
FOUR SCHOOLS (MADDHAB) OF ISLAM IC JURISPRUDENCE IN SUNNI ISLĀM 

 Hanafī 
(most innovative) 

Māliki Shafi’i  Hanbāli 
(fundamentalist) 

(1) Qur’ān (God’s Revelation) ���� ���� ���� ���� 
(2) Sunna (Prophet’s teachings/actions) ���� ���� ���� ���� 

(3) Ijmā (community consensus on 1 & 2) ���� ���� ���� No 
(4) Qiya (interpretation by analogy) ���� ���� ���� No 

(5) Ijtihād (logical deduction) ���� ���� No No 
(6) Ra’y (personal interpretation) ���� No No No 
(7) Isti�sān (spirit of the law) ���� No No No 

(8) Adat (local customs) ���� No No No 

(9) Geographical Regions Iraq, Syria, Turkey, China, 
South Asia & Central Asia. 

Maghreb Africa: Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, 
Morocco, Mauritania, & Morocco. 

Southeast Asia Saudi Arabia & the Persian Gulf 
States (Wahhābī movement) 

 
Madhhab �anafi – Abū �anīfa (d. 767, H. 150) 

Abū �anīfa recognized that particlar aspects of the Sharī‘a could not be put into practice in certain situations, because of local customs and traditions (adat). He recommended the 

spirit of the law (isti�sān), rather than the strict letter of the law, in difficult cases. By recognizing the needs of changing and local circumstances, the �anafi School prospered in 

non-Arab lands. During the ‘Abbāsid period (A.D. 749-1258, H. 132-656), the �anafi code was the official code, and it spread to the East, where it flourished especially in Central 

Asia and India. With the downfall of the ‘Abbāsids, the �anafi School also declined, but was revived by the rise of the Ottomans in Turkey and the Mughals in India. 
 
Madhhab Māliki – Mālik ibn Anas (d. 795, H. 179) 
In addition to the Qur’ān and the �adīth, this school accepts the consensus (ijmā‘) of the Madīnan community as sources of the Sharī‘a. When both the Qur’ān and the Madīnan 

ijmā‘ failed to provide the answers, this school allows recourse to ijtihād (interpretation through logical deduction) as a last resort. It does not recognize isti�sān. 
 
Madhhab Shāfi‘ī – al-Shāfi‘ī (d. 820, H. 205) 
Regarded as midway between innovation and conservative traditionalism. This school regards the Qur’ān and the �adīth as the primary sources of Islamic law. Qiyā (analogy) and 

ijmā‘ (consensus of the community) can only be applied provided that there is no solution found in the Qur’ān and the �adīth.  
 
Madhhab �anbali – A�mad ibn �anbal (780-855, H. 164-241) 
The most conservative and defensive of the four schools. Historically, it arose as a traditionalist response to the excesses of esoteric Sufism and speculative, rationalist Islamic 
theology (Mu‘tazila). This school insists on a strict and literal application of the Qur’ān and the �adīth alone as the only valid sources of the Sharī‘a. Their literalist rigour and 
especially their anti-Shi‘a sectarian attitude would give rise to difficulties in responding to the challenges of modernity. The traditionalist Wahhābī movement of Saudi Arabia 
follows the �anbali law. Traditionally, this was a small school restricted mainly to the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf states. Today, their influence has been much more 
extensive because of their relation to fundamentalist Islām. Because of the intense missionary activities sponsored by Saudi Arabia in Africa, Central, South and Southeast Asia, 
the �anbali school is becoming increasingly influential and assertive in Africa and Asia. The controversial implementation of strict Sharī‘a law in northern Nigeria and 

Afghanistan (stoning adulterers, chopping off a thief’s hand, covering women from head-to-toe, etc.) are attempts to impose �anbali jurisprudence on society.  


