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Abū Lahab

Literally “the father of flame,” Abū Lahab was the 
epithet given to Aʿbd al-ʿ Uzzā b. Aʿbd al-Muṭṭalib (d. 
2/624), a paternal uncle of the Prophet, upon him bless-
ings and peace, because of his glowing countenance or 
the redness of his face (Ibn Ḥajar, Fatḥ al-bārī, Tafsīr, sub 
Q 111:1; Zamakhsharī, Kashshāf and Rāzī, Tafsīr, sub Q 
111:1). His name is mentioned once in the Qurʾān in the 
opening verse of Sūrat al-Masad (also known as Sūrat 
Tabbat yadā and Sūrat al-Lahab): Broken be the hands of 
Abū Lahab and may he perish. Some commentators are 
of the opinion that the patronymic abī used in Q 111:1 
(Abī Lahab) indicates that he is “one destined for Hell-
fire,” in the same manner in which one who kindles the 
fire of wars is called “father” or “brother of wars”, abā 
or akhā al-ḥarb (Rāghib, Mufradāt, sub l-h-b) or one who 
is extremely evil is called abū al-sharr (“father of evil”) 
and one extremely good is called abū al-khayr (“father of 
good”) (Zamakhsharī, Kashshāf). Abū Lahab is the only 
one of the Makkan opponents of the Prophet mentioned 

in the Qurʾān by name.

Historical Background
When the Prophet was commanded to warn his near 
relatives (Q 26:214), he ascended Mount Ṣafā and called 
out: “Be warned [O people!],” in the manner of those who 
seek to gather people to announce a great event or to 
warn them about danger from an enemy (Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, 
sub Q 111:1). When the people gathered around him, the 
Prophet addressed them, calling each tribe and family 
by name (“O children of ʿ Abd Manāf, O children of ʿ Abd 
al-Muṭṭalib,” and so on): “If I were to inform you that 
mounted troops will imminently attack from behind this 
mountain, would you believe me?” They said: “Indeed, 
we have never encountered falsehood from you.” The 
Prophet then said: “I warn you of the great impending 
punishment,” meaning thereby the fate of those who 
deny his Prophethood.

At this, Abū Lahab got up and said: “May you perish! 
Is this why you have gathered us?” (Bukhārī, Tafsīr, Sūra 
Tabbat yadā Abī Lahabin wa-tabb; Muslim, Īmān, fī qawlih 
taʿ ālā wa-andhir ʿashīratak al-aqrabīn; Tirmidhī, Tafsīr 
al-Qurʾān, wa-min Sūrat Tabbat yadā). This is cited as 
the occasion of revelation (q.v.) of this sura by al-Qurṭubī 
(d. 671/1273), who adds, citing Aʿbd al-Raḥmān b. Zayd: 
“Once Abū Lahab came to the Prophet and asked: ‘If 
I were to accept your religion, what would I get?’ The 
Prophet said: ‘That which all Muslims receive.’ He said: 
‘Is there no degree of superiority for me?’ The Prophet 
asked: ‘What do you expect?’ He said: ‘May this religion 
perish, in which I am equal to all others.’ Thereupon 
Allah Most High sent down Broken be the hands of Abū 
Lahab” (Tafsīr, sub Q 111:1).

The Meaning of broken be the hands
In accordance with classical Arabic usage, the metonym-
ic expression broken be the hands refers to the destruction 
of Abū Lahab’s immense authority and power and to the 
lack of his success against Islam. Neither his wealth nor 
his children were of any avail to him, as all but one of 
his children embraced the very message he so fiercely 
opposed (Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, sub Q 111:2). When his daughter 
Durra migrated to Madina and accepted Islam, she was 
warmly received by the Prophet, who once admonished 
people for calling her ‘Daughter of the Fuel of Hellfire’, 
saying: “What is wrong with certain people who harm 
me by harming my relatives? Whoever harms my rela-
tives harms me, and whoever harms me has harmed 
Allah!” (Ibn Ḥajar, al-Iṣāba, sub “Durra” 7:634-635).
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ʿUtayba, the son of Abū Lahab who did not accept 
Islam, was, like his father, extremely rude and abusive 
toward the Prophet. Once when he was about to depart 
for a trip to Syria, he said to his father: “Let me go and 
torment Muḥammad by abusing his Lord.” When he 
met the Prophet, he used verses of the Qurʾān (Q 53:8-
9) in his typical manner and said: “I deny the one who 
drew near and came close until he was but two bow-lengths 
away, or even nearer.” The Prophet sought Allah’s help 
and supplicated: “O my Lord, unleash against him one 
of Your dogs.” When ʿUtayba returned to his father and 
told him what had transpired, Abū Lahab feared for his 
son’s life, certain as he was that the Prophet’s supplica-
tion would not go unanswered. When they camped by 
a monastery in Syria and were told that there were wild 
animals around the monastery, Abū Lahab asked his 
fellow travelers to take extra care of his son and had him 
sleep in a hammock, well-surrounded by other sleepers. 
But that night, ʿUtayba was mauled to death by a desert 
lion (Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr, sub Q 53:8-9).

