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Abstract

This paper examines whether artificial intelligence may lawfully serve the function of
ifta’ within the Islamic juristic tradition. It begins by establishing, on scriptural and classical
authority, the nature of fatwa, the gravity of iftd’ as tawgi‘ ‘an Allah, and the conditions —
academic, experiential, and spiritual — that the function demands. It then situates the
contemporary Al ifta’ phenomenon historically, examining the IACAD (Dubai, 2019), al-
Azhar (2020), and Qom (2023) initiatives, before evaluating generative Al against the
established conditions. The conclusion advanced is that Al cannot, and is not meant to,
occupy the seat of the mufti before the lay Muslim; yet the same technology, properly
situated, can serve as a powerful auxiliary instrument for general, non-juristic Islamic Q&A
and as a resource within the qualified mufti's toolkit.
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1. Introduction

The pace of contemporary life has conditioned the Muslim community to expect —
and at times to demand — that its needs be met in real time. While this expectation is in
part a cultural artefact of the broader technological order, there are genuine cases in which
a Muslim requires expedited religious guidance. The hafiz who errs midway through tarawih
must know, with a congregation standing in waiting, whether he must repeat the prayer.
The husband, in the heat of an argument, has uttered words that he now fears may have
constituted talag, and the couple’s anxiety only grows by the minute. The relative at the
hospital bedside must communicate an end-of-life decision to the medical team. Such
moments do not afford a wait of days or, at times, even of hours.

To these urgencies must be added a further category: questions whose subject
matter carries, in addition to time sensitivity, an element of personal sensitivity. A woman,
for example, may wish to know whether certain details of her circumstance require her to
pray or to refrain. While there should be no awkwardness in religious questions, it is one
that people feel nonetheless, and it is one of the factors driving the interest in interfaces in
which one may pose their question without the social cost of personal communication.

The convergence of these realities with the recent maturation of artificial intelligence
has produced a natural and persistent question: can a Muslim pose their figh question to an
Al-based chatbot and act upon its response?

Before addressing this matter, it is necessary to clarify two preliminary matters.
First, this paper does not argue that Al as a technology is impermissible. Technology, like
most tools, is morally indeterminate in itself; what matters is its use. Second, Al-based ifta’
is not, as is sometimes assumed, a phenomenon of the last two or three years coinciding
with the popular emergence of generative models, such as Open Al’s ChatGPT. The Islamic
Affairs and Charitable Activities Department (IACAD) of Dubai launched what it described as
the world's first Al-driven ifta’ service, Virtual Ifta’, in 2019, and al-Azhar's Fatwa Global
Centre followed with its AI Fatwas System in 2020.

Generative AI — whatever its technical sophistication, whatever the size and curation
of its training corpus, whatever benchmark accuracy it may achieve — cannot lawfully be
deputed to issue fatwas to the layperson. The reasons for this conclusion are not contingent
upon the present state of the technology; they are structural and theological, and they will
remain so. To understand this, one must first understand the nature of fatwas themselves.
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2. The Nature of Fatwa

2.1 Linguistic Definition

In its linguistic sense, fatwa denotes the response to a question — a sense broad
enough to encompass any subject matter and not restricted to legal verdicts. The Quran
itself uses the term in this expansive sense in non-juristic contexts. The king of Egypt
addresses hIS nobles concernlng the interpretation of his dream

w\gsuwuf\)fbumgﬂ;u ”’&@ébu@u}ﬁ’é@g

5735 G50 258701 55 & G
And the king said, “I saw [in a dream] seven fat cows being eaten by seven lean ones, and
seven green ears of corn and [seven] others dry. O [assembly of] nobles! Give me a fatwa
on my dream, if you are able to interpret dreams." (Ylsuf 12:43)
The former prisoner subsequently returns to Yasuf ,s.Ji«l and also uses the same

vocabulary:
C}J; bﬁbpw&jub&@d#lgbuﬂrdw\wm\\_éj ’;;s
G yalas r@u ARG gy@;\

"O Yisuf, the truthful one, give us a fatwa concerning seven fat cows..." (Ylsuf 12:46)

The Queen of Saba’ likewise employs the language of ifta’ (i.e., giving a fatwa) in consulting
her counselors on the affair of Sulayman's ,s.Ji«le letter:

-
0,

RSV A AR S A R I H IRV A
She said, O [assembly of] nobles! Give me a fatwa, for I do not decide any matter until you
bear witness. (al-Naml 27:32)

In each of these contexts the term carries no juristic charge; it denotes simply the
resolution of an inquiry by an authority. The king and former prisoner asked for an
explanation, while the Queen asked for counsel. None of them are asking for a juristic
ruling.

2.2 The Shar'i Context

In its SharT context, a fatwa refers specifically to a response concerning the ahkam
shar‘iyya. The Prophet & was sought out for such verdicts throughout his lifetime, and he
was assisted in its responses through revelation. The Quran preserves a substantial corpus
of such questions — the yas'aliinaka and yastaftiinaka verses — and a survey of these
makes clear that ifta’" was not circumscribed to a narrow domain. Questions on religious
matters came via generic wording of “they ask you” in the matters of worship,?! finance and

(189 13,300 55015 W st oo 6 B ilafoul 2 G018 5 1
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spending,? politics® and military,* food and drink,> social responsibility,® marital relations,”
and creed,® but they also came via specific wording of “they seek a fatwa from you,” such
as regarding inheritance.®

The breadth of this scriptural corpus demonstrates that ifta’ extends across every
domain of Shar'i concern: ritual, financial, political, social, familial, and doctrinal. Any
evaluation of a person’s or software's fitness to discharge the function of iftd’ must
accordingly be made against this full breadth.

