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Abstract

The rapid development of artificial intelligence has created new forms of human
interaction that blur the boundaries between technology, companionship, and intimacy.
Contemporary Al systems are increasingly capable of simulating empathy, affection,
memory, emotional responsiveness, and relational continuity, leading some users to
develop deep emotional attachments and, in certain cases, romantic or quasi-marital
relationships with artificial agents. This paper examines these developments through the
lens of Islamic legal theory, focusing on the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’ (blocking the
means). The study begins by surveying contemporary psychological, medical, and
sociological research on Al companionship, emotional attachment, and artificial intimacy. It
reviews the growing body of empirical literature documenting emotional dependency, social
substitution, anthropomorphism, romantic attachment, and the displacement of human
relationships by Al companions. The paper then examines the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’
within the four Sunni schools of law, tracing its development among the Hanafis, Malikis,
Shafi‘ls, and Hanbalis, and identifying the precise points of agreement and disagreement
between them. Particular attention is devoted to the contributions of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn
al-Qayyim, whose discussions transformed sadd al-dhara’i‘ into a broader theory of legal
consequences, juristic balancing, and maqgasid-based reasoning. Building upon both the
empirical evidence and the juristic framework, the paper argues that the legal evaluation of
AI companionship depends not merely upon the technology itself but upon the
consequences that arise from its use. The paper further argues that the true point of
disagreement among the schools concerns the probability threshold required to trigger
preventative prohibition—a threshold that must be calibrated against the empirical record
rather than assumed. While ordinary interactions with AI remain permissible in principle, the
deliberate cultivation of emotional dependency, romantic attachment, artificial intimacy, and
quasi-marital relationships with AI companions raises significant concerns under the
doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’, particularly for users belonging to populations at elevated risk.
The paper concludes by addressing the regulatory question the original literature leaves
unresolved: what kind of legal or institutional response the doctrine actually warrants, and
for whom. It argues that AI should remain a tool that assists human beings rather than a
substitute for the emotional, relational, and intimate dimensions of human life that Islamic
law seeks to preserve and regulate.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, AI Companions, Artificial Intimacy, Sadd al-Dhara’i
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Introduction

The emergence of artificial intelligence represents one of the most significant
technological developments of the modern era. While earlier generations of technology
primarily functioned as tools for communication, information retrieval, and automation,
contemporary Al systems increasingly occupy a different role in human life. Through
advances in natural language processing, machine learning, and conversational design,
modern Al systems are capable of simulating empathy, memory, attentiveness, affection,
and emotional responsiveness. As a result, many users no longer interact with AI merely as
software but experience it as a companion, confidant, counselor, friend, or even a romantic
partner.

This development raises important ethical, psychological, and legal questions.
Historically, human emotional attachment has been directed toward other human beings,
family members, friends, spouses, communities, and religious commitments. The possibility
of directing such attachments toward artificial agents introduces a phenomenon for which
neither premodern societies nor classical legal traditions possessed direct analogs. Yet while
the technology itself is novel, the underlying legal question is not. Islamic law has long
examined situations in which otherwise permissible acts become means leading to outcomes
that the Shari‘ah seeks to prevent. The juristic doctrine developed to address such
situations is known as sadd al-dhara’i’, the blocking of means.

The doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i* occupies a prominent place within Islamic legal
theory and has been employed by jurists across the Sunni legal schools to prevent lawful
means from becoming pathways to unlawful ends. Although the schools differed regarding
the scope of the doctrine and the degree of probability required before a means should be
restricted, they generally agreed that actions are not evaluated solely according to their
immediate form but also according to their foreseeable consequences. The doctrine
therefore provides a particularly useful framework through which contemporary questions
surrounding AI companionship may be examined.

The purpose of this paper is to apply the classical doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i' to the
emerging phenomenon of AI companionship, emotional attachment, and artificial intimacy.
To accomplish this, the study first surveys contemporary scientific literature concerning
human relationships with Al systems, paying particular attention to findings regarding
emotional dependency, social substitution, romantic attachment, and the displacement of
human relationships. It then examines sadd al-dhara’i* within the four Sunni schools of law,
identifying both the areas of consensus and the points of disagreement among the jurists.
Special attention is devoted to the contributions of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim,
whose discussions provide one of the most sophisticated frameworks for evaluating means,
consequences, benefits, and harms.

Two clarifications regarding scope are necessary at the outset. First, the central
question addressed by this paper is not whether artificial intelligence as a technology is
permissible or impermissible; rather, the question is whether particular forms of emotional
and romantic engagement with AI companions function as means leading to harms that are
sufficiently substantial and sufficiently frequent to warrant restriction under the doctrine of
sadd al-dhara’i*. Second, the paper goes beyond previous treatments by addressing the
regulatory dimension that most applied Islamic ethics papers leave unresolved: what kind of
legal or institutional response the doctrine actually warrants, and for which populations. By
bringing together contemporary empirical research and classical legal theory, this study
seeks to contribute to the growing field of Islamic legal responses to emerging technologies
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and to provide a principled framework for evaluating one of the most rapidly developing
forms of human-technology interaction in the modern world.
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Human-AI Emotional Attachment: Medical,
Psychological, and Sociological Perspectives

The rapid development of generative artificial intelligence has introduced a new form
of human interaction: sustained engagement with conversational systems capable of
simulating empathy, memory, concern, affection, and emotional responsiveness. Unlike
traditional software, search engines, or automated assistants, modern Al systems are
designed to engage users in natural conversation and adapt their responses to individual
preferences and conversational histories. Consequently, many users no longer experience
these systems merely as tools but increasingly as companions, confidants, counsellors, and,
in some cases, romantic or intimate partners.

Recent research from psychology, psychiatry, sociology, and human-computer
interaction has begun to document this phenomenon systematically. The emergence of Al
companion platforms such as Replika, Character.Al, and increasingly sophisticated large-
language-model systems has generated a growing body of literature examining emotional
attachment between humans and artificial agents. Although scholars differ regarding the
long-term implications of these developments, there is broad agreement that Al systems
are capable of eliciting genuine emotional responses and relational attachments from users,
even though the systems themselves possess neither consciousness nor genuine emotional
states.

The Empirical Record

One of the most comprehensive empirical studies to date was conducted jointly by
OpenAl and the MIT Media Lab. Examining what the researchers termed "affective use" of
conversational Al, the study found that a minority of highly engaged users sought emotional
support, reassurance, and companionship from ChatGPT. Heavier affective use was
associated with increased loneliness, greater emotional reliance on the system, and reduced
social interaction with others, although the authors cautioned that vulnerable individuals
may self-select into such usage patterns.?

A systematic review of twenty-three peer-reviewed studies on romantic Al
relationships corroborates these findings. Users commonly report companionship, affection,
and intimacy, but researchers consistently flag risks of emotional dependency, social
withdrawal, and distorted expectations of intimacy. The review concludes that Al
companionship is a "dual-edged" phenomenon, offering short-term relief while posing
significant psychological and social hazards.?

Controlled experimental evidence reinforces the concern. In a six-week field
experiment with 1,264 participants, De Freitas et al. demonstrated that daily use of an Al
companion reduced self-reported loneliness during the first two weeks but produced no
lasting benefit and, for socially isolated users, predicted lower well-being at follow-up.3

1]. Phang et al., "Investigating Affective Use and Emotional Well-Being on ChatGPT,"
OpenAl & MIT Media Lab, 2025 (pre-print).

2 Q. J. H. Ho et al., "Potential and Pitfalls of Romantic Artificial Intelligence (AI)
Companions: A Systematic Review," Computers in Human Behavior Reports 19 (2025):
100715.

3 1. De Freitas et al., "AI Companions Reduce Loneliness: Evidence from a Six-Week Field
Experiment," Journal of Consumer Research 52 (2026): 1126-1154.
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Critically, however, the harm was concentrated among already-isolated participants; users
with robust existing social networks showed no comparable deterioration. This population-
specificity has direct implications for the juristic probability calculus discussed below. A
randomized laboratory experiment by Park et al. found that participants who disclosed
personal problems to an Al companion subsequently showed a 22 percent decline in
intentions to seek human social support relative to those who spoke with a human listener.*

Independent longitudinal work further supports these concerns. Folk et al. tracked
584 users of a commercial companion application for three months and found that higher
levels of anthropomorphism and insecure attachment predicted escalating daily usage and
greater distress when the service was interrupted.® Relationship science analyses confirm
that interactions with Al systems increasingly display hallmarks of human relationships:
users attribute personality, intentionality, empathy, and understanding to conversational
agents.® A growing body of scholarship frames these ties as parasocial or synthetic
relationships; the exchange feels reciprocal because the system remembers, adapts, and
personalizes its messaging, yet the reciprocity is purely simulated.”

