he received a blessing or some great benefit from God. The 

attitude of mind thus produced is to live in perfect peace with one’s 

environment, neither to be carried away by joy, nor give way to 

dejection or depression. It is an attitude of mind which keeps one 
steadfast in pleasure as well as pain, in joy as well as sorrow. 

The second and third main ideas which determine a Muslim’s 

mental attitude towards things are contained in the words Rabb al- 
‘ālamīn (“Lord of the worlds”), the Nourisher unto perfection of 
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all the worlds or all the nations. This attribute of God brings to 

man the comfort of knowing that whatever may happen to him, 

whether he receives a blessing or faces disaster, he must still be 

sure that he is being led on to perfection through these different 

stages. The addition of the words al-‘ālamīn, all worlds or all na-

tions, opens up his mind and widens the sphere of his love and 

sympathy not only towards all human beings, to whatever nation 

or creed they may belong, but also to the whole of God’s creation. 

The person who recognizes that God is the Nourisher unto perfec-

tion of all human beings cannot bear hatred towards them. He must 

recognize, in fact, that God is much more to all people than is a 

father to his sons. 

The fourth main idea is carried in the words Raḥmān and 

Raḥīm. God is “Beneficent” and “Merciful” — Loving. He has 

provided man with everything necessary for his development, 

physical as well as moral and spiritual; but still that development 

depends on the right use of outward things as well as of the inner 

faculties which are meant for this object. The choice is man ’s 

whether he takes advantage of those means and reaches the goal, 

or rejects or ignores them and suffers the evil consequences there-

of. 

The fifth and sixth great ideas contained in the Fātiḥah are 

those conveyed in the words Māliki yaum-id-dīn or Master of the 

Day of Recompense or Requital. God is here called the Mālik or 

the Master, and not Malik or King. The two words are almost alike; 

but there is this vast difference between a Mālik and a Malik, that 

the latter is bound to give to each what he deserves, but the former 

may, if he likes, forgive an offender altogether. There are some 

religions that lay so much stress on Divine justice that they refuse 

to recognize a God who can forgive offenders without having some 

compensation. Such a narrow view of Divine justice has a cor-

responding effect on man’s morals. The word Mālik rejects this 

idea, and shows God to be a Master, Who can forgive if He likes, 
however great the offence may be. The addition of the words yaum 

al-dīn, the Day of Requital, is by way of reminder that man must 

face the consequence of his own deeds. There is no deed, good or 

bad, that is without a consequence, and if these consequences are 
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not seen in this life, there is still a Day of Requital, even after 

death. 

The seventh idea is contained in the words iyyā-ka na‘budu 

(“You do we serve”), the idea of rendering obedience to God with 

entire submission. This is meant to create in man the mentality of 

obedience to the Divine commandments, even when these are op-

posed to the commandments of some temporal authority or to his 

own wishes. These words also give man the strength to carry out the 

Divine commandments. 

The eighth idea is contained in the words iyyā-ka nasta‘īn 

(“You do we beseech for help”). The mental attitude which it is 

sought to create by these words is that of entire dependence on God 

and never despairing of the attainment of an object, for even if out-

ward means have failed, there is God, the Controller of all means, 

Whose help will not fail the one who depends on Him. 

The ninth idea is contained in the words ihdi-nā: “Guide us” 

(on the right path). This signifies the soul’s inner desire — prayer 

being nothing but the expression of the soul’s inmost desire — of 

being led on and on to the goal, such being the significance of 

hidāyah (guidance). These words also show that the mentality of 

being content to live in perfect peace with one’s environment is not 

a negation of action. The Muslim attitude towards the world com-

prises both the desire to remain in peace with his environment, and 

the desire to move on and on so as to reach the great goal. He gives 

praise to God at every step, yet his is not a stationary condition; he 

is not the slave of his environment, but forever struggling and striv-

ing to master it. 

The tenth idea ruling the Muslim mentality, as disclosed in the 

Fātiḥah (“the path of those upon whom You have bestowed  

favours”) is the longing to walk in the footsteps of those who have 

received Divine blessings of any kind, temporal or spiritual, and 

the desire to be able to avoid the errors of those who have been the 

objects of Divine displeasure or those who have gone astray (“not 

those upon whom wrath is brought down, nor those who go 

astray”). The latter are the followers of the two extremes, while 

those who have received the Divine favours are those who keep to 

the middle path — which is the straight path. 
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With these ten ideas ruling the mind — and this is what is 

aimed at by the frequent repetition of the Fātiḥah in prayer — the 

Muslim is armed with the best weapons both for happiness and 

success. 

Prayer, an incentive to action 

Prayer to God does not mean that one has simply to entreat the 

Divine Being to grant him this or that favour and do nothing him-

self towards attaining it. Prayer is, in fact, a search for means and is 

thus an incentive to action. The central idea of the Fātiḥah, as al-

ready shown, is one of action or being led on to action, for here the 

supplicator does not ask for certain favours but only to be guided 

on the right path. The prayer is: guide us on the right path, or, as 

shown with reference to the meaning of hidāyah (guidance), lead 
on to the goal by keeping us on the right path. Prayer is thus only 

the means of leading a Muslim onwards and discovering the path 

by walking whereon he may attain the goal. It is a mistake to sup-

pose that prayer for any object negatives the adoption of human 

means to gain it. Elsewhere in the Quran the acceptance of prayer 

is spoken of as rewarding men and women for the hard work they 

have done: 

“So their Lord accepted their prayer, [saying] I will not let 

the work of any worker among you to be lost, whether 

male or female, each of you is as the other.” — 3:195 

The rule has been laid down in the Quran in several places that 

no end can be gained without making a hard struggle for it, for ex-

ample:  

“And that man can have nothing but what he strives for, 

and that his striving will soon be seen, then he will be re-

warded for it with the fullest reward.” 4 — 53:39–41 

It may however be asked, what is the need for prayer if man 

must work for an end and avail himself of the means to gain it? 

Here, again, is a misconception as to the capabilities of man. It often 

happens that, despite the hardest struggle, a person is unable to gain 

an end, and finds himself quite helpless. In such a case prayer is a 

help, a source of strength, to the worker. He does not lose heart nor 

does he despair, because he believes that, though the means at his 
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disposal have failed, though all around there are difficulties and 

darkness, though his own strength is failing, yet there is a Higher 

Power with Whom nothing is impossible, Who can still bring a ray 

of light to dispel the darkness and Who remains a perpetual source 

of strength for him in his helplessness, and that by praying to Him 

he can still achieve what seems otherwise quite unattainable. That is 

the function of prayer, and it is thus one of the means to gain an end 

when all other means have failed, and a source of strength to a per-

son at all times, but especially in moments of utter weakness and 

despair. 

That such is the true function of prayer, and that it is only a 

source of greater energy and greater strength to enable man to face 

difficulties and achieve an end, is shown by the early history of 

Islam. The Holy Prophet Muhammad and his Companions were 

undoubtedly the greatest believers in prayer — they are spoken of 

in the Quran as spending two-thirds of the night, half the night or 

one-third of the night in prayer5 — and yet this was the very band 

of men whose love for work knew no bounds, whose energy was 

inexhaustible and who faced extreme difficulties with an iron 

determination. Those who, in ten years, with the scantiest of re-

sources, conquered two of the most powerful empires of the world, 

cannot be said to have been idle and inefficient. Prayer, in fact,  

transformed the neglected race of the Arabs into the most distin-

guished nation, turning an idle and inefficient people into the most 

zealous and untiring workers for the progress of humanity, in all 

phases of its advancement. 

Section 2: The Mosque 

No consecration is necessary 

The Arabic word for mosque is masjid, which means ‘a place where 

one prostrates oneself,’ or ‘a place of worship’. It should be borne 

in mind, in the first place, that prayer can be performed anywhere. 
No particularly consecrated place is necessary for the holding of the 

Divine service. To this effect there is an express saying of the Holy 

Prophet, who, speaking of some of his distinctions, is reported to 

have said: 
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“The whole of the earth has been made a mosque for  

me.” 6 

A Muslim may, therefore, say his prayers anywhere he likes. 

The mere fact that he does so elsewhere than in a mosque detracts 

in no way from the efficacy of the prayer; nor does a building when 

constructed for the express purpose of prayer stand in need of con-

secration. All that is required is that the builder should declare his 

intention to have that building used as a place of prayer. 

The mosque as a religious centre 

In spite of what has been stated above, the mosque plays a more 

important part in Islam than does any other house of worship in any 

other religion. All religious buildings are resorted to generally once 

a week, but the mosque is visited five times a day for the remem-

brance of God’s name. The whole atmosphere of the mosque is 

charged with the electricity of the Divine name. There is the call to 

prayer five times a day; there is the individual service, carried on in 

silence, but with God’s name on the lips of every individual wor-

shipper; there is the public service in which the Imam recites aloud 

portions of the Quran, that tell of Divine grandeur and glory, with 

the refrain of Allāhu Akbar repeated at every change of movement; 

and when the prayer is finished, there is again a chorus of voices 

speaking of Divine greatness, making the mosque echo and re-echo 

with the remembrance of God. It is true that God does not dwell in 

the mosque, but surely one feels His presence there.  

A training ground of equality 

Being a meeting-place of Muslims five times daily, the mosque 

serves as a training ground where the doctrine of the equality and 

fraternity of mankind is put into practical working. The mosque 

enables Muslims to meet five times a day, on terms of perfect 

equality and in a spirit of true brotherhood, all standing in a row 

before their great Maker, knowing no difference of colour or rank, 

all following the lead of one man. All differences and distinctions 

are, for the time being, obliterated. Without the mosque, the mere 

teaching of the brotherhood of man would have remained a dead 

letter as it is in so many other religions. 
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The mosque as a national centre 

Besides being its religious centre, the mosque is also the cultural 

centre of the Muslim community. Here the Muslim community is 

educated on all questions of its welfare. The Friday sermon is a 

regular weekly lecture on all such questions, but, besides that, 

whenever in the time of the Holy Prophet and his early successors it 

became necessary to inform the Muslim community on any matter 

of importance, a sermon or a lecture was delivered in the mosque. It 

was the centre of all kinds of Muslim activities. Here all important 

national questions were settled. Deputations from Muslim as well as 

non-Muslim tribes were received in the mosque, and some of the 

more important deputations were also lodged there, as in the case of 

the famous Christian deputation from Najrān, and the deputation of 

Thaqīf, a polytheist tribe; and for this purpose tents were set up in 

the yard of the mosque. 

Indeed, once on the occasion of a festival, the Prophet even 

allowed certain Abyssinians to give a display with shield and lance 

in the mosque.7 Hassan ibn Thabit used to recite in the mosque his 

verses in defence of the Prophet against the abuse of his enemies.8 

Juridical affairs were also settled in the mosque,9 and it was used in 

a number of other ways.10 The mosque was thus not only the spiri-

tual centre of the Muslims but also their political, educational and 

social centre — in fact, their national centre. 

Respect for mosques 

The fact, however, that the mosque may be used for other objects 

than the saying of prayer, does not in any way detract from its 

sacred character. It is primarily a place for Divine worship and 

must be treated as such. Nor are any proceedings allowed in the 

mosque, except such as related to the welfare of the Muslim 

community or have a national importance. The carrying on of any 

business or trade in the mosque is expressly forbidden.11 Due re-

spect must be shown to the house of God; thus even the raising of 

loud voices is denounced,12 and spitting is expressly prohibited.13 

Saying prayers, with shoes on, is permitted14 but the shoes must 

be clean and not dirty. The general practice is, however, to remove 

one’s shoes at the door of the mosque as a mark of respect to the 
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mosque and to ensure cleanliness. Keeping the mosque clean and 

neat is an act of great merit.15 

Building of the mosque 

The only requirement of the law of Islam regarding the building of 

a mosque is that it should face the Ka‘bah, the Sacred Mosque of 

Makkah. According to the Holy Quran, the Ka‘bah was the first 

house for the worship of God that was ever built on this earth: 

“Certainly the first house appointed for mankind is the 

one at Bakkah,16 blessed and a guidance for nations.” — 

3:96 

The Ka‘bah, being thus the first mosque on earth, all mosques 

are built to face it. This practice is based on an express injunction 

contained in the Quran: 

“And from whatsoever place you come forth, turn your 

face towards the Sacred Mosque. And wherever you are, 

turn your faces towards it…” — 2:150 

The underlying purpose is stated just prior to this: 

“And everyone has a goal to which he turns himself, so 

vie with one another in good works. Wherever you are, 

Allah will bring you all together.” — 2:148 

The bringing of all together clearly means the making of all as one 

people, so that beneath the ostensible unity of direction lies the real 

unity of purpose. Just as they have all one centre to turn to, they 

must set one goal before themselves. Thus the unity of the Qiblah, 

the direction of prayer, among Muslims stands for their unity of 

purpose, and forms the basis on which rests the brotherhood of 

Islam. Hence the Holy Prophet’s saying: 

“Do not call those who follow your Qiblah (ahl Qiblah) 

disbelievers (kafir).” 17 

Hadith recommends that the mosque should be as simple as 

possible. All adornments are generally avoided, in accordance with 

a saying of the Holy Prophet: 



THE MOSQUE 

 

211 

“I have not been commanded to raise the mosques high.”18 

According to another hadith, the Holy Prophet is reported to 

have said: 

“The hour of doom (al-sā‘ah) will not come till people vie 

with one another in [the building of] mosques.” 19 

As shown earlier (see page 151), al-sā‘ah in this case means the 

time of downfall of a nation. 

The mosque built by the Holy Prophet himself at Madinah, 

called the Prophet’s Mosque, was a simple structure in a vast 

courtyard in which tents could be pitched in time of need. The 

building was made of bricks baked in the sun, and the roofed por-

tion, resting on columns consisting of the stems of palm-trees, was 

covered with palm-leaves and clay. The great mosques of Islam 

erected in the time of Umar were all simple structures like the 

Prophet’s Mosque at Madinah, built either of reeds or bricks baked 

in the sun, with vast courtyards, large enough to accommodate con-

gregations of even 40,000, the floors being generally strewn with 

pebbles. The custom of building mosques with domes and having 

one or more minarets grew up later, but even these are, notwith-

standing their grandeur, monuments of simplicity, their chief adorn-

ment being the writing on theirs walls, in mosaic, of verses from the 

Quran. 

A name may be given to any mosque, either that of the found-

er or of the people who resort to it, or any other name. In later 

times, Muslims belonging to different sects had their own mos-

ques, the Ka‘bah, the Central Mosque, gathering all together at the 

time of the pilgrimage. But when a mosque has once been built it 

is open to Muslims of all persuasions and no one has the right to 

prohibit Muslims of a certain persuasion or sect from entering it. 

This is a point on which the Quran contains a clear injunction: 

“And who is more unjust than he who prevents [people 
from entering] the mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered in them, and strives to ruin them?” 

— 2:114 
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Admission of women to mosques 

There was no question in the Holy Prophet’s time as to whether 

women may go to mosques. Women freely took part in religious 

services. There is indeed a hadith which tells us that on a certain 

night the Holy Prophet was very late in coming out to lead the 

night prayers, when the people had assembled in the mosque; and 

he came only on hearing Umar call out: “The women and the chil-

dren are going to sleep”.20 This shows that women were in the 

mosque even at such a late hour. According to another hadith nar-

rated by Aishah, women used to be present at the morning prayer, 

which was said at an hour so early that they returned to their houses 

while it was still dark.21 Yet another hadith shows that even women 

who had children to suckle would come to the mosque, and that 

when the Prophet heard a baby crying, he would shorten his pray-

er lest the mother should feel inconvenienced;22 while in one had-

ith it is stated that when the Holy Prophet had finished his prayers, 

he used to stay a little and did not rise until the women had left the 

mosque.23 All these Hadith reports afford overwhelming evidence 

of the fact that women, just in the same way as men, used to fre-

quent the mosques and that there was not the least restriction in 

this matter. 

There are other reports which show that the Holy Prophet had 

given orders not to prohibit women from going to the mosque. For 

instance, there is one which quotes the Holy Prophet as saying: 

“Do not prohibit the handmaids of Allah from going to the 

mosques of Allah.” 24 

According to another, the Holy Prophet is reported to have said 

that if a woman wanted to go to the mosque at night she should 

not be prohibited from doing so.25 The words of a third hadith are 

more general: 

“When the wife of one of you asks permission to go out, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.” 26 

There was an express injunction that on the occasion of the ‘Īd fes-

tival women should go out to the place where prayers were said; 

women in a state of menstruation were also to be present, though 

they would not join the prayers.27 



ADMISSION OF WOMEN TO MOSQUES 

 

213 

The practice for women to be present in the mosques at the 

time of prayer seems to have continued long enough after the Holy 

Prophet’s time. Within the mosque they were not separated from 

men by any screen or curtain; only they formed into a line behind 

the men;28 and though they were covered decently with an over-

garment, they did not wear a veil. On the occasion of the great gath-

ering of the pilgrimage (ḥajj), a woman is expressly forbidden to 

wear a veil.29 Many other reports show that women formed them-

selves into a back row and that the men retained their seats until 

they had gone out of the mosque.30 This practice seems to have ex-

isted for a very long time. Thus we read of women calling out 

Allāhu Akbar along with men in the mosque during the three days 

following ‘Īd al-Aḍḥā as late as the time of Umar ibn Abdul Aziz, 

the Umayyad Caliph who ruled about the end of the first century.31 

In the year 256 A.H., the Governor of Makkah is said to have tied 

ropes between the columns to make a separate place for women.32 
Later on, the practice grew up of erecting a wooden barrier in the 

mosque to form a separate enclosure for women, but by and by 

women were altogether shut out from mosques. 

Another question connected with this subject relates to the ent-

rance of women into mosques during their menstruation. It must be 

borne in mind, in the first place, that in Islam a state of menstruation 

is not looked upon as a state of impurity, as in many other religions. 

All that the Holy Quran says about menstruation is that conjugal 

relations should be discontinued during the state of menstruation.33 

According to Hadith, a woman is exempted from saying her pray-

ers, or keeping the fast, as long as menstruation lasts. As regards 

pilgrimage, she may perform all obligations except making the cir-

cuits of the Ka‘bah (ṭawāf ), but there is no idea of impurity attach-

ing to her in this condition. There is a very large number of reports 

showing that all kinds of social relations with women in this condi-

tion were permitted, that the husband and wife could occupy the 

same bed, that the Holy Prophet used to recite the Quran when sit-
ting in close contact with his wife who had her courses on, and that 

a woman in this condition was allowed to handle the Quran.34 There 

is not the least idea of defilement in a menstruating woman. Even 

the very clothes which she wears need not be washed if they are not 

actually defiled.35 
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The Imam 

The most important office-bearer in the mosque36 is the Imām, the 

man who leads the prayers and delivers the sermon (khuṭbah) on 

Friday. The honour of leading the prayers was, in the time of the 

Holy Prophet, and also for a long time after that, given to the best 

man in the community. Bukhari has the following heading for one 

of his chapters: “Those who are well-grounded in knowledge and 

possess the greatest excellence are most entitled to lead prayer”.37 

Abu Dawud narrates sayings of the Holy Prophet requiring the 

honour of leading the prayer to be conferred on the man who was 

most learned in the Quran, or in a case where two men were equal 

in that respect, other considerations were to be applied.38 

The Holy Prophet himself was the Imam in the central mosque 

at Madinah and after him his successors, the respective caliphs, Abu 

Bakr, Umar and Uthman. When a governor was appointed to a 

province, he was also appointed as Imam to lead the prayers. The 

office of the spiritual leader and that of the temporal leader were 

combined in one person for a long time. The priest and the present-

day mulla had no place in early Islam. Nor does the Imam, like the 

mosque, stand in need of consecration, because everyone is conse-

crated by entering into the fold of Islam. Anyone can lead the pray-

ers in the absence of the Imam, and anyone may act as Imam when 

several people are gathered together. A woman is also spoken of as 

acting as an Imam, while men followed her, though it was in her 

own house.39 

Section 3: Purification 

Outward purification as a prelude to prayer 

Prayer, according to the Holy Quran and Hadith, is the means for 

the purification of the soul, and also of the body and the garments 

one wears which is declared to be necessary as a preparation for 
prayer. The 74th chapter of the Quran is the second revelation 

which the Holy Prophet received, and its first five verses may here 

be quoted to show the importance of outward cleanliness in the 

religion of Islam: 
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“O you who wrap yourself up! Arise and warn, and your 

Lord do magnify, and your garments do purify, and un-

cleanliness do shun”. — 74:1–5 

Thus warning the people, magnifying the Lord which is done  

through prayer, and purifying the garments and the body, are laid 

down here as three fundamental duties. The two ideas, the purifica-

tion of the body and of the soul, are very often mentioned to-

gether in the Quran, for example: 

“Surely Allah loves those who turn much to Him, and He 

loves those who purify themselves.” — 2:222 

Hadith also lays special stress on outward purification. According to 

one, “purification is the key to prayer”;40 and according to another, 

“purification is one-half of faith”.41 Inward purity is the real aim, 

but outward purity is a necessary preparation. 

The Holy Quran recommends good clothing generally and in 

case of prayer. It is stated that clothes are meant as a covering and 

also as a beauty: 

“O children of Adam, we have indeed sent down to you 

clothing to cover your shame and for beauty; and clothing 

that guards against evil — that is the best.” —7:26 

The clothing that guards against evil indicates that, as virtue is an 

embellishment of the mind, when man has seen the good of em-

bellishing his person, he should be aware of the necessity of embel-

lishing his mind. 

Further on, it says: 

“O children of Adam, attend to your adornment at every 

time [or place] of prayer”. — 7:31 

This shows that when assembling in mosques for prayer, attention 

must be paid to outward appearance and purity as well. One who is 

dirty in clothing or person would undoubtedly be offensive to 

others. Hence it is specially laid down that, in the larger gatherings 

on Fridays, everyone must take a bath before coming to prayer, and 

use scent if possible. But what is specially aimed at is adornment in 

a spiritual sense. A Muslim must attend to inner beautification, for 
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prayer is really meant as an aid to the beauty of the soul. He must 

come to prayer with a heart free from all impurities and full of the 

highest aspirations and noblest sentiments. 

Wuḍū 

Wuḍū, in the terminology of Islamic law, means the washing of 

certain parts of the body before prayers. The necessary details of 

wuḍū are given in the Holy Quran: 

“O you who believe, when you rise up for prayer, wash  

your faces, and your hands up to the elbows, and wipe 

your heads, and [wash] your feet up to the ankles.” — 

5:6 

The practice of the Holy Prophet, as recorded in Hadith, con-

tains substantially the same details. Briefly these may be described 

as follows: 

1. The hands are first washed up to the wrists. 

2. The mouth is then cleaned with water, or by rinsing with a toothbrush 

and by gargling if necessary. 

3. The nostrils are then cleaned by snuffing a little water into them and 

blowing the nose if necessary. 

4. The face is then washed from the forehead to the chin and from one 

ear to the other. 

5. Then the right arm, and after that the left, is washed from the wrist to 

the elbow. 

6. The head is then wiped over with wet hands, and the inner side of the 

ears wiped with forefingers and its outer side with thumbs. 

7. The feet are then washed up to the ankles, the right foot being washed 

first. If socks or stockings are being worn, and they have been put on 

after performing wuḍū, it is not necessary to take them off; the three 

fingers of the wet hand may be passed over them. The same practice 

may be resorted to in the case of shoes. If the socks or the shoes are 

then taken off, the wuḍū remains. It is, however, necessary that the feet 

should be washed once in every twenty-four hours. 

Wuḍū may be performed before every prayer, but the necessity for 

it arises only when there has been passing of urine, stools or wind, 

or when one has been fast asleep. 
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Taking a bath 

The taking of a bath is rendered necessary in certain cases before 

prayer can be performed. It becomes necessary after nocturnal 

emission of seminal fluid, sexual intercourse, the period of men-

struation, and the period of post-natal bleeding. It undoubtedly 

promotes habits of cleanliness and is conducive to health. The di-

rection is contained in the Holy Quran itself: 

“And if you are under an obligation to perform a total 

ablution (junub),42 then wash yourselves.” — 5:6 

Bathing is also enjoined in Hadith on occasions of large gather-

ings, such as the Friday prayers and the ‘Īd prayers, when clean 

clothes must also be put on and scent used if available. These direc-

tions serve as a preparation for going before a higher Presence, and 

help to wrest one’s attention from lower objects and divert it to the 

higher, and they also make the atmosphere in which gatherings of 

people take place, purer and healthier. 

Tayammum 

When water is not available, still it is necessary to perform an act 

which diverts attention from bodily purification to the purity of the 

soul, which is the aim of prayer. The direction is thus laid down in 

the Holy Quran: 

“And if you are sick, or on a journey, or one of you comes 

from the toilet, or you have had [sexual] contact with 

women, and you cannot find water, then resort (tayam-

mamū) to pure earth and wipe your faces and your hands 

with it. Allah does not desire to place a burden on you but 

He wishes to purify you, and that He may complete 

His favour on you, so that you may give thanks.” 

— 5:6 

The word tayammum means ‘resorting’, or ‘betaking oneself ’, to 

something, and since the word is used here in connection with 

betaking oneself to pure earth, tayammum has come technically to 

mean this particular practice. 

Thus when a person is unable to find water, or when the use of 

water or the taking of a bath is harmful, he is enjoined to avail him-
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self of pure earth, which is stated to be a means of purification. 

Now, wiping of the face and the hands with earth does not serve 

the purpose of bodily purification; therefore it is the purification of 

the soul which is intended here. By the order of tayammum atten-

tion is thus drawn to the inner purpose underlying wuḍū and the 

bath. 

As stated in the Holy Quran, and amplified in Hadith, taya-

mmum consists of striking both hands on pure earth or anything 

containing pure dust, then blowing off the excess of dust from the 

hands, and passing the hands over the face and the backs of the two 

hands, the left over the right and the right over the left.43 

Section 4: The Call to Prayer 

The origin of the call to prayer (adhān) 

The word adhān means an ‘announcement’, or an announcement 

of prayer and of its time— the call to prayer.44 Regarding its 

origin, Bukhari tells us that when Muslims came to Madinah, they 

used, at first, to have a time appointed for prayer, at which they all 

gathered together. This arrangement being unsatisfactory, a con-

sultation was held at which, suggestions for ringing a bell or blow-

ing a horn having been rejected, Umar proposed that a man should 

be appointed who should call out for prayer. At this the Holy 

Prophet ordered Bilal to call out for prayers in the words of adhān 

as we now have it.45 The need for the call to prayer was felt after 

the emigration of the Muslims to Madinah because at Makkah the 

unbelievers did not allow them to say their prayers openly. 

The delivery of the Call to Prayer 

The Call to Prayer is delivered in every mosque, or wherever there 

is a gathering for congregational prayer,46 five times a day. The 

call is given out from a minaret or some raised platform in a loud 

voice. The man giving the call stands with his face to the Qiblah, 

i.e., towards Makkah, with both hands raised to the ears, chanting 

the following sentences in the order given: 

Allāhu Akbar, Allāhu Akbar, 

Allāhu Akbar, Allāhu Akbar. 

Allah is the Greatest (repeated 

four times). 
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Ashhadu an lā ilāha ill-Allāh, 

Ashhadu an lā ilāha ill-Allāh. 

I bear witness there is no god 

but Allah (repeated twice). 

Ashhadu anna Muḥammad-ar 

Rasūl-ullah, Ashhadu anna 

Muḥammad-ar Rasūl-ullah. 

I bear witness that Muhammad 

is the Messenger of Allah (re-

peated twice). 

Ḥayya ‘al-aṣ-ṣalāh, 

Ḥayya ‘al-aṣ-ṣalāh. 

Come to prayer (repeated twice, 

turning the face to the right). 

Ḥayya ‘al-al-falāḥ, 

Ḥayya ‘al-al- falāḥ. 

Come to success (repeated 

twice, turning the face to the 

left). 

Allāhu Akbar, Allāhu Akbar. Allah is the Greatest (repeated 

twice). 

Lā ilāha ill-Allāh. There is no god but Allah. 

The following sentence is added in the call to the morning 

(fajr) prayer after Ḥayya ‘ala-l- falāḥ (‘Come to success’): 

Aṣ-ṣalātu khair-un min-an-

naum, Aṣ-ṣalātu khair-un min-

an-naum. 

Prayer is better than sleep (re-

peated twice). 

Significance of adhān 

The adhān is not only an announcement of the time of prayer, but 

also of the great principles of Islam and of the significance underly-

ing them. It is an announcement, made five times daily, of the unity 

of God and of the prophethood of Muhammad, which are the two 

fundamental principles of Islam. But it goes further and carries also 

the real significance of the Unity of God which is contained in the 

words Allāhu Akbar or Allah is the Greatest, so that man must bow 

only before Him, and before none else. And the real message of 

religion, the realization of the Divine in man, is declared with equal 

force, “Come to prayer”, and immediately thereafter, “Come to suc-

cess”. Coming to prayer is the attainment of success in life because 

it is only through the realization of the Divine in man that complete 

self-development (falāḥ) is attained. The meaningless ringing of a 

bell or blowing of a trumpet is replaced by an announcement of the 

principles of Islam and a declaration that anyone may attain to suc-

cess in life through prayer. 
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Section 5: Times of Prayer 

Regularization of prayer 

The institution of prayer in Islam is a perfectly regularized institu-

tion, and it is the first lesson which a Muslim learns in the organi-

zation of things. Without divesting the individual of the liberty to 

pray to God at whatsoever place and time and in whatsoever  

manner he or she likes, Islam has thoroughly organized the institu-

tion of prayer. As stated earlier, prayer brings about not only the 

development of the individual but also a perfect development of 

society, being a means for the unification of humanity. This latter 

object cannot be obtained without a properly organized institution 

of prayer with a fixed place and fixed times and a uniform meth-

od, so that through it individuals may be brought together. Hence 

it is that the Holy Quran requires prayer to be said at appointed 

times: 

“Prayer indeed has been enjoined on the believers at fixed 

times.” — 4:103 

Times of prayer 

The Quran does not explicitly state the times of prayer, but it does 

give indications of these times. For example, it is stated: 

“Keep up prayer from the declining of the sun till the dark-

ness of the night, and the recital of the Quran at dawn. 

Surely the recital of the Quran at dawn is witnessed.” — 

17:78 

Now, as the practice of the Holy Prophet shows, there are four 

prayers which follow one another successively: the early after-

noon prayer, the late afternoon prayer, the sunset prayer and the 

night prayer; and the time of each of the first three extends till the 

starting time of the next prayer (with the exception of a very short 

interval, when the sun is actually setting, between the late after-

noon and the sunset prayer). These four prayers are, therefore, 

spoken of together in the words “from the declining of the sun till 

the darkness of the night”, the times of the first and last of these 

being clearly mentioned. The morning prayer is mentioned sepa-

rately as “the recital of the Quran at dawn”. 
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In another verse it is stated: 

“And celebrate the praise of your Lord* before the rising 

of the sun and before its setting, and glorify Him during 

the hours of the night and parts of the day, that you may 

be well-pleased.” — 20:130 

Here the morning prayer (“before the rising of the sun”) and the late 

afternoon prayer (“before its setting”) are indicated while the two 

evening prayers are spoken of together as being “during the hours 

of the night”. A third verse of the later Makkah period throws fur-

ther light on the times of the prayers: 

“And keep up prayer at the two ends of the day and in the 

first hours of the night.” — 11:114 

The addition of the words “first hours” of the night here makes it 

clear that, apart from a prayer in the darkness of the night, which 

is spoken of in 17:78, there is also a prayer in the “first hours”, 

that is to say, immediately after sunset. Thus, in an explicit way, 

the morning prayer, the early afternoon and the night prayer are 

referred to in 17:78, the late afternoon prayer in 20:130, and the 

sunset prayer in 11:114. 

Five obligatory prayers 

The five times of prayer are thus mentioned in the Holy Quran, 

not in one place but in many, as if by way of reference to some-

thing which already existed. As a matter of fact, the Quran only 

enjoins the organization (iqāmah) of prayer and the details of that 

organization were given by the Holy Prophet guided by the Holy 

Spirit47 or by his inner revelation. The following are the times of 

the five obligatory prayers, and their names, according to the prac-

tice of the Holy Prophet: 

1. Fajr, or the early morning prayer, is said after dawn and be-

fore sunrise. It is mentioned by this name in the Quran in 17:78 

and 24:58. If the time is missed, then the prayer may still be said 

even though the sun may have risen.48 

 

* This refers to prayer as shown by the context, since 20 :132 says: “And 

enjoin prayer on your people and steadily adhere to it.” 
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2. Ẓuhr, or the early afternoon prayer, is said when the sun 

begins to decline, and its time extends until the next prayer. In the 

summer it is better to delay it till the severity of the sun is mitigat-

ed a little.49 

3. ‘Aṣr, or the late afternoon prayer, is said when the sun is 

about midway on its course to setting, and its time extends till the 

sun begins to set.50 

4. Maghrib, or the sunset prayer, is said immediately after the 

sun sets, and its time extends till the red glow in the west disap-

pears. 

5. ‘Ishā’, or the night prayer, is said when the red glow in the 

west disappears, and its time extends till midnight. It is mentioned 

by name in the Quran in 24:58. 

Combining prayers 

The two afternoons prayers, Ẓuhr and ‘Aṣr, may be combined when 

one is on a journey, and so may the two night prayers, Maghrib and 

Ishā’.51 Such a combination is also allowed when it is raining, and 

according to one hadith this combination may be effected even 

when there is neither journey nor rain.52 The Holy Prophet is said to 

have combined prayers “so that his followers may not be in difficul-

ty”.53 When two prayers are thus combined, their time is from the 

starting time of the earlier prayer to the ending time of the later 

prayer. 

Voluntary prayers 

The only voluntary prayer spoken of in the Quran is Tahajjud: 

“And during a part of the night, keep awake by it, beyond 

what is incumbent on you; maybe your Lord will raise you 

to a position of great glory.” — 17:79 

While it is voluntary for Muslims generally, the Holy Prophet, in 

one of the earliest revelations in chapter 73, was commanded to 
observe it and in the same chapter, we are told further on, that this 

prayer was regularly observed by the Prophet and even by his Com-

panions.54 It is said after midnight, after one has had some sleep. In 

some Hadith reports, another voluntary prayer called Ḍuḥā is men-

tioned. Ḍuḥā is the time before noon when the sun is high. 
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Section 6: The Service 

The form and spirit of the prayer 

The Arabic word for prayer is ṣalāt, which originally means ‘pray-

ing’ or ‘the making of a supplication’, and was employed in this 

sense before Islam. In the Holy Quran, the word is used both in 

the technical sense of Divine service as established by Islam, and 

in the general sense of simply praying as in “surely your prayer is 

a relief to them” (9:103), i.e., that the prayer of the Holy Prophet 

for his followers brings comfort to them. 

In the technical sense it is almost always used with one of the 

derivatives of the word iqāmah, which means ‘keeping a thing in a 

right state’. Hence the iqāmah of ṣalāt would mean the keeping of 

the prayer in a right state, which includes both the proper ob-

servance of the outward form and maintaining its true spirit. The 

purification before prayer, the mosque, the fixing of times and final-

ly the settling of the form, are all parts of the outward organization, 

without which the spirit could not have been kept alive. Hence a 

form has been fixed for the institution of the Islamic prayer, the 

individual having, in addition, liberty to pray to God in accordance 

with the desire of his own soul, when and where and as he or she 

likes. Like the times of prayer, the form was revealed to the Holy 

Prophet by the Holy Spirit or Gabriel. 

The outward form is not, however, the end; it is only a help. 

Thus in the Holy Quran, the observance of the form of the prayer 

is spoken of as being meant to free a person from evil: 

“And keep up prayer at the two ends of the day and in the 

first hours of the night. Surely good deeds take away evil 

deeds. This is a reminder for the mindful.” — 11:114 

And only they are said to attain self-development, or success, who 

are true to the spirit of the prayer: 

“Successful indeed are the believers, who are humble in 

their prayers”. — 23:1–2 

And mere form without the spirit is condemned in one of the ear-

liest revelations: 
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“So woe to the praying ones, who are unmindful of [the 

spirit of] their prayers, who do good to be seen, and re-

frain from acts of kindness.” — 107:4–7 

It is a great mistake to think that Islam only requires the form 

to be observed; it no doubt enjoins a form, but only a form with a 

spirit in it. 

Parts of the Divine service 

Each service has two parts, the congregational, which is called farḍ 
(obligatory), and individual, which is called sunnah (the Holy 

Prophet’s practice). Both are made up of a number of sections, each 

called a rak‘ah, varying from two to four. Literally the rak‘ah is an 

act of bowing down before God, but technically it indicates one 

complete act of devotion which includes standing, bowing down, 

prostration and sitting reverentially, and is thus a kind of a unit in 

the Divine service. The order in which these different postures are 

adopted is a natural order. The worshipper first stands reverentially 

and offers certain prayers; then he bows down and glorifies God; 

then he stands up again praising God; then falls prostrate placing his 

forehead on the ground and glorifying God; then he sits down in a 

reverential position and makes a petition; then again falls down in 

prostration. Each change of posture (except as mentioned later) is 

performed with the utterance of the words Allāhu Akbar, “Allah is 

the Greatest”, known as takbīr. 

The obligatory part of the prayer which, in a congregation, is 

performed after the Imam, contains the following number of 

rak‘ahs: 

Fajr or morning prayer ..................  2 

Ẓuhr or early afternoon prayer .......  4 

‘Aṣr or late afternoon prayer ..........  4 

Maghrib or sunset prayer ...............  3 

‘Ishā’ or night prayer .....................  4 

The individual parts (sunnah) contain the following number 

of rak‘ahs, which are said before or after the obligatory part as 

indicated: 

Fajr ................  2 rak‘ahs before. 

Ẓuhr ...............  4 rak‘ahs before, 2 rak‘ahs after. 
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Maghrib .........  2 rak‘ahs after. 

‘Ishā’..............  2 rak‘ahs after, followed by 3 rak‘ahs called witr. 

   Witr is really part of the tahajjud prayer (see later). 

Postures of prayer 

The prayer is started with the standing position (qiyām). The wor-

shipper, turning his face in the direction of the Ka‘bah, the Central 

Mosque of the world, raises both hands to his ears and utters the 

Allāhu Akbar (“Allah is the Greatest”). With this utterance, atten-

tion to everything but prayer is prohibited. As a sign of reverence 

for the Holy Presence, before Whom the worshipper stands, the 

hands are thereafter folded on the breast. That is the preferable posi-

tion, but they may as well be folded lower below the navel, or they 

may be left quite free in the natural position. These are small  

matters in which people may differ according to their tastes. The 

essential factor is that the worshipper should stand in a reverential 

position, having the feeling that he is standing before the Holy and 

Majestic Presence. In this standing position, the Divine Being is 

praised and prayers are addressed to Him and certain portions of the 

Holy Quran are recited, as will be explained later on. 

This is followed by the posture known as rukū‘, which means 

‘bowing down’. The change of posture is marked by the utterance 

of Allāhu Akbar. In this posture the worshipper, while standing, 

bows forward and places both his hands on his knees and utters 

words declaring Divine glory. 

Next comes the sajdah, or prostration, but before falling down 

in sajdah the worshipper rises up from the rukū‘, so that he again 

assumes the standing position with both hands hanging down freely, 

and along with the assumption of this position the following words 

are uttered: Sami‘ Allāhu li-man ḥamidah, meaning, “Allah listens 

to him who praises Him”. And, with this, words of Divine praise are 

uttered, Rabba-nā wa la-k-al-ḥamd, that is, “Our Lord! all praise is 

due to You”. After thus standing up, the worshipper prostrates him-

self with Allāhu Akbar on his lips. In this state, the toes of both feet, 

both knees, both hands and the forehead touch the ground, and thus 

a posture of the utmost humility is assumed, while words declaring 

the Divine glory and Divine greatness are on the lips of the wor-

shipper. This posture is assumed twice, the worshipper in between 
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raising his head with Allāhu Akbar on his lips and briefly assuming 

the sitting position. 

After the first rak‘ah, the worshipper stands up, while uttering  

Allāhu Akbar, and performs the second rak‘ah in exactly the same 

manner as the first. After the second rak‘ah the sitting position 

(qa‘dah) is assumed, with the open hands placed on the knees. This 

position is kept so long as the necessary recitals are made. 

If the prayer consists of two rak‘ahs, it ends in this position. 

In the case of three or four rak‘ahs the standing position is again 

assumed, while uttering  Allāhu Akbar, and the required number of 

rak‘ahs (one or two) is performed in the same manner. The last 

position, with which the prayer comes to an end, is in all cases the 

sitting position and the prayer concludes with the utterance of the 

words as-salāmu ‘alai-kum wa raḥmat-ullāh, meaning ‘Peace be 

on you and the mercy of Allah’. 

Departure from these postures 

The different postures are sufficient to inspire the heart of the wor-

shipper with true awe of the Divine Being, and to bring before his 

mind a picture of the great majesty and glory of God, as he stands 

up, then bows down, then places his forehead on the ground. It can-

not be denied that the different postures of the body have a corre-

sponding effect on the mind, and Islam seeks to make the spiritual 

experience of the Muslim perfect by making him assume one posi-

tion of reverential humility after another, so that he may pass from 

one experience to another. 

The law allows modifications in certain cases; as, for instance, 

when a person is sick, he may say his prayers in a sitting position, 

or if unable to sit down, he may say them while lying down, dis-

pensing with even bowing down and prostration if necessary.55 

So, on a journey, a person is allowed to say his prayers while rid-

ing a horse or a camel, and though this is expressly allowed only 

in the case of voluntary prayers, the obligatory (farḍ) prayer, 

while one is travelling in any vehicle, would follow the same rule. 

The postures adopted in all such cases must be subject to the exi-

gencies of the situation. Even the direction of prayer may not be 

towards the Qiblah.56 However, when there is no exigency, one 
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may not make a departure from the form prescribed by the Holy 

Prophet. 

Remembrance of God (dhikr) 

Corresponding to the different postures of humility which the wor-

shipper assumes in saying his prayers, he is enjoined to give ex-

pression to the praise and glory of God, to His great attributes of 

love, mercy, forgiveness, etc., to confess his own weakness, to pray 

for Divine help to support him in his weakness and for Divine 

guidance to lead him aright and make him achieve the goal of his 

existence. All such expressions are known in Arabic by the one 

name dhikr, which is generally translated as remembrance. The 

whole of prayer is called in the Holy Quran dhikr Allāh, or the re-

membrance of Allah.57 The Quran itself is also frequently referred 

to as dhikr. Hence, whether a portion of the Quran is recited in 

prayer, or words giving expression to Divine glory and greatness 

are uttered, as taught by the Holy Prophet, all goes by the name of 

dhikr. 

Dhikr in standing posture (qiyām) 

The standing posture starts with the utterance of Allāhu Akbar, 

known as takbīr. Nothing besides the takbīr must be said to open 

the prayers. Between the first takbīr and the recital of the opening 

chapter of the Holy Quran, which is the most essential part of the 

prayer, several kinds of dhikr are reported from the Holy Prophet.* 

The best known is as follows: 

Subḥāna-k-Allāhumma wa bi-

ḥamdi-ka wa tabārak-asmu-ka 

wa ta‘āla jaddu-ka wa lā ilāha 

ghairu-ka. 

Glory be to You, O Allah, and 

Yours is the praise, and blessed 

is Your name, and exalted is 

Your majesty, and there is none 

to be served besides You. 

These dhikr are uttered in a low voice not heard by others. This is 

followed by the words: 

 

*Editor’s Note: Many of the dhikr and prayers reproduced by Maulana 

Muhammad Ali in the The Religion of Islam have been omitted in this Handbook. 

These are also given in his book The Muslim Prayer Book. The reader should 

refer to those two books for further details. 
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A‘ūdhu bi-llāhi min ash-

shaiṭān-ir-rajīm. 

I seek the refuge of Allah from 

the accursed devil. 

The prayer actually opens with the first chapter of the Holy 

Quran, the Fātiḥah, prefixed by the well-known Bismillāh, as fol-

lows: 

Bismillāh-ir-Raḥmān-ir-Raḥīm. In the name of Allah, the 

Beneficent, the Merciful. 

1. Al-ḥamdu li-llāhi Rabb-il-

‘ālamīn. 

Praise be to Allah, the 

Lord of the worlds. 

2. Ar-Raḥmān-ir-Raḥīm. The Beneficent, the Merciful. 

3. Māliki yaum-id-dīn. Master of the Day of Recom-

pense. 

4. Iyyā-ka na‘budu wa iyyā-ka 

nasta‘īn. 

You do we serve and You do 

we beseech for help. 

5. Ihdi-n-aṣ-ṣirāt-al-mustaqīm. Guide us on the right path. 

6. Ṣirāt-alladhīna an‘amta 

‘alai-him. 

The path of those upon whom 

You have bestowed favours. 

7. Ghair-il-maghḍūbi ‘alai-him 

wa l-aḍ-ḍāllīn. 

Not those upon whom wrath is 

brought down, nor those who 

go astray. 

 

At the close of the above is said Āmīn, which means “Be it so!” 

The recital of the Fātiḥah is followed by any other portion of 

the Quran, which may be a short or a long chapter or it may be 

verses selected from anywhere. Often, chapter 112, entitled al-

Ikhlāṣ  or ‘The Unity’, is recited, which is a chapter of four very 

short verses containing the doctrine of the Unity of the Divine 

Being in its perfection. 

The standing position in the second rak‘ah is commenced 

with the Fātiḥah (verses 1 to 7 as above), followed by some reci-

tation from the Quran as in the first rak‘ah. In the third and fourth 

rak‘ahs, only the Fātiḥah is essential. 
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Dhikr in bowing (rukū‘) and prostration (sajdah) 

The dhikr during bowing down is as follows: 

Subḥāna Rabbiy-al-‘Aẓīm. Glory be to my Lord, the Great. 

During prostration it is similar: 

Subḥāna Rabbiy-al-A‘lā. Glory be to my Lord, the Most High. 

In each case it is repeated three times. 

The sajdah, in particular, is the most fitting position for ad-

dressing any prayer in any language to the Almighty. There are 

reports showing that the Holy Prophet used to pray in the sajdah 
in both forms: in the form of glorifying and praising the Divine 

Being and in the form of petition or asking the Divine Being for 

His favours.58 Numerous forms of these prayers are given in Had-

ith, and all of them show an outpouring of the soul in a state of 

true submission, which is what, in fact, every worshipper needs, 

and therefore he is free to express the yearning of his soul before 

his great Maker in any way that he likes. 

Dhikr in sitting posture 

There are two sitting postures, the first being the jalsah, the short 

sitting between the two sajdahs. A prayer which may be addressed 

in this position is as follows: 

Allāhumm-aghfir-lī w-arḥam-nī 

w-ahdi-nī wa‘āfi-nī w-arzuq-nī. 

O Allah! grant me protection 

and have mercy on me and 

guide me and grant me security 

and grant me sustenance. 

The second sitting position, the qa‘dah, is assumed after the 

first two rak‘ahs have been offered. During this the following pra-

yer is offered. 

At-taḥyyātu li-llāhi w-aṣ-

ṣalawātu w-aṭ-ṭayyibātu. As-

salāmu ‘alai-ka ayyuh-an-

nabiyyu wa raḥmat-ullāhi wa 

barakātu-hū. As-salāmu ‘alai-nā 

wa ‘ala ‘ibādi-llāh-iṣ-ṣāliḥīn. 

All services rendered by words 

and bodily actions and sacrifice 

of wealth are due to Allah. Peace 

be on you, O Prophet, and the 

mercy of Allah and His bless-

ings. Peace be on us and on the 
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Ashhadu an lā ilāha ill-Allāhu 

wa ashhadu anna Muḥammad-

an ‘abdu-hū wa rasūluh. 

righteous servants of Allah. 

I bear witness that there is no 

god but Allah, and I bear witness 

that Muhammad is His servant 

and His Messenger. 

 

In a prayer of two rak‘ahs, the worshipper continues in this sit-

ting position reciting other dhikr as explained below, and then con-

cludes the prayer. In a prayer of three or four rak‘ahs, the worship-

per now stands up to complete the remaining one or two rak‘ahs, 

till reaching again this point in the qa‘dah, where the dhikr above 

has been recited, and carries on as follows in the next paragraph. 

Continuing in the sitting position, the following dhikr, called 

al-ṣalā ‘ala-l-Nabiyy, is added: 

Allāhumma ṣalli ‘alā 

Muḥammad-in wa ‘alā āli 

Muḥammad-in kamā ṣallaita 

‘alā Ibrāhīma wa ‘alā āli Ib-

rāhīma; inna-ka Ḥamīd-un 

Majīd. 

Allāhumma bārik ‘alā 

Muḥammad-in wa ‘alā āli 

Muḥammad-in kamā bārakta 

‘alā Ibrāhīma wa ‘alā āli Ib-

rāhīma; inna-ka Ḥamīd-un 

Majīd. 

O Allah! exalt Muhammad and 

the true followers of Muhammad 

as You exalted Abraham and the 

true followers of Abraham; sure-

ly You are Praised, Magnified. 

O Allah! bless Muhammad and 

the true followers of Muhammad 

as You blessed Abraham and the 

true followers of Abraham; sure-

ly You are Praised, Magnified. 

Abraham’s prayer for himself and his progeny from the Holy 

Quran, 14:40–41, is often added at this point. This may be followed 

by any other prayers which the worshipper may wish to offer. 

The concluding dhikr in the sitting position is taslīm, or the 

utterance of the following words: 

As-salāmu ‘alai-kum wa 

raḥmat-ullāh. 

Peace be on you and the mercy 

of Allah. 

These words are uttered turning the face to the right and then ut-

tered again turning the face to the left. This concludes the prayer. 
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Dhikr after finishing prayer 

There is no reference in any hadith to the Holy Prophet raising up 

hands for supplication after offering prayers, as has become the 

general practice, but some kinds of dhikr are recommended. In addi-

tion to these, the recital of verse 2:255 of the Quran, known as āyat 

al-kursiyy (the verse of Divine knowledge), is also recommended, 

as well as that of the words subḥān-Allāh (glory be to Allah), al-

ḥamdu li-llāh (praise be to Allah), and Allāhu Akbar (Allah is the 

Greatest), several times each. 

The congregation 

As already noted, the essential part of the obligatory prayers called 

farḍ is said in congregation.* The very form of the different pray-

ers to be recited shows that Islam has laid special stress on prayer 

in congregation. The whole Muslim body that can assemble in one 

place, both men and women, must gather at the appointed time, 

praise and glorify God, and address their petitions to Him in a 

body. All people stand shoulder to shoulder in a row, or in several 

rows, as the case may be, their feet being in one line, and one per-

son, chosen from among them and called the Imam, which means 

leader, leads the prayer and stands in front, with the rows behind 

him. If, however, there are women in the congregation, they form 

a row by themselves at the back, and after the congregational pra-

yer is over the men are not allowed to leave their places until the 

women have gone out. The distance between the Imam and the 

first row, or between the different rows, is such that the persons in 

each row may be able to prostrate themselves, so that their heads 

may be almost at the feet of the front row. The smallest number of 

people that can form a congregation is two, one leading the prayer 

and the other following, and these two stand together, the Imam a 

little ahead, say about six inches (or fifteen centimetres), and stand-

ing to the left while the follower stands on the Imam’s right. If a 

third person joins while the prayer is thus being led, either the Imam 

moves forward or the person following moves backward, so that the 
two who follow form a row. 

 

* When an individual is unable to join a congregation, he or she says the 

obligatory part in the same manner as the sunnah part is said individually. 



11. PRAYER 

 

232 

The discipline is so perfect that the followers are bound to  

obey the Imam, even though he may make a mistake, though they 

have the right to point out the mistake, by pronouncing the words 

subḥān-Allāh (glory be to Allah). This amounts to a hint that God 

alone is free from all defects, such being the meaning of the word 

subḥāna. It is, however, the judgment of the Imam which is the 

decisive factor, and the followers, after giving the hint, must still 

obey him. 

Prayer announcement (iqāmah) 

To announce that the congregational prayer is ready, the iqāmah 
(which means ‘causing to stand’) is pronounced in a loud voice, 

though not so loud as the call to prayer (adhān). The sentences of 

the adhān (see pages 218–219) are also the sentences which form 

the iqāmah, but with the difference that the sentences which are 

repeated in the adhān may be uttered only once, and the following 

sentence is uttered twice after Ḥayya ‘ala-l- falāḥ: 

Qad qāmati-ṣ-ṣalāh. Prayer is ready. 

The additional words of the morning adhān also do not find a 

place in the iqāmah, which is generally recited by the person who 

calls out the adhān, though in his absence anyone else standing in 

the row behind the Imam may do so. 

Congregational prayer 

When the iqāmah has been called out, the followers do not begin 

the prayer until the Imam starts it by saying Allāhu Akbar in a loud 

voice. With the utterance of these words by the Imam, the whole 

congregation, like the Imam, raises hands to ears while uttering the 

same words in a low voice. Both the Imam and the followers then 

recite, still in a low voice, some introductory dhikr, as stated above 

(see page 227).  

After this, in the two rak‘ahs of the morning prayer (Fajr) and 
the first two rak‘ahs of the sunset and early night prayers (Maghrib 

and ‘Ishā), the Imam recites the opening chapter of the Holy Quran 

(Fātiḥah) in a loud voice. He ought to pause slightly after every 

verse, so that during the interval the followers may silently repeat 

each sentence.59 After the Imam has recited the Fātiḥah, the whole 
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congregation says Āmīn, either in a loud or a low voice, the former, 

no doubt, having the greater effect. After this, the Imam recites in a 

loud voice any portion of the Holy Quran, the followers listening in 

silence, occasionally glorifying God or praising Him or addressing 

some petition to Him in accordance with the subject-matter of the 

verses that are being recited. 

In the case of the first two rak‘ahs of the other prayers (Ẓuhr 

and Aṣr), prayer is more in the nature of a meditation, like the pri-

vate prayer, and the Imam and the followers individually recite the 

Fātiḥah and a portion of the Quran inaudibly. In the last two 

rak‘ahs of both these prayers and the early night prayer (‘Ishā), as 

well as in the last rak‘ah of the sunset prayer (Maghrib), the 

Fātiḥah is recited in a similar manner, individually and inaudibly. 

The utterance of Allāhu Akbar at the changes of posture, and of 

the final taslīm (the words As-salāmu ‘alai-kum wa raḥmat-ullāh) 

ending the prayer, are, however, done by the Imam in a loud voice 

in all congregational prayers, and so is the dhikr Sami‘ Allāhu li-
man ḥamidah recited on rising from the bowing position while the 

followers in this last case say in a low voice, Rabba-nā wa la-k-al-

ḥamd (see page 225). The various dhikr during bowing down and 

prostration and the sitting posture are repeated in a low voice by the 

Imam, as well as those who follow him. 

Mistake in prayer 

If a mistake is made in prayer, or the worshipper is doubtful about 

the number of rak‘ahs, he adds, what is called sajdah sahw (sahw 

meaning ‘mistake’), at the close of prayer, just before the taslīm. It 
consists of performing a double prostration like the ordinary pros-

tration in prayer. If the Imam has made a similar mistake, he, 

along with the whole congregation, performs sajdah sahw. 

Late-comers 

A person who comes in late joins the congregational service at the 

point it has reached. If he has missed one or more rak‘ahs, he must 

complete the missing number after the Imam has finished. A rak‘ah 

is deemed to have been completed behind the Imam if a person 

joins the bowing position (rukū‘), though he may have missed the 

standing position. 
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Prayer in the case of one who is on a journey 

If one is on a journey, the prayers are shortened. There is some dif-

ference of opinion as to whether it is necessary that the journey 

should extend over a certain specified distance or a certain specified 

time. But the best judge on this matter is the person concerned. A 

time-limit of a day and a night as the minimum is favoured. The 

sunnahs are all dropped with the exception of the two of the morn-

ing prayer. The number of obligatory rak‘ahs in the Ẓuhr, ‘Aṣr and 

‘Ishā’ is reduced from four to two, while the three rak‘ahs of the 

Maghrib remain unchanged. In addition to this, the person who is 

journeying is allowed to combine the Ẓuhr and ‘Aṣr prayers and 

also the Maghrib  and ‘Ishā’ prayers. The witr of the ‘Ishā’ prayer 

are also retained.  

Section 7: The Friday Service 

Friday service specially ordained 

There is no sabbath in Islam, and the number of prayers on Friday 

is the same as on any other day, with this difference, that the spe-

cially ordained Friday service takes the place of the early after-

noon (Ẓuhr) prayer. It is the greater congregation of the Muslims 

at which the people of a place must all gather together, as the very 

name of the day yaum al-jumu‘a (‘the day of gathering’) indicates. 

Though all prayers are equally obligatory, yet the Holy Quran has 

specially ordained the Friday service, and there it enjoins all Mus-

lims to gather together: 

“O you who believe, when the call is sounded for prayer 

on Friday, hasten to the remembrance of Allah and leave 

off business. That is better for you if you know.” — 62:9 

Any other prayer may be said singly under special circum-

stances, but not so the Friday service which is essentially a con-
gregational service. The practice has been for all Muslims, who can 

do so, to gather together at a central mosque, because the underly-

ing idea is, undoubtedly, to enable Muslims to meet together once a 

week in as large a number as possible. 



THE FRIDAY SERVICE 

 

235 

Preparations for the Friday service 

The importance of the occasion and the greater number of persons 

assembled have made it necessary to issue further instructions re-

garding cleanliness in preparation for the Friday service. For exam-

ple, it is recommended that a bath be taken before attending, scent 

be used, and the best clothes available be worn; also that the mouth 

be well-cleaned with a tooth-brush.60 

The Sermon 

A special feature of the Friday service is the sermon (khuṭbah) by 

the Imam, before the prayer service is held. After the people have 

assembled in the mosque, following the call to prayer, the call for 

prayer is given for a second time while the Imam is sitting. When 

the adhān is finished, the Imam stands up facing the audience and 

delivers the sermon. He begins with the kalimah shahādah — the 

Arabic sentence meaning “I bear witness that there is none to be 

worshipped but Allah, and I bear witness that Muhammad is His 

servant and Messenger” — or words speaking of the praise and 

glory of God, and then goes on to recite a text of the Quran which 

he expounds to the audience, who are specially enjoined to remain 

sitting and silent during the sermon.61 This is delivered in two 

parts, the Imam taking a little rest by assuming the sitting position 

in the middle of the sermon, and then continuing. 

Any subject relating to the welfare of the community may be 

dealt with in the sermon. The Holy Prophet’s practice shows that 

the sermon is for the education of the masses, to awaken them to a 

general sense of duty, to lead them to the ways of their welfare and 

prosperity and warn them against that which is a source of loss or 

ruin to them. Therefore it must be delivered in a language which the 

people understand, and there is no sense in delivering it in Arabic to 

an audience which does not know the language. Prayer service is 

quite different, as it consists of a number of stated sentences, the 

meaning of which can be fully learnt in a short period. It is of the 

utmost importance that the masses should know what the preacher 

is saying in the Friday sermon which is the best means of education 

for the masses and for maintaining the vitality of the Muslim com-

munity as a whole. 
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The Friday service 

After the sermon is over, the iqāmah is pronounced and a congre-

gational service of two rak‘ahs is held, in which the Imam recites 

the opening chapter and a portion of the Holy Quran in a loud 

voice, as he does in the morning and evening prayers. This is the 

only obligatory service, but two rak‘ahs sunnah are said as soon 

as a person enters the mosque; even if he comes late and the Imam 

has already started the sermon, the late-comer must still perform 

these two rak‘ahs.62 Two rak‘ahs sunnah are also said after the 

service has ended.63 

As already stated, there is in Islam no sabbath, or seventh day 

for Divine worship. Hence the Quran plainly speaks of daily busi-

ness being done before the Friday service (62:9), leaving it only 

for the sake of the service, and again it speaks of business being 

done after the service has been held: 

“But when the prayer is ended, disperse in the land and 

seek of Allah’s grace…” — 62:10 

Section 8: The ‘Īd Prayers 

Festivals of Islam 

There are, in Islam, two great festivals having a religious sanction, 

and in connection with both of them a congregational service of two 

rak‘ahs is held, followed by a sermon. Both these festivals go under 

the name of ‘Īd, which means ‘a recurring happiness’.64 The first of 

these is called ‘Īd al-Fiṭr and takes place immediately after the 

month of fasting.65 The other is called ‘Īd al-Aḍḥā.66 Both these 

festivals are connected with the performance of some duty, in the 

first case the duty of fasting, and in the second the duty of sacrifice. 

A day of happiness following the performance of duty is intended to 

show that true happiness lies in the performance of duty. In the 

moment of their greatest joy, Muslims gather in as vast a congrega-

tion as possible and fall prostrate before their great Maker, giving 

thanks to Him that He has enabled them to perform their duty or to 

make a sacrifice. The spiritual significance of both festivals is thus 

brought out in the Divine service which is the chief feature of the 

day of festival. 
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Gathering for the ‘Īd 

The preparation for ‘Īd is similar to the preparation for the Friday 

service. One must take a bath, put on one’s best clothes, use scent, 

and do everything possible to appear neat and tidy. Though women 

take part in all the prayers and in the Friday service, they are spe-

cially enjoined to be present at the ‘Īd gatherings, for the Holy 

Prophet is reported to have said that “the young girls and those that 

have taken to seclusion and those that have their menses on, should 

all go out [for the ‘Īd] and be present at the prayers of the Mus-

lims”.67 The time of ‘Īd prayers is any time after sunrise and before 

noon. 

The ‘Īd service 

The ‘Īd service consists only of two rak‘ahs in congregation. No 

adhān is called out for the ‘Īd prayers, nor an iqāmah for the 

arranging of the lines.68 The Imam recites the Fātiḥah and a portion 

of the Holy Quran in a loud voice, as in the Friday service. There is 

a number of takbīrs (saying Allāhu Akbar) in addition to those that 

are meant to indicate the changes of position. On the best authority, 

the number of these additional takbīrs is seven in the first rak‘ah 

and five in the second, before the recital of the Fātiḥah in both 

rak‘ahs.69 A difference of opinion does, however, exist as to their 

number. The takbīrs are uttered aloud by the Imam, one after anoth-

er, as he raises both hands to the ears and then leaves them free in 

the natural position. Those who stand behind him raise and lower 

their hands similarly.  

The ‘Īd sermon 

The ‘Īd sermon is delivered after Divine service is over. As regards 

the manner and the subjects dealt with, it is similar to the Friday 

sermon, except that it is not necessary to break it up into two parts 

by assuming the sitting posture in the middle of it. It was the Holy 

Prophet’s practice to address the women separately, who were all 

required to be present whether they joined in the service or not. 

The ‘Īd charity 

While celebrating the great ‘Īd festivals, a Muslim not only remem-

bers God by attending the Divine service but he is also enjoined to 

remember his poorer brethren. The institution of a charitable fund is 
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associated with both occasions. On the occasion of the ‘Īd al-Fiṭr, 

every Muslim is required to give ṣadaqa al-Fiṭr (lit., the Fiṭr chari-
ty). A monetary level is fixed by the Muslim community per family 

member, including the old as well as the youngest members, males 

as well as females. The payment is to be made before the service is 

held, and it is obligatory. It is meant to be an organized institution 

according to Hadith.70 

‘Īd al-Aḍḥā also furnishes an occasion for the exercise of char-

ity. The sacrifice of an animal on that day (for which see under the 

next heading) not only makes the poorest members of the commu-

nity enjoy the festival with a good feast of meat but national funds 

for the amelioration of the poor or the welfare of the community 

can be considerably strengthened if the skins of the sacrificed ani-

mals are devoted to this purpose. In addition to this, in places 

where the number of sacrificed animals is in excess of the needs of 

the population, the surplus meat may be preserved and sold, and 

the proceeds thereof used for some charitable object. Islam does 

not allow the wastage of natural resources, and it has organized all 

its charities in such a manner that they can be turned to the best 

use. 

