UNDERSTANDING "RIBA" (USURY)

UNDERSTANDING

IIR I B AII
(Usury)

Note: Riba happensto be one of the most difficult subjects for the last 1400
years, for Muslims aswell asfor the Muslim Scholars. Hence, | would appeal to
my readersto read the entire article, understand the various issues with an open
mind and then make their own decisions.

THE VERSES OF THE QUR'AN:

Here arethe verses on the subject of riba (usury):

Those who devour usury will not stand except as stands one
whom the Evil One by histouch hath driven to madness. That is
becausethey say: " Tradeislike usury but Allah hath permitted
trade and forbidden usury. Those who after receiving direction
from their Lord desist shall be pardoned for the past; their caseis
for Allah (tojudge); but those who repeat (the offence) are
companions of thefire: they will abidetherein (for ever) 2: 275

O yewho believe! fear Allah and give up what remains of your
demand for usury if ye areindeed believers. 2: 278

O yewho believe! devour not usury doubled and multiplied;
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but fear Allah; that ye may prosper.
Yusuf Ali'strandation. 3: 130

O yewho believe! Devour not usury, doubling and

guadrupling (the sum lent). Observe your duty to Allah, that

ye may be successful.
M. Pickthall'strandation 3: 130.

O believers! Do not live on usury (compound interest) which is

compounded over and over again. Havefear of Allah so that

you may prosper.
F. Malik'strandation. 3: 130

For theiniquity of the Jews We made unlawful for

them certain (foods) good and wholesome which

had been lawful for them; in that they hindered

many from Allah'sway. That they (Jews) took usury though

they wereforbidden; and that they devoured men's substance
wrongfully; We have prepared for those among them who r g ect
faith a grievous punishment.

4: 160 - 161

Note: The Torah forbidsthe Jews from the devouring of Usury

(" neshek" ). Seethe Old Testament Ex. 22: 25;
Le. 25: 36-37; De. 23:19-20; Ne. 5: 7/10; Ps. 15: 5; Pr. 28:8

The dilemma before the Ummah isNOT for the actual Command of Allah
(s.w.t.) that prohibitsthe devouring of usury (riba) and/or for the strict
condemnation of those who devour it. Thedilemma in reality is concerning the
correct definition of theterm riba and its application.

THE TIMING OF THE REVELATION:

The following excer pts from the commentariesto the above ver ses speak of
the timing of the Revelations and the lack of opportunity for acquiring the
knowledge of its Shar'i implications, from the Prophet:

The commentary # 324 to verse 2. 275, by Abdullah Yusuf Ali:

Usury is condemned and prohibited in the strongest possible
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terms. Therecan be no question about the prohibition. When we
cometo the definition of Usury thereisroom for difference of
opinion. Hadhrat 'Umar, according to Ibn Kathir, felt some
difficulty in the matter, asthe Apostle left thisworld beforethe
details of the question wer e settled. Thiswasone of thethree
questions on which he wished he had more light from the Prophet.

The commentary # 35 to verse 30: 39, by Scholar M ohammad Asad:

Mohammad Asad writes; In thewords of Ibn Kathir (in his
commentary on 2: 275), " the subject of riba is one of the most
difficult subjectsfor many of scholars (ahl al-'ilm)". It should be
bornein mind that the passage condemning or prohibitingribain
legal terms[{2: 275-281}] wasthe last revelation received by the
Prophet, who died a few days later [cf. note [268] on 2: 281; hence
the Companions had no opportunity to ask him about the Shar'i
implications of therelevant injection - so much so that even
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab isreliably reported to have said: " The last
[of Qur'an] that wasrevealed wasthe passage [lit., " the verse" ]
on riba; and, behold, the Apostle of God passed away without
[lit., " before" ] having explained its meaning to us" [Ibn Hambal,
on the authority of Sa'id ibn al-Musayyab].

