Title: Salah for People with Cognitive Disabilities

Question:
What is the ruling on salah for people with cognitive disabilities such as dementia?
In the Name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.

As-salamu ‘alaykum wa-rahmatullahi wa-barakatuh

We ask Allah to grant strong faith, patience, and a full recovery from all afflictions.

In Islam, there is a profound sense of care and regard for individuals facing illness or injuries,
particularly in matters of obligatory actions such as Salah. Before delving into the specific
guidelines regarding situations when Salah becomes obligatory for someone who is unwell,
it is strongly encouraged to support and motivate individuals with illnesses or disabilities to

perform Salah whenever it can be done without causing excessive discomfort or harm.'

Allah # says in the Qur’an:

o “Allah does not burden a soul beyond that it can bear.”

o “Fear Allah as much as you are able.”

Both verses lay down the principle that obligations in Islam are tied to a person’s capacity.
The Prophet ¥ also emphasised leniency and adjustment in worship:
4

e “When I command you to do something, do of it as much as you can.”

o He #also said: “The pen has been lifted from three: from the sleeper until he wakes, from

the child until he reaches puberty, and from the insane until he regains sanity.”
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Categories Of Individuals

Individuals affected with a degree of cognitive impairment as seen in dementia and autism

typically fall under one of two categories °:

1. Individuals Who Have Permanently Lost Mental Capability

They may appear awake and responsive but lack awareness of time, place, or coherent
thought. This group includes individuals who have been assessed as lacking capacity by
a qualified medical professional, using cognitive or functional assessments such as the
MMSE’ and MoCA,® or other neurocognitive assessments used by specialists. For such

individuals, there are two possibilities:

a. Continuous Illness
If the illness persists for more than six consecutive obligatory Salahs, and the sixth

Salah time passes without recovery, these individuals are exempt from Salah. They
are not required to make up any missed Salahs, even if they later regain their
mental faculties. If they pass away during this period, there is no need to give fidya

(compensation) for the missed Salahs.’

Example: A person experiences delirium (a temporary state of confusion and
disorientation that can occur, for instance, in elderly patients during illness),
suppose this delirium begins at Zuhr on Monday and persists without improvement
until after ‘Asr on Tuesday, after which the person regains clarity. They are not
required to make up the missed Salahs during that period, since they lacked mental

capacity throughout.

b. Non-Continuous Illness
If an individual with prolonged illness experiences random short periods of

coherence, this does not obligate Salah."

If the recovery occurs at a fixed and reliable time each day, to the extent that medical

professionals judge them mentally capable, they are obliged to perform the current
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2.

Salah." If they have missed six or more Salahs between the times they are mentally

able, they will not need to make them up. If they have missed fewer than six Salahs,

then they must make them up.*

If such a person fears they will not be able to make up their missed Salahs before
passing away, it becomes necessary for them to draft a will instructing for Fidya to

be given.

Example: A patient with dementia becomes consistently alert and coherent around
2 p.m. each day, as confirmed by their doctor. They must pray the current Salah
and make up any missed prayers from 2 p.m. of the previous day until the present.
(Clinically, some patients with cognitive disorders show predictable fluctuations in alertness -
for instance, being clearer in the morning and more confused in the evening, a pattern known

as “sundowning.”)

Individuals Whose Mental Capabilities Are Intact or Partially Intact

This includes individuals whose condition does not reach the threshold of mental
incapacity as defined by medical specialists. For example, as autism is a
neurodevelopmental condition, most individuals retain full cognitive awareness and
decision-making ability, even if they struggle with communication or routine changes.

Such individuals are not exempt from Salah; they remain obliged to perform it.

However, in cases where a person has a high level of autism and lacks the mental capacity
to understand the concept of Salah, it is often accompanied by other significant cognitive
or functional impairments. In such circumstances, it is necessary to seek professional
medical help to determine the level of understanding and capacity. If medical experts
confirm that the person does not have the ability to comprehend or perform Salah

meaningfully, they would be exempt from the obligation.

If they miss Salah due to distraction, behavioural challenges, or neglect, they must make
it up as soon as possible. If nearing end of life and unable to complete missed Salahs, they
should write a will for fidya to be given. If they pass away without such a will, their heirs

may give fidya on their behalf.”
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Relevant Scientific Information
Dementia: According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2024), dementia affects over

55 million people worldwide, with Alzheimer’s disease being the most common cause.

Cognitive decline can be gradual, meaning some individuals may retain partial sanity for

years.

Autism: Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in itself does not constitute a loss of intellect or
capacity. The majority of autistic individuals (particularly those without coexisting
intellectual disability) possess normal or above-average cognitive ability and are therefore

religiously accountable (mukallaf) once they reach puberty.

