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Encyclopaedia Article 4 (Oxford Islamic Studies Online)

Ijmā
[bookmark: _Hlk504234718]Consensus is a core principle of Islamic jurisprudence (uṣūl al-fiqh) and one of the four legitimate sources of law within Sunni Islam, alongside the Qurʿān, sunnah and qiyās.  It finds precedent, particularly within the sunnah.[footnoteRef:1] Foundational to its authority is the Prophetic statement “my community will never agree on an error.”[footnoteRef:2] The function of ijmā῾ is to regulate the religious life of communities, as a tool of governance.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Andrew Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs And Practices: The Formative Years Vol 1 (London: Routledge, 1990), 80.]  [2: Abu Dawud, Book 35, Number 4240:  http://cmje.usc.edu/religious-texts/hadith/abudawud/035-sat.php#035.4240]  [3:  H.A.R Gibb, The Hutchinson Encyclopaedia of Living Faiths (Century Hutchinson, 1988), 190. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk504236318][bookmark: _Hlk504235117][bookmark: _Hlk504516307][bookmark: _Hlk504266106][bookmark: _Hlk504266772][bookmark: _Hlk504250536]Ijmā῾ developed at a similar juncture to ijtihād (personal effort). Both provided a fledgeling religious community with advice where the Qurʿān and Sunnah couldn’t. Complimentary to individual efforts (ijtihād) it usefully focussed community conflict and debate into legal outcomes.[footnoteRef:4] The choice of a successor to Muhammad may represent the initial impetus for its use, affording it political legitimacy.[footnoteRef:5] Authority for consensus soon passed to qualified scholars (ʿulamāʿ) only; a process outlined by Ghazali that determined mujmi’un (those qualified).[footnoteRef:6]  Consensus can be reached despite dissenting views which affords it a degree of flexibility.[footnoteRef:7] Divergence existed within the four schools regarding ijmā῾. For the Maliki school consensus meant ‘Medinan consensus’. The Hanafi’s rejected this idea.[footnoteRef:8] For Shafi’s ijmā῾ can only clarify the Qurʿān and sunnah.[footnoteRef:9] The Hanbali’s were cautious of consensus altogether.[footnoteRef:10] 

Ijmā῾ within contemporary contexts has its challenges. Whole community consensus is arguably simpler with modern communication.[footnoteRef:11] Problems arise when some scholars are silent. Within the Shafi and Maliki schools, this weakens the legitimacy of consensus, though the Hanbali and Hanafi’s do not see this as an impediment. Moreover, who is the ‘whole community’? Could an individual country produce ijmā῾? Some may see this as breaking the unity of the ummah.[footnoteRef:12]  The whole notion of consensus is further challenged by the internet as people seek legal precedents from authorities outside the ʿulamā.[footnoteRef:13] As Enver Emon points out, the ‘claim space’ of the sharīʿa has changed.[footnoteRef:14] 

A radical re-imagining comes from Muhammad Iqbal and Ziauddin Sardar. Iqbal argues that modern legislative assemblies are the sole forum for ijmā today.[footnoteRef:15] For Sardar, ijmā῾ must merge with other forms of knowledge to compete with western ideas of epistemology. Its aim is not the absolute unity of consensus, but rather a compromise, to meet the needs of contemporary Muslims.[footnoteRef:16]

 [4:  M. Izzi Dien, Islamic Law: From Historical Foundations To Contemporary Practice (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), 5.]  [5:  Ibid, 44.]  [6:  Ibid 46.]  [7:  Ibid, 43. (dien)]  [8:  *Kamali, Mohammad Hashim. "Law and Society." In The Oxford History of Islam., edited by John L. Esposito. Oxford Islamic Studies Online, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/book/islam-9780195107999/islam-9780195107999-div1-20 (accessed 04-Dec-2017).]  [9:  Colin Chapman, Cross And Crescent (Westmont: InterVarsity Press, 2012), 109.]  [10:  Jonathan Brown, Misquoting Muhammad (London: Oneworld Publications, 2014), 32.]  [11:  M. Izzi Dien, Islamic Law, 47.]  [12:  Ibid, 48 (dien)]  [13:  Gary R Bunt, iMuslims (London: Hurst, 2009), 10.]  [14:  Anver M Emon, Religious Pluralism In Islamic Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 206.]  [15:  Daniel W Brown, A New Introduction To Islam, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), 306.]  [16:  Clinton Bennett, Muslims And Modernity (London [u.a.]: Continuum, 2005), 118-119.] 
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Glassé, Cyril. The Concise Encyclopaedia Of Islam. London: Stacey International, 2008.

Rippin, Andrew. Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs And Practices: The Formative Years Vol 1. London: Routledge, 1990.

image1.jpeg
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





image2.jpeg




