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THAUM (SAUM) – FASTING OR ABSTENTION 

1) The Understanding and Philosophy of Thaum Fasting 

2) And General Abstentions 
By Shaikh Abdool Aziz Shaikh 

 

There is no ownership of the concept of Thaum by any group, be it Madhab or Sufism, 

everyone is of the opinion that it is a command or (or planning) of Allah or it is the annual 

“commemoration” of a great and awesome planned incident in the history of mankind. It is obvious, 

that if the meaning of is taken to be abstention from food (details would follow) then it is 

obvious that man is neither grateful to Allah for keeping him hungry nor does the Sufi fraternity claim 

any “spiritual” advancement by its practice (or do they?). In any case Islam does not encourage such 

“spiritualism” nor is it dependent on it, nor does it regard it as part of the Deen. If by staying hungry 

there is any physical or medicinal advantage then this is merely incidental and circumstantial. 

Amongst the Believers it is commonly accepted that by the command of “Thiam” Allah has put 

Muslims on an examination or “test” to see how willingly Believers would accede to this command of 

Allah (an elaboration of test would follow later) and because Allah is aware of the response of man to 

such a command, He has shown the advantages in the Qur’an and this is firstly stated in Surah 2 

Verse 183 (Refer below). It is also a fallacy that the Qur’an has repeated the instructions that had been 

given to the Christians and Jews because it was given first to then. Where there is a “repetition” of 

similar instructions it is because the Laws of Allah were and are constant for all of mankind. For 

clarity on this matter let’s refer to Surah 41 Verse 43: 

 

This explained as: Whatever they say to you regarding Our Wahi, is not new. Similar things were said 

to the Rusul who came before you. Your Rabb will certainly protect you from their wicked opposition; 

and also severely punish them for their denial and rebellion. 

Because of the non-existence or corruption of the Wahi of Allah that had been previously sent to other 

nations, the touchstone for Muslims is the Wahi in the Qur’an, and nowhere else. If the word of the 

Torah, Injeel or aHadith is thrusted before our eyes, then we have to make all necessary attempts to 

understand the words of the Qur’an. The Islam that is presented to man now for the last 1500 years, is 

the same Islam that had been presented to all those who received Revelation before Muhammad AS. 

Now let’s look at the first Ayat and Verse that instructs us towards Thaum and Thiam, Surah 2 Verse 

183: 

 

Explained: Self-control is a pre-requisite both for steadfastness and fortitude in the battlefield as well 

as for establishing a just and equitable socio-economic system. In other words, in case of a conflict 

between your physical drives and lofty human values, you should uphold the latter. Furthermore, you 

should habituate yourself to leading a hard and laborious life. For this purpose abstention has been 

made obligatory for you as it was for earlier communities, in order that you may live according to the 

Divine Laws and protect yourself from the pitfalls of life. With the above Verse and this explanation 

in mind let’s look at the meanings of the word from the Lughat-al-Qur’an and the Lexicon. It 

must be understood that Lexicons and Dictionaries are largely influenced by the classical meanings,  
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and it’s a great pity that very few scholars have made their own research. The word , as the 

root appears only once in Surah 19 Verse 26 and the derivatives appear 12 times. 

 

In Surah 19 Verse 26: Thaum regarded abstaining from speech, Details later: 

 

i) The English Dictionary meaning of Thaum, as in fasting means: to abstain from food or eating for 

medical or religious reasons; and abstention is non-consumption to refrain from anything, or to resist 

doing something. 

ii) In the Matalib-al-Furqaan (the work of Tasreef) and Lughat-al-Qur’an the meaning is given as: 

a) To take stock of one’s actions or to strictly refrain 

b) Keep oneself within the restrictions of the Law of Allah 

c) Thaim is one who keeps himself in check from doing something wrong 

d) To keep oneself away from eating and indulging in any lawful bodily requirements. 

iii) According to the Lane’s Lexicon: 

a) Primary significanes in its primary sense is abstention from food and or sex and the secondary 

meaning is a particular service of Allah. 

b) Abstention from speech 

c) Abstention from travelling, “as the horse stood still”; to stop 

d) By intention and from the derivatives of Thaum it means the sun being at its zenith (standing still), 

water being calm, a bird casting forth its dung or little one (by standing)  

e) a Church 

f) Dry land-no water 

 

We have to now look at the Verses quoted in the Qur’an wherein the word or its derivative is 

used and see how the above definitions fit into it and what is the wider implications.  

