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During the last fifty years the essential details from the Qur’an, the Sunnah, Fiqh, and physical observations about the timings of Fajr and Isha prayers have been presented and thoroughly discussed. Yet no consensus has emerged. Predisposition and biases hinder the Muslims from considering the issues dispassionately and arrive at any logical conclusion. There are two inter-related issues:


1.When to pray Isha/Fajr? 



2.When to stop eating “suhur” during Ramadan?

1.1
One view is that the only correct time for Fajr/Isha prayers, and the end of Suhur in Ramadan is undeniably tied to the “Astronomical twilight” – the sun’s depression at 18 degrees below the horizon. 

A. Lateef (praytime@super.net.pk) is one of the most vocal proponents of this viewpoint. (Subh Sadq wa Subh Kadhib, 1982).  Other variations of this opinion are to fix Fajr at 19-21 and Isha at 17-19 degrees. 

1.2 Another group advocates 15 degrees sun’s depression below the horizon. Ludhianvi (“Subh Sadiq”, 1970) created a short-lived consensus in Pakistan on this position. He accompanied more than a dozen prominent Pakistani Ulema for visual observations of “Fajr”. However, a few years later, the fear of ‘invalid fast’ as a result of delayed ‘suhur’ compelled Mufti Shafi and others to repudiate this position.

Ludhianvi steadfastly held his opinion till his death, despite repudiation by others (Ahsan al-Fatawa v.2:pp , and personal communications). According to him, Isha prayer is valid after the disappearance of Shafaq al-Ahmar (Nautical twilight = 12 degrees) and Suhur could continue without any apprehension till Shafaq al-Abyad (at 15 degrees sun’s depression below the horizon). ISNA’s prayer schedule for N. America is calculated according to15 degree sun’s depression and by now, a consensus has emerged and it is universally followed in N. America. 

1.3
Qasmi  (1983, rev. 2000) and others propose a split solution (for England and similar higher latitudes): 18 degrees in winter and gradually lesser degrees in summer for northern hemisphere and vice versa for southern hemisphere. His proposed (1/7th of the night) solution results in Fajr and Isha before the nautical and even civil twilight for a wide region. What about the end of Suhur in summer months when the days are very long in London, Glasgow, Montreal, etc?

1.4
Afzal et. al (www.Omarafzal.com) (1993) proposed:


-13.2 degrees for Suhur, 


-10 degrees for Fajr and -8 degrees for Isha in temperate climates. 

For very higher (66-90) latitudes, they opined that the sun’s depression at 6 degree below the horizon is fully compliant with the guidelines in the Qur’an and the Sunnah. It was after very careful considerations of the guidelines in the Qur’an, and Sunnah as supported by physical observations of the scattering of light on the horizon.

Logical, fact-based scientific argumentations prove that the claim: “Subh al-Sadiq/Fajr al-Mustateer occurs when the illumination on a horizontal surface, in clear conditions exceeds the illumination at "night" (=18 degrees sun's depression below the horizon)” is observationally incorrect.

a. Illumination at 18 degrees (at the beginning/end of astronomical twilight - conventionally called "night") is about 2 x 10-4 or 20 ft. candles when only stars are visible and there is no moonlight.

b. Illumination level at 15 degree (2 x 10-4 or 20 ft. candles) equals the illumination at the astronomical twilight. In other words, there is no visible change in the intensity of light at 18 and 15 degrees.

c. The illumination level at the Nautical twilight (12 degrees) equals 9 x 10-4 or only 90 ft. candles. 


("Explanatory Supplement to the Astronomical Ephemeris" (1961:pp. 398-400)

Allah in His infinite mercy has made matters easy for us and His Messenger (SAW) and Sahaba exemplified His guidelines.  The Fuqaha did not specify 108° for Fajr and Isha.  If some Ulama have lately accepted the astronomical twilight (108°) as limits of Fajr and Isha, because of their cautious attitude, and limited knowledge of physical realities we do not have to close our eyes, and reject very strong arguments which point in the other direction.



Sun from zenith
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Morning

103.5° to 108°
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Fajr al‑Mustatir


True dawn
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