2.3 Continuity Through the sahaba and the Foundations of
Ijtihad
While the ultimate authority of fatwa rested with the Prophet &, the function of iftg’

neither ceased with his life nor was it restricted to him in his lifetime either. Rather, the
Prophet # himself authorized others to discharge it, such as to Mu‘adh ibn Jabal we dil 525,

whom he dispatched to Yemen. In his Sunan, Imam Abu Dawud records the famous dialog
at the time of Mu‘adh’s « 4l .2, departure.10

I3bee ony OT 51T U oy ke dbl oo b J gy 0T 2 o 2 3las Sl o e JaT e Ul o
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Tl oS (3 V5 s el ) (Lo bl J gy B (3 02 L OB 1B oans ale b1 Lo db) J g
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When the Prophet # wanted to dispatch Mu‘adh to Yemen, he said, “"How will you judge if a
matter is presented to you?” He said, “I will judge by the book of Allah.” [The Prophet &]
said, “What if you do not find it in the book of Allah?” He said, “Then by the sunnah of the
Messenger of Allah #.” “And what if you find it neither in the sunnah of the Messenger of

(215 13,500) 5,288 156 G608 g 2
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Allah nor in the book of Allah? [Mu‘adh] responded, "I will exercise my own ijtihad, and I
will spare no effort.” The Prophet & struck the chest [of Mu‘adh] and said, “Praise be to
Allah who has guided the messenger of the Messenger of Allah to what pleases the
Messenger of Allah.”

After the Prophet &, the function continued with the sahdba, including Abu Bakr,
‘Umar, ‘Uthman, ‘Ali, Umm al-Mu’minin ‘A’isha, ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b,
Zayd ibn Thabit, ‘Ammar ibn Yasir, Hudhayfa ibn al-Yaman, Abu al-Darda’, Abu Masa al-
Ash‘ari, ‘Ubada ibn al-samit, and Abdullah ibn Mas'td e bl 52, SOme early enumerations of
the sahaba known to have issued fatwas reach roughly one hundred and thirty in number —

a figure that, against the demographic backdrop of the early Muslim community, suggests
how narrowly the function was conceived even in the most learned generation.!!

(&4 21 N5 ¢18 /2 ilwall o (g 5280 05 3 el o e nd ol p3le) 1
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3. The Function of the Mufti: A Sacred Deputization

The position of the mufti'? within the Muslim community is critical and sacred. Its
gravity is signaled in the Quran itself, where Allah % associates the act of jfta’ with His own
self. In Sudrat al-Nisa’, Allah # says in response to the question concerning women:

,@...9 r,s.wﬁ 1) J.a ;\.w.d\ 3 JSWK:’}
They ask you for a fatwa concerning women. Say, “Allah gives you fatwa concerning them."
(al-Nisa’ 4:127).
And again, in connection with the laws of inheritance for the one who leaves no ascendant
or descendant, Allah # says:

U T TR
They ask you for a fatwa. Say, “Allah gives you the fatwa concerning kalala." (al-Nisa’
4:176).
These verses do not merely answer the questions posed; they establish the
answering itself as a divine act, with Allah # taking upon Himself the role of giving fatwa.
Imam Ibn al-Qayyim, in his I'/am al-Muwaqgqi‘in ‘an Rabb al-‘Alamin, articulates the
implication of this scriptural anchoring:

bl S el o ga s 0055 Jo2 Vg calias Sy Y (Ul Joud b M1 e w8 5l e OIS 135

) bty Of caie & sy OF il a8 ol o Gioed Slslendls 2,1 5 0 0 o3 iy ST
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b et a5 L) G el i} il I ¢ O O aniy oY 5 gl il a5 LS
IQUSQJJE:’SLSUBNQ-}BJ&WL;WWoY)SL.gchS;c[127:sL.\.:J\]{ug\.&J\gr&:?Lc&qu
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If the position of signing on behalf of kings is itself an exalted station whose merit
none denies and whose worth none ignores, then what of the position of signing on behalf of
the Lord of the heavens and the earth? It is incumbent upon the one set in this position that
he prepare adequately for it, that he equip himself for its demands, and that he know the
maghnitude of the station in which he has been placed... And let the mufti know on whose
behalf he is deputizing in his fatwa, and be certain that he will be questioned tomorrow and
made to stand before Allah."!3

The mufti does not — and must not — express his personal opinion on a matter of

12 “Mufti” in this paper refers to a scholar classically trained in the field of issuing legal
verdicts. The paper recognizes that the usage of the title of a “"mufti” varies in different
traditions. Here, the qualification is intended, not the title itself.

(17-16/2:5Ld1 = A 13
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religion; he is asserting that the ruling he provides is the hukm of Allah % concerning the
case at hand, as per his ijtihad while acknowledging that Allah # knows best. He acts as the
deputy of Allah #* for the conveyance of His ruling to His servants. When he signs the fatwa,
he signs, in essence, on behalf of Allah # Himself. The seriousness of this — both as a moral
burden and as a juristic posture — cannot be overstated, and it is the central frame within
which any question concerning a person or a system's fitness for the function of jfta’ must
be evaluated.
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4. Conditions and Qualities of a Mufti

Given the gravity of the function of jfta’, the ‘ulama’ have set several conditions for
one to qualify as a mufti. These fall into three categories: academic, experiential, and
spiritual.

4.1 Academic Qualifications

The mufti must possess vast knowledge of the primary sources and of the
established juristic tradition. He must read extensively, research actively, and exhibit a
strong grasp of usd/ and gawa ‘id — the principles and maxims that govern the derivation
and application of rulings. Without these, he will not be aware of new developments in the
field of inquiry, nor will he be in any position to identify the underlying drivers of rulings, nor
to extend them rigorously to the new cases that the modern world incessantly produces.

Additionally, he must have practical knowledge of the customs and conditions of the
people among whom he renders verdicts. The Shari‘a recognizes the relevance of haraj
(undue hardship), maslaha (benefit), and ‘urf (custom) at multiple levels of legal reasoning;
and these categories cannot be properly weighed by a person who is ignorant of the
conditions of his people, the laws of his land, and the implications of his rulings. A mufti
who does not know the customs of the marketplace cannot rule competently on the
contracts that pass through it; a mufti who does not know the conditions of households
cannot rule competently on the disputes that arise within them. Academic qualification
entails a firm grasp of not only what is in books but also in the society around oneself.

