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RIBA AND INTEREST®
FAZLUR RAHMAN

Note : Riba is usually translated in Urdu by the word sud, which is
of Persian origin and literally means ‘profit’, its antonym being ziyan.
S#ud is not synonymous with the Qur’anic term ribg, but is synony-
mous with the Arabic word ribh. In fact, any attempt to translate the
Qur’znic term, ‘riba’ in any language, is not only futile, but is also the
source of much confused thinking on the subject.—(F. R.)

INTRODUCTION
The literal meaning of ribé (/3 ¢ & ¢ ), as illustrated by the
Qur'anic usage, is :
(i) to grow, e.g.

cy s oyl A lele Wy 6L B 5
(o : )
*And thou beholdest the earth barren, then when
We send down water upon it, it quickens and
grows...." (XXII : 5);
(i7) to increase ; to prosper;
(ren 2 aA) @ltall g s Ll Bl G5,
“God destroys ribd, but makes alms prosper” (11 : 276) ;

Al by Nl iyl G e Ty oo mSTULD
(ra ;M)

“And whatever you invest in riba so that it may

increase upon the people’s wealth, it increases not with
God ;" (XXX : 39);

(iit) to rise (for example of a hill), as
(o0 1053l ) G910 o L-*.,TJ

“And We gave them refuge upon a height...
(XXIII : 50);

®This is the translation by Mazheruddin Siddigi of an Urdu article by the
autbor entitled Tahglg-i Riba, which was published in the monthly Urdu Joum-al
of this Institute, Fikr-o Nagar, i/5 (November, 1963)—(Ed.) T
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“As the likeness of a garden upon a hill...
(I : 265) ;

(vao 't

¥

Giv) to swell (for example, foam), as
(e e Gl Ty Joudl Juzals

“Then the torrent carried a swelling scum:”

(XIII : 17) 5

(v) to nurture; to raise (a child); as
(ver o ool () Inde Glay WS Lgeayl
My Lord, have mercy upon them (i.e. my parents)
as they raised me up when I was little!” (XVII : 24);

(a smadl) Tds s @l o
“Did we not raise thee amongst usasa child?”
(XXVI : 18); \

(vi) ‘augmentation, increase in power, etc., as
z
(, . ;Blzﬂ) EYUR IS ".JDU

“He seized them with a surpassing grip...”
(LXIX : 10);

(ar 3 =) 0l o ! 8 % 055 O
A “That one nation be more powerful than another
[ nation....”" (XVI : 92).

From the lexical meaning given above, the technical meaning
of the term ‘riba’ is derived as discussed below.

‘We shall first take up the nature of ribd prohibited by the
.Qur an. In the second section we shall turn to the legal Hadith~
materials concerning the extension of the Qur'anic term riba to
different forms of exchange and transactions. This is justified
on the ground that all the fugaha’ are agreed that these
two fall into distinct categories: indeed, the one has been called
*'riba al-Qur'an (riba of the Qur’an)” and the other “riba al-Hadith
(ribd of the Hadith)” or “‘riba al-fadl (viba of excess)”. In the
hxrd section we shall underline the role of bank-interest in the
ent—day economy, and in the last section we shall record our
jons based: on these considerations and materials..
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1 _
RIBA AND THE QUR'AN

The first statement of the Qur’'an about riba is as follows:
Los Gl e Ty N el ot G It by o 28T Lo
(9 p3) Osiniaadl on K36 Gl dms Q33 5 3575 oo o
“*And whatever you invest by way of riba so that it may
increase upon people’s wealth, increases not with God ; but
what you give by way of zakah seeking the pleasure of God,

those—they receive recompense manifold” (XXX : 39\

This was revealed in Mecca for it occurs in the Strah al-Ram,
which is wholly a Meccan revelation. The inner evidence of the
opening verses of this Sarah indicates that it was revealed during
the fourth or fifth year of the Prophet's Mission, or even eatlier,
for the Persians began defeating the Romans in “‘the neigbouring
lands” (V! 431), i.e. Syria and Palestine, referred to in these
verses, in 611 A.C. (i.e. the first year of the Prophet’s Mission) and
with the fall of Constantinople in 614 A.C. reached its culmination
(ie. year 4 of the Prophet’s Mission).> It is not at all surprising
that riba is condemned in so early a revelation ; rather the absence
of such early condemnation could have not only been surprising
but also contrary to the wisdom of the Qur'an. The Meccan verses
of the Qur'an are replete with the denunciation of the economic
injustice of contemporary Meccan society, the profiteering and
stinginess of the rich, and their unethical commercial practices such
as cheating in the weight and measurements, etc., how is it possible
then that the Qur'an would have failed to condemn an economic
evil such as riba? However, here it passes only a moral stricture
on ribd; it does not yet declare it legally prohibited for Islam had
not yet attained political power by which it could eradicate this
evil,