The Sacrifice 

At the ‘Īd al-Aḍḥā, every Muslim who can afford to do sacrifices 

an animal. In the case of a goat or a sheep, one animal suffices for 

one household, while in the case of a cow or a camel, seven men 

may be partners.71 The animal is sacrificed after the ‘Īd prayers 

are over. It may be sacrificed on the day of ‘Īd or during the two 

or three days that follow, called the tashrīq days, the time during 

which pilgrims stop in Mina.72 

As regards the meat of the slaughtered animals, the Holy Quran 

says: 

 “Eat of them and feed the contented one and the beggar.” 

— 22:36 

There is no harm if it is dried and sold and the proceeds used 

for the feeding of the poor. The idea that the meat of the sacrifices 

should not be stored or eaten for more than three days is contra-

dicted by a saying of the Holy Prophet.73 The giving of one-third, 
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or more, or less, to the poor is simply optional. No hard and fast 

rules have been laid down. The skin of the animal must, however, 

be disposed of in charity.74 

Can sacrifice be replaced by charity? 

It is sometimes asked: May not a Muslim, instead of sacrificing an 

animal, give away its price in charity? The answer to this question, 

in the light of the Islamic law, is in the negative. The sacrifice by 

Muslims throughout the world on the ‘Īd day is intended to make 

Muslim hearts, throughout the world, beat in unison with the hearts 

of the unparalleled assemblage at Makkah, the centre of Islam. Mil-

lions of people assemble there from all parts of the world, people 

who have sacrificed all comforts of life for no object except to de-

velop the idea of sacrifice, a sacrifice selfless beyond all measure, 

because it has no personal or even national end in view, a sacrifice 

for the sake of God alone. However grand that idea, it receives a 

greater grandeur from the fact that the people who have been unable 

to make that sacrifice actually, are made to share the same desire 

and show their willingness to make the same sacrifice by the osten-

sible act of the sacrifice of an animal, which is the final act of the 

pilgrimage. One desire moves the hearts of the whole Muslim world 

from one end to the other at one moment, and this is made possible 

only by the institution of sacrifice. This institution also, of course, 

serves the purpose of charity as Islam does not allow its rich mem-

bers to forget their poorer brethren in the hour of their joy at a time 

of festival. 

The idea underlying sacrifice 

The sacrifice does not consist in the act of shedding the blood of 

an animal or consuming its meat. This is made clear by the Holy 

Quran: 

“Not their flesh, nor their blood, reaches Allah, but to Him 

is acceptable the observance of duty on your part.” — 

22:37 

The underlying significance is made clearer still in the follow-

ing verse: 
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“And for every nation We appointed acts of devotion that 

they might mention the name of Allah on the cattle quad-

rupeds that He has given them. So your God is One God, 

therefore to Him should you submit. And give good news 

to the humble, whose hearts tremble when Allah is men-

tioned, and who are patient in their afflictions…” 

— 22:34–35 

The act of the sacrifice of an animal is thus in some way connected 

with righteousness, with submission to One God, with humbleness 

of heart, with patience under sufferings; and the sacrifice of the ani-

mal is plainly regarded as affecting the heart, as making it tremble 

at the mention of Allah’s name. Taking away the life of an animal 

and shedding its blood does not make them ferocious but creates 

humbleness in their hearts. The institution of sacrifice has been 

accepted in one form or another by all the nations of the world. Like 

all other religious principles which are universally recognized, the 

principle of sacrifice finds a deeper meaning in Islam. The outward 

act is still there but it no longer conveys the meaning attached to it 

in some ancient religions, namely that of appeasing an offended 

deity or serving as an atonement for sin. In Islam it signifies the 

sacrifice of the sacrificer himself. The animal that is sacrificed real-

ly stands for the animal within him. And one day, and one particular 

moment on that day, is chosen so that all Muslim hearts from one 

end of the world to the other may pulsate with one idea at a particu-

lar moment, and thus lead to the development of the idea of self-

sacrifice in the community as a whole. 

Section 9: Service on the dead 

Preparatory to service 

A Divine service is held over the dead body of every Muslim, 

young or old, even of infants who have lived only for a few minutes 

or seconds. It is called ṣalāt al-janā’iz. When a person dies, the 

body is washed with soap or some other disinfectant and cleansed 

of all impurities which may be due to disease. In washing the dead 

body, the parts which are washed in ablution for prayer are taken 

first, and then the whole body is washed.75 It is then wrapped in one 

or more white sheets and scent is also added.76 The dead body is 
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then placed on a bier, or, if necessary, in a coffin, and carried on the 

shoulders, as a mark of respect, to its last resting-place, though the 

carrying of the body by any other means is not prohibited. The Holy 

Prophet stood up when he saw the bier of a Jew pass by. He did this 

to show respect to the dead, and then enjoined his followers to stand 

up as a mark of respect when a bier passed by, whether that of a 

Muslim or a non-Muslim.77 

The service 

Following the dead body to the grave and taking part in the Divine 

service held over it is regarded as a duty which a Muslim owes to 

a Muslim, and so is also the visiting of the sick.78 Women are not 

prohibited from going with the bier, though their presence is not 

considered desirable, because being more emotional and tender-

hearted than men they may break down. The service may be held 

anywhere, in a mosque or in an open space or even in the grave-

yard if sufficient ground is available there. All those who take part 

in the service must perform the ablution for prayer. 

The bier is placed in front, the Imam stands facing the middle 

of the bier, and people form lines behind him, facing the Qiblah. 

The service starts with the takbīr (utterance of Allāhu Akbar), with 

the pronouncement of which hands are raised to the ears and placed 

in the same position as in prayer. Four takbīrs in all are pronounced 

loudly by the Imam.79 After the first takbīr, the same dhikr relating 

to the praise and glory of God is repeated quietly by the Imam as 

well as those who follow, as in the first rak‘ah of the daily service, 

followed by the opening chapter of the Quran (Fātiḥah) only.80 The 

second takbīr is then pronounced without raising the hands to the 

ears, and the dhikr known as al-ṣalā ‘ala-l-Nabiyy is recited quietly 

(see page 230). After the third takbīr, a prayer for the forgiveness of 

the deceased is addressed to God, again quietly. Different forms of 

this prayer are reported as having been offered by the Prophet, and 

it seems that prayer in any form is permissible. After the fourth tak-

bīr, the taslīm (i.e., As-salāmu ‘alai-kum wa raḥmat-ullāh) is pro-

nounced loudly by the Imam, as at the close of prayer. The entire 

service is held in the standing position. A similar Divine service 

may be held in the case of a deceased when the dead body is not 

present.81 
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When the service is over, the bier is taken to the grave and 

buried. The grave is dug in such a manner that the dead body may 

be laid in it facing Makkah. After burial, a prayer is again offered 

for the deceased and the people then depart. 

Patience enjoined under afflictions 

Islam forbids indulgence in intemperate grief for the dead. It re-

quires that all affliction be borne patiently, as the Holy Quran says: 

“And We shall certainly try you with something of fear 

and hunger and loss of property and lives and fruits. And 

give good news to the patient, who, when a misfortune 

befalls them, say: Surely we are Allah’s and to Him we 

shall return.” — 2:155–156 

On hearing of the death of a relative or a friend or of any other 

affliction, a Muslim is enjoined to say Innā li-llāhi wa innā ilai-hi 
rāji‘ūn: “Surely we are Allah’s and to Him we shall return”. These 

words are a source of unlimited solace and comfort in bereavement. 

Allah has taken away His own; all of us come from God and must 

return to Him. Hence it is forbidden that one should indulge in ex-

cessive mourning or ostentatious grief. 

A very large number of innovations has grown up about what 

may be done for the benefit of the dead. There is no mention in any 

hadith of distributing charity at the grave, or having the Quran recit-

ed at the grave or elsewhere for the benefit of the dead. There are 

reports speaking of the Quran being read to the dying person,82 but 

there is no mention at all of its being read over the dead body or 

over the grave. Neither is there any mention of saying the Fātiḥah, 

or a prayer for the dead, when people come to console the relatives 

of the departed. The Holy Prophet is, however, reported as having 

prayed for the dead when visiting their graves, and the simple act of 

asking forgiveness for the deceased is not forbidden. The preparing 

of food on the third or tenth or fortieth day after death is also an 

innovation. There is no mention of it in any hadith. Instead of the 

family of the deceased preparing food for others, it is recommended 

that food should be prepared and sent to the family of the deceased 

by others.83 
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Alms may, however, be given on behalf of the deceased, and 

doing deeds of charity is the only thing allowed. It is stated in a 

hadith that “a man came to the Messenger of Allah and said that 

his mother had died suddenly, and he was sure that if she could 

speak, she would give something in charity, and enquired whether 

she would get any reward if he gave charity on her behalf.” The 

Holy Prophet is reported to have replied in the affirmative.84 

Section 10: Tahajjud and Tarāwīḥ 

Tahajjud prayer is voluntary 

The word tahajjud literally signifies the ‘giving up of sleep’. The 

Tahajjud prayer is so called because it is said after one has had 

some sleep, and sleep is then given up for the sake of prayer. It is 

specially mentioned, even enjoined, in the Holy Quran itself in the 

very earliest revelations, but it is expressly stated to be voluntary.85  

As the Holy Quran shows, the Holy Prophet used to pass half 

or even two-thirds of the night in prayer (see 73:20). His practice 

was to go to sleep immediately after the ‘Ishā’ prayers, and then he 

generally woke up after midnight and passed almost all this latter 

half of the night in Tahajjud prayers, sometimes taking a short nap, 

which would give him a little rest, just before the morning prayer. 

This practice he kept up to the last. While in the congregational 

prayers the recitation of the Holy Quran was generally short, in con-

sideration of the children, women and aged people among the audi-

ence, the recitation in the Tahajjud prayers was generally long. 

The Tahajjud prayer consists of eight rak‘ahs, divided into a 

service of two at a time, followed by three rak‘ahs of witr. To make 

it easier for the common people the witr prayer, which is really a 

part of Tahajjud, has been made a part of the voluntary portion of 

‘Ishā’ or night prayer, and therefore, if the witr prayer has been said 

with ‘Ishā’, Tahajjud would consist of only eight rak‘ahs. But if 

there is not sufficient time, one may stop after any two rak‘ahs.86 

The Companions of the Holy Prophet were very particular about 

Tahajjud prayer, though they knew it was not obligatory. The Holy 

Prophet laid special stress on Tahajjud in the month of Ramadan, 

and it was the Tahajjud prayer that ultimately took the form of 

Tarāwīḥ in that month.  
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Tahajjud was an individual prayer, but later on, Umar intro-

duced a change whereby this prayer in Ramadan became a congre-

gational prayer during the early part of the night, and was said after 

the ‘Ishā’ prayer. He himself is reported to have said that it was an 

innovation, though the latter part of night during which people kept 

on sleeping was preferable to the early part in which they said this 

prayer.87 While for the average person the change introduced by 

Umar is welcome, nevertheless in the month of Ramadan Tahajjud 

in the latter part of the night and as an individual prayer is prefer-

able. 

Tarāwīḥ 

The origin of the word Tarāwīḥ means ‘the act of taking rest’. The 

name Tarāwīḥ seems to have been given to this prayer because the 

worshippers take a brief rest after every two rak‘ahs. It is now the 

practice that the whole of the Holy Quran is recited in the Tarāwīḥ 

prayers in the month of Ramadan. The number of rak‘ahs in the 

Tarāwīḥ prayers seems, at first, to have been eleven, being exactly 

the number of rak‘ahs in the Tahajjud prayers (including of course 

three witr rak‘ahs). Later on, the number seems to have been in-

creased to twenty, with three rak‘ahs of witr, now making a total of 

twenty-three. And this practice is now generally maintained through-

out the Muslim world, the Ahl Hadith and Ahmadis being almost 

the only exception. 

Notes to Chapter 11 
 

1. Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:38, MK 8 :408, 409; book: ‘Times of pray-

ers’, 9:8, MK 10:508, 509; book: ‘Actions while praying’, 21:12, MK 

22:305. 

2. Bukhari, book: ‘Faith’, 2:37, MK 2 :47. 

3. Bukhari, book: ‘Times of the prayers’, 9:6, MK 10:506. 

4. See also in the Quran 39 :39, 90 :4.  

5. The Quran, 73 :20. 

6. Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:56, MK 8 :429. 

7. Ibid., 8:69, MK 8 :445. 

8. Ibid., 8:68, MK 8 :444. 

9. Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:44, MK 8 :415; book: ‘Tribulations (Fitan)’, 

92:18 (FB 93 :18), MK 88:220, 221. 



NOTES TO CHAPTER 11 

 

245 

 

10. See, for example, Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:77, MK 8 :452 and 8 :57, 

MK 8 :430. 

11. Abu Dawud, book: ‘Prayer’, 2:222 (h. 1079). 

12. Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8 :83, MK 8 :459. 

13. Ibid., 8:37, MK 8 :407. 

14. Ibid., 8:24, MK 8 :383. 

15. Ibid., 8:72, MK 8 :448. 

16. Bakkah is the same as Makkah, being from tabākk meaning the crowding 

together of people. See Raghib’s Mufradāt and Rāzī’s commentary. 

17. Al-Nihāyah under Kufr. 

18. Abu Dawud, book: ‘Prayer’, 2:12 (h. 448). 

19. Ibid., h. 449. 

20. Bukhari, book: ‘Times of the prayers’, 9:22, MK 10:541. 

21. Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:13, MK 8 :368; see also book: ‘Call to pray-

er’, 10:165, MK 12:831. 

22. Bukhari, book: ‘Call to prayer’, 10:65, MK 11:675–678. 

23. Ibid., 10:152, MK 12:799. 

24. Bukhari, book: ‘Friday Prayer’, 11:13, MK 13:23. 

25. Bukhari, book: ‘Call to prayer’, 10:162, MK 12:824. 

26. Ibid., 10:166, MK 12:832. 

27. Bukhari, book: ‘The two ‘Īds’, 13:15, MK 15:91; 13 :21, MK 15:97. 

28. Bukhari, book: ‘Call to prayer’, 10:164, MK 12:829, 830. 

29. Bukhari, book: ‘Pilgrimage (manāsik)’, 25:23, saying of Aishah in chap-

ter heading. 

30. Bukhari, book: ‘Call to prayer’, 10:163, MK 12:825. 

31. Bukhari, book: ‘The two ‘Īds’, 13:12, ch. heading.  

32. Encyclopaedia of Islam, first edition, art. Masjid. 

33. The Quran, 2 :222. 

34. Bukhari, book: ‘Menstruation’, 6:2, 3, 5, MK 6 :294, 295, 296, 298–302. 

35. Ibid., 6:11, MK 6 :309. 

36. Every mosque will ordinarily have a mutawallī (lit., guardian), who is 

charged with its management by those who have built it. The mutawallī has 

the right to appoint the imam, but he has no right to prohibit Muslims, on 

account of sectarian differences, from entering the mosque. Every mosque 

has also generally a mu’adhdhin who gives the call for prayers, and may 

also look after the mosque. 

37. Bukhari, book: ‘Call to prayer’, 10:46. 



11. PRAYER 

 

246 

 

38. Abu Dawud, book: ‘Prayer’, 2 :61 (h. 582–584, 589). 

39. Ibid., 2:62 (h. 592). 

40. Tirmidhi, book: ‘Purification’, 1:3 (h. 3). 

41. Muslim, book: ‘Purification’, 2:1, AHS 2 :432. 

42. The word junub is a technical term and means ‘one who is under an obli-

gation to perform a total ablution’, i.e., to take a bath. To call this a state 

of pollution or defilement is not correct. 

43. Bukhari, book: Tayammum’, 7:4–5, MK 7:334–339. 

44. Lane’s Lexicon. 

45. Bukhari, book: ‘Call to prayer’, 10:1–2, MK 11:577–580. 

46. Ibid., 10:18, MK 11:604 

47. Bukhari, book: ‘Times of the prayers’, 9:1, MK 10:500. 

48. Ibid., 9:35, MK 10:569. 

49. Ibid., 9 : 9, MK 10:510–513. 

50. Ibid., 9:11, MK 10:516. 

51. Bukhari, book: ‘Shortening the prayers’, 18:13–15, MK 20:209–213. 

52. Bukhari, book: ‘Times of the prayers’, 9:12, MK 10:518. 

53. Muslim, book: ‘Prayer’, 6:6, AHS 4 :1516, 1517, 1519, 1520. 

54. The Quran, 73 :1–4 and 73 :20. 

55. Bukhari, book: ‘Shortening the prayers’, 18:19, MK 20:218. 

56. Ibid., 18:7, 8, MK 20:198–201. 

57. The Quran, 29 :45, 62 :9, 63 :9 etc. 

58. Zād al-Ma‘ād, vol. I, p. 60. 

59. The Hanafis, however, hold that the Imam’s recitation is sufficient, and 

that the followers need not recite the sentences of the Fātiḥah. 

60. Bukhari, book: ‘Friday Prayer’, 11:2, 3, 7, 8, MK 13:2–5, 11–14. 

61. Ibid., 11:6, 19, MK 13:8, 33. 

62. Ibid., 11:32, 33, MK 13:52, 53. 

63. Ibid., 11:39, MK 13:59. 

64. Editor’s Note: The word ‘Īd is often spelt in English as Eid to indicate 

the pronunciation to the general reader. 

65. The word fiṭr means ‘to begin’, from which is also derived fiṭrah mean-

ing ‘nature’. Ifṭār means ‘the breaking of the fast’, as if the faster had re-

turned to a natural course, and it is from this that the name ‘Īd al-Fiṭr 

seems to have been taken, because it immediately follows the month of 

fasts. 

66. Aḍḥā is the plural of aḍḥāt, meaning ‘a sacrifice’. 



NOTES TO CHAPTER 11 

 

247 

 

67. Bukhari, book: ‘The two ‘Īds’, 13:15, MK 15:91; book: ‘Menstruation’, 

6:23, MK 6 :321. 

68. Ibid., 13 :7, MK 15:78. 

69. Tirmidhi, book: ‘The two ‘Īds’, 5:34 (h. 536). 

70. Bukhari, book: ‘Zakāt’, 24:77, MK 25:587; book: ‘Representation, 

Proxy (Wakāla)’, 40:10, MK 38:505. 

71. Tirmidhi, book: ‘Sacrifices’, 19:8 (h. 1502). 

72. Mishkat, book: ‘Prayer’, 4: ch. 49, sec. 3, h. 1388 (v. 1, p. 313). 

73. Bukhari, book: ‘Pilgrimage’, 25:124, MK 26:777. 

74. Ibid., 25:121, MK 26:775. 

75. Bukhari, book: ‘Funerals’, 23:8–11, MK 23:344–347. 

76. Ibid., 23:18–20, 26 (FB 23 :19–21, 27), MK 23:354–356, 365. 

77. Ibid., 23:49 (FB 23 :50), MK 23:398, 399. 

78. Ibid., 23:2, MK 23:331. 

79. Ibid., 23:64 (FB 23 :65), MK 23:417, 418. 

80. Ibid., 23:65 (FB 23 :66), MK 23:419. 

81. Ibid., 23:4, MK 23:337. 

82. Abu Dawud, book: ‘Funerals’, 21:24 (h. 3121). 

83. Bukhari, book: ‘Food’, 70:24, MK 65:328; Abu Dawud, book: ‘Fune-

rals’, 21:30. 

84. Bukhari, book: ‘Funerals’, 23 :95, MK 23:470; book: ‘Wills’, 55:15, 

MK 51:19. 

85. The Quran, 73 :1–6, 73 :20 and 17 :79. 

86. Bukhari, book: ‘Tahajjud’, 19:10, MK 21:238. 

87. Bukhari, book: ‘Tarawīḥ’, 31:1, MK 32:227. 



248 
 

12. Charity 

Charity as one of the two principal duties 

Charity towards fellow human beings, in its widest sense, is laid 

down in the Holy Quran as the second great pillar on which the 

structure of Islam stands. This is made plain in the very beginning 

of the Holy Book (2:3–4) where the main principles of Islam, 

three theoretical and two practical, are laid down. The three theo-

retical essentials are belief in God, in Divine revelation and in the 

Hereafter; and the two practical are keeping up prayer and spend-

ing out of what God has given to man. Believers are described 

there as those: 

“who believe in the Unseen and keep up prayer and spend 

out of what We have given them.” — 2:3 

Prayer, which has already been discussed in the last chapter, is 

the means of the realization of the Divine in man, while spending 

out of whatever has been given to man, stands for charity in a broad 

sense, i.e., for all acts of benevolence and doing good to humanity 

in general. For what God has given to man is not only the wealth 

which he possesses but all the faculties and powers with which he 

has been gifted. 

That benevolence, or the doing of good to man, is one of the 

two mainstays of religion, is a constant theme of the Holy Quran. 

For example, rejecting the Jewish and Christian claims to salvation 

on the basis of certain dogmas, the Holy Book says: 

“No, whoever submits himself entirely to Allah and he is 

the doer of good to others, he has his reward from his 

Lord, and there is no fear for such nor shall they grieve.” 

— 2:112 
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In this verse submission to Allah takes the place of keeping up 

prayer, and the doing of good to humanity is spoken of in place of 

spending out of what has been given to man. The numerous ordi-

nances relating to various aspects of life, whether contained in the 

Quran or in the practice and sayings of the Holy Prophet, are only 

offshoots of these two practical essentials of religion. 

Prayer is useless if it does not lead to charity 

The relation in which prayer stands to charity is made clear by the 

order in which the two are mentioned. When prayer and charity are 

spoken of together, and this combination is of frequent occurrence 

in the Quran, prayer always takes precedence over charity, but this 

is only because prayer prepares a man for the service of humanity. 

Verse 3 of chapter 2, which we quoted above, begins with mention 

of belief in God, the Unseen, and this is immediately followed by an 

injunction to keep up prayer, and this again by another to do acts of 

benevolence. This is to show the natural order. Belief in the Unseen 

is the starting point of man’s spiritual progress. But this would lead 

to no good if the next step, the seeking of communion with the Un-

seen through prayer, does not follow. And this again is meaningless 

if it does not lead to acts of benevolence. Prayer, therefore, is the 

first step because it leads to the second, that is, charity. This is else-

where made plain: 

“Woe to the praying ones, who are unmindful of their 

prayers, who do good to be seen, and refrain from [small] 

acts of kindness.” — 107:4–7 

Conception of charity in Islam 

The most frequently recurring words for charity are infāq which 

means ‘spending benevolently’, iḥsān which means ‘the doing of 

good’, zakāt which means ‘growth’ or ‘purification’, and ṣadaqah 
which is derived from the root ṣidq, meaning ‘truth’, and comes to 

signify a ‘charitable deed’. The very words used to denote chari-

table deeds are an indication of the broadness of its conception. 
The Holy Quran not only lays stress on such great deeds of charity 

as the emancipation of slaves,1 the feeding of the poor,2 taking care 

of orphans3 and doing good to humanity in general, but gives equal 

emphasis to smaller acts of benevolence. It is for this reason that, 
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in 107:7 quoted above, the withholding of small acts of kindness 

and charity, is stated to be against the spirit of prayer. And in a 

similar strain, the speaking of a kind word to parents is referred to 

as iḥsān in 17:23, and generally the use of kind words is recom-

mended as in itself a charitable deed in many places, for example 

2:83 and 4:8. 

Hadith is much more explicit. To remove from the road any-

thing which may cause hurt is called a ṣadaqah or a charitable 

deed.4 According to another hadith, “there is a ṣadaqah (charity) 

due on every limb with every new sun, and to do justice among 

people is also a charity”.5 Another report gives yet more detail: 

“On every limb there is a charity due every day; a man 

helps another to ride his animal, it is a charity; or he helps 

him to load his animal, this is also a charity; and so is a 

good word; and every step, which a man takes in going to 

pray, is a charity; and to show [someone] the way is a 

charity.” 6
 

Examples of other charitable deeds are “your salutation to peo-

ple,” “your enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong,” 

“refraining from doing evil to anyone” and so on.7 The circle of 

those towards whom an act of charity may be done is equally wide. 

The Holy Prophet said: 

“Whatever you feed yourself with is a charity, and what-

ever you feed your children with is a charity, and whatev-

er you feed your wife with is a charity, and whatever you 

feed your servant with is a charity.” 

“Whoever tills a field and birds and beasts eat of it, it is a 

charity.” 8
 

The Quran also speaks of extending charity not only to all  

people including believers and unbelievers9 but also to the dumb 

creation.10 

Voluntary charity 

Charity, in the sense of giving away one’s wealth, is of two kinds, 

voluntary and obligatory. Voluntary charity is generally mentioned 

in the Holy Quran as infāq or iḥsān or ṣadaqah, and though the 
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Holy Book is full of injunctions on this subject, and hardly a leaf is 

turned which does not bring to the mind the grand object of the ser-

vice of humanity as the goal of man’s life, the subject is specially 

dealt with in verses 261 to 273 of the second chapter. The reward of 

charity is first spoken of: 

“The parable of those who spend their wealth in the way 

of Allah is as the parable of a grain growing seven ears, in 

every ear a hundred grains. And Allah multiplies further 

for whom He pleases.” — 2:261 

A charitable deed must be done as a duty which man owes to 

man, so that it conveys no idea of the superiority of the giver or the 

inferiority of the receiver: 

“Those who spend their wealth in the way of Allah, then 

do not follow up what they have spent with reproach or in-

jury, their reward is with their Lord. … A kind word with 

forgiveness is better than charity followed by injury. … O 

you who believe, do not make your charity worthless by 

reproach and injury, like him who spends his wealth to be 

seen by people and does not believe in Allah and the Last 

Day.” — 2:262–264 

Love of God should be the motive in all charitable deeds, so 

that the very doing of them fosters the feeling that all mankind is 

but a single family: 

“And they give food, out of love for Him, to the poor and 

the orphan and the captive.” — 76:8 

“…but righteous is the one who… gives away wealth out 

of love for Him to the near of kin and the orphans and the 

needy and the traveller and to those who ask and to set 

slaves free.” — 2:177 

“And the parable of those who spend their wealth to seek 
Allah’s pleasure and for the strengthening of their souls is 

as the parable of a garden on elevated ground…” — 2:265 

Only good things and well-earned wealth should be given in 

charity: 
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“O you who believe, spend out of the good things that 

you earn and of what We bring forth for you from the 

earth, and do not aim at the bad to spend from it, while 

you would not take it yourselves unless you turned a 

blind eye to it.” — 2:267 

Charitable deeds may be done openly or secretly: 

“If you manifest charity, how excellent it is! And if you 

hide it and give it to the poor, it is good for you. And it will 

do away with some of your evil deeds.” — 2:271 

Those who do not beg should be the first to receive charity: 

“[Charity is] for the poor who are confined in the way of 

Allah, they cannot go about in the land; the ignorant man 

thinks them to be rich on account of their abstaining from 

begging. You can recognize them by their mark — they 

do not beg of people demandingly.” — 2:273 

Significance of zakāt 

Obligatory charity is generally mentioned under the name zakāt, but 

it is sometimes called a ṣadaqah, especially in Hadith. The word 

zakāt is derived from zakā, which means ‘it (a plant) grew’. The 

other derivatives of this word, as used in the Holy Quran, carry the 

sense of purification from sins. The Holy Prophet is again and again 

spoken of as purifying those who would follow him,11 and the puri-

fication of the soul is repeatedly mentioned as being real success in 

life.12 The word zakāt is also used in the sense of purity from sin.13 

The idea of purity, and that of the growth of human faculties and 

success in life, are thus connected together. Zakāt is wealth which is 

taken from the rich and given to the poor, being so called because it 

makes wealth grow, and because the giving away of wealth is a 

source of purification. In fact both these reasons hold true. The giv-

ing away of wealth to the poorer members of the community in-
creases the wealth of the community as a whole, and at the same 

time it purifies the giver’s heart of the inordinate love of wealth 

which brings numerous sins in its train. The Holy Prophet himself 

has described zakāt as wealth “which is taken from the rich and 

returned to the poor”.14 
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Importance of zakāt in Islam 

The two commandments, to keep up prayer and to give zakāt, often 

go together. This combination of the two is met with in the earliest 

chapters of the Holy Quran, as well as in those which were revealed 

towards the end of the Holy Prophet’s life. Thus in ch.73, which is 

undoubtedly one of the very earliest revelations, we have: 

“…and keep up prayer and give the zakāt and offer to 

Allah a goodly gift.” — 73:20 

And in the ninth chapter, which is the latest in revelation, we have: 

“Only he can maintain the mosques of Allah who believes 

in Allah and the Last Day, and keeps up prayer and gives 

the zakāt and fears none but Allah.” — 9:18 

Not only are prayer (ṣalāt) and zakāt mentioned together in a 

large number of passages but also these two are treated as being the 

basic ordinances of the religion of Islam, and their carrying into 

practice is often mentioned as being sufficient indication that one is 

a believer in the religion of Islam. The two verses quoted above 

point to the same conclusion.15 

Zakāt as the basic principle of every religion 

Ṣalāt and zakāt are also spoken of together as the basic ordinances 

of the religion of every prophet. Thus of Abraham and his posteri-

ty, it is said: 

“And We made them leaders who guided people by Our 

command, and We revealed to them the doing of good and 

the keeping up of prayer and the giving of zakāt.” — 21: 

73 

The Israelite law is also said to have contained a similar com-

mandment: 

“And Allah said: Surely I am with you. If you keep up 

prayer and give the zakāt and believe in My messengers 

and assist them and offer to Allah a goodly gift, I will cer-

tainly cover your evil deeds, and make you enter gardens 

in which rivers flow.” — 5:12 
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Ishmael is also spoken of as giving the same commandment to 

his followers: 

“And he enjoined on his people prayer and zakāt, and he 

was one in whom his Lord was well-pleased.” — 19:55 

Even Jesus is said to have received a similar Divine com-

mandment: 

“…and He has enjoined on me prayer and zakāt so long 

as I live.” — 19:31 

This view of religion shows that, according to the Holy Quran, 

the service of humanity and the amelioration of the condition of the 

poor has always been among the principal aims and objects of reli-

gion. It is, however, true that the same stress has not been laid on 

this principle in the previous religions, and, moreover, the insti-

tution of zakāt, like every other principle of religion, has been 

brought to perfection, along with the perfection of religion, in 

Islam. 

Problem of the distribution of wealth 

One of the greatest problems facing humanity is undoubtedly the 

problem of the distribution of wealth, with which is also bound up 

the question of political power. The system of capitalism, which is 

the foundation-stone, so to speak, of the materialistic civilization of 

the West, has led to the concentration of wealth in fewer and fewer 

hands. Political power has followed in the wake of wealth, and at 

the bidding of the capitalist the politician has to declare war and 

peace. The insatiable thirst for wealth on the part of the capitalists, 

who are the real controllers of political power, has reduced many 

nations of the world to a state of slavery, and regular plunder has 

been legalized under various high-sounding phrases. 

The reaction against capitalism set in towards the middle of the 

nineteenth century. It came under the name of socialism to liberate 

the people, but it is as much of a bondage as capitalism. The ques-
tion is, does state-ownership of all means of production finally 

solve the great problem of the distribution of wealth? The people 

entrusted with the carrying out of the scheme, the state-agents, 

would degenerate into an oligarchy similar to the oligarchy of 
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capitalism since human nature is too prone to these tendencies, and 

hardly any remedy is offered to check such tendencies. But there is 

more than this. What came as the friend of labour defeats its own 

end by denying to labour its fruits. The rigid system of doling out 

the necessaries of life to all alike, to the indolent and the diligent, 

the stupid and the intelligent, will undoubtedly foster conditions 

which would soon become unbearable for humanity; for it is going 

directly against nature and nature’s recognized laws. But its evil 

results cannot be seen in a day.16 

Islam’s solution of wealth problem 

To Islam is due the credit of not only solving the wealth problem 

but, at the same time, developing the higher sentiments and building 

up character, on which alone can be laid the foundations of a lasting 

civilization for the human race. Islam accomplishes both objects by 

its state institution of charity, which goes under the name of zakāt. 
Every possessor of wealth is required to contribute annually one-

fortieth of his wealth to a common fund, which is managed by the 

state, or by the Muslim community where there is no Muslim state, 

and this fund is utilized by the state or community for the ameliora-

tion of the condition of the poor. Zakāt, therefore, acts not only as a 

levelling influence but also a means of developing the higher senti-

ments of man, the sentiments of love and sympathy towards his 

fellow-man; while the rigid system of state ownership and equality 

of distribution helps to kill man’s higher instincts. By this means, 

too, wealth is made to circulate in the body-politic of Islam, just as 

blood circulates in a living organism, a fixed portion of the wealth 

of the richer members being drawn to the centre, from where it is 

sent forth to those parts of the body-politic which need it most. The 

institution of zakāt thus becomes not only a levelling influence but 

also one of the means for the uplift of the nation as a whole. 

Zakāt is a state institution 

It should be borne in mind that zakāt is not simply obligatory chari-
ty. It is a state institution or, where there is no Muslim state, a  

national institution. The individual is not at liberty to calculate and 

spend his zakāt as he likes. It must be collected by the state on a 

national basis, and spent by the state or community. Where the Holy 
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Quran describes the main heads of the expenditure of zakāt, it men-

tions an item of expenditure on officials appointed to collect and 

distribute the same, which shows clearly that, by the institution of 

zakāt, it contemplated either a department of the state or at least a 

public fund managed entirely by a public body. The donor is not 

required to give zakāt to deserving persons, but to contribute it to a 

fund which must be used for the uplift of the community. It was in 

this sense that the Holy Prophet understood it, and when he as-

sumed control of the government, he made zakāt a state institution, 

appointing officials to collect it and directing his governors to do 

the same in distant provinces. 

Property on which zakāt is payable 

Though injunctions relating to zakāt are met with in very early reve-

lations, the details were given only after Islam was established at 

Madinah. Silver and gold are the two commodities which man has 

always loved to hoard, and besides this these are the two precious 

metals which are the basis of the currencies of the world. These 

two, therefore, find special mention as being articles on which zakāt 
must be paid. Ornaments made of silver or gold were treated as sil-

ver or gold. And cash, whether in the form of coins or notes or bank 

deposits, would follow the same rule. Precious stones were except-

ed from zakāt, because in taking a part, in this case, the whole 

would have to be broken up or damaged. Articles of merchandise 

were also considered as being subject to zakāt to whatever class 

they may belong. Animals used for trade purposes were subject to 

zakāt only if they were kept on pastures belonging to the state. 

There is no mention of immovable property, such as agricultural 

lands and house property, among the things on which zakāt was 

levied, but the produce of land, whether cereals or fruits, was sub-

ject to a tax called ‘ushr, literally, the tenth part. It has been treated 

as zakāt; actually, however, it falls within the category of land reve-

nue. Since zakāt is a tax on property, therefore it is realizable 

though the property may belong to a minor. 

Niṣāb and rate of zakāt 

Zakāt was an annual charge on property which remained in the 

possession of a person for a whole year, when its value reached a 

certain limit, called niṣāb. Niṣāb differed with different kinds of 
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property, the most important being the cases of silver and gold. 

The niṣāb of cash was the same as that of silver or gold, according 

to whether the cash was held in silver or gold. In the case of mer-

chandise of all kinds, the value was calculated on the basis of, and 

the niṣāb was judged by, the silver standard. In the case of orna-

ments, the niṣāb was that of silver or of gold, according to the 

metal they were made of. But jewels and the like would be ex-

cepted, and only the weight of silver or gold would be considered 

in determining the niṣāb. There were also different levels of niṣāb 

in case of animals such as bulls, cows, goats etc. There was also a 

niṣāb in the case of cereals. 

With the exception of animals, zakāt was levied at almost a 

uniform rate, being 2½ per cent of the accumulated wealth. In the 

case of animals, camels and sheep, detailed rules were laid down, 

and animals of a particular age were taken as zakāt when the herd 

reached a specified number. However, in the main, the rate of 2½ 

per cent seems to have been kept in view. In case of ‘ushr, as al-

ready stated, it is not technically zakāt; it is really land revenue. 

The state takes only one-tenth of the produce of agricultural land 

when it is grown with the aid of rain-water or natural springs, and 

one-twentieth when irrigated by wells or other artificial means in 

which labour is engaged by the owner of the land. 

Zakāt under modern conditions 

It will thus be seen that zakāt proper is only a charge on accumu-

lated wealth, and is intended to do away with the inequalities of 

capitalism. Wealth has a tendency to accumulate, and zakāt aims 

at its partial redistribution in such a manner that the community, 

as a whole, may derive advantage from it. A part of the amassed 

wealth or capital of every individual is taken away annually and 

distributed among the poor and the needy. Zakāt would therefore 

be payable on all cash hoardings, or hoardings in gold or silver, as 

well as on any form of capital, whether in the shape of cash or 

kind. Precious stones, as already stated, are excepted, because the 

payment of zakāt on them would necessitate their sale. Machinery 

employed in industry must follow the same rule. It should, in fact, 

be regarded in the same light as the implements of a skilled worker, 

and its earnings become taxable when the necessary conditions as to 
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the assessment of zakāt are fulfilled. Stock-in-trade should be treat-

ed in a similar manner; that is to say, only the yearly profit should 

be taxable, not the stock itself. In the case of all things on which 

zakāt is payable, whether cereals, live-stock or other articles of 

merchandise, their value should be determined, and zakāt levied at 

the universal rate of 2½ per cent. Where the Muslims live under 

non-Muslim governments, and the collection and disbursement of 

zakāt cannot be undertaken by these governments, the duty de-

volves on the Muslim community as a whole, and the institution of 

zakāt must take the shape of a national Muslim institution in every 

country where there is a Muslim population. 

How zakāt should be spent 

The items of the expenditure of zakāt are thus expressly stated in 

the Holy Quran: 

“Charity (ṣadaqāt) is only for the poor and the needy, and 

those employed to administer it, and those whose hearts are 

made to incline to truth, and [to free] the captives, and 

those in debt, and in the way of Allah, and for the traveller 

— an ordinance (farīḍah) from Allah, and Allah is Know-

ing, Wise.” — 9:60 

As already noted, zakāt is sometimes mentioned under the name of 

ṣadaqah. That this is the significance of ṣadaqāt (its plural form) 

here is made clear by the concluding words of the verse, where it is 

called an “ordinance”, farīḍah or an obligatory duty, this word 

being applicable to zakāt only. 

The eight heads of expenditure spoken of here may be divided 

into three classes. The first relates to those who stand in need of 

help, including the poor, the needy, those whose hearts are made to 

incline to truth, captives, debtors and travellers. Secondly, there are 

the officials appointed for collection and disbursement of the fund. 

And, thirdly, a part of the zakāt is required to be spent in the way of 

Allah. A few words of explanation may be added as regards each 

class. 

It will be seen that six kinds of people fall under the first head. 

The first, translated as “poor”, are fuqarā’ (plural of faqīr), and the 

second, translated as “needy”, are masākīn (plural of miskīn). There 



HOW ZAKĀT SHOULD BE SPENT 

 

259 

exists a good deal of difference as to the real distinction between 

these two words, but keeping their literal significance in view, the 

real distinction appears to be that faqīr is one who is unable to earn 

on account of some disability, while miskīn is one who, though fit to 

earn sufficient, is unable to do so on account of poverty or lack of 

resources. The miskīn is the needy person who, if given a little help, 

can earn livelihood for himself. The unemployed would fall in this 

category. 

These are the two chief classes for whose benefit the institution 

of zakāt is maintained, and hence they are separated from others by 

a mention of the establishment. The other groups falling in this class 

are also of persons who stand in need of help for some sufficient 

reason. There are those whose hearts are made to incline to truth, 

that is, people who are in search of truth but unable to find means to 

have access to it on account of poverty. In this category would also 

fall new converts to Islam who are deprived of the means of their 

subsistence because of their conversion. Then there are the captives, 

or those who have been deprived of their liberty, and are unable to 

regain it by their own exertion. The freeing of slaves falls in this 

category. Then there are the debtors who are unable to pay off their 

own debts, and, lastly, there are the travellers who are stranded in a 

foreign country or in a distant place, and are unable to reach their 

homes. 

There are two other heads of expenditure of zakāt. The first of 

these is the maintenance of an establishment and office for the col-

lection of zakāt. This shows that zakāt was meant to be collected at 

some central place, and then distributed, and the maintenance of 

people who did this work was a charge under this head. The Quran, 

therefore, does not allow the giving away or spending of zakāt ac-

cording to the individual’s choice.17  

Zakāt may be spent in defence and propagation of Islam 

The only remaining item of expenditure is what is called f ī sabīl-

illāh, or “in the way of Allah”, which is accepted generally as mea-

ning fighters defending the faith. While such fighters are a most 

important national need of a community, it is equally true that they 

are an exception and not the rule, and hence the significance of the 

words “in the way of Allah” cannot be limited to them. But there is 
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another paramount need of the Muslim community which is called 

the great jihād, in the Quran: 

“And if We pleased, We could raise a warner in every 

town. So do not obey the unbelievers, and strive against 

them a mighty striving (jihād-an kabīr-an) with it.” — 

25:51–52 

The personal pronoun it, as the context clearly shows, refers to the 

Quran, and therefore striving with the Quran, or taking the message 

of the Quran to distant corners of the world, is the greatest jihād of 

Islam. The item of expenditure “in the way of Allah” hence refers to 

both these paramount needs of national existence: war in self-

defence (being the only kind of war allowed to Muslims) and the 

work of the propagation of Islam. The latter, i.e., the propagation of 

Islam, is the greatest need of this age. Hence it will be seen that the 

institution of zakāt, while chiefly aiming at the amelioration of the 

condition of the poor, has also in view the defence and advancement 

of the Muslim community as a whole. 

Other national charitable institutions 

Zakāt, though the most important, is not, however, the only national 

institution of charity set up by Islam. There are two others of a simi-

lar nature, both connected with the ‘Īd festivals, whereby into every 

Muslim heart is instilled the idea that even when in his happiest 

mood, he must never forget the distress of his poorer brethren. The 

first of these institutions is the charity connected with the ‘Īd al-

Fiṭr. Every Muslim on that occasion is required to give away in 

charity a certain measure of food, or its equivalent in money. This 

sum must be collected by every Muslim community and then dis-

tributed among those who deserve it. Here too the choice of distri-

bution is not with the individual but with the community (see also 

pages 237–238). The second institution is connected with the ‘Īd al-

Aḍḥā on which occasion not only are the poor members of the 

community fed with the meat of the sacrificed animals, but the skins 

of those animals (and also dried or preserved meat, in case the sup-

ply is greater than the demand) are sold, and the sum thus realized 

spent on some charitable object of national value, such as the prop-

agation of Islam (see also pages 238–239). 
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9. “Their guidance is not your duty, but Allah guides whom He pleases. And 

whatever good thing you spend, it is to your good. And you do not spend 

but to seek Allah’s pleasure” (The Quran, 2:272). 

 Editor’s Note: Reports relating to this verse show that it means that a Mus-

lim must also extend his charity to the poor among sinners, non-Muslims 

and even opponents of Islam, and not let the fact that they are not guided 

stand in this way. 

10. “And in their wealth was a due share for the beggar and for one who is 

deprived” — 51 :19. The word maḥrūm or ‘deprived’ is understood as 

applying both to a poor man who does not beg and to dumb animals as 

they are not capable of speaking. (See also 70 :24–25.) 

11. The Quran, 2 :129, 2 :151, 3 :163, 9 :103, 62 :2. 

12. The Quran, 91 :9, 92 :18. 

13. The Quran, 19 :12–13, 18 :81. 

14. Bukhari, book: ‘Zakāt’, 24 :1, MK 23:478 (MK seems to have mistaken-

ly included 478–483 in book 23, ‘Funerals’, instead of book 24). 

15. Some more examples of such verses are: 98 :5, 31 :2–4 and 9 :11. 

16. Editor’s Note: These words were written in the 1930s. In The Religion of 

Islam, in this discussion Maulana Muhammad Ali had, after noting that 

communism “holds Russia in its grip”, added: “Whether, in Russia, it has 

come to stay is a question which only the future can decide.” Just over 

fifty years later, communism collapsed in the old Soviet Union. 

17. There is a hadith which states that the Holy Prophet allowed up to one-third 

of the zakāt to be spent by an individual for those whom he thought fit to 

receive the zakāt — Abu Dawud, book: ‘Zakāt’, 9:15 (h. 1605). This has 

been explained as meaning that the person from whom the zakāt was taken 

may spend this portion on his poor relatives or neighbours as he desired. 
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13. Fasting 

Institution of fasting in Islam 

The primary signification of the word ṣaum is ‘abstaining’, in an 

absolute sense. In the technical language of the Islamic law, ṣaum 

and ṣiyām signify fasting or abstaining from food and drink and 

sexual intercourse from dawn till sunset. 

The institution of fasting in Islam came after the institution of 

prayer. It was in Madinah in the second year of Hijrah that fasting 

was made obligatory, and the month of Ramadan was set apart for 

this purpose. Before that the Holy Prophet used to fast, as an op-

tional devotion, on the tenth day of the month of Muharram, and he 

also ordered his followers to fast on that day, it being a fasting day 

for the Quraish as well.1 The origin of fasting in Islam may thus be 

traced to the time when the Holy Prophet was still at Makkah; but it 

was after his move to Madinah that he saw the Jews fasting on the 

tenth day of Muharram; and being told that Moses had kept a fast 

on that day in commemoration of the delivery of the Israelites from 

Pharaoh, he remarked that they (Muslims) were nearer to Moses 

than the Jews and ordered that day to be observed as a day of fast-

ing.2 

A universal institution 

In the Holy Quran the subject of fasting is dealt with only in one 

place, that is, in verses 183 to 188 of the second chapter; though 

there is mention on other occasions of fasting by way of expiation 

in certain cases. The first verse on this subject opens with the remark 

that the institution of fasting is a universal one: 

“O you who believe, fasting is prescribed for you, as it was 

prescribed for those before you, so that you may guard 

against evil.” —2:183 
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The truth of the statement made here — that fasting “was prescribed 

for those before you” — is borne out by a reference to religious 

history. The practice of fasting has been recognized almost univer-

sally in all the higher, revealed religions, though the same stress is 

not laid on it in all, and the forms and motives vary. 

“Its modes and motives vary considerably according to 

climate, race, civilization and other circumstances; but it 

would be difficult to name any religious system of any 

description in which it is wholly unrecognized.” 3 

Present-day Christianity may not attach much value to reli-

gious devotions of this sort, but not only did the Founder of Chris-

tianity himself keep a fast for forty days and observe fasting on 

the Day of Atonement like a true Jew, but also commended fasting 

to his disciples: 

“Moreover, when you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, 

with a sad countenance. For they disfigure their faces that 

they may appear to men to be fasting… But you, when you 

fast, anoint your head and wash your face, so that you do 

not appear to men to be fasting.” 4 

The early Christians are also spoken of as fasting, and even St. 

Paul fasted.5 

New meaning introduced by Islam 

In all nations before Islam, fasting was undertaken in times of 

mourning and afflictions. Among the Jews, generally, fasting was 

observed as a sign of grief or mourning. Thus, David is mentioned 

as fasting for seven days during the illness of his infant son;6 and, 

as a sign of mourning, fasting is mentioned elsewhere.7 Besides 

the Day of Atonement, which was prescribed by the Mosaic law 

as a day of fasting,8 various other fast-days came into vogue after 

the Exile to commemorate certain sad events which had occurred 

in the downfall of the kingdom of Judah. Thus it was generally 
some trouble or tragedy of which the memory was kept up by a 

fast. The fasting by Moses for forty days — which example was 

later followed by Jesus Christ — seems to be the only exception, 

and the fast, in this case, was kept preparatory to receiving a reve-

lation.  
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The idea underlying this voluntary suffering in the form of a 

fast in times of sorrow and affliction seems to have been to propiti-

ate an angry Deity and excite compassion in Him. The idea that 

fasting was an act of penitence seems gradually to have developed 

from this as an affliction or calamity was considered to be due to 

sin, and fasting thus became an outward expression of the change of 

heart brought about by repentance. It was in Islam that the practice 

received a highly developed significance. It rejected in toto the idea 

of appeasing Divine wrath, or exciting Divine compassion through 

voluntary suffering, and introduced in its place regular and continu-

ous fasting, irrespective of the condition of the individual or the 

nation, as a means, like prayer, to the development of the human 

inner faculties. 

Though the Holy Quran speaks of expiatory or compensatory 

fasts in certain cases of violation of the Divine law, yet these are 

quite distinct from the obligatory fasting in the month of Ramadan, 

and are mentioned only as an alternative to an act of charity, such as 

the feeding of the poor or freeing of a slave. Fasting, as an institu-

tion, is here made a spiritual, moral and physical discipline of the 

highest order, and this is made clear by changing both the form and 

the motive. By making the institution permanent, all ideas of dis-

tress, affliction and sin are dissociated from it, while its true object 

is made plain in the verse quoted earlier, which is “that you may 

guard against evil (tattaqūn)”.9 The Arabic word used here indicates 

the guarding of self against that of which the evil consequences may 

be feared.10 But besides this, the word has been freely used in the 

Quran in the sense of fulfilment of duties and obligations. In fact, in 

the language of the Quran, to be a muttaqī, which is another form of 

the same word and means “one who guards against evil”, is to attain 

to the highest stage of spiritual development. Allah is called their 

friend, and it is said that He loves them and is with them; 11 for 

them is “the good end” and “an excellent destination”.12 These and 

numerous similar passages show clearly that the muttaqī, according 

to the Quran, is the one who has attained to the highest stage of spir-

itual development. And as the object of fasting is to be a muttaqī, 

the conclusion is evident that the Quran enjoins fasting with the 

object of making a person ascend the spiritual heights. 
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A spiritual discipline 

Fasting, according to Islam, is primarily a spiritual discipline. On 

two occasions in the Holy Quran those who fast are called sā’iḥ,13 

or spiritual travellers; and according to one authority, when a person 

refrains, not only from food and drink but from all kinds of evil, he 

is called a sā’iḥ.14 While speaking of Ramadan, the month in which 

fasting is ordained, the Quran specially refers to nearness to God, as 

if its attainment were an aim in fasting: 

 “And when My servants ask you [O Prophet] concerning 

Me, surely I am near. I answer the prayer of the suppli-

cant when he calls on Me, so they should hear My call 

[by fasting] and believe in Me, that they may walk in the 

right way [or, find the way to Me].” — 2:186 

In Hadith too, special stress is laid on the fact that the seeking 

of Divine pleasure should be the ultimate object in fasting: 

“Whoever fasts during Ramadan, having faith [in Allah] 

and seeking His pleasure…” 15 

“… he refrains from food and drink and other desires to 

seek My pleasure: fasting is for Me only.” 16 

No temptation is greater than the temptation of satisfying one’s 

thirst and hunger when drink and food are in one’s possession, yet 

this temptation is overcome not once or twice, as if it were by 

chance, but day after day regularly for a whole month, with a set 

purpose of drawing closer and closer to the Divine Being. A person 

can avail himself of food and drink, yet he prefers to remain hungry 

and parching with thirst; he touches neither food nor drink, simply 

because he thinks that it is the commandment of God that he should 

not do so. There is none to see him if he ate or drank, yet there has 

developed in him the sense of the nearness to God to such an extent 

that he would not do so. Whenever a new temptation comes before 

him, he overcomes it, because there is an inner voice, “God is with 
me,” “God sees me”. The Divine presence becomes a reality for 

him, and this is made possible by the spiritual discipline underlying 

fasting. A new consciousness of a higher life, a life above that 

which is maintained by eating and drinking, has been awakened in 

him, and this is the life spiritual. 
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A moral discipline 

There is also a moral discipline underlying fasting, for it is the train-

ing ground where man is taught the greatest moral lesson of his life 

— the lesson that he should be prepared to suffer the greatest priva-

tion and undergo the hardest trial rather than indulge in that which 

is not permitted to him. That lesson is repeated from day to day for 

a whole month, and just as physical exercise strengthens man phys-

ically, moral exercise through fasting, the exercise of abstaining 

from everything that is not allowed, strengthens the moral side of 

his life.  

Another aspect of human moral development by this means is 

that he is thus taught to conquer his physical desires. He takes his 

food at regular intervals and that is no doubt a desirable rule of life, 

but fasting for one month in the year teaches him the higher lesson 

that, instead of being the slave of his appetites and desires, he 

should be their master, being able to change the course of his life if 

he so wills it. The person who is able to rule his desires is the one 

who has attained to true moral greatness. 

Social value of fasting 

In addition to its spiritual and moral values, fasting as prescribed in 

the Holy Quran has also a social value, more effective than that 

which is realized through prayer. The commencement of the month 

of Ramadan is a signal for a mass movement towards equality which 

is not limited to one vicinity or even one country but affects the 

whole Muslim world. The rich and the poor may stand shoulder to 

shoulder in one row in the mosque, but in their homes they live in 

different environments. The rich sit down on tables laden with dain-

ties, while the poor cannot find sufficient food with which to satisfy 

their hunger even twice a day. The latter often feel the pangs of 

hunger to which the former are utter strangers. A great social barrier 

thus exists between them in their homes, and this barrier is removed 

only when the rich are made to feel the pangs of hunger like their 

poorer brethren and go without food throughout the day, and this 

experience has to be gone through, not for a day or two, but for a 

whole month. They have perforce to come closer to their poorer 

brethren. This is why the helping of the poor is specially enjoined in 

the month of Ramadan. 
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Physical value of fasting 

Refraining from food during stated intervals does no physical harm 

to a healthy person. On the contrary, the rest given to the digestive 

organs for a whole month only gives them additional strength, like 

fallow ground which, by rest, becomes more productive. But fasting 

has yet another, and a more important, physical value. The person 

who cannot face the hardships of life, who is not able to live, at 

times, without his usual comforts, cannot be said to be even physi-

cally fit for life on this earth. Fasting accustoms him to face the 

hardships of life, being in itself a practical lesson to that end, and 

increases his powers of resistance. 

The month of Ramadan 

With some exceptions, which will be mentioned later on, Muslims 

are required to fast for the 29 or 30 days of the month of Rama-

dan. The exact number depends on the lunar month which is either 

29 or 30 days. Fasting commences with the new moon of Rama-

dan and ends on the new moon of the next month, Shawwal. The 

Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“We are a people who neither write nor do we keep  

account; the month is thus and thus, showing [by his fin-

gers] once twenty-nine and again thirty.” 17 

“Do not fast until you see the new moon and do not break 

fasting until you see it [again], and if it is cloudy, calculate 

its appearance.” 18 

Another hadith says that if it is cloudy, thirty days should be com-

pleted.19 To begin and end by the actual appearance of the new 

moon was the easier method for a people who did not know writing 

and did not keep account, as stated in the first hadith quoted above. 

The second hadith quoted above allows that the appearance of the 

moon may be judged by computation. 

Choice of Ramadan 

The injunction laid down in the Holy Quran, relating to fasting in 

the month of Ramadan, runs as follows: 

“The month of Ramadan is that in which the Quran was 

revealed, a guidance to people and clear proofs of guidance 
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and the Criterion. So whoever of you is present in the 

month, he shall fast in it.” — 2:185 

This particular month has been chosen for fasting because it is the 

month in which the Quran was revealed. It is well-known that the 

Quran was revealed piecemeal during a period of twenty-three 

years; therefore by its revelation in the month of Ramadan is meant 

that its revelation first began in that month. The first revelation 

came to the Holy Prophet during one of the nights of the month of 

Ramadan when he was in the cave of Hira.20 The month which wit-

nessed the greatest spiritual experience of the Holy Prophet was 

thus considered to be the most suitable month for the spiritual dis-

cipline of the Muslim community, which was to be effected through 

fasting. 

If a particular time had not been specified the discipline would 

have lost all its value. It is due to the choice of a particular month 

that with its advent the whole Muslim world is, as it were, moved 

by one current from one end to the other. All sections of Muslim 

society, from one end of the earth to the other, suddenly change the 

course of their lives when Ramadan begins. There is no other ex-

ample of a mass movement on this scale on the face of the earth, 

and this is due to the specification of a particular month. 

Persons who may not fast 

People who are exempted from fasting are specially mentioned ei-

ther in the Holy Quran or in the Hadith. The Quran mentions the 

sick and those on journey in the following words: 

“But whoever among you is sick or on a journey, [he shall 

fast] a like number of other days. And those who find it ex-

tremely hard21 may effect redemption by feeding a poor 

one.” — 2:184 

This is not an absolute exemption for the sick one and the traveller; 

they are required to fast afterwards, when the sickness has gone or 

when the journey ends, but there may be cases of protracted illness 

or constant journeying, and such people are allowed to effect a re-

demption by feeding a poor person for every fast missed. Hadith 

makes a further extension and gives relaxation to certain classes of 
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people who, on account of some physical disability, are not able to 

fast; for example, those who are old, pregnant women, and women 

suckling a child, who should feed a poor person instead.22 It will be 

seen that the underlying idea is that a burden should not be placed 

on anyone, which he or she is unable to bear. The case of old people 

who have become enfeebled by age is very clear, while in the case 

of pregnant and nursing women the permission to effect a redemp-

tion is due to the fact that fasting may cause harm to the unborn 

baby, or the baby that is being nursed, as well as to the woman her-

self; and as she is likely to remain in this condition for a sufficiently 

long time, she is given the benefit of the relaxation. Sickly people 

and those who are too weak to bear the burden would be dealt with 

as sick. Ibn Taimiyah further extends the principle that the fast may 

be deferred in cases of hardship, and holds that those engaged in 

war may not fast, though they may not be journeying, for, he adds, 

the hardships of war are greater than the hardships of travel.23 From 

this it may be argued that, in unavoidable cases of very hard labour, 

as in gathering the harvest, the choice of postponing the fast may be 

given to those who are engaged in such labour. 

To define the limits of sickness or travel is rather difficult. 

There is an opinion that whatever the ailment, great or small, it en-

titled a person to the benefit of the exception.24 But generally it has 

been held that only such sickness as is likely to cause harm comes 

under the exception. As regards travel, there is nothing on record 

from the Holy Prophet as to its limit. It has been held that the pro-

posed journey must be one that extends over more than a day, i.e., 

twenty-four hours; according to others, it must extend over two 

days; and still others think it necessary that it should extend over 

three days at least. But when the journey is actually started, the fast 

may be broken, whatever the distance travelled over may be. The 

exception relating to sickness and travel may be interpreted as 

meaning a sickness or journey which causes inconvenience to the 

subject of it, as the exception is followed by the words: “Allah 
desires ease for you, and He does not desire hardship for you” 

(2:185). 

The sick person and the traveller have the option of keeping the 

fast if they do not find it hard, since if the fasts are broken the num-

ber of days must be completed afterwards when the sickness or the 
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journey is over. The permissive nature of the words of the Quran is 

reflected in many of the most reliable Hadith reports. There are re-

ports showing that the Holy Prophet himself kept a fast while on a 

journey.25 In one hadith it is stated that on a certain journey on a 

very hot day, only the Prophet and one other man kept the fast.26 

When questioned by a person whether he should or should not 

break the fast when on a journey, his own inclination being for fast-

ing, the Holy Prophet replied: “Keep the fast if you like, and break 

it if you like”.27 When people travelled with the Holy Prophet, those 

who kept the fast did not find fault with those who broke it, nor did 

those who broke the fast find fault with those who kept it.28 There is 

no doubt a saying of the Holy Prophet to the effect that “it is not a 

virtue to fast when journeying,” but these words were spoken to a 

person who was in severe distress on account of the fast, and around 

whom people had gathered to provide shade for him from the heat.29  

Who is bound to fast? 

The commandments of the Holy Quran are meant for those who are 

full-grown, and so is the injunction relating to fasts. According to 

Imam Malik, minors should not fast, but the Caliph Umar is quoted 

as saying: “Even our children are fasting”.30 The object may have 

been to habituate the children to fasting. From what has been stated 

above, it would further appear that only such people are bound to 

fast as are physically fit.  Women are bound to fast if they are free 

from menstruation,31 but they must make good the fasts not kept 

due to periods and complete the missed number after Ramadan. The 

bleeding of childbirth is considered as menstruation with this differ-

ence, that if the mother is nursing the baby, she can effect a redemp-

tion by feeding a poor person. 

In all cases in which fasts have to be recovered, a person is at 

liberty to do it when he or she likes, before the coming of the next 

Ramadan.32 

Voluntary fasts 

In all the four principal ordinances of Islam — prayer, charity, 

fasting and pilgrimage — there is an obligatory part ( farḍ) and a 

voluntary part (nafl). But there are some restrictions imposed on 

voluntary fasting. According to a hadith, what the Holy Prophet 
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recommended to a person, who was intending to undertake volun-

tary fasting everyday, was voluntary fasting for three days in the 

month, or at the very most, on that man’s insistence, every other 

day, but on no account should the voluntary fast be continuous. 

There are Hadith reports in which it is stated that the Holy Prophet 

especially recommended for voluntary fasting certain days of cer-

tain months, or the 13th, 14th and 15th of the lunar month, etc.,33 

but his own practice was that he never specified any particular day 

or days for voluntary fasting, as the following hadith shows: 

“Aishah was asked: Did the Messenger of Allah, may peace 

and the blessings of Allah be on him, specify any days [for 

fasting]. She said: No.” 34 

Voluntary fasting is particularly prohibited on the two ‘Īd 

days.35 It is also forbidden that Friday should be specially chosen 

for voluntary fasting.36 Nor should a day or two before Ramadan be 

specially selected.37 Other restrictions are that it should not be re-

sorted to if it is likely to interfere with other duties. There is no as-

ceticism in Islam, and no one is allowed to go to the length of ne-

glecting his worldly duties for the sake of religious exercises. Reli-

gion is meant to enable one to live a better life, and voluntary fast-

ing should be undertaken only if the aim is to achieve this objective. 

This is made clear in the story of a husband and wife and their 

guest. The husband used to fast and pray excessively and neglect his 

wife. When the meal was served, the husband refused to eat because 

he was fasting. The guest said he would not eat unless his host also 

ate, so the husband broke the fast. Later the guest restrained him 

from excessive praying at night, and told him: 

“You owe a duty to your Lord, and you owe a duty to 

yourself, and you owe a duty to your wife and children.” 

