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Introduction

The term subhan ot tasbih (glotification) is found
extensively in books of creed (‘aqidah),
particularly in the chapter on the oneness
(tawhid) of the divine names and attributes, and
in refutation of the Mu‘attilah (those who deny
the attributes), the Mushabbihah (those who
liken God to creation), the Mu’awwilah (those
who figuratively reinterpret the attributes), and
others, because it bears a direct relation to the
oneness of the divine names and attributes.
Likewise, ever since the deviant sects opened the
door to figurative reinterpretation (ta'wil) and
distortion (tahrif) in the meanings and
connotations of the divine names and attributes,
the Ahl al-Sunnah have, in order to establish the
truth and refute falsehood, begun to discuss
tasbih specifically in the books devoted to the

divine names and attributes.

This article addresses the subject through
qualitative textual and analytical study. It contains
six sections dealing respectively with the
conceptual foundations of tasbih, its reality and
applications in the Qut’an and Sunnah, its
categories, two essential issues (the tasbih of
creation and the presctibed occasions of tasbih),
its benefits, and the conceptions of tasbih held by
the deviant sects. Qur’anic verses and hadiths are
presented in Arabic with English translations and
are referenced in the footnotes.

Tbn Faris, Maqayis al-Lughah, 3:125; al-Azhari, Tahdhib
al-Lughah, 4:196.

Section One: Conceptual Foundations of
Tasbih

1. Lexical Definition of Tasbih

The word zasbih is the verbal noun (masdar) of
the vetb sabbaha — yusabbihn — tasbihan, meaning:
to glorify, to declare purity and holiness, to
worship, and to pray, among other meanings.
That is, in glorifying the Divine Essence, one
keeps It free and pure from negative attributes

(sifat manfiyyah) such as defects and flaws.!
2. Technical Definition of Tasbih

Technically, tasbih is to know and believe that
Allah the Exalted is pure, holy, free, and exalted
above every defect, flaw, and every kind of
resemblance or similarity.?

3. The Ruling on Tasbih

To negate, both in belief and in practice, every
type of defect and flaw from the Divine Essence,
and likewise to affirm, both in belief and in
practice, every kind of perfection and attribute of
excellence, is the greatest of the obligations (min
awjab al-wajibat) incumbent upon a believing
servant. As for verbal tasbih in prayer and
elsewhere, however, the majority of scholars hold
it to be recommended (mustahabb), while some
of the righteous predecessors (salaf al-salihin)

held verbal tasbih in prayer to be obligatory.’

’Ibn Taymiyyah, Dar’ Ta ‘arud al- ‘Aql wa al-Naql, 6:177,;
Ibn al-Qayyim, Hadr al-Arwah ila Bilad al-Afrah, 1:417.
3 Al-Baghawt, Sharh al-Sunnah, 3:103.
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Section Two: The Reality and Applications of
Tasbih

The reality of tasbih is that the Divine Essence is
glotified by the phrase Subhan Allah (“Gloty be
to Allah”), and that from the Divine Essence
every type of defect and flaw is negated, while
every type of perfection and excellence is
affirmed. The word tasbih, as found in the
Qur’an and Sunnah, catries the following four

applications.
1. Tasbih in the Sense of Exaltation (Ta'zim)

When “Alf <= 4 >, was asked about the meaning
of tasbih, he said:

“To exalt the majesty of Allah.”*
2. Tasbih in the Sense of Prayer (Salah)
Ibn “Abbas Lgs 4 2, states:

Pl 5 Tl g 2 I
“Every mention of tasbih in the Qur’an
refers to prayer.”

Likewise, in Surat Taha, verse 130, prayer is
designated by the term tasbih.¢ Similatly, in the
hadith of Ibn "‘Umar Lge & 2, the Prophet’s
hos wde & Lo performance of the supererogatory
prayer while riding is described using the term
tasbih.’

3. Tasbih in the Sense of Remembrance

(Dhikr)

Ibn "Amr Lge 4 2, states:

Fan ) A5 ey e 1 o 1 I35 &35

4A1—Tabarﬁni, Kitab al-Du ‘a’, no. 500.
SAl-Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabart, 19:191.
®Taha, 20:130.

7Al-Bukh€1ri, Sahih al-Bukhart, Hadith 1098; Muslim ibn
al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim, Hadith 700.