Particularly concerning is the rise of explicitly romantic and intimate relationships
with Al companions. Peer-reviewed case studies document users who describe their Al
companions as spouses, lovers, or soulmates and who experience distress or grief when the
relationship is disrupted. Scholars warn that habitual reliance on such relationships may
recalibrate expectations of intimacy, rendering ordinary human relationships comparatively
burdensome.® Adolescents and emotionally vulnerable populations appear most at risk: Sun
et al. report that teenagers turn to AI companions for romantic role-play and deeply
personal disclosures, raising concerns about developmental consequences and the
displacement of real-world social ties during critical periods of social maturation.®

Several scholars caution against viewing AI companionship as a solution to
loneliness. Controlled evidence indicates that while Al systems may alleviate loneliness in
the short term, they do not address, and may even exacerbate, the underlying social
conditions that produce isolation. Users who struggle to form or maintain meaningful human
relationships are precisely those most likely to become dependent on Al companionship,
creating a reinforcing cycle of withdrawal and substitution.

Four Recurring Harms

Taken together, the peer-reviewed literature identifies four recurring patterns that
are directly relevant to the juristic analysis that follows:
First, emotional dependency: an escalating reliance on Al systems for emotional

4]. Park et al., "Artificial Listeners and Human Help-Seeking: Evidence from a Laboratory
Study," Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 101 (2025): 104123.

> D. Folk et al., "Individual Differences in Anthropomorphism Help Explain Social Connection
to AI Companions," Scientific Reports 15 (2025): 12876.

6 M. G. Smith et al., "Can Generative Al Chatbots Emulate Human Connection? A
Relationship Science Analysis," Perspectives on Psychological Science 20 (2025).

7'N. Gur and S. Maaravi, "The Algorithm of Friendship: Literature Review and Integrative
Model of Relationships between Humans and Artificial Intelligence," Behavior &
Information Technology (2025).

8 Ho et al., "Potential and Pitfalls," 100715.

° X. Sun et al., "AI Companions and Adolescent Social Relationships," Current Psychology
(2026).
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regulation, reassurance, and validation that progressively displaces self-regulation and
human support networks. Second, social substitution: a process whereby Al companionship
begins to replace rather than supplement human relationships, reducing investment in real-
world friendships, family bonds, and marriage. Third, distorted expectations of intimacy:
continual exposure to highly personalized, conflict-free interactions that reshapes what
users expect from genuine partners, a process particularly acute among adolescents and
young adults during formative relational development. Fourth, romantic and sexual
attachment: the emergence of relationships in which users regard Al companions as lovers
or spouses and experience genuine emotional or psychological harm when those bonds are
severed.

These concerns are no longer purely theoretical. They are increasingly documented
across systematic reviews, randomized experiments, longitudinal studies, and clinical
analyses. Nevertheless, a precise statement of the empirical record requires acknowledging
its limits: the long-term societal effects of AI companionship remain the subject of ongoing
research; most users do not develop pathological dependency; and harm appears
concentrated among specific populations characterized by social isolation, insecure
attachment, or developmental vulnerability. Understanding the legal implications of artificial
intimacy therefore requires grappling with both what the evidence establishes and what it
leaves uncertain.

Relevance to Sadd al-Dhara’i

The significance of these findings for Islamic legal analysis does not lie in the mere
existence of Al systems or the permissibility of interacting with them. Rather, the relevance
lies in the consequences that sustained interaction with such systems may produce. The
doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’ is concerned precisely with situations in which an act that is
permissible in its origin becomes a means leading to outcomes that the Shari‘ah seeks to
prevent. Consequently, the central question is not whether conversing with an AI system is
inherently prohibited, but whether particular forms of engagement with AI companions
function as means leading to harms that are sufficiently substantial and sufficiently frequent
to warrant legal intervention.

The literature reviewed above identifies several recurring concerns, including
emotional dependency, social isolation, displacement of human relationships, distorted
expectations regarding intimacy, and the emergence of romantic and quasi-marital
attachments to artificial agents. Two features of this evidence are juristically significant.
First, the harms are not uniformly distributed: they are concentrated among identifiable
populations, socially isolated individuals, insecurely attached individuals, and adolescents.
This concentration is directly relevant to the question of how frequently harm occurs, which
in turn determines which category of dhari‘ah the relevant conduct falls into. Second, the
harms directly implicate objectives that Islamic law regards as foundational: the
preservation of marriage, family stability, chastity, and social cohesion. As the classical
doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’ demonstrates, it is precisely when a permissible means
threatens these objectives that legal evaluation is required.
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The Hanafi Approach to Sadd al-Dhara’i

The Hanafl school presents a more complex case than the Maliki and Hanbali schools,
which will be mentioned below. Unlike the Malikis and Hanbalis, the Hanafis generally did not
explicitly list sadd al-dhara’i’ as an independent source or formal usdli principle. For this
reason, some later scholars assumed that the Hanafis did not adopt the doctrine. Yet this
conclusion is too simplistic. While explicit Hanafi statements naming sadd al-dhara’i* as an
independent legal source are rare, the substantive logic of the doctrine appears in their
maxims, analogical reasoning, istihsan, and applied furi' rulings.

Al-Shatib1 argues that even if reports affirming Abl Hanifah's acceptance of certain
legal stratagems were established, this would not necessarily entail that he rejected sadd
al-dhara’i‘. Rather, al-Shatib1 states that "it has been transmitted from him that he agreed
with Malik regarding sadd al-dhara’i’ in these matters, even if he differed with him in some
details; and if this is the case, there is no difficulty."!? Al-Qarafi makes a similar point when
he states that "blocking the means in general is agreed upon."!!

Hanafi jurists articulated principles that closely correspond to the logic of sadd al-
dhara’i’ even without employing the terminology explicitly. Al-Kasani states that "the means
to a thing takes the ruling of that thing,"!? expressing the core rationale of the doctrine. Ibn
Nujaym, discussing the maxim that harm must be removed, states that "preventing harms
takes precedence over procuring benefits," explaining that when a harm and a benefit
conflict, preventing the harm is generally given priority because the Shari‘ah's concern with
avoiding prohibitions is stronger than its concern with performing commands.!3 Although
Ibn Nujaym does not explicitly name sadd al-dhara’i’ in this passage, the principle he
articulates provides one of its central foundations.
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s

The clearest evidence for the practical use of sadd al-dhara’i' in Hanafi furl' appears
in applied legal discussions. Ibn al-Humam, discussing the rules of ihdad, explains that a
woman avoids perfume, adornment, and scented oils during the mourning period because
"these matters are among the causes that attract desire toward her, while she is prohibited
from marriage during the waiting period. Therefore, she avoids them so that they do not
become a means leading to falling into the prohibited."!* This is a direct application of sadd
al-dhara’i‘: the prohibited act is not the adornment in itself, but the potential consequence
to which it may lead in that legal context. Similar preventative logic appears in al-Sarakhsi's
discussion of joint killings, where istihsan is employed to impose gisas on all participants
precisely because failing to do so would open a pathway for groups to evade capital liability
by collectively committing murder.1>

Similarly, they mentioned:

Their reasoning is that the default rule regarding the granting of safe-conduct
(aman) is that it is not permissible, because fighting is an obligation, whereas
granting safe-conduct prohibits fighting. An exception is made when the
Muslims are in a position of weakness and the unbelievers possess superior
strength, since in that circumstance granting safe-conduct serves as a means
of preparing for future combat. In such a case, it is considered tantamount to
fighting itself, because the means to an act assumes the legal ruling of that
act. Such circumstances, however, can only be determined through careful
consideration and assessment of the condition of the Muslims, their relative
strength and weakness. A restricted slave (al-‘abd al-mahjir), being occupied
with the service of his master, is incapable of making such an assessment.
Consequently, if he grants safe-conduct, it amounts both formally and
substantively to abandoning the obligatory duty of fighting, and is therefore
invalid. This distinguishes him from an authorized slave (al-ma’dhdn), who is
permitted to participate in combat and is therefore capable of evaluating
these circumstances. His grant of safe-conduct may thus function as a means
of facilitating future military engagement, making it, in substance, an
implementation of the obligation rather than an abandonment of it. This is the
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Ibn al-Humam, Sharh Fath al-Qadir ‘ala al-Hidayah, 1st ed. (Cairo: Maktabat wa Matba‘at
Mustafa al-Babr al-Halab1, 1389 AH/1970 CE), 4:339.
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26:126.
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basis for the distinction.®

And they also stated:

Young women are not permitted to attend the congregational prayers. This is
indicated by what has been related from ‘Umar (may Allah be pleased with
him), that he prohibited young women from going out for them. Moreover,
their attendance at the congregational prayer is a cause of temptation
(fitnah); temptation is prohibited, and whatever leads to something prohibited
is itself prohibited.”