When this was mentioned to the Holy Prophet, he approved of it.38 

Here the husband was forbidden to fast for the sake of his wife 

and guest. Similarly the wife should not resort to voluntary fasting 

without the permission of her husband.39 And as the host in the 

story cited above broke the fast on account of his guest, there is a 

hadith that the guest should not undertake a voluntary fast without 

the permission of the host.40 
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Limits of the fast 

The limits of a fast are clearly laid down in the Holy Quran: 

“And eat and drink until the whiteness of the day becomes 

distinct from the blackness of the night at dawn, then com-

plete the fast till nightfall.” — 2:187 

The “night” begins when the sun sets, and hence the fast in the 

terminology of Islam is kept from the first appearance of dawn, 

which is generally about an hour and a half before sunrise, till sun-

set. Continuing the fast throughout the night and then the next day, 

so that there is no break, is definitely prohibited.41 But one hadith 

permits continuity of fast till daybreak.42 This would mean that one 

may not, if one chooses, break the fast at sunset but must take the 

morning meal for fasting for the next day; in other words, one must 

take a meal at least once in twenty-four hours. It appears, however, 

that the Holy Prophet himself sometimes kept a continuous fast;43 

but, for how many days, is not definitely known. When he was 

asked why he forbade it to others, when he himself kept continuous 

fasts, he replied: 

“I pass the night while my Lord gives me food and makes 

me drink.” 44 

He referred of course to the spiritual food which sometimes makes a 

man bear hunger and thirst in an extraordinary way, thus, in a sense, 

taking the place of food and drink. But everyone had not the same 

spiritual sustenance, and, moreover, continuity of fast, if allowed 

generally, would have given rise to ascetic practices which Islam 

does not encourage.  

Though the taking of a morning meal is not made obligatory, 

yet special stress is laid on it, and it is said to be a source of bless-

ing, because it enables a person the better to cope with the hardship 

of the fast. The Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“Take the morning meal, for there is blessing in the morn-

ing meal (suḥūr).” 45 

This meal was taken very near the break of dawn. One Com-

panion relates that, after taking the morning meal, he hastened to 

the mosque so that he might be able to join the morning prayer. 
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Another says that the interval between the finishing of the morn-

ing meal and the beginning of prayer in congregation was such 

that hardly fifty verses could be recited in it.46 It is even recom-

mended that the morning meal should be taken as near the break 

of dawn as possible.47 And even if the call to prayer for Fajr pray-

ers is sounded when the dawn has fully appeared, and you have a 

cup in your hand ready to drink, you need not put it away and may 

drink it up.48 

As it is recommended in the case of the morning meal that it 

should be as late as possible, it is recommended that the breaking of 

the fast should be as early as possible. The Holy Prophet is reported 

to have said that when the sun is set, the fast should be broken, and 

according to another hadith: 

“People will have the good so long as they hasten in break-

ing the fast.” 49 

Some wait to break the fast till they see the stars, thinking that the 

night does not set in till darkness is spread, but there is no authori-

ty for this. 

An important question arises here regarding countries in which 

the days are sometimes very long, where it would be beyond the 

power of ordinary people to abstain from food and drink from the 

breaking of the dawn to sunset. There is a report according to which 

the Companions of the Holy Prophet are related to have asked him 

about their prayers in a day which extended to a year or a month, 

and the Prophet is related to have answered that they should meas-

ure according to the measure of their days.50 From this it would 

follow that in countries where the days in the summer are too long 

the time of fasting may be measured in accordance with the length 

of an ordinary day, or where practicable postpone the fasts to short-

er days of about normal length.51 

The niyyah (‘intention’) 

A good deal of misunderstanding prevails on the question of niyyah 

in the observance of fasts. The niyyah really means intention, aim or 

purpose in the doing of a thing; but it is wrongly supposed that the 

niyyah consists in the repetition of certain words stating that one 

intends to do so and so. Bukhari shows the true significance of 
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niyyah when he gives as the heading to one of his chapters: “He 

who fasts during Ramadan having faith [in Allah] and seeking His 

pleasure and having an aim or purpose (niyyah)”.52 And he adds a 

portion of a hadith in which it is stated that “people will be raised 

up [on the Day of Judgment] according to their aims (‘alā niyyati-

him)”. 

The very first hadith with which Bukhari opens his Hadith col-

lection is an example of what niyyah means: “[Good] actions shall 

be judged only by their aims”. The example of actions given there is 

hijrah, the flight of a person for the sake of his principles which is 

an action of the highest value, but as the report tells us, if the hijrah 
is undertaken with a bad aim in view, for worldly purposes, it loses 

all its value. Hence if a good action is done with a bad aim, it shall 

not benefit the doer. Exactly the same object is in view in the state-

ment that there must be a niyyah in fasting, as Bukhari says; that is, 

the one who fasts must have an aim or purpose before him. The aim 

or purpose of fasting has already been stated, being, according to 

the Quran, to make the fast a spiritual discipline, to attain nearness 

to God and to seek His pleasure in all one’s actions, and to make it a 

moral discipline, to shun all evil. It is in this sense alone that the 

niyyah is of the essence of fasting, as it is in fact of the essence of 

all good actions. 

“Formulating the niyyah”, or the expression of one’s intention 

in set words, is unknown to the Holy Quran and the Hadith. Only in 

the case of voluntary fasting, instances are reported in Hadith of 

making up the mind in daytime to fast, when nothing had been eat-

en up to that time, which is understandable. But there is no question 

of such intention in the month of Ramadan, when people know that 

they must fast. 

What breaks the fast 

The three things which a person should abstain from in fasting 

being eating, drinking and having sexual intercourse, these three, 

if resorted to of free will and intentionally, between daybreak and 

sunset, would break the fast, but if done through forgetfulness or 

inadvertently, the fast remains and must be completed.53 Rinsing 

the mouth with water or with a toothbrush, gargling or sniffing the 

water into the nostrils, even if a little water passes into the throat 



ETHICAL, MORAL AND SPIRITUAL SIDE 

 

275 

unintentionally, does not break the fast.54 Nor does taking a bath 

or keeping a wet cloth on the head or pouring water on the head 

break the fast, even though done intentionally to relieve the severi-

ty of thirst.55 Vomiting also does not break the fast, for a fast is 

broken by that which goes into the body, not by that which comes 

out.56 It is also related that the Holy Prophet would kiss his wife 

when fasting.57 

There is a difference of opinion regarding the punishment for 

breaking a fast intentionally before its time. The Holy Quran is 

silent on this point, while Hadith only shows that it is sufficient that 

the violator should be sincerely repentant.58 If fast is broken on a 

cloudy day, under the impression that the sun has set, and the sun 

then appears, then the fast should be completed.59 If one is fasting 

and then undertakes a journey, the fast may be broken.60 The same 

rule may be followed in the case of sickness. In the case of volun-

tary fast, a person is at liberty to break the fast on account of a guest 

or the persistence of a friend.61 

Ethical, moral and spiritual side of fasting 

What has been said hitherto relates only to the external side of the 

fast but, as stated in the beginning, the essence of the fast is its  

moral and spiritual value, and the Holy Quran and Hadith have laid 

special stress on this. One hadith says: 

“Whoever does not give up lying and acting falsely, Allah 

does not stand in need of his giving up food and drink.” 62  

This is true of all the Islamic injunctions. One who says his pray-

ers and does not keep in view their inner meaning, the object of 

prayer, is condemned in clear words: 

“So woe to the praying ones, who are unmindful of [the 

object of] their prayers”. — 107:4–5 

In another hadith, the ethical side of the fast is shown in the 

following words: 

“Fasting is a shield, so let the one who fasts not indulge in 

any foul speech or do any evil deed, and if anyone fights or 

quarrels with him or abuses him, he should say, I am fast-

ing. By Him Who holds my soul in His hand, the breath of 
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the faster is more pleasant with Allah than the scent of 

musk.” 63 

It is not refraining from food that makes the breath of the faster so 

sweet; it is refraining from foul speech and abuse and evil words 

and deeds of all kinds, so much so that he does not utter an offen-

sive word even by way of retaliation. Thus a fasting person under-

goes not only a physical discipline by curbing his carnal desires, 

the craving for food and drink, and the sex appetite, but he is actu-

ally required to undergo a direct moral discipline by avoiding all 

kinds of evil words and evil deeds. In the sight of God, as plainly 

stated in these Hadith reports, the fast loses its value not only by 

taking food or drink but also by telling a lie, using foul language, 

acting unfaithfully, or doing an evil deed. 

The moral value of the fasting discipline is further enhanced 

by laying stress on the doing of good to humanity in the month of 

Ramadan. The example of the Holy Prophet is quoted in this con-

nection in a hadith: 

“The Prophet, may peace and the blessings of Allah be 

upon him, was the most bountiful of all people, and he 

exceeded his own bounty in the month of Ramadan.” 64 

Another hadith describes the month of Ramadan as “a month in 

which the sufferings of the poor and the hungry must be attended 

to”.65 

These injunctions make clear the significance of the hadith 

which says that, when the month of Ramadan commences, “the 

doors of Heaven are opened and the doors of Hell are closed and the 

devils are put into chains”.66 The devils are chained for the one who 

keeps the fast because he curbs and conquers the lower passions, by 

exciting which the devil makes a person fall into evil. The doors of 

Hell are closed on him because he shuns all evil which is man’s 

hell. The doors of Heaven are opened for him because he rises 

above physical desires and devotes himself to the service of human-

ity. In one hadith, fasting is described as bringing about a for-

giveness of sins “for one who fasts in Ramadan having faith [in 

Allah] and seeking His pleasure” and having an aim or purpose.67 

There is not the least doubt that fasting, as qualified here, that is, 
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when it is kept having true faith in God and when the person fasting 

resorts to it as a discipline for seeking the pleasure of God, is practi-

cal repentance of the highest value; and when a person sincerely 

repents of sins, his previous sins are forgiven, because the course of 

his life has been changed. 

There is, however, yet another sense in which the doors of 

Heaven are opened to a fasting person in the month of Ramadan. 

It is specially suited for spiritual advancement, for attaining near-

ness to God. Speaking of Ramadan, the Holy Quran says: 

“And when My servants ask you concerning Me, surely I 

am near; I answer the prayer of the supplicant when he 

calls on Me…” — 2:186 

The ways of attaining nearness to God are here spoken of as being 

specially opened in Ramadan, and this nearness is to be sought 

through prayer. It is for this reason that the Holy Prophet used to 

have special regard for Tahajjud prayers in the month of Ramadan. 

And he also recommended that his followers should, during this 

month, rise at night for prayers.68 

I‘tikāf 

I‘tikāf means literally ‘to stay in a place’; technically it is staying in 

a mosque for a certain number of days, especially the last ten days 

of the month of Ramadan. An i‘tikāf may be performed in other 

days,69 but the last ten days of Ramadan are specially mentioned in 

Hadith and i‘tikāf is spoken of in the Holy Quran in connection with 

Ramadan.70 Bukhari has devoted a whole book to i‘tikāf, showing 

the practice of the Holy Prophet in this connection. During these 

days, the person who enters the state of i‘tikāf dissociates himself 

from all worldly affairs, and he does not leave the mosque unless 

there is necessity, such as evacuation, or having a bath, etc.71 Wom-

en are also allowed to enter a state of i‘tikāf.72 The person in i‘tikāf 

may be visited by other people.73  

Lailat al-Qadr 

One of the last ten nights of the month of Ramadan is called Lailat 

al-Qadr, the night of grandeur or majesty. In the Holy Quran, it is 

spoken of in two places:  



13. FASTING 

 

278 

“Surely We revealed it on Lailat al-Qadr. And what will 

make you comprehend what Lailat al-Qadr is? Lailat al-
Qadr is better than a thousand months. The angels and the 

Spirit descend in it by the permission of their Lord — for 

every affair — Peace! it is till the rising of the morning.” 

— chapter 97. 

Here this night is spoken of as the night in which the Quran was 

revealed, and it is further stated that it is the night on which angels 

and the Spirit descend. It is also mentioned in ch. 44 where it is 

called “a blessed night” (lailat-in mubārakat-in): 

“By the Book that makes manifest [the truth]! We revealed 

it on a blessed night — truly We are ever-warning. Therein 

is made clear every affair full of wisdom”. — 44:2–5 

It will be seen that, in both places, the Holy Quran is spoken of as 

having been revealed on this night, and in 2:185 it is stated that the 

Quran was revealed in the month of Ramadan, which shows that 

this night occurs in the month of Ramadan. The revelation of the 

Quran on this night means that its revelation began on that night; in 

other words, the first revelation came to the Holy Prophet on this 

night. It is called a blessed night or the grand night because in it was 

laid the basis of a new revelation to the world which contains every 

matter full of wisdom and knowledge. Lailat al-Qadr is, therefore, 

as it were, the anniversary of the revelation of the Quran. 

As shown above, the last ten days of Ramadan are specially 

observed as days of devotion, so much so that, though Islam dis-

courages asceticism, yet in these ten days, a Muslim is allowed to 

lead an ascetic life, by keeping himself to the mosque and giving 

up all worldly affairs. There are various Hadith reports showing 

that Muslims should look for this night as one of the odd nights in 

the last ten nights of Ramadan or in the last seven nights.74 Ac-

cording to some reports it is the twenty-fifth or twenty-seventh or 

twenty-ninth night of Ramadan. One hadith says that some of the 
Companions of the Holy Prophet were shown Lailat al-Qadr in 

their dreams in the last seven nights.75 

It should be borne in mind that Lailat al-Qadr is a spiritual 

experience, as it was the spiritual, not the physical, experience of 
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the Holy Prophet, and as the hadith mentioned just above shows, it 

was the spiritual experience of the Companions, and therefore it is 

an error to think that it can be observed as a physical experience, 

or that any physical change is witnessed on that night. It is the 

spiritual experience of the one who exerts himself in Ramadan to 

seek nearness to the Divine Being. 
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14. Pilgrimage (Ḥajj) 

Ḥajj 

The word ḥajj means, literally, ‘repairing to a thing for the sake of a 

visit’, and in Islamic law ‘repairing to the House of Allah’ to ob-

serve the necessary devotions.1 Bait-Allāh, or the House of Allah, is 

one of the names by which the Ka‘bah is known. The word 

manāsik,  meaning ‘acts of worship’, is particularly used to signify 

the acts of devotion prescribed in the pilgrimage to Makkah, and it 

is generally under the head manāsik that injunctions relating to the 

pilgrimage are mentioned in Hadith collections. 

Critics’ views on adoption of the pilgrimage by Islam 

As an institution ḥajj existed before the advent of Islam from a 

very remote antiquity. Modern Western criticism takes the view 

that its adoption by Islam, with certain reforms, of course, was due 

to several causes which sprang up after the Prophet’s migration to 

Madinah. Chief among these causes are said to be the victory won 

by Islam at Badr which, it is suggested, made the Prophet look 

forward to the conquest of Makkah, and the final rupture with the 

Jews, whom the Prophet had, at first, hoped to win over to his 

cause.2 

This theory is in flat contradiction to historical facts. The battle 

of Badr was fought in the month of Ramadan, in the second year of 

Hijrah, and the final rupture with the Jews came in the third year 

after the battle of Uhud; while the Ka‘bah was made a qiblah six-

teen months after the Hijrah,3 that is to say, about three months 

before the battle of Badr. The structure which, according to this 

theory, was built on the victory of Badr and the rupture with the 

Jews — that is to say, the idea of formulating a doctrine of the reli-

gion of Abraham, the father of monotheism, as a prototype of 

Islam, Judaism and Christianity; of the sacredness of the Ka‘bah 

and its connection with the names of Abraham and Ishmael; of the 
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Ka‘bah being made a qiblah and of the institution of ḥajj with pro-

spects of conquering Makkah — all this existed not only long 

before the battle of Badr but even before the Holy Prophet’s move 

to Madinah. The religion of Abraham as pure monotheism is men-

tioned in a chapter of the Quran belonging to the middle Makkah 

period: 

“Then We revealed to you [O Prophet]: Follow the faith 

of Abraham, the upright one; and he was not of those who 

set up partners [with Allah].” — 16:123 

And again in a chapter belonging to the last Makkah period: 

“My Lord has guided me to the right path — a right reli-

gion, the faith of Abraham, the upright one, and he was not 

of those who set up partners [with Allah].” — 6:161 

Sacredness of Makkah and the Ka‘bah recognized in earliest 

revelations 

Similarly, the sacredness of Makkah and its connection with the 

names of Abraham and Ishmael finds clear mention in the early 

Makkah revelations. In one of the earliest chapters, Makkah is 

described as “this city made secure” (95:3). In another equally 

early revelation, it is referred to simply as the City: 

“No, I call to witness this City — and you [O Prophet] 

will be made free from obligation in this City — and the 

father and the offspring whom he produced!” —90:1–3. 

Here, in the last words, Abraham and Ishmael are referred to. In a 

revelation of the same period, the Ka‘bah is called al-Bait al-

ma‘mūr, meaning “the frequented House” or the House that is visit-

ed (52:4), while another revelation of the early Makkah period 

speaks of al-Masjid al-Ḥarām or “the Sacred Mosque” (17:1). The 

sacredness of Makkah, the names of Abraham and Ishmael in con-

nection with it, and the fact of its being a place of resort for people, 

are spoken of in still clearer words in revelations belonging to the 
middle Makkah period: 

“I am commanded only to serve the Lord of this City, Who 

has made it sacred, and His are all things.” — 27:91 
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 “And when Abraham said: … Our Lord, I have settled a 

part of my offspring in a valley unproductive of fruit near 

Your Sacred House, our Lord, that they may keep up pray-

er; so make the hearts of some people yearn towards them 

and provide them with fruits…” — 14:35,37 

All these are themes of the earliest as well as the later revela-

tions, and thus the theory built up by the critics of Islam has no 

foundation whatever. 

Why Ka‘bah was not made qiblah earlier 

It is true that the various commandments and prohibitions were re-

vealed gradually, and that the command to make the Ka‘bah a 

qiblah was revealed at Madinah, but even this happened before the 

battle of Badr. Despite even the fact that it was the Prophet’s own 

desire that the Ka‘bah should be made his qiblah,4 he continued to 

follow the qiblah of the last prophet that had passed away before 

him, that is, Jerusalem, and awaited the Divine direction. The Quran 

recognized the truth of all the prophets, including the prophets of 

Israel, and as Jesus was the last of those prophets and his qiblah the 

same as that of the Israelite prophets, namely, the temple at Jerusa-

lem, which place was honoured by the Quran (17:1) as al-Masjid 
al-Aqṣā (lit., the Remote Mosque), he retained it as his qiblah until 

he received an express revelation to turn towards the Sacred Mos-

que. Moreover, he did not receive that commandment when he was 

at Makkah among the idolaters when it might have been said that he 

was scheming to win over the Arabs; but it was after his coming to 

Madinah, at a time when relations with the Jews were still friendly, 

when the prospects of winning over the Arabs were as distant as 

ever, and when war with the Quraish at Makkah had become inevi-

table, that the Holy Prophet received a revelation to turn to the 

Ka‘bah as the future qiblah of the Muslim world.  

When was pilgrimage first instituted 

The ḥajj was a recognized institution in the first and second years of 

Hijrah before the commencement of the battles with the Quraish. 

The second chapter which was, in the main, revealed in 1–2 A.H., is 

full of directions relating to ḥajj, the context whereof shows clearly 

that fighting had not actually taken place, though prospects of a war 
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were in sight. The months in which ḥajj is to be performed are men-

tioned in 2:189 and again in 2:197. Between these two verses 

occur the verses by which the Muslims were permitted to resort to 

fighting to defend themselves against those who attacked them (2:  

190–193); from which it will be seen that the details of ḥajj were 

being given when fighting was as yet only permitted, and it was 

after that that the actual fighting began. The details of ḥajj were, 

therefore, revealed before the battle of Badr. There is a clear injunc-

tion there to accomplish the ḥajj: 

“And accomplish the ḥajj and the ‘umrah [i.e., the visit to 

the Ka‘bah at any time]5 for Allah.” — 2:196 

The rules of conduct to be observed when proceeding on ḥajj 

are also stated in the same context: 

“…there shall be no immodest speech, nor abusing, nor 

altercation in the pilgrimage.” — 2:197 

Other features and details of the ḥajj are also mentioned in 

verses 196 to 203, and even in an earlier verse 2:158. 

Hence the institution of ḥajj had already been recognized as 

part of the laws of Islam. In fact, we find a Muslim, here and there, 

performing the ḥajj in the earliest days when, on account of some 

alliance, he deemed himself secure, which was impossible, of 

course, for the generality of the Muslims. It is related of one Mus-

lim that, on account of his friendship with a certain Quraish chief, 

he went to Makkah to perform an ‘umrah after the Hijrah and be-

fore the battle of Badr.6 Hence it is clear that ḥajj was a recognized 

institution of Islam in 1 A.H. 

In fact, ḥajj was instituted before the Hijrah took place, and 

while the Holy Prophet was still in Makkah. The chapter entitled al-

Ḥajj was revealed towards the close of the Holy Prophet’s career at 

Makkah and it was in this chapter that ḥajj was proclaimed to be an 

institution of Islam: 

“And proclaim to mankind the Pilgrimage:7 they will come 

to you on foot and on every lean camel, coming from every 

remote path”. — 22:27 
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Verses 27 to 29 of this chapter leave not the least doubt that ḥajj 
was ordained as an Islamic institution before the Hijrah. 

Description of the Ka‘bah 

The root-word ka‘aba means ‘it became prominent’ or ‘it became 

high and exalted’.8 The Ka‘bah is a rectangular building, almost in 

the centre of the Sacred Mosque (Al-Masjid al-Ḥarām). Its front 

and back walls, i.e., north-east and south-west, are each 40 feet (12 

metres) in length, and the two side-walls 35 feet (10·5m) each, the 

height being 50 feet (15m). The four walls of the Ka‘bah are cov-

ered with a black curtain called Kiswa (lit., clothing). The four cor-

ners of the Ka‘bah are known by different names, being named after 

Iraq (north corner), Yaman (south), Shām or Syria (west), and Ḥajar 
al-Aswad, the Black Stone (east). The door of the Ka‘bah is in the 

north-east wall, about seven feet (two metres) from the ground, not 

in the middle of the wall but nearer the Black Stone which is in the 

east corner. When the Ka‘bah is opened, a stair-case is placed in 

front of it to enable the visitors to reach the entrance. 

Outside the building is an open space, called al-Ḥijr (lit., ‘pro-

hibited’), marked by a semi-circular wall three feet (about one 

metre) high, running opposite the north-west wall of the Ka‘bah, the 

two ends of this wall being about six feet (1·8m) distant from the 

north and west corners of the Ka‘bah, and the central part about 37 

feet (11m) from the wall. For the purpose of making circuits, al-

Ḥijr is included in the building.  

In the east corner at the height of about five feet (1·5m) is the 

Ḥajar al-Aswad (meaning ‘the Black Stone’) built into the wall. It is 

of a reddish black colour, about eight inches (20cm) in diameter, 

and is now broken into pieces held together by a silver band. 

The Maqām Ibrāhīm must also be mentioned in connection 

with the Ka‘bah. It means ‘the place of Abraham’, and the name is 

given to a very small building within the Sacred Mosque, about five 

feet (1·5m) square, supported on six columns eight feet (2·4m) 

high. This name, handed down from antiquity, is a decided proof of 

the connection of Abraham with the Ka‘bah, and attention is drawn 

to this in the Holy Quran in 3:97. But in 2:125, it refers to the 

Sacred House itself. 
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History of the Ka‘bah 

The Ka‘bah is stated in the Holy Quran to be “the first House [of 

Divine worship] appointed for mankind” (3:96). In one place it is 

called the “Ancient House” (22:29). It is also called the “Sacred 

House” (5:97, 14:37); in other words, a place whose sanctity must 

not be violated. There is nothing in the Quran or the Hadith to 

show when and by whom the Ka‘bah was first built, but it is said to 

have been rebuilt by Abraham and Ishmael, being already there 

when Abraham left Ishmael in the wilderness of Arabia,9 along 

with the baby’s mother Hagar. It appears from this that Ishmael 

had been purposely left near the Sacred House; it was, in fact, un-

der a Divine commandment that Abraham took this step, as stated 

in a report in Bukhari.10 It would seem that the Ka‘bah was then in 

a demolished condition and was afterwards, when Ishmael grew to 

manhood, rebuilt by Abraham and Ishmael as stated in the Quran 

in 2:127. The report cited above narrates these events at length. 

Besides being in a ruined condition, it seems to have had idols 

placed in it and Abraham was required to purify it of these, as the 

Quran tells us.11 

The Ka‘bah was again rebuilt by the Quraish when the Holy 

Prophet was a young man, and he personally took part in its build-

ing, carrying stones on his shoulders. It remained as it was built by 

the Quraish until the time of Abdullah ibn Zubair (d. 692 C.E.), 

when the building having been damaged by the Umayyad army 

which had besieged Makkah, Abdullah decided to rebuild it, instead 

of repairing it, including the open space of Ḥijr in the building it-

self. But after the fall of Abdullah, Hajjaj ibn Yusuf (d. 714 C.E.) 

again rebuilt it on the foundations of the structure erected by the 

Quraish. And the building today rests on the same foundations. 

Al-Masjid al-Ḥarām 

The Ka‘bah stands in the centre of an area known as al-Masjid al-

Ḥarām or the Sacred Mosque, the famous mosque of Makkah. The 

name is met with in pre-Islamic literature. In the Holy Quran this 

name occurs in revelations of the early Makkah period, as in 17:1. 

The area of the Sacred Mosque contains, besides the Ka‘bah, the 

Maqām Ibrāhīm and the building over the fountain of Zamzam. The 

Sacred Mosque was the centre of all administrative activities before 
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Islam, as within it was situated the Makkan Council Hall (Dār al-
Nadwah) where all important matters regarding the welfare of the 

people were settled. Since the advent of Islam, the Sacred Mosque 

has been the pivot of the intellectual activities of Makkah, and the 

whole Muslim world looks upon it as its central point. 

Ancient origin of the Ka‘bah and the pilgrimage 

The sacredness of the territory around Makkah and the fact of the 

Ka‘bah being the centre of pilgrimage can only have come down 

from time immemorial, for there is no tradition or record showing 

that it was introduced at any time within historical memory. Some 

of the ceremonial is undoubtedly due to Abraham, as for instance 

the running between Safa and Marwah which is in commemoration 

of Hagar’s running to and fro to seek water for the baby Ishmael, or 

the sacrifice which is in commemoration of Abraham’s endeavour 

to obey the Divine commandment which, he thought, meant the 

sacrifice of Ishmael. The circumambulation of the Ka‘bah, how-

ever, must have existed before Abraham. But all the main features 

of the pilgrimage, as existing at the advent of Prophet Muhammad, 

were undoubtedly based on the authority of Abraham. According to 

the statement of the Holy Quran, the order was given to Abraham 

and Ishmael: 

“And when We pointed to Abraham the place of the 

House, saying: Do not set up any partner with Me, and pu-

rify My House for those who make circuits and stand to 

pray and bow and prostrate themselves. And proclaim to 

mankind the Pilgrimage…” — 22:26–27 

Thus Abraham not only rebuilt the Ka‘bah and purified it of all 

traces of idolatry, but he also enjoined ḥajj with its main features, 

which were therefore based on Divine revelation. Abraham and 

Ishmael are spoken of in 2:128 as praying to God to show them 

their “ways of devotions (manāsik)”. And it was by Divine revela-

tion that Prophet Muhammad was led to adopt them.  

The only change introduced into the features of the pilgrimage, 

after Abraham, seems to have been the placing of idols in the 

Ka‘bah and other important places. The Ka‘bah itself had within it 

360 idols, all of which were thrown out by the Holy Prophet at the 
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conquest of Makkah. Some other reforms were also made. For in-

stance, the tribes of Quraish and Kananah used to think it beneath 

their dignity to join other pilgrims in going forth to the plain of Ara-

fat. This distinction was evidently an innovation on the part of the 

more powerful tribes; and as Islam tolerated no distinctions, they 

were ordered to go forth to Arafat along with the others. Another 

change was the prohibition to go naked while making circuits round 

the Ka‘bah.12 

Asceticism combined with secularism 

Islam discourages asceticism in all its aspects. Yet it lays the great-

est stress upon the spiritual development of man, and in its four 

main institutions, i.e., prayer, zakāt, fasting and ḥajj, it introduces 

workable ascetic formulae into daily life — an asceticism which is 

quite in keeping with the secular side of life. The five daily prayers 

require the sacrifice of a small part of a person’s time and, without 

in any way interfering with his everyday life, enable him to realize 

the Divine that is within him. The institution of zakāt demands the 

giving up of a small portion of his wealth without interfering with 

his right to property. Fasting requires the giving up of food and 

drink but not in such a manner as to make one unfit for carrying on 

regular work or business. It is only in ḥajj that asceticism assumes a 

marked form, for the pilgrim is required not only to give up his 

regular work for a number of days for the sake of the journey to 

Makkah, but he must, in addition, give up many other amenities of 

life, and live more or less, the life of an ascetic. The ḥajj is, how-

ever, a function which generally comes only once in a lifetime, 

and, therefore, while leading a person through the highest spiritual 

experience, it does not interfere in any appreciable degree with the 

regular course of his life. 

Levelling influence of the pilgrimage 

No other institution in the world has the wonderful influence of the 

ḥajj in levelling all distinctions of race, colour and rank. Not only 

do people of all races and all countries meet together before the 

Holy House of God as His servants, as members of one Divine 

family, but they are clad in one dress — in two white sheets — and 

there remains nothing to distinguish the high from the low. There is 

a vast concourse of human beings, all clad in one dress, all moving 



14. PILGRIMAGE (ḤAJJ ) 

 

 

290 

in one way, all having but one word to speak, labbaika Allāhumma 
labbaika, meaning here are we, O Allah! here are we in Your au-

gust presence. It is ḥajj alone that brings into the domain of practi-

cality what would otherwise seem impossible, namely, that all  

people, to whatever class or country they belong, should speak one 

language and wear one dress. Thus is every Muslim made to pass 

once in his life through that narrow gate of equality which leads to 

broad brotherhood. All human beings are equal in birth and death; 

they all come into life in one and the same way, and all pass out of 

it in one and the same way, but ḥajj is the only occasion on which 

they are taught how to live alike, how to act alike and how to feel 

alike.  

A higher spiritual experience 

The description of ḥajj usually takes notice only of its outward 

actions, without trying to discover their real significance and inner 

value. The details of ḥajj will be discussed later on, but looking 

broadly at the scene at Makkah during the days of the pilgrimage, 

one is struck in the first place by the unity which is achieved 

among the discordant elements of humanity. Deeper than that,  

however, lies another value of ḥajj, and this is the higher spiritual 

experience which is made possible by this unique assemblage of 

human beings, the experience of drawing nearer and nearer to God 

till man feels that all those veils which keep him away from God 

are entirely removed and he is standing in the Divine presence. 

It is true that God does not live in Makkah, nor is the Ka‘bah 

the House of God in a material sense; true, too, that a Muslim is 

taught to hold communion with God in a remote corner, in solitude, 

in the dead of nights, and thus all alone he goes through the experi-

ence of drawing nearer to God; but there is yet a higher spiritual 

experience to which he can attain in that vast concourse of people 

assembled in the plain of Arafat. Every member of this great as-

semblage sets out from his home with that object in view. He dis-

cards all those comforts of life which act as a veil against the inner 

sight. He is required to put on the simplest dress, to avoid all talk of 

an amorous nature and all kinds of disputes, and to undergo all the 

privations entailed by an arduous journey to a distant place like 

Arabia, so that he may be able to concentrate all his meditation on 
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the Divine Being. The comforts of life are undoubtedly a veil which 

shut out the other world from human sight, and sufferings and pri-

vations certainly make a person turn to God. To concentrate all 

one’s ideas on God, not in solitude but in the company of others, is 

thus the object of ḥajj. A man may have the company of his wife 

and yet he must not have amorous talk with her; he may be in the 

company of his adversary, yet he is not allowed to have any quarrel 

with him; and all this that he may have a higher spiritual experience, 

the spiritual experience not of the hermit who is cut off from the 

world, not of the devotee holding communion with God in the cor-

ner of solitude, but of the man living in the world, in the company 

of his wife, his friends and his foes. 

The higher significance of one’s spiritual experience in an 

assemblage is evident from another point of view as well. The com-

pany of a person who is inspired by similar feelings and who is un-

dergoing a similar experience would undoubtedly give additional 

force to the spiritual experience of each one of such companions. 

Take the case of hundreds of thousands of people, all inspired by 

the one idea of feeling the presence of the Divine Being, all concen-

trating their minds on the One Supreme Being Who for the time is 

their sole object; and add to this the mighty effect of the outward 

unity of them all, clad in the same two sheets, crying in one lan-

guage what is understood by all, labbaika Allāhumma labbaika — 

“Here are we, O Allah! here are we in Your august presence” 

(known as the talbiyah). Their appearance, as well as the words 

which are on their lips, show that they are standing in the Divine 

presence, and are so engrossed in the contemplation of the Divine 

Being that they have lost all ideas of self and the Divine presence is 

all in all to them. God is surely not in Makkah to the exclusion of 

other places, yet that vast assemblage at Makkah sees Him and feels 

His presence as if He is actually there in their very midst. Such is 

the higher experience of the pilgrims, gathered together in one place.  

On whom is pilgrimage obligatory? 

Ḥajj is obligatory on every adult, only once in his life, and its per-

formance more often is voluntary.13 The obligation to perform the 

ḥajj is further subject to the condition that one is able to undertake 

a journey to Makkah: 
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“And pilgrimage to the House is a duty which people owe 

to Allah — whoever can find a way to it.” — 3:97 

The ability to undertake the journey depends on various circum-

stances. There may be a physical disability rendering one unable to 

bear the hardships of the long journey. For instance, a very aged 

man was deemed to be exempt from the obligation.14 Or, the dis-

ability may be due to financial reasons, as when a person has not 

got sufficient provisions for the journey as well as for the depend-

ents whom he leaves behind. The condition of taking sufficient pro-

visions for the journey is laid down in the Holy Quran: 

“And make provision for yourselves, the best provision 

being to keep one’s duty.” — 2:197 

Danger to life may also be a reason for freeing a person from 

the obligation of ḥajj. The Holy Prophet himself and many of his 

Companions could not perform a pilgrimage after the flight to 

Madinah, because their lives would not have been safe at Makkah. 

And when ultimately the Prophet undertook a pilgrimage (‘umrah) 

with about 1,400 Companions in 6 A.H., he was not allowed by the 

Quraish to proceed beyond Hudaibiyah and had to come back with-

out performing it. 

‘Umrah 

The word ‘umrah means ‘paying a visit’ to a place, and in the 

terminology of Islam it means a visit to the Ka‘bah. It differs from 

ḥajj in two respects. In the first place, ḥajj can only be performed 

at the fixed time, while ‘umrah may be performed at any time. The 

months of Shawwāl, Dhī-qa‘d and ten days of Dhi-l-Ḥijjah, these 

being the 10th, 11th and 12th months of the Muslim calendar, are 

particularly spoken of as months of ḥajj,15 so that one can enter into 

the state of iḥrām for ḥajj only in these months, while the actual 

devotions of ḥajj are limited from the 8th to the 13th of Dhi-l-

Ḥijjah. Secondly, the going to Arafat and the assembling there is 

dispensed with in the case of ‘umrah, while it is an essential part of 

ḥajj. Another difference is that the sacrifice of an animal as the con-

cluding act is essential to ḥajj but not so in the case of ‘umrah. The 

‘umrah may be performed separately, or along with ḥajj, when it is 

like a parallel devotion to the latter. Though ḥajj is spoken of more 
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often in the Holy Quran, yet there is an express injunction to ac-

complish both: 

“And accomplish the pilgrimage (ḥajj) and the visit (‘um-

rah) for Allah.” — 2:196 

Hadith also speaks of the obligatory nature of the ‘umrah.16 

There are two ways in which ḥajj may be combined with ‘um-

rah. One is that the pilgrim should enter a state of iḥrām in the 

months of ḥajj and get out of that state after the performance of the 

‘umrah, again entering into a state of iḥrām in the days of ḥajj. This 

is known as tamattu‘ or ‘profiting’ because between the ‘umrah and 

the ḥajj the pilgrim profits by living in his ordinary condition and is 

not bound by the strict rules of iḥrām. For this he is required to 

make a sacrifice, or fast for three days in the ḥajj and seven days 

after returning from ḥajj, as laid down in the Quran, 2:196. The oth-

er way, known as qirān or ‘uniting together’, is to enter a state of 

iḥrām in the months of ḥajj and remain in the same state until both 

‘umrah and ḥajj have been performed. 

With the two differences pointed out earlier, whatever is said 

below concerning ḥajj applies also to ‘umrah. 

Iḥrām 

The state into which the pilgrims are required to put themselves on 

the occasion of ḥajj or ‘umrah is called iḥrām (from ḥaram mean-

ing ‘prevention’ or ‘forbidding’), or entering upon a state in which a 

particular dress is put on and certain acts, ordinarily lawful, are for-

bidden. The iḥrām dress, according to Hadith reports,17 consists of 

two seamless sheets, a sheet reaching from the navel to below the 

knees and a sheet which covers the upper part of the body. Both 

these sheets must preferably be white. As regards women, they can 

wear their ordinary clothes, and Aishah, wife of the Holy Prophet, 

held that there was no harm if a woman pilgrim wore cloth dyed 

black or red or wore boots. She further held that a woman should 

not cover her face or wear a veil in iḥrām.18 Change of clothes dur-

ing iḥrām is not forbidden. But even women must wear simple 

dress. The object is to remove all distinctions of rank, and this is 

done in the case of men by making them all wear two seamless 

sheets, and in the case of women by requiring them to give up the 
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veil which was a sign of rank. It also gives a practical lesson in sim-

ple living. 

Before donning the iḥrām dress, the pilgrim must take a bath 

and utter talbiyah (see below), facing the Qiblah. The practice is 

also to say two rak‘ahs of prayer, but all that is related of the Holy 

Prophet is that he entered a state of iḥrām after saying two rak‘ahs 

of the early afternoon prayer. During the state of iḥrām, and even 

before that, from the beginning of the journey to Makkah, no amo-

rous talk is allowed: 

“So whoever determines to perform pilgrimage in them 

[i.e., in the months of the ḥajj], there shall be no amorous 

speech, nor abusing nor altercation in the pilgrimage.” — 

2:197 

Sexual intercourse is therefore also forbidden; nor is the use 

of scent allowed in the state of iḥrām, nor shaving, nor the paring 

of nails. The cares of the body are sacrificed for a few days to de-

vote greater attention to the cares of the soul, and this is a practical 

lesson which serves a useful purpose on many occasions in one’s 

life. 

Mīqāt or muhill 

The state of iḥrām may be entered upon at any time during the 

months of ḥajj, after the journey is undertaken; but as it would be 

too inconvenient to remain in this state for a long time, the law has 

fixed certain places on the different routes to Makkah, on reaching 

which the pilgrims enter upon a state of iḥrām. Such a place is 

called mīqāt meaning ‘an appointed time’, or ‘a place in which a 

certain action is appointed to be performed’. It is also called a mu-
hill which signifies ‘the place of raising voices with talbiyah’. The 

talbiyah consists in saying aloud labbaika Allāhumma labbaika, 
meaning “Here am I, O Allah! here am I in Your august pres-

ence”.19 The full talbiyah runs thus: 

Labbaika Allāhumma labbaika, lā sharīka la-ka labbaika; 

inn-al-ḥamda w-al-ni‘mata la-ka w-al-mulka la-ka, la 
sharīka la-ka.  
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which means: “Here am I, O Allah, here am I in Your august pres-

ence; there is no associate with You, here am I; surely all praise is 

Yours and all favours are Yours and the kingdom is Yours, there 

is no associate with You”.20 

As soon as the state of iḥrām is entered upon, with the deter-

mination to devote as little attention to the cares of the body as 

possible, the spiritual aspect of ḥajj is brought to mind by all the 

pilgrims crying aloud that they are in the august Divine presence. 

The place where iḥrām is entered upon is, therefore, also the place 

where voices are raised aloud for the remembrance of God, and 

the mīqāt, is, for that reason, also called the muhill. 

Ṭawāf 

The word ṭawāf, in the technical language of Islam, means making 

circumambulation of the Ka‘bah. The command to perform it is 

contained in the Holy Quran in a Makkah revelation: 

“…and let them go round the Ancient House.” — 22:29 

In the devotional acts of the pilgrimage, ṭawāf occupies the 

most important place, being the first act of the pilgrim on his arri-

val at Makkah and his last act when he leaves the holy place. It is 

reported that the Holy Prophet “made circumambulations on his 

first arrival in ḥajj and ‘umrah, then offered two rak‘ahs, then went 

to and fro between Safa and Marwah”.21 The ṭawāf is performed 

by going round the Ka‘bah, as near the walls of the sacred building 

as possible, but on the north-western side keeping close to the 

small semicircular wall bounding the Ḥijr. Before the ṭawāf, it is 

necessary to make ablution,22 if possible to take a bath. Men and 

women perform ṭawāf together, the women keeping apart from the 

men, but women are not allowed to go inside the Ka‘bah until it is 

emptied of men.23 

The obligatory ṭawāf is made on the day of sacrifices, the 10th 

of Dhi-i-Ḥijjah,24 though generally a ṭawāf is also made on arrival 

and on departure. The ṭawāf begins at the Black Stone, which is 

kissed,25 but even the making of a sign over it is sufficient.26 In 

going round, the Ka‘bah is kept to the left, and seven rounds are 

made in all. The first three rounds are made at a fast pace and the 

remaining four at an ordinary pace.27 But, if necessary, the ṭawāf 
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may be performed while one is riding on the back of an animal.28 

The doing of an act or speaking, if there is necessity for it, is not 

forbidden.29 Prayers or supplications may be addressed to God in 

the course of ṭawāf. Menstruating women should postpone the 

ṭawāf, and the running between Safa and Marwah, for the duration 

of the menses. 

The Black Stone 

Reference has already been made to the Ḥajar al-Aswad or the 
Black Stone. There is not the least indication to show where this 

stone came from and when it was placed there, but as it was there 

before the advent of Islam and was even kissed, it must have been 

there at least from the time of Abraham, as the main features of the 

ḥajj are traceable to that patriarch. Yet it is remarkable that though 

the Ka‘bah had 360 idols within its walls before the coming of 

Islam, the Black Stone was never regarded as an idol by the pre-

Islamic Arabs, nor was it ever worshipped by them like the idols of 

the Ka‘bah. Among the innumerable objects which were taken for 

gods by the pre-Islamic Arabs, the Ka‘bah and the Black Stone are 

the only two which are conspicuous by their absence, notwithstand-

ing the reverence which the Arab mind had for them before Islam. 

The Ka‘bah was known by the name Bait Allah or House of God, 

and there was a belief prevalent among them that no enemy could 

destroy it. Yet, despite all this reverence, the Ka‘bah was never 

worshipped. It was the idols that were worshipped, and not the 

Ka‘bah; and the same is true of the Black Stone. It was kissed but it 

was never taken for a god. And Muslims were so averse to idolatry 

that when they saw two idols, one on each hill of the Safa and the 

Marwah, they refused to make the run between these two moun-

tains, until a verse was revealed saying: “there is no blame on him 

[i.e., the pilgrim]” for going between them (2:158). Evidently they 

had not the same scruples about the Ka‘bah as the idols in the 

Ka‘bah were shut up in the building, while those on the Safa and the 

Marwah were not only exposed to view but even touched by the 

pilgrims. 

If the idea of idolatry had been connected in the least with the 

circuits round the Ka‘bah and the kissing of the Black Stone, Mus-

lims would never have resorted to those practices. The Holy 
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Prophet once made circuits of the Ka‘bah on the back of a camel; 

he also touched the Black Stone with the rod in his hand; all of 

which goes to show that Muslims never entertained the idea of the 

worship of these things, nor was their attitude towards them at any 

time that of the worshipper towards the object of his worship. This 

shows the absurdity of the criticism that the ṭawāf or the kissing of 

the Black Stone are remnants of pre-Islamic idolatry which were 

retained in Islam. 

Significance underlying ṭawāf of the Ka‘bah 

During the ṭawāf of the Ka‘bah, a Muslim feels himself in the pre-

sence of the One God, crying aloud: labbaika Allāhumma labbai-

ka, lā sharīka la-ka labbaika — “Here am I, O Allah! here am I in 

Your presence, there is no associate with You, here am I”. And 

ṭawāf itself is going round about the House which is an emblem of 

Divine Unity, the place from which sprang the idea of Divine Uni-

ty, the place which would always be the centre for all believers in 

Divine Unity. All ideas of the pilgrim at that time are concentrated 

upon one theme, the theme of Divine Unity. The pilgrim forgets 

everything and remembers only the One God. To him the august 

Divine presence is all in all. That is the ṭawāf. 

Significance underlying kissing of the Black Stone 

That the Ka‘bah was rebuilt by Abraham is an historical fact. That 

the Black Stone has been there ever since the Ka‘bah has been 

known to exist, there is not the least reason to doubt. That it was a 

stone sent down from Paradise, or that it was originally white and 

became black on account of the sins of men, there is no reliable 

hadith to indicate. The Black Stone is, in fact, the corner-stone of 

the Ka‘bah, and stands there only as an emblem, a token that that 

part of the progeny of Abraham which was rejected by the Israel-

ites was to become the corner-stone of the Kingdom of God. The 

Psalms contain a clear reference to it: 

“The stone which the builders rejected has become the 

chief corner-stone.” 30 

Ishmael was looked upon as rejected and the Divine covenant was 

considered to have been made with the children of Isaac only. That 

was the Jewish view, and it was due to the fact that Ishmael was 
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placed by Abraham near the Ka‘bah. And again while prophet after 

prophet appeared among the Israelites, no prophet appeared of the 

progeny of Ishmael, and hence the Jewish belief that Ishmael was 

rejected became stronger. Yet it was from the progeny of Ishmael 

that the Last Prophet, “chief corner-stone” in the words of the 

Psalmist, was to arise, and the Black Stone, from wherever it was 

brought, was placed as the corner-stone of the Ka‘bah, as a sign 

that the rejected Ishmaelites were the real inheritors of the Divine 

Kingdom. And while David referred to it as “the stone which the 

builders rejected”, Jesus spoke of it more plainly in the parable of 

the owner of the vineyard, telling the Israelites that the vineyard, 

which in the parable stands for the Kingdom of God, would be tak-

en away from them and given to other tenants, that is, to a non-

Israelite people: 

“Have you never read in the Scriptures: ‘The stone which 

the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone.…’ 

… Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be 

taken from you and given to a nation bearing the fruits of 

it.” 31 

That by the rejected stone in the prophecy was meant a rejected 

nation is made clear by Jesus Christ. That that rejected nation was 

no other than the Ishmaelites is borne out by history. And in the 

whole world there is only this unhewn stone, the stone described 

in the Bible as “cut out of the mountain without hands”,32 that is 

the corner-stone of a building which in point of importance stands 

unique in the world. 

The Sa‘y 

Sa‘y means ‘running’, and in the Islamic terminology it signifies the 

running of the pilgrims between the two little hills situated near 

Makkah, called the Safa (Ṣaf ā) and the Marwah. In the devotional 

acts of ḥajj, it occupies a place next to the ṭawāf. In fact, in the case 

of ‘umrah, the minor pilgrimage as it is called, ṭawāf and sa‘y are 
the only functions of importance, and the ‘umrah therefore ends 

with the sa‘y unless of course there is an animal to be sacrificed 

when ‘umrah alone is to be performed. The sa‘y is spoken of in the 

Holy Quran: 



STAYING IN ARAFAT 

 

299 

“The Safa and the Marwah are truly among the signs of 

Allah; so whoever makes a pilgrimage to the House or 

pays a visit to it, there is no blame on him if he goes round 

them.”  — 2:158 

The word used in the Quran for “he goes round” is not sa‘y but a 

derivative of ṭawāf. These two hills were the scene of Hagar’s run-

ning to and fro in quest of water for her baby Ishmael, when she 

was left there by Abraham.33 They have thus become monuments of 

patience under the hardest trials, and it is in connection with the 

teaching of patience that the ṭawāf of Safa and Marwah is spoken of 

in the Quran, as the preceding verses 2:153–157 show. 

The ḥajj proper — march to Mina 

Ṭawāf and sa‘y are the individual acts of every pilgrim when he first 

arrives at Makkah, whether he intends to perform the ‘umrah or the 

ḥajj. In case it is simply an ‘umrah, or ‘umrah to be followed by a 

break before the ḥajj, the pilgrim then emerges from the state of 

iḥrām. The ḥajj proper begins on the 8th of Dhi-l-Ḥijjah when the 

whole body of pilgrims moves together. The pilgrims who had got 

out of the state of iḥrām after ‘umrah again enter into this state on 

the morning of the 8th, and so also do the residents of Makkah who 

wish to perform the pilgrimage.34 The whole body of pilgrims then 

moves to Mina, a plain which is midway between Arafat and Mak-

kah, about four miles (6·5 km) distant from the Holy City. During 

the ḥajj proper, the pilgrims’ longest, and in fact the only, stay is in 

Mina. Mina must be reached before noon, so that the early after-

noon prayer, Ẓuhr, may be said there. The night is also passed in 

Mina, and next day, the 9th Dhi-l-Ḥijjah, at midday the pilgrims 

move to the plain of Arafat. 

Staying in Arafat 

‘Arafa or ‘Araf āt is the name of the plain which is situated to the 

east of Makkah at a distance of about nine miles (14 km). It is de-

rived from ‘arf or ma‘rifah, which means ‘knowledge of a thing’, 

and ma‘rifah especially means the knowledge of God. The name 

given to this plain seems to be based on the fact that here people 

assembled together, as equals in all respects, are best able to know 
their God. The Jabal al-Raḥmah (lit., the mountain of mercy), on 
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which is the pulpit from which the sermon is delivered, is situated 

to the east, sixty steps of stone leading to the top. Leaving Mina at 

noon on the 9th Dhi-l-Ḥijjah, the pilgrims reach Arafat in time to 

say the early and late afternoon prayers combined, after which the 

Imam delivers a sermon from the pulpit on the Jabal al-Raḥmah. 

The pilgrims’ stay in Arafat lasts only from afternoon till sunset, 

but so important is the place it occupies in the devotional acts of 

ḥajj, that ḥajj is considered to have been performed if the pilgrim 

reaches Arafat in time on the 9th Dhi-l-Ḥijjah, but if he is unable 

to join, the ḥajj is not performed. The whole time of the pilgrims, 

from afternoon till sunset, is passed in glorifying God and crying 

aloud labbaika Allāhumma labbaika. 

Muzdalifah 

After sunset the pilgrims leave Arafat, and stop at Muzdalifah (from 

zalf meaning ‘nearness’), which is so called because by staying 

there nearness to God is sought. In the Holy Quran it is called the 

Sacred, or Holy, Monument (al-Mash‘ar al-Ḥarām) and the re-

membrance of God at that place is specially enjoined: 

“So when you press on from Arafat, remember Allah near 

the Holy Monument, and remember Him as He has guided 

you, though before that you were certainly in error.” — 

2:198 

On reaching Muzdalifah, the pilgrims say their sunset and night 

prayers, combining the two.35 There the night is passed, and then 

after saying the morning prayer at an early hour the pilgrims leave 

for Mina. Those who are infirm are allowed to leave even before the 

morning prayer.36 

Yaum al-naḥr in Mina 

Thus the pilgrims again reach Mina on the morning of 10th Dhi-l-

Ḥijjah, which is called yaum al-naḥr, ‘the day of sacrifices’, being 

the day which is celebrated as the ‘Īd al-Aḍḥā all over the Muslim 

world. After saying the ‘Īd prayers in Mina, the animals are sacri-

ficed, the pilgrims then return and perform the ṭawāf of the Ka‘bah. 

With this, the pilgrim emerges from the state of iḥrām, by having 

his head shaven or his hair clipped. But before the sacrifice there is 

another small act of devotion called the ramy al-jimār, which will 
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be described presently. Though the pilgrim leaves the state of 

iḥrām, yet he must return to Mina again, for it is in Mina that the 

ḥajj ends. 

Days of tashrīq (Ayyām al-tashrīq) 

The pilgrims are required to stay in Mina for three or at least two 

days after the yaum al-naḥr, that is, on the 11th, 12th and 13th 

Dhi-l-Ḥijjah. This stay is required by an express injunction of the 

Holy Quran, where the ending of the devotional acts of ḥajj is thus 

spoken of: 

“And remember Allah during the appointed days. Then 

whoever hastens off in two days, it is no sin for him; and 

whoever stays behind, it is no sin for him, for one who 

keeps his duty. And keep your duty to Allah, and know that 

you shall be gathered together to Him.” — 2:203 

The “appointed days” referred to here are the two or three days that 

are spent in Mina after the yaum al-naḥr, and they are known as the 

days of tashrīq. They may have been so named because the animals 

were sacrificed after the rising of the sun, which is one of the mean-

ings of tashrīq.37 It may be because tashrīq also means ‘going east’, 

and Mina lies to the east of Makkah; or it may have a deeper spiri-

tual significance in that it also means being beautiful and shining in 

the face.38 

Casting of stones 

During the last day of ḥajj, the 10th Dhi-l-Ḥijjah, and the three 

tashrīq days the pilgrims are required to cast stones at certain fixed 

places. This is known as ramy al-jimār, ‘throwing of (small) 

stones’. Each of the three places in Mina, where stones are thrown, 

is also called Jamrah, because of the throwing or the collection of 
stones there. The practice of the Holy Prophet is thus described. On 

the yaum al-naḥr he threw stones in the forenoon, and in tashrīq 

days in the afternoon.39 The number of stones thrown at each 

Jamrah was seven, and every stone thrown was accompanied by 

saying of Allāhu Akbar.40 

In the ḥajj many pre-Islamic practices were retained, but as has 

been shown above, the origin of these practices is traceable to  
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Abraham, and every one of them carries with it a spiritual signifi-

cance. The whole atmosphere of ḥajj is a demonstration of the 

greatness of God and the equality of man. The ḥajj is, as it were, the 

final stage in man’s spiritual progress. Yet in spiritual advancement 

the temptations of real life must not be forgotten, and the throwing 

of stones draws attention to the temptations of the Evil one. It 

teaches the lesson that man must learn to hate evil and that the Evil 

one should be kept distant a stone’s throw. The nearer a person gets 

to temptations, the more likely he is to yield, and the best way of 

avoiding them is to keep them at a distance. The throwing of stones 

is, moreover, a reminder of the spiritual fight which man must wage 

against evil. 

Other activities allowed in pilgrimage 

Though ḥajj is meant to bring about an ascetic experience in man’s 

practical life, yet so closely combined are the ascetic and secular ex-

periences in Islam that the utilizing of the pilgrimage to Makkah for 

secular purposes is not excluded. The Holy Quran, while enjoining 

the making of sufficient provision for the ḥajj journey, adds: 

“It is no sin for you that you seek the bounty of your Lord.” 

— 2:198 

The seeking of bounty is accepted here by all commentators as 

meaning the seeking of increase in one’s wealth by means of trade 

in the pilgrimage season. The Quran thus not only allows the carry-

ing on of trade in the pilgrimage season, but in a way recommends 

it by calling it a “bounty of your Lord”. 

If even trading is allowed in the pilgrimage season, this great 

assemblage of Muslims from all quarters of the world may also be 

made the occasion of other advantages of a material or cultural 

nature, and it should serve the purpose of unifying the Muslim 

world and removing misunderstanding between nation and nation. 

World-wide conferences are held on many occasions, and this 
should, in the new conditions of the world, be a regular feature of 

the ḥajj, and the best minds among the various nations should on 

this occasion discuss all problems affecting the Muslim world, not 

the least important of which is the advancement of Islam itself. 
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Notes to Chapter 14 

 Editor’s Note: The descriptions of the Ka‘bah and various other buildings 

and locations associated with the pilgrimage given in this chapter, and 

also the movements of the pilgrims as explained here, are according to 

how these used to be traditionally. In recent years, these have changed in 

many ways due to modernization of buildings and introduction of new 

facilities to cater for the hugely increased number of pilgrims.  
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15. Jihād 

Significance of Jihād 

A very great misconception prevails with regard to the duty of jihād 
in Islam, by assuming that the word jihād is synonymous with war 

or even war undertaken for the propagation of Islam. This is a glar-

ing misstatement. Even some of the greatest Western research scho-

lars of Islam have not taken the pains to find out the true meaning of 

the word. According to Raghib’s classical Arabic dictionary, the 

word jihād is derived from jahd or juhd meaning ‘ability’, ‘exer-

tion’ or ‘power’, and jihād and mujāhida mean ‘the exerting of 

one’s power in repelling the enemy’.1 It goes on to say: 

“Jihād is of three kinds; namely, the carrying on of a strug-

gle: 1. against a visible enemy, 2. against the devil, and 3. 

against self (nafs).” 

Another authority gives the following significance: 

“Jihād, inf. n. of jahada, properly signifies the using or 

exerting of one’s utmost power, efforts, endeavours or 

ability, in contending with an object of disapprobation; 

and this is of three kinds, namely a visible enemy, the 

devil, and one’s self; all of which are included in the term 

as used in the Kur. xxii. 77 [the Quran, 22:77].” 2 

Jihād is therefore far from being synonymous with war, while 

the meaning of “war undertaken for the propagation of Islam” is 

unknown equally to the Arabic language and the teachings of the 

Holy Quran. 

Use of the word jihād in Makkah revelations 

Just as important, or even more so, is the consideration of the 

sense in which the word is used in the Holy Quran. It is an admit-

ted fact that permission to fight was given to Muslims when they 
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had moved to Madinah, or, at the earliest, when they were on the 

eve of leaving Makkah. But the injunction relating to jihād is con-

tained in the earlier as well as in the later Makkah revelations. 

Chapter 29 of the Quran was undoubtedly revealed in the fifth and 

sixth years of the Call of the Prophet; yet there the word jihād is 

freely used in the sense of exerting one’s power and ability, with-

out implying any war. In one place it is said: 

“And those who strive hard (jāhadū) for Us, We shall cer-

tainly guide them in Our ways. And Allah is surely with 

the doers of good.” — 29:69 

The addition of the words “for Us” shows, if anything further is 

needed to show it, that the jihād, in this case, is the spiritual striv-

ing to attain nearness to God, and the result of this jihād is stated 

to be God’s guidance of those striving in His ways. The word is 

used precisely in the same sense twice in a previous verse in the 

same chapter: 

“And whoever strives hard (jahada), strives (yujāhidu) for 

himself [i.e., for his own benefit]. Surely Allah is above 

need of His creatures.” — 29:6 

In the same chapter, and in chapter 31, the word is used in the 

sense of a contention carried on in words: 

“And We have enjoined on man goodness to his parents. 

But if they strive (jāhadā)3 to make you set up partners 

with Me, of which you have no knowledge, do not obey 

them.” — 29:8 (see also 31:15) 

Among the later revelations at Makkah may be mentioned the 

16th chapter, where it is said, towards the close: 

“Then surely your Lord, to those who flee after they are 

persecuted, then struggle hard ( jāhadū) and are patient, 

surely your Lord after that is Protecting, Merciful.” — 
16:110 

There is another prevalent misconception, namely, that at Makkah 

the Quran enjoined patience (ṣabr) and at Madinah it enjoined 

jihād, as if these were two contradictory things. The error of this 
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view is shown by the verse quoted, since it enjoins jihād and pa-

tience in one breath. 

Two more examples may be quoted of the use of the word 

jihād in Makkah revelations: 

 “And strive hard ( jāhidū) for Allah with due striving ( ji-

hād).” — 22:78 

“So do not obey the disbelievers, and strive (jāhid) against 

them a mighty striving (jihād) with it.” — 25:52 

The last word of the second verse above, “it”, refers clearly to the 

Quran, as the context shows. In the first verse it is a jihād to attain 

nearness to God, and in the second it is a jihād which is to be car-

ried on against the unbelievers, not of the sword but of the Quran. 

The struggle made to attain nearness to God and to subdue one’s 

passions, and the struggle made to win over the unbelievers, not 

with the sword but with the Quran is, therefore, a jihād in the ter-

minology of the Quran, and the injunctions to carry on these two 

kinds of jihād were given long before the command to fight in 

self-defence. 

Jihād in Madinah revelations 

A struggle for national existence was forced on the Muslims when 

they reached Madinah, and they had to take up the sword in self-

defence. This struggle also went, and rightly so, under the name of 

jihād; but even in the Madinah chapters the word is used in the 

wider sense of a struggle carried on by words or deeds of any kind. 

The following verse may be quoted which occurs twice: 

“O Prophet, Strive hard (jāhid) against the disbelievers and 

the hypocrites, and be firm against them.” 

— 9:73 and 66:9 

Here the Prophet is commanded to carry on a jihād against both 

unbelievers and hypocrites. The hypocrites were those who were 

outwardly Muslims and lived among, and were treated like, Mus-

lims in all respects. They came to the mosque and prayed with the 

Muslims. They even paid the zakāt. A war against them was un-

thinkable, and none was ever undertaken. On the other hand, they 

sometimes fought along with the Muslims against the unbelievers. 
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Therefore the injunction to carry on a jihād against both unbeliev-

ers and hypocrites could not mean the waging of war against them. 

It was a jihād carried on by means of the Quran as expressly stated 

in 25:52, a striving hard to win them over to Islam. In fact, the 

word is almost always used in the general sense of striving hard, 

including fighting where the context so requires. The following 

description: 

“Those who believe and those who fled [their homes] and 

strove hard (jāhadū) in Allah’s way” — 2:218, 8:74 

applies as much to the fighters as to those who carry on the strug-

gle against unbelief and evil in other ways. 

Again, a Madinah revelation speaks together of those who ex-

ercise ṣabr, i.e., are steadfast or patient, and those who undertake 

jihād, as they are spoken of in a Makkah revelation: 

“Do you think that you will enter the Garden while Allah 

has not yet known those from among you who strive hard 

( jāhadū) nor known the steadfast?” — 3:142 

Jihād in Hadith 

Even in Hadith literature, the word jihād is not used exclusively for 

fighting. For example, ḥajj is called by the Holy Prophet as “the 

most excellent of all jihāds”.4 Of all the collections of Hadith, 

Bukhari is the most explicit on this point. In his collection, in the 

book entitled “Holding fast by the Quran and the Sunnah”, the 10th 

chapter is thus headed: 

“The saying of the Prophet, A party of my community 

(ummah) shall not cease to be triumphant being upholders 

of Truth, and these are the people of learning (ahl al-

‘ilm).” 5 

Thus Bukhari’s view is that the triumphant party of the Prophet’s 

community does not consist of fighters, but of the men of learning 

who disseminate the truth and are engaged in the propagation of 

Islam. Again, in his Book of Jihād Bukhari has several chapters the 

headings of which speak of simple invitation to Islam; for instance, 

“May the Muslim guide the followers of the Book to a right course, 

or may he teach them the Book”, “To pray for the guidance of the 
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polytheists so as to develop relations of friendship with them”, “The 

excellence of him at whose hands another man accepts Islam”, “The 

excellence of him who accepts Islam from among the followers of 

the Book”, and “How should Islam be presented to a child”.6 These 

headings show that up to the time of Bukhari, the word jihād was 

used in the wider sense in which it is used in the Quran, a simple 

invitation to Islam being looked upon as jihād. 

Other books of Hadith contain similar references. Thus Abu 

Dawud quotes, under the heading “The continuity of jihād”, a had-

ith to the effect that “a party of my community will not cease fight-

ing for truth and it will be triumphant over its opponents”,7 and 

these words are thus explained in a commentary of Abu Dawud: 

“This party consists of different classes of the faithful, of 

them being the brave fighters, and the jurists, and the col-

lectors of Hadith, and those who abstain from worldly 

pleasures and devote themselves to the service of God, 

and those who command the doing of good and prohibit 

evil, and a variety of other people who do other good  

deeds.” 8 

This shows that jihād in Hadith includes the service of Islam in 

any form. 