4.2 Experiential Qualifications

The mufti does not emerge from texts alone; he is formed in the prolonged company
of those who have themselves been formed. Years spent under a qualified mufti yield not
only mastery of the masa’il (rulings) but also the proper approach to them. The trainee
mufti benefits from the senior mufti via his iIm (knowledge), hikma (wisdom), and tagwa
(God-consciousness). This component of formation is irreducibly relational. It cannot be
replicated by reading stories of the pious predecessors; it requires the presence of a
teacher, the witnessing of his caution, his hesitation, his refusal at times to answer, and his
mode of attending to people. One simply cannot become a mufti in isolation without the
prolonged tutelage of a senior mufti.

4.3 Spiritual Qualifications

Indispensable above all is a strong connection — not only academic but spiritual — to
the lineage of the fugaha’. The masters of our tradition were uniformly men of intense
worship and inward purification. A reflection over a few examples helps set the context of
the level of spirituality in reference.

Imam Abu Hanifa is reported to have prayed ‘Isha’ and Fajr with the same wuda’ for
forty years, to have fasted for thirty years at the time of his passing, and he is amongst
those well known for finishing the entire Quran in one rak‘a. Imam Abu Yusuf, after his
appointment as gadi, used to offer two hundred rak‘ahs daily. Imam Muhammad ibn al-
Hasan al-Shaybani used to recite a third of the Quran each day.!* Imam Yahya ibn Sa‘id al-

14 See Imam Dhahabi’s Managqib al-Imam Abi Hanifa wa Sahibayhi Abi Yiasuf wa Muhammad
ibn al-Hasan for these and additional reports.
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Qattan was of such character that Bundar, who accompanied him for two decades, reported
that he never witnessed him commit a sin. Imam Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab is reported never to
have heard the adhan of a prayer except that he was already in the masjid — for forty
years.!®

These are the men against whom contemporary scholarly self-conception ought to be
measured. The disparity is not subtle. It is no exaggeration to say that, by the standard set
by these fugaha’, the spiritual posture of contemporary aspirants to ifta’ — including this
author — is a matter for honest grief. The phrase "Imam Abd Hanifa said this, but I
disagree" — heard today on social media and elsewhere — is, in light of the foregoing, a
moral and intellectual indecency that should be unthinkable. We have no comparison to
them, neither in intellectual nor spiritual strength. Nonetheless, what we derive is that
anyone who aspires to take on the immense burden of fatwa must make exceptional effort
in firmly grounding himself in his connection to Allah =,

4.4 The Caution and Hesitation of the Salaf

The corollary of these qualifications is the deep caution of the pious predecessors in
their approach to ifta’. Mufti Tagi Uthmani narrates several examples of the restraint they

exhibited in issuing fatwas.® Bishr ibn al-Harith is reported to have said, uMLaJLM of %}TO,«”

"Jl 0f Jol ("Whoever loves to be asked is not fit to be asked”). Sufyan ibn ‘Uyayna said,

"The most knowledgeable of people concerning fatwa are the most silent in it, and the most
ignorant of people concerning fatwa are the most speaking in it."

Al-Bara’ ibn ‘Azib 4. 4b 2 said, "I saw three hundred of the people of Badr; not

one of them was such that except he loved that his companion would suffice him from
fatwa." ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Ab1 Layla said, "I met one hundred and twenty Ansari
Companions; one of them would be asked about a matter, and he would refer it to another,
and that one to another, until it returned to the first."

Imam Malik is the exemplary figure of this caution. "iull 3 ULy -2 ¥" — "No fatwa is

given while Malik is in Medina" — became proverbial, and yet his right to that station was
hard-earned. He is reported to have said, "It is not appropriate for a man to view himself as
fit for anything until he asks one who is more knowledgeable than himself,” and, "I did not
give fatwa until seventy testified that I was fit for it." One of his students remarked, "By
Allah, when Malik was asked about a matter, it was as though he was standing between
Paradise and Hellfire."

This posture was not Imam Malik's alone. ‘Ata’ ibn al-Sa’ib reported having known
men who, when asked about a matter, would tremble as they spoke; and Ash‘ath reported
of Muhammad ibn Sirin that when he was asked concerning the lawful and unlawful, his
color would change and his very person would seem altered. When a certain questioner —
himself a man of standing — pressed Imam Malik on a matter and called it "a light, easy
question," Imam Malik grew angry and responded, "A light, easy question? There is nothing

15 See the entries on the referenced individuals in Imam Dhahabi’s Siyar A‘lam al-Nubala'.
16 See Mufti Taqi Uthmani’s section on Tahayyub al-Salaf Ii al-Futya in his Usal al-Ifta’ wa
Adabuhu for the references in this section.
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in knowledge that is light. Have you not heard the saying of Allah #; )I.:.a; 31)3 é\.;lc L;.Lf.; \;\

— 'Indeed, We shall cast upon you a weighty word" (al-Muzzammil 73:5)? All knowledge is
weighty, and especially that concerning which one will be questioned on the Day of
Judgement."

4.5 Selectivity and the Refusal to Answer Every Question

From this caution flows a positive duty: the qualified mufti is not obligated to answer
every question that comes his way, and, indeed, he must not. Imam Nawawi preserves
several saying and incidents about the pious predecessors in this regard, including the

saying of Ibn Mas‘td and Ibn ‘Abbas e Al 52, "Whoever issues fatwa on everything he is

asked is insane (majnidn)."'7 It is reported of Imam Malik that he might be asked about fifty
matters and would answer not one.!® A critical function of the mufti is not only in knowing
how to answer, but also when to answer.

(Jiu\e14up:MNJJ»-H&);wyiwi:w\,&\wﬂ\gm) 7
(16 o :pldl o D18
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5. Responsibilities of the Mufti

After establishing the qualifications of a mufti, one must understand the
responsibilities it entails.

5.1 Inward and Outward Implementation of Tafaqquh

The mufti must implement, both inwardly and outwardly, the marks of true tafagquh
(depth in figh) in his ‘ilm and in his ‘amal. He must be committed to ongoing academic
growth and to ongoing spiritual refinement; the two are not severable. Imam Hasan al-Basri

defined a fagih (jurist) as ", sske e p sl cays bl 2V 3 I Ll G sl eadi (57 (“The true

jurist is only the one who is detached from worldly life, desirous of the Hereafter, insightful
regarding the affairs of his religion, and constant in the worship of his Lord”).'® Such a
person seeks Allah's # assistance prior to each fatwa, fully cognizant at all times of the
gravity of the burden upon him.

