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ABSTRACT

Classical commentaries offer no consensus on the
interpretation of the expression “ten nights” in Surah al-Fajr.
This expression is found in the verse just prior to the verse
that draws attention to even and odd. Even and odd bring to
mind a dualistic perspective, suggesting that ten nights
might be understood in the same context. The present study
explores how ten nights may be understood, considering
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both its textual and historical setting.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the second verse of Surah al-Fajr, attention is drawn to the “ten nights”. There are various narrations suggesting that the
ten nights mentioned in the Qur’an refer to the first ten nights of Dhul-Hijjah, the month of Hajj; the first ten nights of
Muharram, the first month of the Hijri year; or the last ten nights of Ramadan, the month of fasting (al-Razi'; al-Tabari?).
However, the phrase “ten nights” clearly appears in a context emphasizing duality. For instance, the next verse (Qur'an, al-
Fajr 89:3) draws attention to “even and odd,” a duality commonly highlighted in discussions of dualism [1]. For this reason,
it may be concluded that the opening verses of Surah al-Fajr should be interpreted from a dualistic perspective. In the first
verse, the term fajr refers to the initial “brightening” of the sky after “darkness” as sunrise approaches, which may be
understood as indicating a form of duality. It may also be said that a duality is expressed in the fourth verse because as the
“night” passes, the “daytime” approaches. Here, the question may arise: What kind of duality is described by the verse “ten
nights”? This article examines, from a dualistic perspective, the possible astronomical phenomenon with which the
expression “the ten nights” may be associated.

2. DUALISM

Dualism is a philosophical concept that asserts the existence of two opposing realities -such as life and death, beginning
and end, or east and west- pervading the universe [2]. In ancient Chinese philosophy, the principle of yin and yang embodies
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2 al-Tabari, A. J. M. ibn J. ibn Y. (2001). Jami al-Bayan ‘an Ta’wil Ay al-Qur’an (Tafsir al-Tabari) (‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (ed.)).
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this polarity: yin represents femininity, even numbers, the earth, the Moon, and darkness, whereas yang symbolizes
masculinity, odd numbers, the sky, the Sun, and light [3]. In ancient Greek philosophy, Pythagoras’ table of opposites
encompasses dualities such as odd and even, male and female, light and darkness, good and evil, and right and left [4]. The
Qur’an draws attention to the dualities inherent in the universe and emphasizes that the dualities in human behavior will
lead to two distinct outcomes. In Surah al-Fajr, the Qur’an emphasizes the concepts of even and odd; in Surah Ash-Shams,
it highlights contrasts such as the Sun and the Moon, day and night, sky and earth, and right and wrong; and in Surah al-
Layl, it underscores the dualities between night and day, as well as male and female. These verses likely appeared in a
context in which the Prophet Muhammad was admonished in Surah Abasa and subsequently consoled in Surah Ad-Duhaa
and Surah Ash-Sharh. Numerous dualities are mentioned in Surah Ad-Duhaa, and Surah Ash-Sharh reminds that ease
accompanies hardship.

3. DECANS IN ANCIENT EGYPT

The influence of observable astronomical phenomena on the formation of philosophical thought and belief systems is
widely recognized. During early antiquity, three distinct astronomical reference systems emerged: the decans in Egypt, the
zodiac in Mesopotamia, and the lunar mansions in India [5]. The decan system consisted of thirty-six individual stars or
small constellations, each characterized by their heliacal rising and setting [6]. In this section, the astronomical phenomenon
underlying the decan system will first be explained, and in the following section, the influence of this system on subsequent
periods will be examined.

The star Sirius is the brightest star visible in the night sky and has attracted human attention throughout history because of
this feature [7], [8]. The star Sirius is also referenced in the Qur’an (Qur'an, An-Najm 53:49). The period during which
Sirius is not visible in the sky ends when it is first seen on the horizon before sunrise; this moment is known as its heliacal
rising [8]. The heliacal rising of Sirius was attributed special significance in various cultures [9]. For example, the Persians
associated the heliacal rising of Sirius with the beginning of the rainy season, which was a vital necessity for farmers during
the hot summer months [9], [10]. Similarly, in Ancient Egypt, since the Nile floods occurred very close to the heliacal
rising of Sirius, the star’s reappearance was considered an important event signaling the flood season, abundance, rebirth,
and the beginning of the new year [9], [11]. After its reappearance, Sirius rises slightly earlier each night, and after ten
nights, it becomes difficult to link its rising directly with the sunrise [12], [13]. Therefore, in Ancient Egypt, ten-night
divisions (decans) were created, with a different star or star group used for each ten-night period, resulting in a total of 36
decans marking the passage of time [6], [12]. Each decan follows a cyclical pattern: it rises and becomes visible (i.e., is
born), remains visible for a period (i.e., lives), and eventually sets and becomes invisible (i.e., dies) [6], [14].

