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The following is an encyclopaedia entry in the style of the Oxford Islamic Studies online.

Ijtihad

Ijtihad is the Arabic term used to define the ‘utmost effort an individual can put forth in an activity’[footnoteRef:1]. Within Sharia, the term refers to the maximum effort expended by a jurist to master and apply usul al-fiqh (legal theory) to discover God’s law[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Esposito, J.L., (ed), "Ijtihad" In The Islamic World: Past and Present, edited by John L. Esposito, ‘Oxford Islamic Studies Online’]  [2:  Hallaq, W.B. ‘Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?’ International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 16, No. 1 (Mar, 1984), pp. 3-41 (39 pages), Cambridge University Press, online p.3] 

During the formative years of Islamic law, qualified jurists employed a type of ijtihad. In its nascent form it was referred to as ra’y (considered opinion)[footnoteRef:3]. The practice of talab al-ilm (travel in search of knowledge) was common, thus searching for knowledge meant uncovering Islamic textual sources. Ilm signified the knowledge contained within the Quran and Sunna and ra’y was its binary opposite[footnoteRef:4]. Ijtihad al-ra’y amounted to the intellectual reasoning by a legal scholar who was equipped with knowledge and religious authority[footnoteRef:5]. [3:  Esposito, J.L., (ed), "Ijtihad"]  [4:  Hallaq, W.B., ‘A History of Islamic Legal Theories: An Introduction to Sunni usul al-fiqh’, Cambridge University Press, England, 1997 (repr. 2008) p.15]  [5:  ibid p.15] 

Before Islamic textual sources were established and when authority over them was not fully controlled, the application of ra’y was not held in disapproval[footnoteRef:6]. The legitimacy of ra’y begun to diminish towards the end of the first Islamic century under Umar II when he required that appointed judges should be in possession of ilm not ra’y[footnoteRef:7]. The scope and definition of ijtihad also became clearer at that time with it becoming limited to a process of interpreting the law using the authoritative texts of the Quran and Sunna[footnoteRef:8].  [6:  ibid p.15]  [7:  ibid p.15]  [8:  Esposito, J.L., (ed), "Ijtihad"] 

Qiyas (reasoning by analogy) was considered as a fourth source of law by Ash-Shafi’i’s. Through its widest application of the law it was ijtihad that accounted for the amount of energy required in interpreting text to the authenticity of Islamic traditions. The Quran and the Sunna contain ahkim (rulings) and dalalat (indications) that led to ilal (causes) of rulings. In the application of dalalat, mujtahid attempted to use qiyas to discover the hukm (judgement) where the Quran and Sunna failed to guide in cases of far (an unprecedented matter)[footnoteRef:9]. Ijtihad being a particular form of qiyas is a method through which the principles held within the Quran, Sunna and ijma (consensus) can be applied for all other matters not expressly regulated therein[footnoteRef:10]. [9:  Hallaq, W.B. ‘Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?’ International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 16, No. 1 (Mar, 1984), pp. 3-41 (39 pages), Cambridge University Press, online, p.5]  [10:  Coulson, N. J. ‘A History of Islamic Law’, Edinburgh University Press, 1964 (repr. 1990), p. 59-60] 

In the development of Islamic law, sixteenth century Sunni reformers were critical of taqlid (blind imitation[footnoteRef:11]) as it could lead to intellectual and cultural stagnation[footnoteRef:12]. Ijtihad was seen as a way of assisting in the interpretation of the Quran and Sunna and as a useful way of applying Islamic law within a modern Western society. Muslim jurists’ application of ijtihad have made legal revisions in the absence of supporting Islamic legal philosophy bringing criticism from some scholars who claim that such revisions should not be referred to as ijtihad[footnoteRef:13]. [11:  Rippin, A., ‘Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices’, Routledge, London, 2001, p.216]  [12:  Esposito, J.L., (ed), "Taqlid." In The Oxford Dictionary of Islam, edited by John L. Esposito, ‘Oxford Islamic Studies Online’]  [13:  Esposito, J.L., (ed), "Ijtihad"] 
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