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Philosophy and Hygiene of Fasting

Major Dr. Shah Nawaz Khan M.B., B.S.

The Hygiene and Philosophy of Fasting is not
generally understood by the common Muslims, though
they conscientiously, carry out this important injunction
as a duty. But there is a tremendous difference

between the effects of carrying out an act as a duty
and an act performed with sound knowledge of its

benefits and blessings. Hence a brief note on the
ethics and hygiene of Fasting would be of benefit and
interest to all.
Description of a Fast

The word Ramadan is derived from the root Rémd’
which means, heat, zeal and fervent in the love of God.
Fasting is obligatory for all adult men and women,
except those suffering from a temporary illness or on a
journey, who are permitted to substitute an equal
number of days during some ‘other parts of the year.:
Those who suffer from some permanent disorder or are
too old or too weak, are exempted altogether. This
mode of worship is also common to almost all religions
but Islam has prescribed it in a perfectly rational way
which is different from other religions. A fasting
individual must abstain from food and drink of every
description and from sexual intercourse from dawn till
An early breakfast before dawn is desirable and
necessary to- save the body from unnecessary exhaustion
and dehydration. An early breakfast before dawn also
affords an opportunity for a Muslim to say Tahajjad*

sunset.

prayers.

*Prayers performed after Ti:
not obligatory, but a supercrogatory
fo the Holy Quran enables a -person
position of nearness to God—Ed. R. R.
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Fasting is not a geographical term which varies
in description in various  continents, climates,
communities, eras, etc. It is not obsolete in the
modern age as some misguided people assert that
it was prescribed for the early Muslims of Arabia
for a specific period. Nothing can be far from truth,
since this commandment is obligatory for all countries,
and all times, and all ages. This practice though
spiritual in its essence is good for the body as well.

. In fact God Almighty has not prescribed any
spiritual exercise that does not directly or indirectly
benefit the body as well. Hence Fasting also possesses

both spiritual and physical benefits.

The Object of Fasting

(1) According to the Islamic teachings, the object
of Faatmg is to attain Taquwa (nghteoumess) This
word is used in the Holy Quran in three senses,
viz., security from pain, security from sin, and the
attainment of a high spiritual level. In spite of the
fact that Fasting itself imposes a certain amount of
suffering on men, it does secure their national welfare
by teaching them certain lessons. Firstly, it makes
the rich, who have never suffered from the pangs of
hunger and privation, realize the suffering of his
poor brethren, who have very often to go without
food. A wave of sympathy is consequently produced
in his mind, which finds' vent in measures calculated

to ameliorate the lot of the poor.

This increases national welfare which is naturally
interwoven with individual welfare. Secondly, Islam,
encourages in its followers the habit of bearing
hardships and to give up sloth and laziness. The
habit of voluntary fasting keeps Muslims fit -and
enables them to bear hunger, thirst and all forms of
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privation in times of famine, wars, disasters, etc. It
is also a wonderful training in self-discipline, self-
denial, and self-restraint. History bears testimony to
the fact that a nation, that practices Fasting, can
never be annihilated for reasons of sloth and self-

indulgence.

Fasting is also a security from sin, since sin is
the product of inclination towards material pleasures
and self-indulgence. A Muslim has to adopt a
prescribed course of conduct contineously for 30 days,
and he naturally becomes accustomed to it, which he

cannot renounce on any subsequent temptation.

Fasting imposes on a Muslim certain restrictions
under which he has to give up his habits at his
will, and he naturally cannot become addicted to
them. This voluntary renunciation of desires enables
him to overcome temptation to commit sin.

Again, Fasting affords ample extra opportunities
for prayers and worship, because one has to get up
very early for breakfast before dawn, and during the
day as well, time spent on eating can be used for
remembering God and inclination towards Him.