Thus, the Hanafl approach should not be described as a rejection of sadd al-dhara’i. As
Muhammad Abu Zahrah notes, the Hanafis in fact incorporated its substance within their
discussions of analogy and istihsan.!®

In certain cases, however, the Hanafis apply sadd al-dhara’i’ more narrowly. They
sometimes consider a degree of separation between the initial act and the eventual
prohibited outcome. Accordingly, they did not generally prohibit the sale of grape juice to
one known to produce wine from them, despite the foreseeable misuse. They stated:

It is permissible to sell grape juice to someone who is known to use it to
make wine, because the sinful use does not attach to the juice itself, but only
arises after it has undergone transformation. It has also been said that such a
sale is disliked because it assists the purchaser in committing sin. The author
transmits from al-Siraj and al-Mushkilat that the phrase “to someone” refers
to a non-Muslim. Selling it to a Muslim, however, is disliked. The same is
stated in al-Jawharah, al-Bagani, and other works. Al-Quhustani further
reports, attributing it to al-Khaniyyah, that such a sale is disliked by
agreement. This differs from selling a beardless youth to someone who will
commit sodomy with him, or selling weapons to people engaged in civil strife,
because in these cases the sinful act is committed through the very object
sold. The ruling of reprehensibility in the case of selling the beardless youth is
explicitly stated in the sales chapter of al-Khaniyyah and other works, and the
author adopts it, contrary to what appears in al-Zayla‘T and al-'Ayni, even

-
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though the author approved their position in the chapter on rebels. I say: We
previously cited from al-Nahr that when the sinful act is carried out through
the very object sold, the sale is prohibitively disliked (makrah tahriman);
otherwise, it is merely mildly disliked (makrih tanzihan). This distinction
should be retained, as it reconciles the differing statements.°

Considering these factors, it is apparent that the Hanafi school occupies an intermediate
position among the various jurisprudential schools concerning this doctrine.
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Muhammad Amin Ibn ‘Abidin, Hashiyat Radd al-Muhtar ‘ala al-Durr al-Mukhtar: Sharh Tanwir
al-Absar, 2nd ed. (Cairo: Sharikat Maktabat wa-Matba‘at Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi wa-
Awladih, 1966), 6:391.
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The Maliki Approach to Sadd al-Dhara’i’

Among the four Sunni schools of law, the Maliki school is most closely associated
with the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i* and is generally regarded as having developed its most
systematic and expansive treatment. Maliki jurists repeatedly described sadd al-dhara’i‘ as
a foundational component of their legal methodology and employed it throughout numerous
chapters of substantive law. Al-Baji explicitly states that "Malik adopted the prohibition of
means leading to prohibited outcomes,"?? and al-Qurtubi describes adherence to the
doctrine as a defining characteristic of the school.?!

The theoretical foundation of the doctrine is perhaps most clearly articulated by al-
Qarafi, who defines sadd al-dhara’i* as "cutting off the avenues and means of corruption in
order to prevent it. Thus, whenever an act that is free from corruption in itself becomes a
means leading to corruption, Malik prohibited that act in many circumstances."?? Similarly,
Ibn Farhiln explains that "whenever an act that is free from corruption becomes a means
leading to corruption, we prohibit that act, and this is the doctrine of Malik."?® These
definitions demonstrate that the Maliki conception of sadd al-dhara’i’ is not concerned
merely with the intrinsic ruling of an act but also with its foreseeable consequences and the
ends to which it leads. Al-Shatibi reinforces this centrality by observing that "among the
legal principles built upon this foundation is the principle of sadd al-dhara’i’, which Malik
employed throughout most chapters of jurisprudence."?*

The Maliki Classification of Means

The Maliki jurists developed a detailed classification of the various forms of means
according to the degree of likelihood that they would lead to prohibited outcomes. The most
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Abl al-Walid Sulayman ibn Khalaf al-Baji, al-Isharat fi Ustl al-Malikiyyah, printed in the
margin of Muhammad al-Haddah al-Sisi1, Qurrat al-‘Ayn bi-Sharh Waragat Imam al-
Haramayn, 3rd ed. (Tunis: al-Matba‘ah al-Tunisiyyah, 1351 AH), 113.
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influential classification is that of al-Qarafi, who identifies three categories.?>

The first category consists of means that certainly or almost certainly lead to
corruption. Such means are prohibited by consensus because the harmful outcome is direct
and foreseeable. Al-Qarafi illustrates this category with examples such as digging wells in
public pathways, placing poison in the food of others, and reviling idols in the presence of
those known to respond by reviling Allah. In each case, the relationship between the means
and the resulting harm is so strong that no meaningful juristic disagreement exists
regarding their prohibition.

The second category consists of means whose relationship to corruption is extremely
remote. These means are excluded from the doctrine by consensus because the connection
between the act and the prohibited outcome is speculative and uncommon. Al-Qarafi
illustrates this category with examples such as prohibiting the cultivation of grapes out of
fear that wine may eventually be produced from them, or prohibiting neighbors from
residing near one another out of fear that adultery may occur. Because the possibility of
corruption is remote and infrequent, the Shari‘ah does not prohibit these acts merely
because they may hypothetically become means to an unlawful end.

The third category occupies the intermediate position between these two extremes
and constitutes the principal sphere of disagreement among the jurists. This category
consists of acts that do not invariably lead to corruption but nevertheless lead to it
frequently, predominantly, or in a reasonably foreseeable manner. A similar classification is
presented by al-Maqqgari, who explains that means very close to corruption are recognized
by consensus, means very remote are disregarded by consensus, and what lies between the
two is the subject of the real juristic dispute, a dispute in which Malik regularly extended
preventative prohibition to acts leading to corruption ghaliban (predominantly) or kathiran
(frequently), while many jurists from other schools declined to do so.2¢

Means, Consequences, and the Objectives of the Shari‘ah

Based on the classifications of al-Qarafi and al-Maqqgari, the Maliki treatment of sadd
al-dhara’i’ may be summarized as follows. A means that certainly leads to mafsadah is
legally recognized and blocked by consensus. A means that only rarely leads to mafsadah is
disregarded by consensus and is not blocked. The decisive area for the Maliki doctrine is the
intermediate category: a means that leads to mafsadah predominantly (ghaliban) or
frequently (kathiran). It is this category that the Malikis treated as falling within the
operative scope of sadd al-dhara’i’, although other jurists either agreed with them in some
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cases or differed from them in others. Thus, if an action practiced among people in a
particular time, place, or social context frequently or predominantly leads to mafsadah, the
Malikis prohibit that act even though it is permissible in origin. They do so because they
consider both the future consequences (ma’alat) of the act and the frequency with which
those consequences occur. The act is therefore prohibited saddan li-I-dhari‘ah, so that a
permissible means does not become a pathway to a prohibited end.

As al-Shatibt explains in his extensive discussion, legal rulings must account not only
for the immediate act itself but also for the outcomes that ordinarily result from it.?” Thus, if
a permissible act becomes a common avenue through which corruption is realized within a
particular society, the Malikis may prohibit that act as a preventative measure, not because
of any intrinsic defect within the act itself, but because of its tendency to function as a
means leading to a prohibited end.

This methodology explains the most celebrated Maliki applications of sadd al-dhara’i‘
in the legal literature, including various forms of buyt' al-ajal, which the Malikis prohibited
because they frequently functioned as legal devices leading to riba. In such cases, the legal
evaluation of an act depends not merely on its outward form but on the consequences that
ordinarily follow from it. The Maliki doctrine therefore represents one of the most
sophisticated theories of preventative legislation in Sunni legal thought: rather than
restricting legal evaluation to the immediate form of an act, Maliki jurists examine the
relationship between means and ends, the frequency with which particular outcomes occur,
prevailing customs, and the broader objectives of the Shari‘ah.

