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Research regarding
Ambergris (Amber)
In Light of the Shari‘ah

A while ago, the question was raised at an international forum as to whether
or not it is permissible to use Ambergris (Amber) in perfumes. Thereafter,
further questions were raised regarding its oral and external use as well, due
to which, we reverted to SANHA Pakistan’s Shari’ah Research Department.
The members of this department discussed the above mentioned questions
from different angles in light of Comparative Jurisprudence, all of which has
been presented in the following treatise.

The Department also welcomes the views and research of other scholars.
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Name:

Ambergris (,£c) is an Arabic word on the scale of (L2)(1). After the letter (cxe)
comes the letter (0s), however, when pronouncing it, a (ax) is articulated
(u=) (2). The English name is Ambergris. Another name is Ambergris Grasea.

Nature:

What is Amber? It is commonly known that Ambergris is a fragrant, greyish,
waxy substance. A poet said:

BI b B s e U
I enjoyed the scent of ‘Ood and Amber...

[ enjoyed the smell of fragrant hair..."

This substance comes from the intestines of a certain whale and floats on the
surface of the ocean. For this reason, the whale is also referred to as an
‘Ambar (Sperm Whale), since it swallows and spews out this very substance.
This whale is distinguished from other whales due to the size of its head.
Sometimes, this whale is hunted and the Ambergris is removed from its
stomach. Accordingly, Imam Shaafi’i p is reported to have said: “Someone told
me that he saw spewed out Ambergris floating on the ocean, looking like the
bent neck of a goat. There is also a fish that eats the Ambergris, but it is
poisonous and deadly for this fish. Hence, the waves of the ocean push this
dead fish to the shore where its stomach is cut open and the Ambergris is
extracted.” (3)

1131 - sS4 - 1977
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There are various types of Ambergris, however, as far as colour is concerned,
the best Ambergris is the grey one (Grey Ambergris), which is white with light
yellow colouration and extremely fragrant. Grey refers to that black in which

there is more white. (4)

When it comes to fragrances and perfumes, after musk, the best and most
expensive fragrance is Ambergris. There are also various types in this regard,
the most expensive being the grey amber, then blue, thereafter yellow and the
poorest quality Ambergris is black.

Some experts say that there is a certain plant that grows in the ocean, which
marine animals eat and then excrete. It has been narrated from the famous
Muslim doctor and scientist, Ibnu Seena (Avicenna) that Ambergris is produced
in the ocean. Some have said that it is a type of sea weed and a famous opinion
is that it is the vomit (spew) of a certain fish (the Sperm Whale). (5)

Latest Research:

New research has been done on Ambergris and the conclusion is no different
from that which the earlier scholars of Islam have explained. Accordingly, it has
been mentioned by ‘Allaamah Zamakhshari, in the book “Taajul-‘Aroos”, that
Ambergris is a substance that floats on the ocean and, sometimes, the excreta
of birds also mixes with it.

If one considers the statement of Imam Zamakhshari in light of the latest
research, it deserves even more importance. One view is that Ambergris is
actually the slime and gum of a certain tree. When sea creatures go close to it
in order to eat it, they get stuck to it and, since it is airtight, they remain
enclosed and preserved there-in forever.

The great Greek scientist and philosopher, Theophrastus, is the first person to
have done research on Ambergris at around 400 BC. His researched proved
that Ambergris is more likely to be found along the coast of countries that, at
some point in time, had an abundance of pine tree forests. Later on, these
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forests were engulfed by the sea and their gum was separated and spread out
in swamps and coastal mountains. Thereafter, following a certain chemical
process, this gum turned into semi-circular Ambergris “stones” which divers
and tradesmen would search for and sell. (6)

Thus far, our discussion has lead us to the conclusion that Ambergris is a
sweet-smelling substance. However, what exactly is it made of? There are a
number of views in this regard:

1. The slime and gum of trees,

A type of plant that grows on the ocean bed,

An aquatic herb,

The vomit of a certain fish species,

The excreta of a certain fish species,

A tar-like substance that comes from under-water fountains,

The hive of a certain honey-bee species, which breaks and falls into the
ocean due to rain storms and typhoons.

