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The literal meaning of Fiqh is “the true understanding of what is intended”, Phillips (2006). In the technical sense Fiqh is the “science of deducing Islamic laws from evidence found in the sources of Islamic law”. The literal meaning of Shariah is “the way to a watering place”, or the “straight path”, Doi (2008). Shariah is considered to be the total sum of laws revealed in the Quran and those deduced from the Sunnah and these are considered to be fixed. Fiqh are laws that are derived from Shariah for specific issues not addressed in Shariah, but can change depending on its application. The science of Fiqh evolved through significant stages of the Islamic civilisation. Philips (2006) defines these in terms of six major stages; foundation, establishment, building, flowering, consolidation, and stagnation and decline. 
The foundation period is the era of the Prophet (609-632 CE). It was during this period that the foundations for the science of Fiqh were established. 
The establishment stage, 632-661 CE, is the period of the Righteous Caliphs. As new territories began to be come under Muslim control, contact with new cultures and customs required dealing with issues that were not directly addressed by Shariah. The process for deducing new legal rulings using Ijma and Qiyas (Ijtehad) were established during this period. Only one Madhab existed in this period due to the unified approach to Fiqh.
The building stage is the period of the Umayyad dynasty from 661 CE to its decline in the middle of the 8th century. This period saw much social unrest and turmoil resulting in the rise of various sects and political factions. Many hadiths were also fabricated during this time and therefore Scholars started to compile and critically analyse the hadiths. As a result various Madhabs evolved during this period.
The flowering stage extends from 750 to 950 CE and covers the rise of the Abbasid Dynasty. The number of Madhabs increased and Fiqh was established as an independent Islamic science during this period. Fiqh was also divided and organised into two areas; the fundamental principles (Usool) and the secondary principles (furoo) based on scientific, philosophical and theological works.
The consolidation stage covers the period between 950 CE to the eventual collapse of the Abbasid Dynasty and the sacking of Baghdad around 1258 CE. During this stage only four Madhabs remained; Maliki, Hanafi, Shafi and Hanbali.
The sixth stage covers six centuries from 1258 CE, and marks the start of the decline of the Islamic civilisation. This period also saw the rise of the Turkish Ottoman Empire from 1299 CE to its eventual collapse. Blind following, Taqleed, emerged as scholars started to leave all forms of Ijtehad. A unanimous legal ruling was declared which intended to close the doors of Ijtehad  with the following of a Madhab being made compulsory. Scholarly works declined with works being limited to writing commentaries on previous works. The fanaticism of Madhab effectively split the Ummah into four sects and this remains to the present day.
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