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Preface
❧

When a person becomes Muslim, one of the first questions they ask is some version of: what am I now allowed to do, and what am I not? The question is reasonable. Islam is a religion that places real expectations on a person’s conduct, and those expectations cover a wide territory — food, money, relationships, work, the body, the home, what enters the eyes and the ears.

What the new Muslim usually finds, when they go looking for answers, is a confusing and sometimes frightening landscape. Internet fatwas contradict each other. Well-meaning Muslim friends offer rulings as if they were scholars. Cultural practices get mixed up with religious obligations. Older converts tell horror stories about questions they got wrong for years. The newcomer ends up either paralysed by fear of doing something forbidden or numb to the whole question and quietly giving up.

This book is for that newcomer.

It is not a fatwa manual. I am not a scholar of fiqh, and the book does not pretend to settle the questions that scholars have debated for fourteen hundred years. What it offers is something different: a framework. The new Muslim who finishes this book will not have memorised four hundred rulings. They will, however, understand how the religion thinks about permissibility — the categories, the methods, the principle that the default is permission, the spectrum from clear obligation to clear prohibition, and the wide territory of legitimate disagreement in between.

Once the framework is in place, the new Muslim can navigate any specific situation. They will know when a question is settled and when it is not, when to ask a scholar and when the answer is already obvious, when scholarly disagreement is real ikhtilaf and when someone is just being eccentric.

Where the religion has clear positions, the book states them clearly: riba is forbidden. Zina is forbidden. Alcohol is forbidden. Pork is forbidden. These are not contested. Where the religion has a spectrum of mainstream scholarly positions — mortgages in the West, music, gelatine in capsules, mixed-gender workplaces — the book represents the spectrum honestly and tells the reader where to take the question.

Throughout, the book defers on personal application to qualified scholars. The new Muslim should know that this deference is not a flaw in the book. It is the structure of the religion itself. A fatwa is a personalised ruling for a specific person in a specific situation, and only a qualified mufti can give one. The book gives the framework. The local scholar gives the fatwa.

One last thing. The Prophet ﷺ said: “The religion is ease, and no one makes the religion difficult except that it overcomes him.” (Sahih al-Bukhari 39.) The new Muslim who reads this book carefully should leave it not with a longer list of fears but with a clearer sense of how spacious the religion actually is. The forbidden things are real, and they matter — but they are far fewer than the rumours suggest. The default in the religion of Allah is mercy, not prohibition.

May Allah make the path easy for you, and may He keep you on it.

— Ali Imam

Publisher, Meridian Publishers

Part One

How the Religion Thinks About Halal and Haram


A Note on This Edition
❧

This is the second edition of a book first published in 2026. The text has been read again from the first page to the last. Small corrections have been made where a reference, a date, or a transliteration could be made more exact, and the series has been set in its final order — twenty books, listed at the back — so that each volume now knows where it stands among the others. The tone, the scope, and the promise of the book are unchanged: plain English, no jargon, honest about where scholars differ, and never in a hurry.

If you own the first edition, you own the book. This one is simply tidier.


One

The Two Words
❧

There are two words a new Muslim hears constantly: halal and haram. They sound foreign at first. Sometimes they are used confidently by people who have not actually thought about what they mean. Before going further, it is worth slowing down and looking at them carefully.

What halal means

The Arabic word halal (حلال) means permitted, allowed, lawful. Its root carries the idea of something untied, released, free to be used. When a thing is described as halal, the religion is saying: this is open to you. You may eat it, do it, earn it, wear it, use it. There is no spiritual prohibition standing in your way.

Most of the world is halal. This point is easy to miss. The new Muslim, walking through life with new vocabulary, can fall into the habit of thinking that halal is a narrow category of approved things and haram is a wide territory of dangers. The reality is the opposite. Halal is the default. The religion permits everything that has not been specifically prohibited — a principle so important that Chapter 4 is dedicated entirely to it.

What haram means

Haram (حرام) means forbidden, prohibited, unlawful. Its root carries the idea of something set apart, sacred, fenced off. The same root gives the words al-Masjid al-Haram (the Sacred Mosque in Makkah) and al-haram (the sanctuary). Something haram is not just illegal in the religion; it is something the believer steps back from out of reverence for the One who set it apart.

A short list of things the Qur’an and Sunnah explicitly declare haram would include: pork, alcohol, blood, the meat of animals not slaughtered properly, riba (interest), zina (sex outside marriage), gambling, theft, murder, oppression, lying about religious matters, slandering chaste people, taking the property of orphans, dealing in idols, and devouring the wealth of others through deception. Each of these has clear textual basis. None of these is contested.

The list is not as long as the rumours suggest.

What the words do not mean

Two warnings, before going further.

First, neither word is a synonym for I personally approve or I personally disapprove. Halal means Allah and His Messenger ﷺ permitted it. Haram means Allah and His Messenger ﷺ prohibited it. These are not opinions. A person who calls something haram without textual basis is taking on the responsibility of speaking for the religion, and the Qur’an warns sharply against this:

“Do not say about what your tongues describe falsely: ‘This is halal, and this is haram’ — inventing a lie about Allah.” (Surah an-Nahl 16:116.)

Second, haram is not the only category. The religion has more than two boxes. Between halal and haram there is a spectrum, and the next chapter will lay it out. The new Muslim who collapses everything into halal or haram will end up confused, because much of what the religion talks about is neither obligated nor forbidden — it is recommended, or discouraged, or simply permitted with no further comment.

Why these words matter

A person can spend years as a Muslim without thinking carefully about what these two words actually mean. The result is usually scrupulosity in the wrong places and laxity in the right ones — anxiety about the gelatine in a vitamin capsule, indifference to the interest accruing on a credit card. Getting the framework right means getting the proportions right. The religion has sharp limits in some places, and a wide field of freedom in others. The believer who knows which is which can move through life with confidence.

That is what this book is for.
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