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Hanafi Reasoning on Seafood Ruling

The Hanafi ruling on seafood in general is that game outside of fish are considered unlawful,
with the exception of the difference of opinion on shrimp/prawn, because the verse is ambiguous,
its meaning is “fish” because that is what was considered as “game of the sea” to the Arabs of
the time, the companions, and the Prophet (S.A.W). Also, fish that is found dead floating on top
of the bodies of water are also deemed unlawful for consumption in the Hanafi school in light of
the verse, “Prohibited to you is dead meat” in Surah Maidah, Verse 3

The verse of the Quran in Surah Maidah states: “And lawful for you is the game of the sea and
eating thereof (from it)” the translation is not “food” or “food of the sea”.

Al-Shaybani says in Al-Asl, “I said (to Abu Hanifah): Do you then dislike whatever is in the sea
of game other than fish?”

He (Abu Hanifah) said: “Yes.”

I said: “Then, do you allow the sale of what is sold from it?”

He said: “No.”

I said: “Why not when you allow the sale of beasts of prey?”

He said: “Because beasts of prey have a value and what you mentioned of the game of the sea
other than fish has no value.” (Al-Asl, pg. 415)

The reasoning for considering already dead fish found in bodies of water floating unlawful in
spite of a couple ahadith alluding to the contrary, is due to problems in the chains of transmission
of said ahadith and goes back to Usool. A verse of the Qur’an is taken precedence over a small
number of ahadith that have problems in the chain of transmission. Also, a lack of understanding
of certain ahadith causes this issue is well. Floating dead fish are unlawful also due to the health
risks associated with its consumption, due to its being spoiled and dead for such a long time.
There are also reports and ahadith supporting the Hanafi view on this, for example, in Abdul
Razzaq’s Musannaf, From Jafar from his father that Ali said: “Locusts and fish are all
slaughtered, except for that which dies in the sea—for that would be dead meat (maitah).”



(Musannaf Ibn Abi Shaibah 19744) And as stated earlier, the verse of the Quran strictly prohibits
the consumption of “dead meat/maitah”. Thus, we find many evidences for the Hanafi view in
this.

As for the proofs used by the other school of thoughts, reported by Malik, Ahmad, Ibn Majah
and others, the Prophet (s.a.w) said “Its water is pure and its dead meat is permissible.”

(Malik, Abi Dawud, Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah, Nasai, Ahmad). The scholars of hadith say about this
hadith, it means, “what lives in the water and dies in the water is permissible.” We say, as for
species other than fish, many are not restricted to the water, do not only live in the water, and
can/do die outside of water. For example, crabs, lobsters, many species of shrimp, mollusks,
shellfish, etc. all of which spend much of their lives outside of water, and can/do die outside of
water as well. Is this then, included in the above hadith? If the dead meat of animals restricted to
water is permissible, what is the case for animals that are semi-aquatic?

The imam of his time, erudite knower of Allah, Imam Abu Ja’far Al Tahawi (who was a former
adherent and imam of the Shafi’i school) In Sharh Muskhil al-Athar,

“A doctor consulted the Prophet (is:f) about extracting medicine from a frog but he prohibited
killing it.”

Abu Dawud
Then, he comments:

“This indicates the difference of the ruling [of frogs] and the ruling of fish, because there is no
problem in killing fish. [...] This indicates that anything in the sea other than fish is disliked to
eat as opposed to fish which is allowed to eat. If someone says, “He only forbade killing frogs
because it does tasbih,” we would respond that fish also do tasbih. Allah says {And there is not a
thing except that it exalts [Allah] by His praise, but you do not understand their [way of]
exalting.)) (17:44) and this doesn’t prohibit its killing and eating or benefiting from it. So, this
shows that frogs were forbidden from being killed for something else, and that is because it
cannot be eaten. And anything that cannot be eaten, its killing is a waste and waste in this is
haram.”

(Sharh Muskhil al-Athar 5/33)

As stated above, this indicates that sub-aquatic species, and non-fish species are unlawful to kill
without just reasoning and unlawful for consumption, as the Prophet (s.a.w) refused it for
medicine, which is a useful cause, so what then about its eating when ample alternative options
are available? Surely that is a lesser degree of importance.



Some quote the hadith narrated from Amr ibn Dinar narrated from Jabir about the expedition of
Khabat that {The sea washed ashore for them a fish, and they ate from it for half a month. Then,
when they returned, they informed the Prophet (SAW) and he said: “Do you have with you some
of it so you could give me some of it to eat?”)) as a proof for the consumption of dead fish found
washing afloat, however, this is a misunderstanding of the hadith. Jassas says in Ahkam Al
Qur’an, “And Amr ibn Dinar narrated from Jabir about the expedition of Khabat that {The sea
washed ashore for them a fish, and they ate from it for half a month. Then, when they returned,
they informed the Prophet (SAW) and he said: “Do you have with you some of it so you could
give me some of it to eat?”)

And there is no difference of opinion among the Muslims regarding the permissibility of fish,
other than those that are floating, and regarding locusts.”

(Ahkam al-Quran by Jassas for 2:173)

The Hanafi ustl as formulated by Jassas himself in his Fustl fil-Ustl and repeated by later
Hanafi scholars is that singular (2had) narrations cannot give exceptions to general statements of
the Quran. If the Quran says maitah is forbidden, then fish cannot be considered an exception
using ahad ahadith according to this principle.

This specific hadith is not only Ahad, but weak, Malik did not accept this hadith as evidence,
which is why Malik did not allow dead locusts to be eaten. He required their slaughter. The
hadith is not only ahad, it is actually weak because Abdurrahman ibn Zaid ibn Aslam is
considered a weak narrator by many of the hadith scholars.