Use of the word jihād by jurists 

It is only among the jurists that the word jihād lost its original wider 

significance and began to be used in the narrower sense of fighting  

or qitāl. The reason is not far to seek. The books of jurisprudence 

(fiqh) codified the Muslim law, and in the classification of the vari-

ous subjects with which the law dealt, qitāl (fighting) found a nec-

essary place, but invitation to Islam, though a primary meaning of 

the word jihād, being a matter of free individual choice, did not 

form part of the law. The jurists who had to deal with qitāl, there-

fore, used the word jihād as synonymous with qitāl, and, by and by, 

the wider significance of jihād was lost sight of, though the com-

mentators of the Quran accepted this significance when dealing 

with verses such as 25:52 (“and strive against them a mighty striv-

ing with it”). But that was not the only misuse of the word. Togeth-

er with this narrowing of the significance of jihād, the further idea 
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was developed that Muslims were to carry on a war against all un-

believing nations and countries, whether they were attacked or not, 

an idea quite foreign to the Quran. 

The spread of Islam by force 

The propagation of Islam is no doubt a religious duty of every true 

Muslim, who must follow the example of the Holy Prophet, but the 

spread of Islam by force is a thing of which no trace can be found in 

the Holy Quran. In fact, the Holy Book lays down the opposite doc-

trine in clear words: 

“There is no compulsion in religion — the right way is 

clearly distinct from error.” — 2:256 

The reason why there is no compulsion in religion is added here, 

that the right way is clearly distinct from error. This verse was re-

vealed after the permission for war in self-defence had been given, 

and it is therefore certain that the permission to fight has no connec-

tion with the preaching of religion. That the Quran never taught 

such a doctrine, nor did the Holy Prophet ever think of it, is a fact 

which is now being gradually appreciated by Western scholars of 

Islam. And if the Quran and the Prophet never taught such a doc-

trine, how could it be said to be the religious duty of Muslims? 

Circumstances under which war was permitted 

It is a mis-statement of facts to say that patience under attack was 

taught at Makkah, because there was no alternative, and that the 

right to repel attack came at Madinah. The attitude was no doubt 

changed but that change was due to the change of circumstances. At 

Makkah there was individual persecution, and patience was taught. 

If the conditions had remained the same at Madinah, the Muslim 

attitude would have been the same. But at Madinah individual per-

secution could no more be resorted to by the Quraish of Makkah, as 

the Muslims were living out of their reach. This very circumstance 

fanned the fire of their wrath, and they now planned the extinction 

of the Muslims as a nation. They took up the sword to annihilate the 

Muslim community or to compel it to return to unbelief. That was 

the challenge thrown at the Muslims, and the Holy Prophet had to 

meet it. 
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The Holy Quran bears the clearest testimony to it. The earliest 

permission to repel attack is conveyed in words which show that 

the enemy had already taken up the sword or decided to do so: 

“Permission [to fight] is given to those on whom war is 

made, because they are oppressed. And surely Allah is able 

to assist them — those who are driven from their homes 

without a just cause except that they say: Our Lord is 

Allah. And if Allah did not repel some people by others, 

surely cloisters and churches and synagogues and mosques 

in which Allah’s name is much remembered, would have 

been pulled down. And surely Allah will help him who 

helps His cause.” — 22:39–40 

The very words of this verse show that it is the earliest on the sub-

ject of fighting, as it speaks of a permission being given now which 

evidently had not been given up to this time. This permission was 

given to a people upon whom war was made by their enemies, and 

it was not a permission to make war with people in general but 

only with the people who made war on them, and the reason is 

stated plainly “because they are oppressed” and have been expelled 

from their homes “without a just cause”. It was clearly an aggres-

sive war on the part of the enemies of Islam who thus sought to 

exterminate the Muslims or to compel them to forsake their reli-

gion: 

“And they will not cease fighting you until they turn you 

back from your religion, if they can.” — 2:217 

It was a holy war in the truest sense because, as stated further 

on, if war had not been allowed under these circumstances, there 

would be no peace on earth, no religious liberty, and all houses for 

the worship of God would be destroyed. Indeed there could be no 

war holier than the one which was needed as much for the reli-

gious liberty of Muslims as for the principle of religious liberty 

itself, as much to save mosques as to save cloisters and syna-

gogues and churches. If there had ever been a just cause for war in 

this world, it was for the war that had been permitted to Muslims. 

And undoubtedly war with such pure motives was a jihād, a strug-

gle carried on simply with the object that truth may prosper and that 

freedom of conscience may be maintained. 
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The second verse giving to Muslims permission to fight runs 

as follows: 

“And fight in the way of Allah against those who fight 

against you, and do not be aggressive. Surely Allah does 

not love the aggressors.” — 2:190 

Here again the condition is plainly laid down that Muslims shall not 

be the first to attack. They had to fight — it had now become a duty 

— but only against those who fought against them; aggression was 

expressly prohibited. And this fighting in self-defence is called 

fighting “in the way of Allah” (f ī sabīl-illāh) because fighting in 

defence is the most noble and just of all causes. The words f ī sabīl-

illāh are misinterpreted by the critics of Islam as meaning the prop-
agation of Islam. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Muslims 

were not fighting to force Islam on others; rather they were being 

fought to force them to renounce Islam, as shown by 2:217 quoted 

above. 

It is sometimes asserted that these injunctions, relating to 

defensive fighting, were abrogated by a later revelation in chapter 9. 

Yet that chapter does not make the slightest change in the principles 

laid down earlier. Fighting with idolaters is enjoined in the ninth 

chapter, but not with all of them. In the very first verse of that chap-

ter, the declaration of immunity is directed towards only “those of 

the idolaters with whom you made an agreement”, not all idolaters 

— and even in their case an exception is made: 

“Except those of the idolaters with whom you made an 

agreement, then they have not failed you in anything and 

have not backed up anyone against you; so fulfil their 

agreement to the end of their terms. Surely Allah loves 

those who keep their duty.” — 9:4 

This shows that there were idolatrous tribes on friendly terms with 

Muslims, and Muslims were not allowed to fight with them; it was 
only the hostile tribes who broke their agreements and attacked 

the Muslims that were to be fought against. And individual idola-

ters, even if belonging to hostile tribes, could still have safety, if 

they wanted to enquire about Islam, and were given a safe conduct 

back home even if they did not accept Islam: 
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“And if anyone of the idolaters seek your protection, pro-

tect him till he hears the word of Allah, then convey him 

to his place of safety. This is because they are a people 

who do not know.” — 9:6 

 The idolater who stood in need of protection evidently be-

longed to a hostile tribe, because the friendly tribes, being in alli-

ance with the Muslims, had no need of seeking protection of the 

Muslim government. Thus even a hostile idolater was to be sent 

back safely to his own tribe and not molested in any way, as the 

words of the verse show. 

The idolaters with whom fighting was enjoined were those who 

had violated treaties and were foremost in attacking the Muslims, as 

the words that follow show: 

“If they prevail against you, they respect neither ties of re-

lationship, nor covenant in your case.” — 9:8 

“Will you not fight a people who broke their oaths and 

aimed at the expulsion of the Messenger, and they attacked 

you first?” — 9:13 

Thus chapter 9, which is supposed to abrogate the earlier verses, 

still speaks of fighting only against those idolaters who “attacked 

you first”, and this is the very condition laid down in earlier verses, 

such as 2:190. 

So-called “verse of the sword” 

Even though chapter 9, as shown above, does not go beyond what is 

contained in the earliest revelations on the subject of war, the fifth 

verse of that chapter is called by some people “the verse of the 

sword”, as if it inculcated the indiscriminate massacre of all idola-

ters or unbelievers. The misconception is due to the fact that the 

words are taken out of their context, and a significance is forced on 

them which the context cannot bear. The following words occur in 

the 5th verse: 

“So when the sacred months have passed, kill the idolaters, 

wherever you find them…” — 9:5 
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But similar words occur also in the earliest revelation on the sub-

ject: “And kill them wherever you find them” (2 :191). In both plac-

es it is the context which makes it clear as to the identity of the per-

sons regarding whom the order is given. In both cases those against 

whom the order is given are the people who have taken up the 

sword and attacked the Muslims first. 

It has already been shown that the injunction to fight against the 

idolaters, as contained in the opening verses of the 9th chapter, re-

lates only to such idolatrous tribes as had made agreements with the 

Muslims and then broken them and had attacked the Muslims, and 

not to all idolatrous people, wherever they may be found in the 

world. If only we read the verse that precedes the fifth verse, not the 

shadow of a doubt will remain that all idolaters are not spoken of 

here. For the fourth verse, as quoted already, states that those idola-

ters were not within the purview of the order who had remained 

faithful to their agreements. The order was therefore directed 

against specified idolatrous tribes, the tribes that had made agree-

ments with the Muslims and broken them repeatedly, as expressly 

stated in 8:56 — “those with whom you make an agreement, then 

they break their agreement every time”. 

It is a mistake to regard the order as including all idolatrous 

people living anywhere in the world or even in Arabia. And if the 

verse preceding the so-called “verse of the sword” makes a clear 

exception in case of all friendly idolatrous tribes, that following it 

immediately makes a clear exception in favour of such members of 

idolatrous hostile tribes as ask the protection of the Muslims (see 

9:6, quoted earlier). And then continuing the subject, it is further 

laid down that the order relates only to people “who broke their 

oaths and aimed at the expulsion of the Messenger, and they at-

tacked you first” (9:13). With such a clear explanation of the fifth 

verse contained in the preceding and following verses, no sane per-

son would interpret it as meaning the killing of all idolaters or the 

carrying on of unprovoked war against all idolatrous tribes. 

When shall war cease 

It is thus clear that Muslims were allowed to fight only in self-

defence, to preserve their national existence. They were forbidden 
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to be aggressive. The Quran nowhere gives them permission to en-

ter on an unprovoked war against the whole world. Conditions were 

also laid down as to when war should cease: 

“And fight them until there is no persecution, and religion 

is only for Allah. But if they cease, then there should be 

no hostility except against the oppressors.” — 2:193 

The words religion is only for Allah are sometimes misinterpreted 

as meaning that all people should accept Islam, a significance 

utterly opposed to the very next words: “But if they cease, there 

should be no hostility except against the oppressors”. The ceasing 

plainly refers to desisting from persecution. Similar words occur 

in another early Madinah revelation: 

“And fight them until there is no more persecution, and all 

religions are for Allah. But if they cease, then surely Allah 

is Seer of what they do.” — 8:39 

Both expressions, “religion is only for Allah” and “all religions are 

for Allah”, carry one and the same significance, namely that reli-

gion is treated as a matter between man and his God, a matter of 

conscience, in which nobody has a right to interfere. 

It may be added that, if the words had the meaning which it is 

sought to give them, the Holy Prophet would have been the first 

man to translate that teaching into practice, while as a matter of fact 

he made peace with the enemy on numerous occasions, and stopped 

fighting with idolatrous tribes when they wanted peace. Even when 

he subjugated a people, he gave them full liberty in their religion, as 

it happened in the conquest of Makkah. 

Peace recommended 

Notwithstanding what has been said above, the Holy Prophet was 

told in the Quran to accept peace in the middle of war if the ene-

my wanted peace: 

“And if they incline to peace, you must incline to it also, 

and trust in Allah. Surely He is the Hearer, the Knower. 

And if they intend to deceive you — then surely Allah is 

sufficient for you.” — 8:61–62 



15. JIHĀD 

 

 

316 

It should be noted that peace is here recommended even though the 

enemy’s sincerity may be doubtful. The Holy Prophet was so prone 

to make peace, whenever the enemy showed the least desire to-

wards it, that on the occasion of the Hudaibiyah truce he did not 

hesitate to accept the position of the defeated party, though he had 

never been defeated on the field of battle, and his Companions had 

sworn to lay down their lives, one and all, if the worst had come to 

the worst. Yet he made peace and accepted terms which his own 

followers looked upon as humiliating for Islam. He accepted the 

condition that he would go back without performing a pilgrimage 

and also that if a resident of Makkah embraced Islam and came to 

him for protection, he would not give him protection. Thus the in-

junction contained in the Quran to make peace with the idolaters if 

they desired peace, combined with the practice of the Holy Prophet 

in concluding peace on any terms, is a clear proof that the theory of 

preaching Islam by the sword is a pure myth so far as the teachings 

of the Holy Quran and the Holy Prophet are concerned. 

To sum up, neither in the earlier revelations, nor in the later, is 

there the slightest indication of any injunction to propagate Islam by 

the sword. On the other hand, war was clearly allowed as a defen-

sive measure up to the last. It was to be continued only so long as 

religious persecution lasted, and when that ceased, war was to cease 

ipso facto. And there was the additional condition that if a tribe, 

against whom Muslims were fighting because of its aggressive and 

repeated violation of treaties, embraced Islam, it then and there be-

came a part of the Muslim body politic, and its subjugation by arms 

was therefore foregone, and war with it came to an end. Such re-

mained the practice of the Holy Prophet during his lifetime. And 

there is not a single instance in history in which he offered the alter-

native of the sword or Islam to any tribe or individual, nor did he 

ever lead an aggressive attack. 

The last of his expeditions was that of Tabuk, in which he led 

an army of thirty thousand against the Roman Empire, but when he 
found, on reaching the frontier, after a very long and arduous jour-

ney, that the Romans did not contemplate an offensive, he returned 

without attacking them. His action on this occasion also throws 

light on the fact that the permission to fight against the Christians, 
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contained in 9:29, was also subject to the condition laid down in 

2:190 that Muslims must not be aggressive in war. 

Wars of conquest after the Holy Prophet’s time 

It is held by some Western critics of Islam that, though the Prophet 

did not make use of force in the propagation of Islam, nor lead an 

aggressive attack against an enemy, in the whole of his life, yet this 

position was adopted by his immediate successors, and was there-

fore a natural development of his teaching. This opinion is also due 

to a misconception of the historical facts which led to the wars of 

the early Caliphate with the Persian and Roman empires. After the 

death of the Holy Prophet, when Arabia rose in insurrection and 

Abu Bakr, the first Caliph, was engaged in suppressing the revolt, 

both Persia and Rome openly helped the insurgents with men and 

money. It is difficult to go into details of the history in this book, 

and this subject has been dealt with fully by this author in the book 

The Early Caliphate.
9
 In brief, Persia and Rome were the aggres-

sors, and Muslims, in sheer self-defence, came into conflict with 

those mighty empires. The idea of spreading Islam by the sword 

was as far away from their minds as it was from that of the great 

Master whom they followed. We may quote here Sir William Muir, 

a writer in no way friendly to Islam: 

“The thought of a world-wide mission was yet in embryo; 

obligation to enforce Islam by a universal Crusade had not 

yet dawned upon the Muslim mind.” 10 

This remark, which occurs under Muir’s heading Omar refuses an 
advance on Persia, relates to the year 16 A.H., when more than 

half the battles of the early Caliphate had already been fought.  

According to Muir, even the conquest of the whole of Persia was a 

measure of self-defence, and not of aggression, on the part of the 

Muslims: 

“The truth began to dawn on Omar that necessity was laid 

upon him to withdraw the ban against advance. In self-

defence, nothing was left but to crush the Chosroes [Per-

sian emperor] and take entire possession of his realm.” 11 

And if the wars with the Persian and Roman empires were begun 

and carried on for five years without any idea of the propagation of 
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Islam by arms, surely there was no occasion for the idea to creep in 

at a subsequent stage. 

Hadith on the object of war 

As already stated in this book, Hadith cannot go against the Holy 

Quran. Being only an explanation of the Holy Book, it must be re-

jected if it contains anything against the plain teachings of the 

Quran. The propagation of Islam by force is neither contained in the 

Quran nor did the Holy Prophet ever entertain such an idea. There is 

one hadith, however, which has sometimes been misconstrued as 

meaning that the Prophet was fighting people to make them believe 

in the Unity of God. It runs thus: 

“It is reported from Ibn Umar that the Messenger of Allah 

said: I have been commanded to fight people until they 

bear witness that there is no god but Allah and that 

Muhammad is the messenger of Allah and keep up prayer 

and pay the zakāt. When they have done this, their lives 

and their properties are protected unless there is an obliga-

tion of Islam, and their account is with Allah.” 12 

This report begins with the words I am commanded to fight, and 

surely the commandments to the Prophet were given through Di-

vine revelation and are therefore all of them contained in the Quran. 

The reference in the report is thus undoubtedly to a Quranic verse. 

In fact, such a verse is met with in the 9th chapter: 

“But if they repent and keep up prayer and pay the zakāt, 

they are your brethren in faith.” — 9:11 

The subject-matter of the report is exactly the same, and clearly 

the commandment referred to in it is that contained in this verse. 

One has only to read the context to find out the purport of these 

words. Some of these verses have already been quoted but, on 

account of the importance of the subject, four of these are repeated 

below: 

9:10 “They respect neither ties of relationship nor covenant 

in the case of a believer. And these are they who go be-

yond the limits.” 
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9:11 “But if they repent and keep up prayer and pay the zakāt, 

they are your brethren in faith.” 

9:12 “And if they break their oaths after their agreement and 

openly revile your religion, then fight the leaders of dis-

belief — surely their oaths are nothing — so that they 

may cease.” 

9:13 “Will you not fight a people who broke their oaths and 

aimed at the expulsion of the Messenger and they at-

tacked you first? ” 

The context clearly shows that there were certain tribes that 

had no regard for ties of relationships or for agreements entered 

into, and they were the first to attack the Muslims and made plans 

to expel the Prophet. These were the people to be fought against. 

The 9th chapter was revealed in the year 9 A.H. and this was the 

time when tribe after tribe was coming over to Islam, and so the 

condition was laid down that if one of the tribes, that had been hos-

tile to Islam, and had broken its agreements, and was at war with 

the Muslims, came over to Islam, all hostilities against it were to be 

stopped immediately, because those people became brethren in 

faith with Muslims. Old wrongs and iniquities had to be forgotten 

and not one individual of it was to be harmed, however guilty he 

may have been, unless, in the words of the hadith, an obligation of 

Islam rendered punishment necessary. The hadith does not mean 

that the Holy Prophet was commanded to wage war against people 

until they accepted Islam; it simply means, as a reference to the 

Quran shows, that he was commanded to cease fighting with peo-

ple who were at war with the Muslims if they of their own accord 

embraced Islam. Even people who had been guilty of the murder of 

a Muslim were not to be put to death if they accepted Islam after-

wards, and examples of this are mentioned in Hadith.13 

One such case may be cited here: 

“Miqdad ibn Amr al-Kindi… said to the Messenger of 

Allah: ‘I meet in battle a man from among the unbelievers 

and we two fight against each other; he cuts off one of my 

hands with his sword, then he takes the shelter of a tree 

and says, I submit to Allah; can I kill him, O Messenger of 
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Allah, after he has spoken those words?’ The Messenger 

of Allah said: ‘Do not kill him’. But he said: ‘He has cut 

off one of my hands, O Messenger of Allah, and then he 

says this after he has cut it off’. The Messenger of Allah 

said: ‘Do not kill him, for if you kill him, he would be 

what you were before you killed him, and you would be 

what he was before he uttered those words which he 

spoke’.” 14 

This shows that the Holy Prophet had given definite orders, which 

were known to his Companions, that fighting should immediately 

cease when the person or tribe fighting declared Islam. It is in this 

light that the hadith under discussion has to be read, namely, that 

the Holy Prophet had been commanded to cease war when an 

enemy at war with him professed Islam. Numerous examples of this 

are met with in the history of the Prophet’s wars, but there is not a 

single instance in which he declared war against a peaceful neigh-

bour because that neighbour was not a believer in Islam. The fact 

that treaties and agreements were entered into by the Holy Prophet 

with the Arab idolaters and the Jews and the Christians is proof that 

this hadith refers to particular tribes which, as the Quran shows, 

violated their treaties again and again. 

There are many Hadith reports which speak of the excellence of 

jihād or of the excellence of fighting, and these are sometimes mis-

construed as showing that a Muslim must always be fighting with 

other people. War is undoubtedly a necessity of life, and there are 

times when fighting becomes the highest of duties. Fighting in the 

cause of justice, fighting to help the oppressed, fighting in self-

defence, fighting for national existence are all truly the highest and 

noblest of deeds, because in all these cases a man lays down his life 

in the cause of truth and justice, and that is, no doubt, the highest 

sacrifice that a man can make. 

The question is simply this, What was the object for which the 
Prophet fought? There is not the least doubt about it, as the Quran is 

clear on the point, as already shown: “Permission to fight is given to 

those on whom war is made, because they are oppressed” (22:39), 

“Will you not fight a people who broke their oaths and aimed at the 

expulsion of the Messenger, and they attacked you first” (9:13); 
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and so on. If then there are Hadith reports which speak of the excel-

lence of keeping horses ready on the frontier of the enemy, or 

recommending practising with implements of war, or speaking of 

swords and shields and armour and so on, they show, not that Mus-

lims were spreading Islam by force of arms, not even that they were 

waging aggressive war against peaceful neighbours, but that they 

were compelled to fight, and hence all deeds done to carry on a suc-

cessful war are praised. 

Jurists’ wrong notion of jihād 

The wrong notion of jihād, as being the obligation upon Muslims to 

wage unprovoked war against unbelievers, was introduced by the 

jurists of Islam. It was based on a misconception of certain verses of 

the Holy Quran due, in the first place, to the fact that no regard had 

been paid to the context, and, in the second place, to a disregard of 

the circumstances under which the Prophet fought. 

It is, however, also found that the jurists themselves have chal-

lenged the accuracy of the principle on which their wrong notion of 

jihād is based. Giving the reason for jihād being obligatory, they 

acknowledge that it is for the repelling of evil (daf‘ al-sharr).15 

This shows that jihād in its origin is only for repelling evil and is 

therefore defensive, not offensive. Again, when discussing the rea-

sons for the prohibition of killing women, children, the old, the 

blind, and those who refrain from fighting, it is stated that what 

makes the killing of a man lawful is his fighting.16 Thus it is not 

his unbelief which makes the killing of a man lawful, but his fight-

ing in war (ḥirāb), for, if people could be killed for unbelief, even 

women, children, and old and incapacitated men would not be 

spared. And if it is unlawful to kill anyone merely on account of 

unbelief, it is also unlawful to undertake war against a people be-

cause they are unbelievers. Also, the jurists recognize the making 

of peace with unbelievers: 

“… [if] it is in the interests of the Muslims, there is no 
harm in peace, on account of what Allah says, ‘And if they 

incline to peace, you must incline to it also, and trust in 

Allah’ [the Quran, 8:61], and the Holy Prophet entered into 

agreement with the people of Makkah in the year of Hudai-

biyah, that there shall be no war between him and them for 
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ten years; and because entering into agreement is jihād in 

spirit, when it is for the good of the Muslims, as the object, 

which is the repelling of mischief, is attained thereby.” 17 

The above references show that even the jurists felt that their 

exposition of jihād was opposed to its basic principles laid down 

in the Quran. Probably the new doctrine grew up slowly. It is clear 

that the earlier jurists did not go as far as their later annotators. 

Notwithstanding the wrong conception which was introduced into 

the meaning of jihād, they still recognized that the basic principle 

of jihād was the repelling of the enemy’s mischief, and that hence 

peace with the unbelievers was jihād in spirit. But the later gene-

ration would not tolerate even this much. 

With the new notion introduced into the word jihād, the jurists 

artificially divided the whole world into two domains: dār al-ḥarb, 
‘the abode of war’, and dār al-Islām, ‘the abode of Islam’. The 

words are not used in the Holy Quran, nor are they traceable in any 

hadith. Bukhari uses the word dār al-ḥarb in the heading of one of 

his chapters,
18

 but it does not occur in the reports under this head-

ing. Dār al-Islām is evidently a place where the laws of Islam pre-

vail and which is under a Muslim ruler. The jurists apply the word 

dār al-ḥarb to all states and countries which are not dār al-Islām, 

though they may not be at war with Muslims, and thus look upon a 

Muslim state as being always in a state of war with the whole of the 

non-Muslim world. This position is not only inconsistent with the 

very basic principles of Islam but actually it has never been accept-

ed by any Muslim state that has ever existed in the world. The diffi-

culty has been met by some jurists by bringing a third class, called 

dār al-ṣulḥ or dār al-‘ahd, or a country which has an agreement 

with Muslims. But even this does not exhaust the whole world. 

Many of the laws framed by the Muslim jurists relating to war are 

based on this fictitious division of the world, for which there is not 

the least authority either in the Quran or in Hadith. 

Jizyah 

The word jizyah is explained as meaning “the tax that is taken from 

the free non-Muslim subjects of a Muslim government, whereby 

they ratify the compact that ensures them protection”, or “a tax that 
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is paid by the owner of land”, being derived from jazā which means 

to give satisfaction or to compensate someone for a certain thing or 

for what he had done.19 In the Holy Quran, jizyah is spoken of only 

in one place, and there in connection with wars with the people of 

the Book: 

“Fight those who do not believe in Allah… out of those 

who have been given the Book, until they pay the jizyah in 

acknowledgement of superiority and they are in a state of 

subjection.” — 9:29 

The Holy Prophet made treaties subject to the condition of payment 

of jizyah with certain Magian, Christian and Jewish tribes. But in all 

these cases, the jizyah was a tribute paid by the state and not a poll-

tax. Bukhari opens his book of jizyah with a chapter headed as fol-

lows: “Jizyah and concluding of peace with ahl al-ḥarb (those at 

war with Muslims)”.20 Continuing, he is more explicit, remarking 

under the same heading: 

“And what is related in the matter of taking jizyah from 

the Jews and the Christians and the Magians and the non-

Arabs (‘Ajam).” 

The rule of the jizyah was thus applicable to all enemy people, 

and the Prophet’s own action shows that treaties subject to the pay-

ment of jizyah were concluded, not only with the Jews and the 

Christians but also with Magians. It would be seen from this that the 

words “those who have been given the Book” used in 9:29, quoted 

above, must be taken in the wider sense of followers of any other 

religion. But jizyah, which was originally a tribute paid by a subject 

state, took the form of a poll-tax later on in the time of Umar; and 

the word was also applied to the land-tax which was levied on Mus-

lim owners of agricultural land.
21

 

Jizyah was not a religious tax 

Western writers on Islam have generally assumed that, while the 

Holy Quran offered only one of the two alternatives, Islam or death, 

to other non-Muslims, the Jews and the Christians were given a 

somewhat better position, since they could save their lives by the 

payment of jizyah. This conception of jizyah, as a kind of religious 

tax whose payment entitled certain non-Muslims to security of life 
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under the Muslim rule, is as entirely opposed to the fundamental 

teachings of Islam as the myth that Muslims were required to carry 

on an aggressive war against all non-Muslims till they accepted 

Islam. Tributes and taxes were levied before Islam, and are levied to 

this day, by Muslim as well as non-Muslim states, yet they have 

nothing to do with the religion of the people affected. The Muslim 

state was as much in need of finance to maintain itself as any other 

state on the face of this earth, and it resorted to exactly the same 

methods as those employed by other states. 

All that happened in the time of the Holy Prophet was that cer-

tain small non-Muslim states were, when subjugated, given the right 

to administer their own affairs, but only if they would pay a small 

sum by way of tribute towards the maintenance of the central gov-

ernment at Madinah. There was no military occupation of their ter-

ritories, no interference at all with their administration, their laws, 

their customs and usages, or their religion; and, for the tribute paid, 

the Muslim state undertook the responsibility of protecting these 

small states against all enemies. 

In the later conquests of Islam, while it became necessary for 

Muslims to establish their own administration in the conquered ter-

ritories, there was still as little interference with the usages and reli-

gion of the conquered people as was possible, and for enjoying 

complete protection and the benefits of a settled rule they had to pay 

a very mild tax, the jizyah. 

It may, however, be said that the Muslim state made a discrimi-

nation between the Muslim and the non-Muslim and that it was this 

feature of jizyah which gave it a religious colouring. A discrimina-

tion was indeed made, but it was not in favour of the Muslim but 

that of the non-Muslim. The Muslim had to do compulsory military 

service and to fight the battles of the state, not only at home but also 

in foreign countries, and in addition had to pay a tax heavier than 

that which the non-Muslim was required to pay, as will be shown 

presently. The non-Muslim was entirely exempt from military ser-

vice on account of the jizyah he paid. So the Muslim had to pay the 

zakāt, a far heavier tax than jizyah, and do military service, while 

the non-Muslim had only to pay a small tax for the privilege of en-

joying all the benefits of a settled rule. 
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The very name ahl al-dhimmah (lit., ‘people under protection’) 

given to the non-Muslim subjects of a Muslim state, or to a non-

Muslim state under the protection of Muslim rule, shows that the 

jizyah was paid as a compensation for the protection afforded; in 

other words, it was a contribution of the non-Muslims towards the 

military organization of the Muslim state. There are cases on record 

in which the Muslim state returned the jizyah when it was unable to 

afford protection to the people under its care. Thus, when the Mus-

lim forces under Abu Ubaidah were engaged in a struggle with the 

Roman Empire, they were compelled to beat a retreat at Hims, 

which they had previously conquered. When the decision was taken 

to evacuate Hims, Abu Ubaidah sent for the chiefs of the place and 

returned to them the whole amount which he had realized as jizyah, 

saying that as Muslims could no longer protect them, they were not 

entitled to the jizyah. 

Further it appears that exemption from military service was 

granted only to such non-Muslims as wanted it, for where a non-

Muslim people offered to fight the battles of the country, they 

were exempted from jizyah. The Bani Taghlib and the people of 

Najran, both Christians, did not pay the jizyah.22 Indeed the Bani 

Taghlib fought alongside the Muslim forces in the battle of Bu-

waib in 13 A.H. Later on in the year 17 A.H., they wrote to the 

Caliph Umar offering to pay the zakāt, which was a heavier bur-

den, instead of the jizyah. Muir writes: 

“The tribe deeming in its pride the payment of ‘tribute’ an 

indignity, sent a deputation to the Caliph:— They were 

willing, they said, to pay the tax, if only it were levied un-

der the same name as that taken from the Muslims. The 

liberality of Omar allowed the concession; and the Beni 

Taghlib enjoyed the singular privilege of being assessed as 

Christians at a ‘double Tithe,’ instead of paying the obnox-

ious badge of subjugation.” 23 

Military service was also accepted in place of jizyah from some 

others in the time of Umar. 

The manner in which the jizyah was levied also shows that it 

was a tax for exemption from military service. The following clas-

ses were exempt from jizyah: all females, males who had not 
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attained majority, old people, people whom disease had crippled, 

the blind, the poor who could not work for themselves, the slaves, 

slaves who were working for their freedom, and the monks.24 And 

besides this, “in the first century… many persons were entirely 

exempt from taxation, though we do not know why”.25 These two 

facts — the exemption of non-Muslims unfit for military service, 

and of the able-bodied who agreed to military service mentioned 

earlier — lead to but one conclusion, namely, that the jizyah was a 

tax paid by such Dhimmis (i.e., ‘people under protection’) as could 

fight, for exemption from military service. 

In spite of exemptions on so vast a scale, the rate of jizyah was 

very low. The Muslim was, apparently, more heavily taxed, for he 

had to pay at the rate of 2½ per cent of his savings, and, in addition, 

to perform military service. The jizyah was also levied in a very 

sympathetic spirit, as the following anecdote will show. Caliph 

Umar once saw a blind non-Muslim begging, and finding on en-

quiry that he had to pay jizyah, he not only exempted him but, in 

addition, ordered that he be paid a stipend from the state treasury, 

issuing further orders at the same time that all Dhimmis in similar 

circumstances should be paid stipends. 

Islam, jizyah or the sword 

It is a myth that Muslims were out to impose their religion at the 

point of a sword, and that Muslim armies were over-running all 

lands with the message of Islam, jizyah or the sword. If this were 

true, how was it possible for non-Muslims to fight in their ranks? 

The fact that there were people who never became Muslims at all, 

nor ever paid jizyah, and yet were living in the midst of Muslims, 

even fighting their battles, explodes the whole theory of Muslims 

offering Islam or jizyah or the sword. 

The truth of the matter is that Muslims, finding the Roman 

Empire and Persia bent upon the subjugation of Arabia and the 

extirpation of Islam, refused to accept terms of peace without a 
safeguard against a repetition of the aggression; and this safeguard 

was demanded in the form of jizyah, or a tribute, which would be 

an admission of defeat on their part. No war was ever started by 

Muslims by sending this message to a peaceful neighbour; history 



ISLAM, JIZYAH OR THE SWORD 

 

327 

belies such an assertion. But when a war was undertaken on 

account of the enemy’s aggression, it was only natural that the 

Muslims did not terminate the war before bringing it to a success-

ful conclusion. They were willing to avoid further bloodshed after 

inflicting a defeat on the enemy, only if he admitted defeat and 

agreed to pay a tribute, which was only a token tribute as compared 

with the crushing war indemnities of the present day. The offer to 

terminate hostilities on payment of jizyah was thus an act of mercy 

towards a vanquished foe. 

The only question that remains is whether Muslim soldiers in-

vited their enemies to accept Islam; and whether it was an offence if 

they did so? Islam was a missionary religion from its very incep-

tion, and every Muslim deemed it his birthright to invite other peo-

ple to embrace Islam. The envoys of Islam, wherever they went, 

looked upon it as their first duty to deliver the message of Islam, 

because they felt that Islam imparted a new life and vigour to hu-

manity, and offered a real solution to the problems of every nation. 

Islam was offered, no doubt, even to the fighting enemy, but it is a 

distortion of facts to say that it was offered at the point of the sword, 

when there is not a single instance on record of Islam being en-

forced upon a prisoner of war; nor of Muslims sending a message to 

a peaceful neighbouring state to the effect that it would be invaded 

if it did not embrace Islam. 

All that is recorded is that, in the midst of war and after defeat 

had been inflicted on the enemy in several battles, when there were 

negotiations for peace, Muslims in their zeal for the faith related 

their own experience before the enemy chiefs. They stated how they 

themselves had been deadly foes to Islam and how, ultimately, they 

saw the truth and found Islam to be a blessing and a power that had 

raised the Arab race from the depths of degradation to great moral 

and spiritual heights, and had welded their warring elements into a 

solid nation. In such words did the Muslim envoys invite the Per-

sians and the Romans to Islam, not before the declaration of war, 
but at the time of the negotiations for peace. If the enemy then ac-

cepted Islam, there would be no conditions for peace, and the two 

nations would live as equals and brethren. It was not offering Islam 

at the point of a sword, but offering it as a harbinger of peace, of 

equality and of brotherhood. 
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Directions relating to war 

The directions given to his soldiers by the Holy Prophet also show 

that his wars were not due to any desire to enforce religion. It is 

reported that, in a certain battle fought by the Holy Prophet, a wom-

an was discovered among the slain. On this, he forbade the killing 

of women and children in wars.26 Hadith reports relating to this 

prohibition are repeated very often in all collections.27 The fact that 

there is an express direction against killing some 75% of the popu-

lation, as women and children must be in every community, shows 

that the propagation of religion was far from being the object of 

these wars. In some Hadith reports, in addition to women and chil-

dren, there was also a prohibition against killing people who were 

taken along with the army as ‘labour units’.28 There is yet another 

hadith prohibiting the killing of very old men who are unable to 

fight.29 Monks were also not to be molested.30 It was only in a night 

attack that the Holy Prophet excused the chance killing of a woman 

or child saying, “They are among them”;31 what he meant was that 

it was a thing which could not be avoided, for at night children and 

women could not be distinguished from the soldiers. 

The above examples may be supplemented by some others 

taken from Syed Ameer Ali’s Spirit of Islam. The following ins-

tructions were given to the troops dispatched against the Byzan-

tines by the Holy Prophet: 

“In avenging the injuries inflicted upon us, molest not the 

harmless inmates of domestic seclusion; spare the weak-

ness of the female sex; injure not the infant at the breast, 

or those who are ill in bed. Abstain from demolishing the 

dwellings of the unresisting inhabitants; destroy not the 

means of their subsistence, nor their fruit trees; and touch 

not the palm.” (p. 81) 

Prisoners of war 

The treatment of prisoners of war, as laid down in the Holy Quran 

and Hadith, also bears evidence of the fact that the idea of en-

forcement of Islam by the sword is entirely foreign to the concep-

tion of Islamic warfare. If the wars, during the time of the Holy 
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Prophet or the early Caliphate, had been prompted by the desire of 

propagating Islam by force, this object could easily have been 

attained by forcing Islam upon prisoners of war who fell into the 

hands of the Muslims. Yet this the Quran does not allow, express-

ly laying down that they must be set free: 

“So when you meet in battle those who disbelieve, strike 

the necks; then when you have overcome them, make them 

prisoners, and afterwards set them free as a favour or for 

ransom until the war lays down its burdens.” 

— 47:4 

It will be seen from this that the taking of prisoners was allowed 

only as long as war conditions prevailed; and even when the  

prisoners are taken they cannot be kept so permanently, but must 

be set free either as a favour or at the utmost by taking ransom. 

The Holy Prophet carried this injunction into practice in his life-

time. For instance, in the battle of Hunain, six thousand prisoners 

of the Hawazin tribe were taken, and they were all set free simply 

as an act of favour.32 Seventy prisoners were taken in the battle of 

Badr, and it was only in this case that ransom was exacted, but the 

prisoners were granted their freedom while war with the Quraish 

was yet in progress.33 The form of ransom adopted in the case of 

some of these prisoners was that they should be entrusted with 

some work for the Muslims connected with teaching. When war 

ceased and peace was established, all war-prisoners would have to 

be set free, according to the verse quoted above. 

Slavery abolished 

This verse also abolishes slavery forever. Slavery was generally 

brought about through raids by stronger tribes upon weaker ones. 

Islam did not allow raids or the making of prisoners by means of 

raids. Prisoners could only be taken after a regular battle, and even 

then could not be retained forever. It was obligatory to set them 

free, either as a favour or after taking ransom. This state of things 
could last only as long as war conditions existed. When war was 

over, no prisoners could be taken. 

The treatment accorded to prisoners of war or slaves in Islam is 

unparalleled. No other nation or society can show a similar treat-
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ment even of its own members when they are placed in the relative 

position of a master and a servant. The slave or the prisoner was, no 

doubt, required to do a certain amount of work, but the condition, in 

which it was ordained that he should be kept, freed him of all abject 

feelings. The golden rule of treating the slave like a brother was laid 

down by the Prophet in clear words: 

 “Ma‘rur says: I met Abu Dharr in Rabdha and he wore a 

dress and his slave wore a similar dress. I questioned him 

about it. He said: I abused a man [i.e., his slave] and found 

fault with him on account of his mother [addressing him as 

son of a black woman]. The Prophet said to me: Abu 

Dharr! You find fault with him on account of his mother, 

surely you are an ignorant man; your slaves are your breth-

ren, Allah has placed them under your hands; so whoever 

has his brother under his charge, he should give him to eat 

out of what he himself eats, and give him to wear of what 

he himself wears, and impose not on them a task which 

they are not able to do, and if you give them such a task, 

then help them [in doing it].” 34 

The prisoners were distributed among the various Muslim fami-

lies because no arrangements for their maintenance by the state 

existed at the time, but they were treated honourably. 

War as a struggle to be carried on honestly 

It will be seen from what has been stated above, concerning the 

injunctions relating to war and peace, that war is recognized by 

Islam as a struggle between nations — though a terrible struggle 

— which is sometimes necessitated by the conditions of human 

life; and when that struggle comes, a nation is bound to acquit 

itself of its responsibility in the matter in an honourable manner, 

and fight it to the bitter end whatever it is. Islam does not allow its 

followers to provoke war, nor does it allow them to be aggressors, 

but it commands them to put their whole force into the struggle 

when war is forced on them. If the enemy wants peace after the 

struggle has begun, Muslims should not refuse, even though there 

is doubt about the honesty of his purpose. But the struggle, as long 

as it lasts, must be carried on to the end. In this struggle, honest 
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dealing is enjoined even with the enemy, throughout the Holy 

Quran: 

“And do not let hatred of a people … incite you to trans-

gress. And help one another in righteousness and piety, and 

do not help one another in sin and aggression.” — 5:2 

“And do not let hatred of a people incite you not to act 

equitably. Be just, that is nearer to observance of duty.” 

— 5:8 

This is in a chapter which was revealed towards the close of the 

Holy Prophet’s life. The directions given by Islam purify war of the 

elements of barbarity and dishonesty in which warring nations gen-

erally indulge. Neither inhuman nor immoral practices are allowed. 

A hadith is sometimes cited as allowing deceit in war. It is re-

ported about the Holy Prophet that “he called war a deception”.35 

These words were uttered by the Holy Prophet while he was 

prophesying that the power of both the Persian and the Byzantine 

empires shall depart in their wars with the Muslims. Evidently 

these concluding words, “and he called war a deception”, explain 

how these empires will perish. War is a deception in the sense that 

sometimes a great power makes war upon a weaker power thinking 

that it will soon crush it, but such war proves a deception and leads 

to the destruction of the great aggressive power itself. This was 

what happened in the case of the wars of Persia and Rome against 

the Muslims. They both had entered upon an aggressive war 

against the Arabs, thinking that they would crush the rising power 

of Arabia in a little time. They were drawn into a war with the 

Muslims which ultimately crushed their own power. 

These words have been explained as follows: “The meaning is 

that war deceives people; it gives them hopes but does not fulfil 

them”.36 It is only imperfect knowledge of the Arabic language 

which has led some people to think that this hadith means that it is 

lawful to practise deception in war. The Islamic wars were in fact 

purified of all that is unworthy when Muslims were plainly told that 

a war fought for any gain (which includes acquisition of wealth or 

territory) was not in the way of Allah.37 
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Apostasy 

There is as great a misconception on the subject of apostasy (ir-

tidād), i.e., the act of going back to unbelief from Islam, as on the 

subject of jihād. The general impression among both Muslims and 

non-Muslims is that Islam punishes the apostate (murtadd) with 

death. If Islam does not allow the taking of the life of a person on 

the score of religion, and this has already been shown to be the 

basic principle of Islam, it is immaterial whether unbelief has been 

adopted after being a Muslim or not, and therefore as far as the 

sacredness of life is concerned, the unbeliever and the apostate are 

at par. 

Apostasy in the Quran 

The Holy Quran is the primary source of Islamic laws and therefore 

we shall take it first. In the first place, it nowhere speaks of some-

one who becomes an apostate by implication. Apostasy consists in 

the expression of unbelief or in the plain denial of Islam, and it is 

not to be assumed because a person who professes Islam expresses 

an opinion or does an act which, in the opinion of a learned man or 

a legist, is un-Islamic. Abuse of a prophet or disrespect towards the 

Quran are very often made false excuses for treating a person as an 

apostate, though he may avow in the strongest terms that he is a 

believer in the Quran and the Prophet. 

Secondly, the general impression that Islam condemns an apos-

tate to death does not find the least support from the Quran. The 

article on murtadd in the Encyclopaedia of Islam begins with the 

following words: 

“In the Quran the apostate is threatened with punishment in 

the next world only.” 38 

There is mention of apostasy in one of the late Makkah reve-

lations: 

“Whoever disbelieves in Allah after his belief — not he 

who is compelled while his heart is content with faith, but 

he who opens his heart for disbelief — they incur Allah’s 

displeasure, and for them is a grievous punishment.”  —

16:106 
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Clearly the apostate is here threatened with punishment in the 

next life, and there is not the least change in this attitude in later 

revelations, when Islamic government had been established imme-

diately after the Holy Prophet reached Madinah. In one of the early 

Madinah revelations, apostasy is spoken of in connection with the 

war which the unbelievers had waged to make the Muslims apos-

tates by force: 

“And they will not cease fighting you until they turn you 

back from your religion, if they can. And whoever of you 

turns back from his religion (yartadda from irtidād), then 

he dies while an unbeliever — these it is whose deeds are 

fruitless in this world and the Hereafter. And they are the 

companions of the fire: in it they will abide.” — 2:217 

So if a person becomes apostate, he will be punished — not in 

this life, but in the Hereafter — on account of the evil deeds to 

which he has reverted, and his good works, done while he was yet 

a Muslim, become null because of the evil course of life which he 

has adopted. 

The third chapter, revealed in the year 3 A.H., speaks again and 

again of people who had resorted to unbelief after becoming Mus-

lims, but always speaks of their punishment in the Hereafter: 

“How shall Allah guide a people who disbelieved after 

their believing and after they had borne witness that the 

Messenger was true … As for these, their reward is that on 

them is the curse of Allah … except those who repent after 

that and amend.” — 3:86,  87,  89 

“Those who disbelieve after their believing, then increase 

in disbelief, their repentance is not accepted.” — 3:90 

The most convincing argument that death was not the punish-

ment for apostasy is contained in the Jewish plans, conceived while 

they were living under the Muslim rule in Madinah: 

“And a group of the People of the Book say: Affirm belief 

in what has been revealed to those who believe, in the first 

part of the day, and disbelieve [in it] in the latter part of it, 

perhaps they may turn back.” — 3:72 
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If apostasy had been punishable with death, how could people living 

under a Muslim government conceive of such a plan to throw dis-

credit on Islam, by accepting it and then deserting it the same day? 

The fifth chapter of the Quran was revealed towards the close 

of the Holy Prophet’s life, and even in this chapter no worldly 

punishment is mentioned for apostates: 

“O you who believe! if anyone of you should turn back 

from his religion, then Allah will bring a people whom He 

loves and who love Him…” — 5:54 

Therefore, so far as the Quran is concerned, there is not only 

no mention of a death sentence for apostates but such a sentence is 

negatived by the verses speaking of apostasy, as well as by that 

magna charta of religious freedom in the Quran: lā ikrāha fi-l-dīn 

(2:256), meaning “There is no compulsion in religion”. 

Hadith on apostasy 

It is on the authority of Hadith that the books of Muslim jurists have 

based their death-sentence for apostates. The words in certain re-

ports in Hadith have undoubtedly the reflex of a later age, but still a 

careful study leads to the conclusion that apostasy was not punisha-

ble unless combined with other circumstances which called for pun-

ishment of offenders. Bukhari is explicit on the point. He has two 

books dealing with the apostates, one of which is called “the Book 

of those who fight [against Muslims] from among the unbelievers 

and the apostates”, and the other is called “the Book of calling to 

repentance of the enemies and the apostates and fighting with 

them”. The heading of the first book clearly shows that only such 

apostates are dealt with in it as fight against Muslims, and that of 

the second associates apostates with the enemies of Islam. 

That is really the crux of the whole question, and it is due to a 

misunderstanding on this point that a doctrine was formulated 

which is quite contrary to the plain teachings of the Quran. At a 
time when war was in progress between Muslims and unbelievers, it 

often happened that a person who apostatized went over to the ene-

my and joined hands with him in fighting against the Muslims. He 

was treated as an enemy, not because he had changed his religion 

but because he had changed sides. Even then there were tribes that 
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were not at war with the Muslims and, if an apostate went over to 

them, he was not touched. Such people are expressly spoken of in 

the Quran: 

“Except those who join a people between whom and you 

there is an alliance… So if they withdraw from you and 

do not fight you and offer you peace, then Allah allows 

you no way against them.” — 4:90 

The only case of the punishment of apostates, mentioned in 

trustworthy Hadith reports, is that of a party of the tribe of Ukul, 

who accepted Islam and came to Madinah. They found that the cli-

mate of the town did not agree with them, and the Holy Prophet 

sent them to a place outside Madinah where the state milch-camels 

were kept, so that they might live in the open air and drink of milk. 

They got well and then killed the keeper of the camels and drove 

away the animals. This being brought to the knowledge of the Holy 

Prophet, a party was sent in pursuit of them and they were put to 

death.39 The report is clear on the point that they were put to death, 

not because of their apostasy but because they had committed the 

crime of murder by killing the keeper of the camels. 

Much stress is laid on a hadith which says: “Whoever changes 

his religion, kill him”.40 But in view of what Bukhari’s collection 
itself has indicated by describing apostates as fighters or by associ-

ating their name with the name of the enemies of Islam, it is clear 

that this refers only to those apostates who join hands with the ene-

mies of Islam and fight with Muslims. It is only by placing this 

limitation on the meaning of the hadith that it can be reconciled 

with other reports or with the principles laid down in the Holy 

Quran. In fact, its words are so comprehensive that they include 

every change of faith, from one religion to any other religion what-

soever, even to embrace Islam! So the hadith cannot be accepted 

without placing a limitation upon its meaning. 

An instance of a simple change of religion is also contained in 

Bukhari: 

“An Arab of the desert came to the Prophet and accepted 

Islam at his hand. Then fever overtook him while he was 

still in Madinah. So he came to the Prophet and said, Give 
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back my pledge, and the Prophet refused. Then he came 

again and said, Give me back my pledge, and the Prophet 

refused. Then he came again and said, Give me back my 

pledge, and the Prophet refused. Then he went away.” 41 

This hadith shows that the man first accepted Islam, and the 

next day on getting fever he thought that it was due to his becoming 

a Muslim, and so he came and threw back the pledge. This was a 

clear case of apostasy, yet it is nowhere related that anyone killed 

him. On the other hand, the hadith says that he went away un-

harmed. Another example of a simple change of religion is that of a 

Christian who became a Muslim and then apostatized and went over 

to Christianity, and yet he was not put to death.42 This was at Madi-

nah when a Muslim state was well-established, and yet the man 

who apostatized was not even molested, though he spoke of the 

Holy Prophet in extremely derogatory terms and gave him out to be 

an imposter. 

Apostasy and fiqh 

Turning to Islamic jurisprudence, or Fiqh, we find the jurists first 

laying down a principle quite opposed to the Holy Quran and Had-

ith, namely, that the life of a man may be taken on account of apos-

tasy. But this principle is contradicted immediately afterwards when 

the apostate is called “an unbeliever at war whom the invitation of 

Islam has already reached”. And in the case of the apostate woman, 

the rule is laid down that she shall not be put to death, because 

women are unable to fight in war due to “the unfitness of their con-

stitution”. It is also stated: “The killing for apostasy is obligatory in 

order to prevent the mischief of war, and it is not a punishment for 

the act of unbelief”. And again: “For, mere unbelief does not legal-

ize the killing of a man”.43 

It will be seen that, as in the case of war against unbelievers, 

the legists are labouring under a misconception, and a struggle is 

clearly seen going on between the principles as established in the 

Quran and the misconceptions which had somehow or other found 

their way into the minds of the legists. Thus, even the Fiqh recog-

nizes the principle that the life of a person cannot be taken for mere 

change of religion and that, unless the apostate is in a state of war, 
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he cannot be killed. It is quite a different matter that the legists 

should have made a mistake in defining a state of war by consider-

ing the mere ability of someone to fight as the existence of a war 

condition. The law of punishment is based not on potentialities but 

on facts. 
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16. Marriage 

Section 1: Significance of Marriage 

In the foregoing five chapters we have dealt with laws relating to 

the self-development of man, or to the welfare and development of 

the community as a whole. These are generally called the laws gov-

erning the relations of man to God — the religious duties of man in 

a stricter sense. But as already stated in the Introduction to this 

book, the scope of the religion of Islam is very wide and covers the 

whole field of the relations of people to one another, as well as that 

of man to God. The object of the laws relating to this part of human 

life is to teach the individual his duties and obligations to others, 

and to show him how to lead a happy life in this world in his rela-

tions with others. 

In all these matters Islamic law imposes certain restrictions 

upon the free acts of individuals for the benefit of society as a 

whole, and therefore ultimately for the benefit of each person. The 

basic principle in the matter of all restrictive ordinances is that a 

thing which is not disallowed is deemed to be lawful, as the well-

known juridical dictum has it: “Lawfulness is a recognized princi-

ple in all things”. In other words, everything (in which is included 

every free act of man) is presumed to be lawful, unless it is defi-

nitely prohibited by law. This dictum is in fact based on the plain 

words of the Holy Quran: 

“He it is Who created for you all that is in the earth.” — 

2:29 

According to this verse, everything has been created for the benefit 

of man, which leads to the only possible presumption that every-

thing can be made use of by him, unless a limitation is placed, by 

law, on that use. 
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Importance of the marriage institution 

The most important of the restrictive regulations of Islam are 

those relating to marriage, which institution is, in fact, the basic 

principle of human civilization. The Arabic word for marriage is 

nikāḥ which originally means ‘uniting’. Marriage in Islam is a 

sacred contract which every Muslim must enter into, unless there 

are special reasons why he should not. Thus in the Holy Quran it 

is said: 

“And marry those among you who are single [to their 

spouses],1 and those who are fit among your male slaves 

and your female slaves. If they are needy, Allah will make 

them free from want out of His grace. And Allah is Ample-

giving, Knowing. And those who cannot find a match must 

keep chaste until Allah makes them free from want out of 

His grace.” — 24:32–33 

In another verse, marriage relationship is given the same im-

portance as blood-relationship: 

“And He it is Who has created man from water, then He 

has made for him blood-relationship and marriage-relation-

ship.” — 25:54 

Hadith also lays stress upon living in a married state. The Holy 

Prophet is reported to have said to certain people who talked of fast-

ing in the day-time and keeping awake during the night, praying to 

God and keeping away from marriage: 

“I keep a fast and I break it, and I pray and I sleep, and I 

am married, so whoever inclines to any other way than my 

practice, he is not of me.” 2 

Another saying of the Holy Prophet laying stress upon mar-

riage is worded thus: 

“O assembly of young people! Whoever of you has the 

means to support a wife, he should get married, for this is 

the best means of keeping the looks cast down and guard-

ing chastity; and he who has not the means, let him keep 

fast, for this will act as castration.” 3 
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Celibacy was expressly forbidden by the Holy Prophet.4 

According to one hadith, “the man who marries perfects half his 

religion”, and another says: “Matrimonial alliances increase friend-

ship more than anything else”.5 

Marriage as the union of two natures which are one in essence 

The Holy Quran repeatedly speaks of the two mates, man and 

woman, as being created from each other: 

“O people, keep your duty to your Lord, Who created you 

from a single being (nafs)6 and created its mate of the same 

[kind] and spread from these two many men and women.” 

— 4:1 

“He it is Who created you from a single being (nafs) and 

of the same did He make his mate that he might find com-

fort in her.” — 7:189 

Both these verses are generally understood as referring to the crea-

tion of the first man and the first woman, but that they signify the 

relation of man to woman in general is obvious from other verses: 

“And Allah has made wives for you from among your-

selves (anfusi-kum),7 and has given you sons and daugh-

ters from your wives”. — 16:72 

“And of His signs is this, that He created mates for you 

from yourselves, that you may find quiet of mind in them, 

and He put between you love and compassion.”  — 30:21 

Thus marriage is, according to the Quran, the union of two 

souls which are one in their essence. 

Multiplication of the human race through marriage 

It will be noted that, in the above verses, the multiplication of the 

human race is mentioned as one of the objects of marriage. But it 

may be said that the multiplication of the race can be brought about 

without marriage, as with the lower animals; that is to say, without 

uniting one man with one woman for their whole life. This would 

be only true if man lived upon earth like other animals, if there 

was nothing to distinguish him from them, if there were no such 

thing as civilization, no society, no sense of respect for one’s own 



16. MARRIAGE 

 

 

342 

obligations and the rights of others, no sense of property and own-

ership. The family, which is the real unit of the human race and the 

first cohesive force which makes civilization possible, owes its ex-

istence solely to marriage. If there is no marriage, there can be no 

family, no ties of kinship, no force uniting the different elements of 

humanity and consequently, no civilization. It is through the family 

that humanity is held together and civilization made possible. 

Feelings of love and service developed through marriage 

The institution of marriage is also responsible to a very great extent 

for the development of those feelings of love and service which are 

the pride of humanity today. The mutual love of husband and wife 

— a love based not on momentary passion but lifelong connection 

— and the consequent parental love for offspring leads to a very 

high development of the feeling of love for fellow-beings as such, 

and thus to the disinterested service of humanity. This love is de-

scribed as a sign of God in the Quran (see 30:21 quoted above). 

The natural inclination of the male to the female and of the female 

to the male finds expansion through marriage and is developed, 

first, into a love for the children, then a love for one’s kith and kin, 

and ultimately into a disinterested love for the whole of humanity. 

The home, or the family, is in fact the first training ground of love 

and service. Here man finds real pleasure in the service of humani-

ty, and the sense of service is thus gradually developed and broad-

ened. It is in fact a training ground for every kind of morality, for it 

is in the home that a man learns to have a sense of his own obliga-

tion and responsibilities, to have a respect for others’ rights and, 

above all, to have a real pleasure in suffering for the sake of others. 

The Holy Prophet is reported to have said: “The best of you is he 

who treats his wife best”.8 

Section 2: Form and Validity of Marriage 

Prohibitions to marry 

The Holy Quran forbids certain marriage relations, as listed in 4:23 

which begins with the words: “Forbidden to you are your mothers, 

and your daughters, and your sisters”. It will be seen from the com-

plete verse that these prohibitions arise from: 
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1. Consanguinity, as in the cases of mother, daughter, sister, 

brother’s daughter, sister’s daughter, father’s sister and 

mother’s sister;  

2. Fosterage, such as in the case of foster-mother and foster-

sister; 

3. Affinity, such as in the case of wife’s mother, wife’s 

daughter and son’s wife. 

Jurists have enlarged the conception of certain relations in the 

classes of consanguinity and affinity. For example, in the cases of 

daughter and wife’s daughter, all their female descendants are  

included; and in the case of mother or wife’s mother, all female 

ascendants are included. Step-mothers are expressly prohibited in 

the Holy Quran: “And marry not women whom your fathers mar-

ried” (4:22). 

As to what constitutes fosterage (raḍā‘ah or giving suck), a 

child is recognized as a suckling only up to the age of two years, 

in the Quran,9 and Hadith lays down that foster-relationship is not 

established unless the child is suckled when hungry.10 

Marriage relations between Muslims and non-Muslims 

The only other ground on which marriage is prohibited in the Holy 

Quran is shirk or associating gods with God: 

“And do not marry female idolaters (al-mushrikāt) until 

they believe; and certainly a believing maid is better than a 

female idolater even though she please you. Nor marry [be-

lieving women] to idolaters until they believe; and certain-

ly a believing slave is better than an idolater even though 

he please you.” — 2:221 

Along with this, it is necessary to read another verse which allows 

marriage with women who profess one of the revealed religions: 

“This day all good things are made lawful for you. And the 
food of those who have been given the Book is lawful for 

you and your food is lawful for them. And so are the chaste 

from among the believing women and the chaste from 

among those who have been given the Book before you, 

when you have given them their dowries, taking them in 
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marriage, not fornicating nor taking them for lovers in 

secret.” — 5:5 

Thus it will be seen that while there is a clear prohibition to marry 

idolaters or idolatresses, there is an express permission to marry 

women who profess a revealed religion. And, as the Quran states 

that revelation was granted to all nations of the world,11 and that it 

was only the Arab idolaters who had not been warned,12 the conclu-

sion is evident that it was only with Arab idolaters that marriage 

relations were prohibited, and that it was lawful for a Muslim to 

marry a woman belonging to any other nation of the world that fol-

lows a revealed religion. Christians, Jews, Parsis, Buddhists and 

Hindus all fall within this category; and it would be seen that, 

though the Christian doctrine of calling Jesus Christ a God or son of 

God is denounced as shirk, still the Christians are treated as follow-

ers of a revealed religion and matrimonial relations with them are 

allowed. The case of all those people who have originally been giv-

en a revealed religion, though at present they may be guilty of shirk, 

would be treated in like manner. 

Islamic jurisprudence (Fiqh), however, recognizes only the 

legality of marriage with women belonging to the Jewish and Chris-

tian faiths, and this is due to the narrow conception of the words Ahl 
al-Kitāb (‘People of the Book’) adopted by the jurists. There is no 

reason why all others who profess a religion and accept a revealed 

book should not be treated as such.13 

It may be noted here that, while there is an express mention of 

a Muslim man marrying a non-Muslim woman who professes a 

revealed religion, there is no mention of the legality or illegality of 

a marriage between a Muslim woman and a non-Muslim man. The 

mere fact however that the Holy Quran speaks of the one and not 

of the other is sufficient to show that marriage between a Muslim 

woman and a non-Muslim man is not allowed.14 

Form and validity of marriage 

The very fact that marriage is looked upon as a contract in Islam, 

shows that before marriage both parties must satisfy themselves that 

each will have a desirable partner for life in the other. The Holy 

Quran lays down expressly: 
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“…marry such women as seem good to you (mā ṭāba la-

kum)…” — 4:3 

The Holy Prophet is reported to have given an injunction to 

this effect: 

“When one of you makes a proposal of marriage to a 

woman, then if he can, he should look at what attracts him 

to marry her.” 15 

The heading of this chapter is: “A man should look at the woman 

whom he intends to marry”. Bukhari also has a chapter headed: 

“To look at the woman before marriage”.16 Sahih Muslim has a 

similar chapter, “Inviting a man who intends to marry a woman to 

have a look at her face and hands”, in which is cited the case of a 

man who had not seen the woman he was going to marry, and the 

Holy Prophet told him to “go and look at her”.17 In another hadith 

also, it is reported that when a man made a proposal of marriage to 

a woman, the Holy Prophet asked him if he had seen her and on 

his replying in the negative, he enjoined him to see her, because 

“it was likely to bring about greater love and concord between 

them”.18 

Since the contract is effected by the consent of two parties, 

the man and the woman, and one of them is expressly told to satis-

fy himself about the other by looking at her, it would seem that the 

woman has the same right to satisfy herself before giving her as-

sent. The consent of both the man and the woman is an essential 

of marriage, and the Quran lays down expressly that the two must 

agree: 

“…do not prevent them from marrying their husbands if  

they agree among themselves in a lawful manner.” 

— 2:232 

Proposal of Marriage 

When a man, who wants to marry, has satisfied himself about a 

woman, he makes a proposal of marriage19 either to the woman in 

question or to her parents or guardians. When a man has made a 

proposal of marriage to a woman, others are forbidden to propose 

to the same woman, till the first suitor has given up the matter, or 
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has been rejected.20 A woman may also make a proposal of mar-

riage to a man,21 or a man may propose the marriage of his daughter 

or sister to a man;22 generally, however, it is the man who makes 

the proposal. When assent has been given to the proposal of mar-

riage, it becomes an engagement, and usually a certain time is al-

lowed to pass before the marriage (nikāḥ) is performed. This period 

allows the parties to study each other further, so that if there be any-

thing undesirable in the union, the engagement may be broken off 

by either party. It is only after the nikāḥ has been performed that the 

two parties are bound to each other. 

Age of marriage 

No particular age has been specified for marriage in the Islamic law. 

But the Holy Quran does speak of an age of marriage which it iden-

tifies with the age of majority: 

“And test the orphans until they reach the age of marriage 

(nikāḥ). Then if you find in them maturity of intellect, make 

over to them their property, and do not consume it extra-

vagantly and hastily against their growing up.” 

— 4:6 

Thus it will be seen that the age of marriage and the age of ma-

turity of intellect are identified with full age or the age of majority. 

And as marriage is a contract the assent to which depends on per-

sonal liking, as already shown on the basis of the Holy Quran and 

Hadith, and since this function cannot be performed by anyone but 

the party who makes the contract, it is clear that the age of mar-

riage is the age of majority, when a person is capable of exercising 

his choice in matters of sexual liking or disliking. A man or a 

woman who has not attained to puberty is unable to exercise his or 

her choice in sexual matters and unable to decide whether he or she 

will like or dislike a certain woman or man as wife or husband. 