27 Al-Shatibt, al-Muwafaqgat, 3:77-85.
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The Shafi'i Approach to Sadd al-Dhara’i

The Shafi‘T school contains apparently contradictory statements from al-Shafi‘i
himself: some passages in al-Umm indicate acceptance of preventative reasoning, while
others reject invalidating transactions or legal acts based upon suspected intentions,
customary outcomes, or speculative future consequences. Because of this tension, scholars
have differed considerably regarding al-Shafi‘T's actual position on sadd al-dhara’i‘.?®

A careful reading of al-Shafi‘T's discussions suggests that he neither completely
rejected nor fully embraced sadd al-dhara’i‘ in the expansive Maliki sense. Rather, he
accepted the doctrine only in cases where the means necessarily and directly led to the
prohibited outcome. When the connection between the means and the prohibited result was
certain or effectively unavoidable, he was willing to prohibit the means. However, when the
relationship between the act and the prohibited outcome was merely probable, speculative,
or dependent upon the hidden intentions of the parties, he generally refused to invalidate
the act and instead judged according to its outward appearance.?®

The clearest statement of this methodology appears in al-Shafi‘l's discussion of
contracts and intentions. He states: "The principle upon which I proceed is that every
contract that is valid outwardly I do not invalidate because of suspicion, nor because of a
custom existing between the contracting parties. Rather, I validate it on the basis of its
outward validity, although I dislike for them the intention when it is an intention that, if
disclosed, would invalidate the sale."3° He reinforces this principle elsewhere by writing that
"whoever judges people contrary to what appears from them, on the basis that what they
have manifested may possibly mean something other than what they have manifested,
whether due to an indication from them or otherwise, has not, in my view, remained in
conformity with the Qur’an and the Sunnah."3!

These passages are central to understanding the Shafi‘m approach. For al-ShafiT,
judicial rulings must be based upon observable legal realities rather than conjecture

28 See for example: Taqr al-Din ‘All ibn ‘Abd al-Kafi al-Subki, Takmilat al-Majmd*“ Sharh al-
Muhadhdhab, corrected by a committee of scholars in cooperation with the printing
administration (Cairo: Matba'at al-Tadamun al-Akhawi, 1348-1352 AH), 10:158-161; Taj
al-Din ‘Abd al-Wahhab ibn “Ali ibn ‘Abd al-Kafi al-Subki, al-Ashbah wa al-Nazd'ir, ed. ‘Adil
Ahmad ‘Abd al-Mawjud and ‘Al Muhammad Mu‘awwad, 1st ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘Ilmiyyah, 1411 AH/1991 CE), 1:119-127; Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Abt Bakr ibn
Ayyib Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, I'lam al-Muwagqqi‘in ‘an Rabb al-‘Alamin, ed. and
annotated by Abl ‘Ubaydah Mashhir ibn Hasan Al Salman, with takhrij assistance from
Abl ‘Umar Ahmad ‘Abd Allah Ahmad, 1st ed. (Saudi Arabia: Dar Ibn al-Jawzi li-I-Nashr
wa-I-Tawzi', 1423 AH), 4:552; Al-Shatibi, al-Muwafagat, 4:67.

29 AbQ ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi‘l, al-Umm, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1403
AH/1983 CE), 4:50-52; and 3:123-24; 4:120- 21 7: 312
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concerning hidden motives. Consequently, he rejects the broad Maliki practice of
invalidating transactions on the basis of customary outcomes, probable intentions, or
speculative future consequences. A transaction may be legally valid (gada’'an) while
simultaneously being religiously blameworthy (diyanatan) if the parties intended through it
an unlawful objective: the legal ruling follows the outward form of the transaction, while the
moral judgment concerns the hidden intention known ultimately to Allah. This distinction
can be seen in his treatment of transactions that may be used as a means to an unlawful
end. Even when the contracting parties secretly intend, through an outwardly valid contract,
to arrive at a prohibited result, al-Shafi‘1 generally maintains the validity of the contract
from a judicial perspective (gada’an), since the contract satisfies the outward legal
requirements. At the same time, he may regard the parties as sinful from a religious and
moral perspective (diyanatan) due to their unlawful intention. Thus, al-Shafi‘T distinguishes
between the legal validity of an act and the moral culpability of those performing it, limiting
the application of sadd al-dhara’i’ to situations in which the prohibited consequence follows
necessarily and directly from the means itself.

Thus, from these texts, it can be concluded that al-Shafi‘T did recognize sadd al-
dhara’i’, but according to a specific and limited principle. Namely, when an action
necessarily leads to a prohibited outcome, such that the unlawful result is inseparable from
the means itself, al-Shafi'1 prohibits the action on account of its leading to the prohibited
end. In such cases, the connection between the means and the unlawful outcome is certain
rather than speculative.

However, if the relationship between the means and the prohibited outcome is
merely conjectural or probable, that is, the act may lead to the prohibited result but may
also not lead to it, al-Shafi‘T judges according to the outward form (zahir) of the act. He
therefore validates such transactions and legal acts based on their apparent compliance with
the requirements of the Shari‘ah, without giving decisive weight to hidden intentions or
customary expectations regarding their possible consequences. Consequently, where a
permissible act does not necessarily lead to a prohibited outcome, al-Shafi'm does not
generally invoke sadd al-dhara’i’ to prohibit it.

This does not imply, however, that the Shafi‘T scholars did not employ the concept of
sadd al-dhara’i'. The cautious approach evident in the writings of al-Shafi1 still allowed for
the application of this principle within Shafi‘T jurisprudence. For example, in Asna al-Matalib,
it is noted:

If a person sells grapes to someone whom he knows, or reasonably believes,
will make wine from them, or sells a beardless youth to someone known for
engaging in sexual immorality with such youths, or engages in any similar
transaction that leads to sin, such as selling fresh dates to one who will make
intoxicating nabidh from them, or selling fighting cocks to one who stages
cockfights, or rams to one who uses them for ram fighting, then the
transaction is prohibited, because it constitutes assistance in sin.
Nevertheless, the sale itself remains legally valid, since the prohibition relates
to an external factor rather than to the essence of the contract. If, however,
he merely suspects (rather than knows or has a strong presumption) that the
buyer will use the item unlawfully, or he sells weapons to rebels or the like,
such as highway robbers, or he engages in trade with someone whose wealth
consists of both lawful and unlawful sources, then such transactions are
disliked (makrih), even if the lawful portion predominates. However, if it is
certain that the purchaser of the weapon will use it for unlawful purposes, or
it is certain that the particular property involved in the third case is itself
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unlawfully acquired, then both transactions become prohibited. In the case of
selling the weapon, the sale remains legally valid despite the prohibition,
whereas in the third case the transaction is invalid. This is the position
mentioned in al-Majma ‘.32

In a similar vein, al-Shirazi stated: “If they use their women and children as human
shields (tatarrus), then if this occurs during the heat of battle, it is permissible to shoot at
them while taking care to avoid striking the women and children as much as possible. This
is because, were we to refrain from attacking, they would use that as a means of disabling
jihad and as a pretext for gaining victory over the Muslims.”33 Furthermore, al-Mawardi
stated:

If the usurper takes a wooden plank and fashions it into a door, or constructs
it into a ship, or usurps iron and forges it into a coat of mail, he

does not thereby acquire ownership of it in any of these cases. Abl Hanifah,
however, held that the usurper becomes its owner by virtue of the
transformation he has performed. Yet this is among the strongest means of
encouraging people to commit usurpation in the first place. If a person does
not acquire ownership of usurped land merely by constructing buildings or
planting trees upon it, and even according to them, land is not transformed
by such acts, then it is even more appropriate that he not acquire ownership
of other forms of usurped property, whether according to our view or theirs.
Accordingly, the original owner has the right to recover the property in its
transformed state, and the usurper has no entitlement to compensation for
the labor he expended. The only exception is where the usurper incorporated
into it materials that remain separately identifiable and removable. In that
case, he may recover those materials, but he is liable for any diminution in
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the value of the usurped property caused by their removal.3*

The result is that the Shafi'1 school adopts a much narrower conception of sadd al-
dhara’i’ than that found among the Malikis and Hanbalis. Al-Shafi‘T accepts preventative
prohibition where the means necessarily results in the prohibited outcome, but he generally
refuses to invalidate acts whose connection to the prohibited result remains uncertain or
speculative. In this respect, the Shafi‘T position may be viewed as occupying a middle
ground between unrestricted formalism and expansive preventative legislation: he limits the
operation of sadd al-dhara’i’ to situations where the causal connection between the means
and the prohibited outcome is sufficiently direct and certain.