5.2 The Broader Picture: ‘Urf, ‘Ilal, and Foresight

The mufti’s vision is not narrow and limited to the specific text of the question
posed; rather, he must look at the broader picture that affect both the fatwa and the one
seeking the fatwa, i.e., the mustafti.

First, it is imperative that the mufti is acutely aware of the ‘urf (customs and norms)
of his time, but also the period of the referenced rulings from the earlier jurists. He
recognizes that ‘urf evolves, and he must determine which rulings are sensitive to ‘urfin
order to track that evolution and apply correctly to his time and place. He distinguishes
between ‘urf ‘@amm and ‘urf khass (general and specialized, as well as global and local
customs) since each operates differently and has different degree of impact.

Second, the underlying reasoning of an existing fatwa, i.e., its ‘illa or operative
cause, may itself have shifted in light of advances in medical understanding, in market
mechanics, or in social organization. The mufti must analyze the textual ruling and its
operative cause in order to ensure accurate application of traditional rulings to modern
circumstances.

Third, the mufti must have the foresight to understand the implications of his ruling.
While the applicability of the ruling to the specific question or scenario at hand is clear, he
must think carefully about where else the ruling may extend by logical reasoning and
whether that outcome is desirable. Not only the ruling, but the mufti must also be deliberate
about the specific word choice and phrasing of a fatwa, so that it always remains
understood and applied in the manner intended at the time of its writing, including
references drawn through argument a fortiori and argumentum e contrario (mafhim al-
muwafaga and mafham al-mukhalafa). A fatwa is not simply written; it is carefully crafted.

Fourth, the mufti must consider the personal circumstances of the mustafti — his
history, his temperament, his current pressures, his prior engagements with the mufti, his
community position, etc. None of these factors necessarily alter the underlying hukm, but
each may bear on the proper method of conveying it.

Fifth, the mufti must consult other muftis on contemporary issues where consultation
is warranted. Not every new and complex ruling that impacts the broader Muslim
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community is meant to be singlehandedly undertaken. This is the spirit of a Darul Iftaa and,
especially, a figh council, in which muftis share academic analyses, debate angles, and
probe each other's arguments before a fatwa is ultimately issued.

5.3 Beyond the Technical Answer: Wisdom and Uslub al-
Hakim

The mufti should not merely deliver the technical ruling; he should consider whether
there is advice, beyond the strict answer, that would benefit this person in this
circumstance. At times, the question that is asked is not the question that ought to be
answered, and the mufti exercising uslub al-hakim (the approach of the wise) answers what
is needed rather than what is literally requested. When a person asked the Prophet &,
"When is the Day of Judgement?", the Prophet & redirected the questioner’s attention away
from the specifics of what was asked to the more important matter worth reflecting over,
i.e., "What have you prepared for it?"2° Such a response is not an evasion but a re-direction
of the inquiry to its proper object.

Relationship and the history of prior questioning provide indispensable insight into
how a question should be answered. A man who has come previously with five questions all
of which indicate to a struggle with waswasa (satanic whisperings) need not — and indeed
should not — be addressed in the same manner as a man asking the same question for the
first time. The recurring mustafti with waswasa benefits from a course of treatment, not
from a fresh fatwa each time. The new mustafti asking the same words on the surface may
need a different response entirely.

Political and community considerations enter as well, and so do the nefarious
purposes for which an unwary mufti may find his answer weaponized. There are
circumstances in which a mufti should withhold answering altogether. He may receive a
question framed in third-person generality, such as "What is the status of a person who
says such-and-such?” However, due to his awareness of what is playing out in politics, on
social media, or elsewhere, he recognizes that the question refers to a specific individual
whose words are being relayed to him without the speaker's own framing. In such cases,
the wise course is not to answer the abstract question but to insist that the named person
contact him directly with what he actually said and meant. Otherwise, the fatwa, despite
being technically sound, simply becomes a weapon in the hand of a partisan and a source of
fitna. This is the kind of foresight without which the mufti cannot discharge his
responsibilities adequately.

5.4 Maslaha, Sadd al-Dhara’i’, Darura, and Haja

Beyond the technical validity of a given answer, the mufti must weigh maslaha and
sadd al-dhara’i* (the broader benefit at stake and the blocking of means to harm) and must
hold dardra and haja (necessity and need) in proper proportion. A fatwa is not a mechanical
pairing of question and rule; it is the product of weighed considerations across multiple
dimensions. Consider, by way of illustration, the question of contracts that include a clause
obligating the buyer to pay an additional sum in the event of late payment. The classical
fatwa against such clauses, taken in isolation, is unambiguous in the fasad (vitiation) of the
contract. But the implications of that ruling and the application of its underlying reasoning
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extend across nearly every purchase contract that the contemporary Muslim signs, every
software license he downloads, and every service agreement he enters, since each has
similar or other conditions that would classically be labelled as fasid (vitiating factor). The
mufti who answers without holding this broader landscape in view answers technically but
incompetently.

The mufti must read the difficulties facing the community, both the ones present and
those reasonably foreseeable. He must accurately apply maxims to determine where leeway
in rulings exist, and he must know how such leeway is applied within the confines of
established legal principles and not in a haphazard and unprincipled manner. The mufti who
lacks this kind of contextual sensitivity will issue rulings that are academically defensible but
practically unimplementable.

5.5 Formation Under a Senior, and the Duty Not to

Legitimize the Unqualified

All of the foregoing requires years spent under a qualified mufti, not merely for
mastery of the masa’il but for the formation the proper manhaj (approach) for ifta’. The
senior mufti cannot, as a trust from Allah %, qualify someone for jfta’ unless he feels
confident that the person has developed academically and spiritually, and that he has
engrained within him the proper manhaj.