It is true that Jurisprudence (Fiqh), following the general law of 
contracts, recognizes, in the case of a marriage contract, the legality 

of the consent of a guardian on behalf of his ward, but there is no 

case on record showing that the marriage of a minor through his or 

her parent or guardian was allowed by the Holy Prophet after details 
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of the law were revealed to him at Madinah.23 There is no reliable 

Hadith report showing that marriages were contracted by minors 

through their guardians in the time of the Holy Prophet, after the 

revelation of the fourth chapter which identifies the age of marriage 

with the age of majority. Nor does the Quran mention minors being 

married or divorced. 

Guardianship in marriage 

The essence of marriage being then, according to Islam, the consent 

of two parties, after they have satisfied themselves about each other, 

to live together as husband and wife permanently and accepting 

their respective responsibilities and obligations in the married state, 

it follows from its very nature that the marriage contract requires the 

contracting parties to have attained puberty and the age of discre-

tion. In Islamic jurisprudence, as regards those who have attained 

majority there is no difference of opinion in the case of the man, 

who can give his consent to marriage without the approval of a 

guardian, but some difference exists in the case of the woman, 

whether she can give such consent without the approval of her fa-

ther or guardian. The Hanafi view of the law of Islam answers this 

question in the affirmative: 

“The marriage contract of a free woman who has reached 

the age of majority, and is possessed of understanding, is 

complete with her own consent, whether she is a virgin or 

has been married before, though it may not have been con-

firmed by her guardian.” 24 

The Shiah view is exactly the same. However, both Malik and 

Shafi‘i hold that the consent of the guardian is essential. Bukhari 

inclines to the same view as that of Malik and Shafi‘i. Some verses 

of the Quran are quoted by him but these do not speak of a guardi-

an in express words and the arguments based on these verses are 

defective and doubtful. The Hadith reports cited by him also do not 

establish that marriage is invalid without the consent of a guardian. 

On the other hand, the Holy Quran, as well as Hadith, recog-

nizes a woman’s right to marry the man she pleases. Regarding 

divorced women, the Quran says plainly: 
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“… do not prevent them from marrying their husbands if 

they agree among themselves in a lawful manner.” — 2 :  

232 

And of a widow the Quran says: 

“Then if they themselves go away [from the late husband’s 

house], there is no blame on you for what they do of lawful 

deeds concerning themselves.” — 2:240 

These two verses clearly recognize the right of the divorced wom-

an or the widow to give herself in marriage, and prohibit the guar-

dian from interference when the woman herself is satisfied. This is 

quite in accordance with a hadith: “Al-ayyim (the widow and the 

divorced woman) has greater right to dispose of herself in mar-

riage than her guardian”.25 The words of another hadith are: “The 

guardian has no business in the matter of a divorced woman or a 

widow (thayyiba)”.26 

Does the same rule apply to women not married before? Imam 

Abu Hanifah answers this question in the affirmative. His principle 

is that, since a woman who has attained the age of majority can dis-

pose of her property without reference to a guardian, so she is also 

entitled to dispose of her person. However, she might be bashful 

and, moreover, she has not the same experience of the world as has 

a widow or a divorced woman. Therefore it is fitting that her choice 

of a husband should be subject to the check of a father or other 

guardian, who would guard her against being misled by un-

scrupulous people. But as the contract, after all, depends on her 

consent and not on the consent of her guardian, which in fact is only 

needed to protect her, her will must ultimately prevail and the opin-

ion of Imam Abu Hanifah is more in accordance with the essentials 

of marriage as expressed by the Quran. He says: 

“Hers is the right of marrying, and the guardian is only 

sought lest it [contracting the marriage] should be attri-
buted to want of shame.” 

“It is not lawful for the guardian to compel a virgin who 

has attained majority to marry according to his wishes.” 27 
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Hadith also supports this view, for the Holy Prophet is report-

ed in Bukhari to have said: 

“The widow and the divorced woman shall not be married 

until her order is obtained, and the virgin shall not be mar-

ried until her permission is obtained.” 28 

Bukhari’s next chapter is headed: “When a man gives his daughter 

in marriage and she dislikes it, the marriage shall be repudiated”, 

and a hadith is quoted showing that the Holy Prophet repudiated 

such a marriage.29 

Marriage in akfā’ 

Akfā’ is the plural of kuf’ which means ‘an equal’ or ‘one alike’. 

The people of one tribe or one family would be akfā’ among them-

selves, and people of one race would be akfā’ among themselves. 

There is nothing in the Holy Quran or in the Hadith to show that a 

marriage relation can only be established among the akfā’. It is 

quite a different thing that, generally, people should seek such rela-

tions among the akfā’, but Islam came to level all distinctions, 

whether social, tribal or racial, and therefore it does not limit the 

marriage relationship to akfā’. The way is opened for establishing 

all kinds of relationships between Muslims, to whatever country or 

community they may belong, by declaring: 

“The believers are brethren…” — 49:10 

“And the believers, men and women, are friends (auliyā’) 
of one another.” — 9:71 

When speaking of contracting marriage relationships, the 

Quran speaks only of certain forbidden relations and then adds: 

“And lawful for you are all women besides those” (4:24). And 

again it goes so far as to allow marital relations with non-Muslim 

women.30 The Holy Prophet recommended the marriage of a lady 

of the tribe of Quraish of the noblest family, his aunt’s daughter, 

Zainab, to Zaid ibn Haritha who was a liberated slave; and Bilal, a 

freed African slave, was married to the sister of the famous com-

panion, Abdur Rahman ibn Auf. There are other examples of the 

same kind in the early history of Islam. This cuts at the root of the 

limitation of marriage to akfā’, yet the jurists have insisted on it. 
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Essentials in the contract 

Marriage is called a covenant (mīthāq) in the Holy Quran, a cove-

nant between the husband and the wife: 

“And how can you take it [i.e., the dowry or nuptial gift] 

when you have been intimate with each other and they 

[i.e., your wives] have taken from you a strong covenant 

(mīthāq-an ghalīẓ-an)?” — 4:21 

The marriage contract is entered into by mutual consent exp-

ressed by the two parties, the husband and the wife, in the presence 

of witnesses, and that is the only essential, but it was the practice of 

the Holy Prophet to deliver a sermon before the declaration of mar-

riage was made, to give it the character of a sacred contract. A nup-

tial gift (mahr) must also be settled on the woman, according to the 

Quran, but the marriage is valid even if mahr is not mentioned, or 

even if the amount of mahr is not agreed upon. 

The expression of the consent requires no particular form or 

particular words; any expression which conveys the intention of the 

parties in clear words is sufficient. The words of mutual consent 

may be addressed to each other by the two parties, but generally it is 

the person who delivers the sermon who puts the proposal before 

each party, which then gives consent to the proposal. 

Mahr or the nuptial gift 

The second most important thing in marriage is mahr, the dowry or 

nuptial gift. The word generally used for dowry in the Holy Quran 

is ajr, meaning ‘reward’ and ‘a gift that is given to the bride’. An-

other word sometimes used in the Quran to indicate the nuptial gift 

is farīḍah, literally ‘what has been made obligatory’ or ‘an ap-

pointed portion’. The word mahr is used in Hadith to signify dowry, 

or the nuptial gift. 

According to the Quran, the mahr is given as a free gift by the 

husband to the wife at the time of contracting the marriage: 

“And give women their dowries as a free gift.” — 4:4 

The payment of the mahr on the part of the husband is an 

admission of the independence of the wife, for she becomes the 
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owner of property immediately on her marriage, though before it 

she may not have owned anything. The settling of a mahr is obli-

gatory: 

“And lawful for you [to marry] are all women besides 

those [prohibited], provided that you seek them with your 

property, taking them in marriage, not committing fornica-

tion. Then as to those whom you profit by [by marrying], 

give them their dowries as appointed.” — 4:24 

“And [lawful for you are] the chaste from among the be-

lieving women and the chaste from among those who have 

been given the Book before you, when you have given 

them their dowries, taking them in marriage, not fornica-

ting, nor taking them for lovers in secret.” — 5:5 

It would appear from this that the Quran renders the payment 

of dowry necessary at the time of marriage. Hadith leads to the 

same conclusion. The payment of the dowry was necessary even 

though it might be a very small sum.31 In exceptional cases, mar-

riage is legal even though the amount of mahr has not been speci-

fied, but it is obligatory and must be paid afterwards. Thus the 

Quran says, speaking of divorce: 

“There is no blame on you if you divorce women while 

you have not touched them, nor appointed for them a por-

tion.” — 2:236 

This shows that marriage is valid without specifying a mahr. Hadith 

also speaks of the validity of a marriage, even though dowry has 

not been named.32 But the dowry must be paid, either at the time 

of the consummation of marriage or afterwards, and if unpaid in 

the husband’s lifetime, it is a charge on his property after his death. 

The plain words of the Quran require its payment at marriage,  

barring exceptional cases when it may be determined or paid af-

terwards. Imam Malik follows this rule and renders payment nec-

essary at marriage, while the Hanafi law treats it more or less as a 

debt. 

No limits have been placed on the amount of mahr. The words 

used in the Quran show that any amount of dowry may be given to 

the wife: 
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“… and you have given one of them a heap of gold…” —

4:20 

Thus no maximum or minimum amount has been laid down. The 

lowest amount mentioned in Hadith is a ring of iron,33 and a man 

who could not procure even that was told to teach the Quran to his 

wife.34 The amount of the dowry may, however, be increased or 

decreased by the mutual consent of husband and wife, at any time 

after marriage, and this is plainly laid down in the Quran: 

“Then as to those whom you profit by [by marrying], give 

them their dowries as appointed. And there is no blame on 

you about what you mutually agree after what is appointed 

[of dowry].” — 4:24 

Generally, however, mahr is treated simply as a check upon the 

husband’s power of divorce, and very high and extravagant sums 

are sometimes specified as mahr. This practice is foreign to the spi-

rit of the institution, as laid down by Islam; for, mahr is an amount 

which should be handed over to the wife at marriage or as early 

afterwards as possible; and if this rule were kept in view, extrava-

gant mahr would disappear of itself. The later jurists divide mahr 

into two equal portions, one of which they call ‘prompt’ (mu‘ajjal) 
and the other ‘deferred’ (mu’ajjal). The payment of the first part 

must be made immediately on the wife’s demand, while the other 

half becomes due on the death of either party, or on the dissolution 

of marriage. 

Conditions imposed at the time of marriage 

It is lawful to impose and accept conditions, which are not illegal, 

at the time of marriage, and the parties are bound by such condi-

tions. The Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“The best entitled to fulfilment of all conditions that you 

may fulfil, are the conditions by which sexual union is 

legalized.” 35 

It is also related that the Holy Prophet spoke of a son-in-law 

of his, an unbeliever,36 in high terms, saying: 

“He spoke to me and he spoke the truth, and he made pro-

mises with me and he fulfilled those promises.” 37 
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Illegal conditions are those which are opposed to the law of 

Islam. If such a condition be imposed, the condition is void while 

the marriage is valid. Examples of legal conditions are that the 

wife shall not be compelled to leave her conjugal domicile,38 that 

the husband shall not contract a second marriage during the exist-

ence of the first, that the husband and the wife or one of them shall 

live in a specified place, that a certain portion of the dower shall 

be paid immediately and the remainder on death or divorce, that 

the husband shall pay the wife a certain amount by way of main-

tenance, that he shall not prevent her from receiving visits from her 

relatives, that the wife shall have the right to divorce for a specified 

reason or for any reasonable cause, and so on.39 

Publicity of the marriage 

When the Holy Quran speaks of marriage, it at the same time ex-

cludes clandestine sexual relations: “…taking them in marriage, 

not fornicating nor taking them for lovers in secret” (4:24, 4:25, 

5:5). Thus the one fact distinguishing marriage from fornication 

and clandestine relations is its publicity. The mutual consent of two 

parties to live as husband and wife does not constitute a marriage 

unless that consent is expressed publicly and in the presence of 

witnesses. An essential feature of the Islamic marriage is therefore 

the publication of the news by gathering together, preferably in a 

public place. There are Hadith reports showing that marriage must 

be made publicly known, even with the beat of drums.40 With the 

same object in view, music is allowed at marriage gatherings. On 

such an occasion, girls sang with the beating of drum in the pres-

ence of the Holy Prophet.41 The following hadith on this subject 

may be quoted: 

“Aishah had with her a girl from among the Ansar whom 

she got married. The Messenger of Allah came and said: 

‘Have you sent the young girl to her husband?’ And on re-

ceiving a reply in the affirmative, he said: ‘Have you sent 

with her those who would sing?’ Aishah said: ‘No.’ Said 

the Messenger of Allah: ‘The Ansar are a people who love 

singing, and it would have been better if you had sent with 

her someone to sing thus and thus’.” 42 
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The presence of witnesses, when so much stress is laid on pro-

clamation, is a foregone conclusion. 

Marriage (nikāḥ) sermon 

The delivery of a sermon before the announcement of marriage is 

another factor which helps the publicity of the marriage, and, at the 

same time, serves the double purpose of giving it a sacred character 

and making it an occasion for the education of the community. 

When the friends and relatives of both parties have assembled, a 

sermon is delivered by someone from among the party, or by the 

Imam, before announcing the marriage itself. 

The sermon, as reported from the Holy Prophet, opens with a 

statement of praise of Allah, asking for His help and forgiveness, 

and ending with the bearing of witness to the Unity of God and the 

prophethood of Muhammad. After this, the Holy Prophet would 

take as his text the following three verses of the Quran:43 

“O you who believe, keep your duty to Allah, as it ought 

to be kept, and do not die except as Muslims.” — 3:102 

“O people, keep your duty to your Lord, Who created you 

from a single being and created its mate of the same [kind], 

and spread from these two many men and women. And 

keep your duty to Allah, by Whom you demand one of an-

other [your rights] and to the ties of relationship. Surely 

Allah is ever a Watcher over you.” — 4:1 

“O you who believe, keep your duty to Allah and speak 

straight words. He will put your deeds into a right state for 

you, and forgive you your sins. And whoever obeys Allah 

and His Messenger, he indeed achieves a mighty success.” 

— 33:70–71. 

All three verses remind people of their responsibilities in gen-

eral, and the middle one lays particular stress on the obligations 

towards women. The sermon of course must elucidate these verses 

and explain to the audience the mutual rights and duties of husband 

and wife. At the conclusion of the sermon is made the announce-

ment that such and such a man and such and such a woman have 

accepted each other as husband and wife, and the dowry is also 
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announced at the time. The man and the woman are then asked if 

they accept this new relationship, and on the reply being given in 

the affirmative the marriage ceremony proper is concluded. 

The Holy Quran requires witnesses even for ordinary contracts 

and business transactions, and marriage is a contract of the highest 

importance, a contract affecting the lives of two persons to an extent 

to which no other contract affects them. It further requires witnesses 

even in the case of the dissolution of marriage by divorce.44 The 

Hanafi law rightly lays special stress on this point, so that marriage 

is not valid if at least two witnesses are not there. To procure the 

best testimony, and one free from doubt of all kinds, it is quite in 

accordance with the law of Islam that all marriages should be regis-

tered. 

Walīmah or marriage feast 

After the nikāḥ is over, the bride is conducted to the husband’s 

house, and this is followed by the marriage-feast called walīmah. 

This feast is another step in the publicity of the marriage, and 

hence the Holy Prophet laid stress on it. It is related of one of his 

Companions that the Prophet, on being told of his marriage, prayed 

for him and told him to arrange for a feast though there be only one 

goat to feed the guests.45 On the occasion of his own marriage with 

Safiyyah, when returning from Khaibar, he gave a feast in which 

everyone was required to bring his own food with him.46 Of course 

this was on a journey, but at the same time it shows the great im-

portance given to the marriage-feast. He also invited his friends to 

a walīmah feast on the occasion of his marriage with Zainab, which 

is said to have been the most sumptuous of all his walīmah feasts, 

and yet he slaughtered only one goat.47 In addition to numerous 

stray references in his collection, Bukhari has devoted several chap-

ters to walīmah in particular, with headings such as “The walīmah 
is necessary” and “The walīmah [is necessary] though there be 

only one goat to feed the guests”.48 

Polygamy 

As a rule, Islam recognizes only the union of one man and one 

woman as a valid form of marriage. Under exceptional circum-

stances it allows the man more wives than one, but does not allow 
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the woman more husbands than one. Thus while a married woman 

cannot contract a valid marriage, a married man can do it. There is 

no difficulty in understanding this differentiation, if the natural 

duties of man and woman in the preservation and upbringing of 

the human species are kept in view. Nature has so divided the du-

ties of man and woman, in this respect, that while one man can 

raise children from more wives than one, one woman can have 

children only from one husband. Therefore while polygyny may at 

times be a help in the welfare of society and the preservation of 

the human race, polyandry has no conceivable use for man. 

It must be borne in mind that polygamy is allowed in Islam 

only as an exception. It is expressly so stated in the Holy Quran: 

“And if you fear that you cannot do justice to orphans, 

marry such women as seem good to you, two or three or 

four; but if you fear that you will not do justice [between 

them], then [marry] only one…” — 4:3 

This is the passage in the Quran which allows polygamy, and it will 

be seen that it does not require polygamy; it only permits it and 

even that permission is conditional. Polygamy is here allowed only 

when there are orphans to be dealt with, and it is feared that they 

will not be dealt with justly. This condition relates more to the wel-

fare of society than to the needs of the individual. 

The meaning of this verse is really explained by following 

verse: 

“And they ask you [O Prophet] a decision about women. 

Say: Allah makes known to you His decision concerning 

them; and what is recited to you in the Book is concerning 

widowed women whom you do not give what is appointed 

for them, while you are not inclined to marry them, nor to 

the weak among children, and that you should deal justly 

with orphans.” — 4:127 

The reference to “what is recited in the Book” is admittedly to 4:3. 

And the reference in “whom you do not give what is appointed for 

them… nor to the weak among children” is to the Arab custom, ac-

cording to which women and minor children did not get a share of 
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inheritance, the recognized usage being that only he could inherit 

who could ride on the back of a horse and take the field against the 

enemy. The position was therefore this, that when a widow was left 

with orphans to bring up, she and her children would get no share 

of the inheritance, nor were people inclined to marry widows who 

had children. In 4:3, the Quran has therefore enjoined that if you 

cannot be otherwise just to orphans, marry the mothers of such or-
phans so that you may thus be interested in their welfare, and for 

this purpose you are allowed to contract other marriages. 

A consideration of the historical circumstances of the time 

when this chapter was revealed corroborates this conclusion. It was 

a time when Muslims were compelled to fight battle after battle to 

repel an enemy bent upon their extirpation. The breadwinners had 

all to take the field against the enemy, and many had been lost in the 

unequal battles that were being fought by the small Muslim band 

against overwhelming forces. Women had lost their affectionate 

husbands and young children their loving fathers, and these widows 

and orphans had to be provided for. If they had been left to the mer-

cy of circumstances, they would have perished, and the community 

would have been weakened to such an extent that it would have 

been impossible to maintain the struggle for life. It was under these 

circumstances that the fourth chapter was revealed, allowing the 

taking of more wives than one, so that the widows and orphans may 

find a shelter, but only on condition that the husband is just to all of 

them. 

It might be said that other arrangements could be made for the 

maintenance of widows and orphans. But a home life could not be 

given to them in any other manner. Islam bases its civilization on 

home life; and under exceptional circumstances, where monogamy 

fails to provide a home for widows and orphans, it allows polygamy 

to extend to them that advantage. Even if it be half a home that the 

women and children find in a polygamous family, it is better than 

no home at all. The moral aspect of the question is not the least im-
portant. The war had decimated the male population and the number 

of women exceeded that of men. This excess, if not provided with a 

home, would have led to moral depravity. Professions may be 

opened up for women to enable them to earn bread, and Islam has 

never closed the door of any profession against women. But the 
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crux of the question is not the provision of bread but the provision 

of a home life and that question cannot be solved without polyga-

my. 

The question of war is not peculiar to one age or one country. 

It is a question which affects the whole of humanity for all ages to 

come. War must always be a source of decrease in the number of 

males, bringing about a corresponding increase in the number of 

females and a solution will have to be sought by all well-wishers 

of humanity for this problem. Polygamy in Islam is, both in theory 

and in practice, an exception, not a rule, and as an exception it is a 

remedy for many of the evils of modern civilization. 

It may be further stated that the institution of polygamy, which 

was allowed by Islam only as a remedy, has largely been abused by 

sensual people, but then there are people in every society who 

would abuse any institution, however necessary it may be to the 

right growth of human society. In countries where polygamy is not 

allowed, the sensuality of man has invented a hundred other ways of 

giving vent to his carnal passions, and these are a far greater curse 

to society than the abuse of polygamy. Indeed that abuse can be 

easily remedied by the state by placing legal limitations upon its 

practice, while the state is quite helpless against the evils which 

result from its entire rejection. 

Section 3: Rights and Position of Women 

Equality with men in spiritual and material terms 

From a material as well as a spiritual point of view, the Quran 

recognizes the position of woman to be the same as that of man. 

Good works bring the same reward, whether to a male or a female: 

“I [Allah] will not let the work of a worker among you to 

be lost, whether male or female; each of you is as the 

other.” — 3:195 

There is a verse which lists ten good qualities as being pos-

sessed by men as well as women, and ends with the words: 

“Allah has prepared for them forgiveness and a mighty 

reward.” — 33:35 
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The Quran teaches that Paradise and its blessings are equally 

for both men and women: 

“And whoever does good deeds, whether male or female, 

and is a believer — these will enter the Garden…” 

— 4:124, 40:40 

Both shall enjoy the higher life: 

“Whoever does good, whether male or female, and is a 

believer, We shall certainly make him [or her] live a good 

life, and We shall certainly give them their reward for the 

best of what they did.” — 16:97 

Revelation, which is God’s greatest spiritual gift in this life, is 

granted to men as well as to women: 

“And when the angels said: Mary, surely Allah has chosen 

you and purified you…” — 3:42 

“And We revealed to Moses’ mother, saying: Suckle him; 

then when you fear for him, cast him into the river and do 

not fear, nor grieve.” — 28:7 

From a material point of view, woman is recognized as on a 

par with man. She can earn money and own property just as man 

can do and therefore she may, if she feels the need, follow any 

profession:  

“For men is the benefit of what they earn. And for women 

is the benefit of what they earn.” — 4:32 

She has full control over her property and can dispose of it as 

she likes: 

“But if they [i.e., women] of themselves be pleased to give 

you a portion from it [i.e., from their property], consume it 

with enjoyment and pleasure.” — 4:4 

Women can also inherit property as men can: 

“For men is a share of what the parents and the near rela-

tives leave, and for women a share of what the parents and 

the near relatives leave, whether it is little or much — an 

appointed share.” — 4:7 
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Women not excluded from any activity in life 

Women are not forbidden to take part in any activity when neces-

sary, nor is there any injunction in the Holy Quran or the Hadith 

shutting them up within the four walls of their houses. A study of 

Hadith shows that, notwithstanding her rightful position in the 

home, as the bringer up of children and manager of the household, 

women took interest in all the national activities of the Muslim 

community. The care of the children did not prevent her from re-

pairing to the mosque to join the congregational prayers,49 nor was 

this care an obstacle in her way to join the soldiers in the field of 

battle to perform a large number of duties, such as the carrying of 

provisions, taking care of the sick and the wounded, removing the 

wounded and the slain from the battlefield,50 or taking part in 

actual fighting when necessary.51 One of the Holy Prophet’s wives, 

Zainab, used to prepare hides and to devote the proceeds of the sale 

to charitable work. Women also helped their husbands in the la-

bour of the field52 and served the male guests at a feast.53 They 

carried on business,54 and could sell to and purchase from men, 

and men could sell to and purchase from them.55 A woman was 

appointed by the Caliph Umar as superintendent of the market of 

Madinah.  

Seclusion of women 

The Holy Quran speaks of a Muslim society in which men and 

women had often to meet each other: 

“Say to the believing men that they lower their gaze and 

restrain their sexual passions. That is purer for them. Sure-

ly Allah is Aware of what they do. And say to the believing 

women that they lower their gaze and restrain their sexual 

passions and do not display their adornment except what 

appears of it.” — 24:30–31 

A later revelation, 33:59, supports the same conclusion.56 Accord-

ing to Hadith, the Holy Prophet is reported to have said to women: 

“It is permitted to you to go out for your needs.” 57 

There is an injunction to the Holy Prophet’s wives in a verse 

of the Quran as follows: 
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“And stay in your houses and do not display your beauty 

like the displaying of the earlier days of ignorance.” — 

33:33 

This does not mean that they were not to go out for their needs. It 

is evidently an injunction against the parading of finery and dis-

play of beauty and thus exciting the uncontrolled passions of 

youth. It cannot and does not mean, as explained by the Holy 

Prophet himself, that women are not allowed to go out for their 

needs. Display of beauty and going out for one’s needs are quite 

different things. There is, therefore, no seclusion in Islam in the 

sense that women are shut up within their houses, for they are as 

free to move about for their needs, or transaction of their business, 

as men. Only their needs outside the home are generally fewer 

than those of men. 

The veil 

The next question is whether women are commanded to veil them-

selves when they have to go out for their needs. These needs may be 

either religious or secular. Two prominent instances of the former 

are taking part in public prayers and the performance of pilgrimage. 

If it had been necessary for women to wear veils, an injunction 

should have been given to wear them on these two sacred occa-

sions, since these are the occasions on which men’s sentiments 

should be purest, and when, therefore, all those things that excite 

the passions must be avoided. There is, however, not only no such 

injunction but it was a recognized practice that women came into 

the congregation of men in mosques unveiled.58 

It is even admitted by the jurists that women should not veil 

themselves at prayers and on pilgrimage. In the conditions of prayer 

it is laid down that the body of the woman must be covered entirely 

except her face and her hands.59 The exception of these two parts, it 

is added, is due to the fact that they must of necessity be left ex-

posed. As regards pilgrimage, there is an express injunction in Had-

ith that no woman shall put on a veil during the pilgrimage.60 It is 

also a well-established fact that the mosques in the Prophet’s time 

contained no screens to keep the two sexes separate. The only sepa-

ration between the men and the women was that women stood in 

separate rows behind the men. Otherwise they were in the same 
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room or in the same yard, and the two sexes had to intermingle. In 

the pilgrimage there was a much greater intermingling of the sexes, 

women performing circumambulations of the Ka‘bah, running be-

tween Safa and Marwah, staying in the plain of Arafat and going 

from place to place, along with men, and yet they were enjoined not 

to wear a veil. 

If, then, as admitted on all hands, women did not wear a veil 

when the two sexes intermingled on religious occasions, it is a 

foregone conclusion that they could not be required to veil them-

selves when going out for their secular needs whose very perfor-

mance would be hampered by the veil. And there is no such 

command either in the Holy Quran or Hadith. In fact, no such in-

junction could be given when there existed an injunction that 

women shall remain unveiled in pilgrimage. This injunction rather 

shows that the veil was adopted simply as a mark of rank or great-

ness, and the unveiling was required in order to bring all on a level 

of equality. However that may be, the order to remain unveiled in 

the pilgrimage is a clear proof that wearing the veil is not an 

Islamic injunction or practice. 

Moreover, the verses requiring both men and women to keep 

their looks cast down (24:30–31, quoted above) show clearly that, 

when the two sexes had to intermingle as a matter of necessity,  

women were not veiled, for otherwise there would have been no 

need for the men to keep their looks cast down. And to make the 

matter clearer still, it is added that women should “not display their 

adornment, except what appears of it”. The part that necessarily 

appears is the face and the hands, and this is also the view of the 

vast majority of commentators.61 There is also a hadith according to 

which the Holy Prophet is reported to have excepted the face and 

the hands from the parts which were required to be covered: 

“Asma, daughter of Abu Bakr, came to the Messenger of 

Allah, and she was wearing very thin clothes [through 
which the body could be seen]. The Messenger of Allah 

turned away his face from her and said: O Asma, when the 

woman attains her majority, it is not proper that any part of 

her body should be seen except this and this, pointing to his 

face and his hands.” 62 
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Decent dress 

All that the Holy Quran requires is that women should be decently 

dressed when they go out and that they should not uncover their 

bosoms. This is made clear in 24:31: 

“And say to the believing women that they … do not dis-

play their adornment except what appears of it. And they 

should wear their head-coverings over their bosoms.” 

The practice in Arabia, in pre-Islamic times, of displaying beauty, 

included the uncovering of the bosom, and hence the injunction 

relating to its covering. A difference was thus made between the 

dress of women within their houses and when they appeared in pub-

lic; in the former case they were allowed to be more at ease in the 

matter of their dress, but in public they had to be particular so that 

their very appearance should be indicative of modesty. On another 

occasion, Muslim women are required to wear a dress whose very 

appearance should distinguish them from such women as did not 

have a good reputation: 

“O Prophet! tell your wives and your daughters and the 

women of the believers to let down upon them their over-

garments. This is more proper, so that they may be known, 

and not be given trouble.” — 33:59 

It seems that this injunction was required by the special circum-

stances which then prevailed at Madinah, where the hypocrites 

would molest a good Muslim woman who went out to transact 

some business and then offer the excuse that they thought her to be 

a woman of ill repute. This is plainly hinted in the verse that fol-

lows: 

“If the hypocrites and those in whose hearts is a disease 

and the agitators in Madinah do not stop, We shall certain-

ly urge you on against them, then they shall not be your 

neighbours in it but for a little while.” — 33:60 

The Arabic word for over-garment is jilbāb and it means ‘a garment 

with which the woman covers her other garments’ or a woman’s 

head-covering, or ‘a garment with which she covers her head and 

bosom’.63 It may be part of an ordinary dress or it may be a kind of 
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overcoat. Nor is the wearing of it compulsory under all circum-

stances; it is, rather, a kind of protection when there is fear of trou-

ble, and in the case of older women it is dispensed with altogether 

as stated elsewhere: 

“And as for women past childbearing who do not hope for 

marriage, it is no sin for them if they put off their cloaks 

without displaying their adornment.” — 24:60 

Intermingling of the two sexes 

In the struggle of life the intermingling of the two sexes cannot be 

avoided, and Islam allows such intermingling even for religious 

purposes, as in prayers and pilgrimage. On all such occasions, the 

Holy Quran requires women to appear in their simplest dress, or to 

wear an over-garment which should cover their ornaments, at the 

same time requiring both sexes to keep their looks cast down. Un-

necessary mingling of the sexes is discouraged. Some hadith pro-

hibit a woman being alone in private with a man who is not her near 

relative64 unless a near relative is present;65 but when other people 

are also present, or one is exposed to public view, there is no harm 

in being alone with a woman.66 

The intermingling of the sexes in social functions generally 

cannot be traced in the early history of Islam, though there are ex-

amples in which a woman entertained the male guests of her hus-

band.67 In fact, much would depend, in these matters, on the social 

customs of the people, and no hard and fast rules can be laid down 

as to the limits to which the intermingling of the sexes may be 

allowed. The great object before Islam is to raise the moral status of 

society and to minimize the chances of illicit sexual relations grow-

ing up between the sexes, so that the home may be a haven of peace 

for the husband, the wife and the children. 

Section 4: Rights and Obligations of Husband and Wife 

Woman’s position as wife 

By entering the married state, a woman does not lose any of the 

rights which she possesses as an individual member of society. She 

is still free to carry on any work she likes, to make any contract she 

desires, and to dispose of her property as she wishes; nor is her 
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individuality merged in that of her husband. But she is at the same 

time recognized as undertaking new responsibilities of life, which 

carry with them new rights. The Holy Quran settles the following 

principle: 

“And women have rights similar to their obligations, in a 

just manner…” — 2:228 

These are the rights and responsibilities of the home. Hadith des-

cribes her position in the home as that of a ruler: 

“Everyone of you is a ruler and everyone shall be ques-

tioned about his subjects; the Amīr (the head of state) is a 

ruler, and the man is a ruler over the people of his house, 

and the woman is a ruler over the house of her husband and 

his children, so everyone of you is a ruler and everyone 

shall be questioned about his subjects.” 68 

Thus so far as the home is concerned, the wife has the position of a 

ruler in it, the home being her territory. By marriage she is at once 

raised to a higher dignity, acquiring new rights while incurring new 

responsibilities. Her rights as regards her husband are also affirmed 

in Hadith, as the Holy Prophet said to a Companion: 

“Your body has a right over you and your soul has a right 

over you and your wife has a right over you.” 69 

Mutual relation of husband and wife 

As already stated, the mutual relation of husband and wife is de-

scribed in the Holy Quran as one of a single soul in two bodies: 

“And of His signs is this, that He created mates for you 

from yourselves, that you may find quiet of mind in them, 

and He put between you love and compassion.”  — 30:21 

“He it is Who created you from a single soul and of the 

same did He make his mate that he might find comfort in 
her.” — 7:189 

The same idea is elsewhere very beautifully described in different 

words: 
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“They [i.e., your wives] are an apparel for you and you 

are an apparel for them.” — 2:187 

The closest union of two souls could not be described more aptly. 

Islam is, however, a practical religion and it does not shut its 

eyes to the hard realities of life. It describes the home as a unit in 

the greater organization of a nation as a whole, and just as in the 

vaster national organization there is somebody to exercise the final 

authority in certain cases, so the smaller organization of the home 

cannot be maintained without a similar arrangement. Hence the 

husband is first spoken of as being “a ruler over the people of his 

house” and the wife is then described as “a ruler over the house of 

her husband and his children”. The home is thus a kingdom in 

miniature, where authority is exercised by both the husband and 

the wife. But unless one of them is given a higher authority, there 

would be chaos in this kingdom. The reason for giving the higher 

authority to the male parent is thus stated in the Holy Quran: 

“Men are the maintainers of women with what Allah has 

given some of them above others, and with what they spend 

out of their wealth.”  — 4:34 

The Arabic word for ‘maintainers’ is qawwāmūn, which carries the 

significance of maintaining or managing. It means that the husband 

provides maintenance for the wife, and also that he has final charge 

of the affairs of the home, thus exercising authority over the wife 

when there is need for it. 

Rights of husband and wife 

The family concern must be kept going by husband and wife in 

mutual co-operation. The husband is mainly required to earn for 

the maintenance of the family, and the wife is responsible for the 

management of the household and the bringing up of the children. 

The rights of each against the other are therefore centred in these 

two points. The husband is bound to maintain the wife according 
to his means, as the Holy Quran says: 

“Let him who has abundant means spend out of his abun-

dance, and whoever has his means of subsistence restrict-

ed for him, let him spend out of what Allah has given him. 
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Allah does not lay on any soul a burden beyond what He 

has given it.” — 65:7 

He must also provide for her a lodging: 

“Lodge them where you live according to your means”. 

 — 65:6 

The wife is bound to keep company with her husband, to pre-

serve the husband’s property from loss or waste, and to refrain 

from doing anything which should disturb the peace of the family. 

She is required not to admit anyone into the house whom the 

husband does not like, and not to incur expenditure of which the 

husband disapproves.70 She is not bound to render personal service 

such as the cooking of food, but the respective duties of the hus-

band and wife are such that each must always be ready to help the 

other. The wife must help the husband even in the field of labour if 

she can do it, and the husband must help the wife in the household 

duties. Of the Holy Prophet himself, it is related that he used to 

help his wives in many small works of the household, such as 

milking goats, patching clothes, mending shoes, cleansing utensils, 

and so on. 

The Holy Quran lays the greatest possible stress on kindly and 

good treatment towards the wife. “Keep them in good fellowship” 

and “treat them kindly” is the repeatedly occurring advice of the 

Quran.71 So much so that kindness is recommended even when a 

man dislikes his wife, for: 

“…it may be that you dislike a thing while Allah has  

placed abundant good in it.” — 4:19 

The Holy Prophet laid equally great stress upon good treat-

ment of a wife. He is reported to have said: 

“The most excellent of you is he who is best in his treat-

ment of his wife.” 72 

“Accept my advice in the matter of doing good to 

women.” 73 

In his famous address at the Farewell Pilgrimage, he again 

laid particular stress on the good treatment of women: 
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“O my people! you have certain rights over your wives 

and so have your wives over you… They are the trust of 

Allah in your hands. So you must treat them with all kind-

ness.” 74 

Privacy 

Islam sets great value on the privacy of home life. In the first place, 

going into houses without permission is strictly forbidden: 

 “O you who believe, do not enter houses other than your 

own houses, until you have asked permission and greeted 

their inhabitants.” — 24:27 

And again: 

“O you who believe, let those whom your right hands pos-

sess [i.e., those serving you] and those of you who have not 

attained to puberty ask permission of you three times: 

before the morning prayer, and when you put off your 

clothes for the heat of noon, and after the prayer of night. 

These are three times of privacy for you.” — 24:58 

These rules aim at creating a better atmosphere of sexual morality. 

Section 5: Divorce 

Marriage and divorce 

Though marriage, according to Islam, is only a civil contract, yet 

the rights and responsibilities consequent upon it are of such im-

portance to the welfare of humanity that a high degree of sanctity is 

attached to it. But in spite of the sacredness of the character of the 

marriage tie, Islam recognizes the necessity, in exceptional circum-

stances, of keeping the way open for its dissolution. 

The necessity of divorce has been recognized by almost all 

people. According to the Jewish law the right of divorce belongs 

to the husband who can exercise it at his will. Christian law rec-

ognizes the right of divorce only when there is faithlessness on the 

part of either of the parties, but the divorced parties are precluded 

from marrying again. According to Hindu law marriage once per-

formed can never be dissolved. Islam effected several reforms in 
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divorce. It restricted the husband’s right to divorce while recog-

nizing the wife’s right to it. 

Divorce is permitted under exceptional circumstances 

The Arabic word for divorce is ṭalāq which carries the literal sig-

nificance of freeing or the undoing of a knot. In the terminology of 

the jurists, the ṭalāq is called a khul‘ (meaning literally the putting 

off or taking off a thing) when it is claimed by the wife. Both from 

the Holy Quran and the Hadith it appears that, though divorce was 

permitted, yet the right could be exercised only under exceptional 

circumstances. 

The Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“Never did Allah allow anything more hateful to Him than 

divorce.” 

“With Allah the most detestable of all things permitted is 

divorce.”75 

The Quran also approves of the Holy Prophet insisting that 

Zaid should not divorce his wife Zainab, despite a dissension be-

tween them of a sufficiently long standing. He said to Zaid: 

“Keep your wife to yourself and keep your duty to Allah.” 

— 33:37 

Refraining from divorce is spoken of here as taqwā, keeping your 

duty to Allah or righteousness. Elsewhere divorce is thus discour-

aged: 

“If you hate them [i.e., your wives], it may be that you 

dislike a thing while Allah has placed abundant good in 

it.” — 4:19 

Remedies are also suggested to avoid divorce as long as possible: 

“And if you fear a breach between the two [i.e., the hus-

band and the wife], appoint an arbiter from his people and 
an arbiter from her people. If they both desire agreement, 

Allah will effect harmony between them.” — 4:35 

The mentality of the Muslim should be to face the difficulties of 

married life along with its comforts, and to avoid the disruption of 
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family relations as long as possible, turning to divorce only as a 

last resort. 

Principle of divorce 

From what has been said above, it is clear that not only must there 

be a good cause for divorce, but that all means to effect reconcilia-

tion must have been exhausted before resort is had to this extreme 

measure. The impression that a Muslim husband may put away his 

wife at his mere caprice, is a grave distortion of the Islamic insti-

tution of divorce. But though the Holy Quran refers to several 

causes when divorce may become necessary, it does not enumer-

ate all of them, nor does it strictly limit them to specified cases. If 

the Christian nations of the modern West cannot agree as to the 

proper causes of divorce, how could Islam, a universal religion 

which was meant for all ages and all countries, for people in all 

grades of civilization, limit those causes which must vary with 

changing conditions of humanity and society? 

The principle of divorce spoken of in the Quran, and which in 

fact includes to a greater or lesser extent all causes, is the decision 

no longer to live together as husband and wife. In the Quran, the 

disagreement to live anymore as husband and wife is called shiqāq 

(from shaqq meaning ‘breaking into two’). But not even such a 

breach entitles either party to a divorce, unless all possibilities of 

agreement have been exhausted. The principle of divorce is, there-

fore, described in the Quran in 4:35 as quoted above. This verse 

gives us not only the principle of divorce, which is a disagreement 

to live together as husband and wife, but also the process to be 

adopted when a rupture of marital relations is feared. The two sexes 

are here placed on a level of perfect equality. A “breach (shiqāq) 

between the two” would imply that either the husband or the wife 

wants to break off the marriage agreement, and hence either may 

claim a divorce when the parties can no longer live together in 

agreement. In the process to be adopted, both husband and wife are 

to be represented on a status of equality; an arbiter has to be ap-

pointed from his people and another from her people. The two are 

told to try to remove the differences and reconcile the parties to 

each other. If agreement cannot be brought about, a divorce will 

follow. 
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All causes of divorce are subject to the condition that one of 

the parties cannot live together with the other. For instance, if the 

husband or the wife is unfit for sexual relations, or the husband is 

absent for a long time, divorce would be justified, but only if the 

party entitled to it wants it. If both are willing to live in marital 

agreement, no power on earth can effect a divorce, but if one party 

finds that she or he is unable to live in marital agreement with the 

other, it would be a case of shiqāq or breach of the marriage agree-

ment. 

This breach of the marriage agreement may arise from many 

causes or from the conduct of either party; for instance, if either of 

them misconducts himself or herself, or either of them is consis-

tently cruel to the other, or, as may sometimes happen, there is in-

compatibility of temperament to such an extent that they cannot 

live together in marital agreement. Divorce must then follow. If 

there is such disagreement that the husband and the wife cannot get 

on together, it is better for themselves, for their offspring and for 

society in general that they should be separated rather than that 

they should be compelled to live together. No home is worth the 

name in which instead of peace there is wrangling. Marriage is 

entered into as a permanent and sacred relation based on love 

between a man and a woman, and divorce is only a remedy when 

marriage fails to fulfil its object. 

Wife’s right of divorce 

It will have been seen that the Holy Quran places the husband and 

the wife on a perfect level of equality in the matter of divorce. 

Hadith makes it clearer still. The Holy Prophet is related to have 

married a woman called Umaima or Ibnat al-Jaun, and when he 

initiated intimate relations with her, she said that she sought refuge 

in God from him, that is to say, wanted a divorce; and he granted 

her a divorce, and sent her off with some presents.76 Another case 

is that of a man whose wife came to the Holy Prophet and said that 

though she did not find fault in her husband regarding his morals or 
faith but she could not get on with him or could not bear him. The 

Holy Prophet said: “Will you return to him his orchard [which he 

had settled upon her as a dowry]?” On receiving a reply in the af-

firmative, the Holy Prophet sent for him and ordered him to take 
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back his orchard and divorce his wife.77 These two examples are 

sufficient to show that the wife had the right to claim divorce on 

those very grounds on which the husband could divorce his wife. 

The right of the wife to claim a divorce is not only recognized 

by the Holy Quran and Hadith but also in Islamic Jurisprudence 

(Fiqh). The technical term for the wife’s right to divorce by return-

ing her dowry is called khul‘ and it is based on the hadith already 

quoted, and on the following verse of the Quran: 

“Divorce may be pronounced twice; then keep them in 

good fellowship or let them go with kindness. And it is not 

lawful for you to take any part of what you have given 

them, unless both fear that they cannot keep within the lim-

its of Allah. Then if you fear that they cannot keep within 

the limits of Allah, there is no blame on them for what she 

gives up to become free thereby.” — 2:229 

By keeping “within the limits of Allah” here is clearly meant 

the fulfilment of the object of marriage or performance of the duties 

imposed by conjugal relationship. The mahr (nuptial gift or dowry) 

is thus a check on the party who wants the divorce; if the husband 

wants to divorce the wife, the wife shall have the dowry; if the wife 

wants the divorce, the husband is entitled to his dowry back. But it 

is the arbiters spoken of in 4:35, and referred to here in the words 

“if you [arbiters] fear that they [husband and wife] cannot keep 

within the limits of Allah”, that shall decide whether the husband or 

the wife is responsible for the breach and which of them is entitled 

to the dowry. 

Husband’s right of pronouncement of divorce 

Though the Holy Quran speaks of the divorce being pronounced 

by the husband, yet a limitation is placed upon the exercise of this 

right. The following procedure is laid down in clear words: 

“And if you fear a breach between the two [i.e., the hus-

band and the wife], appoint an arbiter from his people and 

an arbiter from her people. If they both desire agreement, 

Allah will effect harmony between them.” — 4:35 
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“And if they separate, Allah will render them both free 

from want out of His ampleness.” — 4:130 

It will be seen that in all disputes between the husband and the wife, 

which it is feared will lead to a breach, two arbiters are to be ap-

pointed from the respective people of the two parties. They are re-

quired first to try to reconcile the parties to each other, failing which 

divorce is to be effected. Therefore, though it is the husband who 

pronounces the divorce, he is as much bound by the decision of the 

arbiters as is the wife. 

This shows that the husband cannot repudiate the marriage at 

will. The case must first be referred to two arbiters and their deci-

sion is binding. The Caliph Ali is reported to have told a husband, 

who thought he had the sole right to divorce, that he would have to 

abide by the judgment of the arbiters appointed under this verse.78 

The Holy Prophet is reported to have intervened and disallowed a 

divorce pronounced by a husband, restoring the marital relations.79 

This shows that the authority constituted by law has the right to 

interfere in matters of divorce. When Muslims are living under 

non-Muslim rule, if no judge has been appointed by the authorities, 

the appointment of the judges shall be in the hands of the Muslim 

community. If, therefore, a Muslim government or the Muslim 

community makes any rules laying down the procedure of divorce 

and placing such limitations upon the husband in matters of di-

vorce as are not inconsistent with the principles laid down by the 

Quran, it would be quite Islamic. 

Divorce during menstruation 

In the Holy Quran, the subject of menstruation is dealt with as a 

preliminary to that of divorce, and sexual intercourse is prohibited 

when the courses are on, as it is said to be “harmful” (2:222). It is 

owing to this temporary cessation of sexual relations between the 

husband and the wife that divorce is prohibited during the period 

when the menstrual discharge is on. It was brought to the notice of 
the Holy Prophet that Ibn Umar had divorced his wife while she 

was menstruating. The divorce was declared to be illegal by the 

Holy Prophet, and Ibn Umar was asked to take back his wife.80 

Thus divorce is only permitted when the woman is clear from the 

menstrual discharge, there being a further condition that the  
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husband and the wife should not have copulated during that time. 

Evidently this is meant as a sort of check upon the freedom of 

divorce. 

The waiting time (‘iddah) 

The final breaking off of marital relations is discouraged in many 

other ways and every chance is afforded to the parties to maintain 

the conjugal tie, even after differences have arisen leading to di-

vorce. Every divorce must be followed by a period of waiting called 

the ‘iddah. It is stated in the Holy Quran: 

“When you divorce women, divorce them for their ‘iddah 

(prescribed or waiting time).” — 65:1 

The waiting time is about three months: 

“Divorced women should keep themselves in waiting for 

three courses (qurū’).” — 2:228 

A course or  qar’ (singular of qurū’) is normally about four weeks 

but there are variations in the case of different women.81 In the case 

of women who do not menstruate, as well as those whose courses 

have stopped, the waiting time is three months, and in the case of 

pregnant women, the waiting period is till delivery.82 The waiting 

time, among other purposes, serves the purpose of affording the 

parties a chance of reconciliation. Though they are divorced, yet 

they still live in the same house, the husband being plainly told not 

to expel the wife from the house in which she has been living unless 

she is guilty of misconduct, and a similar advice is given to the wife 

not to leave the house.83 This injunction clearly aims at restoring 

amicable relations between the parties. If there is any love in the 

union, its pangs would assert themselves during the time of waiting 

and bring about a reconciliation. 

Divorce is revocable 

In fact, reconciliation is recommended in plain words when, speak-
ing of the ‘iddah, the Holy Quran says: 

“And their husbands have a better right to take them back 

in the meanwhile if they wish for reconciliation.” — 2: 

228 
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Every divorce is thus an experimental temporary separation during 

its initial stages, and by making the parties live together, every 

chance is afforded to them to re-establish conjugal relations. Even 

after the period of waiting has passed away, the two parties are 

allowed, even encouraged, to remarry: 

“And when you divorce women and they end their term of 

waiting, do not prevent them from marrying their husbands 

if they agree among themselves in a lawful manner. With 

this is admonished he among you who believes in Allah 

and the Last Day. This is more virtuous for you and purer. 

And Allah knows while you do not know.” 

— 2:232 

Remarriage of the divorced parties is thus encouraged and rec-

ommended as being better and purer for the parties. The condition is 

also laid down that such a revocable divorce, allowing reunion of 

the parties, can be pronounced twice: 

“Divorce may be pronounced twice; then keep them in 

good fellowship or let them go with kindness.” — 2:229 

Irrevocable divorce 

After the first divorce, the parties have the right to reassert their 

conjugal relations within the period of waiting, or to remarry after 

the waiting period is over. A similar right is given to them after a 

second divorce, but not after a third. Before Islam, however, while 

the wife had no right of divorce, the husband had an unchecked 

licence to divorce the wife and to reassert his conjugal rights dur-

ing the period of waiting as many times as he pleased.84 Thus 

women were looked upon as mere chattel which could be discard-

ed and taken at will. Islam not only gave the wife a right of divorce 

but also checked the husband’s licence to divorce as often as he 

liked, by declaring that revocable divorce could be given only 

twice. It was thus laid down that, after the second revocation or 

remarriage, the parties must make their choice either to live togeth-

er as husband and wife, or to separate forever, never thinking of 

reunion. Hence if even the second experiment failed and the parties 

were separated by a divorce for the third time, this was an irrevo-

cable divorce.  
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Pronouncement of divorce in three forms 

The jurists have recognized divorce in three forms. A man would 

sometimes pronounce divorce three times on one and the same 

occasion, and this would be understood as meaning that divorce 

had been given three times. Or a man would divorce his wife three 

times in one and the same ‘iddah, or period of waiting, by divor-

cing her once during each of the three times when she was clear of 

menstruation. Thirdly, there is what the jurists call “the best meth-

od of divorcing”, in which divorce is pronounced only once, during 

a time when there is no menstruation, and this is followed by the 

period of waiting. This last method is the only method recognized 

by the Quran, in which it is plainly laid down: 

“When you divorce women, divorce them for their ‘iddah  

(prescribed or waiting time), and calculate the period; and 

keep your duty to Allah, your Lord.” — 65:1 

The divorce is thus to be pronounced only once and when it has 

been pronounced, the waiting period follows, and during this time 

the parties have a right to revocation of the divorce. All other forms 

of divorce are against the Holy Quran and the practice of the Holy 

Prophet. These are, in fact, only subterfuges to make the revocable 

divorce an irrevocable one. The pronouncing of three divorces 

without an interval seems to have been a remnant of pre-Islamic 

days. The Holy Prophet is reported to have shown indignation when 

it was brought to his notice that a certain person had pronounced 

three divorces together,85 and a divorce thus pronounced was an-

nulled by him.86 The revocable divorce of the Quran cannot be 

made irrevocable as, by this change, a death-blow is dealt to the 

beneficial spirit underlying the institution of divorce in Islam. 

Hence, whether divorce is pronounced once or three times or a hun-

dred times during one waiting period, it is only a single divorce, and 

it is revocable during that period. 

Effect of irrevocable divorce 

It is clear from what has been stated that irrevocable divorce is the 

very rarest of things that can happen among Muslims, and it can 

only occur if the two un-Quranic forms of divorce, to make revoca-

ble divorces irrevocable, are brought in. When a man and a woman 
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have found by two experiments, each after a divorce, that they can-

not live together as husband and wife, it is absurd on their part to 

think of remarriage again with one another. Hence the Holy Quran 

lays down that they shall not remarry after a third divorce, except in 

one case: 

“So if he divorces her [for the third time], she shall not be 

lawful to him afterwards until she marries another husband. 

If he [the second husband] divorces her, there is no blame 

on them both if they return to each other [by marriage], if 

they think that they can keep within the limits of Allah.” —  

2:230 

Thus the one case in which marriage with the first husband is 

allowed, after being divorced for the third time, is that in which a 

marriage has been contracted with a second husband and that too 

has proved a failure. If there be such a rare case, the parties to the 

marriage have probably learned a lesson, through another marital 

union, to the effect that they should behave better towards each oth-

er. An irrevocable divorce, being in itself a rarity according to the 

teachings of the Quran, a case, like the one spoken of in the verse 

quoted above, would be a still greater rarity, but still if such a case 

should arise, the parties are allowed to remarry even after an irrevo-

cable divorce. 

Procedure of divorce 

Divorce may be given orally, or in writing, but it must take place 

in the presence of witnesses: 

“So when they have reached their prescribed time, retain 

them with kindness or part from them with kindness, and 

call to witness two just ones from among you, and give 

upright testimony for Allah.” — 65:2 

Whatever the actual words used, they must expressly convey the 

intention that the marriage tie is being dissolved. As to whether a 
divorce would be effective under certain circumstances, there are 

differences among the various schools of jurists. Evidently, inten-

tion is as necessary a factor in divorce as in getting married. While 

some recognize that divorce is ineffective if given under compul-

sion or influence, or in a state of intoxication, or in anger or jest, or 
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by mistake or inadvertence, others hold it to be ineffective in some 

of these cases and effective in others. However, the Holy Quran 

declares divorce to be a very serious matter, and lays down special 

procedure to be gone through before it is resorted to.  

Li‘ān or cursing 

The words li‘ān and mulā‘ana signify literally ‘mutual cursing’. 

Technically these two words indicate that particular form of bring-

ing about separation between the husband and the wife in which the 

husband accuses the wife of adultery but has no evidence to support 

the accusation, while she denies it. The Holy Quran makes adultery 

a punishable crime, since this act aims at the destruction of the 

whole social fabric. At the same time it makes an accusation of 

adultery an equally serious crime, punishable like adultery if strong 

evidence of adultery is not forthcoming. This is to stop the tongue 

of slander, which is generally very busy, and does not spare even 

the most innocent persons. One man has no concern with another’s 

private affairs, but if a man has strong reasons to believe that his 

own wife is adulterous, the case is quite different. The li‘ān is sug-

gested in this case, as the means of bringing about separation bet-

ween husband and wife, for whether the accusation is right or 

wrong, it is in the interests of both to get separated. The following 

verses deal with this subject: 

“And those who accuse their wives and have no witnesses 

except themselves, let one of them testify four times, bear-

ing Allah to witness, that he speaks the truth, and the fifth 

time [he shall swear] that the curse of Allah be on him, if 

he is lying. And it shall avert the punishment from her, if 

she testify four times, bearing Allah to witness, that he is 

lying, and the fifth time [she shall swear] that the wrath of 

Allah be on her, if he speaks the truth.” — 24:6–9 

After the parties have thus borne witness, they are separated for-

ever. It will be noticed that there is no mutual cursing in this case; 

only each of the parties, while bearing witness of his or her own 

truthfulness, calls for the curse or wrath of God on himself or her-

self if he or she tells a lie. 
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Charitable views of divorce 

Divorce is looked upon as a necessity in marital relations, under 

the varying human conditions, irrespective of moral turpitude on 

the part of husband or wife. The Holy Quran takes the most chari-

table view of the necessity for divorce, and therefore recommends 

as much kindness towards women in the case of divorce as in that 

of marriage. Again and again stress is laid on this point: 

“Divorce may be pronounced twice; then keep them in 

good fellowship or let them go with kindness.” — 2:229 

“And when you divorce women and they reach their pre-

scribed time, then retain them with kindness or let them 

go with kindness.” — 2:231 

“So when they have reached their prescribed time, retain 

them with kindness or part from them with kindness”. — 

65:2  

Thus a woman is to be treated with equal kindness and generosity, 

whether she is a sharer in a man’s weal or woe as wife, or one from 

whom he has been compelled to part company. Marital differences, 

like other differences, may be as often honest as not, but the Holy 

Quran recommends that the most charitable view of them should be 

taken. 
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17. Economics and Finance 

Section 1: Acquisition and Disposal of Property 

Property may be acquired in three ways: by earning, by inheritance, 

and by gift. Acquisition of property by the individual, whether male 

or female, is recognized by Islam as one of the basic laws regulating 

human society: 

“For men is the benefit of what they earn. And for women 

is the benefit of what they earn.” — 4:32 

Both sexes have also a right to inheritance of property: 

“For men is a share of what the parents and the near rela-

tives leave, and for women a share of what the parents and 

the near relatives leave…” — 4:7 

No limitation is placed upon the property or wealth which an in-

dividual may acquire or give away. The Holy Quran speaks even 

of heaps of gold being in the possession of a man which he may 

give away to a woman as her nuptial gift (mahr) when he enters 

into marriage with her.1 Islam is thus opposed to ideologies which 

recognize no individual right of property; but it is at the same time 

socialistic in its tendencies, inasmuch as it tries to bring about a 

more or less equal distribution of wealth. 

Unlawful means of acquiring wealth 

All unlawful means of acquiring property are denounced: 

“O you who believe, do not swallow up your property 

among yourselves by false means except that it be trading 

by your mutual consent.” — 4:29 

“And do not swallow up your property among yourselves 

by false means, nor seek to gain access thereby to the 



17. ECONOMICS AND FINANCIAL MATTERS 

 

 

384 

judges, so that you may swallow up a part of the property 

of [other] people wrongfully while you know.” — 2:188 

The latter verse alludes to bribery. Robbery and theft are spoken of 

elsewhere as punishable crimes.2 Misappropriation is forbidden: 

“Allah commands you to make over trusts to those worthy 

of them [i.e., to their owners].” — 4:58 

Gambling is prohibited as being a false or dishonest means of 

acquiring property: 

“They ask you [O Prophet] about intoxicants and games 

of chance. Say: In both of these is a great sin and some 

advantage for people, and their sin is greater than their 

advantage.” — 2:219 

“Intoxicants and games of chance … are only an unclean-

ness, the devil’s work; so shun it that you may succeed.” 

— 5:90 

Intoxicating liquors and gambling are mentioned together in both 

places, and one of the reasons for their prohibition is that they are 

an aid to creating mischief and enmity between members of the 

same society: 

“The devil desires only to create enmity and hatred among 

you by means of intoxicants and games of chance…” — 

5:91 

All kinds of lotteries and card games etc., involving a stake, 

however small the sum involved, fall within the definition of 

games of chance, and are therefore prohibited by Islam. They not 

only promote habits of indolence and are thus a negation of honest 

labour, but also reduce some members of society to penury while 

others prosper at their expense. Usury, which is dealt with later on, 

is also prohibited for the same reason. 

The Quran on the exercise of property rights 

The Holy Quran gives full rights of disposal of property to its own-

er, whether male or female, but at the same time it requires the 

owner to be most careful in spending it. There are many injunctions 

of a general nature to that effect: 
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“And the [righteous] servants of the Beneficent [God] are  

they who … when they spend, are neither extravagant nor 

miserly, and the just mean is ever between these.” — 25: 

63,67 

“And do not make your hand to be chained to your neck, 

nor stretch it forth to its fullest extension, so that [after-

wards] you sit down blamed, stripped off.”  — 17:29 

But it does not content itself with these general directions, and gives 

society or the state a right to interfere when money is being squan-

dered by its owner: 

“And do not make over your property, which Allah has 

made a means of support for you, to the weak of under-

standing, and maintain them out of it, and clothe them and 

give them a good education.” — 4:5 

Here certain owners of property are mentioned who, on account of 

deficiency or unsoundness in intellect, are unable to manage their 

own property. The community or the state is enjoined not to give 

such people control of their property, which is here described as 

your property, because Allah has made it “a means of support for 

you”; and the rule is laid down that these owners of property 

should be maintained out of the profits of the property, the man-

agement being clearly in other hands. 

Thus wealth, though possessed by individuals, is recognized 

as a national asset, and a check is placed upon the rights of the 

individual if money in his possession is being wasted. The Quran 

requires that persons who, on account of weakness of intellect, 

mismanage their property and squander their wealth should be 

deprived of control of their property and maintained out of its pro-

fits, the control being handed over to some person who is called a 

walī or guardian in 2:282. 

Restrictions on disposal of property 

Hadith lays great stress on preventing wealth from being wasted. 

Bukhari says the following in the heading of one of his chapters: 
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“There is no charity unless a man has sufficient to give, 

and whoever spends in charity and he is himself in want or 

his family is in want or he has a debt to pay, it is more in 

the fitness of things that the debt should be paid than that 

he should spend in charity or free a slave or make a gift, 

and such a gift or charity shall be annulled, for he has no 

right to waste the wealth of the people; and the Prophet, 

may peace and the blessings of Allah be upon him, has 

said, ‘Whoever takes the wealth of the people that he may 

waste it, Allah will destroy him, unless he is a man well-

known for his patience so that he prefers needs of others 

over his own, though poverty may afflict him’, as Abu 

Bakr did when he gave all his wealth and likewise the 

Anṣār [helpers at Madinah] gave preference to the needs of 

the Muhājirs [emigrants from Makkah to Madinah] over 

their own.” 3 

Here, the individual property of a man is called the wealth of the 

people, and a man is prohibited from making even charitable gifts 

when he does not have sufficient to support those dependent on 

him. According to a hadith, the Holy Prophet is reported to have 

said: 

“Allah hates three things in you: useless talk, and wasting 

of wealth, and asking or begging frequently.” 4 

This hadith, repeated frequently, forms the basis of restrictions 

which may rightly be laid on owners of property for their benefit. 

The State is, therefore, entitled to make laws for the benefit of own-

ers of property, placing restrictions on them as to the disposal of 

that property. 

Guardian of minor 

A guardian is also appointed to deal with the property of minors. 

The Quranic injunction on this point is as follows: 

“And test the orphans until they reach the age of marriage. 

Then if you find in them maturity of intellect, make over to 

them their property, and do not consume it extravagantly 

and hastily against their growing up. And whoever is rich, 

let him abstain, and whoever is poor let him consume 
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reasonably. And when you make over to them their proper-

ty, call witnesses in their presence. And Allah is enough as 

a Reckoner.” — 4:6 

A minor is thus not allowed to manage his own property which 

must be made over to a guardian. If the guardian is rich, he is re-

quired to do the work of guardianship honorarily, and if he is poor, 

his wages would be a charge on the property. The age of majority, 

according to Abu Hanifah, is eighteen years in the case of males 

and seventeen in the case of females, but according to Shafi‘i and 

Ahmad, it is fifteen in both cases.5  

Honest dealing in business transactions 

Subject to certain restrictions, a property owner, whether a male or a 

female, has the right to sell or barter it. The Holy Quran lays stress 

on honest and straight dealing in the very earliest revelation: 

“Woe to the cheaters, who, when they take the measure [of 

their dues] from people, take it fully, but when they meas-

ure out to others or weigh out for them, they give less than 

is due!” — 83:1–3 

“And give full measure when you measure out, and weigh 

with a true balance. This is fair and better in the end.” —

17:35 

“Give full measure and do not diminish. And weigh with a 

true balance. And do not wrong people of their dues, nor 

act corruptly in the earth, making mischief.” — 26:181–

183 

Hadith also lays stress on honest dealing, so much so that if 

there is any defect in a thing it must be pointed out to the intending 

buyer.6 The Holy Prophet himself is reported to have written to 

Adda ibn Khalid as follows: 

“This is the writing by which Muhammad, the Messenger 
of Allah, has made a purchase from Adda ibn Khalid, the 

barter of a Muslim with a Muslim, there is no defect in it 

nor any deception nor an evil.” 7 

He is also reported to have said: 
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“If the two parties speak the truth and make it manifest, 

their transaction shall be blessed, and if they conceal and 

tell a lie, the blessing of their transaction shall be obli-

terated.” 8 

Honesty and bona fides in matters of sale are stressed in a large 

number of reports in Hadith. 