Kasani says about the verse regarding the game of the sea in Bada’i, “[ And evidence for our
view is] the verse {and makes unlawful for them khabaith))(7:157) since frogs, crabs, snakes, etc.
are from the khabaith. It is narrated that the Prophet (SAW) was asked about using frogs in
medicine and he forbade killing frogs. That is a prohibition of eating them (as well). It is also
narrated that, when he was asked about it, he said: (It is one of the khabaith)).

(Badai’ was-Sanai’ 5/35)

Jassas says about the verse regarding the game of the sea in Surah Ma’idah, “Those who allowed
all creatures of the sea argued based on this statement of Allah {Lawful to you is game of the
sea) which is about all of it since it hasn’t been specified to something. But there is no evidence
in it for what they mention because Allah’s statement {Lawful to you is game of the sea)) is only
about the lawfulness of hunting what is in it for the muhrim (person in ihram) and there is no
evidence in it for eating it.” He also says, “Additionally, the word %!l is a masdar (verbal noun)
and it is a word that means hunting even though it sometimes applies to the game (hunted thing)
itself. Don’t you see that you can say 13xa &:3s? Since it is a masdar that refers to hunting i.e. the
action of the hunter, there is no evidence in it that eating is permissible even if it is sometimes



used to refer to the game. But, that is majaz (figurative) since it is referring to the maf’il with the
word for the fi’l itself. And referring to something with a word that isn’t for it is a metaphor.”
Also, when explaining the verse of the game of the sea, the word “4sak" It has been narrated
from Ibn Abbas, Saeed ibn Jubair, Saeed ibn Musayyib, Qatadah, and Mujahid that they said it
means: “That which is preserved by salting.”

(Ahkam al-Quran by Jassas for 5:96)

Quduri says in Tajrid regarding the verse of the game of the sea, “Ibn Abbas said: “x<a is what
we hunt from it, and its food is its dead meat.” And Umar said: “xs is what is hunted and its
food is what it throws.”

The response is that 2=l is a masdar that means “hunting” and the action of hunting is
permissible according to us. The difference is only about eating. It is possible to hunt something
that isn’t eaten to benefit from it in another way. And a Sahabi moving a word away from its
literal meaning to a metaphorical meaning does not force us to leave the literal without
evidence.” He also states, “Something that clarifies this is that Allah differentiates between 2xa
and “food.” If all of it was edible, it would all be food.”

(At-Tajrid by Quduri 12/6367)

Regarding the hadith narrated by Malik, in which the Prophet (s.a.w) stated, “Its water is pure
and its dead meat is permissible.” Saeed ibn Salamah is someone whose trustworthiness is not
known. Yahya ibn Saeed al-Ansari differed in the chain and narrated it from Mughirah ibn
Abdullah ibn Abi Burdah from his father from the Messenger of Allah (SAW). Thus, a difference
like this in the chain means the hadith has idhtirab (confusion) and it is not possible to make
exceptions to a binding verse with it.

And Ibn Ziyad ibn Abdullah al-Bukaai narrated saying: Sulaiman al-Amash narrated to us
saying: our companions narrated to us from Ibn Abbas that he said: The Messenger of Allah said
about the sea: {Its game is slaughtered and its water is pure.) And this is even weaker according
to the people of narration than the first one.

And another hadith was narrated about it, and it is what Yahya ibn Ayyub narrated [...] that the
Messenger of Allah (SAW) said about the sea: {Its water is pure and its dead meat is
permissible. )

And this as well cannot be used as evidence due to the unknown state of its narrators and what is
apparent in the Quran cannot be given exceptions with it.

Also, the Prophet (s.a.w) states in the Hadith regarding the two dead meats, {Two dead meats
are permissible for us). Impermissibility of non-fish species is shown by the fact that he (SAW)
did not specify sea creatures. He only mentioned what died in it. The apparent meaning to that



would include both sea and land creatures when they die in it, and it is known he did not intend
that. So, it is proven that he intended fish specifically rather than others.

In conclusion, the Hanafi ruling on seafood is grounded in a combination of Qur'anic
interpretation, Hadith analysis, and reasoning based on the principles of Islamic jurisprudence
(usool). The Hanafi school restricts lawful seafood to fish, while considering other marine life
generally unlawful, except for a nuanced position on shrimp/prawn due to differing scholarly
opinions. This ruling hinges on the interpretation of the term "game of the sea" in the Qur'an,
understood by the early Muslims and companions of the Prophet (S.A.W) to refer specifically to
fish. Furthermore, the Hanafi position is reinforced by their approach to ahadith, prioritizing
Qur'anic directives over isolated and weak narrations when there is a conflict, as seen in their
rejection of hadith that permit consuming dead fish found floating on water bodies.

The prohibition of dead fish aligns with the general Qur'anic injunction against consuming dead
meat (maitah) and concerns over health risks associated with consuming spoiled fish. The Hanafi
scholars, such as Al-Shaybani and Jassas, provide extensive reasoning to differentiate fish from
other sea creatures, noting that many marine animals do not exclusively live in water, thus falling
outside the permissible category.

This position is further supported by traditions from Imam Abu Hanifah and other Hanafi
authorities who emphasize that fish have a distinct status in Islamic dietary laws, unlike other
aquatic creatures that do not hold the same value. Additionally, evidence from hadith collections
and classical jurisprudence texts, such as those by Imam Tahawi and Quduri, underscore the
specific prohibition of consuming non-fish sea animals and the importance of adhering to the
literal and general meanings of the Qur'anic text.

In essence, the Hanafi ruling on seafood reflects a meticulous adherence to scriptural sources and
principles of Islamic law, aiming to ensure dietary practices align with both religious injunctions
and considerations of health and well-being.

Allah knows best,

Checked & Approved by
Shaykh Muhammad Islam
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