Another object of Fasting is described in the
verse La-allakum Tashkorun (11-185). It is  human
nature that man does not value a blessing as long
as he possesses it. But when he is dis-possessed of
the favours and bounties of God, he begins to realize

their worth. Fasting also enables man to realize the
value of God's favours when he voluntarily suffers

from the pangs of hunger and thirst.

Man'’s temporal survival is two-fold, individual

and collective (racial). Fasting imposes on Muslims,
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the sacrifice of both, viz.. his self and his progeny.
By giving up food and drink he sacrifices his self,
and by continence he sacrifices his progeny. Islam
expects its adherents to be prepared for both these
sacrifices.

Definition of the Sick

As already stated, those suffering from temporary
illness are exempted from the observance of Fasts.
But this does not mean that all sick men are
éxempted irrespective of the nature of their illness.
According to the Holy Quran, only those patients
are given this concession . whose illness bears a
definite relation to Fasting, For instance, certain
diseases, like acute coryza, acute fevers, diarrhoea,
dysentery, sore eyes, and Tuberculosis, Cancer, acute
kidney diseases (Nephritis), nerve exhaustion, etc.,
increase in severity with fasting. These patients will
definitely be exempted, but on the other hand there
are some diseases that are unaffected by fasting,
namely chronic cold, chronic diarrhoea and dysentery,
some types of diabeties, minor surgical conditions,
etc. Persons suffering from these conditions should
be allowed to fast as a rule. The mere feeling of
weakness and exhaustion is not a disease and hence
no contradiction for Fasts. This is the natural
result and concomitant of Fasting. All fasting persons
should experience a certain amount of privation and
hardship, otherwise this is no training. They must
be made tough as a result, of this continuous
practice. Over-eating of rich food at night and deep
slumber during the day is definitely forbidden during
Ramadan. Some orthodox Muslims never give fasting
even in sever illness, fevers, infections, etc., which is
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equally to be deprecated, since it is against the
teachings and practice of the Holy Prophet of Islam
(peace and the blessings of God be upon him).
Sometimes one gets a soft .motion which is only a
temporary phase and not true illness (diarrhoea).

Under these circumstances it is advisable to take
early breakfast with the intention of fasting, and

later, if the condition gets better, Fast may be
completed. But if it gets worse, Fast can be terminated

during the day. The best course to adopt is to
consult a doctor before deciding to give up a Fast,
and doctors should also very carefully weigh the pros
and cons of each such case and then give their
verdict. In cases of doubt, the best course, according
to the Holy Prophet, is to ‘consult ones own heaft.’

Fasting During Travel

Ordinarily, persons on a journey are exempted
from Fast. But this does not mean that all travellers
are exempted. The guiding principle to be observed is,
that if the length of the journey is shorter than the
period of Fast, there is no concession. But if the
journey is longer than the Fast, there is no
fasting. For instance if a person commences his
journey in the morning and he expects to return
home before sunset, he will observe Fast, however,
long the journey may be. But “touring officers,
locomotive drivers, railway guards, etc., cannot
avail themselves of this concession.

Expiation in Lieu of Fasts.
Expiation (Fidya) is only allowed to those who
are permanently invalid or senile, and to the expectant
and suckling mothers, who cannot find opportunity

to substitute the Fasts after Ramadan. It does not
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mean that a stout, healthy and well-off person can get
exemption from fasting by offering an expiation in
the form of food to the needy persons. Remember,
Fasting is’ an individual responsibility, exercise and
training, which cannot be atoned for, by feeding the
poor. It is quite irrational to believe that waste
products and dross accumulated in a rich man's
body, mind, and heart can be purged out by giving
food to a poor neighbour. Naturally, the rich can
be cured of the effect of his physical and mental
indulgence, if he takes a cathortic purge himself.