General directions relating to sale transactions 

There are many other details that are met with in Hadith. A few of 

these are briefly noted here, which are of a general nature. Men and 

women are expressly mentioned as selling to and buying from one 

another, so that there is not the least sex disqualification in this re-

spect.9 While a transaction is being carried on with someone, anoth-

er should not intervene, but auction is allowed.10 The withholding 

of food-stuffs so that they may become expensive is prohibited,11 

and so is the inflation of prices in general. Imaginary sales, when 

there are no goods to deliver, are prohibited;12 nor should one sell 

what one does not possess.13 The sale of land is not favoured, and it 

is recommended that a person should not sell his land or house 

unless he intends to purchase other land or another house with the 

money.14 

Mortgage 

Mortgage of property, i.e., giving it as security for debt, is also 

allowed. The Holy Quran expressly allows the giving or taking of a 

security, possession of which is taken by the mortgagee (2:283); 

and though this case is mentioned in connection with a journey, the 

words have been taken by all commentators as conveying a general 

permission, and reliable reports in Hadith corroborate this conclu-

sion. It is related that the Holy Prophet himself left his shield as 

security with a Jew when borrowing some barley from him.15 When 

a horse was given as a security, the mortgagee was allowed to use it 

for riding as a compensation for feeding; similarly a milch-animal’s 

milk was allowed to the mortgagee when he fed the animal.16 

Hence it is evident that when agricultural land or a house is mort-

gaged with possession, the mortgagee can derive benefit from it 

when he pays land revenue or house tax, or spends money on the 

upkeep of the property. 
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Bequest 

Subject to certain limitations, an owner of property is also allowed 

to bequeath his property by making a will. This is discussed in the 

next section entitled Inheritance, under the heading Bequest. 

Gift (hibah) 

An owner of property has also the right to dispose of his property 

by gift. The giving and accepting of gifts is recommended very 

strongly, and even the smallest gift is not to be despised.17 A gift is 

allowed in favour of a son, but it is recommended that similar gifts 

should be made in favour of other sons.18 The husband can make a 

gift to his wife, and the wife to her husband or to other people.19 

Gifts from, and in favour of, non-Muslims are allowed.20 A gift 

may also be compensated.21 The jurists allow a gift for a considera-

tion, and also a gift made on the condition that the recipient shall 

give the donor some determinate thing in return for the gift. The gift 

transaction is complete when the recipient has accepted it and taken 

possession of the gift. It is not allowed to a person to revoke the gift 

when it has been accepted by the recipient.22 

While a will is allowed only to the extent of one-third of the 

property, no such limitation exists on gifts because in this case the 

owner divests himself of all rights in the property immediately, 

while in the case of a will, not the owner but the heirs are deprived. 

Trusts (waqf ) 

Subject to certain conditions, an owner of property has a right to 

dedicate his property to a particular purpose. A trust, like a gift, 

takes effect immediately, and it differs from both a gift and a will 

inasmuch as the property which is dedicated remains untouched, 

not being the property of a particular person, and it is only the in-

come drawn from it that is spent on the particular objects specified 

in the trust deed. Many cases of creating trusts are reported in Had-

ith. A man created a trust the income from which was to be spent 
on his poor relatives, and this was done under the Holy Prophet’s 

direction.23 From this it is evident that a man can create a trust for 

the benefit of his own relatives. It is made clear in another hadith 

that a man’s son or his wife falls within the definition of his rela-

tives.24 The man who creates a trust is allowed to draw benefit 
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from it, for he himself may be its manager as well as anybody else, 

even though this may not be stated in the trust deed.25 Another 

hadith states that Umar created a trust in accordance with the direc-

tions of the Holy Prophet in favour of the poor as well as his rich 

relatives and guests, and there are other instances on record in 

which a trust was created for the benefit of the poor as well as near 

relatives.26 The person who creates the trust may also include him-

self among its beneficiaries.27 

Section 2: Inheritance 

Reform introduced by Islam 

The reform introduced by Islam into the rules relating to inheri-

tance is twofold: it makes the female a co-sharer with the male, 

and divides the property of the deceased person among the heirs 

on a democratic basis, instead of handing it all over to the eldest 

son, as is done by the law of primogeniture. The Arabs had a very 

strong tradition that he alone could inherit who smites with the 

spear, and therefore they did not give any portion of inheritance to 

such of the heirs as were not capable of meeting the enemy and 

fighting in battles.28 Owing to this tradition, not only were all 

females — daughters, widows and mothers — excluded, but even 

male minors had no right to inheritance. A woman, in fact, was 

looked upon as part of the property of the deceased,29 and there-

fore her right to property by inheritance was out of the question. 

Even in the Jewish law she had no better position: “There could 

have been no question in those days of a widow inheriting from 

her husband, since she was regarded as part of the property which 

went over to the heirs. … Nor could there have been a question 

about daughters inheriting from their father, since daughters were 

given in marriage either by their father, or by their brothers or 

other relatives after the father’s death, thus becoming the property 

of the family into which they married”.30  

At a time when a defensive war against the whole of Arabia 

was being carried on by a handful of Muslims, Islam declared the 

prevailing law of inheritance in Arabia, which gave the whole of 

the property to those members of the family who bore arms, to be 

unjust, and it gave a new law which put widows and orphans on a 
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level of equality with those who fought for the defence of the tribe 

and the country. When the change was first introduced, some of the 

Companions thought it very hard and complained to the Holy 

Prophet, saying that they were required to make over half the prop-

erty to a daughter who did not ride on horseback or fight with the 

enemy.31 The general principle of inheritance is first laid down in 

the Holy Quran in the following words: 

“For men is a share of what the parents and the near rela-

tives leave, and for women a share of what the parents and 

the near relatives leave, whether it is little or much — an 

appointed share.” — 4:7 

Inheritance law as contained in the Quran 

The law of inheritance is then stated at length in 4:11–12 and 4:176. 

It may be noted that, as repeated in 4:11–12, in all cases the pay-

ment of bequests and debts takes precedence over the shares of the 

heirs. The heirs take the remainder, as follows. 

In 4:11, children are mentioned first: 

“Allah enjoins you concerning your children: for the male 

is the equal of the portion of two females; but if there are 

more than two females, two-thirds of what the deceased 

leaves is theirs, and if there is one, for her is the half.” 

In their case, only a broad principle is laid down — the male shall 

have double the share of the female. Thus, all sons would be equal 

sharers, and so would all daughters, a son however having double 

the share of a daughter. 

Then is covered the case when daughters are the sole children. 

If there is only one daughter, she takes half the property; if there 

are two or more daughters, they take two-thirds of the whole. The 

residue goes to the nearest male members, according to a hadith.32 

Note that the words in the Quran here literally mean “more than 

two” but these include two as the other case mentioned is that of 

only one daughter. Compare 4:176, where two sisters are men-

tioned but they include more than two. 

There is apparently inequality of treatment of the two sexes 

here. The reason is that man is generally recognized as the bread-
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winner of the family, and that is the position assigned to him in 

the Quran. In view of his greater responsibilities, he is entitled to a 

greater share, and therefore the Quran has assigned to him double 

the share of the female. Keeping this in view, there is real justice 

and real equality beneath this apparent inequality. 

After children, are mentioned parents and husband or wife: 

“And as for his parents, for each of them is the sixth of 

what he leaves, if he has a child; but if he has no child and 

[only] his two parents inherit him, for his mother is the 

third; but if he has brothers, for his mother is the sixth, 

after [payment of] a bequest he may have bequeathed or a 

debt. … And yours is half of what your wives leave if they 

have no child; but if they have a child, your share is a 

fourth of what they leave after [payment of] any bequest 

they may have bequeathed or a debt; and theirs is the 

fourth of what you leave if you have no child, but if you 

have a child, their share is the eighth of what you leave 

after [payment of] a bequest you may have bequeathed or a 

debt. …” —  4:11–12 

If children are the only heirs, the whole property will be divid-

ed among them as explained earlier. But if there are parents or hus-

band or wife, then evidently it is the residue which is divided 

among the sons and daughters, because the shares of the others are 

fixed: one-sixth in the case of each parent and one-fourth or one-

eighth in the case of the husband or wife respectively. 

In the case where the deceased leaves no children, the shares 

of the parents and the husband or wife are stated in the above pas-

sage. The shares of brothers and sisters of the deceased in this case 

are specified further on in 4:12 as follows: 

“…And if a man or a woman, having no children, leaves 

property to be inherited and he [or she] has a brother or a 
sister, then for each of them is the sixth; but if they are 

more than that, they shall be sharers in the third after [pay-

ment of] a bequest that may have been bequeathed or a 

debt not injuring [others].” — 4:12 
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If the deceased leaves neither children nor parents, then after 

the fixed share of the husband and wife has been taken out, brothers 

and sisters inherit the residual as the children would have done, 

which is what is mentioned in 4:176. 

Briefly, the inheritance law as laid down in the Quran is this: 

1. After the payment of debts and execution of the will, if any, the 

shares of the parents and husband or wife shall be first taken out. 

(The shares depend on whether or not there are children, and for 

parents also on whether there are siblings if there are no children.) 

2. After that the rest of the property shall go to the children, the divi-

sion among them being as mentioned above. 

3. If there are no children and there are brothers and sisters, one-sixth if 

there is only one brother or sister, and one-third if there are more than 

one, shall go to them. (As the mother’s share is specified if there are 

no children, the father receives the remainder.) 

4. If the deceased leaves neither children nor parents, the whole of the 

property, after the husband’s or the wife’s share has been taken out, 

shall go to brothers and sisters. 

5. If there is a single female, daughter or sister, she shall take one-half 

of the property, a single brother following the same rule, and if there 

are two or more daughters or sisters they shall take two-thirds, the 

residue going to the nearest male relative according to Hadith. 

6. If a person entitled to inheritance is dead, any living offspring of that 

person shall take his place; if the father or the mother is dead, the 

grandfather or grandmother, if alive, shall take his or her place. 

7. All brothers and sisters, whether uterine or consanguine or full, shall 

be treated equally; if there are no brothers or sisters, the nearest rela-

tives after them, such as father’s brothers or father’s sisters, shall take 

their place. 

Bequests 

The legality of a bequest is clearly admitted in both the verses deal-

ing with the law of inheritance. The property left is to be divided 

“after payment of a bequest … or a debt” (4:11 and 4:12). The mak-

ing of a will (waṣiyyah) is specially recommended and the Holy 

Quran speaks of it as a duty incumbent upon a Muslim when he 

leaves sufficient property for his heirs: 
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“It is prescribed for you, when death approaches one of 

you, if he leaves behind wealth for parents and near rela-

tives, to make a bequest in a kindly manner;33 it is incum-

bent upon the dutiful.” — 2:180 

And the Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“It is not right for a Muslim, who has property to bequeath, 

that he should pass two nights without having a written 

will with him.” 34 

There is also mention of a bequest in a verse which was decidedly 

revealed later than 4:11–12: 

“O you who believe, call to witness between you, when 

death draws near to one of you, at the time of making the 

will, two just persons from among you…” — 5:106 

All these verses afford clear proof that a person can make a will 

with regard to his property. 

There are, however, reliable reports in Hadith which place a 

certain limitation upon the right to make a bequest and, in fact, if no 

limitations were placed, the injunctions contained in 4:11–12 would 

be nullified, for there would be no property to be divided among the 

legal heirs. Sa‘d ibn Abi Waqas, a well-known Companion of the 

Holy Prophet, reported: 

“I fell ill in the year in which Makkah was conquered, be-

ing almost on the brink of death when the Prophet paid me 

a visit. I said to him: O Messenger of Allah! I possess 

much wealth and my only heir is a single daughter; may I 

therefore make a will with regard to the whole of my prop-

erty? The Prophet said: No. I then enquired about two-

thirds of it, and he again said: No. I then asked him, if I 

may give away one-third of my property by will, and he 

approved of one-third, adding: A bequest of one-third is 
much, for if you leave your heirs rich, it is better than that 

you should leave them poor, begging of other people, and 

whatever you spend to seek the pleasure of Allah you are 

rewarded for it, even for the morsel of food you put into 

your wife’s mouth.” 35 
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Such reports make it clear that the will spoken of on various 

occasions in the Quran is a charitable bequest, and not a will for the 

heirs, and that this bequest was to be limited to one-third of the 

property, so that the heirs might not be deprived of their share of in-

heritance, the well-being of the heirs being as good a consideration 

with the law-giver as charity. 

It may also be added that, according to another Hadith report, a 

bequest is not allowed in favour of an heir: “There is no bequest for 

an heir”.36 To this are added in some reports the words: “unless the 

heirs wish it”.37 Thus while generally a will can be made only for 

charitable objects, and not for heirs, it is permissible to make a will 

in favour of heirs, if they wish it; so that if they have no objection, 

any arrangement may be made for the disposal of the property by 

will. Hence if the heirs agree, a man may either divide the whole 

property by will, or he may leave the property undivided, fixing the 

shares of the heirs in the income. 

Husband’s bequest for maintenance of widow38 

In connection with bequests it is stated in the Holy Quran: 

“And those of you who die and leave wives behind, should 

make a bequest in favour of their wives of maintenance for 

a year without turning them out. Then if they themselves 

go away, there is no blame on you for what they do of law-

ful deeds concerning themselves.” — 2 :240 

There is nothing to show that this verse is abrogated by any 

other verse of the Quran. It simply speaks of a bequest on the part of 

the husband that the widow should be given an additional benefit, a 

year’s residence and maintenance. The latter portion of the verse 

plainly says that if the widow of her own accord leaves the house, 

she is not entitled to any further concession, and there is no blame 

on the heirs of the deceased husband for what the widow does of 

lawful deeds, i.e., if she remarries after her waiting period of four 
months and ten days is over. As regards the share of the wife’s in-

heritance spoken of in 4:12, the fourth or eighth part of the property 

of the deceased husband is hers in addition to what she obtains un-

der this verse, and 4:12 plainly says that anything which is to be 
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paid under a will shall have precedence of the division of property 

into shares under that verse. 

Section 3: Debts 

Leniency towards debtors recommended 

The writing down of debts is an ordinance of the Holy Quran, given 

in detail in 2:282. That verse also contains the statement: 

“…and let him who owes the debt dictate…” 

The Quran also teaches that debtors should be dealt with most 

leniently: 

“And if [the debtor] is in difficulty, let there be postpone-

ment till [he is in] ease. And that you forgo it as charity is 

better for you, if only you knew.” — 2:280 

These two regulations, i.e., the writing down of debts according to 

the dictation of the debtor in the presence of witnesses and lenient 

dealing with those in straitened circumstances, are the basis of Isla-

mic regulations on debts and are supplemented by a large variety of 

detailed directions and recommendations contained in Hadith. The 

concern of the Holy Prophet for debtors is reflected in his sayings 

on this point, of which only a few are as follows: 

“May Allah have mercy on one who is generous when he 

sells and when he buys and when he demands payment of 

debt.” 39 

“Allah will give shelter to His servant who gives respite to 

one in financial difficulty or remits to a debtor.” 40 

“There is no believer but I am nearest to him in this world 

and the Hereafter … so any believer who leaves behind 

him property, his relatives shall inherit whoever they may 

be, but if he leaves a debt, or a family for whom there is 

none to care, I am his guardian (maulā).” 41 

“I am nearer to the believers than themselves, so whoever 

of the believers dies and leaves a debt, its payment is on 

me, and whoever leaves property, it is for his heirs.” 42 
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These Hadith reports show that the debts of a debtor who is in fi-

nancial difficulty and unable to pay must either be remitted or paid 

by the state. 

Insistence laid on payment of debts 

While the lender is advised in numerous Hadith reports to be lenient 

and not to exert undue pressure, and to remit some or even the whole 

of a debt if the debtor is in financial difficulty, the debtor is also told 

to repay the debt in a goodly and liberal manner, and the Holy Pro-

phet is reported to have said: “Among the best of you are those who 

are good in payment of debt”.43 

The rich, especially, are told not to postpone payment of debt and 

postponement in their case is called injustice.44 The one who con-

tracts a debt intending not to pay it back is condemned.45 The report 

has already been quoted which shows that the payment of debt has 

preference over spending in charity (see page 386). In the case of an 

inheritance, the heirs do not take their shares until all debts have 

been paid;46 and when there is a will, the debts must be paid before 

its execution.47 

Warning against indebtedness 

Though the necessity of contracting debts at times is recognized, 

and the Holy Prophet himself is reported to have done so on occa-

sions, yet he, at the same time, gave warnings against being in a 

state of indebtedness. It is related in a hadith that: 

“…he [the Holy Prophet] used to pray very frequently: 

O Allah! I seek refuge from faults and debts. A man said to 

him, O Messenger of Allah, it is very frequently that you 

pray against being in debt; and he replied: A person, when 

he is in debt, speaks and tells lies and makes promises and 

fails to fulfil them.” 48 

According to another hadith, the Holy Prophet often prayed: 

“O Allah! I seek Your refuge from anxiety and grief, and 

from lack of strength and indolence, and from miserliness 

and cowardice, and from being overcome by debt and the 

oppression of people.” 49 
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Usury prohibited 

It would be seen from what has been stated above that helping those 

in distress forms the basic outlook of Islam on human society. The 

prohibition of usury rests on the same basis. Even the earlier revela-

tion at Makkah denounced usury, yet without prohibiting it: 

“And whatever you lay out at usury, so that it may increase 

through the property of [other] people, it does not increase 

with Allah; and whatever you give in charity, desiring Al-

lah’s pleasure — these will get manifold.” —  30:39 

Prohibition came later, and is contained in the following ver-

ses which are among the latest revelations: 

“Those who swallow usury (ribā) cannot arise except as he 

arises whom the devil prostrates by his touch. That is be-

cause they say: Trading is only like usury. And Allah has 

allowed trading and forbidden usury. To whomsoever then 

the exhortation has come from his Lord, and he refrains, he 

shall have what has already passed. … Allah will blot out 

usury, and He causes charity to prosper. And Allah does 

not love any ungrateful sinner.” — 2:275–276 

“O you who believe, keep your duty to Allah and relin-

quish what remains due from usury, if you are believers. 

But if you do not, then be apprised of war from Allah and 

His Messenger; and if you repent, then you shall have your 

capital. Wrong not, and you shall not be wronged.” — 

2:278–279 

To these may be added an earlier revelation: 

“O you who believe, do not devour usury, doubling and 

redoubling, and keep your duty to Allah, that you may be 

successful.” — 3:130 

Reasons for prohibition 

The prohibition of usury is clearly associated in these Quranic vers-

es with charity, for inasmuch as charity is the broad basis of human 

sympathy, usury annihilates all sympathetic affection. The usurer is 

compared to one whom the devil has prostrated by his touch, so that 
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he is unable to rise. Such is, in fact, the usurer who would not hesi-

tate to reduce the debtor to the last straits if thereby he might add a 

penny to his millions. He grows in selfishness until he is divested of 

all sympathetic feelings. Usury, moreover, promotes habits of idle-

ness, since the usurer, instead of doing any hard work or manual 

labour, becomes like a parasite living on others. 

In the great struggle that is going on between capital and la-

bour, Islam sides with labour, and by its prohibition of usury tries to 

restore the balance between the two, not allowing capital to enthral 

labour. It is in reference to the honourable place that Islam gives to 

labour that the Quran says that “Allah has allowed trading and for-

bidden usury,” for while trading requires the use of labour and skill, 

usury does not. To help the distressed one who is in straits is the 

object of Islam and to reduce him to further straits is the aim of usu-

ry, and hence it is that usury is called “war” with Allah and His 

Messenger. 

Hadith on usury 

Hadith is equally emphatic against usury. It condemns not only the 

usurer but also the one who pays the usury,50 because he helps the 

cause of usury; and, according to one hadith, the witnesses and the 

scribe in a usurious transaction are equally blamable.51 Certain de-

tails are also added, describing the exchange of gold with gold and 

wheat with wheat, and dates with dates, and barley with barley, as 

ribā (usury), unless it is a hand to hand transaction.52 Another re-

port makes it more clear. Usama reports that the Holy Prophet said: 

“There is no ribā unless there is postponement in payment”.53 This 

shows that only those cases were treated as usury in which there 

was a barter only in name, the transaction being really usurious. 

Gold was given to a person on condition that he would pay a greater 

quantity of the same after some time, or likewise with wheat. This is 

clearly a usurious transaction though it was given the apparent form 

of a sale. 

It may be added that a case in which the debtor, of his own free 

will, paid to the creditor a certain sum over and above the original 

debt, was not considered a case of ribā.54 This was a case in which 

the Holy Prophet himself was the debtor, and when he paid back the 

debt, he paid something in addition. 
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Interest 

The basis of the prohibition of usury is undoubtedly sympathetic 

feelings towards those in distress, but the word used is ribā (literal-

ly, an ‘excess’ or ‘addition’) which means ‘an addition over and 

above the principal sum lent’;55 and, therefore, though the word is 

considered by some modern writers to apply only to usurious trans-

actions, it apparently includes all kinds of interest, whether the rate 

be high or low, and whether the interest is or is not added to the 

principal sum, after fixed periods. In fact, it would be difficult to 

discriminate between interest and usury, and indeed all interest has 

a tendency to assume, ultimately, the form of usury, and becomes 

oppressive for the debtor, a fact which is borne out by the history of 

indebtedness in all countries. 

It is sometimes argued that the prohibition of interest would 

be a serious drawback in the carrying on of trade and business 

transactions and also in the execution of important national pro-

jects. It is true that this prohibition, if taken in a broad sense, does 

not fit in the frame of the modern world conditions, but the high 

ideal which Islam places before itself is not unworkable, and the 

great Muslim nation of early days, spread over vast territories, the 

vanguard of the great nations of the world in the march of civiliza-

tion, carried the Quranic injunction regarding ribā faithfully into 

practice. The material Western civilization has, however, given rise 

to conditions in which usury and interest seem to be unavoidable, 

and Muslims were told so many centuries before by the Holy Pro-

phet Muhammad: 

“A time will come over people when not a single person 

will remain who does not swallow down ribā and if there is 

anyone who refrains from it, still its vapour (or dust) will 

overtake him.” 56 

Deposits in banks or Government treasuries 

Such is the time in which we are living, and until a new civiliza-

tion is evolved which is based on morality and the sympathy of 

man for man, some solution has to be sought for the great eco-

nomic questions which confront the Muslim nations. In the fore-

front of all these questions is the modern banking system. Is this 
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system in conformity with the Quranic law which prohibits ribā? 

Usury is undoubtedly universally condemned today, though it is still 

rampant in some places and has demoralized both the lenders and 

the borrowers, but the banking system with its legalization of inter-

est is looked upon as a necessary condition of economic life and in 

the prevailing conditions this seems to be unavoidable. Not only 

Muslims living under non-Muslim governments cannot avoid it but 

even Muslim states seem to be driven to the necessity of employing 

it. Take only the question of trade, which is no longer a national but 

an international concern, and it will be found that it is entirely de-

pendent on the banking system. Now the banking system, if it had 

to be evolved anew, could have been based on a co-operative sys-

tem in which capital and labour should be sharers in profit as well 

as in loss; but, as it is, the modern banking system favours capital-

ism and the amassing of wealth instead of its distribution. For what-

ever its defects, it is there, and the dust of ribā overtakes the one 

who does not swallow it, as the hadith says. 

Bank deposits 

The question of deposits in banks, on which interest is payable, 

seems to be more or less like the question of trade, a necessity of 

modern world conditions, which cannot be avoided. The bank re-

ceives the deposits not as a borrower but as a trustee, where money 

is safe and may be withdrawn in need. But at the same time it does 

not allow the money to lie idle, and draws some profit from it, the 

major portion of which again comes in the shape of interest. Out of 

this profit, the bank pays a certain amount to the depositors, the rate 

of which depends generally on the economic conditions prevailing 

in the country concerned, or in the world at large. It does not make 

over the entire profit either to the shareholders or to the depositors, 

but carries a certain amount to a reserve fund which it can fall back 

upon in less profitable years, or in case of loss. So far, therefore, as 

it is a part of the profits earned by the bank, there is nothing objec-

tionable in it, but that profit itself being largely income from inter-

est, the question of ribā comes in indirectly. 

To be on the safe side, a Muslim depositor may spend the 

excess amount which he receives as interest on his deposit for a 
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charitable object.* In fact, if the depositor deposits his money with 

the intent that he would not receive the interest for his personal use, 

and, on receiving the amount from the bank, he actually makes it 

over to some charitable institution, he has relinquished the ribā, as 

commanded by the Holy Quran. 

Co-operative banks 

The co-operative banks are more in consonance with the spirit of 

the teachings of Islam, as the idea underlying them is the ameliora-

tion of the lot of the poor who are thus saved from the clutches of 

the usurious money lenders. There is, moreover, this difference be-

tween an ordinary bank and a co-operative bank, that the former is 

generally for the benefit of the rich and the capitalists, and the latter 

for that of the poor and the manual workers. In the co-operative 

bank, moreover, the shareholders are also the depositors as well as 

the borrowers of money, and the interest paid to the bank is, more 

or less, in the nature of a contribution by which the borrower of 

money also ultimately benefits by receiving dividends. 

Interest on business capital 

Interest on the capital with which a business is run differs a little 

from ordinary debt. It is in fact a case in which capital and labour 

are sharers. Islam does not prohibit a partnership in which one per-

son supplies the capital and the other labour. But it requires that 

both capital and labour shall be sharers in profit as well as in loss. 

The payment of interest at a fixed rate means that capital shall  

always have a profit, even though the business may be running at a 

loss. It is true that when the business is profitable, the rate of inter-

est may be much less than the profit earned, but in all such uncer-

tainties the viewpoint of Islam is that neither side should have 

 

* It was the founder of the Ahmadiyya movement, Hazrat Mirza Ghulam 

Ahmad, who first suggested this course. On account of his great anxiety for 

the propagation of Islam, he directed that the interest on bank deposits should 

be spent for the propagation of Islam. He particularly laid stress on the point 

that insistence on receiving the ribā was called a “war with Allah and His 

Messenger” (2 :279), and that therefore the money so received should be 

spent on the struggle which was being carried on for the defence and propa-

gation of Islam. 
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undue advantage or be made to suffer undue loss. If the business is 

run at a profit, let capital have its due share of the profit, but if it is 

being run at a loss, let capital also share in the loss. This method is 

more advantageous for the general welfare of the community than 

the method of charging interest on capital, which promotes capital-

ism and is unjust to labour. 

Section 4: Work and Labour 

Islam places great emphasis on the necessity for hard work and the 

dignity of labour. The principle was laid down in the earliest reve-

lations in unequivocal terms that no one who does not work shall 

hope to reap any fruit and that the worker should have his full re-

ward: 

“… man can have nothing but what he strives for, and his 

striving will soon be seen. Then he will be rewarded for it 

with the fullest reward.” — 53:39–41 

“So whoever does good deeds and is a believer, there is 

no rejection of his effort, and We surely write it down for 

him.” — 21:94 

Equal stress is laid in the Quran on faith and work, “those who 

believe and do good” being the ever-recurring description of the 

faithful. 

The Holy Prophet himself was an indefatigable worker. While 

he passed half the night, and even two-thirds of it, praying to God, 

he was doing every kind of work in the day time. No work was too 

low for him. He would milk his own goats, patch his own clothes 

and mend his own shoes. In person he would dust his home and 

assist his wife in her household duties. In person he would do shop-

ping, not only for his own household but also for his neighbours and 

friends. He worked like a labourer in the construction of the 

mosque. Again, when a ditch was being dug around Madinah to 
fortify it against a heavy attack, he was seen at work among the 

rank and file. He never despised any work, however humble, de-

spite the dignity of his position as Prophet, as chief of the army and 

as ruler. 
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He thus demonstrated through his personal example that every 

kind of work dignified man, and that one’s calling, whether high or 

low, did not constitute the criterion of his status. “No one eats better 

food than that which he eats out of the work of his own hand”, he is 

reported to have said.57 In his other sayings he has made clear that 

every work was honourable in comparison with asking for charity. 

His Companions followed his example and the most honourable of 

them did not disdain even the work of a porter. 

The relations between a worker and his employer were those of 

two contracting parties on terms of equality. The Holy Prophet laid 

down a general law relating to contracts: “Muslims shall be bound 

by the conditions which they make”.58 The master and the servant 

were considered two contracting parties, and the master was bound 

as much by the terms of the contract as the servant. This was made 

clear by the Holy Prophet: 

“Allah says: There are three persons whose adversary in 

dispute I shall be on the Day of Resurrection — a person 

who makes a promise in My name and then acts unfaith-

fully, a person who sells a free person then devours his 

price, and a person who employs a servant and receives 

fully the labour due from him, then does not pay his remu-

neration.” 59 

The employees of the State, its collectors and executive officers 

and judges, were all included in the category of servants. They were 

entitled to a remuneration but they could not accept any gift from 

the public. Umar was once appointed a collector by the Holy Pro-

phet, and when offered a remuneration he said that he did not stand 

in need of it. The Holy Prophet, however, told him to accept it and 

then give it away in charity if he liked.60 The principle was thus laid 

down that every employee, every servant, every labourer was enti-

tled to a remuneration. 

 Trading was one of the most honourable professions and the 
Holy Prophet had special words of praise for the truthful and hon-

est merchant.61 People were taught to be generous in their dealings 

with one another, in buying and selling and demanding their dues.62 

Honesty was to be the basic principle in all dealings.63 
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The cultivation of land and planting of trees was encouraged.64 

It was also stated by the Holy Prophet that whoever cultivates land 

which is not the property of anyone has a better title to it.65 Those 

who had vast tracts of land, which they could not manage to culti-

vate for themselves, were advised to allow others to cultivate them 

free of charge: “If one of you gives it [i.e., cultivable land] as a gift 

to his brother, it is better for him than that he takes it for a fixed 

payment.” 66 

It was allowed that the owner of the land should give it to 

others to cultivate for a share of the produce or for a fixed sum.67 

The ownership of land by individuals was thus recognized, as also 

their right to buy or sell it or to have it cultivated for them by others. 

A warning was at the same time given that a people who give them-

selves up entirely to agriculture, neglecting other lines of develop-

ment, could not rise to a position of great glory.68 
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18. Food, drink and cleanliness 

Islam promotes cleanliness 

In addition to rules and regulations for the perfection of self and 

for the better relations of man with man, there are certain restric-

tive regulations of a general nature the object of which is to teach 

people the ways of clean living. These regulations relate to foods, 

drinks, dress and a number of other things, and have both a physi-

cal and a moral value. It is a recognized fact that the food which a 

person eats, or even his clothing, affects not only his constitution 

but also the building up of his character, and hence in a complete 

code of life it was necessary that people should be taught ways of 

clean eating, clean drinking, clean dressing, clean appearance and 

clean habits of all kinds. These regulations are sometimes obliga-

tory but very often of a recommendatory nature. 

General rules regarding food 

The first general rule regarding foods, and which applies to drink as 

well, is laid down in the following words in the Holy Quran: 

 “O people, eat the lawful and good things from what is in 

the earth, and do not follow the footsteps of the devil. 

Surely he is an open enemy to you.” — 2:168 

The Arabic word for lawful is ḥalāl, and that for good things is 

ṭayyib. The first condition therefore is that the food and drink made 

use of should be lawful. Lawful things are not only those which the 

law has not declared to be forbidden, but even unforbidden things 

become unlawful if they are acquired unlawfully, for example, by 

theft, cheating, bribery, etc. The other condition is that it should be 

ṭayyib or “good”. The word ṭayyib carries the significance of pleas-

ant, delightful, delicious or sweet, and pure or clean.1 An impure or 

unclean thing or a thing which offends good taste should, therefore, 

not be used as an eatable. The same rule applies to drinks. 
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By adding the injunction “do not follow the footsteps of the 

devil”, the real object of the prohibition is made clear. The Quran 

recognizes some sort of relation between the physical and the spi-

ritual conditions of man, and there is not the least doubt that food 

plays an important part in the formation of character. 

Moderation recommended 

The above rule, to avoid unlawful and unclean things, is supple-

mented by two other equally important directions of a general 

nature. The first is an interdiction against excess: 

“…and eat and drink and do not be extravagant; surely He 

does not love the extravagant.” — 7:31 

Immoderation may either be in the taking of diet, when one over-

loads the stomach with food,2 or it may be in the taking of particular 

kinds of food. Any food, however good, is injurious to health if tak-

en in excess. Moderation in eating is a guarantee of health. And just 

as overfeeding spoils the system, underfeeding undermines health. 

Hence the direction is given: 

“O you who believe, do not forbid the good things which 

Allah has made lawful for you, nor exceed the limits.” —

5:87 

In these words, all self-denying practices, by which a person either 

deprives himself of the necessary quantity of food, or of certain 

kinds of food, are denounced. Good things which are helpful in 

building up the system should not be denied. 

Prohibited foods 

Four things are expressly prohibited in the Holy Quran: 

“O you who believe, eat of the good things that We have 

provided you with, and give thanks to Allah if He it is 

Whom you serve. He has forbidden you only what dies of 

itself, and blood, and the flesh of swine, and that on which 

any other name than that of Allah has been invoked. Then 

whoever is driven by necessity, not desiring, nor exceeding 

the limit, no sin is upon him. Surely Allah is Forgiving, 

Merciful.” — 2:172–173 
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The same prohibition had already been revealed in 16:115, while 

the Holy Prophet was yet at Makkah, in nearly the same words, 

whereas in 6:145, another Makkah revelation, reasons are added for 

the prohibition, and 5:3, which is the latest revelation on the point, 

adds several things by way of explanation. 

The prohibited foods thus are: 

1. That which dies of itself. According to 5:3, the following 

are included: 

“the strangled (animal), and that beaten to death, and 

that killed by a fall, and that killed by goring with the 

horn, and what wild beasts have eaten”. 

The flesh is prohibited, but the skin may be used. The Holy 

Prophet saw a dead goat of which the skin had not been 

removed and said that what was unlawful thereof was the 

flesh, and that there was no harm in profiting by its skin.3 

From this may be concluded that other parts, such as 

bones, may also be made use of. “That which died of itself 

and that which was torn by beasts” were forbidden by the 

law of Moses also.4 

2. Blood, explained as “blood poured forth” in 6:145. This 

was also forbidden by the law of Moses.5 

3. Flesh of swine. This was also forbidden by the law of Mo-

ses.6 Jesus Christ, like a true Jew, seems to have held the 

swine in abhorrence: 

“nor cast your pearls before swine”.7 

He is also reported to have cast out a number of unclean 

spirits which he then allowed to go into a herd of swine, 

causing it to perish thereby.8 This shows that he looked 

upon the animal as unclean. St. Peter compares sinners 

who relapse into evil to swine who go again to wallow in 

the mire after they are washed.9 

4. The fourth kind of forbidden food is that over which any 

other name than that of Allah has been invoked at the time 

of slaughtering it. In 5:3 “what is sacrificed on stones set 
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up [for idols]” is added, and it evidently comes under this 

description. 

The Quran, in 6:145, speaks of the first three forbidden foods, 

carrion, blood and pork, as rijs or unclean things, while the fourth, 

the invocation of other than Allah’s name at the time of slaughter-

ing an animal, is called fisq or a transgression of the Divine com-

mandment. The reason for this distinction is that there is unclean-

ness in the case of first three, since they have a pernicious effect 

upon the intellectual, the physical or the moral system; while in the 

fourth case, the spiritual side is affected, as the invocation of other 

than Allah’s name, or sacrificing for idols, associates one with idol-

atry. In this case the thing is not unclean in itself, like blood or car-

rion or pork; it is forbidden because the use of such food associates 

the eater of it with idolatry. 

Slaughtering of an animal 

According to the law of Islam, all animals that are allowed as food 

must be slaughtered in such a manner that blood flows out. Four 

veins are cut off in slaughtering an animal: the windpipe, the oe-

sophagus and the two external jugular veins.10 The idea underlying 

this particular manner of slaughter is causing the blood to flow so 

that the poisons contained in it should not form part of food. The 

same appears to be the reason for prohibition of blood as food. Fish 

or other watergame does not require to be slaughtered, and it is 

allowed irrespective of who has caught it, Muslim or non-Muslim; 

so also fish which has been thrown out by the sea or river on dry 

land or which has been left by the water having receded from it, and 

which has therefore died before it is caught, provided it is not 

spoiled.11 

Invoking the name of God on slaughtered animal 

It should be further noted that, when an animal is slaughtered, it is 

necessary that the name of God should be invoked. The Holy Quran 

lays down plainly: 

“And do not eat of that on which Allah’s name has not 

been mentioned, and that is surely a transgression.” — 6 : 

121 
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Hence it is necessary that at the time of slaughtering an animal, 

the following words should be pronounced: Bismillāh, Allāhu Ak-

bar — “In the name of Allah, Allah is the Greatest of all”.12 This 

practice is traceable to the Holy Prophet. If the man who slaughters 

the animal forgets to pronounce these words, the flesh of the ani-

mal is allowed,13 but if he omits the words intentionally, there is a 

difference of opinion. Imam Shafi‘i allows it even in this case 

against the Hanafi view.14 In slaughtering an animal, any sharp 

instrument may be used which causes the blood to flow, and the 

flesh of an animal which was slaughtered by a maid with a stone 

was allowed.15 

Thus it is allowed to Muslims to slaughter animals for food, but 

the condition is here laid down that Allah’s name must be men-

tioned when the animal is slaughtered. There is no doubt that the 

taking of a life, even though it be the life of an animal, bespeaks a 

kind of disregard for life, and it is allowed by God, only because the 

full physical development of man requires the use of the flesh of 

animals. Mentioning Allah’s name at the time of slaughter is a re-

minder that this act is made lawful only by Divine permission, for 

the attainment of a necessary purpose. The order is based on moral 

grounds, and as a safeguard against the development of habits of 

disregard for human life itself, which is a sad aspect of the develop-

ment of the material civilization of our day.16 

The food of the followers of the Book (Ahl al-Kitāb)17 is ex-

pressly allowed in the Quran: 

“And the food of those who have been given the Book is 

lawful for you, and your food is lawful for them.” — 5:5 

A Muslim may therefore invite the followers of the Book to his 

own table and he may eat at their table. But Hadith makes it fur-

ther clear that the animal slaughtered by the followers of the Book 

is allowed in this verse. The condition is added that, if the slaugh-

terer is heard uttering a name other than that of God, the flesh is 

not to be eaten, but if he is not so heard then it is lawful for Mus-

lims to eat it.18 As stated elsewhere, the words Ahl al-Kitāb are 

applicable to followers of all revealed religions, including the Ma-

gi, the Hindus, etc. A certain food (cheese) prepared by the Magi 
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was allowed by the Holy Prophet, though he was told that in its 

preparation use had been made of what died of itself; and he only 

said: “Mention the name of Allah over it”.19 

 The heading of one of Bukhari’s chapters is “Animals slaugh-

tered by desert Arabs” (dhabīḥat al-A‘rāb), and under this is men-

tioned a hadith from Aishah according to which certain people 

came to the Holy Prophet and enquired of him about meat which 

was brought to them by other people, about which they did not 

know whether the name of God had been mentioned over it or not. 

The Holy Prophet’s reply was: 

“Mention the name of Allah over it and eat it.” 20 

This gives a wide latitude in doubtful and difficult cases where 

a Muslim must depend on food provided or prepared by other peo-

ple. 

Humane treatment of animals21 

The Holy Prophet had a tender heart which overflowed with mer-

cy even for animals. It is related that he passed by a camel that had 

grown extremely lean, so he gave the instruction:  

“Be careful of your duty to Allah regarding these dumb 

animals; ride them while they are in a fit condition, and 

eat them while they are in a fit condition.” 22 

The Holy Prophet also said: 

“Whoever tills a field and birds and beasts eat of it, it is a 

charity.” 23 

He spoke of a man who drew water from a well to quench the 

thirst of a dog as performing a good deed: 

“The Messenger of Allah said: ‘While a man was walking 

he was overcome by thirst, so he went down a well and 

drank water from it. On coming out of it, he saw a dog pan-

ting and eating mud because of excessive thirst. The man 

said, This [dog] is afflicted by the same which afflicted me. 

So he [went down the well,] filled his shoe with water, 
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caught hold of it with his teeth and climbed up and watered 

the dog. Allah thanked him for his deed and forgave him.’ 

People asked: ‘O Messenger of Allah, Is there a reward for 

us in serving the animals?’ He replied: ‘In every animal 

having a liver fresh with life, there is a reward’.” 24 

According to Hadith, the Holy Prophet is said to have “forbid-

den the shooting of arrows at tied or confined animals” and to have 

cursed those people who did so. He also cursed the one who cuts off 

the limbs of a living animal.25 

Game 

The Holy Quran expressly allows game: 

“The good things are allowed to you, and what you have 

taught the beasts and birds of prey, training them to hunt — 

you teach them of what Allah has taught you; so eat of 

what they catch for you and mention the name of Allah 

over it.” — 5:4 

Hadith makes it clear that the name of Allah is to be mentioned 

when letting off the beast or bird of prey.26 The animal caught 

may be eaten even though it is killed by the beast or bird of prey.27 

The killing of game by throwing pebbles and hazel-nuts is, how-

ever, forbidden.28 Killing it by arrow is allowed,29 since the arrow 

causes the blood to flow. Game shot with a gun must follow the 

same rule, but in both cases the Bismillāh must be uttered before 

letting off the arrow or firing the gun, and if the game is killed 

before it is caught and slaughtered, there is no harm. As regards the 

game of sea or water, it is all considered as slaughtered.30 

Prohibitions in Hadith and Jurisprudence 

According to Hadith, the Holy Prophet prohibited all beasts of prey 

with a canine tooth31 and all birds of prey with a claw.32 The tame 

ass is also prohibited,33 but not the wild ass which is allowed,34 the 

mule is prohibited but not the horse.35 Other things are mentioned 

as not prohibited by the Holy Prophet but he did not eat them. To 

the prohibitions mentioned in Hadith, jurisprudence (Fiqh) adds 

several more, for example, foxes, elephants, wasps and all insects.36 
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As shown earlier, among things which are allowed much de-

pends on personal likes and dislikes; a thing which may be good 

(ṭayyib) as food for one individual or one people may not be so for 

another. Certain things may be good and even useful as food, but 

their use might be offensive to others; it was due to this that the 

Prophet said that whoever ate raw onions and garlic, he should not 

approach the mosque,37 because the odour would be offensive to 

others; but there is no harm in taking them in a cooked form,38 or in 

some other form in which it may not give an offensive odour, or on 

occasions when one is not likely to appear in public. 

Good manners in eating 

It is recommended that hands should be washed before the taking of 

food and after finishing it,39 and that when you begin a meal, you 

should do so with the pronouncement of Bismillāh, and that when 

you finish it you should give thanks to God or say al-ḥamdu li-

llāh.40 It was the Holy Prophet’s practice to cleanse the mouth with 

water after taking food.41 There is also a direction to eat with the 

right hand.42 To blow on food or drink is prohibited.43 Taking of 

food when in a reclining posture is not recommended,44 nor eating 

and drinking while standing,45 but Ali reported that he had seen the 

Holy Prophet drinking water while standing.46 It is also regarded as 

good manners in eating that you should take only so much in your 

plate as not to leave anything on it after eating,47 and that you 

should take a morsel from what lies near your hand.48 

Of the Holy Prophet it is related that he would never find fault 

with the food which he was offered; if he liked it he would eat of it, 

and if he disliked it he would leave it.49 Feeding the hungry when 

one sits at a meal is also regarded as good manners in eating.50 Eat-

ing and drinking in vessels of silver and gold was prohibited,51 

because it is a luxury enjoyed by the rich at the expense of the poor, 

and is against the democratic spirit of Islam. 

Entertainments 

For fostering good relations it is recommended that one should have 

no hesitation in eating at the house of relatives or friends: 

“There is no blame on the blind man, nor any blame on the 

lame, nor blame on the sick, nor on yourselves that you eat 
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in your own houses, or your fathers’ houses, or your moth-

ers’ houses, or your brothers’ houses, or your sisters’ hous-

es, or your paternal uncles’ houses, or your paternal aunts’ 

houses, or your maternal uncles’ houses, or your maternal 

aunts’ houses, or houses of which you possess the keys, or 

your friends’ houses. It is no sin in you that you eat togeth-

er or separately.” — 24:61 

The Arabs had their scruples in eating with the blind, etc., and in 

this respect they were like many other nations. This verse first re-

moves any such distinction as to whom one may eat with. Then the 

reference to near relatives and close friends apparently shows that a 

certain degree of familiarity with them is recommended so that one 

may eat at another’s house if the time has arrived for a meal, though 

he may not have been invited beforehand. Lastly, the verse speaks 

of eating together or separately as one likes. Islam thus allows the 

individual a great latitude in this respect. 

Stress is laid on the acceptance of an invitation to a feast: 

“The Prophet said, When a person is invited and he does 

not accept [or reply], he disobeys Allah and His Messen-

ger.” 52 

Entertainment of guests is also emphasized.53 It is stated that 

when the Holy Prophet came to Madinah, he sacrificed a camel or a 

cow to feast his friends;54 from this it is concluded that when a per-

son comes home from a journey, he should entertain his friends at 

meals. Inviting the followers of other religions, and accepting their 

invitation, is expressly spoken of in the Holy Quran: 

“And the food of those who have been given the Book is 

lawful for you and your food is lawful for them.” — 5:5 

Hadith recommends social functions in which people should 

eat together: “Gather together at your meals and mention Allah’s 

name on it, you will be blessed therein”.55 The levelling influence 

of Islam asserts itself even in eating, and it is recommended that a 

servant may be seated at the same table as his master, or at least he 

should be given a part of the food which the master eats.56 Islam 

therefore allows no distinction between superiors and subordinates 
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in sitting at the same table at meals, as in standing in the same row 

at prayers. In its physical as well as spiritual aspects, it is essen-

tially the religion of equality. 

Drinks — intoxicating liquors 

The drink prohibited in the Holy Quran is described under the name 

khamr. This word indicates veiling, covering or concealing, and 

intoxicating drink is called khamr because it veils the intellect. This 

word has a common application to intoxicating expressed juice of 

anything, or any intoxicating thing that clouds or obscures the intel-

lect: “The general application is the more correct, because khamr 
was forbidden when there was not in Madinah any khamr of grapes, 

the beverage of its inhabitants being prepared only from dates… it 

is sometimes prepared from grains”.57 The wider sense of khamr, as 

prepared from other things besides grapes, is borne out by the 

Quran as quoted in the next paragraph. According to Umar, when 

wine was prohibited, it was made of five things: grapes, dates, 

wheat, barley and honey.58 Hence khamr is intoxicating liquor pre-

pared from anything. 

Intoxicating liquors are first spoken of in deprecatory terms to-

wards the close of the Makkah period: 

“And of the fruits of the palms and the grapes, you obtain 

from them intoxicants and goodly provision.” — 16:67 

Intoxicants are here spoken of in contrast to goodly provision. The 

prohibition against their use, however, belongs to the Madinah peri-

od and the earliest revelation on this point is that contained in the 

first long chapter revealed at Madinah: 

“They ask you [O Prophet] about intoxicants and games 

of chance.
 
Say: In both of them is a great sin and some 

advantage for people, and their sin is greater than their ad-

vantage.” —  2:219 

This was the first stage in the prohibition of wine, but it was 

more of a recommendatory nature as it only says that the disad-

vantages of the use of intoxicating liquors preponderate over their 

advantages. The next stage was that in which Muslims were prohib-

ited from coming to mosques while intoxicated: 
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“O you who believe, do not go near prayer when you are 

intoxicated till you know what you say…”  — 4:43 

Finally, intoxicating liquors were definitely forbidden: 

“O you who believe, intoxicants and games of chance …  

are only an uncleanness, the devil’s work; so shun it that 

you may succeed.” — 5:90 

These three stages of the prohibition of wine are clearly men-

tioned in a hadith.59 On the last of these occasions, a proclamation 

was made by command of the Holy Prophet that wine was prohi-

bited, and people who heard the proclamation emptied their stores 

of wine immediately, so that wine flowed in the streets of Madi-

nah.60 

As wine is prohibited on account of its intoxication, it is stated 

in a hadith that every intoxicant is prohibited.61 Herbs and drugs 

taken for intoxication and all other intoxicating things are therefore 

also forbidden; only a drink that does not intoxicate is allowed. It is 

further related that a man invited the Holy Prophet to a wedding 

feast at which his wife, the bride herself, served food, and at this 

feast a beverage of dried dates, over which only one night had 

passed, was used and there was no objection,62 because it had not 

become intoxicant. Malik ibn Anas was asked about fuqqā‘, a bev-

erage made of barley or a kind of beer,63 and he said: “So long as it 

does not intoxicate there is no harm”.64 Nabīdh, or fresh juice of 

grapes over which not more than a night or a day had passed, is also 

allowed. Thus certain people are spoken of as having come to the 

Holy Prophet and asked him what to do with their grapes, and he 

told them to dry them and then make use of their juice in the even-

ing if they were wet in the morning, and in the morning if they were 

wet in the evening.65 But when a beverage becomes intoxicant, 

even a small quantity of it, that could not intoxicate, is not allowed:  

“That of which a large quantity intoxicates, even a small 

quantity of it is prohibited.” 66 

The question whether a very small quantity may be given as a 

medicine is quite different. It is true that there is a hadith according 

to which a man, Tariq ibn Suwaid, was ordered by the Holy Prophet 
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not to make wine, and when he said that he made it to be used as a 

medicine, the Holy Prophet replied that it was not a medicine but a 

disease.67 But this prohibition was, in all likelihood, directed only 

against the making of wine; and as Nawawi, the famous commenta-

tor of Muslim, explains, in a serious case when life was in danger, 

wine could be used to save life, for even carrion and flesh of swine 

could be used in such a case. 

It may be added here that trading in wine was also prohibited 

by the Holy Prophet,68 and indeed it was necessary to prohibit both 

the preparing of wine and trading in it when the use of it was no 

longer permitted. 

Cleanliness recommended 

The Holy Quran lays down a general rule on toilet as follows: 

“Say: Who has forbidden the adornment (zīnat) of Allah, 

which He has brought forth for His servants, and the good 

provisions?” — 7:32 

The word zīnat, in this verse, has generally been understood to mean 

apparel, but it has really a wider significance including both the 

dress and make-up of a person. Zīnat has further been explained as 

including spiritual adornment, such as knowledge and good beliefs; 

bodily adornment, such as strength and tallness of stature; and 

extrinsic adornment such as wealth and dignity.69 A good toilette is 

recommended even when going to a mosque: 

“O children of Adam, Attend to your adornment at every 

time of prayer…” — 7:31 

The Quran lays the greatest stress on cleanliness, and literally 

gives it a place next to godliness when it says in one of the earliest 

revelations addressing the Holy Prophet: 

“O you who wrap yourself up! Arise and warn, and your 

Lord do magnify, and your garments do purify, and un-

cleanness do shun.” — 74:1–5 

Great stress is laid on outward as well as on inward purity 

throughout the Quran. 
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Clothing 

No limitations are placed upon the form or quality of clothing, 

either in the Holy Quran or Hadith. The Holy Prophet is reported 

to have said: 

“Eat and drink and wear clothes and be charitable, not being 

extravagant or self-conceited.” 

Ibn Abbas said: 

“Eat what you like and wear what you like, so long as you 

avoid two things: extravagance and vanity.” 70 

Thus Islam requires no particular dress. A person may choose 

what he eats and what he wears. Anything which may serve as a 

covering for the body is allowed, the only requirement being that 

the clothes should be clean and good.71 The parts of the body which 

it is necessary to cover are, in a man, what is between the navel and 

the knee, and in a woman, all the person except the face and the 

hands as far as the wrists.72 Silk is forbidden to men73 but women 

are permitted to wear it,74 which shows that silk is not discarded for 

men on account of any impurity attaching to it, but because the 

wearing of it is not in consonance with the hard life which men 

have to lead to earn their living, and also because it is a luxury, and 

the money thus wasted would be better spent on the amelioration of 

the condition of the poor. In some cases even men were allowed to 

wear silk. Thus, the wearing of silk was allowed to Abdur Rahman 

and Zubair (two Companions of the Holy Prophet) on account of 

itching.75 Those who wear long garments or trail the train of the 

garment, in order to be looked at or for vanity, are censured.76 
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19. The State and Penal Laws 

Section 1: The State 

Modern conceptions of the state 

All modern conceptions of the state have one thing in common: 

material benefits have so obsessed the views of the civilized world 

that God and religion have been relegated to the corner of oblivion 

and the higher values of life are utterly neglected. Modern states 

are at one in worshipping the two new gods which Western civili-

zation has created in place of the One God Whom it has dismissed 

as a thing of the past. The Nation and the State are the new idols 

before which the civilized man has fallen prostrate. And along with 

the old god Mammon, a new Trinity has emerged in place of the 

Trinity of the Church. The gain of economic advantages or the ac-

quisition of wealth being the sole consideration of the civilized 

man, he is prepared to make any sacrifice that is required of him to 

gain this end, in the name of the State and for the love of the Na-

tion. Wealth, Nation and State have thus the highest place of hon-

our in the heart of the civilized man and he worships these idols. 

The desire to bow is there in human nature, and if people will not 

bow before their Maker, they must bow before things of their own 

making. Objects unworthy of worship have, however, always led 

humanity to ruin, and the worship of Mammon and its two associ-

ates, the Nation and the State, is even now leading civilization to 

sure destruction. 

Every state must necessarily be invested with power, with 

which it may stop aggression and protect the weak, dealing out fair 

justice to all. The advance of science has increased this power a 

thousandfold. On the other hand, materialistic outlook on life has 

made man more unscrupulous in the use of his power against fellow 

man, and with advancement in the conquest of nature, the conquest 

of self, which alone serves as a check on the tyranny of man against 
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man, has been retarded and thrown to the background. The result is 

that the increased powers of the state, which must necessarily be 

exercised through individuals, are being used more for the enslave-

ment and destruction of man than for his deliverance from tyranny 

and upholding the cause of truth and justice. 

Islamic conception of the state 

It is to remedy this evil that Islam requires the vesting of state au-

thority in the hands of men who are God-fearing before all. The 

state which the Holy Prophet Muhammad founded was invested 

with physical force, as every state must necessarily be, but it was a 

unique service which he rendered to humanity that he spiritualized 

the greatest of all human physical forces. The head of the state in 

Islam is called both an Amīr, meaning ‘one who commands’, and an 

Imām, meaning ‘a person whose example is followed’, i.e., a person 

who stands on a very high moral plane. On his deathbed the Holy 

Prophet gave an indication as to who should succeed him as the 

head of the Muslim state by appointing Abu Bakr, admittedly the 

fittest man, to lead prayers in his absence. For a long time this prac-

tice was continued, and the head of the state led the prayers. 

Righteousness — fear of God and regard for other people’s 

rights — was as necessary a qualification for the ruler as fitness to 

rule. Spiritual force alone could enable a man to control the powers 

which temporal authority gives him and which, in the absence of 

such force, are often in danger of being abused. The head of the 

state considered himself responsible to God, in the first place, for 

the exercise of his temporal authority. 

The foundations of the state laid down by the Holy Prophet 

were thus spiritual. They were at the same time democratic in the 

truest sense of the word. There exists a misconception in some 

quarters that the Islamic state was a theocracy. The head of the 

Muslim state never considered himself a representative of God on 

earth but as a representative of people who had chosen him to serve 
them; nonetheless, he certainly considered himself responsible to 

God for every act that he did in the exercise of his authority. All 

people, including the ruler, had equal rights and obligations and 

were subject to the same law. The Holy Prophet himself did not 
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claim any rights beyond those which other Muslims had. In the 

actual working of the state organization, of which he was the 

founder and the head, there was nothing to distinguish him from 

the others. Outsiders came and asked: which of you is Muham-

mad? He lived in the simplest possible manner, and never claimed 

any superiority on account of his being a ruler. When his soldiers 

were digging a ditch for the defence of Madinah, he was there with 

his pick-axe, and when they were removing heaps of dust and 

stones, he was one of the labourers who were covered with dust. If 

ever there was a democracy free from all differences of heredity, 

rank or privilege, it was the democratic state of which foundations 

were laid by the Prophet Muhammad. 

Perhaps history cannot show a greater conqueror than Umar, 

the second successor of the Holy Prophet, a conqueror and an ad-

ministrator at one and the same time. Yet he would not stop even 

his lowest subjects from rebuking him in public. It is reported that 

an ordinary citizen once interrupted him repeatedly. “Fear God, O 

Umar!” said the man; and when others wanted to stop him, Umar 

himself intervened, saying: “Let him say so; of what use are these 

people if they do not tell me such things?” This monarch of four 

kingdoms visited a famine-stricken camp at night incognito, and 

finding a woman with no food to give to her children, he rushed 

back to Madinah, a distance of three miles, and took a sack of flour 

on his back to feed the distressed woman and her children. When a 

servant offered his services to carry the load, he said: “In this life 

you might carry my burden, but who will carry my burden on the 

day of Judgment?” Yet when this great servant of the people was 

lying on his death-bed and a young man lauded his great services, 

he said: “Enough, young fellow! It is sufficient if the evil I may 

have done in the exercise of authority is neutralised by any good 

that I have done”. It is such a mental attitude alone which can make 

men fit for ruling their fellow beings. But such a mentality is creat-

ed only by a strong faith in God and a feeling of one’s responsibility 
to God. 

It was such a responsible government that Islam created, a gov-

ernment by men who realised that above all other things they were 

responsible to God for everything they did. The men to be honoured 
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— and entrusting a man with command was certainly doing him 

honour — were those who paid the greatest regard to their duties. It 

was such people that were to be placed in authority over others, as 

the Holy Quran says: 

“Allah commands you to make over [positions of] trust to 

those worthy of them.” — 4:58 

In a state, some people have necessarily to be placed in autho-

rity over others, but those placed in authority have been repeatedly 

warned that they would be answerable to God, first of all, for what 

they did in the exercise of authority. The warning to the prophet-

king David is a warning to every true believer: 

“O David, surely We have made you a ruler in the land; so 

judge between people justly and do not follow [your low] 

desire that it should lead you astray from the path of Allah. 

Those who go astray from the path of Allah, for them is 

surely a severe punishment because they forgot the day of 

Reckoning.” — 38:26 

Everyone who was entrusted with any authority was told that 

he was a ruler in his own sphere and that he was responsible to God 

for those placed under his trust: 

“Everyone of you is a ruler and everyone shall be ques-

tioned about his subjects. The king is a ruler and he shall 

be questioned about his subjects, and the man is a ruler 

over the people of his house and he shall be questioned 

about those under his care, and the woman is a ruler over 

the house of her husband and she shall be questioned about 

those under her care, and the servant is a ruler so far as the 

property of the master is concerned and he shall be ques-

tioned about that which is entrusted to him.” 1 

The ruler or head of the state is, thus, along with all those per-

sons who hold any authority over others, placed in the same catego-

ry as a servant. Just as a servant is entrusted with a certain property 

for which he is responsible to his master, those entrusted with au-

thority of the state, in whatever position they may be, are entrusted 

with the care of the people and guarding their rights, and for the 

proper discharge of their duties they are responsible, in the first 
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place, to the Real Master, Who is God, and then to the people who 

have entrusted him with this charge. The first necessity of a good 

state organization is this mentality on the part of each one of its 

members, and the greatest stress is, therefore, laid on this in the 

Islamic concept of state. 

Principle of counsel 

The Holy Quran and Hadith, as quoted above, also show that 

hereditary kingship is foreign to the concept of the state in Islam. 

Nor is the Islamic state an autocracy, as uncontrolled authority is 

not vested in the head of the state. It has already been stated that the 

law was one for all, and all were one in the eye of the law including 

the man entrusted with the highest command, and including the 

Holy Prophet himself who was as much subject to the law as any of 

his followers. It is stated in the Quran: 

“And when Our clear messages are recited to them, those 

who have no hope of meeting with Us say: Bring a Quran 

other than this or change it. Say: It is not for me to change 

it of my own accord. I follow only what is revealed to me. 

Indeed I fear, if I disobey my Lord, the punishment of a 

terrible day.” — 10:15  

Speaking of the most prominent qualities of Muslims, the Quran 

mentions an equally prominent quality: “And whose affairs are [de-

cided] by counsel among themselves” (42:38). The chapter in which 

this verse occurs is entitled Shūrā or Counsel on account of the 

great democratic principle of counsel laid down here as the basis of 

the future state of Islam. This is one of the early revelations, when 

the Holy Prophet was still leading the life of a helpless and perse-

cuted reformer, and shows how the two ideas of democratizing and 

spiritualizing the state were blended: 

“And those who respond to their Lord and keep up prayer, 

and whose affairs are [decided] by counsel among them-
selves and who spend out of what We have given them.” 

— 42:38 

The verse gives prominence to the great acts which are needed to 

spiritualize man, answering the call of God, praying to God and 

devoting oneself to the service of humanity, while laying down the 
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principle for conducting the affairs of state. In this verse, Muslims 

are enjoined as usual to observe prayer and to spend out of what 

God has given them. Yet between these two injunctions, which 

always go together in the Quran and which are the basis of a true 

Islamic life, is placed a third: And their affairs are decided by coun-

sel among themselves. This injunction at such an early period is 

clearly meant to prepare Muslims for transacting the momentous 

affairs of state and all matters connected with national weal or woe. 

In fact, the word amr, translated here as affairs, means ‘command’, 
and therefore refers to the Islamic state, the affairs of which must be 

transacted by counsel. 

The verses that follow the above verse also show that the Holy 

Prophet wanted his followers to be trained on spiritual lines while 

preparing them for conducting the affairs of the state: 

“And those who, when great wrong afflicts them, defend 

themselves. And the recompense of evil is punishment like 

it; but whoever forgives and brings about reform, his re-

ward is with Allah. Surely He does not love the wrong-

doers. And whoever defends himself after his being opp-

ressed, these it is against whom there is no way of blame. 

The way of blame is only against those who oppress peo-

ple and revolt in the earth unjustly. For such there is a 

painful punishment. And whoever is patient and forgives 

— that surely is an affair of great resolution.” — 42:39–

42 

These excellent rules for the defence of the Muslim community, 

which was being oppressed and persecuted at that time, and for the 

forgiveness of the enemy that was bent upon its extirpation, clearly 

show that the basis was herein being laid of the Muslim State, be-

cause forgiveness could only be exercised towards a vanquished 

enemy. It was in their sufferings that Muslims were being told to 

exercise forgiveness when their turn should come to take revenge 

upon a fallen enemy. The passion for revenge was thus being oblite-

rated from their hearts from the very beginning and the physical 

force of the state was spiritualized by making it subject to moral 

considerations. 
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Position of the rulers 

The Islamic State is a democracy in the truest sense of the word. 