However, autism can overlap with learning disabilities or other neurodevelopmental
conditions, and in some cases may coexist with intellectual disability, resulting in partial or
complete loss of mental capacity. Such matters should be evaluated by a qualified
psychiatrist or specialist clinician to determine the individual’s level of understanding and

responsibility.

Mild Dementia (Early Stage) - corresponds to an MMSE score in the range of 21-26

At this stage, the person may suffer from forgetfulness, mood changes, or difficulty with

complex tasks, but they remain aware of Allah, time, and place.

The ruling in this case is that Salah remains obligatory upon them. If the person misses
prayers due to distraction or forgetfulness, they must make them up. It is the duty of the
family to encourage and remind them to pray, while also supporting them with gentleness

and without causing distress.

Moderate Dementia (Middle Stage) - corresponds to an MMSE score of 10-20.
At this stage, the individual may experience greater memory loss, confusion about time or
place, and increasing difficulty with daily tasks. Although they may be disoriented, they may

still have periods of clarity. The ruling in this case is as follows:

o If the individual is sane enough to understand the obligation of Salah, even briefly, they

must perform their prayers during that time.
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o If they are confused for most of the day but have predictable sane periods, they remain

accountable during those times.

 If six or more consecutive prayers pass without any period of sanity, it is not required for

those missed prayers.

Severe Dementia (Late Stage) - corresponds to an MMSE score below 10

At this stage, the person is unable to recognise close family members, may have little or no
communication, may be bedridden, and is completely dependent on others for care. The
ruling in this case is that they are treated like one who is unconscious or insane and are
therefore no longer accountable for Salah. They are not required to perform prayers, and
any prayers missed during this stage do not need to be made up. Furthermore, no fidya is

due if they pass away while in this state."

As the boundaries between cognitive impairment, loss of capacity, and mental
awareness can vary from person to person, it is essential to consult a qualified
psychiatrist or specialist clinician to fully determine an individual’s mental and

cognitive state before making any religious or medical rulings.
And Allah Ta’ala Knows Best

Answered by:

(Maulana) Yusuf Dalal

Checked & Approved By

(Mufti) Muadh Chati
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7 Folstein, M., Folstein, S.E., McHugh, P.R. (1975). “Mini-Mental State” a Practical Method for Grading the
Cognitive State of Patients for the Clinician. Journal of Psychiatric Research
https://turkpsikiyatri.org/arsiv/immse_folstein_mchugh.pdf

8 Nasreddine, Z. S., Phillips, N. A., Bédirian, V., Charbonneau, S., Whitehead, V., Collin, I., Cummings, J.
L., & Chertkow, H. (2005). The Montreal Cognitive Assessment (MoCA): A Brief Screening Tool For Mild
Cognitive Impairment. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society
https://www.concordia.ca/content/dam/artsci/research/caplab/docs/Julayanontetal2013MoCAreview.
pdf
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14 MMSE score, for example, denotes the severity of cognitive impairment as follows: mild Alzheimer’s disease:
MMSE 21-26, moderate Alzheimer’s disease: MMSE 10-20, moderately severe Alzheimer’s disease: MMSE 10-
14, severe Alzheimer’s disease: MMSE less than 10. In clinical practice a variety of measures are used to assess
disease severity, often in conjunction with clinically based assessments such as biographical interview.

(Bond, M., Rogers, G., Peters, J., Anderson, R., Hoyle, M., Miners, A., Moxham, T., Davis, S., Thokala, P., Wailoo,
A., Jeffreys, M., & Hyde, C. (2012). The effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of donepezil, galantamine,
rivastigmine and memantine for the treatment of Alzheimer’s disease (review of Technology Appraisal No. 111):
a systematic review and economic model. Health Technology Assessment (Winchester, England), 16(21), 1-469.
https://doi.org/10.3310/hta16210

Stage MMSE Range Medical Description Islamic Ruling on Salah

Forgetfulness, difficulty with planning,

Early (Mild may repeat questions, but generally Salah is obligatory. Family should support,
Alzheimer’s) 21-26 aware of self, family, and remind, and gently encourage. Patient is still
surroundings. Can still live semi considered fully responsible (agil).
independently.
Middle (Moderate 10-20 Increasing disorientation (time/place), Conditiox.'lal obligafion. Ifthe patient has
Alzheimer’s) struggles with daily activities, needs capacity (meaning they are able to

understand, retain, and use information to
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Late (Severe
Alzheimer’s)

supervision, mood/behaviour changes,
may forget familiar people.

Severe memory loss, little or no
speech, unable to recognise family,
fully dependent for all care, bedridden.

make a decision about prayer) then they
remain obliged to perform salah.

If their confusion or loss of capacity becomes
dominant, they are exempt during those
periods. Family members are advised to show
patience and understanding.

Totally exempt. Treated like the majnoon
(legally insane). No requirement for prayer or
making up missed prayers. Family may
compensate with charity or other good deeds
on their behalf.
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