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Translator’s Note

In the name of Allah, the Inspirer of truth

The article you are about to read is an English translation of an Urdu piece on Islamic
jurisprudence (figh) and its foundational principles (usil al-figh), authored by Mufti
Tahir Ghaziabadi (may Allah preserve him). Mufti Tahir is a senior scholar of the
Mazahir ‘Uloom seminary in Saharanpiir, India, where he serves as its Principal and
Head Mulfti. He is a student of the great jurist and saint Mufti Mahmud al-Hasan
Gangoht, and the teacher of scholars such as Mufti ‘Abdur Rahman Mangera, standing
firmly within a living chain of deep scholarship and spiritual refinement.

Those who have sat in his company describe him as a man of words that are
weighed, measured, and filled with wisdom. His presence carries humility as well as
quiet awe. His mastery, particularly in the sciences of figh and hadith, is widely
recognised by his students and peers alike. This combination of learning,
groundedness, and Allah-consciousness gives his writings a clarity and sincerity that
are increasingly rare.

In this article, Muftl Tahir presents a concise yet illuminating overview of figh
and usul al-figh: their definitions, aims, and significance, the historical development
of legal theory, and a brief survey of its principal subject areas. He concludes with
practical guidance for students who aspire to gain depth and firmness in these
essential sciences.!

This translation is intended to serve both beginners seeking a structured
introduction and students of knowledge wishing to refresh and reconnect with what
they have previously studied.

May Allah accept the efforts of Mufti Tahir Ghaziabadi, his teachers, his students,
and all of us, granting us a deep understanding of the Qur’an and Sunnah and the
ability to live by them.

Imtiyajul Haque
12/01/2026 (Last updated)

! The original Urdu article can be found here: whitethread.org/articles
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The Science of Figh

In the name of Allah, the Inspirer of truth

Allah, the Exalted, created and commanded us to live according to His divine law. On
the Day of Resurrection, He will then take account of us. To holistically educate His
servants, Allah sent prophets with revelation, culminating in the final messenger,
Muhammad £ and the final scripture, the Holy Qur’an. The Qur'an is a
comprehensive and complete book that encompasses legislative injunctions and
principles. The Prophet «: elucidated these through his words and actions, fulfilling
his mission as stated in the Qur’an:
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“..We have sent down the message to you too [Prophet], so that you can explain to people
what was sent for them, so that they may reflect.” (Nahl, 16:44)

The Qur’an and the Sunnah constitute the primary sources of Islamic law. Deriving
legal rulings from these sources requires profound knowledge, as Allah states:
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“Such are the comparisons We draw for people, though only the wise can grasp them.”
(‘Ankabt, 29:43)

The Companions (sahabah) of the Prophet 4, some more than others, were endowed
with this expertise. They subsequently transmitted this knowledge and nurtured the
Followers (tabiin). By the end of the Followers’ era, the scholars and jurists
systematically and holistically codified juridical rulings derived from the Qur’an and
Sunnah. They also established the methodological principles (usil) for extracting
rulings, ensuring that new and emerging issues could be addressed within the
framework of Islamic law. The rulings derived by the jurists are termed “figh” (Islamic
jurisprudence), while the principles they formulated are known as “usal al-figh”
(principles of jurisprudence).
An elaboration on these two disciplines is presented below.
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The Science of Figh (Islamic Jurisprudence)

Definition and Evolution of Figh

The term “figh” literally means “to understand” or “to comprehend”. The Qur’an has
used figh in this lexical sense.

Technically, its definition has evolved across different historical periods,
reflecting the scope of its subject matter:

1. “The knowledge of what benefits and harms the soul.”
Gele s\ 200 6 s

This definition, attributed to Imam Aba Hanifah (d. 150), reflects the early era when
figh encompassed creed (‘agida), physical acts of actions (a‘mal zahira), and inward
ethics (akhldg). Later on, these three parts became stand-alone sciences, with figh
simply focusing on physical actions. This resulted in the following more nuanced
definitions.

2. “The knowledge of practical legal rulings derived from their detailed evidence.”
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This definition excludes disciplines not rooted in Shari‘ah, as well as topics such as
creed and ethics. “Detailed evidence” refers to the Qur’an, Sunnah, ijma (consensus),
and qgiyas (analogical reasoning). The word “derived” requires the jurist to extract
legal rulings from the evidence. Hence, whoever is incapable of doing so is not worthy
to be called a jurist (fagih). Since there has been a decline in this level of juridical
expertise, a third definition of figh was coined.

