
Embracing Ramadan

A Comprehensive Guide to Fasting

Across Sunni Schools of Thought



Embracing Ramadan: A Comprehensive Guide to Fasting Across Sunni Schools of Thought

Introduction to Ramadan

and Fasting: The Spiritual 
Significance of Ramadan

Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar, 

holds immense spiritual significance for Muslims worldwide. 

It is a month of intense spiritual rejuvenation and moral 

reflection. This period is marked by the observance of 

fasting, known as Sawm in Arabic, which is one of the Five 

Pillars of Islam.



The Quran states, "O you who have believed, decreed 

upon you is fasting as it was decreed upon those before 

you that you may become righteous" (2:183). This verse 

underscores the purpose of fasting: cultivating Taqwa, or 

God-consciousness, and moral discipline.

Historical Context



The significance of Ramadan is deeply rooted in Islamic history. 

It is the month in which the Quran was first revealed to the 

Prophet Muhammad, marking the commencement of the divine 

guidance for humanity. Laylat al-Qadr (the Night of Decree), 

which falls within the last ten nights of Ramadan, is celebrated as 

the night when the Quran's revelation began.



Basic Principles of Fasting



During Ramadan, adult Muslims fast from dawn until sunset. The 

daily fast involves abstaining from food, drink, smoking, and 

marital relations. More than just physical abstinence, fasting is a 

time for spiritual reflection, increased devotion, and worship.


Fasting is mandatory for all adult Muslims, except those who are 

ill, traveling, elderly, pregnant, breastfeeding, diabetic, or 

menstruating.



The Concept of Taqwa



Taqwa, often translated as God-consciousness or piety, is at the 

heart of fasting. The act of refraining from lawful pleasures in 

obedience to God elevates one’s sense of morality and 

strengthens self-control. It's a time for Muslims to purify their 

hearts and minds, redirecting their focus away from worldly 

distractions towards spiritual growth and closeness to God.



The Daily Practice of Fasting



The day of a fasting person begins before dawn with a pre-fast 

meal called Suhoor. The fast is broken immediately after sunset 

with a meal known as Iftar, traditionally starting with dates and 

water, following the Sunnah (practice) of the Prophet 

Muhammad.



Ramadan is also a time for communal prayers called Tarawih, 

recitation of the Quran, and increased charitable activities. It's a 

month that fosters a sense of unity and brotherhood among 

Muslims, as they share the experience of fasting and increase 

their efforts in charitable deeds and community service.



Overview of the Four 
Sunni Schools of Thought

The rich tapestry of Islamic jurisprudence is profoundly 

represented in the four major Sunni schools of thought: 

Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi'i, and Hanbali. Each school, while 

united in the core beliefs and practices of Islam, offers 

unique perspectives in interpreting Islamic law (Sharia). This 

diversity reflects the vast geographical, cultural, and 

intellectual landscapes of the Muslim world.

Hanafi School


H i s t o r i c a l  B ac kg r o u n �

� Founder: Imam Abu Hanifa (699–767 CE), 

a renowned scholar in Iraq�

� Development: Flourished under the 

Abbasid Caliphate, with contributions 

from students like Abu Yusuf and 

Muhammad al-Shaybani.



K e y  C h a r ac t e r i s t i c �

� Known for its flexibility and emphasis on 

reason and opinion (ra'y)�

� Prioritizes the Quran and Hadith, but also 

considers consensus (ijma) and analogical 

reasoning (qiyas).



G e o g r a p h i c a l  S p r e a �

� Predominantly followed in South Asia, 

Turkey, the Balkans, and parts of the 

Arab world.

Maliki School


H i s t o r i c a l  B ac kg r o u n �

� Founder: Imam Malik ibn Anas (711–795 

CE), based in Medina�

� Development: Evolved through extensive 

use of the practices (Amal) of Medina.



K e y  C h a r ac t e r i s t i c �

� Strong emphasis on the traditions of the 

people of Medina as a primary source of 

legal reasoning�

� Relies on the Quran, Hadith, consensus, 

and analogy, with a particular focus on the 

'living tradition'.



G e o g r a p h i c a l  S p r e a �

� Widely practiced in North and West Africa, 

parts of the Arabian Peninsula, and some 

Arab countries.

Shafi'i School


H i s t o r i c a l  B ac kg r o u n �

� Founder: Imam Muhammad ibn Idris al-

Shafi'i (767–820 CE), who studied under 

both Maliki and Hanafi scholars�

� Development: Known for refining legal 

methodology and principles of 

jurisprudence (Usul al-Fiqh).