The last commandment given in connection with
Fasting in Ch. 2: 180 is about unlawful earnings,
because there is a natural and psychological link
between the two. A Muslim, who could give up the
use of lawful things (food, drink, sexual inter-course, etc.)
for one month under the command of his Lord,
cannot be expected to yield to unlawful temptations
later. He ‘will most certainly try to earn his
livelihood by lawful means for the rest of the year. i

Practical Directions on Fasting
The institution of Fasting is a very wise and
sensible method of eliminating physical and spiritual
dross from the human body pand mind, and in this
respect it resembles a delicate surgical operation
which must be very carefully conducted by pre-
medication, etc. If care and discretion is not
exercised in its execution it may result in actual
harm. Hence a few practical points on the method

of Fasting will not be out of place here.

A light purge is very essentjal a day or two
before beginning the Fast. It prevents the absorption

of foul vapours and auto-intoxication from the
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bowels as a result of abstinence from food; it also
prevents symptoms = of  consequent ‘ Histamin’
poisoning, viz., headache, sloth, drowsiness, Hay Fever,
sneezing, weakness, etc.

It is advisable to take a very light and easily
digestable food in a small quantity before dawn for
the first 2or3 days. This will gradually accustom
the body to the newly formed habit of taking very
early breakfast. Similarly great care must be exercised
in taking large quantities of iced drink at sunset
while breaking the Fast. It has been observed that
indiscretion in this matter sometimes causes sever
colic, shock and even death from paralysis of the
bowels. The best drink for quenching thirst is hot
tea, instead of iced drinks, etc.

The Importance of Common Salt

It is reported in the traditions that the Holy
Prophet of Islam practised and preached the use of
common salt in breaking the Fast at sunset.  This
commandment is full of deep wisdom and is based
on a sound knowledge of the physiology of the
water control in the body. Modern. researches have
proved that symptoms of heat exhaustion are caused
by salt depletion from excessive sweating. During
Fast when fluid intake is stopped, sweating also
gets gradually less and ‘then stops all together.
But at sunset when 2 or 3 pints of sweet drinks
of plain iced water are suddenly poured into -the
circulation a steep rise in blood pressure occurs
with consequent profuse sweating and excessive salt
depletion, which gives rise to heat exhaustion. To
prevent this, it has been very wisely recommended by
the Holy Prophet of Islam (peace be on him),
under - divine guidance that salt = water ‘or salt
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dishes should first of all be taken on breaking the
Fast at sunset. This, of course, can be followed by
sweet drinks, confectionery, hot tea, etc.

Frequent bathing during the Fast is injurious to
health, so is the application of cold wet packs to
the body, to reduce the temperature. Prolonged use
of the fan is also ‘harmful because it increases
sweating and causes dehydration.

Why Smoking is Prohibited in Fast

This is one of the reasons why Islam has
prohibited smoking while fasting. This habit falso
increases dehydration by - evaporation of moisture in
the exhaled fumes. The proof of it is, that eminent
surgeons do not permit smoking to patients about
to undergo a major surgical operation. Islam wants
to inculcate the habit of self-denial and self-discipline
among its followers and hence it cannot allow
smoking * while fasting.

Why Drinking of Water Forbidden During Fast

A pertinent question is often asked, why Islam
has forbidden drinking of water during Fasts
when it is evident that water is a harmless fluid,
even when consumed in large quantities? But this
belief is based on a false hypothesis. Excess of
water in the body is as injurious as excess of food.
There is a definite. control of water balance. in the
body, and any excess should be got rid of immediately.
The proof of it is, that some diseases are produced
by increase of fluids in the tissues of the body,
namely, epilepsy which is caused by increase of
fluid (Oedema) of the membrance of the brain,
according to some specialists. Similarly, fluid in the
pericardium of the heart and . Oedema of the lungs
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and dropsy, etc. are all caused by excessive fluid
in the body. ‘Mieners syndrome,’ a troublesome
discase causing headache, vertigo, vomiting, etc. is
also caused by Oedema of the semicircular canals of
the ear. Hence Islam has banned the drinking of
water during Fast.

