
 

 
 

TARAWEEH SALAH Q&A 
Ramadhan 2011  

 
Q1. What is the difference between Qiyam Al Layl, Tahajjud 

and Taraweeh? 

A1. Qiyam al-layl means spending the night, or part of it, in prayer, 
reading Qur’aan, remembering and glorifying Allah (dhikr wa 

tasbeeh), listening to hadeeth or sending blessings upon the 

Prophet (s) and other acts of worship. Tahajjud means specifically 
praying at night, and some scholars limited it to prayers that are 

offered at night after sleeping. Thus it becomes clear that Qiyam al-
layl is more general than Tahajjud, because it includes prayer and 

other actions.  Having now made the distinction between Qiyam Al-
Layl and Tahajjud, it is known that amongst the ulema there are 

two opinions regards the Tahajjud prayer. The first is that it means 
praying at any time of the night-and this is the view of Ahl Al 

Hadeeth. The second is that it is prayer after sleeping-and this is 
the view of the Imams of the four schools of Islamic Jurisprudence.  

Knowing that there is a difference amongst the ulema on this issue, 
we can begin to understand how the ulema differ over the status of 

the Taraweeh prayer. Some ulema are of the opinion that the 
Taraweeh is the same as the Tahajjud but done at the beginning of 

the night (and should be made light and not lengthy), whereas 

other ulema are of the opinion that Taraweeh is not the same as the 
Tahajjud prayer, as the Tahajjud is done in the last third of the 

night (after a period of sleep) and not straight after the Esha salah!  
The above difference in understanding has an impact on how the 

various groups view how many units (rakah) the Taraweeh prayer 
should contain (see Q2. below). 

Q2. Is Taraweeh 20 or 8 rakah? 

 
A2. The Prophet (s) did not limit the number of rakahs in the 

Taraweeh. This can be evidenced from the following hadith narrated 

by Ibn Umar (ra) in which He (s) said: “The night prayers are two 
Rakah, two Rakah (in pairs), and if one fears that the dawn prayer 

is due, he should then offer one rakah which will make what he has 
prayed an odd number (Witr)” [Agreed upon, Bulugh Al Maram, The 

Book of Prayer, pg. 127]. 
 

From this hadith we get the idea that it is permissible to pray any 
number of rakahs of Taraweeh, as long as the people who are 

praying add an additional rakah at the end to make the total 



number of rakah’s an odd number (Witr).  For this reason, we find 

that in the practice of the salaf many of them read Taraweeh 11, 
19, 23, 30, 36, and 39 rakah’s. 

 
However, some of the ulema from Ahl Al Hadeeth are of the view 

that the Hadith narrated on the authority of Umm Al Mumineen, 
Aisha (ra) restricts the number of rakah to 11 (no more, no less).  

The hadith on the authority of Aisha (ra) states: “…the Prophet (s) 
NEVER prayed in the night more than 11 rakahs, during Ramadhan 

or in other months. He would pray four rakahs, and don’t ask how 
excellent they were or how lengthy they were.  Then he would pray 

four rakahs and don’t ask about how excellent they were or how 
lengthy they were.  Then he would pray three rakahs.  I asked: Oh 

Messenger of Allah (s), do you sleep before praying Witr?  He 
replied: Oh Aisha, my eyes sleep but my heart does not sleep” 

[Bukhari, Chapter of Tahajjud].   

 
The ulema understand the hadith of Aisha in two ways. The first 

way, the way of the four Jurisprudential schools of Law, argues as 
to whether the hadith limits the number of rakahs to 11 only? Did 

he (saws) say, do not exceed 11 rakah? To back up their argument, 
they make an analogy with the Pilgrimage to Makkah by citing the 

fact that the Prophet (s) performed Hajj only once – yet how many 
Hajj’s do we as Muslims perform? Is it wrong to perform more than 

one Hajj in our lifetimes? Is it a Bid’ah to perform more than one 
Hajj?  The answer is quite evident, in that no one would say it is 

impermissible to perform additional pilgrimages or that it is in any 
way a Bid’ah (innovation in the religion).  

 
Likewise, no one should say that the Prophet (s) restricted the 

number of rakah to 11, and that performing more than 11 units is 

an innovation in the religion, especially as the hadith of Ibn Umar 
cited earlier did not put a limit on the number of rakahs. The hadith 

of Ibn Umar describes a nomad, a Bedouin coming to the Prophet 
(s) and asking about the night prayers.  The Prophet (s) did not 

give him a limitation in the number of rakahs to be perfomed.  
Instead He (s) said:  “Salatul layli mathna mathna” (two, two) i.e. 

perform night prayers in two rakahs and if you fear Fajr 
approaching, pray Witr, one rakah.   