The Quran tells Muslims: 

“Allah commands you to make over [positions of] trust to 

those worthy of them, and that when you judge between 

people, you judge with justice.” — 4:58 

The section of chapter 4 in which this verse appears deals with 

granting of kingdom to Muslims, who are here required to entrust 

the affairs of state to people who are worthy of this responsibility. 

The words that follow (“and that when you judge between people, 

you judge with justice”) corroborate this significance of the word 

amānāt or “positions of trust”. The whole verse states the reciprocal 

duties of the governed and the governors. The Holy Prophet himself 

has explained the word amānat (singular of amānāt) as meaning 

government or affairs of state. He said: 

“When the amānat is wasted, wait for the doom. It was 

said: How will the amānat be wasted, O Messenger of 

Allah? He said: When government (amr) is entrusted to 

those unworthy of it, then wait for the doom”.2 

The first successor to Holy Prophet was Abu Bakr, who was 

elected the head of the state by the agreement of all parties, and so 

were the three successors that followed him. When the news of the 

Holy Prophet’s death spread, Muslims gathered together and freely 

discussed the question as to who should succeed him as the head of 

the state. The Anṣār, the residents of Madinah, were of the opinion 

that there should be two heads, one from among the Quraish and 

one from among themselves, but the error of this view was pointed 

out by Abu Bakr who made it clear in an eloquent speech that the 

state could have only one head.3 And so Abu Bakr was elected, 

being as Umar stated, “the best” of them4 and “the fittest of the 

Muslims to control their affairs”.5 Fitness to rule was the only crite-
rion to decide the election, as indeed in the Quranic injunction: “Al-

lah commands you to make over [positions of] trust to those worthy 

of them” (4 :58). 

Why the state organization was needed, and what the constitu-

tional position of the head of the state was, was explained by Abu 
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Bakr in his very first address: 

“You have elected me as Khalīfah, but I claim no superi-

ority over you. The strongest among you shall be the weak-

est with me until I get the rights of others from him, and 

the weakest among you shall be the strongest with me until 

I get all his rights… Help me if I am in the right, and set 

me right if I am in the wrong… Obey me as long as I obey 

Allah and His Messenger; in case I disobey Allah and His 

Messenger, I have no right to obedience from you.” 

The head of the state was a servant of the state who was paid a 

fixed salary for maintenance out of the public treasury, like all other 

public servants. It was Abu Bakr, the very first successor of the 

Holy Prophet, who acted on this rule.6 The head had no special 

privileges and in his private capacity he could be sued in the court 

like any other member of the community. The great Umar appeared 

as a defendant in the court of a judge. Some of the orders given by 

him to his provincial governors were that they should be accessible 

at all hours of the day to those who had a complaint to make and 

that they should not keep a door-keeper who should prohibit people 

from approaching them. And further that they should accustom 

themselves to lead hard lives. The head of state carried on the ad-

ministration with the help of ministers, all important state affairs 

being decided by a council. 

Those entrusted with the work of government, including the 

head, were required to work for the good of the people. The Holy 

Prophet is reported as saying: 

“There is no one whom Allah grants to rule people, then 

he does not manage their affairs for their good but he will 

not smell the sweet odour of paradise.” 7 

They were required to be gentle to the people, as for example when 

the Holy Prophet appointed Abu Musa and Mu‘adh ibn Jabal to 

govern over Yaman, he instructed them as follows: 

“Be gentle [to the people] and be not hard, and make them 

rejoice and do not incite them to aversion.” 8 
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According to Hadith, they were enjoined to lead simple lives 

and to be easily accessible to those who needed their services,9 to be 

Godfearing,10 to tax the different classes of people according to 

their capacity, to provide for those who could not earn and to have 

as much regard for the rights of non-Muslims as for those of Mus-

lims.11 The Holy Prophet did not introduce any compulsory taxation 

to fund the war that he was compelled to fight; people were required 

only to subscribe voluntarily if they felt the justice of the cause.  

The state was not only required to maintain uncared-for fami-

lies but also to pay the unpaid debts which were contracted for a 

lawful need. The Holy Prophet said: 

“Whoever leaves property, it is for his heirs; and whoever 

leaves a burden, it shall be our charge.” 12 

“Burden” includes both a family to maintain and debts to be paid. 

People’s obligations 

The people’s responsibility to the state is to respect its laws and 

obey its orders as long as they do not involve disobedience to God 

and His Messenger. After stating that “Allah commands you to 

make over [positions of] trust to those worthy of them”, in the verse 

that follows the Quran says: 

“O you who believe, obey Allah and obey the Messenger 

and those in authority from among you; then if you quarrel 

about anything, refer it to Allah and the Messenger, if you 

believe in Allah and the Last Day. This is best and more 

suitable to achieve the end.” — 4:59 

This verse lays down three important rules of guidance in matters 

relating to the welfare of the Muslim community, especially in 

those relating to affairs of state. These are obedience to God and 

His Messenger in the first place; secondly, obedience to those in 

authority from among the Muslims; and thirdly, referring matters 
to God and His Messenger in cases of dispute with those in au-

thority. God and His Messenger are thus the final authority. The 

words “those in authority” have a wide significance, so that in dif-

ferent matters relating to the life of man different persons would be 

in authority.  
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The first successor of the Holy Prophet, Abu Bakr, in his first 

address to those who had sworn allegiance to him, said, as already 

quoted: “Help me if I am in the right, and set me right if I am in 

the wrong… Obey me as long as I obey Allah and His Messenger; 

in case I disobey Allah and His Messenger, I have no right to obe-

dience from you”. The law of the Quran was to be held supreme 

and it was the Holy Prophet who had laid down this rule of the 

supremacy of the law: 

“To hear and obey the authorities is binding, so long as one 

is not commanded to disobey God; when one is command-

ed to disobey God, he should not hear or obey.” 13 

The Holy Prophet went so far as to say that a black African could 

be appointed to rule over the Arabs and that obedience was due to 

him as to any other head.14 

Thus while it was considered an act of great merit, “an excel-

lent jihād”, to speak out the truth in the presence of an unjust 

ruler,15 active opposition to constituted authority or rebellion 

against it was not allowed because the Holy Prophet had laid down 

the condition to hear and obey “whether we liked or disliked, and 

whether we were in adversity or ease, even if our rights were not 

granted”, and “the authority of the head could only be disputed if he 

committed open acts of disbelief in which you have a clear ordi-

nance from Allah”.16 

Law making 

The law of the Quran was supreme indeed, but there was no ban to 

making laws according to the needs of the people so long as they 

did not go against the spirit of the revealed law. On being appoint-

ed governor of Yaman, Mu‘adh ibn Jabal was asked by the Holy 

Prophet as to the rule by which he would abide. “By the Book of 

Allah,” was the reply. “But if you do not find any direction in it,” 

asked the Holy Prophet. “Then by the practice (Sunnah) of the Mes-

senger of Allah,” was the reply. “But if you do not find any direc-

tion in the Sunnah,” he was again asked. “Then I will exercise my 

judgment,” came the reply. The Holy Prophet raised his hands and 

said: “Praise be to Allah Who has granted the messenger of His 

Messenger what pleases the Messenger” (see page 45). 
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The necessary laws were, however, to be made by consulta-

tion in accordance with the general command: “And [Muslims are 

those] whose affairs are [decided] by counsel among themselves” 

(42:38). It appears from the Quran that people were gathered to-

gether for counsel on many important occasions: 

“Only those are believers who believe in Allah and His 

Messenger, and when they are with him on an important 

matter, they do not go away until they have asked permis-

sion from him.” — 24:62 

In reply to Ali who enquired as to how to proceed in cases 

where there was no definite direction in the Quran, the Holy Pro-

phet is reported to have said: “Gather together the righteous from 

among my community and decide the matter by their counsel and 

do not decide it by one man’s opinion”. He definitely directed his 

followers to take counsel whenever an important matter was to be 

decided: “Never do a people take counsel but they are guided to the 

right course in their affair.” 

Counsel was freely resorted to by the Holy Prophet himself in 

all important matters. Madinah was attacked three times by the 

Quraish of Makkah, and every time the Prophet held a consultation 

with his followers as to how to meet the enemy. On one of these 

occasions, that of the battle of Uhud, he acted upon the opinion of 

the majority and marched out of Madinah to meet the enemy,  

although his own opinion was that the Muslim army should not 

leave the town. During the battle, when some people disobeyed his 

orders and this act of theirs caused heavy loss to the Muslim army, 

he was still commanded to include them when taking counsel: 

“Pardon them and ask Divine protection for them, and con-

sult them in [important] matters.” — 3:159 

The command “consult them” also refers to the fact that, apparently, 

it was the taking of counsel and following the majority opinion that 
had brought about trouble. Yet at such a critical time the Holy Pro-

phet did not waver for a minute from the course of taking counsel in 

important matters, and just at this juncture we find Divine revelation 

confirming the principle of adhering to counsel. 
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Thus the three principles of democracy, namely, the supremacy 

of the law, the taking of counsel in making new laws and deciding 

other important affairs, and the election of the head of the state, 

were laid down and recognized by the Holy Prophet himself.  

It was due to these clear directions to make laws for themselves 

and to decide other important matters by counsel that the first suc-

cessors of the Holy Prophet had councils to help them in all such 

matters. It was also in the early history of Islam that the great 

Imams, such as Imam Abu Hanifah, freely resorted to analogical 

reasoning in legislation, and Ijtihād was recognized as a source of 

Islamic law along with the Quran and the Sunnah.  

Scrupulous justice 

Justice was declared to be the corner-stone of the state which the 

Prophet Muhammad founded. No distinction was to be made 

between friend and foe, allied nations and enemies, those whom one 

loved and those whom one hated, in dealing equitably. The Quran 

says: 

“And do not let [your] hatred of a people — because they 

hindered you from the Sacred Mosque — incite you to 

transgress. And help one another in righteousness and 

piety, and do not help one another in sin and aggression, 

and keep your duty to Allah.” — 5:2 

“O you who believe, be upright for Allah, bearers of wit-

ness with justice; and do not let [your] hatred of a people 

incite you not to act equitably. Be just; that is nearer to ob-

servance of duty.” — 5:8 

The broad principle was also laid down that dishonesty must be 

punished, and the balance of justice must be held equal between 

Muslims and non-Muslims and between friends and foes. The Holy 

Prophet was told in the Quran: 

“Surely We have revealed the Book to you with truth that 
you may judge between people by means of what Allah has 

taught you. And do not be one pleading the cause of the 

dishonest, and ask the forgiveness of Allah. Surely Allah is 

ever Forgiving, Merciful. And do not contend on behalf of 
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those who act unfaithfully to their souls. Surely Allah does 

not love him who is treacherous, sinful.” — 4:105–107 

Commentators of the Quran agree that the occasion of the revela-

tion of these verses was a dispute between a Muslim and a Jew. 

The Muslim had stolen something and hid it at the Jew’s, after-

wards accusing the Jew of the theft. The Muslim was supported by 

his tribe. The Holy Prophet cleared the Jew of the charge and gave 

judgment against the Muslim, despite the risk of the loss of that 

tribe at a time when every Muslim hand was sorely needed. 

Observance of agreements 

Great stress has been laid in Islam on faithfulness to agreements: 

“O you who believe, fulfil the obligations.” — 5:1 

Respect for all contracts, agreements, leagues, treaties, etc. is  

taught here, as these are included in the significance of the word 

‘uqūd, meaning ‘ties’, translated here as ‘obligations’. Nations are 

particularly enjoined to fulfil their agreements, because they it is 

who, intoxicated with power, treat agreements as mere scraps of 

paper: 

“You make your oaths to be means of deceit between you 

because [one] nation is more numerous than [another] 

nation. Allah only tries you by this.” — 16:92 

True to these teachings, the Holy Prophet and his followers 

stood firmly by their agreements under the most trying circum-

stances. An example was at the truce of Hudaibiyah. The agreement 

had just been signed, when Abu Jandal, a convert to Islam fleeing 

from Makkah, appeared on the scene. He had been severely perse-

cuted at Makkah and showed the scars of his tortures to the Mus-

lims. Under the conditions of the agreement, Muslims could not 

give him shelter. The Holy Prophet was moved and tried to secure 

an exception to the rigorous condition, but the other party did not 

agree to this, and Abu Jandal had to be sent back to his persecutors 

to be dealt with as they liked. Another example was when, in the 

time of Umar, the Muslim general, Abu Ubaidah, was obliged to 

evacuate the occupied territory of Hims, which the enemy was now 
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going to occupy. Abu Ubaidah ordered that the tax received from 

the people as a condition for their protection should be paid back to 

them because Muslims could not give them protection any longer. 

There is not a single instance on record in which Muslims broke 

their agreement with any other nation. No example of such scrupu-

lous regard for agreements can be found elsewhere. 

One of the qualities of those who would be righteous is stated 

in the Holy Quran to be that they are “performers of their promise 

when they make a promise” (2:177). The performance of promise 

on the part of individuals as well as of nations is one of the first 

essentials of the welfare of humanity, and hence the stress laid 

upon it by the Holy Quran. Faithlessness to treaties and pledges on 

the part of nations has wrought the greatest havoc on humanity. 

Just as no society can prosper until its individual members are true 

to their mutual agreements and promises to each other, so humani-

ty at large can never have peace unless the nations are true to their 

agreements. 

Section 2: Penal Laws 

The penal laws of Islam are called ḥudūd (singular: ḥadd) in Hadith 

and books of Jurisprudence. In the parlance of the jurists, the word 

ḥudūd is limited to punishment for crimes mentioned in the Holy 

Quran or Hadith, while other punishments left to the discretion of 

the state are spoken of as ta‘zīr. 

It should be pointed out at the very beginning of a discussion 

on the penal laws of Islam that all violations of Divine limits in a 

general sense are not punishable by the state; punishment is in-

flicted only in those cases in which there is violation of other peo-

ple’s rights. For instance, neglect of prayer, or omission to keep 

fasts or perform the pilgrimage is not punishable; but in the case 

of zakāt there is difference. Zakāt is a charity as well as a tax, and 

the Holy Prophet appointed official collectors to collect the zakāt, 
which was received in the state treasury, thus showing that its col-

lection was a duty of the Muslim state. Hence it was that when, 

after the death of the Holy Prophet, certain Arab tribes refused to 

pay, Abu Bakr, the first Caliph, sent out troops against them, this 
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step being taken because the withholding of zakāt on the part of an 

entire tribe was tantamount to rebellion. 

General law of punishment 

The punishable crimes in Islamic law are those which affect society; 

and those spoken of in the Holy Quran are murder, robbery with 

violence against persons, theft, adultery or fornication and accusa-

tion of adultery. Before discussing in detail the various punishments 

prescribed in these cases, it may be stated that the Quran lays down 

a general law for the punishment of offences in the following 

words: 

“And the recompense of evil (sayyi’ah) is punishment 

(sayyi’ah) like it; but whoever forgives and brings about 

reform, his reward is with Allah.” —  42:40 

This golden rule is of very wide application, since it applies both 

to individual wrong done by one person to another and to offences 

of a less particular nature, offences against society. Similar ins-

tructions as to the punishment of offenders are given elsewhere in 

the Quran: 

“And if you take your turn (‘āqabtum), then retaliate 

(‘āqibū) with the like of what you were afflicted with. But 

if you show patience, it is certainly best for the patient.” 

— 16:126 

“And whoever retaliates (‘āqaba) with the like of what he 

is afflicted with (‘ūqiba), and he is oppressed, Allah will 

certainly help him.” — 22:60 

“Whoever then acts aggressively (i‘tadā) against you, in-

flict injury (i‘tadū) on him according to the injury he has 

inflicted on you.” — 2:194 

While in the verses quoted above, and similar other verses, a 

golden rule is laid down for the individual wronged, that he should 

in the first instance forgive the offender provided the latter amends 

by forgiveness, the basis also is ordained of penal laws in general 

for the protection of society, and that basis, according to all these 

verses, is that the punishment of evil should be proportionate there-

to. Every civilized code of penal laws is based on that principle, 
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and by enunciating this general rule, ample scope is given to Mus-

lim peoples and states to formulate their own penal laws. It is for 

this reason that the Quran does not go into many details, and 

speaks of punishment only in cases of the most glaring offences 

against person and property. It should be further noted that the 

Quran generally adopts the same word for punishment as for the 

crime. Thus in 42:40, both evil and its punishment are called say-
yi’ah (evil); in 16:126 and 22:60, it is a derivative of ‘uqūbah 

(punishment); and in 2:194, it is i‘tidā’ (aggression). The adoption 

of the same word evil for the crime and its punishment indicates 

that punishment itself, though justified by the circumstances, is a 

necessary evil. 

Punishment for murder 

Undoubtedly the greatest crime known to society is taking away 

of the life of another person. It is a crime denounced in the earliest 

revelations: 

“And do not kill the soul which Allah has forbidden except 

in the course of justice.” — 17:33, 6:151 

“And they who… slay not the soul which Allah has forbid-

den except in the course of justice… and he who does this 

shall meet a penalty of sin — the punishment will be dou-

bled to him on the day of Resurrection, and he will abide in 

it in humiliation.” — 25:68–69 

The punishment of murder is, however, prescribed in a Madi-

nah revelation: 

“O you who believe, retaliation (qiṣāṣ) is prescribed for 

you in the matter of the slain: the free for the free, and the 

slave for the slave, and the female for the female. But if 

remission is made to one by his [aggrieved] brother, pro-

secution [for blood-money] should be according to usage, 

and payment to him in a good manner. This is an allevia-
tion from your Lord and a mercy. Whoever exceeds the 

limit after this, will have a painful punishment. And there 

is life for you in retaliation, you people of understanding, 

that you may guard yourselves.” — 2:178–179 
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The word qiṣāṣ, rendered as retaliation, means retaliation by slay-

ing for slaying, wounding for wounding and mutilating for muti-

lating.17 The law of retaliation among the Israelites extended to all 

these cases, but the Quran has expressly limited it to cases of mur-

der. It speaks of retaliation in wounds as being an ordinance of the 

law of Moses (5:45), but it is nowhere prescribed as a law for 

Muslims, who are required to observe retaliation only in the case 

of the slain. In some Hadith reports it is no doubt mentioned that 

the Holy Prophet ordered retaliation in some cases of wounds, but 

this was in all likelihood due to the fact that he followed the earli-

er law until he received an express commandment to the contrary. 

The command to observe the law of retaliation in murder cases 

is followed by the words “the free for the free, and the slave for the 

slave, and the female for the female”. These were meant to abolish 

an old Arab custom, for the Arabs before Islam used to insist, when 

the person killed was of noble descent, upon the execution of oth-

ers besides the murderer. So it was made clear that whoever the 

murderer might be, a free man or a slave or a woman, it was the 

murderer who was to be slain. 

An alleviation is, however, allowed in case the person who suf-

fers from the death of the murdered person makes a remission and is 

satisfied with diyah or blood-money. Another case mentioned in the 

Quran (4:92) in which blood-money takes the place of a death sen-

tence is that of unintentional killing. 

Murder of a non-Muslim 

The murder of a non-Muslim living under a Muslim state is puni-

shable in exactly the same way as the murder of a Muslim. The 

Holy Prophet is reported to have said: 

“Whoever kills a mu‘āhad (a non-Muslim living under the 

protection of a Muslim state), he shall not perceive the 

odour of Paradise, and its odour is perceivable from a dis-
tance of forty years’ journey.” 18 

Thus, even from a purely religious point of view, not the least dis-

tinction is made between the murderer of a Muslim and a non-

Muslim, and therefore any distinction in their temporal punish-

ments is out of the question. And where the Holy Quran speaks of 
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a murderer, it always speaks of the murderer of a nafs (person) and 

not of a Muslim: 

“Whoever kills a person unless it is for manslaughter or 

for mischief in the land, it is as though he had killed all 

mankind.” — 5:32 

Ali is stated to have with him a written paper, according to 

which a Muslim was not to be killed for an unbeliever,19 but evi-

dently this related to a state of war and not a state of peace; the 

latter is expressly spoken of in the hadith already quoted. In fact, 

the rights of non-Muslims in a Muslim state are in all respects at 

par with those of Muslims, so much so that Muslims are required 

even to fight in their defence,20 and the Holy Prophet is reported to 

have said that their property was like that of the Muslims and their 

blood was like that of the Muslims. 

Alleviation of punishment in murder cases 

Hadith speaks of cases of murder in which the murderer’s intention 

is doubtful and, in these cases too, blood-money is to be paid.21 And 

where the murderer could not be discovered, blood-money was paid 

from the state treasury.22 There does not appear to be any reported 

case in which the murderer may have been imprisoned in case of 

unintentional murder, but the alleviation of punishment in such cas-

es is clearly provided for in the Holy Quran. The form of alleviation 

spoken of in the Holy Book is the payment of blood-money but the 

right of the state to give that alleviation any other form is not nega-

tived. 

Punishment for armed robbery 

Another crime for which capital punishment may be awarded is 

robbery by an armed gang, or banditry. In the Holy Quran, this is 

spoken of as waging war against God and His Messenger: 

“The only punishment of those who wage war against 

Allah and His Messenger and strive to make mischief in 

the land is that they should be murdered, or crucified, or 

their hands and their feet should be cut off on opposite 

sides, or they should be imprisoned. This shall be a dis-

grace for them in this world, and in the Hereafter they 
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shall have a grievous punishment, except those who re-

pent before you overpower them; so know that Allah is 

Forgiving, Merciful.” — 5:33–34 

It has been accepted by the commentators, by a consensus of 

opinion, that gangs of robbers, bandits and murderers who create 

disorder in a settled state of society are referred to in this verse. The 

punishment prescribed is of four kinds, which shows that the pun-

ishment to be inflicted in any particular case would depend upon the 

circumstances of the case. If murder has been committed in the 

course of robbery, the punishment would be the execution of the 

culprit. Where the robbers have committed excesses, one of their 

hands and feet may be cut off. In less serious cases, the punishment 

may be only imprisonment. The Arabic words translated as “they 

should be imprisoned” mean, literally, “they should be banished 

from the earth”, which both Imam Abu Hanifah and Ahmad Ibn 

Hanbal take as meaning imprisonment. Deportation is included if 

we take “earth” as meaning a particular country. 

Punishment for theft 

Theft is the next punishable crime spoken of in the Holy Quran: 

“And as for the man and the woman addicted to theft, cut 

off their hands as a penalty for what they have earned — 

an exemplary punishment from Allah. And Allah is Mighty, 

Wise. But whoever repents after his wrongdoing and re-

forms, Allah will turn to him mercifully. Surely Allah is 

Forgiving, Merciful.” — 5:38–39 

The cutting off of hands may be taken metaphorically, as in 

the expression qaṭa‘a lisāna-hū, literally meaning ‘he cut off his 

tongue’, but which means ‘he silenced him’,23 and it would simply 

mean restraining the thief by imprisonment or otherwise. 

Even if taken literally, it is not necessary to cut off the hands 

for every type of theft, and this is a fact which all jurists have re-
cognized. Evidently what is meant is that whereas the maximum 

punishment for armed gang robbery is death (5:33) if murder has 

also been committed, the maximum punishment for theft (5:38) is 

the cutting off of the hand. Therefore it is for the judge to decide 

which punishment will suit a particular case. 
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There are several circumstances which go to show that the 

maximum punishment of the cutting off of hands may ordinarily be 

reserved for habitual thieves. Firstly, the minimum punishment for 

armed gang robbery, i.e., imprisonment, having already been men-

tioned in 5:33, may also be taken as the minimum punishment for 

the much less serious offence of theft, and this would meet the ends 

of justice. Secondly, the cutting off of hands, being a punishment 

for the more serious offences falling under armed gang robbery, 

should also be reserved for the more serious offences falling under 

theft, and the offence of theft generally becomes more serious when 

it becomes habitual. Thirdly, the punishment of cutting off of hands, 

in cases of theft, is called an exemplary punishment and such pun-

ishment could only be given in very serious cases, or when the of-

fender is addicted thereto and the milder punishment of imprison-

ment has no deterrent effect upon him. Lastly, 5 :39 shows that the 

object of the punishment is reform, and an occasion to reform can 

only be given if the punishment for a first or second offence is less 

severe. 

It is true that the cutting off of the hand, for even a first crime, 

is reported in Hadith but this may be due to the particular circum-

stances of society at the time, and it is for the judge to decide 

which punishment will suit the circumstances. For instance, ac-

cording to some reports in Hadith, the hand was cut off when the 

amount stolen was one-quarter of a dinar or more; according to 

others when it was one dinar or more.24 According to another re-

port the hand of the thief was not to be cut off at all when a theft 

was committed in the course of a journey or on an expedition.25 

Probably some other punishment was given in such cases. There 

are also reports showing that the hand was not to be cut off for 

stealing fruit on a tree and the cutting off of the hand is also pro-

hibited in the case of criminal misappropriation.26 In another hadith 

it is stated that when a certain person stole another’s mantle valued 

at thirty dirhams from underneath his head, the owner of the mantle 

offered that he would sell the same to the person who had stolen it, 

without demanding immediate payment, and the Holy Prophet ap-

proved of this arrangement.27 These examples show that great lati-

tude was allowed to the judge in the choice of the punishment. 
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Punishment for adultery 

Adultery, and false accusation of adultery, are both punishable ac-

cording to the Holy Quran: 

“The adulteress and the adulterer, flog each of them with 

a hundred strokes, and do not let pity for them detain you 

from obedience to Allah, if you believe in Allah and the 

Last Day, and let a group of believers witness their puni-

shment.” — 24:2 

It is generally thought that while the Quran prescribes flogging 

as a punishment for fornication, i.e., when the guilty person is not 

married, stoning to death is the punishment for adultery, and that 

this is based on the Holy Prophet’s practice. But the Quran plainly 

speaks of the punishment for adultery in the case of married slave-

girls as being half the punishment of adultery in the case of free 
married women: 

“So marry them with the permission of their masters, and 

give them their dowries justly, they being chaste, not for-

nicating, nor taking lovers in secret; then if they are guilty 

of adultery when they are taken in marriage, they shall 

suffer half the punishment for free married women.” — 

4:25 

Therefore death, or stoning to death, cannot be conceived of as pos-

sible punishment in case of adultery as it cannot be halved, while 

imprisonment or flogging may be. Thus the Quran not only speaks 

of flogging, and not death, as punishment for adultery, but it posi-

tively excludes death or stoning to death. 

Flogging 

A few words may be added as to the method of flogging. The 

Arabic word for flogging is jald which means skin, and the act of 

flogging signifies hitting or hurting the skin.28 Flogging was there-

fore a punishment which should be felt by the skin, and it aimed 

more at disgracing the culprit than torturing him. In the time of the 

Holy Prophet, and even for some time after him, there was no whip, 

and flogging was carried out by beating with a stick or with the 

hand or with shoes.29 It is further stated by the same authority that 
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the culprit was not stripped naked for the infliction of the punish-

ment of flogging; he was only required to take off thick clothes 

such as would ward off the stroke altogether. Baring the back for 

flogging is forbidden among Muslims, and a shirt or two must be 

left over the body. It is further related that it is preferable to give 

the strokes on different parts of the body so that no harm should 

result to any one part, but the face and the private parts must be 

avoided. 

Stoning to death in Jewish law 

As already shown, stoning to death as a punishment for adultery is 

nowhere spoken of in the Holy Quran nor was it contemplated as 

the punishment of adultery in this scripture. In Hadith, however, 

cases are met with in which adultery was punished with stoning to 

death. One of these cases is expressly mentioned as that involving 

Jews: 

“Jews came to the Prophet with a man and a woman from 

among them who had committed adultery; and by his order 

they were stoned to death near the place where funeral ser-

vices were held.” 30 

Further explanation of this incident is given in another hadith 

where it is stated that when the Jews referred the case to him, he 

enquired of them what punishment the Torah prescribed in case of 

adultery. The Jews tried at first to conceal the fact that it was ston-

ing to death, but on Abdullah ibn Salam giving the reference, they 

admitted it, and the guilty persons were dealt with as prescribed in 

the Torah.31 The Gospels show that such was the punishment up to 

the time of Jesus.32 According to a third version of this hadith, 

which is the most detailed, the Jews who desired to avoid the 

severer punishment of stoning for adultery said to one another: “Let 

us go to this Prophet, for he has been raised with milder teachings; 

so if he gives his decision for a milder punishment than stoning, we 

will accept it.” It is then related that the Holy Prophet went with 
them to their midrās (the house in which the Torah was read), and 

asked them what punishment was prescribed in their sacred book. 

They tried to conceal it at first but the truth had to be admitted at 

last, and the Holy Prophet gave his decision saying: “I give my 

judgment according to what is in the Torah”.33 
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Jewish practice followed by the Prophet at first 

These reports leave not the shadow of a doubt that stoning was the 

punishment of adultery in the Jewish law, and that it was in the 

case of Jewish offenders that this punishment was first resorted to 

by the Holy Prophet when he came to Madinah. There are other 

Hadith reports which show that the same punishment was given in 

certain cases when the offenders were Muslims, but apparently 

this was before the revelation of the verse (24:2) which speaks of 

flogging as the punishment for both the adulterer and the adulter-

ess, it being the practice of the Holy Prophet to follow the earlier 

revealed law until he received a definite revelation on a point. 

A suggestion to that effect is contained in a hadith: 

“Shaibani says, I asked Abdullah ibn Abi Aufa: Did the 

Holy Prophet stone to death? He said: Yes. I said: Was it 

before the chapter entitled The Light [the 24th chapter] 

was revealed or after it? He replied: I do not know.” 34 

The question shows clearly that the practice of stoning for adultery 

was recognized as being against the plain injunction contained in 

24:2. It is likely that some misunderstanding arose from the inci-

dents which happened before the Quranic revelation on the point, 

and that that practice was taken as the Sunnah of the Holy Prophet. 

The Khawarij, the earliest Muslim sect, entirely rejected stoning to 

death (rajm) as a punishment in Islam.35 

There is evidence in Hadith itself that Umar himself, at least in 

one reported case, and it is a reliable report, punished adultery with 

flogging as laid down in the Quran in 24:2, and not with stoning to 

death. According to Bukhari, one of Umar’s collectors, Hamzah by 

name, found that a married man who had committed adultery with 

his wife’s slave-girl had been punished by Umar with a hundred 

stripes, and he referred the case back to Umar, and Umar upheld his 

first decision.36 

Accusation of adultery 

A false accusation of adultery is punished almost as severely as 

adultery itself: 
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“And those who accuse free women and do not bring four 

witnesses, flog them with eighty strokes and never accept 

their evidence, and these are the transgressors — except 

those who afterwards repent and act aright; surely Allah is 

Forgiving, Merciful.” —  24:4–5 

It may be added here that while in ordinary matters two witnesses 

are required, in the case of an accusation of adultery four witnesses 

must be produced.37 Thus a case of adultery can be established only 

on the strongest possible evidence. That circumstantial evidence is 

accepted is shown by the Quran itself in Joseph’s case who, when 

accused of an assault on the chief’s wife, was declared free of the 

charge on circumstantial evidence.38 There are also a number of 

Hadith reports showing that circumstantial evidence was accepted 

when it led to the establishment of a certain fact. 

General directions for execution of punishment 

Punishment must be inflicted without respect of persons, nor should 

mediation be accepted in such cases. When, in the case of a certain 

woman who was guilty of theft, some people sought to intercede on 

her behalf through Usamah, since she came of a good family, the 

Holy Prophet was enraged and said, “Do you intercede in the matter 

of a punishment (ḥadd)?”, and then addressed the people in general, 

saying: 

“Those before you went astray, for, when one of them 

committed a crime and he was a great man, they would not 

punish him, and when he was a poor man they would exe-

cute the punishment.” 39 

Leniency was shown in the execution of punishment when the 

guilty person showed signs of repentance. A Companion relates: 

“While I was with the Prophet a man came and said: ‘O 

Messenger of Allah, I have committed a sin subject to le-

gal punishment (ḥadd), so inflict it on me.’ The Prophet 
did not ask him what he had done. Then the time for the 

prayer came and the man offered prayer along with the 

Prophet, and when the Prophet had finished his prayer, 

the man again got up and said, ‘O Messenger of Allah, I 

have committed a sin subject to legal punishment (ḥadd), 
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so inflict on me what is in the Book of Allah.’ The Proph-

et said: ‘Have you not prayed with us?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ 

The Prophet said: ‘Allah has forgiven your sin’, or he 

said: ‘your punishment’.” 40 

It is strictly forbidden that a person should be punished for the 

crime of another.41 Nor is any punishment to be inflicted on a mad 

man or a minor.42 The punishment of the pregnant woman is to be 

deferred until she has delivered her child.43 

 

Supplement by the Editor 

In recent years certain misconceptions have spread regarding legal punish-

ments prescribed by Islam due to the misapplication of Islamic law in some 

Muslim countries as well as misunderstandings by Muslim individuals and 

communities. These misconceptions are clarified from the Holy Quran and 

Hadith in the supplement below, written by the Editor of this handbook. 

1. No punishment for ‘blasphemy’ or insulting the Prophet 

Muslims have the duty to refute, by means of word and speech, any allega-

tions against Islam and the Holy Prophet Muhammad. Apart from fulfilling 

this duty, they are taught in the Holy Quran and by the Holy Prophet to re-

spond to abuse and mockery by the following means only: showing patience, 

ignoring the abuse, leaving the company of the abusers, and exercising for-

giveness. Islam neither requires nor allows Muslims to respond to abuse with 

fury and rage, call for physical retribution, use violence, or kill the abusers. 

This is clear from the following verses of the Holy Quran: 

1. “And you will certainly hear from those who have been given the Book 

before you and from the idolaters much abuse. And if you are patient 

and keep your duty, surely this is an affair of great resolution.” — 

3 :186 

In a Hadith report, commenting on this verse and on 2 :109 (this latter 

verse is quoted further below), it is stated: 

“The Prophet and his Companions used to forgive the idolaters and 

the followers of previous books, as Allah had commanded them, and 

they used to show patience on hearing hurtful words.” 44 

2. “So bear patiently what they say…” — 20 :130, 50 :39 

3. “And do not obey the disbelievers and the hypocrites, and disregard 

their annoying talk, and rely on Allah.” — 33 :48 
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4. “And bear patiently what they say and turn away from them with a 

dignified withdrawal.” — 73 :10 

5. “And indeed He has revealed to you in the Book that when you 

hear Allah’s messages disbelieved in and mocked at, do not sit with 

them until they enter into some other discourse…” — 4 :140; see 

also 6 :68. 

6. “Many of the people of the Book wish that they could turn you back 

into disbelievers after you have believed, out of envy from them-

selves, after truth has become clear to them. But pardon and forgive, 

till Allah bring about His command.” — 2 :109 

7. “Take to forgiveness and enjoin good and turn away from the igno-

rant.” — 7 :199 

8. Once there were four men who spread an accusation of immoral con-

duct against the Holy Prophet’s wife Aishah. Their allegation was ultimately 

proved to be false. One of them, called Mistah, who was poor, used to receive 

financial assistance from Aishah’s father, Abu Bakr. After this incident, Abu 

Bakr swore never again to help Mistah. The following verse was revealed to 

the Holy Prophet on this occasion:  

“And the possessors of grace and abundance among you should not 

swear against giving to the near of kin and the poor and those who 

have fled in Allah’s way; and pardon and overlook. Do you not love 

that Allah should forgive you? And Allah is Forgiving, Merciful.” — 

24 :22 

Hearing this, Abu Bakr exclaimed: “Indeed, I certainly love that Allah should 

forgive me.” He then resumed providing assistance to Mistah, as before.45 

These teachings are borne out by the sayings and actions of the Holy 

Prophet Muhammad reported in the most authentic of Hadith reports: 

1. “No one and no thing has greater patience than Allah upon hearing 
hurtful words. People call for a son for Him, and [yet] He grants 
them safety and sustenance.” 46 (Note: Christians are meant here.) 

2. “Once the Messenger of Allah distributed some battle gains among 
people. A man of the Ansar said: ‘By Allah! Muhammad, by this 
division, did not intend to please Allah’. So I [the narrator of this 
report] came to the Messenger of Allah and informed him about it, 
whereupon his face changed colour with anger and he said: May 
Allah bestow His mercy on Moses, for he was hurt with more than 
this, yet he remained patient.” 47  

3. “Aishah [wife of the Prophet] said: A group of Jews came to see 
the Messenger of Allah and they said: as-sāmu ‘alaikum [‘Death be 
to you’ instead of as-salāmu ‘alaikum, ‘Peace be to you’]. I under-
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stood it and said: ‘And upon you be death and curse’. Then the 
Messenger of Allah said: ‘Be calm, Aishah. Allah loves that one 
should be kind and lenient in all matters’.” 48 

4. Suhayl ibn Amr was a prominent opponent of the Holy Prophet 

Muhammad at Makkah, and a skilled orator of the Quraish tribe, who used to 

employ his oratory in making speeches defaming the Holy Prophet. He was 

captured by the Muslims at the battle of Badr and brought before the Holy 

Prophet. A Companion suggested to the Holy Prophet that Suhayl’s front teeth 

should be pulled out “so that he would never be able to exercise his oratory 

against you”. The Holy Prophet replied without hesitation:  

“Certainly not. I will not mutilate anyone, for God would mutilate 
me even though I am His Prophet.” 49 

There is thus no legal penalty in Islam for blasphemy. However, laws may 

be made to prevent the spread of hate against any religion, as the Quran teach-

es: “abuse not those [gods] whom they call upon besides Allah…” (6 :108). 

2. No punishment for apostasy 

Maulana Muhammad Ali has fully discussed in the chapter on Jihād in this 

book that there is no legal punishment of any kind in Islam for an apostate, 

i.e., a Muslim who leaves the religion of Islam. See pages 332–337. 

3. Rape 

Cases reported from certain Muslim countries show that, under Islamic law as 

administered there, a woman who reports that she has been raped must produce 

four, male eye-witnesses (as required for an accusation of adultery) to support 

her claim; if she fails to produce such witnesses then her report of rape is treat-

ed as a confession of adultery on her part, for which she is then convicted and 

awarded the legal punishment. However, the following hadith shows that this is 

not at all correct: 

“In the time of the Prophet a woman went out for prayer. On the 
way, a man met her, and he caught her and raped her [lit., ‘fulfilled 
his need from her’]. She shouted and he went off. A man passed by 
her and she said: That man did such-and-such to me. Then a group 
of muhājirīn [Companions of the Holy Prophet who had migrated 
from Makkah to Madinah] passed by. She said: That man did such-
and-such to me. They went and caught the man about whom she 
thought that he had raped her, and brought him to her. She said: 
Yes, he is the one. So they took him before the Prophet. When he 
was about to pass sentence, the man who had [actually] raped her 
stood up and said: O Messenger of Allah, I am the one who did it. 
He [the Prophet] said to her: You can go, Allah has indeed forgiven 
you. And he said some kind words to the man [who had been 
wrongly caught].” 50 
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Here the Holy Prophet accepted the woman’s evidence and the identifi-

cation by her of the attacker. Even the misidentification by her of the attacker 

was forgiven as it was a genuine mistake. 

4. So-called ‘honour killings’ are illegal in Islam 

Hadith reports in Bukhari and Muslim show that the Holy Prophet Muham-

mad strictly forbade any husband from inflicting his own punishment on a 

man if he caught his wife with him in the sexual act, or making allegations of 

this kind against his wife without bringing any witnesses. He instructed that 

the due process of law should be invoked to establish guilt and award pun-

ishment. He warned those who would take the law into their own hands that 

they themselves would be punished. From this, it follows more generally that 

no person is allowed in Islam to kill another by accusing him or her of an 

illicit sexual act, even if he claims to have seen it taking place. 

According to a report in Bukhari, a man accused his wife of having sexual 

intercourse with another man and brought the case before the Holy Prophet: 

“The Prophet said [to him]: Either you bring forth a proof or you 
will receive the legal punishment on your back. He said: O Messen-
ger of Allah, if anyone of us saw a man with his wife, would he go 
to seek after witnesses? But the Prophet kept on repeating: Either 
you bring forth proof or you will receive the legal punishment on 
your back.” 51 

By “proof” the Holy Prophet meant four witnesses in accordance with 24:4 of 

the Quran, the legal punishment for accusation without witnesses also being 

prescribed in that verse. The report says that it was on that occasion that the 

passage 24 :6–9 of the Quran was revealed. The swearing of oaths as stipulated 

in those verses has been dealt with in this book in the chapter on Marriage on 

page 378 under the heading Li‘ān or cursing. According to the report, both the 

husband and the wife then took oaths as required in this passage, though the 

wife hesitated to swear the fifth time. Later, when she gave birth to a child, it 

resembled the alleged adulterer. The Holy Prophet, learning of this, said: “If it 

were not for the command which came in the Book of Allah, I would have dealt 

with her in a different way [i.e., by punishment]”. 

The very next report in Bukhari is as follows: 

“In the lifetime of the Messenger of Allah, a man accused his wife 
of illegal sexual intercourse and denied that he was the father of her 
child. The Messenger of Allah ordered them both [to do the cursing 
as prescribed in 24 :6–9], so they did the cursing as commanded by 
Allah. Then he gave his decision about the child that it would be 
for the mother, and he separated the cursing couple [by divorce].”52  

Similarly, according to a report in Sahih Muslim a man put the follow-

ing predicament to the Holy Prophet: 
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“If a man were to find a man with his wife and if he were to talk 
about it, you would lash him; and if he killed [the man], you would 
kill him, and if he were to keep quiet he would be consumed by 
anger.” 53 

This question shows that the Holy Prophet would have punished the husband 

for making a false allegation against his wife if he could not provide proof, and 

punished him for murder if he killed the other man.  The report continues that 

the Holy Prophet prayed to Allah for an answer, and Allah revealed to him the 

passage 24 :6–9 quoted above. Then both the man and his wife came to the 

Holy Prophet and swore in the manner prescribed. The woman was then free to 

go, even though the report casts doubt on her truthfulness.  

As to sense of “honour”, it was reported to the Holy Prophet that a man, 

Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubada, a chief of the Anṣār, said: “If I found a man with my wife, I 

would kill him by the sword and not ignore it”. The Holy Prophet said: 

“Do you wonder at the sense of honour of Sa‘d? I have a greater 
sense of honour than him and Allah has a greater sense of honour 
than I have.” 54 

By this, the Holy Prophet meant that a person cannot be more moral and 

more concerned about honour than the Messenger of Allah and Allah Him-

self. When Allah and His Messenger, who are the greatest guardians of hon-

our, decency and morality, do not teach the action the man wants to take, how 

can it be moral for him to do so? 

In one version of the same incident in Sahih Muslim, Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubada 
himself asked the Holy Prophet: “If a man finds his wife with another man, 
should he kill him?”, and the Prophet replied: “No.” In another version, he 
asked: “If I were to find my wife with a man, should I wait until I bring four 
witnesses?”, and the Prophet replied: “Yes.” 55 
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20. Morals and Ethics 

Character-building 

One of the earliest works to which the Prophet Muhammad applied 

himself was the building up of character. His heart ailed for the 

physical ills of humanity. The slave, the widow, the orphan, the 

needy, the one in distress, the oppressed and the wronged, had a 

very high place in his heart, and he would do what he could to help 

them and to make others feel for them as he himself felt. But moral 

considerations had a still higher place in his programme of refor-

mation, and long before he introduced any reforms in regard to so-

cial relations, sex problems and state organization, he was engaged 

in the moral uplift of man. All wrongs had to be redressed, later on, 

by means of laws and regulations, but he was aware that even good 

laws could benefit humanity only when they were worked out by 

persons standing on a high moral plane. 

It was, therefore, at Makkah and in very early days that, while 

introducing the high ideals of One God and One Humanity and ap-

plying himself to lead people to prayer and charity, the Holy Proph-

et was equally devoted to raising them to a very high moral level. 

Good morals and good manners are, according to the Holy Quran 

and Hadith, the real test of a person’s excellence, as shown by the 

verse of the Quran and the hadith quoted below: 

“Surely the noblest of you with Allah is the most dutiful 

of you [or best of you in conduct].” — 49:13 

“The best of you are those who have the most excellent  

morals.” 1 

Truthfulness 

The Holy Prophet was recognized by friends and foes as the most 

truthful of people. On repeated occasions, his bitterest enemies had 

to acknowledge his eminent truthfulness, on account of which he 
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was called al-Amīn, ‘the Faithful one’. Himself so eminently truth-

ful, he laid stress on truth as the basis of a high character: 

“Surely truth leads to virtue, and virtue leads to paradise, 

and a man continues to speak the truth until he becomes 

thoroughly truthful; and surely falsehood leads to vice and 

vice leads to the fire, and a man continues to tell lies until 

he is written down a great liar with Allah.” 2 

The Holy Quran mentions truthfulness as one of the most pro-

minent qualities that Muslims should possess: 

“…and the truthful men and the truthful women … Allah 

has prepared for them forgiveness and a mighty reward.” 

— 33:35 

Speaking of the great transformation which the Holy Prophet 

had brought about, the Quran bears testimony to the truthfulness of 

the Muslims by stating that they “witness no falsehood” (25:72), 

i.e., do not bear witness to what is false. The Quran also lays down 

the basis of a society in which people are required to “exhort one 

another to truth” (103:3), and states repeatedly that it is with truth 

that falsehood can be challenged and vanquished: 

“Indeed, We hurl the Truth against falsehood, so it knocks 

out its brains, and lo! it vanishes.” — 21:18 

“And say: The Truth has come and falsehood vanished. 

Surely falsehood is ever bound to vanish.” — 17:81 

It exhorts again and again that truth is to be adhered to at all 

costs, even if it goes against one’s own interest or interest of one’s 

friends and relatives: 

“O you who believe, be maintainers of justice, bearers of 

witness for Allah, even if it is against your own selves or 

your parents or near relatives… So do not follow your low 

desires, that you deviate. And if you distort [the truth] or 
turn away [from it], surely Allah is ever Aware of what 

you do.” — 4:135 

The principle of truth is not to be deviated from even if it goes 

in favour of the enemy: 
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“O you who believe, be upright for Allah, bearers of wit-

ness with justice; and do not let [your] hatred of a people 

incite you not to act equitably. Be just; that is nearer to ob-

servance of duty.” — 5:8 

 And even if one is called upon to speak the truth in the face of 

a tyrant, it must be done: 

“The most excellent jihād is the uttering of truth in the 

presence of an unjust ruler.” 3 

Only truth shall benefit in the final judgment, as it shall take 

place on “a day when their truth will profit the truthful ones” (5: 

119). The Holy Prophet enjoys the distinction that he made people 

walk in the ways which he pointed out. The quality of truth was so 

ingrained in the heart of his followers that they not only loved it but 

underwent severest hardship for the sake of truth. When about two 

centuries later, the critics laid down certain canons to judge the 

truthfulness of the transmitters of Hadith, they all agreed on one 

point, that no Companion of the Holy Prophet had ever uttered a 

deliberate falsehood. 

Muslims are also enjoined to be true to their promises. “Those 

who are faithful to their trusts and their covenants” is a twice occur-

ring description of the true believers (23:8, 70:32), and the righteous 

are described as “performers of their promise when they make a 

promise” (2:177). Elsewhere too, it is enjoined: 

“Fulfil the promise; surely the promise will be enquired 

into [i.e., by Allah as to its fulfilment].” — 17:34 

Perseverance and patience 

Perseverance is another characteristic on which great emphasis is 

laid in the Holy Quran and which shone prominently in the life of 

the Holy Prophet and those inspired by him. Persecuted on all sides, 

suffering the severest hardships, with no apparent prospects of suc-

cess, the Prophet stood adamant when threatened with death. He 

was equally firm when offered worldly temptations. During the 

flight to Madinah, hidden in a cave with a search party at its mouth, 

he consoled his single companion, Abu Bakr, with these words: 

“Grieve not, surely Allah is with us.” — 9:40 
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The Quran states clearly that perseverance in the cause of truth 

brings down angels from heaven to console a person: 

“Those who say, Our Lord is Allah, then continue in the 

right way, the angels descend upon them saying: Do not 

fear, nor grieve, and receive good news of the Garden 

which you were promised. We are your friends in this  

world’s life and in the Hereafter.” — 41:30–31 

Patience and perseverance are inculcated again and again in the 

early revelations as well as in the later ones: 

“And we would certainly bear with patience your persecu-

tion of us. And on Allah should the reliants rely.” 

— 14:12 

 “O you who believe, be steadfast and try to excel in stead-

fastness…” — 3:200 

“So be patient. Surely the good end is for the dutiful.” — 

11:49. 4 

Patience and prayers are said to be the two doors through which 

Divine help is received: 

“O you who believe, seek assistance through patience and 

prayer; surely Allah is with the patient.” — 2:153 

Courage 

Courage is another great quality on which stress is laid. The heart 

in which there is fear of God cannot entertain fear of others than 

God, and this makes a Muslim fearless in the face of severest op-

position: 

“Those to whom people said: Surely men have gathered 

against you, so fear them; but this increased their faith, and 

they said: Allah is sufficient for us and He is an excellent 

Guardian. … It is the devil who only frightens his friends, 

but do not fear them, and fear Me, if you are believers.” — 

3:173, 175 

“So do not fear the people and fear Me…” — 5:44 
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“Do you fear them [i.e., your enemies]? But Allah has 

more right that you should fear Him, if you are believers.” 

— 9:13 

“Do not fear, surely I am with you — I do hear and see.” 

— 20:46 

 “Those who deliver the messages of Allah and fear Him, 

and fear none but Allah.” — 33:39 

It was on account of their fearlessness and great moral courage 

that the Muslims, in the Holy Prophet’s time, defended themselves 

in battles against three to ten times their numbers and won on all 

occasions. Later, in the battles they had to fight against Persia and 

the Roman Byzantine Empire, their numbers bore no comparison 

with the enemy forces, and they were almost always victorious. The 

courage which they showed on the battle-fields was in fact due to 

their firm faith. 

Humility and selflessness 

However, while facing so boldly all opposition to the cause of truth, 

Muslims were required to develop the quality of humility: 

“And do not go about in the land exultingly.” — 17:37 

“And do not turn your face away from people in contempt, 

nor go about in the land exultingly. Surely Allah does not 

love any self-conceited boaster.” — 31:18 

“Surely He does not love the proud.” — 16:23 

Humility, in fact, should be deeply rooted in a Muslim’s heart 

because of the five daily prayers when all standing on terms of per-

fect equality bow down and prostrate themselves before their Lord 

as one body. The Holy Prophet’s own example is a beacon-light in 

this respect. In his dealings with others he was humble and never 

placed himself on a higher pedestal. He was their spiritual guide and 

their ruler, but he was just one of them, being true to his picture as 

portrayed in the Holy Quran: “I am only a mortal like you” (18: 

110, 41:6). 

Along with humility, selflessness is another great quality with 

which Islam arms every Muslim to fight the battle of life. There 
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are repeated injunctions in the Quran that God’s pleasure is to be 

the only motive for one’s actions, not personal gain or loss: 

“And away from it [i.e., the fire of hell] shall be kept the 

most faithful to duty, who gives his wealth, purifying him-

self. And none has with him any favour for a reward, ex-

cept the seeking of the pleasure of his Lord, the Most High. 

And he will soon be well-pleased.” — 92:17–21 

“And they [i.e., the servants of Allah] give food, out of 

love for Him, to the poor and the orphan and the captive. 

[They say:] We feed you, for Allah’s pleasure only — we 

desire from you neither reward nor thanks.” — 76:8–9 

“And among people is he who sells himself to seek the 

pleasure of Allah.” — 2:207 

Other qualities 

The quality of sincerity should be developed by being first sincere 

in obedience to God: 

“Serve Allah, being sincere to Him in obedience.” —39:2 

(see also 7:29, 40:14, etc.) 

 “And they are enjoined nothing but to serve Allah, being 

sincere to Him in obedience, upright…” — 98:5 

Hypocrisy is condemned in the severest terms in the Holy Quran: 

“They were on that day much nearer to unbelief than to be-

lief; they say with their mouths what is not in their hearts.” 

— 3:167 

 “O you who believe, why do you say things which you do 

not do? It is most hateful in the sight of Allah that you say 

things which you do not do.” — 61:2–3 

“So woe to the praying ones, who are unmindful of their 

prayer, who do good to be seen, and refrain from acts of 

kindness!” — 107:5–7 

All qualities which make man stand on a high moral plane are 

inculcated one after another. Thankfulness is one of them: 
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“O you who believe, eat of the good things that We have 

provided you with, and give thanks to Allah if He it is 

Whom you serve.” — 2:172 

“If you are ungrateful, then surely Allah is above need of 

you. And He does not like ungratefulness in His servants. 

And if you are grateful, He likes it for you.” — 39:7 

A Muslim is required to be grateful to people as well. The Holy 

Prophet said: “Whoever is not thankful to people is not thankful to 

Allah”.5 Thankfulness to people means repaying their kindness, as 

the Quran says: 

“Is the reward of goodness anything but goodness?” —

55:60 

The high morals depicted in the Quran were the morals of the 

Holy Prophet, and it was in this shape that he wanted to mould the 

character of his followers. Even a cursory glance at the lives of his 

Companions and his first four successors, who were the rulers of a 

vast empire, would show that the Holy Prophet achieved a mighty 

success in this respect. One of the many descriptions of the high 

moral plane on which his Companions stood occurs in the Quran 

as follows: 

“And the servants of the Beneficent are they who walk on 

the earth in humility, and when the ignorant address them, 

they say, Peace! And they who pass the night prostrating 

themselves before their Lord and standing. … And they 

who, when they spend, are neither extravagant nor miser-

ly, and the just mean is ever between these. And they who 

do not call upon another god with Allah, nor slay the soul 

which Allah has forbidden, except in the course of justice, 

nor commit fornication. … And they who witness no false-

hood, and when they pass by what is vain, they pass by 

nobly. And they who, when reminded of the messages of 

their Lord, do not fall down at them deaf and blind. And 

they who say: Our Lord, grant us in our wives and our off-

spring the joy of our eyes, and make us leaders for those 

who guard against evil.” 

— 25:63–64, 67–68, 72–74 
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Social conduct 

In the moral code of Islam, respect of, and kindness to, parents 

occupies a very high place. The Quran says: 

“…and do good to your parents. If either or both of them 

reach old age with you, say no word to them showing 

annoyance, nor rebuke them, and speak to them a generous 

word. And make yourself gentle to them with humility out 

of mercy, and say: My Lord, have mercy on them, as they 

brought me up when I was little.” — 17:23–24 

“And We have enjoined on man concerning his parents … 

saying: Give thanks to Me and to your parents. To Me is 

the Eventual coming. And if they strive with you to make 

you set up partners with Me, of which you have no knowl-

edge, do not obey them, and keep kindly company with 

them in this world.” — 31:14–15 

Here disobedience to parents is permitted if there is a clash of duty 

to one’s Maker. Even then, kind behaviour towards them is en-

joined. It is reported: 

“A man came to the Prophet and asked his permission for 

jihād. He asked: Are your parents alive? The man said, 

Yes. He said: Then do jihād in their way [i.e., stay with 

them and be of service to them].” 6 

Special emphasis was placed by the Holy Prophet on showing 

consideration to one’s mother, so much so that paradise was des-

cribed by him to be beneath her two feet.7 A man once asked the 

Holy Prophet: “Who has the greatest right that I should keep com-

pany with him with goodness?” The Prophet said: “Your mother”. 

The man asked: “Who then?” The Prophet said: Your mother”. The 

man asked a third time: “Who then?” The Prophet said: Your moth-

er”.The man asked: “Who then?” The Prophet said: “Then your 

father”.8 

The Quran, too, specially points out the right of the mother in 

the verse: 

“And We have enjoined on man the doing of good to his 

parents. His mother bears him with trouble and she gives 
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birth to him in pain. And the bearing of him and the wean-

ing of him is thirty months.” — 46:15 

Parents were required to be kind and gentle towards their chil-

dren. The sufferings of parents in providing for and protecting their 

children was described by the Holy Prophet as “a screen from the 

fire” for the parents.9 In one hadith he is reported to have said: 

“He is not one of us who does not show mercy to our little 

ones and respect to our great ones.” 10 

The words of this hadith are general and apply not only to those 

younger or older in age but also to degrees of position and autho-

rity. 

To do good to one’s near of kin is mentioned among the fun-

damental teachings of the Holy Quran: 

“… but righteous is the one who believes in Allah, and the 

Last Day, and the angels  and the Book and the prophets, 

and gives away wealth out of love for Him to the near of 

kin and the orphans and the needy and the traveller and to 

those who ask and to set slaves free and keeps up prayer 

and gives the due charity.” — 2:177 

“And serve Allah, and do not set up any partner with Him, 

and be good to the parents and to the near of kin and the 

orphans and the needy and the neighbour of your kin and 

the alien neighbour [i.e., of a different community or reli-

gion], and the companion in a journey and the traveller and 

those whom your right hands possess [i.e., those whom you 

are in charge of].” — 4:36 

The Holy Prophet is reported as saying: 

“Raḥim11 is an offshoot of Raḥmān; so Allah said: Who-

ever makes his ties close with you [i.e., with relatives] I 

will make My ties close with him, and whoever severs his 

ties with you I will sever My ties with him.” 12 

The word raḥim means ‘womb’ and signifies relationships, and 

Raḥmān is an attribute of Allah meaning ‘the God of mercy’ or the 

‘Beneficent God’. The hadith signifies that relationship is deeply 
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connected with mercy in its very nature. So whoever makes ties of 

relationship close by kindness to relatives, God is kind to him, and 

whoever severs the ties of relationship by ill-treatment towards rela-

tives, God is displeased with him. The plural of raḥim, which is 

arḥām, occurs in the following verse: 

“O people, keep your duty to your Lord, Who created you 

from a single being and created its mate of the same [kind], 

and spread from these two many men and women. And 

keep your duty to Allah, by Whom you demand one of an-

other your rights and to the ties of relationship (arḥām).” 

— 4:1 

Attention is drawn here to our duties towards other people by en-

joining the keeping of duty to the “ties of relationship”. Duties 

towards others are included in ties of relationship because, by 

declaring the whole of mankind to be descendants of the same 

mother and father, they are all declared to be, as it were, members 

of the same family. Therefore, the teaching of Islam to do good to 

relatives includes the whole of humanity.13 

Kindness and good relations with one’s neighbours are strongly 

emphasized. In 4:36 quoted above, Muslims are thus enjoined: “be 

good to… the neighbour of your kin and the alien neighbour”. The 

neighbour of kin means a relative or a Muslim neighbour. The 

“alien neighbour” means an unrelated neighbour or a neighbour of 

another religion. The Holy Prophet said: 

“Whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day should not 

harm his neighbour.” 14 

“Whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day should  

honour his neighbour.” 15 

“[The angel] Gabriel continued to enjoin me with good 

treatment towards the neighbour until I thought he would 

make him heir of the property [of the deceased neigh-

bour].” 16 

“None of you has faith until he loves for his brother or for 

his neighbour what he loves for himself.” 17 
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Kindness and generosity towards one’s servants and employees 

is mentioned in a number of Hadith reports, with the injunction to 

treat them on a basis of equality, as for example: 

“Whoever has his brother under his charge, he should give 

him to eat out of what he himself eats, and give him to 

wear of what he himself wears, and impose not on them a 

task which they are not able to do, and if you give them 

such a task, then help them [in doing it].” 18 

The care of the orphan was one of the earliest injunctions that 

Islam gave, and the Holy Prophet had always shown a deep anxiety 

for the welfare of the poor and the orphans. The care of the orphan 

and the poor is described as an uphill task, but one which must be 

accomplished: 

“But he [i.e., man] does not attempt the uphill road. And 

what will make you comprehend what the uphill road is? It 

is to free a slave, or to feed in a day of hunger an orphan 

near of kin, or the poor man lying in the dust.
 
Then he is of 

those who believe and exhort one another to patience, and 

exhort one another to mercy.” — 90:11–17 

Anyone who pays no attention to this is spoken of as belying 

religion: 

“Have you seen him who denies religion? That is the one 

who is rough to the orphan, and does not urge the feeding 

of the needy.” — 107:1–3 

Orphans should not be treated as living on the charity of others 

but must be treated as brethren — “they are your brethren” (2:220) 

— and strict injunctions are given regarding safeguarding their 

property: 

“And give to orphans their property, and do not substitute 

worthless things for their good ones, nor devour their pro-

perty, adding to your own property. This is surely a great 

sin.” — 4:2 

Looking after widows and the poor is an act of the highest 

merit, akin to jihād and worship of Allah. The Holy Prophet said: 
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“One who manages the affairs of the widow and the poor 

person is like the one who exerts himself hard [lit., ‘con-

ducts jihād’] in the way of Allah, or the one who stands up 

for prayer in the night and fasts in the day.” 19  
*
 

Behaviour towards other Muslims 

The unity and brotherhood of all mankind is a fundamental concep-

tion of Islam. Muslims were, however, particularly exhorted to be 

kind to one another and to help one another. Believers are frequent-

ly described in the Quran as brethren, for example: 

“The believers are brethren so make peace between your 

brethren…” — 49:10 (see also 3:103, 9:11, 59:10, etc.) 

The quality of being “merciful among themselves” (48:29) is 

expressly mentioned. Muslims have been specifically prohibited 

from deriding others or looking down upon other Muslims with 

contempt, seeking faults in and being unduly suspicious of one an-

other:  

“O you who believe, do not let a people laugh at another 

people, perhaps they may be better than they; nor let  

women laugh at women, perhaps they may be better than 

they. Neither find fault with one another, nor call one an-

other by [offensive] nick-names. Evil is a bad name after 

faith; and whoever does not repent, these it is that are the 

wrongdoers. O you who believe, avoid most of suspicion, 

for surely suspicion in some cases is sin; and do not spy 

nor let some of you backbite others. Does one of you like 

to eat the flesh of his dead brother? You abhor it! And keep 

your duty to Allah, surely Allah returns to mercy again and 

again, is Merciful.” — 49:11–12 

Hadith describes Muslims as parts of one structure and com-

pares them to a human body; when one member of it ails, the entire 

body ails. The Holy Prophet said:  

 
*
 Editor’s Note: Some aspects of ethics have also been covered earlier in 

this book. See the chapter Charity under ‘Conception of charity in Islam’ and 

‘Voluntary charity’ (p. 249–252), and the chapter Marriage under ‘Mutual 

relation of husband and wife’ (p. 365). 
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“You will recognize the believers in their having mercy for 

one another and in their love for one another and in their 

kindness towards one another like the body; when one 

member of it ails, the entire body ails, one part calling out 

the other with sleeplessness and fever.” 20 

Books of Hadith are full of reports of a similar nature, some 

of which are given below: 

“A Muslim is the brother of a Muslim; he does him no 

injustice, nor does he leave him alone [to be the victim of 

another’s injustice]; and whoever fulfils the need of his 

brother, Allah fulfils his need; and whoever removes the 

distress of a Muslim, Allah removes from him a distress 

out of the distresses of the Day of Resurrection; and who-

ever covers the fault of a Muslim, Allah will cover his sins 

on the Day of Resurrection.” 21 

“Help your brother whether he does wrong or wrong is 

done to him. The Companions said: O Messenger of Allah! 