The Hanbal Approach to Sadd al-Dhara’i

Like the Malikis, the Hanbalis recognized sadd al-dhara’i‘ as a valid and authoritative
principle of legal reasoning.3® Although the Hanbalis differed from the Malikis in certain
applications, the two schools were largely united in affirming the legitimacy of preventing
lawful means that lead to unlawful ends. The doctrine became one of the defining
characteristics of the Hanbali legal tradition and received its most extensive treatment in the
writings of Ibn Taymiyyah and his student Ibn al-Qayyim, whose discussions transformed
the doctrine from a practical juristic tool into a comprehensive legal theory. Their works
examine its evidences, categories, conditions, underlying rationale, relationship to maqasid
al-shari‘ah, and its role in balancing competing benefits and harms.

Based on the literature surveyed, al-Qarafi appears to have been among the earliest jurists,
and perhaps the first, to systematically classify al-dhara’i’ into distinct categories and to
provide a comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding the doctrine. Earlier
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AbU al-Hasan ‘Al b. Muhammad al-Mawardi, al-Hawi al-Kabir fi Figh Madhhab al-Imam al-
Shafi‘T wa-Huwa Sharh Mukhtasar al-Muzani, ed. ‘Ali Muhammad Mu‘awwad and ‘Adil
Ahmad ‘Abd al-Mawjdd (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'IImiyyah, 1999), 7:200.

35 See for example: Abl al-Wafa’ ‘All ibn ‘Aqil ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Aqil al-Baghdadi al-zafari,
al-Wadih fi Usul al-Figh, ed. ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki, 1st ed. (Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Risalah li-I-Tiba‘ah wa-I-Nashr wa-I-Tawz1*, 1420 AH/1999 CE), 2:75; Zayn
al-Din Aba al-Faraj ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Shihab al-Din Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, Jami‘ al-"Ulim
wa al-Hikam fI Sharh Khamsin Hadithan min Jawami‘ al-Kalim, ed. Mahir Yasin al-Fahl, 1st
ed. (Damascus-Beirut: Dar Ibn Kathir, 1429 AH/2008 CE), 187; Zayn al-Din ‘Abd al-
Rahman ibn Ahmad ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, Fath al-Bari Sharh Sahth al-Bukhari, ed. Mahmid
ibn Sha'ban ibn ‘Abd al-Maqgstd, Majdi ibn ‘Abd al-Khalig al-Shafi‘1, Ibrahim ibn Isma‘l al-
Qad1, al-Sayyid ‘Izzat al-Mursi, Muhammad ibn ‘Awad al-Mangqush, Salah ibn Salim al-
Misrati, ‘Ala’ ibn Mustafa ibn Hammam, and Sabri ibn ‘Abd al-Khalig al-Shafi‘T (Medina:
Maktabat al-Ghuraba’ al-Athariyyah; Cairo: Maktab Tahqiq Dar al-Haramayn), 1:228;
Najm al-Din Abu al-Rab1® Sulayman ibn ‘Abd al-Qawrt ibn al-Karim al-TufT al-Sarsari, Sharh
Mukhtasar al-Rawdah, ed. ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki, 1st ed. (Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1407 AH/1987 CE), 3:212.
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s

jurists certainly applied sadd al-dhara’i’ in their legal rulings and substantive discussions,
but they generally did not present the doctrine in the form of a detailed taxonomy or an
independent theoretical treatment. Al-Qarafi’s contribution, therefore, was not the invention
of the doctrine itself, but rather its systematization and conceptual refinement through the
categorization of different types of means and their respective legal rulings.

A similar development can be observed within the Hanbali school. Earlier Hanbali authorities
frequently employed sadd al-dhara’i’ in their legal rulings and accepted it as a valid juristic
principle. However, they generally did not devote extensive discussions to its theoretical
foundations, classifications, conditions, and practical applications. Instead, the principle
appears primarily through its implementation in particular legal issues.

It was Ibn Taymiyyah and his student Ibn al-Qayyim who transformed sadd al-dhara’i‘ into
a fully articulated juristic theory within the Hanbali tradition. Their writings contain some of
the most detailed treatments of the doctrine found in the classical legal literature. They
explored its evidences, categories, underlying rationales, relationship to maqasid al-
shari‘ah, interaction with hiyal (legal stratagems), and the principles governing conflicts
between competing benefits and harms. In particular, they expanded the discussion beyond
merely identifying which means should be blocked and developed a broader framework for
determining when means should be blocked and when they should be opened through fath
al-dhara’i.

Thus, while the practical application of sadd al-dhara’i' can be found throughout the earlier
Hanbali tradition, Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim appear to have been the first Hanbali
jurists to treat the doctrine as a distinct and comprehensive subject of legal theory, much as
al-Qarafi had earlier done within the Maliki school. Their contributions transformed what had
largely been an implicit juristic methodology into an explicit theoretical framework and
significantly shaped subsequent discussions of the doctrine in both Hanbali and broader
Sunni legal thought.

The following texts, among others, indicate that the Hanbalis adopted the principle of sadd
al-dhara’i’ in a manner largely similar to the Malikis, differing only in certain applications
and details. Like the Malikis, they held that a permissible act may be prohibited when it
serves as a means that predominantly leads to a prohibited outcome or a significant
mafsadah. As a result, the Hanbali and Maliki schools are generally regarded as the two
schools that afforded the broadest scope to the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i* within Sunni
legal theory.

The acceptance of sadd al-dhara’i* within the Hanbali school is evident from the statements
of its leading authorities. Ibn Qudamah explicitly affirms that "means are legally
recognized,"36 thereby acknowledging the validity of considering the relationship between
means and ends in legal rulings. Al-TUfT states, "Among the principles of our school is the
doctrine of blocking the means."3” Ibn Badran identifies sadd al-dhara’i’ as one of the
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foundational principles shared by Malik and the Hanbalis,3® and al-Zarkashi confirms its
place within the school.3? Ibn al-Najjar also stated: “The means (al-dhara’i‘), the plural of
dhari‘ah, are to be blocked. A dhari‘ah is anything, whether an act or a statement, whose
outward appearance is permissible but through which one arrives at something prohibited.
The meaning of blocking such means is preventing their commission by declaring them
prohibited.”#? Ibn Taymiyyah articulates the doctrinal basis by explaining that "Allah and His
Messenger blocked the means leading to prohibited matters by prohibiting them and
forbidding them."4! According to Ibn Taymiyyah, the Shari‘ah does not merely prohibit
unlawful acts themselves; it also prohibits the avenues and pathways that ordinarily lead to
those acts. Ibn al-Qayyim states that "the chapter of blocking the means constitutes one
quarter of legal responsibility (taklif),"*? a remark that signals the degree to which
regulation of means, not just ends, was central to his legal vision.

Ibn al-Qayyim's Classification of Legal Means

Ibn al-Qayyim developed one of the most detailed classifications of legal means found in the
classical legal tradition. He begins by distinguishing between acts that were instituted
precisely because they lead to corruption, intoxicants, false accusation, zina, and acts that
were originally established for permissible or even recommended purposes but may
subsequently become means to prohibited outcomes. The second major category he further
subdivides according to the role of intention, consequences, and the relative balance
between benefit and harm.

The first subdivision consists of a permissible means intentionally employed to reach
a prohibited end: a marriage contracted solely for tahlil, a sale conducted to facilitate rib3,
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or khul® sought in order to evade an oath. Here Ibn al-Qayyim's concern is primarily with
legal stratagems (hiyal): the outward form of the act remains permissible, but the actor
intentionally employs it as a device to reach a prohibited objective.

The second subdivision consists of acts that are not intended as means to corruption
yet nevertheless lead to it frequently, and whose resulting corruption outweighs their
benefit: performing supererogatory prayers without cause during prohibited times, reviling
idols in circumstances where they are likely to respond by reviling Allah, or praying toward a
grave despite intending worship of Allah alone.

The third subdivision consists of acts that may lead to corruption but whose benefit
outweighs the potential harm. In such cases, Ibn al-Qayyim does not prohibit the act
because the dominant consideration is the greater benefit it produces. This category
introduces the complementary concept of fath al-dhara’i‘, opening and permitting means
whose benefits outweigh their potential harms, and is directly relevant to the Al
companionship question, as discussed below.

Thus, looking at Ibn al-Qayyim’s classification, the first category is broader than the
discussion of sadd al-dhara’i’ itself, as it concerns means (wasa’il) irrespective of whether
they are originally permissible or prohibited. Since the subject of sadd al-dhara’i’ is a means
that is permissible in its essence but leads to harm or a prohibited outcome, this first
category is more appropriately classified under necessary implications (lawazim) rather than
dhara’i'. In the second category, Ibn al-Qayyim focuses on the intention of the actor. If a
person employs a permissible means with the intention of reaching a prohibited end, he
considers it prohibited as a form of sadd al-dhara’i' aimed at preventing legal stratagems
(tahayyul). In the third category, Ibn al-Qayyim evaluates the consequences and outcomes
of the means. If the harm (mafsadah) resulting from the act is predominant over its benefit,
the act is prohibited under the principle of sadd al-dhara’i’. Conversely, in the fourth
category, where the benefit is predominant over the potential harm, the act remains
permissible. This falls under the complementary principle of fath al-dhara’i* (opening the
means), whereby means leading predominantly to beneficial ends are permitted and, in
some cases, even encouraged.