K e y  C h a r ac t e r i s t i c �

� Emphasizes the Quran, Hadith, 

consensus, and analogy, with a structured 

approach to interpreting texts�

� Known for its systematic methodology 

and balanced use of reason.



G e o g r a p h i c a l  S p r e a �

� Predominantly followed in East Africa, 

Southeast Asia, Lower Egypt, and parts of 

the Arabian Peninsula.

Hanbali School


H i s t o r i c a l  B ac kg r o u n �

� Founder: Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780–

855 CE), who was based in Baghdad�

� Development: Gained prominence for its 

strict adherence to the Hadith and 

avoidance of rationalist methods.



K e y  C h a r ac t e r i s t i c �

� Highly conservative and literal in its 

interpretation of texts�

� Relies primarily on the Quran and Hadith, 

with limited use of consensus and 

analogy.



G e o g r a p h i c a l  S p r e a �

� Mainly practiced in Saudi Arabia and parts 

of the Arab Gulf states.

Takeaway



Each of these schools represents a unique journey through Islamic jurisprudence, shaped by 

historical contexts, geographical locations, and intellectual endeavours of their founders and 

followers. While they differ in their methodologies and legal opinions, they all share the same 

foundation of faith and commitment to the principles of Islam.
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Fasting in Ramadan 
According to Each School

Fasting during Ramadan, while universally observed 

by Muslims, has nuanced interpretations and practices 

within each of the four Sunni schools of thought. 

These interpretations reflect the rich diversity of 

Islamic jurisprudence.

Hanafi School


FA S T I N G  T i m e �

� Sehri (pre-dawn meal) ends when there is 

a horizontal light spread across the sky�

� Iftar (breaking the fast) begins 

immediately at sunset, not waiting for the 

stars to appear.



W h at  I n va l i dat e s  t h e  Fa s �

� Eating or drinking deliberately�

� Vomiting intentionally�

� Anything that resembles eating or 

drinking, such as intravenous nutritional 

injections.



S p e c i a l  C o n s i d e r at i o n �

� For the Sick and Travelers: Permitted to 

break the fast and make it up later�

� Pregnant or Nursing Women: Can defer 

fasting if there's risk to their health or their 

child's.

Maliki School


Fa s t i n g  T I M E �

� Similar to the Hanafi school, but there's 

a slight delay in Iftar to ensure the 

sun has set.



W h at  I n va l i dat e s  t h e  Fa s �

� Includes the same actions as the 

Hanafi school�

� Swallowing something edible, even if 

not nutritional, invalidates the fast.



S p e c i a l  C o n s i d e r at i o n �

� Provides similar concessions for the 

sick and travelers�

� Additional emphasis on communal 

harmony in observing fasting times.

Shafi'i School


Fa s t i n g  T I M E �

� Sehri ends with the first light of dawn, 

slightly earlier than the Hanafi school�

� Iftar at sunset, similar to the Hanafi school.
 

W h at  I n va l i dat e s  t h e  Fa s �

� Similar to the Hanafi and Maliki schools�

� Inhaling smoke or dust that reaches the 

throat deliberately.



S p e c i a l  C o n s i d e r at i o n �

� Intention (Niyyah): Must be made each 

night for the following day's fast�

� For the Sick and Travelers: Similar 

concessions, with added emphasis on 

compensatory fasts.

Hanbali School


Fa s t i n g  T I M E �

� Similar to the Shafi'i school in 

determining the pre-dawn and 

sunset times.



W h at  I n va l i dat e s  t h e  Fa s �

� Same as the other schools with additional 

emphasis on avoiding acts that mimic 

eating or drinking�

� Deliberate inhalation of smoke, including 

incense, invalidates the fast.



S p e c i a l  C o n s i d e r at i o n �

� Intention: Similar to the Shafi'i, but more 

emphasis on the time of intention being 

before Fajr (dawn)�

� Pregnant or Nursing Women: More 

conservative approach; they are 

encouraged to fast unless there is 

clear risk.