THE SHAR'| IMPLICATIONS:

The above explanatory notesindicate that the discord of Shar'i implications
isfrom the early days of Islam and not of this century or because of the present
day world economy and its dependency upon the global banking system, as one
would like to hypothesize and place the entire blame upon. The recorded
comments also inform usthat although the subject of Riba is" one of the most
difficult subjects’, thereisa " room for difference of opinion". Dueto the
absence of the specific dir ectives on the subject from the Prophet (peace be
upon him), to the Companions and the non existence of the conclusive
concurrence over along period, there have been varying inter pretations and
definitions provided by scholarsfor the Qur'anic term Riba. Taking a closer
look of the above commentaries and then reading the books on the subject of
Riba, one observesthat ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r.a.), who happened to be one of
the closet Companions of the Prophet, isreliably reported to have said, as
noted above: " and, behold, the Apostle of God passed away without having
explained its{Riba's} meaning tous'. On the other hand, there are scor es of
Ahadith published in these books on the subject of Riba, and all these
narrations originate from the Prophet.
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THE TRANSLATED TEXTS:

There arevarying inter pretations of the Arabic word Riba but there
appear sto be unanimity in rendering itstrandation in English. Almost all the
trangdlator s of the Qur'an, Muslim aswell asthe non-Muslim, have translated
the Arabic word Riba as" Usury" . One may tend to arguethat it isthe
“modern parlance". One cannot overlook thefact that the Qur'an was
trandated into English for thefirst timein the 17th century. However, the
translator s while undertaking their works were well awar e of the historical
times and circumstances under which these Revelations came to the Prophet.
In one of the most widely circulated transation of this century and published
from Saudi Arabia, viz.,

The Noble Qur'an in the English Language the word Riba isinter preted,
under the Glossary of the Arabic words, as" Usury" .
Below isthe Dictionary meaning of the word Usury:

u-su-ry: n.,pl.-ries[ME usurie< ML usuria<L usura< usus]
the act or practice of lending money at arate of interest that is
excessive or exorbitant esp. at arate of interest higher than is
allowed by law

The next important question is; Doesthisliteral transation of the English
term " Usury" and itsinter pretation as such has any support in form of a
Declaration by a Mufti or arecorded comment by a Muslim Scholar? The
answer is; Yes. Please read below therecords:

1. Hereisa passage from 'The Concise Encyclopedia of ISlam' by Har per &
Row, Publishers, Inc., San Francisco, under heading Riba:

Today the prohibition is hardly observed in any I slamic country.
Either it issimply disregarded -- the Egyptian M ufti Muhammad
'Abduh once declared " moderate interest” lawful -- or it is
referred to by some such euphemism as" commission” .

Note: The said Declaration was madein the late nineteenth century, after the
French Revolution, by Shaikh Muhammad 'Abduh, the Rector of Al-Azhar
University, Cairo. upon hisreturn to Egypt from Europe.

2. Below isthe footnote 324 to the ver se number 2: 275 from Abdullah Yusuf
Ali'strangdation. Please note that the text that appear s below within the
brackets{...}, does appear in itsthe original copy of the publication that was
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printed from Lahore, Pakistan in 1977 and also in itsreprint published from
South Africa. Unfortunately, this portion of the footnote has been expunged,
without making any comments, in the edited publication which is printed from
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia:

Our 'Ulama, ancient and moder n, have wor ked out a great body
of literature on Usury, based mainly on economic conditions as
they existed at therise of Islam. {I agree with them on the main
principles, but respectfully differ from them on the definition of
Usury. Asthis subject is highly controversial, | shall discussit,
not in the Commentary, but on a suitable occasion elsewhere. The
definition | would accept would be: undue profit made, not in the
way of legitimate trade, out of loans of gold and silver, and
necessary articles of food, such as wheat, barley, dates and salt
(according to the list mentioned by the Holy Apostle himself). My
definition would include profiteering of all kinds, but exclude
economic credit, the creature of modern banking and finance.}

"ZERO TOLERANCE"

It is quite often mentioned, supported by the narrated reports coming from
the Prophet, that the taking or devouring of any sum of money as" an
increase” (interest) upon the capital, wealth or investment isHaram and a sin
wor se than therape. Any excesson the capital isriba and therefore there can
be no distinction between the reasonable and exorbitant rates of interests.
Furthermore, it isreasoned that since the ver ses of the Qur'an prohibits
"devouring", anyone who partakesin any transaction that involves Riba has
also committed the sin of Riba. In other words, not only the " taking" but also
the" giving" of " Interest” isprohibited. The borrowing of money on interest
for buying a house, a car, etc.; taking of interest bearing loan for the
education; paying of interest on a credit card or a department store shopping
card, etc., areall Haram. It isalso reasoned that anyone that abets, encour ages
or associates himself with such acts or transactionsis also committing the sin of
Riba. Hence, the administrating, guaranteeing or witnessing, asathird party,
of any legal or banking document or contract that involves Riba (Usurious or
SimpleInterest), is prohibited. There are also recorded texts within these
books on the subjects of Riba that prohibitsthe shop-keepers, businessmen,
professionals etc., from receiving payments through the credit cards. The
reasoning given is; If the credit card holder (could bea Muslim or anon
Muslim) paysinterest to the credit card company on the sum owing for that
particular purchase or servicereceived, then all the partiesto the transaction
sharetheresponsibility. In some books, Muslims ar e discour aged from having
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ajob at institutions like the Commer cial Banks, M ortgage Companies and
even the Storeswherein the duty is of handling the Credit Cards. One scholar
even goes further and claimsthat the Law of Ribaisapplicableto" everyone"
upon this earth, because the Qur'an has been revealed by Allah for the" entire
mankind" and for all times.