When Islam became politically dominant after the Prophet’s
migration to Medina, riba was categorically prohibited in the
following words of the Medinese Sarah Al-‘Imyan :

A it g dielag Bl L 3t 175 Y 1T RYRURVIRY
(re. s Obes dT) Ombis (S
*O you who believe, do not consume riba with continued

redoubling and protect yourselves from God, perchance you
may be blissful” (III : 130).
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This prohibition was later re-asserted in very emphatic terms
accompanied by a threat in Sarah al-Bagarah (II : 274-80).

S NNTE Y S TP ' B A I g AR T
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- “Those who consume riba shall not rise except like the one
*  who has been struck by the Devil's touch. This is because they
say that selling and riba-making are one and the same thing,
whereas God has made selling lawful and has forbidden riba.
Whosoever receives an admonition from his Lord and desists,
he shall have his past gains, and his affair is committed to God:
.‘but whosoever reverts—those are the inhabitants of the
Fire, therein dwelling for ever. God destroys riba but makes
alms prosper. God loves not any guilty ingrate. [But] those
who believe and do deeds of righteousness, and perform the
prayer, and pay the alms—their reward awaits them with
their Lord, and no fear shall be on them, neither shall they
grieve. O ye who believe ! protect yourselves from God and
remit what is left of riba if ye be faithful. If ye do not, be
prepared for war from God and His Prophet : but if ye desist,
-ye shall receive back your capital without doing injustice or
suffering injustice. If, however, anyone is in difficulties, let
there be a delay till he is able to pay, although it is better for

ye to remit if ye only knew” (I : 274-80).

These Qur'anic verses and their context show that these are
the last of the verses prohibiting riba. In some Traditions
this fact was mis-stated and it was claimed that these were
the last of all the Qur'anic verses revealed to the Prophet. This
was still further extended and in a Tradition the statement was
attributed to the Caliph ‘Umar b, al-Khattab that as the Qur’anic
injunction regarding the prohibition of riba came in the very end
(of the revelation) and since the Prophet did not live long enough
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after that revelation to spell out fully as to what were the con-
stituent elements of ribd we should, therefore, not only avoid riba
but also rzbah (doubtful transactions). We shall examine these
Traditions in the second section of this study. Here we shall
endeavour to understand the riba of the Qur'an in the light of the

established maxim : “Uany &am yuis OLI1  (one part of the Qur'an
explains another)”’. ‘

The verse of Sarah Al-'Imran categorically prohibiting riba
occupies the central place in this series of Qur’'anic verses ; that of
Sarah al-Ram was its prologue, while those of Sarah al-Bagarah
were its epilogue. If we examine these verses in their chronological-
order, we may conclude that : ’

(?) the riba of the pre-Islamic days was a system whereby the
principal sum was doubled and redoubled ('li&‘qau bl—w‘)
through a usurious process ; '

(ii) because of this process of doubling and redoublmg the
principal, the Qur’an refused to admit that ribd was a
kind of fair business transaction; and

(4ii) while permitting the commercial profit, the Qur'an
encouraged the spirit of co-operation as opposed to that
of profiteering.

The historical evidence that we possess also‘corroborates the
above conclusions.

The Muwatta' of Imam Mahk records on the authority of Zayd
b, Aslam as follows :

31 Gl dadl e Jast 0% O el G LM OF

.>|, NIFRH .t.u o6 ¢ o5 r' sail JB gl Ja 136 ol
J»Yl g,aY| a.)b 3 dia d
(In the pre-Islamic days rib@ operated in this manner : if

a man owed another a debt, at the time of its maturity the

creditor would ask the debtor : ‘Will you pay up or will you

increase ? [“am turbi’—from riba]. If the latter paid up,

the creditor received back the sum; otherwise the principal
was increased on the stipulation of a further term.)

Abu'l A'la Mawduadi, the chief of the Jama‘at-i Islami, assumes.
that for the first term the credit was granted free of interest.* But
one fails to understand how this is intelligible in a social set-up
such as the commercial Meccan society or the Jewish Medinese
society, where the riba system was quite normal. How could the
usurers, who were keen on doubling and redoubling their capital,
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forgo the initial interest by way of charity, so to say ?