“I saw the Messenger of Allah (peace be
upon him) counting his tasbih (i.e., engaged

in remembrance).”’®

Likewise, Imam Ibn Taymiyyah states: “By tasbih
is meant the genus of remembrance (dhikr); thus
it is said that a certain person ‘performs tasbih,’
meaning that he engages in the remembrance of
Allah. This includes tahlil [saying /i ilaba illa Allah]
and tahmid [saying alhamdn lillah) as well.
Similatly, the index finger is called al-Sabbahah,
because it is used to point at the time of dhikr and
tasbih.”

4. Tasbih in the Sense of Exception
(Istithna’)

Allah the Exalted states in Surat al-Qalam:
SRR (&J ST st Jog

“The most just of them said: Did I not say to
you, why do you not glorify [Allah|?”10

Some scholars have interpreted the phrase Jawia
tusabbihiin to mean: “Why do you not make the
exception, i.e., why do you not say ‘in sha’ Allah’
[God willing]?”’1!

Section Three: The Categories of Tasbih

Just as tanzih (transcendence) of Allah the
Exalted is of two categories, tasbih of Allah the
Exalted likewise falls into two categories.

1. Tasbih in the Sense of Tanzih
(Transcendence)

This category is, in turn, further divided into two
types. First type: To believe that Allah the
Exalted is free and clear of every kind of
resemblance and similarity [to creation]. Second
type: To believe that the Divine Essence is
exalted and pure above every flaw and defect.

8Abl Dawud, Sunan Abt Dawnad, Hadith 1502; al-
Tirmidhi, Sunan al-Tirmidht, Hadith 3411.

°Ibn Taymiyyah, Jami ‘ al-Masa il 3:292.

10A1-Qalam, 68:28.

llAl-TabarT, Tafsir al-Tabart, 23:182; Ibn Kathir, Tafsir
Ibn Kathir, 8:196.
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2. Exaltation and Honoring of Allah’s
Majesty

The second category is the exaltation and
honoring of the majesty and grandeur of Allah
the Exalted.!? Imam Ibn Taymiyyah states:
“Subhan Allah entails, along with the negation of
flaws and defects, the affirmation of the
attributes of petfection. Tasbih, therefore, is such
an exaltation of the Divine Essence as is free and

clear of every defect and flaw.”13

Section Four: Essential Issues Concerning
the Tasbih of Allah the Exalted

1. The Tasbih of Creation
Allah, the Lord of Might, has mentioned the

“divine tasbih” of creation at thirteen different
places in the Noble Qur’an, indicating that every
particle of the universe sings the praise of the
majesty of Allah, the Lord of the worlds. In some
of these places, the tasbih of every created being

is mentioned, as in the words of Allah:
FoSAT all wl’zJT Sl 2T g g ot gL d & <

“Whatever is in the heavens and whatever is
on the earth exalts Allah, the Sovereign, the
Pure, the Exalted in Might, the Wise.””!4

Whereas at other places, the tasbih of specific

creatures (such as birds) is mentioned, as in the
words of Allah the Exalted:

3 98Bl sl o5y ot 3 o6 4 s @ O 5 1T
§O5lak G 1 Blpaisnss L

“Do you not see that Allah is exalted by
whomever is within the heavens and the
carth and [by] the birds with wings spread [in
flight]? Each [of them| has known its [means
of] prayer and exalting [Him], and Allah is
Knowing of what they do.”1>

The above verse contains three points worthy of
reflection.!¢

21bn al-Mawsili, Mukhtasar al-Sawa ‘iq al-Mursalah,
1:163.
BIbn Taymiyyah, Dar’ Ta'arud al-‘Aql wa al-Nagql,
6:177.

First point: € i [“Do you not see”’]—that is,
do you not know that everything that exists in the
earth and heavens—such as jinn, angels, animals,
flying birds, and even plants and inanimate
objects—all bear witness that the One who
created us and who governs the entire universe
with perfect excellence and without any flaw is
free from every defect and from every associate.
So when every single thing declares the tasbih of
Allah the Exalted, it is all the more incumbent
and obligatory upon man to glorify Him and to
bear witness to His oneness.

Second point: §-6 5Lk [“and the birds with
wings spread”’]—after mentioning the tasbih of
everything existing in the earth and the heavens,
the tasbih of birds is mentioned separately,
because when they fly they are neither on the
earth nor in the sky, but suspended between the

two; these birds, too, bear witness that Allah the
Exalted is free from every defect.

Third point: §is.255 S ke 8 %% [“Bach has
known its [means of] prayer and exalting
Him”]—this indicates that the tasbih of birds is
not incidental or unthinking, but rather is based
on understanding and knowledge, which Allah

the Exalted has taught them and inspired within
them.