And from this extends a responsibility on all muftis, senior or junior. If a mufti does
not know the answer to a given question or does not have time to research it, he cannot
redirect the mustafti to a person whom he does not personally know to fit the criteria of a
mufti. Further, if such an unqualified person has issued a fatwa and then asks a qualified
mufti to verify it, the mufti should not even verify the answer — even if it happens to be
technically correct — because to do so is to lend his credibility to a process that should
never have produced the document in the first place. And if a third party forwards an
unqualified fatwa for verification, the mufti must not certify it; rather, he must write his own
independent fatwa to not lend credibility to those who do not meet the high standards for
this function. Stressing this point, Imam Qarafi states that while the ignorant may happen
to produce a correct answer, the grave calamity is that the one unfit for ifta’ comments on
the din of Allah #,2!
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6. Responsibilities of the Mustafti

It is a settled premise of the Shari‘a and a fact of human capacity that only a subset
of the community will attain depth in juristic matters. The community's obligation is to
ensure that such people exist, and this is a fard kifaya. The Quran is explicit in this regard.

Py

Taas 18) 2438 1ys0uds el 3 oaRR £58 2380 835 B e 528 V3 K 15 §,3001 66 G5

Q))A.é‘- r_@LsJ o ~
It is not for the believers to march forth all at once. So why should not be from every
division of them that marches out [in battle] a group that goes forth to attain depth in the
religion so that they may warn their people when they return, that perhaps they may take
heed? (al-Tawba 9:122)
And for everyone else, the directive is equally explicit.
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Ask the people of remembrance if you do not know. (al-Anbiya” 21:7)

The mufassiriin explain ahl al-dhikr (the people of remembrance) as the ahl al-'ilm,
i.e., those possessed of knowledge of the revelation, for the dhikr is the revealed knowledge
and its bearers are those to be asked. Yet the Quran does not leave ‘iIm and tagwa
severable: it testifies that it is precisely the people of knowledge in whom the fear of Allah %

is found — \;ﬂiﬂ oole J‘ ZJAT 6%4; \.13\/ (“Only those of His servants who have knowledge

fear Allah,” Fatir 35:28). The ‘alim whom the verse designates as the reference for the
unknowing in religious matters is therefore not the possessor of bare information but the
one in whom knowledge has produced khashya.?? Such are the people to be asked about
the matters of the din, and one who directs his question to a source in which this
qualification is absent has not fulfilled the duty this verse imposes.

6.1 The Duty of Selectivity

Mufti Tagi al-Uthmani articulates the primary responsibility of the mustafti prior to
asking a question in the following statement:

a,us;u;o‘t,.uu;.ﬂpjg_a)uwjygjiwwsru;gwuydmujsjaw}Mg;wvlduvoiwty%

glandl LUl e oy OF elrinaVI 3 e 5 col 32 052 23 )

gw\@\jwu:JL;?g,ﬁts\gc@vjﬁiig@ngﬁmdjsolmJru,gas»:Jtsu‘&\s,:,&y22
.(@»A\yiyoﬁyd@y@ﬂ@gumm,):_“;‘,:,L\fuywus178/1:J:\,;n@uﬂ:\,;\@.;)

- . e B SRS T B AT ST AT PR ST S ST S AT I SPRN A e
{E, 52 A5 OG0B 05525 1AL DB 552 gl TR 15 o5 e el 51 Ol 1l o5 il
(109-107 -1 ¥

Similar nusds and practice of the pious predecessors, such as in the acceptance of hadith,
provide clear examples that religious knowledge was sought from those who combined
knowledge with piety, and that knowledge alone was considered insufficient.
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It is incumbent upon the mustafti to not seek fatwa except from one whose
knowledge, uprightness, and fitness for ifta’ he knows, irrespective of whether he knows
that through his own self, through a known and reliable person’s informing him of such, or
through widespread [public] knowledge based off the ‘ulama’ of his time relying on such a
person’s fatwas. And it is incumbent upon [the mustafti], before seeking the fatwa, to
investigate [the mufti] to the extent feasible.?3

The mustafti cannot suffice with surface-level signs of competence. Oratory skill, a
large online following, an abundance of content on social media platforms, or a polished
public presentation are not markers of fitness for ifta’. The mustafti must know the person's
expertise in figh, as expertise in other areas of religious service, such as sermons,
fundraising, community organizing, or even traditional teaching, does not transfer.

The mustafti who does not undertake this deliberate selection has fallen short of his
own obligation. If a community has been entrusted with the fard kifaya of forming the
people whose role is to inform their fellow Muslims, the mustafti must ask whether the one
whom he addresses is in fact among that group. If the divine command is to ask the ah/ al-
dhikr, he must ask whether his potential source for religious guidance is, in fact, from the
ahl al-dhikr.

6.2 Adab of the Mustafti

The asking itself must be marked by the proper adab. Language must be soft and
humble. The manner and the time of asking must be suitable, as this is not just the
etiquette of one who wishes to seek knowledge, but the one who is qualified to be asked
deserves proper respect.

The mustafti must not ask questions for simply the sake of asking; rather, they
should intend to act upon the answer. The investment that goes into a fatwa — the prayer,
the research, the consultation, the deliberation — is not warranted if the mustafti is merely
shopping for the ruling that they prefer. The classical literature has a substantial discussion
of the adab of the mustafti, but it tends to be studied by muftis and not, regrettably, by the
mustaftis themselves.
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7. The Demand-Supply Imbalance

From the conditions and responsibilities sketched in the preceding sections — the
depth of qualification required, the seriousness of the function, the multi-faceted and
necessarily time-consuming nature of competent iftd’ — a structural problem emerges, and
it is one that has contributed to the appetite for Al ifta’. The supply of qualified muftis
cannot meet the demand.

First, qualified muftis are not present in every city in which Muslims live. Many cities,
especially smaller towns, in America simply lack any ‘ulama’ and, even if they exist, they
lack those ‘ulama’ qualified in the field of jfta’. Second, even where such qualified muftis
exist, the volume of questions is such that the number of actively engaged, qualified muftis
cannot service them all in a timely manner. By way of illustration, al-Azhar's Fatwa Global
Centre reported that, at the time it conceived its Al iftd’ service, it was receiving
approximately 1,850 questions per day.?* No institution can sustain that volume by manual
labor alone. Even at significantly lower volumes, Darul Iftaa Chicago, for instance, places
limits on the volume of daily and weekly questions in total, as well as per mustafti, and the
thresholds are often reached.