-~Mufti Muhammad Shafi’ expresses an opinion contrary to thgt.
of Mawddi. He says: “The prevailing practice in Arabia was that-
a certain amount of money was advanced for a fixed period at a
fixed rate of interest. If the debtor paid the loan within the pre-,
scribed time the matter was settled on the payment of mterest ;

otherwise he had to pay more interest.’

However, the above-quoted statement of Zayd b, Aslam,

v&h:ch is recorded not only by Mailik but also by al-Bayhagqi,
Razm and other Muhaddzg_hun and fuqaha', shows that the initial

interest itself was not usurious and was, therefore, not considered

yiba.
What made it riba was the increase in capital that raised the

ptmcxpal several-fold by continued redoubling. The situation,
therefore, was that a part of wealth was loaned initially on interest
for a definite period but on the expiry of that period, in case the
debtor was unable to pay, the term of payment was extended with
an enormous increase in the principal amount. It often happened
that, where big sums were involved, the debtor went on paying
interest alone in instalments and yet could not pay off even
the usurious interest, let alone being able to return the principal.
Al-Tabari records reports where whole tribes, e.g. that of Bana
Mughirah, were under the weight of usurious debts to one another

and when they became Muslims their mutual relations became

.)”

~ difficult. Indeed, the very words of the Qur'an “ls oo (& Lo Ly
(remit what remains of rib@)"’ make the above situation abundantly
clear.®
As mentioned above, the verse of Sarah Al-'Imran occupies the
central and fundamental position in the series of verses relating to
ribd. In this verse the Shari'ah-value, ie., what the Muslim jurists
call “the ‘illat al-hubm” underlying the banning of riba, is explicitly
mentioned to be its becoming doubled and redoubled (#isla-s Blasl),
~ This contention of ours is supported by the following two
famous commentators of the second generation of Islam :
(1) Mujahid,—Al-Tabari has recorded the following from
Muijahid : S '
-¢| o yuau,cospwls”fb:b JU gpee on de Wi
T [,KLY L,...Tugsm Il Ja 5o &t J5F o dale o =2
7. a s Y JG sl blw|
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(Mubammad b. ‘Amr reported to us, he said that Abg ‘Asim
related to him from ‘Is3, he from Ibn Aba Najih, who said that
concerning the Qur'anic verse ‘O you who believe, do not
devour riba with continued re-doubling’, Mujahid said, ‘This is
the riba of pre-Islamic days’.)

() Zayd b. Aslam.—In the same authoritative commentary of
the Qur'an, a long statement of the famous tabi't (“Successor”)
commentator, Zayd b. Aslam, is recorded which shows in detail how
the process of ‘‘continued redoubling” went on in connection with
the borrowing of cattle, as well as money. This report is summed up
in these words :

8 ol G 3 cimadl G bl G U OK L]

(The riba of pre-Islamic days consisted in its doubling and
redoubling in terms of cash [in the case of borrowed money]
and age [in the case of borrowed cattle].)

In short, the riba of pre-Islamic days, which was categorically
declared haram by the Qur’an, so that those who indulged in it
.were threatened with war from God and His Prophet, was. of an
atrocious kind and went on multiplying in a manner that the poor
debtor, in spite of his regular payments, could not pay off the
usurious interest let alone the capital.

A natural question arises here, viz., if riba is only that form of
usurious transaction which has been described above and if only
this form is banned, then why is it that, as an effect of the riba-
ordinance of the Qur'an, all interest seems to have been abolished
-as is, indeed, testified by historical evidence ? The answer to this is
«that we do not hold that in each and every given case of loan, the
capital was thus doubled and redoubled—indeed, there must
have been a great deal of variation in individual cases depend-
‘ing on circumstances, e.g. the nature of investment, the amount of
‘risk, etc. But what matters is that all these individual cases were
part of one riba-system in whose nature it was to be so exorbitantly

_usurious. Therefore, what had to be banned was the system as

a whole, and hence no exceptions could be made ir individual cases.
‘When the entire system was banned, the milder cases within that
system were also naturally abolished since the system itself was
tyrannical, It cannot, therefore, be argued that since the Qur'an
abolished even the milder cases, it must be concluded that the
bank-interest of today also stands condemned. This is because the
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bank-interest of today is a separate kind of system (see Sections,
IT1, IV and V below).