We can help one to whom wrong is done, but how can we 

help one when he himself does wrong? He said: Take hold 

of his hand from doing wrong.” 22 

“The Prophet said: ‘Believers are in relation to one another 

as [parts of] a structure, one part of which strengthens an-

other,’ and he inserted the fingers of one hand amid those 

of the other.” 23 

“Do not hate one another and do not be jealous of one an-

other and do not boycott one another, and be servants of 

Allah as brethren; and it is not lawful for a Muslim that he 

should sever his relations with his brother for more than 

three days.” 24 

Finally, in his last pilgrimage sermon at Mina, the Holy Prophet 

said: 

“Surely Allah has made sacred to you your blood and your 

property and your honour as this day of yours is sacred in 

this month of yours in this city of yours.” 25 
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Transformation wrought by the Holy Prophet Muhammad 

The most outstanding characteristic of the life of the Holy Prophet 

is the amazing success which he achieved within the short space of 

less than a quarter of a century. No reformer brought about such an 

entire change in the lives of a whole nation inhabiting such a vast 

country. None, in fact, found his people at such a depth of degrada-

tion as the Prophet found the Arabs, and no one raised them materi-

ally, morally and spiritually to the height to which he raised them. 

Twenty-three years’ work of the Prophet quite metamorphosed 

them. Superstition gave place to a rational religion. They were 

cleansed of deep-rooted vice and bare-faced immorality; and fur-

ther, they were inspired with a burning desire for the best and 

noblest deeds in the service of, not a country or nation, but, what is 

far higher than that, humanity. Old customs which involved injus-

tice to the weak were all swept away, and just and reasonable laws 

took their place. Those who prided themselves on ignorance be-

came lovers of knowledge, drinking deep at every fountain of learn-

ing to which they could get access. 

No faith ever imparted such a new life to its followers on such 

a wide scale — a life affecting all branches of human activity, a 

transformation of the individual, of the family, of the society, of 

the nation, of the country, an awakening material as well as moral, 

intellectual as well as spiritual — as did the religion of Islam. 
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 Abu Dawud: Sunan of Abū Dāwūd (Hadith collection). 

 AHS: English translation of Sahih Muslim by Abdul 

Hamid Siddiqui. 

 Ameer Ali, Syed, Muhammadan Law. 

 Ameer Ali, Syed, The Spirit of Islam, Calcutta, 1902. 

 Bukhari: Al-Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī (Hadith collection). 

 Denison, J.H., Emotion as the Basis of Civilization, New 

York, 1928. 

 Encyclopaedia of Islam, first edition, E.T. Brill, Leyden. 

 Fatḥ al-Bayān f ī maqāṣid al-Qur’ān by Siddiq ibn Hasan 
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 Muslim: Al-Ṣaḥīḥ al-Muslim (Hadith collection). 

 Musnad of Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, al-Maimana Press, 
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 Zād al-Ma‘ād by Allama Shams-ud-Din Abu Abdul 
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References to the ‘six reliable’ collections of Hadith 

1. In this book, references to the ‘six reliable’ collections of Hadith, 

namely, Bukhari, Muslim, Tirmidhi, Abu Dawud, Ibn Majah and 

Nasa’i, are provided to easily-accessible editions, containing the Ar-

abic text with English translation; see below. The translations as 

quoted in this book are those by Maulana Muhammad Ali. 

2. Note that each of these collections is divided into ‘books’ (singular, 

kitāb), which are sub-divided into ‘chapters’ (singular, bāb). Dif-

ferent editions of the same collection may differ at some points in 

the division into books, or division into chapters within a book. 

3. A convenient resource for accessing the six reliable collections is 
the website sunnah.com. Our references begin with the name of the 
collection, and the name of the book within the collection, followed 
generally by the book number and chapter number within the book 
as used in sunnah.com. For example, one of our references begins: 

Bukhari, book: ‘Knowledge’, 3:39 

The name of the book is helpful in any edition of a collection. 

4. Where a book is not divided into chapters, some other indication of 
the location within the book is provided; for example: 

Bukhari, book: ‘Commentary on the Quran’, 65: Surah 33, v. 6 
Ibn Majah, book: ‘Marriage’, 9: hadith 1900 
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5. The references also provide additional information to enable the 

hadith to be located in other editions of a collection, as follows: 

a. For Bukhari, MK stands for the English translation by Muhsin 

Khan. For Muslim, AHS stands for the English translation by 

Abdul Hamid Siddiqui. Both these translations are widely avail-

able online. The numbers, as in MK 61:509 or AHS 2 :432, in-

dicate the book and report numbers as they appear in the MK or 

AHS editions. Note that in the MK editions the chapter headings 

of Bukhari have not been included; hence a reference to such a 

chapter heading cannot refer to MK. Typical examples of refer-

ences are as follows: 

Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:88, MK 8 :468. 

Muslim, book: ‘Faith’, 1:17, AHS 1:72. 

Bukhari, book: ‘Prayer’, 8:12, ch. heading. 

In case of Bukhari, the sunnah.com book and chapter number is 

most often the same as in Maulana Muhammad Ali’s own Urdu 

translation and commentary of Bukhari, Faḍl al-Bārī. Sometimes 

there is a small difference, and in these instances the book and 

chapter number of Faḍl al-Bārī is added in parentheses, prefixed 

by FB, as in: 

Bukhari, book: ‘Knowledge’, 3:36 (FB 3:35), MK 3:103. 

b. For the other collections (Tirmidhi, Abu Dawud, Ibn Majah and 

Nasa’i), a hadith number is added, prefixed by h. The resource 

sunnah.com assigns multiple numbers to each hadith, and we 

use the one which applies to the English translations of these 

collections, with Arabic text, published by Maktaba Dar-us-

Salam, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. For example: 

Abu Dawud, book: ‘Prayer’, 2:127 (h. 786). 

c. Note that the book and chapter numbers we give are those used 

by the sunnah.com resource, and these do not always correspond 

exactly with the book and chapter numbers in the print editions 

mentioned above, though the difference is small. 
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In listing frequently-cited sources in this Index, such as Bukhari, index entries 

include only those places where their names occur in the main text and exclude 

occurrences which are in the end-notes of the chapters. 

Aaron, 114, 137 

Abdullah ibn Salam, 445 

Abdullah ibn Ubayy, 59 

Abdur Rahman ibn Auf, 349, 420 

Ablution, see Wuḍū, Bath, and 

Tayammum. 

Abraham, 2, 72, 91, 106, 111, 

126; did not sin, 114, 130; 

prayer of, 230; teachings of, 

253; builds Ka‘bah and insti-

tutes Pilgrimage, 282, 283–

284, 287, 288, 296, 297, 298, 

299, 302, 303; religion of, 

283; Place of Abraham 

(Maqām Ibrāhīm), 286, 287 

Abu Bakr, 21, 29, 449, 457; and 

collection of Quran, 17, 17, 

19; as Caliph, 46, 214, 317, 

425, 430, 431, 433, 437 

Abu Dawud, 37, 43, 214, 309 

Abu Hanifah, Imam, 47, 54, 348, 

435, 442; see also Hanafi 

school. 

Abu Hurairah, as narrator of Had-

ith, 33, 35, 38, 192, 193, 197 

Abu Jandal, 436 

Abu Musa, 431 

Abu Ubaidah, 325, 436, 437 

Adam, 93, 101; revelation to, 

102–103, 109–110; and Eve 

story, 114; did not commit sin, 

130; sons of, 142 

Adhān (Call to Prayer), 218–219, 

232, 245; for Friday prayer, 

235; none for ‘Īd prayer, 237; 

when starting fast, 273 

Adultery, punishment for, 444–

447; accusation of, 446–447; 

evidence for, 447; when hus-

band accuses wife of, 378, 

451–452 

Agreements, must be fulfilled, 

436–437, 457 

Ahl al-Kitāb (‘People of the 

Book’), 343, 344, 421; food 

of, 412–413 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Imam, 38, 

48, 387, 442; Musnad of, 36, 

48, 136, 137 

Aishah, wife of Holy Prophet, 14, 

92, 449; as narrator of Hadith, 

33, 35, 41, 212; as teacher, 47; 

on Pilgrimage, 293; age of at 

marriage, 380 

Akfā’ (equals), 349; see Marriage. 

Ākhirah, 149; meaning of, 144 

Alcohol, see Intoxicants. 

Ali, fourth Caliph, 21, 137, 373, 

415, 434, 441 

Ali, Syed Ameer, 328, 381 
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Ali Qari, Mulla, 43 

Allah, see ‘God’; belief in, 56; is 

proper name of God, 82; not 

derived from ilāh, 82; no god 

but (lā ilaha ill Allāh), 56, 59, 

60, 62, 74, 219; meaning of 

fighting in the way of, 312 

Amīr,meaning of, 425 

Anas ibn Malik, as narrator of 

Hadith, 35  

Angels, see ch. 6; cannot be seen, 

15, 90–91, 92; belief in, 63–

64, 100–101; cannot disobey 

God, 92; called messengers, 

90, 94, 105; close connection 

of with man’s life, 94, 98;  as 

recording deeds, 99–100, 157–

158; bring revelation to non-

prophets also, 95; as friends of 

believers, 96, 458; pray for 

forgiveness of all people, 97; 

bless believers and the Proph-

et, 98; associate of every per-

son, 98, 99; submit to Adam, 

101; devil was not an, 101; see 

also Intercession, Lailat al-

Qadr. 

Animals, care of is act of charity, 

250, 261; eating meat of, 409–

411; slaughter of, 410–413; 

manner of slaughter of, 411–

412, 421; humane treatment 

of, 413–414, 421; hunting of, 

414; see also Sacrifice. 

Anṣār (Helpers at Madinah), 33, 

386, 430 

Apostasy, no punishment for, 

332–337; the Quran on, 332–

334; false accusations of, 332; 

Hadith on, 334–336; Fiqh on, 

336–337 

Arabia, 18, 121, 135, 287, 326, 

390 

Arabic, as language of Quran, 10, 

11, 27, 202, 203; prayer ser-

vice in, 201–203; sermon in, 

235; usages, 103, 142 

Arabs, 103, 284, 437; uplifting 

effect of Islam on, 8, 28, 207, 

327, 468; memories of, 32; 

and Ka‘bah, 296; pre-Islamic 

beliefs & customs of, 78, 344, 

356, 363, 375, 390, 440 

Arafat, 289, 290, 292, 299; stay 

at,  299–300, 362 

‘Arsh (‘Throne’ of God), 81, 94 

Ash‘ari, Abu-l-Hasan, 60 

Aṣḥāb al-Ṣuffah, 32, 33 

‘Aṣr (late afternoon prayer), 222, 

224, 234 

Auliyā’ (saints), 106, 108 

Badr, battle of, 151, 282, 283, 

284, 285; prisoners taken at, 

329, 450 

Bani Taghlib, 325 

Banks, interest from, 400–402 

Barzakh (state immediately after 

death), 146, 147–149, 158 

Bath, when obligatory, 217, 246  

Belief, see also Faith; concept of, 

63–64 

Bequests, 391, 393–396, 406; for 

charity but may also be made 

for heirs, 395; see Wills. 

Bible, 120; the New Testament, 

11; stories in, 91; defects of, 

removed by Quran, 113–114, 

118; human alterations to, 

114–115; see also Gospels, 

Torah, Psalms. 

Bilal, 218, 349 

Black Stone, see under Ka‘bah. 

Blasphemy, no punishment for, 

448–450 
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Book of deeds, see Deeds. 

Books, the revealed, see ch. 7; 

see also Revelation, Bible, 

Gospels, Torah; names of, 

106, 111; Muslims must be-

lieve in all, 111; earlier scrip-

tures abrogated by Quran, 19; 

are highest type of revelation, 

109; granted to every prophet, 

111; of Abraham, Moses and 

David, 106, 111; of Jesus, 

111; Quran brings to perfec-

tion, 112; Quran and previous 

books, 112–115; defects of 

previous, 113–114; human al-

terations in, 114–115; follow-

ers of previous Books, see Ahl 

al-Kitāb. 

Buddha/Buddhism, 1, 72, 344 

Bukhari, Hadith collection, 37, 

38, 41, 42, 48, 143; on belief, 

63; on true visions, 141; and 

belief in Taqdīr, 183, 190, 

191, 192; on prayer, 214, 218; 

on niyyah, 273–274; on i‘tikāf, 

277; on Ka‘bah, 287; on jihād, 

308–309; on jizyah, 323; on 

apostasy, 334, 335–336; on 

marriage, 345, 347, 349, 355; 

on wealth, 385–386; on food, 

413; on adultery, 446; on 

‘honour’ killing, 451 

Bukhari, Imam, 32, 37, 42 

Business, honesty in, 387–388, 

404; directions on selling, 388; 

and interest, 401, 402–403 

Byzantines, 328, 331; see also 

Roman empire. 

Capitalism, 7, 7, 254, 257, 401 

Celibacy, 341 

Charity, see ch. 12; (see also 

Zakāt); charity and prayer, 

194; at ‘Īd, 237; second pillar 

of Islam, 248; prayer must 

lead to, 249; words for, 249; 

various acts of, 249–250; vol-

untary, 250–252; selflessly 

and for the love of God, 251; 

only good, earned things to be 

given in, 251; open and secret, 

252; at ‘Īd, see under ‘Īd; for 

non-Muslims, 261; towards 

animals, 261 

Children, gifts to, 389; inheri-

tance by, 391; love for, 463 

Christianity, 1, 76, 336; concept 

of Holy Spirit in, 11; doctrine 

of atonement in, 129; fasting 

in, 263; divorce in, 368, 370 

Christians, 39, 55, 325; belief of 

in sonship of God, 78–79, 104, 

344; in Arabia, 135; claim sal-

vation, 248; wars against, 316, 

323; marriage with, 344 

Cleanliness, 408, 419 

Clothing, 215; cleanliness of, 

408; kind of, 420; wearing of 

long garments, 420, 423 

Communism, 7 

Companions, of Prophet 

Muhammad, 59, 85, 151, 292, 

316, 320, 391; and the Quran, 

15, 16, 19, 21, 21, 22, 31; as 

narrators of Hadith, 33, 34, 35, 

36, 40, 179, 457; use of judg-

ment by, 46–47, 52, 53; had 

differences of opinion, 51; 

prayers of, 207, 222; spiritual 

experiences of, 278; as work-

ers, 404; most truthful, 457; 

high morals of, 461 

Confucius/Confucianism, 1, 72 

Counsel, principle of, 428, 434–

435; see also State. 

Dār al-Islām and Dār al-ḥarb, 

322; see also War. 
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Darūd (al-Ṣalā ‘ala-l-Nabiyy), 

230, 241 

David, 106, 111, 114, 263, 298; 

guided on how to rule, 427 

Dead, the spiritually, 152–153 

Dead, prayers for, see Funerals; 

grieving for, 242; what may be 

done for benefit of, 242–243 

Death, see also ‘Life after death’; 

is not end of life, 144; state 

immediately after, 147–149 

Death penalty, see Murder; not 

for adultery, 444; stoning to, is 

not in Islam, 444, 445–446 

Debts and debtors, 391; leniency 

towards and help for, 259, 

396–397, 432; payment of, 

397, 399; warning against, 397 

Deeds, record of, 99–100, 160–

162; fruits of, 165 

Democracy, see under State. 

Devil, purpose of creation of, 

102–103; disbelief in, 63, 100; 

as associate of every person, 

98, 99, 102; word applied to 

humans, 103; temptation of, 

114, 127; see also Iblīs. 

Dhanb (shortcoming), 129 

Dhikr (words of remembrance of 

God), 227–231, 233, 241; the 

Quran is a, 227 

Dhimmis, ahl al-dhimmah, 325–

326; see also Jizyah. 

Dhu-l-Qarnain, 121 

Dhū maḥram (close relative), 382 

Disabled, social relations with, 

415–416 

Divorce, 368–379; when permit-

ted, 368–370; to be avoided if 

possible, 369–370; causes of, 

370–371; husband and wife 

have equal rights in, 370, 371; 

reconciliation procedure, 370–

371, 373; arbiters of, 370, 372, 

373; divorced women free to 

re-marry, 347–348; and mahr, 

see Mahr; right of wife to ob-

tain, 371–372; husband pro-

nounces, 372–373; legal au-

thorities can interfere in, 373; 

prohibited during menses, 

373; waiting period after, 374, 

382; revocable twice, 374–

375; irrevocable third time, 

375; pronouncement of, 376; 

three times at once is against 

Islam, 376; effect of irrevoca-

ble divorce on couple, 376–

377; procedure of, 377–378; 

when husband accuses wife of 

adultery, 378, 451-452; kind-

ness towards wife in divorce, 

377, 379 

Diyah (blood-money), 440 

Drinks, which prohibited, 417–

419; allowed, 418–419 

Ḍuḥā (mid-morning prayer), 222 

Eid (Muslim festivals), see ‘Īd. 

Evil, see under ‘Good and Evil’; 

evil qualities, 466 

Evolution, 66–67 

Faith, concept of: see ch. 4; see 

also Īmān; by tongue, 55, 56; 

in heart, 56; and good deeds, 

56–57; stages of, 61; basic 

tenets of, 62–63, 183, 192; 

light of, 159; see also under 

each tenet of faith.  

Fajr (morning prayer), 221, 224, 

273 

Family, 342, 366; see also Home. 

Fasting, see ch. 13; see also 

Ramadan; what constitutes, 

262; among Jews, 262; in 
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other religions, 262–263; Is-

lamic concept of, 264; expia-

tory fasts, 264; benefits of, 

265–267; exemptions from (if 

sick, travelling, etc.), 268–

270, 279; voluntary, 270–271; 

start and end of one fast, 272–

273; of Holy Prophet, 272; 

niyyah of, 273–274; what 

breaks a fast, 274–275; true 

spirit of, 275–277 

Fātiḥah (opening ch. of the 

Quran), God’s attributes in, 

82, 84, 145; explanation of as 

prayer, 203–206; words of 

quoted, 228; recited in prayer, 

202, 206, 232, 233, 237, 241, 

246 

Fiqh, see also Jurists and ‘Imams, 

the four’; four schools of, 47, 

60; new fiqh required in mod-

ern conditions, 54 

Food, basic rules regarding, 408–

409; moderation in consump-

tion of, 409, 420; what is pro-

hibited, 409–411, 414; from 

the sea, 411, 421; of ‘People 

of the Book’ allowed, 412–

413; hunted game, 414; other 

considerations regarding, 415; 

good manners in eating, 415 

Forgiveness, 87, 88, 429, 438, 

448, 449; see also under God. 

Free will, 185–187, 193 

Friday Prayers (Jumu‘a), 209, 

234–236; sermon, 214, 235–

235; taking bath before, 215, 

217, 235; see also Prayer. 

Funerals, 240–243; preparing 

body for burial, 240–241; re-

spect for non-Muslim funerals, 

241; prayer at, 241 

Gabriel, angel (Jibrīl), coming to 

the Prophet, 11, 16, 92, 94; 

God spoke to prophets 

through, 12, 95, 108, 109, 115 

Gambling, 384 

Gift (hibah), giving of, 389 

God, see ch. 5; arguments for 

existence of, 66–74; existence 

of, shown by prophecies of 

success of Prophet, 72–74; 

four chief attributes of, 82–84, 

88, 145, 203–205; attributes as 

man’s goal, 71, 88, 196; as 

Rabb or Lord, 66–67; as Lord 

of all the worlds, 80, 125, 137, 

203–204; Unity of, 74–75, 79–

81, 87, 127, 219, 297, and see 

Shirk; belief in sons and 

daughters of, 78–79; is free 

from all defects, 79; is above 

all material conceptions, 81–

82; is near to human soul, 69–

70; human soul yearns for, 71; 

realizing the ‘inner’ God, 195–

196, 219, 289; achieving near-

ness to, 265, 277, 279, 290; at-

tributes of, not material, 81; 

‘throne’ and ‘chair’ of, 81–82; 

forgiveness, love and mercy 

of, 84, 86–87, 204; all-encom-

passing mercy of, 97, 175–

176, 178, 179; names of, 84–

86; calling upon Him by His 

names, 85; praise of, 203;  

punishment of, is remedial, 

87; attribute of speaking, 117; 

meeting with, in the after-life, 

171–172; will of, 185–187, 

193; does not lead man astray, 

187–188; does not seal hearts, 

188–190  

Good and Evil, 154–155, 161–

162, 175; creation of, 184–185 
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Gospel(s), 29, 111, 112, 132, 

445; of John, 3, 112, 454; of 

Matthew, 141–142 

Guillaume, Alfred, 39 

Hadith, see ch. 2; as source of 

Islam, 10, 30; as explaining 

the Quran, 25; writing of in 

Prophet’s time, 31–32; memo-

rization of, 32; Musnad and 

Jāmi‘ types, 36–37; six collec-

tions of, 37; criticism of, 38, 

39; sifting of by collectors, 40, 

42; their integrity, 43; to be 

judged by the Quran, 25, 40–

41, 42, 190, 191; reports about 

Quran readings in, 18, 19; and 

exercise of judgment, 45, 53; 

on Muhammad as Last Proph-

et, 136–137; on life after 

death, 159, 160; on hell being 

temporary, 179–180; on pre-

destination, 188, 190–193; on 

prayer, 197; on women in 

mosques, 212–213; on charity, 

250; on fasting, 265, 268–269, 

270, 270, 275, 276; on Pil-

grimage, 293, 293; on jihād, 

308–309; on war, 318–321, 

328, 331; on apostasy, 334–

336; on marriage, 340–341, 

345, 347, 349, 365; on wom-

en’s work, 360; on wife’s right 

of divorce, 371–372; on hon-

esty in transactions, 387–388; 

on selling, 388; on making be-

quests, 394–395; on debts, 

396–397; on usury (ribā), 399; 

on food, 412–419; on rulers, 

432; on punishments, 440, 

441; on theft, 443; on adultery, 

445–446; on ‘honour’ killing, 

451–452; general refs., 56, 59, 

62, 93, 99, 116, 210, 215, 216, 

218 

Hafsah, wife of Prophet, 17 

Hagar, wife of Abraham, 287, 

288, 299 

Ḥajar al-Aswad, see Ka‘bah. 

Ḥajj, meaning of word, 282; see 

Pilgrimage. 

Ḥalāl (lawful), 408 

Hanafi school, 49, 50, 50, 387, 

412; on marriage, 347, 348, 

351, 355 

Hanafism (pre-Islamic), 135 

Heart (s), sealing of, 188–190, 

purification of, 197–198 

Heaven and hell, begin in this 

life, 145–145; blessings and 

torments of, are spiritual and 

not conceivable in this life, 

157, 159–160, 164; are not 

places but conditions, 165–

166; meaning of “abiding in”, 

176–177; see also Paradise. 

Hell, see also ‘Heaven and hell’; 

fire of, 159; fire and other 

torments of, 173–174; pun-

ishments of, 165; means re-

moval from God, 172; differ-

ent names of, 173, 176; will be 

a manifestation of hidden real-

ities, 174; low desires lead to, 

174; is remedial, 174–176, 

180; God’s mercy in, 175–

176; as a purifier, 176; pun-

ishment of, is not ever-lasting, 

176–180 

Hindus/Hinduism, 76, 344, 412; 

marriage law of, 368 

Hira, cave of, 13, 268 

Home, organization of, 366; pri-

vacy of, 368 

‘Honour’ killings, 451-452 

Hour, the, see Sā‘ah. 

Hud, 121, 123, 126 
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Hudaibiyah, 292; truce of, 316, 

436 

Ḥudūd, see Penal laws. 

Humanity, service of, 196, 248, 

249, 251, 254; unification of 

by prayer, 198; unification of 

by Pilgrimage, 289–290; see 

also Mankind. 

Hunain, battle of, 329 

Ḥūr (of Paradise), 168–169; 

meaning of the word, 181 

Husband(s), rights and obliga-

tions of, 364–368; love be-

tween husband and wife, 365–

366; as maintainer, 366–367; 

pronouncement of divorce by, 

372–373; accusing wife of 

adultery, 378; must treat wife 

kindly even when divorcing, 

377, 379; gifts to wife, 389; 

inheriting from wife, 392; to 

make provision for widow, 

395–396; see Wives. 

Hypocrites, 59, 307–308, 363 

Iblīs, 101, 110; see also Devil. 

Ibn Abbas, Abdullah, 47; narrator 

of Hadith, 29, 33, 35, 420 

Ibn Amr, Abdullah, as narrator of 

Hadith, 33, 35 

Ibn Arabi, 180 

Ibn Athir, 58 

Ibn Jarir, commentary of, 39 

Ibn Kathir, commentary of, 39 

Ibn Khaldun, 39 

Ibn Majah, 37, 43 

Ibn Masud, Abdullah, 179 

Ibn Qayyim, 180 

Ibn Taimiyah, 180, 269 

Ibn Thabit, Hassan, 209 

Ibn Umar, Abdullah, 47, 373; as 

narrator of Hadith, 29, 33, 35 

Ibn Yusuf, Hajjaj, 287 

Ibn Zubair, Abdullah, 29, 287 

‘Īd (Eid), 198, 271; bath before, 

217; preparation for, 237; 

women at, 213, 212, 237; 

prayers at, 236–237; sermon 

at, 237; charity at ‘Īd al-Fiṭr, 

237, 260; sacrifice at ‘Īd al-

Aḍḥā, 238–240, 260, 300, see 

also Sacrifice; why named ‘Īd 

al-Fiṭr, 246; name Aḍḥā, 246 

‘Iddah (waiting period after di-

vorce), 374, 376, 382 

Idolaters, war against, 312–314, 

319–320; friendly tribes of, 

312–313, 314, 335 

Idolatry, 77, 411; idols in Ka‘bah, 

288; Pilgrimage not a remnant 

of, 296–297 

Iḥrām, meaning of, 293; see 

under Pilgrimage. 

Iḥsān (doing good), 249, 250, 

250 

Ijtihād, see ch. 3; meaning of, 44; 

harm of shutting of door to, 

49, 53; as source of Islam, 49, 

51, 433, 435; encouraged by 

the Prophet, 45–46, 51; by the 

Companions, 46–47; door of, 

still open, 52; meets needs of 

later Muslims, 52–53 

Ijmā’ (consensus), 49, 50–51 

Imam, 214, 232, 237; sermon by,  

235; at funeral prayer, 241; 

meaning of the word, 231, 425 

Imams, the four, of jurisprudence, 

47–49, 52, 53, 53, 54, 435 

Īmān (faith), 55–56, 57, 64; and 

islām, 61, 62, 63; see Faith. 

Inheritance, 390–395; women 

granted right of, as against Ar-

ab and Jewish traditions, 390–
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391; how divided among heirs, 

391–393; why male share is 

double the female, 391–392; 

when siblings inherit, 392–

393; division may be done by 

bequest if all heirs agree, 395; 

see also Bequests, Wills. 

Injīl (Gospel), 111; see Gospels. 

Intercession, of angels, 97; for 

those in hell, 179 

Interest, see also Usury; 400–

403; may be given in charity, 

401–402 

Intoxicants, prohibited, 417–419, 

384; in three stage, 417–418; 

as medicine, 418–419 

Iqāmah (prayer announcement), 

232, 236; and ‘Īd prayer, 237 

Isaac, 2, 91, 121, 124, 125, 297 

‘Ishā’ (night prayer), 222, 224, 

225, 234, 243, 244 

Ishmael, 2; taught prayer and 

charity, 254; and Ka‘bah, 282, 

283–284, 287, 288, 299; as 

“rejected” in Bible, 297–298  

Islam, meaning of, 1, 1, 61, 62; as 

religion of peace, 1; perfection 

of religion in, 3, 138–139; re-

lationship to other religions, 3; 

is not dogma, 3; deals with 

worldly duties as well, 4; as 

unifying force, 5–6; spiritual 

force, 6; offers solution to 

world problems, 6–7; interna-

tional religion, 7; and spread 

of learning, 8; four sources of, 

10; amazing success and 

spread of, 28, 34, 468; role of 

reason in, 44; formulation of 

new laws of, 49; broad broth-

erhood of, 60, 349; basic du-

ties required by, 194, 289; 

main principles of, 195, 219, 

248; spread of by force not 

allowed, 310, 316, 317, 318, 

318–320, 326–327, 328–330; 

how it was spread, 327; free-

dom of religion in, 310, 334; 

no punishment for leaving 

Islam, see Apostasy; time be-

fore Islam, see Jāhiliyyah. 

Israelite(s), stories of, 39, 114; 

law of, 253, 263, 368, 390; 

law of retaliation, 440; stoning 

to death, 445–446; forbidden 

foods of, 410; prophets of, 

120, 284; rejection of Ishmael 

by, 297; see also Jews. 

Istidlāl (inference), 50 

Istighfār (asking for forgiveness), 

128–129 

Istiḥsān (public interest), 50 

I‘tikāf, 277 

Jabal al-Raḥmah, 299–300 

Jacob, 2, 121, 124, 125 

Jahannam (Hell), 173; see Hell. 

Jāhiliyyah (time before Islam), 

57; see under Arabs. 

Jannah, 163; see Paradise. 

Jerusalem, 284 

Jesus, prophecy of, 3, 112; taken 

as God, 78, 344; disciples of, 

108; came only for Israelites, 

123, 141–142; not the only 

sinless one, 130; no need for 

second coming of, 139–140; is 

dead and not alive in heaven, 

139–140; revelation to, 2, 72, 

111; taught prayer and charity, 

254; fasting of, 263; last Isra-

elite prophet, 284; and parable 

about the Black Stone, 298; 

disapproved of swine, 410; 

and stoning to death, 445; oth-

er refs., 95, 126, 132 
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Jews, see also Israelites; of Ara-

bia, 135, 282, 284, 323, 333, 

436, 445; claim salvation, 248; 

fasting among, 262, 263; mar-

riage with, 344; view of about 

Ishmael, 297–298; other refs., 

11, 20, 39, 55, 95, 105, 368 

Jihād, see ch. 15; is not war, 305, 

307, 308; meaning of the 

word, 305; meaning of in 

Quran, 305–308, 337; in Had-

ith, 308–309; as spiritual 

struggle, 306, 307; by means 

of the Quran, 260, 307, 308; of 

speaking the truth, 433, 457; 

of service to parents, 462; of 

helping the poor, 465–466; 

how false concept developed 

in Fiqh, 309–310, 321–322; 

and fighting or qitāl, 309; to 

save all places of worship, 311 

Jilbāb (over-garment), 363–364 

Jinn, creation of, 90, 101–102; 

meaning of word, 101; word 

applied to humans, 103–105; 

wrong popular concept of, 105 

Jizyah, 322–327; not a religious 

tax, 323–326; those exempt 

from, 325–326; see also War. 

John the Baptist, 95, 126 

Judgment, day of, 93, 97, 99, 

187, 457; see also Resurrec-

tion. 

Jumu‘a, See Friday Prayers. 

Jurists, 47, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 60; 

on war and jihād, 309, 321–

322; and apostasy, 334, 336–

337; on marriage, 343, 344, 

346, 347, 380; accept wife’s 

right of divorce, 372; on pro-

nouncing divorce, 376, 377; 

on gifts, 389; on food, 414; on 

penal laws, 437, 442 

Justice, importance of, 427, 430, 

435–436; to be done even 

towards enemy, 331, 435, 

456–457 

Ka‘bah, the first mosque, 210; to 

be faced in prayer, 210, 225, 

282, 284; sacredness of, 283; 

as Central Mosque, 211; de-

scription of, 286; Black Stone 

at, 286, 295, 296–297, 297–

298; history of building of, 

287, 288; idols in, 288, 296; 

making circuits around, 213, 

288, 289, 295–297, 300, 362; 

known as House of God, 296; 

not worshipped even before 

Islam, 296; not physically 

House of God, 290, 291; ‘um-

rah to, see ‘Umrah; see also 

Abraham, Pilgrimage, Qiblah. 

Kāfir (unbeliever), 57; a Muslim 

cannot be called, 58–60, 210; 

see also Kufr. 

Kalimah, 2, 58, 60, 62, 74, 122; 

in the Call to Prayer, 219; in 

sermon, 235 

Khaibar, 355 

Khamr (intoxicating drink), 417 

Khātam al-nabiyyīn (Seal or Last 

of the Prophets), 136, 143 

Khawarij/Khariji, 40, 446 

Khidr, 121 

Khul‘ (divorce by wife), 369, 372 

Khuṭbah (sermon), 214, 235–235, 

237 

Kitāb (book), 106, 160 

Krishna, 72 

Kufr (unbelief), 57–58, 63; see 

also Kāfir. 

Labour, 7, 401, 402; Islamic 

teachings on, 403–405; see 

also Work. 
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Lailat al-Qadr, 10, 277–279 

Land, cultivation of, 405 

Law(s) of Islam, formulation of, 

49; everything lawful unless 

prohibited, 339; principles of 

making state laws, 433–435; 

supremacy of, 435; and moral 

reform, 455; see also Penal 

laws. 

Life, aim of, 153–154, 171, 176 

Life after death, see ch. 9; value 

of faith in, 144–145; incon-

ceivable in this life, 148; 

meeting with God in, 171; see 

also Resurrection, Deeds, Par-

adise. 

Life, spiritual, 145, 147, 149, 

152, 162; blindness of, 159 

Lot, 91, 114, 126 

Luqman, 121 

Madinah, 17, 18, 32, 47, 48, 137, 

335, 360; attacked, 307, 310, 

403, 434; details of Islamic 

law revealed at, 19, 256, 262, 

347, 439; alcohol prohibited 

at, 418; revelations at, 26, 30, 

124, 284, 307–308, 315, 333, 

334, 363, 417; Prophet’s 

mosque at, 211, 214; emigra-

tion to, 218, 282, 283, 284, 

306, 416, 457; government at, 

324, 333, 333, 336, 426 

Maghrib (sunset prayer), 222, 

224, 225, 234 

Magians, 323, 412 

Mahr (nuptial gift), 350, 350–

352; gives wife independence, 

350–351; is obligatory, 351; 

payment of, 351–352; and di-

vorce, 351, 352, 371, 372; 

amount of, 351–352, 383 

Makkah, 18, 213, 242, 285, 287, 

310, 316, 436; sacredness of, 

283–284, 288; revelations at, 

19, 26, 30, 221, 283, 284, 285, 

287, 305–307, 332, 398, 410, 

417; conquest of, 32, 282, 283, 

289, 315; during Pilgrimage, 

201, 239, 290, 294, 298, 299; 

see also Abraham. 

Malā’ika (angels), see Angels; 

meaning of, 90, 105 

Mālik (God as Master), 83, 84, 

88, 204–205 

Malik ibn Anas, Imam, Muwaṭṭā 

of, 36, 48; as jurist, 47, 418; 

Maliki school, 50, 270, 347, 

351 

Man, created sinless, 188–189, 

spiritual development of, 289 

Manāsik (acts of Pilgrimage), 

282, 288; see Pilgrimage. 

Mankind, is one, 6, 7, 80–81, 

125, 138, 251, 464, 466; see 

also Humanity. 

Manners, 415 

Marriage, see ch. 16; see also 

Mahr, Nikāḥ, Polygamy, 

Wives; importance of, 340–

341; is a contract between 

husband and wife, 340, 350, 

352–353, 368; Quran on, 340, 

341, 345, 346; Hadith on, 

340–341, 345, 347; Fiqh on, 

344, 346, 347; purposes of, 

341–342; union of man and 

woman, 341; prohibitions re-

lating to, 342–344; with non-

Muslims, 343–344, 349, 380, 

380; free consent of man and 

woman an essential, 344–345, 

347, 350; proposing, 345–346, 

380; age of, is after attaining 

age of majority, 346–347; role 
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of guardian in, 347–349; 

woman may marry whom she 

pleases, 347–349; of divorced 

women and widows, 347–348; 

with “equals”, 349; sermon, 

350, 354–355; publicizing of, 

353–354; witnesses to, 353, 

354, 355; music and singing 

at, 353; Walīmah, 355; a per-

manent, sacred relation based 

on love, 371 

Mary, worship of, 78; God’s 

revelation to, 93, 95, 359 

(al-)Masjid al-Aqṣā (the Remote 

Mosque), 284 

(al-)Masjid al-Ḥarām (the Sacred 

Mosque), 283, 286, 287–288 

Materialism, 5, 6, 64, 254, 400, 

424 

Meat, of sacrifice, 238–239; see 

also Animals, Food. 

Menstruation, is not impurity, 

213; what is allowed and not 

allowed during, 212, 213, 237, 

296; divorce prohibited dur-

ing, 373–374, 382 

Mina, 238, 299, 300, 300–301, 

467; casting of stones at, 301 

Miracles, concept of in Islam, 

131–134; Quran as a, 131, 133 

Mi‘rāj, prayer is man’s, 194 

Mīzān (balance), 162–163 

Moon, appearance of the new, 

267 

Morals, ch. 20; importance of, 

455; truth, 455–457; patience, 

457–458; courage, 458–459; 

humility, 459; selflessness, 

459–460; sincerity, 460; 

thankfulness, 460–461; some 

bad qualities, 466 

Mortgage, 388 

Moses, 105, 121, 123, 137; reve-

lation to, 2, 72, 106, 111, 117; 

mother of, 108, 359; did not 

sin, 126, 130; fast of, 262, 263 

Mosque, the Sacred at Ka‘bah, 

see (al-)Masjid al-Ḥarām. 

Mosques, 207–214; non-Muslim 

deputations staying in, 209; 

various activities in, 209; 

manners in, 209; must face the 

Ka‘bah, 210; simple structure 

of, 210–211; Prophet’s mos-

que at Madinah, 211; no Mus-

lim sect can be prohibited 

from, 211; women may enter, 

212–213; officers of, 245 

Mother, one’s duty to, 462–463; 

see also Parents. 

Mu‘adh ibn Jabal, appointed 

governor, 31, 41, 45, 431, 433 

Muhājir (refugees or emigrants 

from Makkah), 33 

Muhammad, the Holy Prophet, 

called a Muslim, 1; Last 

Prophet, 1, 108, 115, 117, 

136–139; unparalleled success 

achieved by, 6, 34, 468; suc-

cess over opposition as proof 

of God’s existence, 72–74; 

Quran revealed to, 10–11; first 

revelation of,  268, 278; reve-

lations of lower forms to, 13, 

221; experience of highest 

form of revelation, 13, 14, 15; 

never forgot revelation, 20–

21; experience of revelation 

was not epilepsy, 29; as ex-

emplar of Islam, 30; new con-

verts eager to know about, 34; 

history of, preserved, 34; be-

lief in, 55, 61, 62; a mortal, 

120, 459; came for the whole 

world, 123–126, 138; as mer-

cy to mankind, 124; allegation 
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of sin against, 130–131; pray-

ers of, 207, 222, 243; as 

Imam, 212, 214; prayer for, 

230, 241; fasts of, 272; helps 

rebuild Ka‘bah, 287; Pilgrim-

age of, 295, 297, 301; prohib-

its war atrocities, 328; mar-

riage feasts of, 355; treatment 

of wives by, 367; marriage of 

with Aishah, 380; as a worker, 

403–404; tender towards ani-

mals, 413–414; simple food 

of, 420; founds a state, 425; as 

ruler, 426; obedience to, 432; 

consults in decision-making, 

434; forgiving, 434; estab-

lished democratic system, 435; 

true to his agreements, 436; 

gives equal rights to non-

Muslims, 441; as moral re-

former, 455, 461; truthfulness 

of, 455; called al-Amīn, 456; 

firm under persecution & 

temptation, 457; humility of, 

459; anxiety of, for the poor 

and orphans, 465; Farewell 

Pilgrimage of, 367, 467; death 

of, 317 

Muharram, 262 

Muir, Sir William, 317, 325 

Mujaddid (Reformer), 141 

Mujahid (commentator), 29 

Murder, punishment for, 439–

441; of non-Muslim, 440–441 

Murtadd, 332; see Apostasy. 

Music, of Quran, 203 

Muslim(s), meaning of, 1; in 

legal sense, 2; must believe in 

all the prophets, 2, 111, 119, 

121–122, 125; may differ with 

majority, 51; allowed inde-

pendence of thought, 53; can 

make new laws, 54; obedience 

of to authorities, 53, 432; acts 

of unbelief by, 57–58; cannot 

be called kāfir, 58–60; and 

mu’min (believer), 61, 62; 

righteous among receive reve-

lation, 95, 116–117; strength-

ened by angels, 96; to fight to 

save all places of worship, 

311; persecuted, 310, 436, 

457; in wars of self-defence, 

357, 459, see also War; are 

brethren, 349; never broke an 

agreement with non-Muslims, 

437; moral qualities required 

of, see Morals; behaviour to-

wards one another, 466–467 

Muslim, Sahih, 37, 48, 99, 136, 

137; on predestination, 192; 

on marriage, 345; on ‘honour’ 

killing, 451, 451 (lower) 

Muttaqī (‘God-fearing’), who is 

a, 264 

Muzdalifah, 300 

Nabī (prophet), 119; see Prophets 

Najrān, 209, 325 

Nasa’i, 37, 43 

Naskh (Abrogation in Quran), 

19–23; meaning of word, 22 

Nature, human, 69, 80, 188–189 

Nature, worship of, 78 

Neighbour, treatment of, 464 

Nikāḥ, see also Marriage; mean-

ing of, 340; performance of, 

346; sermon at, 354–355 

Niyyah (‘intention’), of fasting, 

273–274 

Noah, 123, 126; flood of, 114; 

did not sin, 130 

Non-Muslim(s), good deeds of a, 

58–59; God’s mercy for, 87; 

charity for, 261; under Muslim 

rule, 322–326; kind treatment 
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of, 326; marriage with, 343–

344, 349, 380, 380; exchange 

of gifts with, 389; eating with, 

416; Muslims must show jus-

tice towards, 435–436; murder 

of, 440–441 

Orphans, care of, 249, 346, 356–

358, 386, 390–391, 465 

Paradise, Jannah, meaning of, 

163; blessings of, 164–170; 

are inconceivable, 164, 165; 

women in, 166–169; peace in, 

170; meeting with God in, 

171–172; endless advance-

ment in, 172–173; light of 

faith in, 172; is unending, 

178–179 

Parents, 250; as heirs, 392; treat-

ment of, 462–463 

Parsis, 344 

Paul, St., 263 

Peace, as meaning & mission of 

Islam, 1, 3; in paradise, 170; to 

end war, 315–316; see War. 

Penal laws, 437–452; no legal 

penalty for neglecting spiritual 

duties, 437; principle of puni-

shment, 438–439; flogging, 

444–445; see also Murder, 

Theft, Robbery, Adultery, 

Death penalty. 

Persians, 317, 326, 327, 331, 459 

Peter, St., on swine, 410 

Pharaoh, 148, 262 

Pig, meat of, see Swine. 

Pilgrimage, see ch. 14; Western 

explanation of,  282; when 

first instituted, 284–286; 

origin of, 288–289, 301; ascet-

icism in, 289; equalizes all, 

289–290, 302; a spiritual ex-

perience, 290–291, 295, 297, 

302; when obligatory, 291–

292; veil forbidden at, 213, 

361, 362; state of iḥrām, 292, 

293–295; emerging from  

iḥrām, 300–301; mīqāt or mu-

hill, 294–295; saying the tal-

biyah, 294, 297, 300; Ṭawāf,  

295–297, 300; Black Stone, is 

not idolatry, 296–297 and see 

under Ka‘bah; running be-

tween Safa and Marwah, 298–

299; march to Mina, 299; in 

Arafat, 299–300; completion 

of, 300; stopping at Muzdali-

fah, 300; sacrifice at Mina, 

300–301; final stay at Mina, 

301; casting of stones at, 301–

302; trading at, 302; see also 

Ka‘bah, Ṭawāf, Sacrifice, Safa 

and Marwah. 

Polygamy, 355–358; allowed as 

exception, 355, 356; a remedy, 

358; abuse of permission, 358; 

see also Marriage. 

Poor, concern for, 8, 266, 465; to 

receive charity, 8, 249, 252, 

258–259; other support of, 

389, 390, 402, 432 

Prayer, see ch. 11; and effort, 8, 

206–207; important institution 

of Islam, 30, 194; as highest 

ascent of man, 194; leads to 

success, 195; realization of 

God through, 195–196; and 

service of humanity, 196; and 

charity, 194, 248; useless if it 

does not lead to charity, 249; 

and zakāt, 253; purifies the 

heart, 197–198; spirit of, 223–

224, 227; outpouring of soul 

in, 229; unification of people 

through, 198, 201, 208, 210, 

220; reason for regularization 

and form of, 199, 223; 
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freedom given to individual in, 

199; why times specified, 200; 

significance of postures of, 

200, 202, 226; postures de-

scribed, 225–227; when pos-

tures may be modified, 201, 

226–227; using one’s own 

language, 201, 229; why Ara-

bic is used, 201–203; Fātiḥah 

in, 203–206; place of, 207–

208; bodily cleanliness before, 

214–218; times of, 200, 220–

221; the five daily, 221–222; 

when they may be combined, 

222, 234; shortened while on 

journey, 234; how performed, 

224–227; a rak‘ah  of, 224; 

words said during, 227–231; 

in congregation, 231–233; see 

also Adhān, Rak‘ah, Friday 

Prayers (Jumu‘a), ‘Īd (Eid), 

Funerals. 

Predestination, see Taqdīr. 

Priesthood, none in Islam, 214 

Property, acquiring and owning, 

383–384; no limit on acquisi-

tion of, 383; unlawful ways of 

acquiring, 383–384; guidance 

on spending of, 384, 385–386; 

management of by a guardian, 

385, 386–387; state restric-

tions on disposal of, 386; sell-

ing of, 388; mortgaging of, 

388 

Prophecies, a miracle, 133–134; 

of Quran and Hadith, 134, 

135; of the triumph of Islam, 

134–135; granted to righteous 

Muslims, 136 

Prophethood, ending of, 116, 

136–139, 140; visions as re-

maining part of, 116, 141 

Prophets, see ch. 8; all submitted 

to God, 1, a Muslim must 

believe in all, 2, 111, 119, 

121–122, 125; why sent, 127, 

138; granted highest type of 

revelation, 12, 109; raised 

among all nations, 3, 80, 111, 

120–121, 125, 137; were all 

human, 104; all granted books, 

111; were models for follow-

ers, 120; all are one communi-

ty, 126; all taught Unity of 

God, 127; all were sinless, 

128–131; all taught prayer and 

charity, 253–254; non-Biblical 

ones, 121, 121; of various na-

tions, 122, 123, 137; covenant 

made with, 124–125; see also 

Revelation. 

Psalms, 106, 114; Black Stone in, 

297–298 

Punishment, see also Penal laws; 

is remedial, 87, 174–176; an-

gels as bringing, 96; is a nec-

essary evil, 439; object of is 

reform, 443; execution of, 

447–448 

Qadar, see Taqdīr. 

Qiblah, anyone facing it in prayer 

is a Muslim, 59, 60; stands for 

Muslim unity, 210; and the 

call to prayer, 218; Ka‘bah 

made qiblah, 282, 284; see 

also Ka‘bah. 

Qiṣāṣ (retaliation), law of, 440 

Qitāl (war), see under Jihād. 

Qiyāmah (Resurrection), 149, 

151, 152; see Resurrection. 

Qiyās (analogical reasoning), 47, 

49 

Quraish, 262, 285, 289, 349, 450; 

dialect of, 17–18; wars with, 

284, 329, 434; rebuild the 

Ka‘bah, 287; prevent 
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Pilgrimage by Muslims, 292; 

persecute Muslims, 310, 436 

Quran, the Holy, see ch. 1; name 

of, 10; meaning of word, 29; 

how, when and why revealed, 

10–11, 268, 278; relation to 

previous scriptures, 3, 112–

115; as verifying earlier scrip-

tures, 115; original source of 

Islam, 10, 41, 191, 332; re-

vealed in dialect of Quraish,  

17–18; Arabic as language of, 

see Arabic; public promulga-

tion of, 19; abrogates previous 

scriptures, not its own verses, 

19–23; decisive and allegori-

cal verses in, 24; and Hadith, 

see under Hadith; it advanced 

Arabic language and literature, 

27; vastness of subjects dealt 

with in, 27; transformation 

brought about by, 28, 133; 

values reason and knowledge, 

28, 44–45; allows independ-

ence of thought, 53; commen-

taries of, contain weak reports, 

38, 39; brings revelation to 

perfection, 112, 138–139; as a 

miracle, 131, 133; uses argu-

ments, 132; prophecies in, 

134–135; recitation of, in 

prayer, 16, 203, 233, 243; reci-

tation of is like music, 203; is 

a remembrance of God, 227; 

propagation of, is jihād, 260; 

opening chapter of, see 

Fātiḥah. 

Rabb (Lord), meaning of, 66–67; 

close to man’s soul, 69; of all 

nations, 80, 125, 137; as one 

of four chief attributes of God, 

82–83, 88, 203–204 

Raghib, dictionary of, 67 

Raḥim (womb), 463, 464 

Raḥīm (God as Merciful), 83, 86, 

88, 204 

Raḥmān (God as Beneficent), 79, 

83, 86, 88, 204, 463 

Rak‘ah, of prayer, 224, 226, 228, 

230; number of, 224–225, 

234; at Friday, 236; at ‘Īd, 

237; of Tahajjud, 243–243; of 

Tarāwīḥ, 244; see also Sunnah 

Rama, 72 

Ramadan, see also Fasting; Quran 

revealed in, 10, 268, 278; bat-

tle of Badr in, 282; month of 

fasting, 262, 264, 265, 266, 

267–268, 274; voluntary fast-

ing just before, 271; doing 

good during, 276; attaining 

nearness to God during, 277, 

279; Tahajjud in, 243, Tarā-

wīḥ in, 244;  I‘tikāf in, 277, 

278; see also Lailat al-Qadr. 

Rape, 450–451 

Rasūl (messenger), 119; used for 

those not sent by God, 141 

Reason, importance of use of, 

44–45; 49; allowed by Quran 

and Hadith, 52 

Reformers, see Mujaddid. 

Relatives, helping, 389; eating 

with, 415–416; doing good to, 

463–464; see also Inheritance. 

Religion(s), great work of, 2; 

force in development of man-

kind, 4–5, 72; not cause of 

bloodshed, 5; opposition to, 7; 

all taught prayer and charity, 

253–254; matter of con-

science, 315; freedom of reli-

gion given by Islam, 310, 334, 

see also Apostasy. 

Renaissance, in Europe, 8 

Resurrection, names of, 149; 

description of, 149–150; the 
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spiritual, 152–153; purpose of 

belief in, 155; and science, 

155–156; in a new bodily 

state, 156–157; deeds done 

become manifest on Day of, 

161, 204–205; balance set up 

on, 162–163 

Revelation, granted to all nations, 

4, 72, 80, 110–111, 137, 344; 

three forms of, 12, 13, 108–

109, 115; as proof of God’s 

existence, 71–74; to all proph-

ets came in same way, 95; 

lower forms granted to right-

eous non-prophets, 13,  95, 

106, 108, 109, 140, 141, 143; 

to all humans, 13, 109, 115; to 

non-humans, 106–107; need 

for, 109–110; brought to per-

fection in Islam, 112; highest 

form of, closed, 115, 117; 

lower forms continue forever, 

115–117; see also Makkah and 

Madinah for revelations re-

ceived at. 

Ribā, meaning of, 400; see Usury 

and Interest. 

Robbery (violent), 384, 441–442 

Roman empire, 135, 316, 317, 

325, 326, 327, 459 

Sabians, 55, 64 

Sā‘ah (the Hour), 149, 151 

Sacrifice, at ‘Īd al-Aḍḥā, see 

under ‘Īd; cannot be replaced 

by charity, 239; concept of, 

239–240; at Pilgrimage, 292, 

300, 301; for idols, 410–411 

Ṣadaqah (charity), 249, 250, 250; 

zakāt also called as, 252, 258 

Sa‘d ibn Abi Waqas, 394 

Safa and Marwah, 288, 295, 296, 

296; running between at Pil-

grimage (sa‘y), 298–299, 362 

Safiyyah, Prophet’s wife, 355 

Ṣaḥīfah (scripture), 106 

Ṣalāt (prayers), meaning of, 223, 

253; see Prayer. 

(al-)Ṣalā ‘ala-l-Nabiyy, 230, 241 

Salih, 121, 123, 126 

Salvation, 63, 64, 155, 248 

Ṣaum (fasting), 262; see Fasting. 

Sa‘y, see under Safa and Marwah. 

Servants, kind treatment of, 465 

Sexual relations, 7, 217, 294; 

clandestine prohibited, 353; 

see also Marriage. 

Shafi‘i, Imam, 48, 347, 387, 412 

Shiah, 40, 43, 49, 347 

Shirk (ascribing partners to God), 

meaning of, 75; is degrading, 

76; various forms of, 76–80; 

and marriage, 343, 344; see 

also God, Unity of. 

Shuaib, 123 

Shūrā (counsel), 428, 434; see 

State. 

Sin(s), all prophets were sinless, 

128–131; asking for for-

giveness of, 128–129; God’s 

mercy forgives, 176, 178; de-

bars man from God, 176; hell 

purifies man of, 176; of Mus-

lims and of non-Muslims, 176; 

man created sinless, 188–189 

Slaughter, see under Animals. 

Slaves/slavery, 8, 249; zakāt to be 

spent on freeing, 259; freeing 

of, 465; abolished, 329–330 

Social relations and conduct, 

415–417, 462–464 

Socialism, 254–255, 383 

Solomon, 103–104, 114 

Soul, conscious of God, 69–71; 

created by God, 76, 85, 341; 
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purification of, 197, 214–215, 

216, 218, 252; and death, 98, 

140, 146, 156, 158, 161, 163, 

164; doing good and harm to, 

175–176 

Spirit, the Holy, 11, 16, 20, 94; 

prophets as well as believers 

strengthened with, 95–96; de-

scent of, 278 

State, see ch. 19; modern state 

ideologies, 424–425; basic 

concept of the Islamic, 425–

428; head of, 425, 426–428, 

430–431, 433; head subject to 

law, 425–426, 431; head as 

accountable servant of people, 

426, 427; employees of, 404; 

is democratic, 425–426, 428–

429, 430, 435; moral values in 

conduct of, 429; instructions 

to governors, 431–432; to help 

poor and debtors, 432; peo-

ple’s obligations towards, 

432–433; Quran supreme 

over, 433; law making by, 

433–435; principle of counsel, 

434; must exercise justice to-

wards all, 435–436; must ful-

fil all agreements & treaties, 

436–437; tax collection by, 

255, 324–325, 437–438; equal 

rights of non-Muslims in, 441 

Suffering, 70–71, 87, 176, 264, 

276, 291, 463; of Muslims, 

176, 240, 342, 429, 457 

Sunnah, see also Hadith; 10, 30, 

31, 45, 48, 49, 433, 435, 446; 

of prayer, 224, 234, 236 

Sūrah, meaning of, 25 

Sayuti, Jalal-ud-Din, 23, 46, 54 

Swine, flesh of, forbidden, 410, 

411 

Tabuk, 137, 316 

Tahajjud (prayer during the 

night), 222, 243–244; in 

Ramadan, 243 

Ṭalāq (divorce), 369; see Divorce 

Taqdīr and Qadar (so-called 

Predestination), see ch. 10; not 

an article of faith, 65, 183, 

191–193; meaning of, 183–

184, 193; in Hadith, 190–193 

Tarāwīḥ (prayer), 244 

Tashrīq days, 238, 301; see Pil-

grimage. 

Tauḥīd (Unity of God), 74–75; 

significance of, 79–81, 87; see 

also under God. 

Ṭawāf, 295–297, 298, 299, 300; 

see also Pilgrimage, Ka‘bah. 

Tax, 255–258, 322–327; see un-

der Zakāt and Jizyah. 

Tayammum, 217–218 

Ta‘zīr (legal punishment), 437 

Thaqīf, 209 

Theft, 384, 442–443 

Tirmidhi, 37, 136 

Torah, 111, 112, 445; see Bible. 

Trade, see Business. 

Trinity, 76, 78, 424 

Trusts, 389–390 

Uhud (Uḥud ), battle of, 282, 434 

Ukul, tribe of, 335 

Umar, second Caliph, urges com-

pilation of Quran, 17; received 

revelation, 116; saying of 

about hell, 179; proposes the 

Call to Prayer, 218; and 

Tarāwīḥ, 244; and Jizyah, 323, 

325, 326; as Caliph, 8, 29, 46, 

211, 214, 360, 426, 431, 446, 

453; other refs., 212, 390, 404,  

417, 430 
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Umar ibn Abdul Aziz, 35, 213, 

453 

‘Umrah (Minor Pilgrimage), 

what is, 292–293, 285, 295, 

298, 303 

Universe, uniformity of law in, 

67–69 

‘Uqūd (agreements), 436–437 

‘Ushr (land tax), 256, 257 

Usury, see also Interest; 398–399; 

why prohibited, 398–399, 401 

Uthman, 16, 17, 17, 19, 29, 214 

Veil (of face), 213, 361–362; 

forbidden at Pilgrimage, 213, 

293, and at prayer, 361–362; 

was mark of high rank, 362 

Waḥy, 12, 106, 108, 108, 109; see 

also Revelation. 

Walīmah, 355; see Marriage. 

Wali-ullah, Shah, 23, 39 

Waqf, see Trusts. 

War, jihād is not the same as, 

305; permitted to Muslims 

only in self-defence, 285, 305, 

307, 310–313, 314, 316; to 

save all places of worship, 

311; aggressive not allowed, 

312, 315, 317, 324; meaning 

of fighting in the way of 

Allah, 312; early teachings not 

abrogated, 312–314, 316; 

“verse of the sword”, 313–

314; cessation of, 314–315; 

peace after, 315–316; not for 

propagation of Islam, 310, 

316, 317–318, 318–320; wars 

of early Caliphate, 317–318, 

459; Hadith on, 318–321; Ju-

rists’ wrong notion of, 321–

322; directions relating to, 

328; prisoners of, 328–330; as 

an honest, ethical struggle, 

330–331; and deception, 331; 

polygamy as solution to de-

crease in males by war, 358 

Wealth, distribution of, 7, 8, 254–

255; see Property, Zakāt. 

West, civilization of, 254, 370, 

400, 424; Western critics of 

Islam, 38, 86, 305, 310, 312, 

317, 323 

Widows, marriage of, 348, 357; 

position of among Arabs, 356–

357; husband’s provision for, 

395–396; welfare of, 465 

Wills, 393–396; making of, 393–

394, 406; for charity and heirs, 

395; see also Bequests, Inher-

itance. 

Wine, see Intoxicants. 

Witr (prayer), 225, 243 

Wives, created from same soul as 

man, 341; husband required to 

treat well, 342, 367–368; in-

dependence of, 350, 364; 

rights of, 364–368; as ruler of 

the home, 365; love between 

husband and wife, 365–366, 

371; duties of, 367; right of 

divorce of, 371–372; kindness 

towards even in divorce, 377, 

379; gifts to husband, 389; in-

heriting from husband, 392; 

when accused of adultery by 

husband, 378; see Husbands, 

Marriage, Divorce, Widows, 

Women. 

Women, rights of, 358–364; pre-

Islamic treatment of, 356, 375, 

390; work of rewarded as of 

men, 206, 358–359; in Para-

dise, 166–169, 358–359; reve-

lation to, 359, 95, 108; as 

earning, owning and control-

ling property, 359, 383, 384, 
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387; as working, 360, 364; 

conducting business, 388; in-

heritance rights of, 390–391; 

why male share is double, 

391–392; no seclusion of, 

360–361; mixing of with men, 

364; entry of to mosques, 

212–213; dress of, 213, 293, 

363–364, and see Veil; as 

imam, 214; in prayer congre-

gation, 231; at ‘Īd prayers, 

237; at funerals, 241; and fast-

ing in Ramadan, 269, 277; at 

Pilgrimage, 293, 295, 296; and 

children must not be killed in 

war, 328, 336; may marry 

whom they wish to, see Mar-

riage; see also Menstruation, 

Widows, Wives. 

Work, rewarded, 206, 403; 

Prophet Muhammad dignifies, 

403–404; equality of worker 

and employer, 404; entitled to 

wages for, 404; see Labour. 

Wuḍū, 216; spiritual purpose of, 

218; see also Tayammum. 

Yaman, 31, 45, 431 

Zabūr (Psalms) 106, 111 

Zacharias, 93, 95 

Zaid ibn Haritha, liberated slave, 

349; marriage of with Zainab,  

369 

Zaid ibn Thabit, 14, 17, 29 

Zainab, Prophet’s cousin and 

wife, 349, 355, 360; first mar-

riage of with Zaid ibn Haritha, 

369 

Zainab, a daughter of the Prophet, 

381 

Zain-ud-Din, Hafiz, 38 

Zakāt, see also Charity, Ṣadaqah; 

meaning of the word, 249, 

252; as purifier, 252; institu-

tion of Islam, 30, 324, 325; as 

important as prayer,  253–254; 

significance of, 255; is a state 

or communal institution, 255–

256; as a tax due to the state, 

437; how assessed, 256–258; 

niṣāb of, 256–257; spending 

of, 258–260; administration 

of, 259, 437; on propagation 

of Islam, 259–260; up to one-

third may be spent as donor 

wishes, 261 

Zamzam, fountain of, 287 

Zīnat (adornment), 419 

Zoroaster, Zoroastrianism, 72, 76 

Zubair, 420 

Ẓuhr (early afternoon prayer), 

222, 224, 234, 299

 

 



 

 

 

 

Reviews of The Religion of Islam when published in 1936 

Marmaduke Pickthall, translator of the Quran into English: 

“Probably no man living has done longer or more valuable service 

for the cause of Islamic revival than Maulana Muhammad Ali of 

Lahore. … the present volume is his finest work. … It is a descrip-

tion of Al-Islam by one well-versed in the Sunna who has on his 

mind the shame of the Muslim decadence of the past five centuries 

… Such a book is greatly needed at the present day when in many 

Muslim countries we see persons eager for the reformation and re-

vival of Islam making mistakes through lack of just this knowledge. 

… his premises are always sound, we are always conscious of his 

deep sincerity; and his reverence for the holy Quran is sufficient in 

itself to guarantee his work in all essentials.” 

Sir Shahab-ud-Din, Speaker, Punjab Legislative Assembly: 

“The ‘Religion of Islam’ is the latest masterpiece from the pen of 

Maulana Muhammad Ali. … It is a mine of very useful information 

on the principles, doctrines and laws of the Muslim religion. It is a 

monumental collection of exceptional merit. It contains very full, 

detailed and reliable information on all questions dealt with in it.” 

Dr Allama Sir Muhammad Iqbal: 

“I have glanced through parts of it, and find it an extremely useful 

work almost indispensable to the students of Islam. You have 

already written a number of books; one cannot but admire your 

energy and power of sustained work.” 

Chief Justice S.M. Suleman, High Court, Allahabad: 

“…a great and comprehensive work, embodying Islamic philoso-

phy and jurisprudence and embracing Muslim theology as well as 

the cardinal points of Muslim Law. This exhaustive work contains a 

vast store of information … the product of great learning, deep 

scholarship and enormous labour.” 

Sir Shafaat Ahmad Khan, Indian Muslim leader: 

“…written in a highly scholarly manner and is proof of the learned 

author’s high ability and ingenuity. In it the learned author has 

thrown sufficient light on the important Islamic issues and in ex-

plaining them has displayed the highest capability. I hope this will 

prove to be an authentic and unequalled book on Islam.” 
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of Islam, a renowned research work first published in 1936, with sub-
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Islam into three parts: (1) the sources of Islam, (2) the principles or 
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