4. FROM ANCIENT EGYPT TO EARLY ISLAM: TEN-DAY DIVISIONS OF THE MONTH

The preservation of decan lists in Egypt extends from the early second millennium BC into the first centuries AD [15].
Separately from the Egyptian decan system, the zodiac emerged in Babylonia in the late fifth century BC [16]. The zodiac
is an abstract division of the ecliptic—the Sun’s apparent annual path—into twelve segments, historically associated with
the constellations along the ecliptic [16]. During the Hellenistic period, the ancient Egyptian decans were subsumed under
the Babylonian zodiac, three decans being associated with each zodiacal sign [6], [13], [17]. The Dendera Zodiac, dated to
the first century BCE and currently displayed in the Louvre Museum, provides a striking visual example of the synthesis
between the ancient Egyptian decans and the Babylonian zodiacal tradition during the Hellenistic period [6]. The synthesis
of the Babylonian zodiac system, which divides the year into twelve segments, with the Egyptian decan system, which
divides the year into thirty-six segments, may be interpreted as having encouraged the conception of each month as
consisting of three ten-night periods (Figure 1). Furthermore, the idea of dividing the month into three ten-day units may
predate the Hellenistic synthesis, extending back to the Old Babylonian period [18] and to ancient Egyptian calendrical
traditions [19].

In ancient Greek calendrical practice, each month was divided into the following three ten-day periods: the rising month,
the middle of the month, and the waning (or dying) month [20].

¢ 2000 BCE %’M; 3

36-segment year

Egyptian Decan System

37 century BCE Hellenistic Synthesis
) S 3-segment month
Babylonian Zodiac System (three ten-night periods)

12-segment year



Kara , Mesopotamian journal of Quran studies Vol.2026, 19-25

Fig. 1. Hellenistic synthesis of the Egyptian decans and the Babylonian zodiac.

Rectangular plaques discovered at several settlement sites in Iron Age I Judah suggest that time may have been
conceptualized in ten-day units in ancient Israel [19]. These plaques contain a total of thirty perforations arranged in three
rows of ten and appear to have functioned as peg-based devices, with pegs inserted into the holes and advanced sequentially
to mark the progression of days within the month [19] (Figure 2).
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Fig. 2. Peg-based calendrical plaque from Iron Age II Judah: a schematic reconstruction based on published archaeological material.

Tishtrya, a deity in ancient Iranian religion, was associated with the star Sirius [21]. According to the Avesta®, before
confronting Apaosha, Tishtrya undergoes three successive transformations, each lasting ten days: first as a man, then as a
bull, and finally as a horse. Astronomically, these transformations likely correspond to the period from the heliacal rising
of Sirius in July to the occurrence of meteor showers between August and September [22]. At the end of the story, Tishtrya
defeats Apaosha, thereby making the rainfall possible in autumn. This legend is also noteworthy for its portrayal of
contrasting dualities, such as drought versus rain and the white horse versus the black horse [17].

In pre-Islamic Arab society, the month may have been conceived as consisting of ten-day segments. This conception is
reflected, for instance, in the pre-Islamic Jahiliyya practice of ‘atira, which was observed during the first ten days of Rajab*
[23], [24]. Moreover, the fact that numerals used in day-datings in Ancient South Arabian inscriptions never exceed ten
has led scholars to conclude that Sabaic months were divided into three ten-day periods [20]. Islamic tradition likewise

3 Avesta, Tishtrya Yasht (Yasht 8).
4 Sunan Abi Dawud, Kitab al-Dahaya, 16:46.
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preserves numerous indications that lunar months were understood as comprising three such segments [20], as evidenced
by the distinct treatment of the first ten days of Dhu’l-Hijjah® and the last ten days of Ramadan®.