PROPHET PAID AN "EXTRA AMOUNT":

In the Sahih Al-Bukhari, under Hadith number 3:579 narrated by Jabir bin
Abdullah it isrecorded that the Prophet repaid his debt that he owed Jabir
plus he paid him " an extra amount" . The scholarswho do advocate " zero
tolerance" explain; A borrower ispermitted to pay an " extra amount” to the
principal sum borrowed, while repaying his debt, provided it isgiven of his
own freewill and isnot stipulated as a condition of the borrowing. Such a
payment isneither Interest nor Riba.

One may tend to argue; it islikely that the above " extra amount” on the debt
owing was paid by the Prophet beforethe Command for Riba was Revealed.
Another may reason; sincethe Prophet was" giving" the" extra amount” and
not taking " extra money" , there was no iniquity.

THE LAW OF NECESSITY::

Under certain prescribed circumstances the prohibited things become
permissible. Even a Haram food becomes Halal, if thereis" dire necessity" .
That proves; in Islam there are exemptionsto the Shari'a L aws depending
upon the gravity of the necessity since Allah does not want His creation to bear
a burden that it cannot. The questions often posed are: Doesthe paying of a
basic normal interest on a Gover nment L oan for Education by a deserving
student who cannot continue his studies without such a borrowing or by an
employee whose job requires a car and the wages offered include a car
allowance but the car hasto be purchased from a bank loan, constitute asthe
grave necessities of life? Can cases similar to these from our daily livesbe also
gualified asthe grave " necessities' of life? The question is: Who can bethe
judge of such " exemptions' ? And, where does he draw the line between the
honest necessity and the deceitful circumventing?

|ISLAMIC BANKING & MUDARABAH:

|sthere anything as" zer o percent" banking? When an " Islamic" co-
oper ative bank or a housing society purchases any article, commodity,
property or thetitle against cash payment and then sellsit at a higher price on
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credit asa " co-investor" or " dleeping partner”, it iscalled " Mudarabah” (to
sell at a profit). 'The Concise Encyclopedia of Islam’, published by Harper &
Law, Publishers, Inc., describesit as:

To stay within the letter of thereligiouslaw and soothe
consciences, some banks offer the solution of mudarabah (slegping
partnership): thisdefinesthe placing of capital as a co-
investment, which naturally bringsa return to both parties.

Some scholars call such arrangements as an alter native to Riba. Others, call
it an attempt to circumvent the Riba. The proponents of the schemes may
arguethat sincethereisatrade agreement on the" new price", between the
buyer and the seller, and the element of risk isinvolved as" co-investor”, such
transactionsare Halal. Even " if" that be the case, how many such " zero
percent” banksaretherethat can meet the needs of the Muslim families
around the world? What about the other needsfor borrowings, such as; the
educational loans, medical emergencies, natural calamities, etc.? Whois
responsible for the borrowings by the" Islamic States’ that collectsthe Zakat
money from its Citizensastheir Trustees and also borrowslarge funds from
the World Bank and/or International Monetary Funds, on " Interest” ? It is
recorded that even the Ottoman Banks used to charge and pay interest. What
doesthat signify, to us? Let thereadersbethejudge....

Finally, | wish to repeat what was stated at the beginning of the article:

Note: Riba happensto be one of the most difficult subjects for the last 1400
years, for Muslims aswell asfor the Muslim Scholars. Hence, | would appeal to
my readers to read the entire article, understand the various issues with an open
mind and then make their own decisions.

Allah Knows The Best...

RECENT ADDITION: MAY 16, 2000

Hereisaversefrom the Holy Qur'an:

That which We haverevealed to thee of the Book isthe Truth, -
confirming what was (revealed) beforeit: for Allah isassuredly -
with respect to His servants - well acquainted and fully
Observant. 35: 31
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In the Books of the Old Testament the prohibition isfor lending money on
"neshek" . (see: Exodus, L eviticus, Numbers and Deuter onomy).