The Philosophy of Islamic Teachings about Fast.

For the guidance of the Muslims who have recently
joined the pale of Islam, some important directions
relating to Fast are appended :—

[. If the following conditions supervene, Fast
must be terminated at once : (a) Severe vomiting and
diarrhoea ; because, if Fast is continued on an ematy
stomach, it will cause undue exhaustion and strain.
(b) Epistaxis (bleeding from the nose) and all
haemorrhages (bleeding), external or internal, if
excessive; because it produces shock, lowers the
blood pressure and causes thirst. (c) Monthly period
(menses) in woman ; this also causes exhaustion and
thirst as a result of continuous bleeding.

2. The following applications are permitted in
Fast :—

Eye, ear and nose drops, dental extraction
and filling if without an dnaesthetic and with
slight bleeding. Use of tooth brush with plain
dental cream, etc, massage of the body with oil, dry
and wet cupping, venesection, vaccination, etc.

The following procedures are forbidden while
fasting :

(1) All injections of medicines or food whether by
hypodermic, intramuscular, or intravenous route, even in
a few drops, but injections into the conjunctive of the
eye does not break the Fast.
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(2) Enema, (3) dental extraction’ with injections

(4) frequent mouth washes and retention of water in

the mouth, are not considered desirable by’ some' Islamic

divines. Latest research also confitms’ this, because linguets

and fluids' can be absorbed by the highly vascular
tissues under the tongue.

A Sound Physiological Principle Connected with
Injections, etc. During Fast :

As stated before Fast is rendered foulif a drop of
any fluid is put into the circulation through the skin,
muscles or the veins, but a bigger quantity of fluid can
be injected into the conjunctive of the eye, without
breaking the Fast. This difference is based on a very
sound physiological principle. According to the Islamic
teachings as understood by the Ahmadiyya divines, if
any food or medicine is introduced into the human body
through any channel which can be normally used to
introduce any fluid in such large quantities as to save
human life, Fast will automatically terminate. The
channels’ normally used for this purpose are skin,
muscles, veins, stomach and bowels. Hence all injections
into the skin, muscle or veins; will break the Fast.  But
sub-conjunctival injection (thin' covering of the eye) will
not render it foul, because it is not possible to inject into
the eye any fluid in such large quantities as to save a life
in emergencies. Massage of the body is also allowed for
identical reasons. Enema of course will terminate the
Fast because sufficient fluid can be pumped into and
absorbed by the lower bowels to save life in emergencies.

Spirit of Fast
The month of Ramadan affords a golden opportunity
to give up man's specific weaknesses, undesirable trends,
and antisocial habits. Spirit of Fasts is very important
and it must be preserved. The body (container) of
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fasting is to give up food, drink, smoking and sexual
intercourse during the day. But this is not the sole
object of fasting. Their true object is to observe its
spirits as well, namely, one should refrain from casting
eyes on strange women, eating unlawful food, accepting
or offering bribe, using foul or abusive language,
cheating, fraud, dishonesty. At the same time ones
intention must be pure and uninterpolated. He should
display a spirit of love and sacrifice for God, otherwise,
without these concomitant conditions, his fasting is no
better than starvation ‘or a hunger strike.

Besides, one should work reasonably hard during
Ramadan and should not ask for any concession or favour
by making an appeal on grounds of fasting. History
reveals that the companions of the Holy Prophet tookepart
in holy wars (Jehad) during Ramadan in the scorching heat
of the Arabian desert. But it would be most deplorable
if we are unable to do our normal routine duties in
comparatively less hot climates, sitting under electric fans.
Fasting is very strongly indicated for the well-off, who
generally over-eat and over-indulge, but it is a pity that
they generally ignore them (except the faithful) or offer
expiation in lieu of it. Before closing, 1 pray that God
Almighty may shower His choicest blessings on us all,
and enable us to imbibe His Grace and Mercy following

His commandments.
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