No v bkwbn

A Detailed Discussion on Ambergris According to Greek Medicine:

The crux of what Greek medical experts and Hakeems have written in their
books is that Ambergris is hot and dry, invigorating to the heart, strengthens
the mind, stimulates natural body heat and strengthens the muscles and
tendons. Ambergris is generally used to treat muscular and heart diseases
caused by cold in the body. It is given to a patient to stimulate and increase
natural body heat and its consumption is beneficial for the elderly and aged. It
is also used to treat physical weakness and stomach ulcers. One of the special
medical properties of Ambergris is that it increases virility in men and
maintains natural body heat, however, it is harmful to the intestines and liver.
Medicines, which are beneficial for the intestines and liver include Arabica gum
and bamboo sugar. Musk and Saffron may be used in place of Ambergris. Some
famous medicines which use an Ambergris base include Khameera-e-
Ibreesham, Hubb-e-Ambar Maumyaai and Khameerah-e-Gaauzubaan-e-
Ambari. (7)
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Since Ambergris is a natural bounty and is extremely valuable, the scholars
have also discussed whether or not Ambergris is taxable and, if so, how much
tax can be specified.

The scholars have divergent views in this regard as well, however, the vast
majority are of the opinion that the government cannot charge tax for
Ambergris. This is the view of the Malikis, Shaafi’is, as well as Imams Abu
Hanifah and Muhammad of the Hanafi mazhab . From amongst the
Taabi’een, this was also the mazhab of ‘Ataa (bin Rabaah’), Imam Sufyaan
Thauri, Ibnu Abi Laylaa, Hasan bin Saalih and Abu Thaur . On the contrary, the
Hanbalis and Imam Abu Yusuf of the Hanafi mazhab are of the opinion that
Khums (1/5%) is due to the government. (8)

Ambergris in Light of the Quran and Hadith:

Amazing wonders and treasures of the ocean have been mentioned in the
Quran Karim. Although, Ambergris has not been mentioned by name, its use in
perfume has been mentioned in the Hadith. There is a narration in Nasai
Shareef in which it is mentioned that Hazrat ‘Aaishah 1 was asked whether or
not Rasoolullaah y used to apply perfume. She replied: “Yes. He would apply
male perfumes, such as Musk and Ambergris.”

w—&‘dy)d\f?—%&&\f)—mudh» JLBGLGUJMU.@
Cmally Ll Rl 35Ty it B Sy — g ale

(165 /1) 5bsY Jo a3 s)lsdly Sl ol

It has also been narrated from Hazrat Sa’eed bin Jubayr n that a menstruating
woman should wash her clothes if specs of blood touch it and, thereafter, she
should apply sweet smelling grass and Saffron or Ambergris to the clothes.
There are other narrations besides these two in which the compulsion or non-
compulsion of zakaat of Ambergris have been discussed.
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The renowned Taabi’l, Hazrat ‘Ataa bin Rabaah’ p was once asked whether or

not it is permissible to apply musk to a deceased person. He prohibited it.
However, when he was asked about Ambergris, he permitted it.

a1l 10 e 1B g ) oSOl ellan) 8 1 JB e ol oo
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Is Ambergris Halaal and Pure (paak)?

The Views of the Mazaahib

The Hanafi Mazhab:

The same views have been recorded in the Hanafi mazhab as have already
been mentioned. ‘Allaamah Kaasaani p has considered Ambergris to be a
perfume in terms of its origin. ‘Allaamah Shaami p has preferred the view that
Ambergris comes from a fountain in the ocean and is pure. He also ruled that
Ambergris is pure and halaal. In another place, ‘Allaamah Shaami p has
permitted the use of Ambergris as long as the following two conditions are
met: 1 — one should not use so much Ambergris that it causes intoxication and
2 — it should not be harmful to the health. Nevertheless, it is permissible to use
Ambergris for external application as well as for oral consumption and
medicinal purposes according to the Hanafi mazhab since it is both pure and
halaal. The great scholar, ‘Allaamah Shaami p writes:
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The Shaafi’l Mazhab:

It has been narrated from the founder of the mazhab, Imam Shaafi’i p himself,
that Ambergris if pure. A weak narration mentions that it is impure, however,
Imam Zaynud-Deen, “ Umar bin Muzaffar Al-Wardi Al-Shaafi’i p has narrated
that there is [jmaa’ (Consensus) regarding the fact that Ambergris is pure. For
this reason, the Shaafi’i figh has permitted the buying, selling as well as
forward buying ((,L.J\ 1) of Ambergris whereas the trade of impure substances
is not permissible accordlng to the Shaafi’i mazhab.

Imam Maawardi p has listed Ambergris as one of those substances which are
sometimes used as consumables. Since it is pure, Ambergris may be consumed
because, according to Shaafi’i figh, any pure substance may be consumed
unless it is detrimental to physical health or mental health or intoxicating or
the tanned hide of a haraam/ dead animal (carrion).