Abū Lahab’s Enmity
Abū Lahab was one of the four richest men in Makka 
and a neighbor of the Prophet, upon him blessings 
and peace. He was the only child of Aʿbd al-Muṭṭalib 
who joined the Quraysh in their social and economic 
boycott of the family of the Prophet during the years 
of the confinement of Banū Hāshim and Banū Aʿbd 
al-Muṭṭalib in the narrow valley of Shiʿ b Abī Ṭālib. 
“Have I not helped Lāt and ʿUzzā by leaving those who 
left Lāt and ʿUzzā?” he said to Hind bint ʿUtba b. Rabīʿa 
(Ibn Hishām, Sīra 1:219).

He and his wife, Umm Jamīl bint Ḥarb, forced their 
two sons, ʿUtba and ʿUtayba, to divorce Ruqayya and 
Umm Kulthūm—may Allah be pleased with them 
both—the two daughters of the Prophet who had been 
married to two sons of Abū Lahab before the commence-
ment of the public mission of the Prophet (although the 
marriages had not yet been consummated). “My life and 
my company are forbidden to you, if you do not divorce 
his daughters,” Abū Lahab or his wife told them (Ibn 
Aʿbd al-Barr, al-Istī āʿb 2:747-748).

Abū Lahab’s Wife
His wife, mentioned in Sūrat al-Masad as the carrier of 
slanderous tales; upon her neck will be a rope of twisted strands 
(Q 111:4), used to throw thorns in the path of the Prophet 
(Ibn Hishām, Sīra 1:221; Ṭabarī, Tafsīr). When she heard 
what Allah, Exalted be He, had revealed concerning her 

husband, she went to the Kaʿ ba in search of the Prophet 
with a stone in her hand with the intention of hitting him. 
The Prophet was sitting with Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq, but try 
as she might, she could not see him. She asked Abū Bakr, 
may Allah be pleased with him: “Where is your friend? I 
have heard that he is lampooning me (yahjūnī)! By Allah, 
if I had found him, I would have struck his mouth with 
this stone. Verily, I too am a poetess.” Then she recited a 
couplet indicating her hatred for the Prophet and Islam. 
When she left, Abū Bakr asked the Prophet: “Did she see 
you, O Messenger of Allah?” The Prophet said: “She did 
not see me, for Allah averted her eyesight from me” (Ibn 
Hishām, Sīra 1:221).

Abū Lahab’s End
Abū Lahab contracted ʿadasa, a contagious pustular 
disease, shortly after the defeat of the Quraysh in the 
Battle of Badr—a decisive battle in which he did not 
participate, having instead sent al-ʿ Āṣ b. Hishām, who 
owed him four thousand dirhams and who had no way 
of repaying his loan, telling him that he would forgive 
his loan if he went to the battle in his place (Ibn Hishām, 
Sīra 1:360). His family abandoned him in his last days. 
When he died, no one tended his body for three days. 
Finally, when his corpse started to rot and the stench 
became unbearable, they had some slaves take it away 
and cast it in a pit (Ibn Saʿ d, Ṭabaqāt 4:60; Ibn Ḥajar 
al-Iṣābā, “ʿUtba b. Abī Lahab”). According to Mujāhid (d. 
ca.104/722), kasab in Q 111:2 means progeny (see Acquisi-
tion; Children), thus, his wealth did not avail him, nor his 
progeny (Ṭabarī, Tafsīr).
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Abyssinia (Ḥabasha)
See Muhājirūn

Acquisition

kasb

The act of acquiring, earning, or laboring to acquire 
and earn, whether with regard to material things (as in 
acquiring material goods or gathering wealth) or non-
material things (as in ‘acquiring’ knowledge, deeds, and 
rewards). The Qurʾān emphatically repeats that on the 
Day of Judgment (q.v.) each person will be responsible for 
his or her own acquisitions (kasb): And fear the day when 
you shall be returned to Allah—then every soul shall be paid 
in full what it has earned (mā kasabat); and they shall not 
be wronged (Q 2:281; also 6:164; 17:15; 34:25; 39:7). This 
article focuses on the Qurʾānic concept of kasb as expli-
cated in exegetical and hadith literature. For the usage 
of the term kasb in Kalām and Sufi texts, where it proved 
a key concept for those who sought at once to maintain 
Divine sovereignty and human ability, that is, to main-
tain the possibility of human responsibility qua moral 
agent, see the relevant sections in Ability; Humans; Legal 
Responsibility; Power; and Will, Want, and Volition.