This pressure is the immediate driver of the temptation to automate. When the
demand is acute and the supply is constrained, the natural inclination is to find a way to
accelerate and to maximize what can be accomplished — and the proposal of Al as the
means of that acceleration is therefore not surprising. Whether it is permissible and, if so, in
what capacity, is a separate matter.

24 Sofia Tsourlaki, “Artificial Intelligence on Sunni Islam’s Fatwa Issuance in Dubai and
Egypt,” Islamic Inquiries 1, no. 2 (2022): 115,
https://doi.org/10.22034/is.2022.339182.1082.
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8. AI Fatwa Initiatives: A Brief Historical Overview

Three institutional initiatives are particularly worth one’s attention before evaluating
Al in the seat of ifta’.

8.1 IACAD Dubai — Virtual Ifta’ (2019)

The Islamic Affairs and Charitable Activities Department of Dubai (IACAD) launched,
in 2019, what it described as the world's first Al-driven ifta’ service under the name Virtual
Ifta’. The platform was, however, not a generative Al system; it was a retrieval-based
system. As the user typed their question, the platform predicted, on the basis of lexical
proximity, which questions from its database of pre-registered fatwas most closely matched
the query, and then presented the user with multiple selections of the pre-issued fatwas
from which to choose. Its principal scope was the familiar core of ‘ibadat: prayer, zakat,
purity, and worship more generally. Each session opened with a prominent disclaimer to the
effect that the answers were generated automatically by AI and that, despite precautionary
measures, errors were possible, with an invitation to contact the department in the event of
an error. The objective, in other words, was to surface existing fatwas rather than to issue
new ones. The project was abandoned approximately two years after launch in favor of
other commercial priorities. 2°

8.2 Al-Azhar Fatwa Global Centre — AI Fatwas System

(2020)
Al-Azhar's Fatwa Global Centre followed in 2020 with its Al Fatwas System. Like the
IACAD platform, it functioned on the lexical-proximity model — "do you mean..." — but it

was not restricted to a single topic area. Al-Azhar paired the automated retrieval with a
follow-up process: a mufti would subsequently contact the mustafti to verify that the
retrieved fatwa in fact addressed their question. In this conception, the Al functioned as a
quick, short-term resource-finding mechanism, essentially a triage layer, before the actual
issuance of a fatwa for those who still required one. The motivation for the initiative was not
purely operational; it was understood by the institution as a means of controlling the
ideological character of the fatwas disseminated under its name and of preventing the
propagation of extremist answers by other channels. The project struggled, however, to
gain traction. 26

8.3 Qom (2023) — AI as Trusted Assistant

In September 2023, the Financial Times reported on the exploration of Al ifta’ within
Iran's holy city of Qom, the center of Shia learning.?’” Significantly, the framing of the Qom
initiative explicitly disavowed any replacement of the clerics. Al was to function as a
"trusted assistant that can help [senior clerics] issue a fatwa in five hours instead of fifty
days." This framing — AI as an accelerator of expert work, rather than as a substitute for it
— is, as shall come later, the correct framing in light of the Shar T analysis, even if the Shia
institutional context differs from the Sunni one in other respects.

25 Ibid., 112-113.

26 Ibid., 114-116.

27 Najmeh Bozorgmehr, “'‘Robots Can Help Issue a Fatwa’: Iran’s Clerics Look to Harness
Al," Financial Times, September 24, 2023, https://www.ft.com/content/9clc3fd3-4aea-
40ab-977b-24fe5527300c.
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9. Evaluating Generative AI Against the Conditions
of Ifta’

The questions remains that if one were to set up a generative Al fatwa bot, feed it a
large training corpus of the classical figh literature and the substantial archive of
contemporary fatwas, and direct it to produce natural-language responses to questions
posed by lay users, would such a system meet the conditions, qualities, and responsibilities
of the mufti, and would it fulfill the responsibilities of the mustafti (sections 3-6).

Two kinds of consideration bear on the answer, and they must be kept distinct. The
first is theological and structural—the absence of accountable agency, of tagwa and
‘ubddiyya, and of inclusion among those addressed by the khitab. These do not depend on
the state of the technology and cannot be eroded by its advance. The second concerns
present capability limits — relational history, community-specific context, recognition of
waswasa patterns, foresight — which corroborate the verdict but are not what it rests upon.
Where the discussion below notes such limits, it does so as corroboration; the weight of the
verdict is carried by the structural grounds.

9.1 Conditions and Qualities of a Mufti

On the dimension of mere informational coverage, a properly trained Al system
could, in principle, attain a vast and broad-spectrum knowledge of classical and
contemporary literature, depending, of course, on the quality and curation of its training
data. Its dataset may include up-to-date marketplace dynamics, statistics on various
aspects of life, ongoing geopolitical developments, etc. While AI may seem like it meets
academic standards, it, in reality, falls short.

The Al does not have the individual and cross community relational history that a
mufti carries. While one may argue that it could be trained to pick up on issues with
waswasa and the like based on question history, it does not have any knowledge of the
micro issues that pertain to the mustafti’s specific community. It does not know that the
question is potentially trying to weaponize an answer for the latest local community
controversy. It cannot combine insight from questions posed by the mustafti’s spouse with
third-person generic questions asked by the mustafti to gain a deeper context of the matter
at hand. These are not edge cases. They are the bread and butter of competent ifta’.

The Al ifta’ system possesses no spiritual posture: no fear of Allah, no consciousness
of standing before Him on the Day of Judgement, no tagwa capable of restraining a hasty
answer. Although one may object that the machine cannot be enticed by Shaytan either, the
persons feeding the system its data, the engineers shaping its outputs, and the institutions
deploying it certainly can be enticed. More importantly, this objection misses the central
point: ifta’ is not the mere absence of corruption; it is the positive presence of tagwa, of
‘ibada, of the rithaniyya (spirituality) that prepares one to be questioned tomorrow before
Allah %, The software is structurally incapable of these positive qualities, just as it is
structurally incapable of standing on the Day of Judgement to answer for its answers. The
tawgi® ‘an Allah (signing on behalf of Allah %) is an amana (trust) that cannot be discharged
by an agent that is itself outside the category of moral and accountable beings.

