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Encyclopaedia Article 1 (Oxford Islamic Studies Online)

Ijtihād  
[bookmark: _Hlk504264976][bookmark: _Hlk504234930][bookmark: _Hlk504516307]Arabic term (lit. “effort”) describing the method of independent reasoning within the sharīʿa.[footnoteRef:1] Sharing a common root with jihād, in this case describing the ‘effort’ that jurists use to create new legal precepts.[footnoteRef:2] It represents a central tenet of Islamic jurisprudence (uṣūl al-fiqh).[footnoteRef:3] Precedent for ijtihād is found within the hadith literature. Deciding to send a colleague to be governor of Yemen, Muhammad asks him how he will develop rulings for the region: [1:  Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Shariah Law (Oneworld Publications, 2017), 21.]  [2:  Ibn Rushd, The Distinguished Jurist's Primer (Reading: Garnet, 1999), 584.]  [3:  Kari Vogt, Lena Larsen and Christian Moe, New Directions in Islamic Thought (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011), 19-20.] 

“…I will make a personal effort (ijtihād),
use my own judgment, and act according to that.” And this the Prophet 
approved, saying: “Praise be to God who enabled the envoy of 
the Apostle of God to say what has satisfied him!”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Abdul Wahid Hamid. Companions of the Prophet, vol. 1. in Islam, Sharia and Alternative dispute resolution (Taurus, 2004), 65-66. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk504516992][bookmark: _Hlk504234718][bookmark: _Hlk504236318][bookmark: _Hlk504517161][bookmark: _Hlk504517275]Ijtihād became necessary when rulers could not reach ijmā῾ (consensus). Moreover, it allows for a majority opinions to be put forward, while allowing for the possibility of descent.[footnoteRef:5] Ijtihād begins as a definable process during the era of the Companions of the Prophet (ca. 632-661).[footnoteRef:6] Since the Prophet was no long alive, ijtihād became the methodological structure to help the community develop new laws where the Qur’an and Sunnah were not adequate.[footnoteRef:7] Ijtihād is focussed in the secular domain, since the fundamentals of religious worship cannot be altered.[footnoteRef:8] Rather, it’s application can be applied to matters of family law, commerce, the rules of war and judicial punishments.[footnoteRef:9] The application of ijtihād is necessary when Islamic Scholars cannot reach consensus (ijmā῾) on an issue. A person worthy to engage in ijtihād is known formally as a mujtahid.[footnoteRef:10] [5:  John L Esposito, The Oxford History of Islam (Oxford, U.K.: Oxford University Press, 1999), 92.]  [6:  Esposito, Oxford History of Islam, 111.]  [7:  Edward Sell, The Faith of Islam, 1st ed. (Italy: Simplicissimus, 2017), 34.]  [8:  Tim Winter, The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014),241.]  [9:  Ibid 241-242.]  [10:  Ibid. 71.] 

By the 4th century AH, consensus existed amongst the four schools of Islamic law that all ‘essential questions’ had been dealt with. This meant the ‘door of ijtihād’ was now closed.[footnoteRef:11] In the modern context the closing of the ‘door of ijtihād’ has been challenged has been challenged by new scholarship.[footnoteRef:12] The main argument advanced to justify its return centres on the fact that today’s scholars have abundant academic resources available to them. This enable a level of insight akin to scholars during the time of the Companions.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Schacht, An Introduction to Islamic Law, 71.]  [12:  Tim Winter, The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 244.]  [13:  Jonathan Brown, Hadith (Oneworld Publications, 2009), 258.] 

Shi’i Muslims maintained ijtihād to a large degree throughout their history. Responsibility for ijtihād lays ultimately with the hidden Imam, with the mujtahid acting as a de facto spokesperson for him. This link with end times theology means rulings made within the tradition tend to carry greater weight than those produced by their Sunni counterparts. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Farhad Daftary, Study of Shi'i Islam, The (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014), 384.] 
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