3. “The knowledge of practical legal rulings along with their evidence.”
Gelsl @ 20280 22 20 o8, 2

According to this definition, a jurist is anyone who knows the rulings of Shari‘ah with
their proofs and possesses the ability to determine them from the primary sources.
Nowadays, figh is commonly understood with this definition.

Subject Matter and Scope of Figh

The subject matter of figh is the actions of legally responsible individuals (mukallaf),
and their legal status, such as lawfulness (hilla), unlawfulness (hurma), preferability

(istihbab), and dislike (kardha).
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Figh is a comprehensive discipline that addresses all facets of human life,

categorised as follows:

1.

Worship (‘Ibadat) - Rulings governing the relationship between Allah and the
servant. This includes worship such as prayer, fasting, charity, pilgrimage, ritual
sacrifice, itikaf, oaths and vows.

. Marital and Family Law (Munakahdt) - Rulings related to non-financial

interpersonal matters, such as marriage, divorce, child-care and custody,
inheritance, and wills.

. Financial Dealings (Mu‘amalat) - Rulings governing financial interactions,

including sales, leases, partnerships, and loans.

. Judicial Procedures (Murafaat) - Rulings related to adjudication, including the

processes of judgment, litigation, legal testimony and representation.

. Criminal Law (‘Ugubat) - Rulings on crimes and punishments, including

prescribed hudid punishments, discretionary punishments (tazir), retaliatory
punishments for murder, bodily harm, and other crimes.

. Constitutional Law (Dustiiri Qawanin) - Rulings concerning the rights and duties

of the state and its citizens. These are discussed in the Chapter of Leadership
(Kitab al-Imarah).

International Law (Siyar) - Rulings and regulations governing relations between
states. These are discussed under the heading of Jihad and Siyar.

Objectives and Purpose of Figh

1.

To easily understand the rules and guidance related to practical human life from
the Qur’an and Sunnabh.

2. To develop the ability to derive and explain rulings from the Qur’an and Sunnah

3.

correctly, so that new issues can be solved.
To protect society from harmful customs and traditions that oppose the Qur'an
and Sunnah.

The Necessity and the Importance of Figh

The necessity and importance of figh is clear from its purposes mentioned above. The

Qur’an and Sunnah demonstrate the importance and significance of figh in numerous

instances.

Zayd ibn Thabit « (d. 45) reported: The Messenger of Allah, peace and blessings

be upon him, said:
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“May Allah brighten the face of a person who hears a tradition from us and he memorises it
until he can convey it to others. Perhaps he will convey it to one who understands better
than him, and perhaps one who conveys knowledge does not understand it himself.” (Aba

Dawiid: 3660)

Mu‘awiyah 2 (d. 60) reported: The Messenger of Allah, peace and blessings be upon

him, said:
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“To whomever Allah wills goodness, He grants him understanding of the religion. Verily, I
am only a distributor, but Allah is the giver...” (Bukhart: 71)

The parable of the 'Qur'an and Sunnah is that of a jungle. Figh is the torch that
illuminates the correct path to understanding the rules therein. This is why our
elders made the initial stages of the Dars-e Nizami focused on the study of figh and ustl
al-figh, and then tafsir and hadith later. All the scholars of tafsir and hadith were
followers (mugqallid) of a mujtahid scholar. This fact alone demonstrates the essential
place of figh.

There are also numerous statements and incidents from scholars that highlight
the importance of figh, stemming from the in-depth understanding of hadiths that
jurists possess. For example, Imam Tirmidhi (d. 279) said:
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“...the jurists are more knowledgeable regarding the meaning of hadiths.” [Tirmidhi, 3:307]

Imam AbT Yasuf (d. 182) narrates an interesting incident between him and his
teacher, Sulayman al-A‘mash (d. 148):
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“Sulayman al-A‘mash once asked me a question regarding a particular issue. I answered
him, and he asked, ‘Where did you get that from?’ I replied, ‘From a hadith you yourself

narrated to us.” Then I reminded him of the hadith. Upon hearing this, he said, ‘O Ya‘qib, I

have memorised this hadith since before your parents had even come together, yet I never

17

understood its meaning until this very moment.