To commence understanding the concept under discussion we need to firstly apply ourselves to Verses 

wherever the word is used in the Qur’an and the first place is in: 

 

Surah 2 Verse 178: INSTRUCTION FOR WAR: 

 

 
Mark this; the principle according to which it becomes necessary to fight against an oppressor (for the 

protection of human rights) also requires that punishment is awarded to individual wrong-doers….. 

Only that part is being reproduced here to display principles of……and appears 13 times in the 

Qur’an. 

 

Surah 2 Verse 180: INSTRUCTION ON BEHESTS FROM ONES WEALTH: 
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Surah 2 Verse 216: INSTRUCTION FOR WAR….AGAIN 

 
Similar instructions are given in principle in Surah 2 Verse 246; Surah 3 Verse 154; Surah 4 Verse 77;  

 

Then in Surah 4 Verse 127: CARE OF WIDOWS AND THE WEAK AND CHILDREN 

 

 
 

Surah 9 Verse 120 & 121: COMPARISON OF THE HARDSHIPS OF THE MECCANS AND  

   WHAT COULD BE EXPECTED BY THE MEDINITES. 

 

 

 
 

Then in Surah 22 Verse 4: AVOIDANCE OF ACCOUNTABILITY BY TAKING THE   

    CONDEMNED AS FRIENDS 

 

 

The question would be quite correctly asked, “What have these Verses got to do with ” The 

reasons will become quite obvious when we look at Surah 2 Verses 183 to 185 hereunder. 

 

Before we venture to answer the above let’s look at the meaning of . In Surah 2 Verse 183 

the first word after the normal protocol, is . If we look at the word  in Surah 2 Verse 2 we 
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will understand that “The Book” “refers to that which promulgates the laws and gives the direction for 

its implementation.” Thus in Surah 2 Verse 183 wherein  is used and it means: “it is incumbent 

on you”, “it is commanded to you”, “this law is being established for you” etc. Many places in the 

Qur’an is used with the same meaning and unserstanding as the Verse have been quoted above. 

 

In Surah 2 Verse 178, reproduced above the word is used and its root is meaning 

briefly, “he followed someone”, to follow; by extension means that the Islamic authority must not 

leave any crime untraced and unattended to. No criminal should escape from facing up to 

accountability. Then, of course, the legal procedure needs to be followed. As pointed out above, the 

explanation continues thus: 

 

“……………also requires that punishment is awarded to individual wrong-doers for murder since 

without this safeguard, human life which is very valuable (Also refer 5/32), would not be safe. In this 

context, the Law is that a murderer be punished (i.e. he should be considered a wrong-doer not against 

particular persons but against the society as a whole)”. 

 

In prescribing punishment, the basic principles of justice and equity must always be kept in view and 

no distinction should be made between the great and the humble. What is to be considered is not the 

status of the person murdered or the murderer, but the principle of justice according to which all 

human life is equally valuable. (Regardless of the fact whether the murderer is a free male, a slave, or 

a woman, he or she will receive the punishment for murder and their respective positions in society 

will not be able to protect them from it.) 

This is followed by Surah 2 Verse 179: 

 

  

“If you reflect deeply, it will become clear to you that the Law of Retribution provides protection for 

you individually as well as for the collective life of the community.” 

In Surah 2 Verse 180 the subject is different but the principle is the same: 

 

“As regards the disposal of one’s personal property i.e. assets allowed by the Niz’am-e-Rabubiyyat, 

the Law is, when you apprehend death, make a valid legal will for your relatives and others close to 

you. This is a Divine Imperative for all true believers (the distribution of inheritance will take place 

after the provisions of the will have been fulfilled (Also see 4/11)).” 