2. The Prescribed Occasions for Tasbih

Tasbih is prescribed within the prayer at seven
different occasions, as follows: at the opening of
the prayer; in bowing (rukd’); in prostration
(sujad); in reciting a verse of prostration; when
prompting the imam [if he errs in recitation]; for
one who does not know al-Fatihah and the other
supplications; and in the remembrances after the

prayer.

Likewise, tasbih is presctibed when descending
from a height, upon hearing thunder, at times of
astonishment, and at the time of sleep, among
other occasions.!”

I4Al—Jumu‘ah, 62:1.

SAl-Nir, 24:41.

16Bha‘ttawT, Tafsir Bhattawr, Strat al-Nur 24:41.
17Al—Tasbl'hﬁ al-Kitab wa al-Sunnah, 1:514.
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Section Five: The Benefits of Tasbih

The subject matter of tasbih is the Divine
HEssence Itself. In any case, the nobility and
superiority of a given branch of knowledge
depends upon its subject matter (madlal). Since
the subject matter of the science of creed
(‘aqidah), and of tasbih in particular, is the Divine
Essence, tasbih is an inseparable patt of the most
noble and excellent of all sciences, absolutely
speaking. For this reason, declaring the tasbih of
Allah the Exalted carries countless benefits; for
the sake of brevity, only three are given below.

1. The Forgiveness of Sins
The first benefit is the forgiveness of sins, even if

they be as abundant as the foam of the sea. Abu
Hurayrah «e & 2, reports that the Prophet Lo

ooy e 0 said:

OMERTIVER SR (PN CTENTCTD (IECAEN e
A g s

“Whoever says Subhan Allahi wa bihamdih
[Glory be to Allah and praise be to Him] a
hundred times in a day, his sins will be wiped
away, even if they were like the foam of the

sea.”’18
2. An Immense Reward
The second benefit is a reward so immense that

it is beyond the power of man to reckon it. Abu

Hurayrah «e & 2, reports that the Prophet Lo

(»Lw) ade & said:

SU T B BL st 0 S o g 15 G B 5

«alle 355 5 36 G i J6 25T 4 ss & il w53 35T

“Whoever says, in the morning and in the
evening, Subhan Allahi wa bihamdih a hundred
times, no one will come on the Day of
Resurrection with anything better than what
he has brought, except one who has said the
same or more.”!?

18 A1-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhart, Hadith 6405; Muslim ibn
al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim, Hadith 2691.
Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim, Hadith 2692.

3. Weight on the Scale on the Day of
Resurrection

The third benefit is the reward of [filling] the
scale on the Day of Resurrection, and being filled

with forgiveness and pardon. Abu Hurayrah .2,

«s & reports that the Prophet sy «le & Lo said:

A ) s o) 3 0l ol b s pElSy

) B S o225 A1 DL

“There are two phrases that are light on the
tongue, heavy in the scale, and beloved to the
Most Merciful: Subhan Allihi wa bihamdib,
Subhan Allahi al-"Azim [Gloty be to Allah
and praise be to Him; Glory be to Allah, the
Magnificent]. Allah is free from everything
unbefitting Him, and all praise is due to Him
alone; Allah is free from everything
unbefitting Him, and He is characterized by
every attribute of majesty.”20

Section Six: The Meaning and Conception of

Tasbih According to the Deviant Sects

As is always the case, the deviant sects hold the
following false views and beliefs regarding the
meaning and conception of the tasbih of Allah
the Exalted.

1. The Tasbih of the Polytheists and Grave-
Worshippers

In the name of tasbih, tanzih, and ta‘zim
[exaltation], they have abandoned the oneness of
worship (tawhid al-‘ibadah wa al-ulahiyyah)
altogether. They claim that Allah, the Lord of
Might, is directly beyond need of being
worshipped [by them]; therefore, they have taken
up the worship of self-invented intermediaries
between themselves and Allah the Exalted—such
as jinn and devils, humans and animals, stones
and trees, beasts and birds, and the living and the
dead, among others.?!

20 A1-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhart, Hadith 7563; Muslim ibn
al-Hajjaj, Sahith Muslim, Hadith 2694.
2lbn Taymiyyah, Jami ‘ al-Rasa'il, 1:107.
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2. The Tasbih of the Mumaththilah
(Anthropomorphists)

In the name of tasbih, they likened the Creator to
creation. They claim that they perform tasbih and
tanzih by interpreting the attributes of Allah the
Exalted according to their apparent sense of
“resemblance and similarity.” Whereas the
correct position is that, by likening the attributes
of the Creator to the attributes of creation, they
have insulted the Divine Essence and
characterized It with flaws and defects.??

