© 2023 the authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Submit Date: 27 December 2022
Revise Date: 24 April 2023
Accept Date: 01 May 2023
Publish Date: 22 May 2023

The Encyclopedia of Comparative Jurisprudence and Law

Crescent Moon Sighting in Islamic Schools of Thought and Its Impact on the
Law of Nations

Ahmad Reza Khazaei*

1. Department of Jurisprudence and Fundamentals of Islamic Law, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran,
Iran

* Corresponding Author’'s Email: ahm.khazaei@iau.ac.ir

ABSTRACT

Crescent moon sighting is one of the fundamental issues in the jurisprudence of worship and among the matters that affect the
social and legal order of Islamic societies, since the beginning and end of months such as Ramadan, Shawwal, and Dhu al-
Hijjah are directly connected with devotional obligations, collective rituals, and legal consequences. The main problem of this
study is to determine the criterion for establishing the new lunar crescent and to explain why the ruling on the beginning of a
month may be announced differently in two geographically close regions. Using a descriptive-analytical method and referring to
the jurisprudential sources of Islamic schools of thought, this article examines the methods of establishing the crescent, including
sighting, completing thirty days of the preceding month, witness testimony, astronomical calculations, and the ruling of the
competent authority. The findings indicate that the differences of opinion mainly revolve around two axes: “unity or plurality of
lunar horizons” and “the validity or invalidity of astronomical calculations and the ruling of the authority.” The study concludes
that, while preserving the jurisprudential foundations of the Islamic schools of thought, the capacities of the ruling of the
competent authority, reliable observational reports, and definitive astronomical data can be used to reduce disagreement and
strengthen the practical unity of Muslims.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Crescent moon sighting occupies a central
position in Islamic jurisprudence because it
functions not merely as an astronomical
phenomenon, but as a legal and ritual marker
through which the beginning and end of
several religiously significant lunar months
are determined. The months of Ramadan,
Shawwal, and Dhu al-Hijjah are especially
important because their commencement
affects fasting, the celebration of Eid al-Fitr,
pilgrimage rites, sacrificial worship, waiting
periods, devotional duties, and other social
and legal consequences within Muslim
communities. The Qur’anic reference to lunar
crescents as “appointed times for people and
for Hajj” establishes the crescent as a temporal
sign connected with both individual acts of
worship and collective religious order. In this
sense, sighting the crescent is not an isolated
ritual practice, but a juridical mechanism
through which religious obligation becomes
temporally operative. The prophetic tradition
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“Fast when you see it and break the fast when
you see it” has therefore become the
foundational = textual basis for the
jurisprudence of crescent sighting across
Islamic schools of thought (Al-Bukhari, 1987).
Classical jurists developed this principle into
detailed rules concerning direct sighting,
testimony, completion of thirty days, the
authority of the ruler, and the relevance or
irrelevance of astronomical calculation (Al-
Sarakhsi, 1987; Al-Shafi'i, 1973; Al-Tusi, 1987).
The importance of the issue becomes clearer
when one observes that differences in
crescent-sighting criteria may lead to different
rulings on the beginning of the same lunar
month in adjacent or distant regions. Thus, the
problem examined in this study is not only
how the crescent is established, but also why
legal plurality emerges among Muslim
communities despite their shared reliance on
the Qur’an and Sunnah.

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach and examines the jurisprudential
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positions of the major Islamic schools
regarding the proof of the lunar crescent. The
discussion is grounded in classical and later
juristic sources representing the Sunni and
Imami traditions, with particular attention to
the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafii, Hanbali, and
Imami schools. The article first clarifies the
concept of hilal, which linguistically refers to
the newly visible crescent and is associated
with public proclamation, invocation, and the
emergence of a new lunar phase. Jurists and
lexicographers have differed over whether the
term applies only to the first night, the first two
nights, or the first three nights of the lunar
month, but the common juridical meaning
concerns the first visible emergence of the
moon after conjunction in a manner that
makes sighting possible (Ibn Juzayy al-Maliki,
2010). The study then examines the principal
means of proving the crescent: actual sighting,
completion of thirty days of the previous
month, testimony of witnesses, astronomical
calculation, and the ruling of the competent
authority. These methods are not treated as
merely technical procedures, but as legal
indicators whose validity depends on each
school’s theory of evidence, certainty, public
authority, and ritual obligation. The Imami
tradition, for example, places strong emphasis
on sighting and legally reliable proof, while
also preserving internal debates concerning
the authority of the ruler and the geographical
extension of sighting (Al-Kulayni al-Razi, 1986;
Mousavi Khoei, 1989; Najafi, 1986). Sunni
jurisprudence likewise  contains  both
convergence and divergence, especially on the
evidentiary value of testimony, the number
and qualifications of witnesses, and the effect
of sighting in one locality upon other localities
(Ibn Qudamah al-Hanbali; Ibn Rushd al-
Qurtubi, 1989).