Ibn al-Qayyim therefore ultimately divides legal means into four categories: a means
established to produce corruption; a permissible means intentionally employed to produce
corruption; a permissible means not intended to produce corruption but which frequently
leads to it and whose harm outweighs its benefit; and a permissible means that may lead to
corruption but whose benefit outweighs its harm.43
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Ibn Taymiyyah's Classification of Legal Means

yrc

Although Ibn Taymiyyah followed the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’ in agreement with
the broader Hanbali tradition, his treatment of the subject is among the most extensive and
sophisticated discussions found in the classical legal literature. His discussions appear not
only in matters of transactions and contracts, but also in issues of creed, worship, social
customs, governance, public policy, and commanding right and forbidding wrong.
Consequently, the doctrine occupies a central place within his legal methodology and
reflects his broader concern with preserving the objectives of the Shari‘ah through
consideration of consequences and outcomes.

Like the Malikis, Ibn Taymiyyah understood sadd al-dhara’i’ primarily through the
lens of consequences (ma’alat). The legal ruling of a means is determined not merely by its
intrinsic nature but also by the outcomes to which it leads. He explains that if a means
predominantly leads to a prohibited outcome, it is prohibited absolutely; if a means may or
may not lead to a prohibited outcome but human nature ordinarily drives it toward that
outcome, it is likewise prohibited; if a means only occasionally leads to prohibited outcomes,
its ruling depends upon the balance between the benefits and harms contained within it.4*

Categories of Means

Thus, Ibn Taymiyyah divides al-dhara’i‘ into four categories. The first consists of means that
usually or predominantly lead to mafsadah; indeed, means that certainly lead to a
prohibited outcome are blocked a fortiori. The second category consists of means that may
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or may not lead to mafsadah, but whose nature and tendency generally incline toward
harmful outcomes. The third category consists of means that contain both benefit and harm,
yet the resulting mafsadah is greater and more predominant than the maslahah they
contain. The fourth category consists of means that likewise contain both benefit and harm,
but whose maslahah is greater and more predominant than the accompanying mafsadah. As
for means that only rarely lead to harm, Ibn Taymiyyah does not regard them as subject to
sadd al-dhara’i' and maintains that they should remain open.

Accordingly, Ibn Taymiyyah blocks the means found in the first three categories while
permitting those of the fourth category. His approach is fundamentally consequentialist in
the juristic sense, focusing on the outcomes and effects of actions. Where the means
predominantly lead to harm, or where the harm outweighs the benefit, they are prohibited
as a matter of sadd al-dhara’i'. Conversely, where the benefit outweighs the harm, the
means are permitted and may even be encouraged, reflecting the complementary principle
of fath al-dhara’i‘. In this way, Ibn Taymiyyah's framework seeks to balance the prevention
of harm with the realization of benefit, rather than treating all potentially harmful means
alike.

This classification demonstrates that Ibn Taymiyyah does not treat every means leading to
corruption in the same manner. Rather, he evaluates means according to both the
probability of the resulting outcome and the relative balance between benefit and harm. Nor
is the prohibition of the first two categories absolute: if a preponderant benefit exists whose
realization depends upon the means, then the means remains open despite the potential
harm. It is in this context that necessity (dardrah) operates. Thus, even a means that
ordinarily leads to a prohibited outcome may become permissible or even obligatory when a
stronger Shar' interest necessitates its use.

Intention and Consequences

Ibn Taymiyyah further explains that a permissible dhari‘ah may lead to mafsadah through
one of two avenues. The first is through the intention of the person engaging in the act. In
such cases, the means is employed deliberately as a vehicle to reach a prohibited end, and
the prohibition arises because the actor intends to use an otherwise lawful act as a means
to what is unlawful. This category encompasses various forms of legal stratagems (hiyal)
and attempts to circumvent the commands and prohibitions of the Shari‘ah through
outwardly valid actions.

The second avenue is where the means leads to mafsadah irrespective of the actor's
intention. Here, the prohibition is not based upon a hidden motive or subjective purpose,
but rather upon the objective consequences that ordinarily result from the act itself. Even if
the person engaging in the act has no intention of reaching the prohibited outcome, the act
may nevertheless be restricted when experience, custom, or human nature demonstrates
that it commonly leads to harm or facilitates prohibited conduct.

This distinction illustrates that Ibn Taymiyyah's conception of sadd al-dhara’i’ is broader
than merely examining intentions. While intentions remain relevant in some cases,
particularly those involving tahayyul and deliberate circumvention of the law, the doctrine
also encompasses situations in which the harmful consequences of an act are sufficiently
apparent and frequent to justify restricting the means regardless of the actor's subjective
purpose. Thus, both intention and consequence play important roles in Ibn Taymiyyah's
application of sadd al-dhara’i’, though the weight given to each varies according to the
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nature of the case.*®

As such, a dhari'ah may be evaluated from two distinct perspectives: the intention of the
person employing the means and the consequences that result from the means itself. The
first perspective, which focuses on intention, serves as the primary basis for prohibiting
hiyal (legal stratagems or loopholes). In such cases, an otherwise permissible act is used
deliberately as a device to circumvent the commands or prohibitions of the Shari‘ah.
Accordingly, intention becomes relevant because the actor is seeking, through a lawful
form, to attain an unlawful result. While this perspective falls within the broader discussion
of al-dhara’i’, it is more directly related to the prohibition of hiyal than to the general theory
of sadd al-dhara’i".

The second perspective, and the one that constitutes the primary foundation of Ibn
Taymiyyah's theory of al-dhara’i, is the examination of consequences and outcomes. Under
this approach, the permissibility or prohibition of a means is determined by the effects it is
expected to produce. If a means leads to a mafsadah that is greater than, or even equal to,
the maslahah contained within it, then the means is blocked through sadd al-dhara’i'.
Conversely, if the maslahah resulting from the means is predominant over the
accompanying harm, then the means remains open and permissible under the principle of
fath al-dhara’i.

This consequential analysis represents the central feature of Ibn Taymiyyah's approach to
al-dhara’i’. It is particularly evident in his discussions of conflicting means and competing
outcomes, where he repeatedly weighs benefits against harms and evaluates which
consequence is more likely to result. Indeed, among the jurists of the classical tradition, Ibn
Taymiyyah was arguably one of the most extensive and systematic scholars in discussing
the issue of conflicting dhara’i‘, developing a sophisticated framework that sought to
balance the prevention of harm with the realization of benefit. His treatment moved beyond
a simple policy of blocking means and instead established a comprehensive methodology for
evaluating means in light of their anticipated consequences and their relationship to the
higher objectives of the Shari‘ah.

The Governing Principle: Juristic Balancing

Building upon this framework, Ibn Taymiyyah does not treat the blocking of means as an
absolute rule. Rather, even in the first and second categories, where the means usually lead
to mafsadah or where their nature inclines toward harmful outcomes, he recognizes that a
preponderant benefit may outweigh the anticipated harm. In such cases, the means is no
longer blocked but instead opened, since the realization of the greater benefit takes
precedence. This is the basis of what jurists often discuss under the rubric of necessity
(dardrah) or pressing need (hajah) that attains a similar legal status. Thus, even a means
that would ordinarily be prohibited may become permissible when a stronger and more
compelling benefit requires it.

Likewise, in the third and fourth categories, the determining factor remains the comparative
weight of the competing masalih and mafasid. If the maslahah is preponderant over the
harm, then the dhari‘ah must remain open and it is not permissible to close it merely
because some harm may result from it. Conversely, if the mafsadah is preponderant over
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the benefit, then the dhari"ah must be blocked and it is not permissible to open it merely
because some benefit may be attained through it. Accordingly, the ruling is not tied to the
mere existence of benefit or harm, but rather to which of the two predominates.

It is within these latter categories that the role of the mujtahid becomes most apparent. The
jurist must weigh the benefits and harms associated with each dhari‘ah and determine, in
light of the objectives of the Shari‘ah (magasid al-shari‘ah), whether the means should be
opened or closed. The process is therefore one of legal balancing and preference (tarjih),
requiring an assessment of both the expected consequences of the act and the broader
purposes of the law.