2Tbn Abi ‘1-‘Awwam, Aba ‘1-Qasim ‘Abdullah b. Muhammad al-Sa‘di. Fada’il Abi Hanifah wa-Akhbarih wa-
Mandgqibih. 1 vol. (Makkah al-Mukarramah: al-Maktabah al-Imdadiyyah, 1st ed., 1431 AH / 2010 cE): 302.
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Imam al-Shafi‘ (d. 204) said:
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“Everything the Imams say is an explanation of the Sunnah, and all of the Sunnah is an
explanation of the Qur’an™

The Source of Figh

The term “tafsiliyyah” in the definition of figh refers to its derivation from the Qur’an,
Sunnah, ijma‘, and qiyds. These four are the agreed-upon sources of figh, with the first
two considered the core foundations. This adds to the beauty and importance of figh
as it is considered the “fruit of the Qur’an and Sunnah”.*

3 Al-Zarkashi, Abt ‘Abdullah Badr al-Din Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. Bahadur. Al-Burhan fi ‘Ulim al-
Qur’an. 4 vols. (Cairo: Dar Thya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, 1st ed., 1376 AH / 1957 CE; reprint, Beirut: Dar al-
Ma‘rifah, same pagination): 1:6.

*For further explanation, refer to the introduction of Misfat al-Yanabi‘, Mufti Muhammad Tahir, Misfat
al-Yanabi* Sharh Mishkat al-Masabih, vol. 1 (Saharanpur: Dar al-Ta‘limat, Mazahir ‘Uliim, Sha‘ban 1442 aH
/ April 2021 cE).
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The Science of Usiil al-Figh (Principles of Jurisprudence)

Definition and Purpose

Usiil al-figh, as defined by Qadi Baydawi (d. 685), is:
2220 0185\ 9N A28 VR kel Vs 65 5 5

“The recognition of the evidence of figh (dald’il al-figh) generally (ijmalan), the methodology
of deriving rulings from them (kayfiyyat al-istifadat minhd), and the state required for such
derivation (hal al-mustafid).”

This definition brings the following to light:

Dald’il al-Figh - This refers to the evidences of Shari‘ah; some of which are agreed-
upon and some which are not. The agreed-upon are the Qur’an, Sunnah, ijma
(consensus), and giyas (analogy), whilst the differed-upon include athar al-sahabah
(transmissions of the Companions), shar® man qablana (the laws of the past nations
before the Prophet Muhammad ), istihsan (juristic preference), istishab
(presumption of continuity), istislah (consideration of public benefit), sadd al-dhard’i¢
(blocking the means), and ‘urf (custom). On the other hand, Usiil al-Figh is the science
through which law is derived from these evidences. An example of both is a cooking
pot and a spoon; the evidence of figh is the pot, and usiil al-figh is the spoon that is
used to extract what is in the pot.

Ijimalan - This refers to discussing the evidences of figh in a general and broad
sense, without a detailed mention of the derived rulings from these evidences.

Kayfiyyat al-Istifadat Minha - This refers to explaining the methodology used to
derive rulings from evidence. For example, an affirmative (muthbit) text takes
precedence over a negative (ndfi) one, an abrogating text (ndsikh) is given preference
over the abrogated (mansiikh), an explicit wording (nass) is given priority over the
apparent meaning of a text (zahir), and the direct expression of a text (‘ibarat al-nass)
is preferred over the indirect indication (isharat al-nass).

Hal al-Mustafid - This concept relates to how non-mujtahid jurists benefit from
and operate within the framework established by usal al-figh. Since deriving law
actually falls within the remit of a mujtahid, a non-mujtahid can only truly benefit from
ustl al-figh through a mujtahid, hence why the science also mentions the conditions of
ijtihad and other related matters.

In summary, usil al-figh is the science that discusses the evidences of Shari‘ah,
the process of extracting legal rulings, and the qualities and conditions of those who
do so.

5 Al-Baydawi, Qadi al-Qudat ‘Abdullah b. ‘Umar. Minhaj al-Wusil ila ‘Ilm al-Usal. Edited and annotated
by Mustafa Shaykh Mustafa. (Beirut: Dar al-Risalah, n.d.): 16.
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Objectives and Purposes of Usiil al-Figh
The objectives and benefits of usiil al-figh are as follows:

1. Understanding the methods and principles for extracting legal rulings from
Shar evidence.

2. Gaining inner conviction and peace of mind by gaining sound knowledge of
the evidence behind legal rulings.

3. Critically evaluating strong and weak evidence.

Refuting misinterpretations and distortions of the Qur’an and Sunnah and
addressing the doubts raised by those who misrepresent the texts. Usil al-figh
is of great importance because, through this science, errors in deduction and
inference can be correctly identified and clarified.