9.2 Responsibilities of a Mufti

The Al system has no grasp of fighi implications, nor can the system bring to its
answer the foresight and wisdom that function of ifta’ absolutely demands. Refer back to
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the case of contractual late-payment clauses: the technical answer requires the mufti to see
beyond the specific contract to the broader landscape of fasid conditions in modern
commerce. Similarly, a qualified mufti needs to determine where, despite the technical
permissibility of a matter, there is a need to implement mechanism for sadd al-dhara’i‘, and
to what extent the mechanism should apply.

Moreover, the Al system lacks the basis on which to exercise “principled silence,”
i.e., restraining from answering or answering differently than asked. Consider the matter of
musha&jarat al-sahaba. Questions concerning the disputes among the Companions are
addressed by the qualified mufti with extraordinary restraint, often by redirection rather
than by ruling. The generative Al bot, by its design, responds to what it is asked; it does
not discipline the mustafti for asking that which they should not. It cannot exercise the
principled silence that constitutes, at certain moments, the most important response of all.

The mufti is not a machine; he is not meant to operate as one. He factors a great
deal, such as wisdom and spiritual impact, before he chooses to either answer or adopt
principled silence. Conversely, the machine, by its constitution, is not meant to be a mufti.

9.3 Responsibilities of the Mustafti

By no defensible argument can an Al system be argued to fall within the ah/ al-dhikr.
The Al system has no fear of Allah & before answering a question, and the religious duty of
tawgi‘ ‘an Allah cannot be held by someone who does not make the dhikr of Allah # or have
any tagwa of Him. The mustafti has an obligation to ensure that the source of their fatwa is
a qualified mufti, as per the command to ask the ahl al-dhikr if one does not know. Once
the mustafti has discharged his own duty — selecting a qualified source with due diligence
and asking in good faith — he is excused for acting on the ruling he receives, and the
burden of an erroneous fatwa falls upon the mufti who issued it, who must answer for it on
the Day of Judgement should Allah # take him to task.

A mustafti has not fulfilled their obligation by consulting an Al system, and, as such,
any action taken based on the answer from such Al removes no accountability. Rather, they
may be held accountable for not just the action, but for why they did not fulfill their
obligation to ask a qualified source to remove their ignorance.

9.4 The Verdict on Al in the Seat of Ifta’

Bringing these threads together, Al as a generative fatwa agent fails the conditions
of the functions of ifta" on multiple structural dimensions. The religious obligation and fard
kifaya of giving fatwa cannot be relegated to a bot. And on the other side of the same coin,
the Muslim's obligation to seek their answers from the ahl/ al-dhikr cannot be discharged by
typing the question into an inanimate chatbot. As individuals, then, we can neither seek our
fatwas through an Al agent nor direct others to do so. The qualified mufti cannot endorse
such a service, lend his credibility to it, or refer mustaftis to it.

One may wonder whether high accuracy would change this analysis. It would not,
and the reason is straightforward. The objection to Al-issued fatwas is not principally that
they are likely to be wrong on some percentage of cases (though they are). It is that the
entire structure of ifta” — as tawgi’ ‘an Allah, as amana, as an act for which the mufti takes
the accountability on behalf of the mustafti — presupposes a righteous, knowledgeable
believer who will one day stand before Allah #, Accuracy without accountability is precisely
the wrong axis on which to evaluate the matter. The question is not whether the answer is
correct in the abstract; the question is who has answered, and on whose behalf, and to
whom the answerer will answer. None of these questions produce an acceptable answer
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when the agent is a software. Accuracy is not the relevant axis when the process is not
proper, as seen in the Prophet’s & statement narrated by Imams Tirmidhi and Abu Dawid
in their respective Sunan collections, "Whoever speaks of the Quran based on his opinions,
[even if] he is right, he is [still] wrong.”?® Its import here is corroborated by further
evidence and by the settled treatment of the adab al-muftr literature. As Imam Nawawi
explains, the hadith of ijtihad grounds the same logic from the other side: the qualified
mujtahid is rewarded even when he errs, precisely because he is entitled to the process,
whereas one who reaches an answer through a process he has no standing to undertake
earns no such indemnity even when he lands upon the correct result. Rather, he is sinful for
even engaging in the process. Imam Nawawi stresses the point further by presenting the
hadith of the three gadis, one of whom is in paradise while the other two are in the hellfire.
The one in paradise is the one who knows the truth and judges based on that, while the two
in the hellfire are the gadi who knows the truth but rules contrary to it and the gadr who
rules with ignorance (note that the hadith does not differentiate between the accuracy of
the ignorant gadi’s judgment).?®

The legitimacy of a fatwa is a function of the authority and method by which it is
reached, not merely of the accuracy of its output.
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10. The Permissible Use of AI: As a Tool, Not as a
Mufti

From the above discussion, it should not be inferred that Al is impermissible. On the
contrary, technology itself is rarely the problem; the problem is its placement. The classical

definition of zulm is wxsss 4 3+l 05 (the placing of a thing other than its proper locus).30

The error against which this paper has argued is not the existence of Al but its placement in
a role for which it is structurally unfit. Properly placed, AI may serve real and substantial
value.

10.1 Islamic Q&A Versus Fatwa Issuance

AI can be a powerful tool in helping connect users to existing fatwas relevant to their
queries. In past Al fatwa initiatives, such as the Dubai and Azhar ones mentioned earlier, Al
was used for this purpose. As a current example, the Darul Iftaa Chicago’s Q&A website3!
uses Al, specifically semantic search, to understand the context and intent behind a user’s
search in order to surface a ranked result set based on relevance. Such Al use is highly
effective in retrieving existing fatwas without generating new ones.

Even generative Al serves valid uses, where it can be used for benefits including the
following:

» furnish summaries and explanations of historical events, of stories in the Quran,

and of sdras of the Quran at an introductory level;

* respond to common objections to Islam and provide supporting da ‘wa material;

and

= produce age-appropriate short stories from the sira or the lives of the sahabah for

a parent to read to a child at bedtime.
None of these produce a fatwa. None of them carries the structural features that make ifta’
a tawgi® ‘an Allah. And properly designed tools can serve the community well. The
community already uses such Al tools, and providing them with ones that are built on valid
Islamic sources is more beneficial than their use of ones built off orientalist, non-Sunni, and
other theologically unreliable sources.