Ibn Taymiyyah explains that preference in cases of conflicting means (tazahum al-dhara’i’)
is based upon two primary considerations. The first is evaluating the relative strength and
weakness of the competing benefits and harms. The second is considering where the true
welfare of the legally responsible person (mukallaf) lies when choosing between these
conflicting considerations. As he states:

The general principle is that when benefits and harms, good deeds and evil
deeds, conflict or compete with one another, preference must be given to that
which is weightier when benefits and harms compete or conflict. Commands
and prohibitions are intended to realize benefits and prevent harms, but one
must examine what opposes them. If the benefit that would be lost or the
harm that would result is greater, then the act is not commanded; rather, it
may become prohibited if its harm outweighs its benefit. The assessment of
the relative weight of benefits and harms, however, is determined according
to the scale of the Shari'ah. Whenever a person is able to follow the textual
sources, he should not depart from them. Otherwise, he must exercise ijtihad
through analogy and comparison to determine similar cases and their rulings.
Rarely do the textual sources fail one who possesses expertise in them and in
their legal implications. 46

This encapsulates Ibn Taymiyyah's approach to sadd al-dhara’i‘. The doctrine is not a rigid
mechanism for prohibiting means, but rather a comprehensive methodology for balancing
competing benefits and harms in accordance with the objectives and evidences of the
Shari‘ah. The ultimate question is not whether a means leads to benefit or harm in the
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abstract, but whether the benefit or harm is stronger, more certain, and more consistent
with the purposes of the divine law.

The Actual Point of Disagreement Concerning Sadd al-
Dhara’i’

After discussing the positions of the four Sunni schools regarding sadd al-dhara’i’, the
question arises: where exactly does the disagreement between them lie? A close
examination of the Maliki and Hanbali discussions reveals that al-dhara’i’ may be divided
into four categories: (1) a means that certainly and inevitably leads to a prohibited
outcome; (2) a means that predominantly and customarily leads to a prohibited outcome;
(3) a means that frequently leads to a prohibited outcome, though neither certainly nor
predominantly; and (4) a means that only rarely leads to a prohibited outcome.

As for the zahiris, they do not apply sadd al-dhara’i‘ in any of these categories, since they
reject the doctrine as an independent legal principle. If their rulings happen to coincide with
those reached through sadd al-dhara’i’, this is due to other evidences and juristic principles
rather than acceptance of the doctrine itself.

Among the four Sunni schools, there is broad agreement regarding the first two categories.
A means that certainly leads to a prohibited outcome must be prohibited, and a means that
predominantly leads to a prohibited outcome is likewise prohibited. Al-Qarafi explicitly cites
a consensus (ijma‘) regarding these categories, and similar statements are found in the
writings of other jurists. In reality, there is little room for disagreement here, since allowing
means that necessarily or overwhelmingly lead to prohibited outcomes would undermine the
very objectives of the Shari‘ah. The first category is not the subject of meaningful
disagreement. As mentioned, Al-Qarafl explicitly cites consensus regarding this category,*’
and al-‘Izz ibn ‘Abd al-Salam explains that "that whose consequence predominantly results
from its cause, even though separation from it may rarely occur, is likewise impermissible to
undertake, because the Shari‘ah has treated probability as the equivalent of certainty in
most circumstances."*® Consequently, both the category of certain consequences and the
category of overwhelmingly probable consequences fall within the scope of agreement
among the jurists.

The schools similarly agree regarding the fourth category. Means that only rarely lead to a
prohibited outcome remain permissible and are not subject to sadd al-dhara’i‘. Al-Qarafi
likewise cites a consensus on this point. Al-QarafT explicitly cites consensus that such means
are not prohibited: prohibiting the cultivation of grapes merely because wine may eventually
be produced from them, or preventing people from residing near one another out of fear
that adultery may occur, are not juristically cognizable concerns.4® Were such means to be
prohibited, many permissible activities would become impermissible merely because of
remote and exceptional possibilities, resulting in unnecessary hardship and restriction.

The actual point of disagreement, therefore, concerns the third category: a means that
leads to a prohibited outcome frequently, though not certainly and not to the degree of
predominance found in the second category. It is within this intermediate category that the
divergence between the schools emerges. The Malikis and Hanbalis generally apply sadd al-
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dhara’i‘ to such cases, arguing that the frequency with which harm results is sufficient to
justify prohibiting the means in order to prevent corruption and protect the objectives of the
Shari‘ah. By contrast, the Hanafis and Shafi‘is are generally more reluctant to prohibit acts
on the basis of anticipated future consequences alone and therefore tend to preserve the
original permissibility of such means unless the connection to the prohibited outcome
becomes more certain or direct.

Consequently, the disagreement among the schools is not over the legitimacy of preventing
harmful means in general, but rather over the degree of probability required before a
permissible means may be prohibited. If the schools were arranged along a spectrum
according to the extent to which they employ sadd al-dhara’i‘, the Maliki school would
occupy the furthest position in affirming and applying the doctrine. The Hanbali school would
follow closely behind, particularly in the writings of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim, who
developed the principle extensively. The Hanafl school would occupy a more moderate
position, accepting certain applications while often grounding them in alternative juristic
principles. Finally, the Shafi‘T school would represent the most restrictive approach,
generally limiting the use of sadd al-dhara’i’ and placing greater emphasis on outward legal
forms and established legal certainty. Thus, while all four schools recognize the need to
prevent means that lead to prohibited outcomes, their disagreement lies primarily in
determining when the likelihood of harm becomes sufficiently significant to justify restricting
an otherwise permissible act.

AI Companions, Artificial Intimacy, and the
Application of Sadd al-Dhara’i’

Preliminary Distinctions

Applying the preceding discussion to contemporary Al companions requires distinguishing
between the technology itself and the uses to which it is directed. Artificial intelligence
systems, regardless of their sophistication, remain tools rather than persons. They possess
neither legal personality nor human status and therefore cannot be analogized to spouses,
concubines, or any category of human relationship recognized by Islamic law. Consequently,
the Qur’anic discussions of marriage and ma malakat aymanukum pertain to human beings
within a specific legal context and cannot be extended to artificial agents, robots, or
computer programs.

From this perspective, the mere use of conversational AI, companion robots, or virtual
assistants remains permissible in principle. Just as other technologies may be employed for
education, productivity, information retrieval, entertainment, or assistance with daily tasks,
Al systems may likewise be utilized for beneficial and lawful purposes. The legal discussion
therefore does not concern Al as a technology, but rather particular uses of Al that may
undermine objectives protected by the Shari‘ah.

The empirical literature reviewed above demonstrates that AI companionship exists upon a
spectrum. At one end are limited and occasional interactions that function as entertainment,
information exchange, language practice, or assistance with everyday activities, uses that
do not ordinarily raise significant legal concerns. At the other end are relationships
characterized by emotional dependency, artificial intimacy, romantic attachment, and the
substitution of AI systems for genuine human relationships. It is this latter category that
requires evaluation through the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i'.

Mapping the Evidence onto the Juristic Categories
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The central juristic question, as established previously, is not whether AI companionship
ever produces harm but which of the four categories of dhari‘ah the relevant conduct falls
into. This question cannot be answered in the abstract; it requires consulting the empirical
record with the precision the doctrine demands.

The evidence does not support placing ordinary AI companion use in the first or second
categories, that is, it would be incorrect to say that conversing with an AI companion
certainly or overwhelmingly leads to the harms identified in the literature. The OpenAl/MIT
study explicitly reports that heavy affective use characterized a minority of highly engaged
users, not the general user population. The De Freitas et al. experiment found no lasting
harm for most participants and identified concentrated harm among a specific subgroup:
socially isolated individuals. The Folk et al. longitudinal study tied escalating dependency to
identifiable psychological predictors, high anthropomorphism and insecure attachment,
rather than to Al use as such.

The evidence does, however, support placing deliberate cultivation of AI romantic or quasi-
marital attachment, particularly among high-risk populations, in the third category: conduct
that frequently leads to harm among identifiable groups and whose resulting harm
outweighs its benefit in those cases. Three features of the literature establish this. First, the
harms documented are qualitatively serious, implicating social isolation, distorted relational
expectations, displacement of human relationships, and, in case studies, genuine
psychological distress when artificial bonds are severed. Second, for the populations
identified as high-risk (socially isolated individuals, insecure attachers, adolescents), the
frequency of harm is sufficiently elevated to meet the threshold that the Maliki and Hanbali
schools require for sadd al-dhara’i* to apply. Third, these harms directly implicate
objectives, marriage, family stability, chastity, social cohesion, that the Shari‘ah regards as
among its primary purposes.