5. Developing the necessary capability to resolve contemporary issues; a task
that is impossible without expertise in ustil al-figh. Many modern problems are
linked to concepts such as ‘urf, masalih mursalah (unrestricted public interest),
dartirah and hdjah (necessity and need), sadd al-dhara’i¢, and giyas. No sound
judgment can be formed on such matters without mastery of this science.

The Need and Importance of Usiil al-Figh

The previously mentioned objectives and aims of usil al-figh clearly highlight their
critical importance and necessity. If one is deprived of usil al-figh, one may slip away
from the straight path and fall into deviation and misguidance. This is because
guidance is found in the Qur'an and Sunnah, but without usal al-figh, it is neither
possible to extract rulings from the evidences, nor to distinguish between correct,
incorrect, strong, weak, or preferred proofs.

The First Book in Usil al-Figh

Just as the development of figh is credited to the Hanafi jurists, so too is usil al-figh.
Imam Shafi‘i, who said, “In matters of figh, people are dependent upon Aba
Hanifah”s wrote the Risalah, which is often cited as the first formal work in usal al-
figh. This work was named such because Imam Shafi‘i wrote it in response to certain
questions posed by ‘Abdur Rahman [Ibn] al-Mahdi. However, it should be noted that
Imam Abt Yasuf had already written on ustil al-figh. Though his work no longer exists,
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Al-Dhahabi, Shams al-Din Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Ahmad b. ‘Uthman b. Qaymaz. Siyar Alam al-
Nubala’. Edited by a team of editors under the supervision of Shaykh Shu‘ayb al-Arna’at. 25 vols.
(Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 3rd ed., 1405 AH / 1985 CE): 6:403.
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early scholars have quoted excerpts from it in their writings, which stands as strong
evidence that Imam Abi YTsuf authored the earliest treatise on usil al-figh.”

Methodologies of Usiil al-Figh Books

The methodologies of writing and compilation of usil al-figh books can be broadly
classified into three:®

A. Derivational and Theoretical Approach

This approach involves defining the principles of jurisprudence and then supporting
them with evidence from the Qur’an and Sunnah, and subsequently evaluating the
rulings given by jurists in light of these principles.

Key works in this methodology include:

The Mustasfa by Imam Ghazali (d. 505)

The Burhan by Imam Juwayni (d. 478)

The Mahsil by Imam Razi (d. 606)

The Ihkam fi Usil al-Ahkam by Imam Amidi (d. 631)

B. Inductive and Applied Approach

This method, famously associated with the Hanafi school, involves examining the
rulings issued by jurists and then identifying the underlying juristic principles
therein. Here, the principles are derived from the juridical rulings themselves.

Key works in this methodology include:

Usil al-Jassas by Imam Jassas (d. 370)

Taqwim al-Adillah by Imam Dabdsi (d. 429)

Usiil al-Bazdawi by Imam Bazdawi (d. 482)

Kashf al-Asrar by Imam ‘Abdul ‘Aziz al-Bukhari (d. 591)

C. Comprehensive Method

This approach combines both the aforementioned methods. Principles are derived
from the Qur’an, Sunnah and the rulings of the jurists. This comprehensive method
is preferred among the later scholars.

7 For further detail, refer to Figh Islami: Tadwin wa Ta‘aruf by Mawlana Khalid Saifullah Rahmani.
Rahmani, Mawlana Khalid Saif Allah. Figh Islami: Tadwin wa-Ta‘aruf. 1st ed. (Deoband, Saharanpur, UP:
Kutub Khanah Na‘imiyyah, 1429 AH / 2008 CE), 376 pp.

8For further detail, refer to Usil al-Figh al-Islami by Shaykh Wahbah al-Zuhayli (d. 1436).

Al-Zuhayli, Wahbah. Usal al-Figh al-Islami. 1st ed. (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1406 AH / 1986 CE).
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Key works in this methodology include:

Badi al-Nizam by Imam Sa‘ati (d. 684)

The Tawdih wa al-Talwih by Imam Sadr al-Shari‘ah (d. 750)°
The Tahrir by Imam Ibn al-Humam (d. 863)

Musallam al-Thubit by Imam Bihari (d. 901)

Usil al-Sarakhsi by Imam Sarakhsi (d. 490)

Subject Matters of Usiil al-Figh

The classical and later books of usial al-figh are very well-organised and
comprehensive. In particular, two books are particularly useful:

¢ The Wajiz by Imam Zaydan (d. 1435)
e Ustl al-Figh al-Islami by Shaykh Wahbah al-Zuhayli al-Shafi‘ (d. 1436)

In later usil al-figh texts, topics are generally divided under four headings:

1. Sources of law (ustl al-shariyyah)

2. Rulings (ahkam)

3. Principles of extrapolation and language (qawa‘id al-istinbat/qawa<d al-
lughawiyyah)

4. Miscellaneous (mutafarrigat)

Usil al-Shar‘iyyah

These are divided into two types: the principles that are agreed upon (ittifagi) and
those that are differed upon (ikhtilafi). Classical texts, such as Usil al-Shdshi, usually
only detail the former.