The findings show that one of the primary
areas of disagreement among Islamic schools
concerns the required form and scope of
sighting. In the Hanafi school, when the sky is

clear, widespread sighting by a significant
number of people is generally emphasized,
whereas in cloudy conditions the testimony of
one upright witness may suffice in certain
cases (Al-Sarakhsi, 1987). In the Maliki and
Imami traditions, the testimony of two just
witnesses is commonly treated as a reliable
means of establishing the crescent, although
specific  qualifications and  contextual
conditions vary across jurists (Al-Kulayni al-
Razi, 1986; Al-Tusi, 1987; Ibn Juzayy al-Maliki,
2010). The Shafi‘i and Hanbali traditions also
accept witness testimony, but differ regarding
the number of witnesses required for
Ramadan and Shawwal and the conditions
under which testimony is accepted (Al-Shafi'i,
1973; Ibn Qudamah al-Hanbali). A second
agreed method is the completion of thirty days
of the preceding month, particularly Sha‘ban
before Ramadan and Ramadan before
Shawwal, when sighting is not established.
This method is strongly grounded in prophetic
reports and reflects the juristic preference for
a practical and accessible standard when
direct sighting is prevented by cloud, dust, or
observational uncertainty (Al-Bukhari, 1987).
The disagreement becomes more pronounced
when the discussion turns to astronomical
calculation. Many classical jurists rejected
calculation as an independent basis for
establishing the lunar month because they
considered ritual obligation to be linked to
legally recognized sighting rather than
mathematical prediction (Al-Hilli, 1993; Al-
Shahid al-Awwal, 1993; Zayn al-Din, 2007).
Nevertheless, some contemporary-oriented
discussions argue that precise astronomical
data can assist in eliminating impossible
claims of sighting and reducing public
disagreement, especially when used as
corroborative evidence rather than as a
complete substitute for legally recognized
proof (Al-Qaradawi, 1991; Mahmoudi, 2004;
Mokhtari & Nemati, 2004).



Another major axis of disagreement concerns
the unity or plurality of lunar horizons. The
question is whether sighting the crescent in
one region establishes the beginning of the
month for all Muslims, or only for regions that
share the same or sufficiently close horizon.
The Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali positions are
often presented as favoring the broader legal
effect of sighting, so that once the crescent is
established in one part of the Muslim world
through valid means, the ruling may extend to
other regions without strict regard to
geographical distance (Al-Qarafi, 1994; Al-
Sarakhsi, 1987; Ibn Qudamah al-Hanbali). This
position is generally grounded in the universal
wording of the prophetic command to fast and
break the fast upon sighting, understood as
addressing the Muslim community collectively
rather than each locality independently. By
contrast, many Shafii and Imami jurists give
greater weight to the difference of horizons,
arguing that sighting in one region does not
necessarily bind distant regions whose
horizons differ substantially (Al-Shafi'i, 1973;
Al-Tusi, 1987). Within Imami jurisprudence,
however, the matter remains internally
debated. Some jurists maintain that shared or
close horizons are necessary, while others
argue for the sufficiency of sighting in one part
of the world, especially where the sighted
region is westward or where the astronomical
possibility of sighting extends across a broader
geographical zone (Mousavi Khoei, 1989;
Najafi, 1986; Tabataba'i Yazdi, 1996). Later
discussions refine these positions by
distinguishing between the ontological reality
of the lunar month and the evidentiary role of
sighting. On this basis, some jurists argue that
sighting is a means of disclosure rather than
the cause of the month’s existence, while
others insist that legally binding obligation
requires a locally or horizon-relevantly
established form of proof (Hosseini Tehrani;
Sadr, 2004).

The study further shows that the ruling of the
competent authority plays an important role in
the social and legal management of crescent-
sighting disputes. In the Prophetic period, the
Prophet personally received testimony,
examined witnesses, and announced the
beginning or end of the fasting month, thereby
combining religious authority, evidentiary
assessment, and public legal order (Al-
Bukhari, 1987). Later jurists debated whether
the ruler’s declaration is independently
binding in matters of crescent sighting. Some
Shafii and Imami jurists accord substantial
authority to the ruler or qualified jurist,
especially when a public ruling is needed to
prevent communal division and practical
disorder (Al-Shafi'i, 1973; Mousavi Khomeini;
Najafi, 1986). Other jurists are more cautious,
arguing that the ruler’s function is not to create
the fact of the crescent, but to judge whether
valid evidence has been established. In the
Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali discussions,
different views appear concerning whether the
ruler’s ruling is binding in purely devotional
matters or only in disputes involving rights,
litigation, and public administration (Al-
Qarafi, 1994; Al-Sarakhsi, 1987; Ibn Qudamah
al-Hanbali). Despite these differences, the
social function of public authority remains
significant, because lunar-month
determination affects collective worship,
public holidays, institutional schedules, and
the unity of religious practice. Contemporary
jurists who emphasize Muslim unity often
argue that where complete global agreement is
unattainable, at least national or regional
coordination should be pursued through
recognized authority, reliable observation, and
disciplined evidentiary procedures (Al-
Qaradawi, 1991; Rida, 2006; Sarami, 1998). This
indicates that crescent sighting is not only a
question of private religious certainty, but also
a matter of public law, communal order, and
institutional legitimacy.
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In conclusion, the jurisprudence of crescent
moon sighting demonstrates the dynamic
relationship  between revelation, legal
reasoning, empirical observation, and public
authority in Islamic law. The plurality of
rulings among Islamic schools does not arise
from disregard for scriptural evidence, but
from different understandings of how sighting,
testimony, certainty, locality, astronomical
knowledge, and governmental authority
should be integrated into a binding legal
framework. The study concludes that a
balanced approach is possible: one that
preserves the jurisprudential foundations of
the Islamic schools while also benefiting from
reliable observational reports, definite
astronomical data, and coordinated public
decision-making. Such an approach does not
necessarily abolish doctrinal difference, nor
does it require all schools to abandon their
inherited legal principles. Rather, it seeks to
reduce avoidable disagreement, prevent
contradictory public practice within the same
community, and strengthen practical unity
among Muslims. The most workable path is
therefore not the replacement of classical
jurisprudence  with  purely  technical
calculation, nor the rejection of modern
astronomical knowledge, but the disciplined
integration of legally valid sighting,
trustworthy testimony, scientific certainty,
and competent public authority. Through this
integration, the determination of Ramadan,
Shawwal, Dhu al-Hijjah, and other lunar
months can better serve both devotional
accuracy and social cohesion within Muslim
societies.
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