For the general user population engaging in limited, non-romantic Al interactions, the
evidence more closely resembles the fourth category: a means that may occasionally lead
to harm but whose benefit outweighs its harm. In those cases, the doctrine of fath al-
dhara’i’, opening the means, applies, and restriction is not warranted.

This population-specific analysis is not a departure from the classical methodology; it is
demanded by it. Ibn Taymiyyah's framework explicitly conditions the prohibition of a means
on a cost-benefit calculation, not on a blanket assessment of the act's form. Al-Shatib1
similarly grounds ma’alat in what ordinarily occurs within particular social and customary
contexts. When the empirical record shows that harm is concentrated among identifiable
groups, the juristic response must be correspondingly targeted.

Marriage, Maqasid, and Artificial Intimacy

From the perspective of maqasid al-shari"ah, marriage is not merely a mechanism for
satisfying emotional or physical desires. Rather, it is an institution through which affection,
mercy, mutual support, responsibility, procreation, family stability, and social continuity are
realized. The Shari‘ah therefore places great emphasis upon protecting marital relationships
and preserving the rights that spouses owe one another. Any phenomenon that
substantially undermines these objectives becomes a legitimate subject of legal concern.
The greatest concern raised by Al companionship is the possibility that artificial
relationships begin to replace or compete with genuine human relationships. Unlike human
beings, AI companions can be programmed to provide constant affirmation, immediate
responsiveness, emotional validation, and simulated affection without requiring
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compromise, sacrifice, patience, or mutual responsibility. Over time, this may distort
expectations concerning intimacy and companionship, making ordinary human relationships
appear comparatively burdensome. Contemporary research increasingly suggests that such
dynamics may contribute to emotional dependency, social withdrawal, and reduced
investment in real-world relationships.

These concerns become even more pronounced when Al systems are deliberately designed
or utilized for romantic role-play, emotional exclusivity, or simulated spousal relationships.
In such circumstances, the Al is no longer functioning merely as a tool but as a substitute
for emotional functions that Islamic law directs toward human relationships and, in
particular, toward marriage. The issue is not merely the absence of physical intimacy but
the redirection of affection, emotional investment, companionship, and psychological
dependence away from one's spouse or from lawful human relationships and toward an
artificial substitute, a redirection that classical jurists addressing analogous concerns might
reasonably have characterized as a form of relational harm to the spouse, even in the
absence of physical contact.

The Case of Sexual Interaction with Humanoid Robots

The issue of sexual interaction with humanoid robots presents an even stronger case for
restriction under sadd al-dhara’i'. Such conduct serves no recognized objective of marriage
and risks reinforcing many of the harms identified above while further normalizing the
separation of intimacy from genuine human relationships. While some jurists permitted
certain forms of self-stimulation under strictly limited circumstances, such as necessity or
genuine fear of falling into zina, based on evidences discussed in classical works of figh,
extending those narrow exceptional discussions to artificial humanoid partners represents a
fundamentally different legal problem.

The concern is not merely the physical act itself, but the creation of an artificial substitute
for marriage that may systematically undermine the objectives that marriage was instituted
to realize: restraint of desire within a framework of mutual rights and responsibilities,
procreation, family formation, and social stability. From the perspective of sadd al-dhara’i
under the Maliki and Hanball frameworks, the cumulative harms associated with such
practices appear considerably greater than any limited benefit that might be claimed for
them, and the probability of those harms occurring is sufficiently high—particularly given
the addictive design features of companion technologies—to place such conduct well within
the zone of preventative restriction under all four schools that accept the doctrine in some
form.

The Complementary Role of Fath al-Dhara’i’

A complete juristic analysis requires engaging seriously with the complementary doctrine of
fath al-dhara’i'. For certain populations, AI companionship may function as a legitimate
means toward beneficial ends rather than a substitute for them. Elderly individuals
experiencing isolation, persons with disabilities that limit social engagement, and those
recovering from social anxiety or grief may derive genuine and substantial benefit from
limited AI companion interaction. In such cases, Ibn Taymiyyah's framework directs the
jurist to keep the means open, because the benefit outweighs the harm.

This population-specific application of fath al-dhara’i* is not a concession but a juristic
obligation: blocking a means whose benefit is preponderant is as much an error as opening
a means whose harm is preponderant. The doctrine, properly applied, is neither a reflexive
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prohibition machine nor a license for unrestricted access; it is a calibrated instrument for
matching legal rulings to their actual consequences within specific human contexts.

What Kind of Legal Response Does the Doctrine Warrant?

At the level of individual religious guidance, the classical doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i’
clearly supports a fatwa advising Muslims against the deliberate cultivation of emotional or
romantic dependency on Al companions, particularly for individuals who exhibit the risk
factors identified in the empirical literature, social isolation, insecure attachment,
adolescence, or prior relational trauma. Such a fatwa would follow the logic of preventing a
means before the harm is established, which is the core function of sadd al-dhara’i'.

At the level of institutional or regulatory response, the doctrine supports measures
that platform operators, healthcare systems, and public authorities can take to reduce harm
among high-risk populations, including age verification, mandatory usage disclosures, built-
in limitations on the depth of emotional engagement the system encourages, and
prohibition of design features that deliberately cultivate dependency or simulate exclusive
romantic commitment. These measures target the mechanism by which harm is produced
rather than the technology as such, and they correspond to the juristic practice of
restricting means at the point where they most reliably lead to prohibited outcomes.

At the level of general prohibition, the doctrine does not, on the current evidence,
support a blanket prohibition on AI companion use for the general population. The evidence
does not show that ordinary use predominantly or invariably leads to the harms described in
the literature; it shows that specific uses among specific populations do so. A blanket
prohibition would therefore block means whose benefit outweighs their harm for the
majority of users, which the doctrine of fath al-dhara’i* prohibits as clearly as sadd al-
dhara’i’ prohibits leaving harmful means open.
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Conclusion

The emergence of Al companions and artificial intimacy presents a novel
technological phenomenon but raises legal and ethical questions that are deeply rooted in
longstanding principles of Islamic jurisprudence. While artificial intelligence itself represents
a new development, the underlying issue, the relationship between permissible means and
prohibited ends, between individual benefit and collective harm, and between the
preservation of human dignity and the consequences of technology, falls squarely within the
domain that the doctrine of sadd al-dhara’i" was developed to address.

This study has advanced the analysis in four respects. First, it has presented the
empirical record of AI companionship with the precision that juristic analysis requires,
distinguishing between harms that are universal, harms that are population-specific, and
features of the evidence that remain genuinely uncertain. Second, it has traced the doctrine
of sadd al-dhara’i* through all four Sunni schools, demonstrating that the true point of
disagreement is not whether the doctrine exists but where the probability threshold for its
application lies, a finding that maps directly onto the empirical question of how frequently
and for whom AI companionship produces harm. Third, it has applied Ibn Taymiyyah's cost-
benefit framework to that empirical record in a population-differentiated manner,
distinguishing between ordinary Al use (governed primarily by fath al-dhara’i’), deliberate
romantic or quasi-marital Al relationships among high-risk populations (governed by sadd
al-dhara’i’ under the Maliki and Hanbali frameworks), and sexual interaction with humanoid
robots (warranting restriction under all schools that accept the doctrine in some form).
Fourth, it has specified the kind of legal or institutional response the doctrine actually
warrants at each level: individual religious guidance, platform-level design regulation, and
the principled rejection of a blanket prohibition.

Underlying all of these conclusions is a principle that the classical jurists regarded as
foundational: the Shari‘ah came to realize benefits and complete them, and to prevent
harms and reduce them. Al may assist human beings in many beneficial ways, and those
benefits must be counted. But the capabilities that make AI companions psychologically
compelling, their endless availability, their perfect responsiveness, their freedom from the
demands of genuine reciprocity, are precisely the features that make them poor substitutes
for the relationships through which the maqgasid al-shari‘ah are realized. The challenge
presented by Al companionship is therefore not merely technological but profoundly human:
ensuring that tools designed to serve human flourishing do not gradually become
substitutes for the very relationships upon which that flourishing depends. Islamic law,
approached through its most sophisticated analytical frameworks, provides the resources
necessary to meet that challenge, not through blanket prohibition, but through the careful,
evidence-sensitive juristic balancing that the tradition has always demanded.

And Allah knows best.

And may His peace and blessings be upon His prophet Muhammad.
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