Ahkam
Four elements are discussed in this section:

e Hukm - There are two different types of rulings. The first are normative rulings
(ahkam taklifiyyah) such as obligatory fard and mandatory wdjib. The second are
declaratory rulings (ahkam wad‘iyyah) like the juridical cause (llat) and juridical
condition (shart).

e Hakim (rule-giver) - This includes discussions on the recited revelation (wahi

matlii), non-recited revelation (wahi ghayr matlii), hasan and gabih (morally good
and bad).

° The Tawdih, and its base text, the Tangih, are both written by Imam Sadr al-Shari‘ah al-Mahbubi.
However, the Talwih, which is a commentary on the Tawdih, is written by Imam Sa‘d al-Din Mas‘ad al-
Taftazani (d. 791).
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e Mahkuam fih (the matter being ruled upon) - This includes the issue or object that
the ruling is being given about. For example, the conditions and types of prayer
and other actions.

e Mahkim ‘alayh (the subject to the ruling) - This includes discussions on legal
capacity, its conditions and circumstances of the person to whom the ruling
applies.

Qawa‘id al-Istinbat /Qawa‘id al-Lughawiyya

This section discusses the principles that are used to explain the Qur’an and Sunnah.
These principles are divided into four:

e Alfaz (words) - This discusses the various types of wording, such as khass
(specified), ‘am (general), hagiqah (literal) and majaz (figurative).

e Huriif (particles) - This discusses the different types of particles and what
meanings they have.

e Amr wa Nahy (commands and prohibitions) - This discusses the imperative and
prohibitive word forms and ada’ (fulfilment within the prescribed time) and gada’
(fulfilment after the prescribed time).

e Wujih al-Bayan (degrees of clarification) - This section discusses the underlying
causes or justifications for legal rulings.

Mutafarrigat
This section deals with the remaining topics of usil al-figh, such as:

e Magqasid al-Shari‘ah (objectives of Shari‘ah) - This part discusses the usul al-
khamsah (the five essentials): preservation of religion, life, intellect, property,
and lineage. It also includes discussions on dartiirah (necessity) and hdjah (need).

e Ta‘rud al-Adillah (dealing with conflicting evidence)

e [jtihad (independent juridical reasoning) and taglid (following the reasoning of
another jurist)

Method of Attaining Mastery in Figh and Usill al-Figh

To gain a deep understanding and expertise in any field, two things are required:
Diligent Effort - This refers to extensive study. It is fundamental, and without it,
mastery is impossible. The need for study and research in the Islamic sciences is like
the body’s need for food. Imam Ibn al-Nujaym (d. 970), the renowned jurist, shared
how he gained mastery in figh. He would consistently remain awake at night studying,
such that every book in the vast city of Cairo had passed through his study. His
personal library contained all the major books of figh and usil al-figh, which he
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meticulously read. He would advise students that mastery cannot be achieved
through mere desire. It requires hard work, effort, and perseverance.®

Accompanying the Experts - This is another extremely essential component to gain
mastery and correctly understand the methodology and principles of any field,
especially in figh. Self-study alone, as many past and present examples show, may lead
one down an incorrect path. This is why, along with the divine scriptures, Allah sent
the prophets.

The Companion, ‘Ali & (d. 40), has a few lines of poetry:

“My brother, you will never attain knowledge except through six. I will explain them
clearly: Intelligence, diligence, relentless effort, adequate means, the company of a teacher,
and a long span of time.”"
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Ibn Najim, Zayn al-Din b. Ibrahim b. Muhammad al-Misri. Al-Ashbah wa-al-Naza'ir ‘ala Madhhab Abi

Hanifah al-Nu‘man. Annotated and hadiths verified by Shaykh Zakariyya ‘Amayrat. 1st ed. (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1419 aH / 1999 cE): 15.

11 Al-Zarniiji, Burhan al-Din. Ta‘lim al-Muta‘allim fi Tariq al-Ta‘allum. 3rd ed. (Beirut: Dar Ibn Yir, 1435 AH
/ 2014 CE): 52.
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