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The five daily prayers and the fasting of Ramadan are among the five pillars of
Islam. The timing and the way these two pillars are conducted are based on the
traditions of our prophet (May the peace and blessings of Allah be upon him). The
timing of prayers is associated with the position of the sun, and the beginning of
the fast of Ramadan is based on the movement of the moon. As noted by the
Prophet, peace be upon him, Arabs were illiterate people who had no knowledge
of calculations®. Accordingly, the most feasible method available to them was to
physically observe the position of the sun to determine the time of prayer and
physically observe the birth of the new crescent to begin Ramadan.

With the advancement of science and literacy in Islamic civilization, physical
observation of the sun’s position was replaced with calculated schedules in
determining the times of prayers. This change was initially rejected by some as
being contrary to the “Sunnah”, but over the course of time it became a
universally accepted method.

Using calculation in determining the beginning of a new Islamic month was
discussed by some Muslim jurists as early as the year 78 of Hijra.2 Many classical
jurists have indicated the admissibility of calculations to negate erroneous sighting
of the crescent.? However, the majority of the classical jurists were opposed to
calculations partly due to the fact that astronomy was part of astrology (Tanjeem)
and was deemed unreliable.

1 “\We are an unlettered nation, we do not write or calculate. The month is such-and-such or such-andsuch —
meaning sometimes it is twenty-nine and sometimes it is thirty.” (Narrated by al-Bukhaari, 1814; Muslim,
1080). According to Sheikh Ahmad Shakir, this hadith indicates that the unlettered state of the ummah was
the reason (‘illah) why calculations were not used in the time of the Prophet. In other words, once the ummah
has the capacity to write and calculate it becomes appropriate to rely on more certain methods.

2Such as the scholar: Mutarraf Ibn Abdillah Ibn Al-Shikheer (d95H) szl il ds -y 3 Lo
2Tagqi al-Din al-Subki (d.756H), Fatawa al-Subki (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa), vol. 1, 209.



With the recent advancement in astronomy and the fact that the birth of the
crescent and the movement of the moon can be precisely and indisputably
predicted, many contemporary Muslim jurists started taking the position that
calculation can be used to affirm the beginning of the new month. Among the
various prominent scholars who elaborately wrote on this subject, one may note
the renowned hadith scholar Sheikh Ahmed Shakir (d.1958)*, as well as the
eminent scholar of Islamic jurisprudence, Sheikh Mustafa Al-Zarqa (d.1999)°,
among many others.

These scholars have noted that moon sighting is a means to ascertain the
beginning of the month and it is not an act of worship by itself. They further note
that the eye sighting method is prone to errors, as opposed to the calculations
that are precisely accurate and predictable. It is also easier because the beginning
of Ramadan and Eid can be predicted in advance for years to come.

Given the extensive research® on the subject by jurists and astronomers, this
method has been adopted as the preferred method by a number of institutions.
The Figh Council of North America adopted calculation as a means of determining
of Ramadan and Eid in 2007’. Prior to that, the European Figh and Research
Council® has also adopted this method. Accordingly, various leading Muslim
organizations and mosques in North America have adopted this method. Since
2007 the number of mosques adopting this method has been steadily on the rise.

In determining the birth of the moon, both Figh Councils use global sightability of
the moon as the main criteria. Accordingly, the new Islamic month begins if the
moon sets after sunset anywhere in the globe and the elongation is at least 8
degrees and moon is at least 5 degrees above horizon. “If these conditions are met,
the new crescent will be visible somewhere on earth. Hence the new lunar month
will start the next day.

It is worth noting that despite the growing acceptability of calculation in
determining Ramadan and Eid, there are still considerable numbers of jurists who
don’t subscribe to the use of scientific calculation to affirm the beginning of the
month. Such matters are legitimate differences of opinion amongst Muslim
scholars, and they should not be a cause for division or censure.



Conclusion:

Using scientific calculation is one of the legitimate alternatives of determining the
beginning of the Islamic month. It is supported by extensive research by eminent
scholars and Muslim astronomers. It is a method that is in line with the objectives
established in the Quran and Sunnah and fully consistent with scientific data.
Accordingly, the Manitoba Figh Committee sees no objection in adopting this
method if it brings greater benefit and ease to the local

Muslim community.

4 Ahmad Muhammad Shakir, Awa'il al-Shuhur al-'Arabiyya: Hal Yajuzu Shar’an Ithbatuha bi'l-hisab al-
Falaki? Bahthun Jadidun 'llmiyun Hurr (Cairo: Dar al-Istiqama, 1412/1992).

5 Mustafa Ahmad Al-Zarga’, Hawla i'timad al-hisab al-falaki li-tahdid bidayat al-shuhur al-gamariyya:
halyajuzu shar'an aw la yajuz? in Majallat Majma' al-Figh al-Islami: Second session, vol. 2:2
(1407/1986), 927-36.

6 For more information please refer to:
http://www.isna.net/uploads/1/5/7/4/15744382/arguments_for_calculations.pdf
http://www.amazon.com/Astronomical-Calculations-Ramadan-Fighi-Discourse/dp/1565643348

7 http://www.fighcouncil.org/

8 http://e-cfr.org/new/
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