As far as the actual nature of Ambergris is concerned, there are three views in
the Shaafi’'i mazhab.

1. Itis an aquatic plant.
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2. ltis a solidified substance which a certain fish cannot digest once
consumed and, thus, spews it out.

3. ltis the excreta of a certain fish.
Just as terrestrial plants are halaal, aquatic plants are also halaal. Hence, there
is no objection to Ambergris being pure and halaal in light of the first view. If
we had to consider Ambergris to be the vomit (spew) of a whale (as mentioned
in the second view), there is also no problem because, due to the internal
process of digestion, the nature of the substance has changed due to which an
impure substance becomes pure. In the instance of the whale spewing it out as
it is (without it undergoing any digestive processes), the substance will remain
as it was before the whale ingested it and, obviously, it was a pure substance
before it was swallowed and will therefore remain pure and halaal. At most,
one will have to rinse the residue that may have collected on it in the whale’s
stomach.

As per his habit, Imam Shaafi’i has written a brilliant discussion in this regard,
which can be referred to in Kitaabul-Umm. One will find sterling principles
regarding current halaal and haraam issues in the aforementioned discussion.

The Maliki Mazhab

There are three narrations mentioned regarding Ambergris in the Maliki
mazhab:

1. Itis a fragrant substance.

2. ltis the vomit of a certain fish.

3. Itis the excreta of a certain fish.
Some have considered the first opinion to be the correct one. Erudite Maliki
scholars have mentioned that Ambergris is an aquatic herb, the most superior
quality of which is that which is washed up on the sea shore through the
motion of the waves. As for the one which a certain fish vomits out after
swallowing it, it is of mediocre quality and the poorest quality is the one which
is removed from the stomach of the fish after it dies and rots.
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Unequivocal permission regarding the external use of Ambergris is narrated in
the Maliki figh. Accordingly, Imam lbnu Qaasim p says that Imam Maalik p was
asked whether or not it is permissible to apply Musk and Ambergris. He replied
that there is nothing wrong with it. From this we learn that Ambergris is pure
because, it is only permissible to apply something to the body externally if it is
pure. As for the consumption of Ambergris, the same general preconditions
apply as would apply to any other halaal substance. In other words, it is not
permissible to use so much of it that it proves to be harmful to the body or
intoxicating.

The Hanbali Mazhab:

The very same three opinions regarding the origin of Ambergris have been
narrated in the books of Hanbali figh. The reliable books of the Hanbali mazhab
are inclined to the view that Ambergris is an aquatic herb which man acquires
through various means. Although it is also used in consumables, it is actually a
fragrant substance which is used for external application as a perfume.
Ambergris has been declared pure in Hanbali figh and, together with this, it has
also been declared halaal since, according to the Hanbalis, every pure
substance is also halaal as long as it is not physically harmful or intoxicating.
Hence, since it is pure and halaal, it is permissible to apply it externally and it
may also be consumed.

Conclusion:

In short, Ambergris is pure and halaal and may therefore be used externally in
cosmetics and personal care products according to all four mazaahib. However,
oral use is only permissible as long as it does not lead to intoxication and as
long as it is not harmful to the consumer’s health.

Hence, it is permissible to use Ambergris in edibles, beverages,
pharmaceuticals, fragrances and cosmetics, and, if any new product is
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developed with an Ambergris base or any new Ambergris-based flavouring or

essence is developed, it

And Allah € knows best.

will also be halaal.

Research and presentation by members of the Shar’i Research Department:

SANHA Halaal Associates Pakistan.
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Punjab Office: House# 248, Block A, PCSIR Housing Society, Phase 2, Lahore, Pakistan. Tel: +: +92 (0) 42 3531 1242 E-mail: lahore@sanha.org.pk
HALAL Helpline: E-mail: helpline@sanha.org.pk
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Tel 1+ 92 (0) 21 3529 5263 SANHA HALAL ASSOCIATES
Fax  :+92(0) 21 3529 5284 PAKISTAN (PVT.) LIMITED.
E-mail : karachi@sanha.org.pk Suite 101, Plot 16-C,

: info@sanha.org.pk PAKIST Aﬂ Z::'nzama Commercial Lane No. 10
Web  : www.sanha.org.pk ol {Lﬁ JM\ J-; ):5 Ly Il Phase-V, D.H.A., Karachi, Pakistan.
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