Below istheliteral trandation of the Hebrew word " neshek" used in these
Books, asfound in the Strong's Concor dance of the Bible.

Strong's Number : 5392-HSN
Tranditerated: neshek
Pronounced:  neh'-shek
from 5391 HSN; interest on a debt: KJV--usury.

Hereistheliteral meaning of the Hebrew root word # 5391

Strong's Number: 5391-HSN

Trandliterated: nashak

Pronounced:  naw-shak'
a primitiveroot; to strikewith a sting (asa
serpent); figuratively, to oppresswith interest
on aloan: KJV--bite, lend upon usury.

REBUTTAL FROM AN ISLAMIC SOCIETY

Recently | received a rebuttal to my above article from a Shaikh of an
I slamic Society in Canada. Below are theimportant quotes and text from his
mail. My responseto it appearsat theend. May 18, 2000.

Consumingriba (usury or interest)

In the Qur’aan, Allaah does not declare war on anyone except the people who
deal in riba.

“O you who believel Be afraid of Allaah and give up what remains (dueto you)
of riba (from now onward), if you are (really) believers. And if you do not do it,
then take a message of war from Allaah and His Messenger.” [al-Bagarah
2:278-279] (inter pretation of the meaning)

Thisissufficient to explain the abhorrence of thisdeed in the sight of Allaah,
may Hebeglorified.
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Everyone who has something to do with riba, whether heis one of the main
partiesinvolved or isa middleman or facilitator, has been cursed by
Muhammad (peace and blessings of Allaah be upon him). Jaabir (may Allaah
be pleased with him) reported that the M essenger of Allaah (peace and
blessings of Allaah be upon him) cursed “the one who consumesriba, the one
who givesit to others, the one who writesit down and the one who witnesses
it.” Hesaid: “They areall thesame.” (Reported by Muslim, 3/1219). Based on
this, it isnot permitted to do work that involveswriting inter est-based
contracts and conditions, paying or receiving riba, depositing it or guarding it.
Generally speaking, it is haraam to be directly or indirectly involved with riba
in any way, shape or form.

The Prophet (peace and blessings of Allaah be upon him) was keen to explain
the ugliness of thismajor sin. ‘Abdullaah ibn Mas ood (may Allaah be pleased
with him) reported that the Prophet (peace and blessings of Allaah be upon
him) said: “ There are seventy-three types of riba, the least of which isas
abhorrent asa man having inter cour se with his own mother and wor st of
which is[violating] a Muslim's honor and sanctity. (Reported by al-Haakim in
al-Mustadrak, 2/37); see also Saheeh al-Jaami’, 3533). ‘Abdullah ibn Hanzalah
(may Allaah be pleased with him and hisfather) reported that the Prophet
(peace and blessings of Allaah be upon him) said: “Knowingly consuming a
dirham of ribaisworsefor a man than committing adultery thirty-six

times.” (Reported by Imaam Ahmad, 5/225; see also Saheeh al-Jaami’, 3375).
The prohibition on riba does not just apply to deals between rich and poor, as
some people think; it isa general prohibition that appliesto every person and
every situation. How many rich people and big businessmen have gone
bankrupt because of riba! Theleast harm riba doesisto destroy the blessing
(barakah) of the money, even if a person’swealth isgreat. The Prophet (peace
and blessings of Allaah be upon him) said: “Even if ribaismuch, it will end up
being a small amount.” (Reported by al-Haakim, 2/37; see also Saheeh al-
Jaami’, 3542). Thisdoes not refer to whether theratio of interest is high or
low; all ribaisharaam, and the one who dealswith it will beraised up on the
Day of Resurrection like the one who stands beaten by Shaytaan resulting in

insanity and epilepsy.

MY RESPONSE:

|f onewasto read the aboverebuttal with alittle extra care, it would be
quite apparent that the word used within all the QUOTED VERSES of the

Holy Quran and of the Ahadith, isriba. Perhapsthe Shaikh has overlooked

the fundamental issue. The dilemma before the Ummah for thelast 1400 years
Is concerning thetrue and correct definition of theterm riba and its honest
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application, as mentioned earlier in my article. Nothing that is mentioned in
the quoted textsresolvesthat issue.

Was salaam

Tovisit the Home Page or to read other articles by the author, click:
INDEX

l Please send your commentsto author

Akbarally Meherally at webmaster 9@mostmer ciful.com
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