5. THE ANWA SYSTEM

In pre-Islamic Arabian culture, stars served as indicators of different phases of the year, for example when the heliacal
rising or setting of a star coincided with a season of rain or wind [25], [26]. This system of determining time periods is
known as “anwa” [25], [26]. Hindu astrology places great importance on the Moon [5]. The nakshatras (lunar mansions)
of ancient India, referred to as manazil in the Islamic tradition, are constellations located along the Moon's orbit that it
traverses [27], [28]. In pre-Islamic Mecca, the Moon was also a determining factor, and the year consisted of twelve lunar
months [29], [30]. Initially, the anwa system employed a diverse range of stars, but over time it came to rely on those
associated with the lunar mansions [25]. The lunar mansions consist of 27 or 28 stations, and the Moon passes through
each of these stations in one day [26], [31]. Dividing the year by the number of lunar mansions resulted in periods of
roughly thirteen days [26], [32]. However, an important point must be emphasized: in early periods, the anwa system was
not directly connected to the lunar mansions [25], [31]. Indeed, some of the stars used in the anwa system lay outside the
Moon’s path [25], [26]. Over time, however, the tradition of lunar mansions of Indian origin influenced and transformed
the anwa system [25]. This raises the following question: before being influenced by the number of lunar mansions, on
what length of periods was the anwa system based? It may be speculated that the original anwa system was organized
around ten-day periods, much like the decan system of Ancient Egypt. Some evidence may be cited in support of this
speculation. For instance, linking the heliacal risings and settings of stars to the rainy season was a well-established pre-
Islamic Arab tradition’, reflecting a notable parallel with the Ancient Egyptian decan system that connected Sirius’ heliacal
rising with the Nile floods. Moreover, the anwa system shows some correlations with the Hellenistic zodiac, especially in
its alignment with the equinoxes and solstices [25], [26], [33]. In this context, the Qur’anic expressions “the two easts and
the two wests” (Quran, 55:17) and “the easts and the wests” (Quran, 70:40) may be associated with the two solstices and
the risings and settings that occur between them. It is noted that following the late-summer rising of Canopus (Suhayl),
which is associated with the onset of the autumn rains, several forty-day periods—tracked in ten-day intervals—are used
to define local seasonal phases [34], [35], [36], [37]. Accordingly, the autumn season lasts approximately forty days, from
the rising of Canopus (Suhayl) until the rising of Alpha Virginis (Simak) [34]. Subsequently, the wasm period commences
with the heliacal setting of the Pleiades (Thurayya) [34]. Arab folk tradition commonly held that the Pleiades were absent
from the sky for a period of about forty days [36]. After the wasm rains, the cycle enters a forty-day winter period (al-
arbainiyah) [34], [37]. Forty-day intervals are commonly employed in the tradition, as illustrated by the phrases “the forty
days of sayf” and “the forty days of kharif” [36], [37], [38], [39].

6. CONCLUSION

In ancient astronomical and calendrical practices, three visible celestial bodies—the Sun, the Moon, and the stars—played
a central role. Three major civilizations, situated along the Tigris-Euphrates, Ganges, and Nile river regions, each developed
distinct astronomical reference systems. The Babylonians developed a system that divided the year—defined as the interval
between the equinoxes—into twelve segments corresponding to the zodiac. In Indian astronomy, the Moon’s motion was
associated with 27 nakshatras, with each nakshatra representing one day of the Moon’s movement. Ancient Egyptian star-
based systems employed 36 decans, structured according to the heliacal risings of stars or constellations. The buruj
(constellations), manazil (lunar mansions), and anwa (stellar weather indicators) in ancient Arabia were likely influenced
by the traditions of these civilizations (Figure 3).

> Sunan Ibn Majah, Kitab al-Siyam, 7:90.
® Sahih al-Bukhari, Kitab Fadl Laylat al-Qadr, 32:11; Mishkat al-Masabih, Kitab al-Sawm, 7:128.
7 Sahih al-Bukhari, Kitab al-Adhan, 10:238.
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Fig. 3. The ancient Arabia may have been influenced by the cultural practices of three major civilizations.

All ancient Egypt decans are stars or constellations rising heliacally at intervals of ten days and remaining invisible for a
certain period [5], [40], [41]. So, the term ten nights refers to the period during which a star or constellations becomes
visible again after a prolonged period of heliacal invisibility [42]. This astronomical phenomenon involves an alternation
between disappearance and reappearance, that is, a dual nature.

The use of the helical rising of stars as a timing tool existed not only in Ancient Egypt but also among the Sumerians,
Babylonians, and ancient Greeks, and moreover, it was widespread all over the world, from the Maori of New Zealand to
the Indigenous peoples of the Great Plains [43]. The Arabs also had a system called anwa, which linked the heliacal risings
and settings of stars to seasonal changes and weather phenomena such as rainfall, wind, temperature, and cold.

The nakshatras of Indian origin fundamentally divide the lunar month into 27 parts. Although the precise timing is disputed,
it is clear that this system also influenced the Arabs. However, dividing not a month but an entire year by the number of
nakshatras — or by that number plus one — is both unusual and appears to be a later development. There is strong evidence
that seasonal phases linked to the heliacal risings and settings of stars were conceived in ten- and forty-day intervals from
antiquity to the present. In light of this evidence and the dualistic context of the relevant verse, the Quranic expression “ten
nights” may be read as referring to the reappearance (heliacal rising) of stars that had set and to seasonal transitions.

In conclusion, all the opening verses of Surah al-Fajr may be interpreted as symbols of the transition from negativity to
positivity, as follows: (Verse 1) the re-emergence of the sun that had set (the time of dawn, fajr); (Verse 2) the reappearance
of stars that had set (the ten-night segments); (Verse 3) the shift from a fragmented, divided, and unstable condition to an
integrated, solid, and stable state (the even versus the odd); (Verse 4) and the passage from darkness into light (the departing
night). Interpreted in this way, a parallel may be drawn between Surah al-Fajr and both Surah ad-Duhaa and Surah Ash-
Sharh: “The latter is better for you than the former.” (Quran, 93:4) and “Where there is hardship, there is also ease.”
(Quran, 94:5). Moreover, the first two verses of Surah al-Fajr may be emphasizing temporal cycles and transitions within
a day (fajr) and within a year or a month (ten nights).
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