Takeaway



While the basic tenets of fasting during Ramadan remain consistent across the four Sunni schools, 

variations in interpretation highlight the depth and diversity of Islamic jurisprudence. These 

differences in timings, what invalidates the fast, and special considerations demonstrate the 

adaptability and flexibility of Islamic law to cater to diverse communities and circumstances
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Comparative Analysis

of Fasting Practices

Similaritie�

� Core Principles: 

All schools agree on the fundamental aspect 

of fasting from dawn until sunset and 

abstaining from food, drink, and physical 

needs�

� Invalidation Criteria: 

There is a general consensus that deliberate 

eating, drinking, and actions that resemble 

these invalidate the fast.

Difference�

� Start and End Times: 

Slight variations exist in the interpretation of 

dawn and sunset times, reflecting the 

schools' geographical origins and historical 

contexts�

� Intention (Niyyah): 

The Shafi'i and Hanbali schools emphasize 

nightly intention, while the Hanafi and Maliki 

schools have a more flexible approach�

� Special Considerations: 

There are varying degrees of leniency and 

strictness regarding concessions for those 

who are sick, traveling, or have other valid 

reasons for not fasting.

Wisdom Behind Different Ruling�

� Geographical and Cultural Contexts: 

The differences often reflect the 

geographical and cultural contexts in which 

these schools developed. For example, the 

timing differences may relate to the 

environmental and climatic conditions of the 

regions�

� Methodological Approaches: 

Each school's approach to jurisprudence 

influences their rulings. For instance, the 

Hanafi school's use of reason and opinion 

(ra'y) often results in more flexible 

interpretations�

� Balancing Rigor and Mercy: 

The variations demonstrate Islam's balance 

between rigor in observing religious duties 

and mercy in providing concessions for those 

in need.

Takeaways



These comparative insights underscore 

the dynamic nature of Islamic jurisprudence, 

accommodating diverse circumstances while 

maintaining the essence of Islamic teachings. 

The differences in fasting practices among 

the schools of thought are a testament to 

the richness and adaptability of Islamic law, 

catering to the needs of the global 

Muslim community.
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Common Practices and 
Etiquette of Fasting

Across the different schools of thought in Sunni Islam, there 
are shared practices and etiquettes that universally 
characterize the month of Ramadan. These commonalities 
bind the global Muslim community together, fostering a 
sense of unity and shared spiritual journey.

Suhoor (Pre-Dawn 
Meal)


I m p o r ta n c �

� Suhoor, the pre-dawn meal, is a vital part 
of the fasting process. It is not just a meal 
for physical sustenance but also a 
spiritual act of following the Sunnah 
(practices of the Prophet Muhammad).



E t i q u e t t �

� Muslims are encouraged to delay the 
Suhoor to just before the break of dawn 
to help with fasting during the day�

� It is a time for quiet reflection, prayer, and 
preparation for the day of fasting ahead�

� Eating in moderation and choosing 
wholesome, nourishing foods is 
recommended.

Iftar (Meal to Break the 
Fast)


I m p o r ta n c �

� Iftar is the meal taken immediately after 
sunset to break the day's fast. It holds 
both spiritual significance and 
communal joy.



E t i q u e t t �

� Traditionally, the fast is broken with dates 
and water, emulating the practice of the 
Prophet Muhammad�

� Offering Du’a (prayers) before breaking 
the fast is a common practice�

� It's a time for family gatherings and 
community iftars, emphasizing 
brotherhood and sharing.

Tarawih Prayers


S i g n i f i c a n c �

� Tarawih are extra prayers performed by 
Muslims at night in the month of 
Ramadan�

� These prayers hold high spiritual 
significance as they involve the recitation 
of the Quran and long periods of standing 
in prayer.



P r ac t i c �

� Typically performed in congregation at 
mosques, Tarawih fosters a sense of 
community and shared worship�

� While the number of Rak’ahs (units of 
prayer) may vary, the emphasis is on the 
quality of prayer and recitation.

Charity and 
Community 
Involvement


Z a k at  a l - F i t �

� A form of charity given to the poor at the 
end of Ramadan, known as Zakat al-Fitr, is 
obligatory for all Muslims who are able to 
do so.



C o m m u n i t y  I n v o lv e m e n �

� Ramadan is a time of heightened 
charitable activities and community 
service�

� Engaging in acts of kindness and helping 
those in need is strongly encouraged.



S p i r i t ua l  Ac t i v i t i e �

� Apart from fasting and prayer, Muslims 
are encouraged to engage in increased 
Quranic recitation, Dhikr (remembrance of 
God), and seeking knowledge.