3. The Tasbih of the Mu‘attilah (Deniers of
the Attributes)

They have given the name “tasbih and tanzih” to
their denial (ta'til) of the beautiful names and
attributes of Allah the Exalted. The ta‘til of the
Mu‘attilah varies according to their false beliefs
and doctrines; their degrees of ta'tll are as

follows.

Tasbih according to the Jahmiyyah: It is the
name given to the negation of every name,
attribute, and act from the Divine Essence.

Tasbih according to the Mu ‘tazilah: It is the
name given to the negation of the attributes of
the Divine Essence.

Tasbih according to the Kullabiyyah: Tasbih
is the name given to the negation of the voluntary
attributes (Sifat ikhtiyariyyah) from the Divine

Hssence.

Tasbih according to the Ash'ariyyah: Tasbih
is the name given to the negation of the reported
attributes (Sifat khabariyyah) from the Divine

Essence.??
4. 'The Tasbih of the Qadariyyah

By removing the actions of [Allah’s] servants
from Divine power and holding man to be the
true creator of his own actions, they gave this
doctrine the name “tasbih.” According to them,

attributing the creation of evil, injustice,

21bn Taymiyyah, al-Fatwa al-Hamawiyyah, 1:541; Ibn
‘Uthaymin, Tagrib al-Tadmuriyyah, 1:23.

B1bn Taymiyyah, al-Fatawa al-Kubra, 6:353; Ibn
Taymiyyah, Bughyat al-Murtad, 1:425; Ton Taymiyyah,

oppression, flaws, and defects to the Divine
Essence is contrary to tasbill. Therefore, they
removed all these things—especially “the actions
of [Allah’s] servants”—from Divine power, and
gave this the name of tasbih.2*

Conclusion

The foregoing discussion establishes that tasbih
occupies a central place in Islamic creed because
its subject matter is the Divine Essence itself,
making it inseparable from the most noble
branch of knowledge. Lexically, tasbih denotes
glorifying  and  declaring  Allah’s  purity;
technically, it means believing Allah to be free
from every defect and resemblance to creation.
The article has shown that the term carries four
distinct applications in the Qut’an and Sunnah—
exaltation, prayer, remembrance, and
exception—and that it divides into two broad
categories: the negation of resemblance and
defect (tanzih), and the exaltation of Allah’s
majesty. It has further shown that tasbih is not
confined to human beings but is performed by
the whole of creation, including specific creatures
such as birds, whose tasbih the Qur’an describes

as based on knowledge rather than instinct.

Within ritual practice, tasbih has seven presctribed
occasions in prayer besides several occasions
outside it, and its verbal performance carries
considerable spiritual benefit, including the
forgiveness of sins, abundant reward, and weight
on the scale on the Day of Judgment. At the same
time, the article demonstrates that various
deviant sects the polytheists and grave-
worshippers, the Mumaththilah, the several
branches of the Mu‘attilah, and the Qadariyyah
have each redefined tasbih in ways that setve
their own theological positions, whether by
directing worship to intermediaries, likening the
Creator to creation, denying the divine attributes
in varying degrees, or removing human actions
from divine power. The article thus concludes

that a correct understanding of tasbih, as upheld

Bayan Talbis al-Jahmiyyah, 1:430; al-Shinqiti, Manhaj
wa Dirasat li-Ayat al-Asma’ wa al-Sifat, 1:48.
24A1-Tasbz'hﬁ al-Kitab wa al-Sunnah, 1:480.
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by the Ahl al-Sunnah, requires holding together
both the negation of every defect from Allah and
the affirmation of every attribute of perfection,
and that any departure from this balance in either
direction constitutes a deviation from the sound

conception of tasbih.
Recommendations

On the basis of the preceding analysis, the
following recommendations are offered for
future scholarship, teaching, and practice.

1. Future scholarship should undertake a
systematic study of the term tasbih in the works
of Qut’anic exegesis, distinguishing its four
applications exaltation, prayer, remembrance,
and exception—and documenting the usage of
each in the classical commentaries.

2. Separate studies should examine the
thirteen Qur’anic passages that mention the
tasbih of creation, with attention to the exegetical
discussion of how the glorification of birds,

animals, and inanimate objects is understood.

3. The relationship  between tanzih
(transcendence) and the affirmation of the
attributes of perfection should be studied in
greater detail as the central principle that holds

the correct understanding of tasbih together.
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