 

Surah 2 Verse 216 encompasses the Believers concerning “war”: 

“During the next stage of your struggle, you may be asked to sacrifice even your life. Under certain 

conditions, war is made obligatory upon you. It is possible that this obligation may seem burdensome 

to you but you must not let your individual feelings determine what is good or bad for you. The 

criterion for determining what is good or bad is the value-system revealed by Allah. What might 

appear to you to be good may be otherwise according to this criterion and vice versa. Allah alone 

knows what is, in reality, good or bad.” 

The other Verses quoted above are self-explanatory concerning the concept of and man has no 

choice but to follow the dictates of Allah in the Qur’an.  

We have, thus understood the concept of which appears together in the subject of . Let’s 

look at Surah 2 Verse 183 again: 
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(Refer above) In case of a conflict between one’s physical drives and required human values, one 

should uphold the latter. Furthermore, one should habituate oneself to leading a hard and laborious 

life. For this purpose abstention in all its many forms, has been made obligatory for you as it was for 

earlier communities, in order that you may live according to the Divine Laws and protect yourself 

from the pitfalls of life and so that one is prepared to implement the Laws enunciated in the Qur’an 

(Taqwa). This is the Law from Allah and man has no choice in the matter. Man is required to exercise 

abstention not only from food but from all that would interfere in the physical and mental development 

of the personality so that man is ready for what is forthcoming in the implementation of the law of 

Allah, this is . 

 

Another factor that is required to be considered for the personality development and preparation is the 

concept of , I’etikaf, as indicated in Surah 2 Verse 187:  

 

 

“        it is clear that in the hours from dusk to dawn you are permitted to cohabit with your wives, as 

well as partake of food and drink. From dawn to dusk you are required to abstain. If after dusk you are 

detained at your centre (of training or activity e.g. Masjid) in order to ponder or resolve some 

important issue or problem, then you should devote your total attention to the task in hand and refrain 

from going home.” (Abstention in marital relations is forbidden under these circumstances) 

This concept is also to be practiced during Hajj and it has the same principles and requirements. It is 

interesting to note that during I’etikaf, sex is prohibited yet food is permitted and also there 

are no other abstentions. This explains that in its different facets must be practiced where it 

can be done, because preparation and involvement in the community is more important. 

Surah 2 Verses 155 to 157 illustrate the hardships that mankind, especially Believers have to be 

prepared for: 

 

 

 
In the annals of life when man is to be put through all the trials so that mankind is fit to carry out his 

duties in implementing the Qur’an, then: “This struggle will provide you with many opportunities to  

 

test your own mettle
1
. You may encounter wars and massacres and also be confronted with scarcity of 

                                                      
1 Note that the Allah does not “test” one but that man himself puts the faculties that Allah has given as bounties  to the test, 

by man himself, to see how much he has developed these faculties-this is the meaning of from the root 

 meaning according to Raghib 1) To find out the condition of someone whom you do not know about and 2) To 

bring to the fore the characteristics and latent faculties of someone, whether good or evil, and when this is used concerning 

Allah, and as Allah is aware of all secrets; man tests himself to see that he meets the requirements needed to fulfil what he 

has to do, in accordance with Surah 17 Verse 70, or whether he fits the mould; “The children of Adam have been honoured” 
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food and loss of life and property or with devastation of fields and orchards. Such ordeals may take 

place but ultimately those who remain steadfast and do not waiver in their commitment to establish 

Allah’s System, will be successful. They meet every challenge saying: “We have dedicated ourselves 

to the establishment of the Divine System and come what may we will continue advancing towards 

that goal.” (Refer my paper on “RAJ’A or Emanationism). 
 

“They are the people who are considered to be eminently deserving of blessings and laudation by their 

Creator and Sustainer. They will certainly attain their goal.” 

 

 is from the root and means hunger and famine, but in the Qur’an it means hunger 

during the struggle for the establishment of the Deen through various phases of hardships. If hunger is 

to be experienced then one needs to prepare for it and thus one of the meanings of has to be 

abstention from food and drink so that the preparation will be completed. The effect of deprivation of 

food and drink is the first effect that man suffers in instances of hardships. The Qur’an has many 

examples and one certain one is the Life of Yusuf AS. If we look at Surah 2 Verse 173, we see that 

Allah is aware of this deprivation and has even allowed that which is Har’am, forbidden, to be 

partaken, when there is need and/or danger of loss of life through hunger or deprivation: 

 

 
 

Now take note of what Allah has declared to be Har’am: carrion, flowing blood (For further reading, 

refer 6/146), the flesh of swine and that which has been consecrated to someone other than Allah. 