II
RIBA AND HADITH

Like alcohol, riba was deeply ingrained in the life-texture
of the Arabs of pre-Islamic days. Indeed, commercially speakipg,
it was much more deeply laid than alcohol. It meant a lucrative
business which brought quick and plentiful return to the usurer.
That is why, while its prohibition, like that of liquor, was intro-
duced gradually, its denunciation was much more severe, o

As mentioned above, the verse of Strah al-Ram embodying 1Es
first criticism was revealed during the early years of the Prophf’.t s
Mission. This mild admonition was followed by a categorical
pfohibition in the verse of S@rah Al-‘Imran and by severe threats
for the transgressors in the verses of Sarah al-Bagarah. The last two
‘.seties of verses must have been revealed during th.e e.arly d-ays
of the Prophet’s stay at Medina, but the hadith-material is against
this plausible surmise—and all misunderstandings and misconcep-
tions start from this point. ]

The most well-known Tradition on the subject in the hadith-
literature is the one attributed to the Caliph ‘Umar, and runs as

follows :

Cagde @ e &) gy O 3 UM RT ST e 05 L ST O ,_

i My Ly 126 1 1a ey o)y 25 ol 9

'(The last verse to be sent down was that on riba, but God’s
Messenger was taken away without having expounded it to us ; sP
leave aside ribd and r7bah, i.e. whatever is doubtful.) This report is
recorded in the Musnad of Ahmad b. Hanbal, the Sunan of Ibn
Majah, Musannaf of Ibn Abi Shaybah, Dala'il al-Nubuwwah . of
al-Bayhagi and similar other compilations of the Muhaddithan
of the later period.? :

' 4111 the Sahih of al-Bukhari there is a report ascribed to ‘Abd
Allzh b, 'Abb#s, which narrates the same story, but in a somewhat
restricted sense. Al-Bukhari in his chapter on the “Last verses of
Strah al-Bagarah” records as follows :

D e I e SIF T AT U6 s B oy el ) o0

T 1°-‘e)|"“-.'7p—\~44e.15

FAZLUR RAHMAN 9

(Ibn ‘Abbas said : the last verse sent down to the Prophet was
the verse on riba.) First, it is surprising that the singular number
(%7) has been used twice for as many as seven verses. Secondly, in
the Kitab al-Tafsir of his Sahih, where he has narrated the above
report, al-Bukhari has also cited the following Tradition attributed
to ‘A’ishah through four different chains of transmission :.

D Jyay Lals LI G 5200 5ygm aT sl edsi U
Hopaill 4 Gl pym @ el o aluy ade 31 fo

(When the last verses of Sarah al-Bagarah concerning riba
were sent down, the Messenger of God recited them to the people
and prohibited the sale of liquor [as well]). Now, according to this
Tradition, not only is ‘A’ishah silent on the verses in question being
the last revelation but by connecting them with the buying and
selling of liquor, she has furnished some basis for the assumption
that the verses might have been revealed around the year 4 A. H.
because, according to the commonly accepted Traditions, liquor was
prohibited the same year. Further, in the same Kitab al-Tafsir of
the Sahih of al-Bukhari, another Companion of the Prophet, Bara’ah
‘Azih, is reported to have said :

3y T 9 WA § oKzdy Bl J5 i grinug 3 38 %l AT
23T, LAY

(The last verse to be revealed was : ‘They ask you for a pro-
nouncement. Say : God has pronounced for you concerning the
indirect heirs . . .’ (IV : 177) and the last Sarah was Bara'ah).

If we look beyond this most celebrated source-book of hadith,
we will find still more conflicting reports on this subject, the details
of which are given by al-Suyati in his al-Itgan 7 ‘Ulam al-Qur’an.’®

Apart from the fact that the report attributed to ‘Umar has
been contradicted by so many other reports (which in turn
contradict each other !), there are several other reasons why we
must reject this report.