10.2 AI Within the Mufti's Toolkit

A generative Al system can be a powerful tool that accelerates and deepens the
work of the mufti prior to the issuance of a fatwa. A mufti can ask the bot about the
financial, chemical, and other technicalities of the question at hand, and he can post his own
understanding into the Al for validation. It could also be used to find in which books and
chapters certain discussions may be found, and it can be used to gather existing research
and fatwas together for cross-verification. The Iranian framing of the Al as a "trusted
assistant" that supposedly compresses fifty days of work into five hours captures this
function precisely. Currently, Istidlal.app is an example of a start-up trying to serve as a
research assistant for ‘u/lama’, and its access is gated to them.32

(1340 ¢373 /12 tdazall sllall fu p o all OL) 30

31 https://daruliftaa.us
32 The author has provided consultation (without charge, as per the author's standard
practice) to the app on their request but has no financial or other interest in the app.
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This research-assistant usage is of particular value to muftis who do not operate
within a Darul Iftaa environment, which is the overwhelming majority of muftis in this
country. In a Darul Iftaa, the mufti or mufti-in-training has colleagues with whom to debate
angles, surface considerations, and ensure that no relevant dimension of a question has
been overlooked. The Al tool can, in a real sense, partially compensate for the isolation of
the solitary mufti — not by issuing the fatwa itself, but by interrogating the mufti's draft,
raising counter-considerations, and surfacing analogous cases from the tradition.
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11. Caveats and the Path Forward
11.1 The Garbage-In, Garbage-Out Problem

Even where Al is properly placed — as a Q&A assistant or a mufti's research tool —
the reliability of its output is bounded by the reliability of its training data. A model trained
indiscriminately on the open internet, where heterodox positions and outright
misinformation circulate alongside sound material, will reproduce the heterodoxy and the
misinformation in its output. The discipline required of any institution deploying such a tool
is, accordingly, the disciplined curation of the data feed: working with ‘u/lama’ to ensure that
what the model is trained on, what it is fine-tuned on, and what it surfaces preferentially
has been vetted by qualified persons. This is precisely the domain in which technical experts
and the ‘ulama&’ can — and ought to — collaborate.

11.2 The Inadequacy of Disclaimers

One might propose that a generative fatwa bot is rendered permissible by the
inclusion of a sufficiently emphatic disclaimer: that its outputs are not fatwas, that they
should not be acted upon, and that the user must consult a qualified mufti. However,
disclaimers, no matter how forceful at the moment of launch, are absorbed into the visual
design of the interface and become functionally invisible within weeks of repeated exposure.
A system that is structurally unfit for the function of iftd’ is not rehabilitated by a notice that
few users will read past the first encounter.

The instructive irony is that, asked directly whether it issues fatwas, ChatGPT?33 itself
returns an answer stating, "No, I don't issue fatwas. Fatwas are religious rulings issued by
qualified Islamic scholars who have extensive knowledge of Islamic law and jurisprudence.
My role is to provide information and answer questions to the best of my ability based on
available knowledge." The self-description is more accurate than the use to which it is often
put by its users.

11.3 The Real Solution: Producing More Qualified Muftis

The structural problem identified in Section 7, i.e., that the supply of qualified muftis
cannot meet the demand, is an engine driving the appetite for Al ifta". The structural
problem deserves a structural solution, and that solution is the production and support of
qualified muftis in sufficient number to handle the demand within reasonable turnaround
times. Those who are not simply ifta’ graduates, but those who are actual muftis. Those
who meet the conditions and qualities of a mufti and stay engaged in active research and
writing within this field. This is a fard kifaya upon the community — to produce muftis, not
their attempted replacements — and to enable circumstances that allow them to engage in
this noble and demanding field.

Each reader of this paper may ask, of the city in which they live, whether there is a
local mufti who serves this role and to whom they and their family may turn. Where the
answer is no, the community has work to do. And where the answer is yes, the further
question is whether that mufti is receiving the support necessary for the discharge of this
responsibility. If one considers the muftis known to one personally or by reputation, and one
asks how many of them are, in fact, dedicated to the answering of fatwas, one is likely to
find that most are not. Most are imams leading sa/adh and running programs, or teachers in a
madrasa working through their syllabi, or running their own businesses, or working in

33 ChatGPT-5.5 Instant, accessed May 31, 2026
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unrelated fields for financial reasons. The work of ifta’ — for which they are uniquely
qualified — must be sustained by others if it is to be sustained at all.

If the community does not put the right solution in place, someone sooner rather
than later will pitch the wrong one, and in the press of need it will find a market. To
deputize an Al to issue fatwas — the very thing this paper has shown to be structurally
invalid — under the banner of darira or hdja would be as short-sighted as it is
counterproductive. It does not resolve the shortage so much as conceal it, and it drains the
focus the real solution demands: the production and support of properly qualified muftis.
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12. Conclusion

The argument of this paper may be stated in five propositions. First, fatwa is tawgi"
‘an Allah — a deputization for the conveyance of Allah's # hukm — and the position of the
mufti is conditioned on cognitive, contextual, and spiritual qualifications that the classical
tradition has set forth with care. Second, generative Al fails these conditions on multiple
structural dimensions: it lacks tagwa and the relational history with the mustafti that
competent iftd’ requires; it lacks the basis on which to exercise principled silence; it cannot
bring to its answer the foresight and wisdom that frame a ruling in the larger pattern of
communal life; and most fundamentally, it is not the kind of agent that can stand before
Allah % on the Day of Judgement to answer for what it said. Third, the mustafti has an
obligation to seek answers from those qualified to issue those rulings. When the Al is
established as being unfit to issue rulings, then the mustafti has not discharged their
responsibility and remains accountable for the rulings they act upon. Fourth, AI may
nonetheless serve real and substantial value when properly placed — as a resource for
Islamic Q&A short of jfta’ and an auxiliary instrument within the workflow of the qualified
mufti. Fifth, the structural problem of mufti undersupply is real, and it demands a structural
response — the production and support of qualified persons in sufficient number, rather
than the attempt to substitute software for the function.

May Allah # guide us to use the blessings and resources He has placed at our
disposal in a manner that is beneficial for our dunya and dkhira. Amin.
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