However, if one is faced with a situation when nothing else is available to eat except the above and 

life is threatened by starvation, then partaking of what has been declared to be Har’am is allowed 

provided one is acting out of necessity and not out of greed or the desire to violate Divine Law. This 

will not constitute a sin and personality development will not be retarded. This is because 

invulnerability of faith is in His care and His Absolute Laws, would protect one and the potentialities 

would continue developing and growing. 

 

We see here that Allah has recognized that for the implementation of His Laws man’s physical needs 

pertaining to food and water needs to be fulfilled, but preparation for difficult eventualities is a must 

through thaum. 

 

A further illustration of the concept is given in the many instances and Suwar below. The 

orthodox belief systems as discussed above need to be re-examined in line with arguments being put 

forward in the examples below. 

 

A) Surah 2 Verse 196 – Requirements during Hajj 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

or “We created the children of Adam, noble”, . Now it’s left to be seen whether man can develop this 

nobility and honour further. 
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In the classical sense how does the fasting or thaum illustrated fulfills the requirements of Surah 2 

Verse 196. Without detailing the requirements of Hajj and Umrah (this would be done on the 

discussions of Hajj) it is interesting that the recompense for not being able to fulfill the requirements 

are thiam, sadaqa’aat and nusk. Since, in the normal thaum, whatever is forbidden from dawn to dusk 

is permitted during dusk to dawn. If this is the principle then how are the requirements of Hajj 

completed. The understanding would be to practice abstention from what is required to be fulfilled so 

that there is no increase in the weakness (ailment) by completing the required rights which are power, 

energy and solid fact in truth. This is in reference to deeds of individuals, which prove the truth of 

one's Ei'man. It is usually reserved for the monetary and other forms of aid one gives during Hajj so 

others are assisted to complete their requirements and this is ably assisted by nusk, meaning to wash 

and make clean; or the means adopted to establish a system. Abstention in this circumstance would be 

to take a step back and regroup during Hajj and make further contemplations and consideration of the 

concepts of Hajj after having returned home. Thus the Qur’an here also shows that thiam is practiced 

for other reasons and not only for fasting in Ramadaan. 

B) Surah 4 Verse 92 – Recompense for murder 

 

This requirement for thiam could be relating to abstention of freedom from normal movements like 

house arrest or imprisonment to restrict movement according to decision of an Islamic authority 

conducting the trials. How can just abstaining or fasting in the classical sense compensate for murder? 

 

C) Surah 5 Verse 89 – Expiation for Oaths 
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The atonement for deliberate non-fulfillment of oaths is shown above; but one needs to examine how 

the lack of affordability for kaffara can be or is replaced by thiam. Since kafara means to 

hide the truth or to display the n’emat of Allah in a very focused way, then would mean 

that process that would hide the consequences of the non-fulfillment of a deliberate oath. Thus the 

abstention, thiam, must result in some kind of consequence that would obviate the deliberate action; 

this happens as explained in Surah 5 Verse 45….. “If the injured person foregoes retaliation out of 

kindliness, this will serve as an atonement for the criminal’s wrongdoing.” Since the person wronged 

foregoes retaliation, the further development of the personality of the guilty party can only take place 

by abstention in the future and avoid further cause of wrongs. 

D) Surah 58 Verse 3 & 4 – Zihaar and its Expiation 

 

The principle detailed above would be the explanation for Surah 58 Verse 3 & 4 but in a more serious 

manner as the “crime” is serious because it affects the very basis of marriage relationships and the 

lessons learn’t needs to be definite; so that one should have absolute Eiman in the truthfulness of the 

system ordained by Allah and established through His Rasool. These boundaries have been laid down 

by Allah and one has to remain within them. (If violated by mistake then as mentioned above, the 

remedy has also been prescribed. Those who totally deny these bounds are the kafireen and) For the 

kaffireen there shall be a grievous punishment. 

