THE EVOLUTION OF USUL AL-FIQH

1. The Generation of Sam’i – of listeners, eye witnesses: This was the generation of the
Companions of the Prophet ( )ﷺwho saw, heard and lived with him. They witnessed the
revelation and application of the Qur’an and Sunnah. They observed how he handled
cases that were not responded to directly by revelation. They had the entire Qur’an
transcribed. Many of the Companions spread out into the rest of the Ummah after the
death of the Prophet ( )ﷺto teach and guide people. This period lasted till approximately
the end of the first Hijrah century.

2. The Generation of Jam’i – of gatherers, collectors: This was the generation of the
students of the companions of the Prophet. They were taught by the Companions who
learned directly from the Prophet ()ﷺ. They gathered what they learnt from the
companions in book form. They were the Tabi’in (the Followers of the Companions of the
Prophet ()ﷺ.1

3. The Generation of Fiqh and Usul al-Fiqh – of analysts and jurists: This is the time of the
Successors (or Followers) of the Followers of the Companions of the Prophet ()ﷺ, the
Tabi’u al-Tabi’in. It was during this period that a more structured and systematised
approach (tadween) of analysing Islamic law was developed, based on what the Tabi’u alTabi’in heard from their teachers who were taught by the companions of Prophet ()ﷺ.
Fiqh by definition has to be based on principles (usul) and grounded in evidence (adillah)
and therefore on an Usul al-Fiqh. So, while earlier jurists employed well-developed
principles and methodologies that guided their juristic reasoning (ijtihad), the first writing
and articulation of Usul al-Fiqh as an independent science was done by Imam Shafi’i. 2
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Fiqh is an Arabic term which literally means “deep understanding” but has come to denote the
broad field of Islamic Jurisprudence. The great jurists, Imam Nu’man bin Thabit Abu Hanifa (d.
150 AH), Imam Malik bin Anas (d. 179 AH), Imam Muhammad bin Idris Shafi’i (d. 204 AH) and
Imam Ahmad bin Hanbal (d. 241 AH) were scholars of Fiqh. The chart below shows their line of
teachers.
The chart below shows the lapse of time between the Prophet Muhammad (’)ﷺs life and period
of the development of Fiqh, derived using Usul al-Fiqh. Imam al-Bukhari and Imam Muslim were
not well known as fuqaha3but as later compilers and authenticators of oral and written traditions
(Hadith).
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