 
The hadith is indicative that we can pray as many rakahs as we like 

and is the most authentic opinion.  Alongside this, the four Imams 
cite the fact that the hadith of Aisha (ra) is describing the Prophet’s 

Tahajjud (in all the 12 months of the year, including Ramadhan) 
and not the Prophets Taraweeh--once again negating the usage of 

this hadith as a limiter on the number of units of Taraweeh.  



Abdullah ibn Abbas narrated that the Prophet (s) prayed 20 rakahs 

during Ramadhan [Ibn Abi Shaybah, Al-Musannaf, vol. 2, pg 166]. 
 

The second view on the hadith of Aisha (ra), and the view of Ahl Al 
Hadeeth is that it does describe the Prophet’s Taraweeh, as the 

Tahajjud prayer during Ramadhan is the Taraweeh.  And they cite 
as evidence for this the fact that Imam Bukhari placed the hadith of 

Aisha (ra) in both the chapters of Taraweeh and Tahajjud in his 
Sahih.  They also quote from Imam Malik’s Muwatta the Athar on 

the authority of Yahya who related to me from Malik from 
Muhammad ibn Yusuf that as-Sa’ib ibn Yazid said, “Umar ibn al-

Khattab ordered Ubayy ibn Ka’b and Tamim Ad-Dari to watch the 
night in prayer with the people for eleven rakahs..” [Muwatta, Imam 

Malik, Chapter 6: Prayer in Ramadhan, pg. 42].  And hence the 
sunnah number of units for Taraweeh is 11 rakahs. Any more would 

be considered an innovation and the person performing them would 

be sinful.  
 

Shaykh Ibn ‘Uthaymeen (may Allaah have mercy on him) is of the 
opinion that the matter is broad in scope, and that a person may 

pray one hundred rakahs then pray Witr with one rak’ah and would 
not be considered sinful [http://theclearsunnah.wordpress.com, Do 

not differ in Taraweeh, 23.09.07]. As we can see, the reason for the 
disagreement comes from the various understandings of the ahadith 

in question and from the conflict of transmission over this.   
 

Q3. We have seen some brothers who are strict on this 
matter accusing the Imams who pray more than eleven 

rak’ahs of following Bid’ah, and they leave the mosque.  
What advise would you give these people? 

 

A3. By leaving the mosque, or failing to continue to pray behind the 
Imam after 8 rakahs have been completed, these brothers are 

missing out on a great reward.  The Messenger of Allah (s) said: 
“Whoever stands with the imam until he finishes (the prayer), the 

reward of Qiyaam al-layl will be recorded for him (i.e. as if he 
prayed all night).” [Narrated by al-Tirmidhi, 806; classed as Saheeh 

by al-Albaani in Saheeh al-Tirmidhi, 646).  
 

Q4. When determining the number of rakahs to pray in 
Taraweeh, should the Imam take into consideration the 

ability and stamina of the people praying behind him?  
 

A4. Yahya related to me from Malik from Da’ud ibn al-Husayn that 
he heard al-A’raj say, “I never saw the people in Ramadhan but that 

they were cursing the kuffar.” He added, “The reciter of Qur’an used 

to recite Surah Al-Baqara in eight rakahs and if he did it in twelve 



rakahs the people would think that he had made it easy.” [Muwatta, 

Imam Malik, Chapter 6: Prayer in Ramadhan, pg. 43, #8]. 
 

Increasing the number of rakahs makes it easier on the 
congregation.  In some masajid, there are people who are unable to 

stand for 8 rakahs to recite one juz (1/30th part of the Qur’an). So, 
it is much more convenient for them to pray it over 20 rakahs, 

because then reciting the Qur’an would be in shorter portions, this 
is good for the knees and for the back of older people.  So, yes, it is 

important the Imam takes into consideration the ability and stamina 
levels of the congregation behind him.   

 
Q5. If a person enters the mosque at a time when the Esha 

salah is over, what should he do? 
 

A5. He should first offer his Esha salah and then join the Taraweeh 

salah.  And if in the meantime he misses a few rakahs of Taraweeh, 
he should complete them after offering the Witr salah.  He should 

offer the Witr salah with the congregation [Durr Mukhtar vol. 1, pg 
737].   

 
Note: he should not attempt to pray Esha with the congregation 

who are praying Taraweeh, and then add an additional two rakahs 
when the congregation make Taslim after the Tashahud. This is 

because the niyyah the Imam has for the Taraweeh prayer is 
subordinate to the Niyyah needed for the obligatory prayer of Esha, 

and hence there should be no combination.  However, if some 
people were to do it, there is a position amongst one of the four 

schools that permits this, although it is a minority view. 
 

And Allah (swt) knows best. 
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