 

Since marital sex is allowed during Ramadaan, at night (when one is not practicing thiam) will this, is 

this prohibited during the above “expiation” period: if not then is the purpose of “punishment” 

fulfilled? 

E) Surah 19 Verse 26 – Oath of Maryam 
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Similar reference is made in relation to Zacharia who was also told not to speak to people for three 

days, Surah 19 Verse 10 and Surah 3 Verse 41 wherein or its derivates are not used. The 

above Verse clearly allows Maryam to eat and drink yet abstain from talking. Does this mean a 

voluntary restriction of abstention ferom speech to avoid discussion of sensitive issues? This is an 

injunction of the Qur’an and Allah is showing Believers how one should act when sensitive 

information is not to be discussed in detail as it results in more questions and further discussion. So 

thaum would also mean abstention from speaking under certain conditions. Please note that eating, 

and maybe, sex would be allowed under these circumstances. 

F) Surah 33 Verse 35 – Equality of men & women in following injunctions of Allah 

 

In the context of this verse thiam means to follow the classical injunctions but also to voluntarily keep 

away from doing the wrong things by stopping one’s self. To keep one’s action under total control 

and to remain within the limits prescribed by Allah. 

G) Surah 5 Verse 95 – Killing of Game in the Precincts of the Kaaba 

 

Please refer explanation under (E) above. 

H) Surah 66 Verse 5 –  

 

In this Verse the same kind of explanation is give as in (F) above and it shows that: 

“(The life of husband and wife should be that of harmony, peace and affection. If such a situation 

does not prevail then it is better to part from each other. As such, if the wife continues to oppose the 
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husband on all injunctions of Allah, then he would have no choice but to find separation as a solution. 

If this happens then keep in mind that) His Rabb shall find him women who would be better wives 

than you. They would be better in the sense that they would submit to Divine Laws; believe 

completely in their truthfulness; and reserve all their capabilities for this mission. Should they have 

any slip, they would take immediate steps for correcting it. They would obey the Divine Laws under 

all circumstances and accompany the Nabi in his travels and in Jihad (9:112). Women having these 

qualities would be willing to marry him, whether they are divorcees, widows or virgins.” 

2) General Abstentions & Positive Actions 
 

Having learn’t about the different aspects of thiam, abstentions, above, let’s look at other forms of 

abstentions wherein the concept of thaum, , is NOT used. Also refer my paper on “Trust in 

Allah and the Quran, prepared for the Conference. 

 

i) Fraud & Bribery 
Surah 2 Verse 188 

  

 
 

“Always keep this fact in mind that the purpose of thaum is to create in you the self-discipline by 

means of which you can distinguish between what is lawful and unlawful in all spheres of life and to 

reject the latter no matter how strongly you are attracted to it. For instance, do not devour property of 

another or bribe officials to give you that which belongs to another person when you are aware of the 

consequences that follow from acquiring anything unfairly.” 

 

The injunction to abstain from illegally taking other men’s property is a fitting sequel to the injunction 

relating to fasting, for by fasting a man abstains from using what he has a legal right to, simply in 

obedience to Divine commandments. Fasting, in fact, enables a man to control his passions, and the 

more the passions are mastered, the less the greed for illegal acquisition. 

 

Surah 4 Verse 161 

 

 
 

Surah 9 Verse 34 

 

 
 

ii) That which is not Tayyib 
Surah 7 Verse 157 
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Surah 5 Verse 100 

 

 
Surah 4 Verse 2 

 

 

 
 

iii) Unlawful Commerce & Lawful Ones 
Surah 4 Verse 29 

 

 
 

iv) Ribah 
Surah 2 Verse 275 

 

  

 
 

v) Correct Weight 
 Surah 55 Verses 7. 8 & 9 
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Surah 6 Verse 152 

 

 
 

Surah 7 Verse 85 

 

 
 

vi) Reimbursement According to Effort 
Surah 20 Verse 15 

 

 
 

Surah 20 Verse 112 

 

 
 

vii) Laziness or One should get what one has made effort for and nothing more 
Surah 53 Verse 39 

 

 
 

viii) Exploitation or Cheating 
 

 
 