Definition and Usage
The concept of acquisition is expressed in the Qurʾān 
primarily through two verbal derivatives of the root k-s-b 
(kasaba and iktasaba), and secondarily through one deriv-
ative of q-r-f (iqtarafa) and two derivatives of j-r-ḥ ( jaraḥa 
and ijtaraḥa), both of which are considered synonyms of 
kasb by some linguists (see below). Each of these roots is 
dealt with in turn:
I.	 k-s-b: “al-kasb is to seek provisions (rizq; see Suste-

nance)” (Farāhīdī, Aʿyn; Aẓharī, Tahdhīb, sub k-s-b). 
Its primary meaning is “to gather” as reflected in 
the phrase “I gained a thing” (kasabtu shayʾ an and 
iktasabtuhu) (Jawharī, Ṣiḥāḥ). Kasaba is used sixty-two 
times and iktasaba five times in the Qurʾān (Q 2:286; 
4:32 twice; 24:11; 33:58). Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 
606/1210) says that there is a difference of opinion 

on whether these two derivatives are synonymous, 
referring to al-Wāḥidī (d. 468/1075) for the affirma-
tive view (Tafsīr, sub Q 2:286). Alternatively, Ibn Sīda 
(398-458/1007-1066) cites Ibn Jinnī (ca.320-392/932-
1002) saying that, in connection with Q 2:286, kasaba 
is used for good acquisitions and iktasaba is reserved 
for evil acquisitions (Muḥkam 6:726-727). However, 
as al-Rāghib al-Aṣfahānī (d. ca.502/1108) notes, this 
is not borne out by Qurʾānic usage: kasaba is used for 
good deeds in Q 2:201-202 and 6:158, but for evil in 
Q 2:79, 281; 6:70, 120 and 164; 9:82; 35:45; iktasaba 
is used for good deeds in Q 4:32, but for both good 
and evil deeds in Q 2:286 (Mufradāt). Since iktasaba 
is derived from the root k-s-b on the stem-VIII form 
iftaʿ ala, which denotes striving and exerting, the verb 
kasaba means “he gained” or “he earned”, whereas 
iktasaba means “he sought, strove, or applied him-
self with labor to gain.” That is to say, iktasaba has 
a more intense signification than kasaba (Sībawayh, 
Kitāb 4:74; al-Astarābādhī, Sharḥ Shāfīyat Ibn al-Ḥājib 
1:263; Fayrūzābādī, Qāmūs). Al-Zarkashī (745-794/
ca.1344-1392) supports this view in his Burhān fī 
ʿulūm al-Qur āʾn: “When a word moves from a lesser 
pattern (as with faʿ ala/kasaba) to a greater pattern (as 
with iftaʿ ala/iktasaba), it necessarily gains in meaning 
as well, because words indicate meanings; and when 
there is increase in words, an increase in meanings 
necessarily follows ( fa-idhā zīdat fī-l-alfāẓ wajaba 
ziyādat al-maʿ ānī ḍarūratan)…and in His saying, For it 
is only what [reward] it has earned (kasabat), and against 
it is [only] what [punishment] it has deserved (iktasabat) 
(Q 2:286). Because evil is weighty and requires effort 
[to commit], the verbal form used has been increased 
[by additional letters]” (Burhān, Type 46, al-ziyāda fī 
binyat al-kalima, 3:34).

According to al-Dāmaghānī (d. 478/1085), al-kasb 
is used in the Qurʾān in four respects (Wujūh 
wal-naẓā iʾr p. 400): (i) writing or depiction, as in Q 
2:79 describing those who falsify scripture for paltry 
gain (woe unto them for what they thus earn (yaksibūn)) 
(cf. his contemporary al-Zamakhsharī’s Kashshāf 
for a similar gloss); (ii) progeny, as in Q 111:2 (his 
wealth did not avail him, nor what he earned (mā kasab), 
which according to Mujāhid means “what he begot” 
(mā walad)) (cf. Samarqandī, Baḥr; for the exegeti-
cal consensus that this refers to Abū Lahab’s (q.v.) 
children, see Zajjāj, Maʿ ānī; for the Prophet’s state-
ment that “One’s children are part of one’s kasb,” see 
Aḥmad, Musnad al-Nisāʾ , musnad al-Ṣiddīqa Āʿʾ isha 


