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Definition: purity, ritual cleanliness, spiritual purity

The term tahara (t-h-r), for purity, predates the revelation of Islam, as it is found in the same form for the ritual cleaning of a body for burial in Judaism. The Islamic word for purity was originally zakat, as being charitable, that is, the giving of zakat, is a way of purifying both one’s wealth and one’s soul: however, for the ritually clean and unpolluted state, the term used is tahara, or to do the taharat, ablutions. The most common form of this cleansing, as a preparation for prayer, is to perform wudu, with water, or, if there is no water available, with clean soil, sand or rock. Manuals on tahara, (see, for example, Winkel, 2016: 125), itemise at least 7 types of water and their varied ability to purify the body. 

Cleanliness, because it is a pre-condition for prayer and for any physical interaction with the Qur’an (Brown, 2017: 3), is an ordinance of the Islamic faith; thus, in Islam, tahara is the condition of maintaining purity in order to become closer to God. Tahara is understood as the purity of body and mind; Ibn Arabi has explained: ‘the Sharian taharah removes the filth of Satan’ (Winkel, 2016: 64).  The inclusion of water, soil, sand or rock as cleaning agents link tahara with the pure, natural elements of the earth. Polluted soil or water allow doubt or disbelief to enter into the relationship with Allah. Just as all infants are born Muslim, so are they all born tahīr – pure, natural and free from sin. 

From Surah II: 222, we can read that ‘Allah loves those who care for cleanliness’; while Surah IX: 108 concludes ‘Allah loves those who purify’. Maintaining purity is therefore an obligation. Abu Malik Al-Ashari (Sahih Muslim 223) explains that ‘purity is half of faith’. Shari’a jurists stress, however, that water (for ablution) is precious and is to be used sparingly, and Hadith 425 of Ibn Majah (1990, Vol 147) advises against wastefulness when using water: he notes that the prophet replied ‘Yes [there is wastefulness in performing ablutions] even if you perform it in a flowing river’. 

This care for the resource of unpolluted water links tahara to the environmental issues of the contemporary world. With advances in plumbing, sanitation and water distribution, advice such as to clean with an odd number of stones, or to avoid water from which a dog may have drunk, is less relevant. Tahara thus becomes more an ordinance for the avoidance of spiritual and ecological pollution, than one of hygiene. 

The term is also used widely in contemporary politics. Reformists argue against impure and sinful innovations (bida), and champion the purity of pre modern Islam. This is particularly true in reforming post-colonial societies where, for example, ‘Muslims need to reread their history in order to recover their religion in its purity’ (Charfi, 1998: 173).
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