The fate of the capitalistic system and business mentality will ultimately be doom. The importunity of 

such a mentality is to take the full measure when receiving; but at the time of giving, to give less than 

their due. They like to exploit the capabilities of others to the fullest extent, but do not want to give 

them full recompense. They pay the minimum to workers and keep the maximum for themselves. Not 

only do they do so in terms of material things, but even when assessing the worth of other people, they 

try to restrict their growth. They should never be allowed to grow to their full potential. They should 

be groomed only to the extent that suits the investor. They should not be given unnecessary freedom. 
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ix) Halaal & Tayyib 
Surah 5 Verse 88 

 

 
 

Surah 5 Verse 4 

 

 
 

x) Sustenance with Dignity 
Surah 2 Verse 168 

 

 
 

O Mankind, beware! do not follow these self-seeking defiers of the Divine Laws and accept naught of 

what they say, since they are your enemies. It is not Allah’s Command that you should hoard 

everything for yourself and create a society in which some pile up treasures while others have nothing 

to eat. Allah’s Command is that you should leave the means of nurture open to all human beings, so 

that every one can take what he needs. Do not attribute to Allah what you have no knowledge of. 

 

Surah 9 Verse 35 

 
Surah 24 Verse 26 Clean & Unclean 

 

 
xi) Kausar- 
Surah 102 Verse 1 & 2 

 

 

O people, do you know what makes you oblivious to the real destination of mankind? The answers 

are obsession, avarice and rivalry, each of which tries to excel the other (in amassing wealth and 

greedily acquiring more and more. Also refer Surah 57:20; 83:26. (If you confine your demands to 
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fulfilling only your own needs, then what is acquired would be limited. However, when the motive is 

to excel over each other, then there can be no limit. In that case) The more you acquire the greedier 

you become, till such time that you reach your grave. 

Surah 104 Verses 2 & 3 

 

 

 
 

Surah 92 Verse 11 

 

 
 

Surah 69 Verse 29 

 

 
 

Surah 8 Verse 28 

 

 
 

Surah 2 Verse 219 
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CONCLUSION 
There are certain issues not discussed fully or not understood by majority of people reading the 

Qur’an. Let us look at Surah 2 Verse 185 and see if every word has been explained. 

 

 

In the above Verse is normally translated as “So whoever of you is present 

in the month”; or “Hence, whoever of you lives to see this month”; or “Hence a person who is at home 

during this month”; or “So, whoever is at home during this month”; or “Any of you who knows that 

month”; and Qaribullah translates it as “Therefore, whoever of you witnesses this month” and this 

seems to be the closest rendering of the meaning of the above . 

 

If we look at the word , it means to witness, to experience and is the opposite of unseen. In the 

Verse 185 the sick and the traveller are taken care of, and those at home will fall into the category of 

being present during the month of Ramadaan; but there are certain places on this earth wherein, as a 

month, Ramadaan is not witnessed or experienced. These are the areas of the Poles wherein days are 6 

months and nights are 6 months of the year. A month normally comprises 29 or 30 days and nights and 

not only days or nights. Furthermore, and because of the extreme conditions and because Allah 

“Desires ease for the Believers and not hardships” it would not be required of those living in these 

extreme conditions to practice , abstention as experienced by other persons. In these instances 

other forms of abstinence could be practiced to benefit from the concept of , “so that 

one could be Allah conscious” or Shukr , “so that one would share the bounties of 

Allah with others.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Finally, (and this is for scholarly discussions only) there are those who do not think that the concept of 

is for the whole month. They opine that In Surah 2 Verse 184 refers to a few 

measured days and also that the Qur’an commenced to be revealed in Lailat–ul-Qadr which was only 

one night and not the whole month of Ramadaan. Thus reference of month in Surah 2 Verse 185 is not 

for the whole month but one should (fast) only for a few days. 

Further for this argument is that in other places wherein has appeared it refers to three 

days.  

Surah 2 Verse 80: and in 

 

Surah 2 Verse 203: and again in  

 

Surah 12 Verse 20: They sold for a few pieces (of silver), In references to Yusuf AS. 

This discussion could continue with those who care to make the necessary research. May Allah guide 

us all. 