(1) As mentioned above, the gradual prohibition of riba started
during the early days of the Meccan period. That, in spite of these
early revelations, the Companions of the Prophet continued to take
riba until a few days before the death of the Prophet when Allah
had to threaten them with war from Himself and His Prophet,
would be a serious reflection on their character. Most probably_is,
was due to this apprehension that the word ‘rib@’ in the Mececan




10 RIBA AND INTEREST

Saorah al-Ram had been defined as ‘hadiyah’ (‘gift’) by all the
classical commentators of the Qur’an, such as al-Tabari, al-Baydawi,
al-Suynti and others. A ‘permissible (halal) riba” has been
invented by these commentators and it has been asserted by them
that this verse relates to that riba I'* They are supported by

al-Bukhari himself, who writes :
15_(g5 ) ol N dte Joadl izy ke (el o Cal ke 1,,,3\;"

(In this verse “al &2e 1933 YN means that if any person gives
a present to someone and in turn expects a better present, he will
not be rewarded by Allah.) We find it difficult to subscribe to any
such constructions put on the basic terminology of the Qur'an or
to the drawing of any distinction between a halal and a haram riba.
Besides, as mentioned above (Section I), it would have been contrary
to the wisdom of the Qur'an, had it not denounced riba with a view
fo reforming the Mammon-worshipping society of the commercial-
ised Mecca of the days of the Prophet.

(2) It simply cannot be accepted that the practice of riba
which was censured so early and was ultimately denounced in such
‘unprecedented strong terms by the Qur'an could not be adequately
explained by the Prophet due to shortage of time. Such an assump-
tion also goes against the claim of the Qur'an that—

N CRETH ) PP I A ERCIWI ERR TR LS oyl
“Today I have perfected your Faith for you, and I have

completed My blessing upon you . . .” (V:3).

The Caliph ‘Umar himself is reported to have said that
tha above verse was revealed on the day of ‘Arafah during the Last
Pilgrimage of the Prophet.’* Now, if the verse on riba was the last
revelation, the above verse must have preceded it, and, therefore,
it could not be claimed at that time that ‘‘the Faith was perfected’.
It is for this reason that al-Suddi and some other commentators have
stated, “After the revelation of the verse *.. . pS2d o5 ST ppll’
no verse was sent down relating to permission (hillah) and
prohibition (hurmah)" “‘pLm Y3 S Waday I35 @77 & ¥
- In order to explain away this contradiction, al-Tabari has put
forward the plea that *the perfection of the Faith” mentioned

in this verse means that *“‘on the occasion of the Last Pilgrimage
the Muslims had gained ascendancy in Mecca and the idolaters had
' been eliminated from the Holy City”.® Any such construction put
ony *the verse which evulently relates to the content of the Prophet’s
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Mission is not at all acceptable to this writer. It is clear from such
commentaries that how detrimental certain well-known but un-
authentic hadith can be to the fundamental principles of the Faith.

(3) Another serious objection against this report is that it
conflicts with the following verses of the Qur’'an

par 3 o) ol Cocb pgade Lpm Upsle ) o Wl
A gl ogh s ats Lygd a5 g Las ) il s a2l S 30
(yar ¢ e o obadl) o L0 Ghe gte 0, Gazel o JbLIY

“And for the evil-doing of the Jews, We did forbid them
certain good things that were permitted to them, and for their
barring many people from God's way, and for their taking riba,
which was prohibited to them, and for consuming the wealth of the
people with falsehood; and, We have prepared for the disbelievers
among them a dire chastisement” (IV : 160-61). Now the accusa-
tion of the Jews on the ground of taking riba was only possible and
consistent after vibd had been actually eliminated from the Muslim
society itself ; otherwise the Jews would have certainly pointed to
the Muslims and said, “et tu quoque”. But the last remnants
of the Jewish tribes, the Bana Qurayzah, were wiped out from
Medina by the year 5 A. H. immediately after the famous ‘Battle of
the Trench’. Therefore, the accusation of the Jews could only have
taken place before the end of that year, and the riba prohibition
for Muslims must have, therefore, ante-dated 5 A.H.

(4) As we have already explained, the verse of Sarah Al-
‘Imran : “Do not consume riba with continued redoubling’ occupies
the central place in the series of revelations on the subject. Now
this fundamental verse must have been revealed just after the
Battle of Uhud, because this verse is immediately preceded
as well as followed by the verses that describe the Muslims’ defeat
at Uhud, analyse the causes and consequences of this reverse and
suggest ways and means so that the tragedy might not be repeated.

Now we can conclude from the above discussion that contrary
to the report attributed to Caliph ‘Umar, the chronology of the
revelations concerning riba is as follows:

(?) the first revelation condemning yiba (Starah al-Ram)—
early years of the Prophet's Meccan life; after the
Romans’ defeat at the hands of the Persians |

(#i) the second revelation prohlbxtmg yiba (Sarah Al-'I mran)w
u? [ i