Takeaway



These common practices and etiquettes during Ramadan demonstrate the unity of the Muslim 
community in their shared spiritual journey. Despite differences in jurisprudential interpretations, 
these universal aspects of Ramadan foster a collective sense of devotion, discipline, and 
compassion among Muslims worldwide.
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FAQs and Misconceptions

The practice of fasting during Ramadan, while 
deeply spiritual and significant, can also be 
accompanied by various questions and 
misconceptions. This section aims to address 
some of the most common inquiries and clarify 
any misunderstandings.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) Common Misconceptions

1. Do I have to fast every day of Ramadan?



A n s w e r :  Yes, every adult Muslim is required to fast every day of 
Ramadan, from dawn until sunset, unless they have valid exemptions 
such as illness, travel, menstruation, pregnancy, breastfeeding, or are 
elderly and unable to fast.



2. When should I make the intention 
(Niyyah) to fast?



A n s w e r :  The intention to fast should be made before Fajr (dawn) 
each day. In the Shafi'i and Hanbali schools, this intention needs to be 
renewed daily, whereas in the Hanafi and Maliki schools, one 
intention for the entire month is sufficient.



3. What actions invalidate the fast?



A n s w e r :  Eating or drinking deliberately, intentional vomiting, and 
engaging in sexual activity during fasting hours invalidate the fast. 
Additionally, intravenous feeding or smoking also breaks the fast.

4. Can I take medication while fasting?



A n s w e r :  Swallowing pills does not break the fast as long as they 
are not nutritional. However, injections for nutritional purposes do 
break the fast. If you have a medical condition, consult a healthcare 
professional and a religious scholar for personalized advice.



5. How should I break my fast?



A n s w e r :  It is recommended to break the fast with dates and water, 
following the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad. However, any lawful 
food or drink can be used to break the fast.



6. Can I brush my teeth while fasting?



A n s w e r :  Yes, you can brush your teeth; however, be careful not to 
swallow any water or toothpaste.


M i s c o n c e p t i o n  1


Fasting is just about abstaining from food and 
drink.



Clarification: Fasting in Ramadan is not only about physical 
abstinence but also about spiritual purification, self-discipline, 
empathy, and devotion.




M i s c o n c e p t i o n  2


Pregnant or breastfeeding women must fast.



Clarification: Pregnant or breastfeeding women are exempt from 
fasting if there is any risk to their health or their child's. They can make 
up the missed fasts later or give fidya (charity).




M i s c o n c e p t i o n  3


Diabetics cannot fast.



Clarification: People with diabetes can fast, but it depends on the 
individual's health condition. It's essential to consult a healthcare 
professional and consider religious exemptions for health reasons.

M i s c o n c e p t i o n  4


If you eat or drink by mistake, your fast is 
invalidated.



Clarification: Accidentally eating or drinking does not invalidate 
the fast. Once the mistake is realized, one should stop and 

continue fasting.



M i s c o n c e p t i o n  5


You cannot swallow saliva while fasting.



Clarification: Swallowing your saliva is natural and does not 

break the fast.
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CONCLUSION

As we conclude our journey through the 

profound practices of Ramadan and the nuanced 

interpretations of fasting within the Hanafi, Maliki, 

Shafi'i, and Hanbali schools of thought, it's clear 

that this holy month offers more than just a ritual 

observance. It provides a transformative 

experience that unites the global Muslim 

community through shared acts of worship, 

discipline, and devotion. Through the detailed 

exploration of each school's approach to fasting, 

the common practices and etiquettes, and 

addressing frequently asked questions and 

misconceptions, this guide aims to enrich your 

understanding and observance of Ramadan.

Ramadan is a time for spiritual rejuvenation, a 

chance to deepen one's faith and draw closer to 

Allah. It's a period for reflection, self-

improvement, and increased charity, embodying 

the essence of Islamic teachings and the diversity 

within its jurisprudence. The variations in practice 

among the four Sunni schools of thought 

highlight the rich tapestry of Islamic legal and 

spiritual life, accommodating a wide range of 

contexts and interpretations while maintaining 

the unity of the Muslim Ummah.




May this guide serve as a valuable resource in 

your spiritual journey during Ramadan, fostering a 

deeper appreciation for the wisdom and diversity 

of Islamic practices. As you embark on this 

sacred month, let the principles of empathy, 

charity, and devotion guide your actions. 

Remember that the true spirit of Ramadan lies in 

the purity of intention, the sincerity of prayer, and 

the warmth of community. May your fasting be 

accepted, your prayers answered, and your faith 

strengthened.
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