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Abstract 

The four Sunni schools of Islamic law—Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi‘i, and 

Hanbali—represent the primary legal traditions within Sunni Islam. 

Emerging between the 8th and 9th centuries CE, these schools were shaped 

by distinct geographical, intellectual, and political environments. This 

article introduces each school’s founder, legal methodology, interpretive 

principles, and historical development. Despite their differences, the schools 

share foundational commitments to the Qur’an, Sunnah, and consensus 

(ijma‘), while applying diverse juristic tools such as analogical reasoning 

(qiyas), public interest (maslahah), and local custom. This study highlights 

how these madhhabs provided legal unity and flexibility within Sunni Islam 

and continue to influence modern jurisprudential thought and application. 

Keywords: 

Sunni Islam, 

Hanafi, Maliki, 

Shafi‘i, Hanbali, 

Islamic 

jurisprudence, 

madhhab, fiqh, 

usul al-fiqh, 

legal schools 

INTRODUCTION 

Islamic law, or fiqh, developed as a dynamic and interpretive tradition that sought to apply the 

divine guidance of the Qur’an and Sunnah to the ever-changing circumstances of Muslim societies. 

Among Sunni Muslims, this effort led to the formation of four major schools of jurisprudence 

(madhāhib), each named after a pioneering jurist: Abu Hanifa, Malik ibn Anas, Al-Shafi‘i, and 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal. These schools differ in legal reasoning methods, treatment of sources, and 

contextual approaches, yet they collectively form the backbone of Sunni legal orthodoxy. This 

article offers a foundational introduction to each school’s origins, methodologies, and distinctive 

features, and examines their ongoing relevance in contemporary Islamic legal discourse. 

Historical Background of Sunni Jurisprudence 

Early Legal Pluralism in the Islamic World 

In the early centuries of Islam, legal practices were diverse and varied widely across different 

regions. This was due to the rapidly expanding Muslim territories, each influenced by local 

customs, pre-Islamic traditions, and the teachings of various companions of the Prophet 
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Muhammad. There was no single codified legal system; instead, multiple interpretations and 

practices coexisted, reflecting a form of legal pluralism. 

Need for Systematization 

As the Islamic empire grew and societies became more complex, the demand for a more consistent 

and unified legal framework intensified. The informal and diverse practices created confusion and 

conflicts, particularly in judicial rulings and governance. This necessitated the development of 

systematic principles and methodologies to interpret Islamic law (Sharia) consistently. 

The Rise of Juristic Authority and Legal Schools 

Over time, scholars specializing in Islamic law (faqih) emerged as authoritative figures. Their deep 

knowledge and analytical skills led to the establishment of distinct legal schools (madhahib) within 

Sunni Islam. These schools—most notably the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali—developed 

comprehensive jurisprudential methodologies to interpret the Quran, Sunnah, consensus (ijma), 

and analogy (qiyas). They provided structured legal frameworks that addressed the social and 

political realities of their times, solidifying Sunni jurisprudence as a key institution in Islamic 

civilization. 

Overview of the Four Schools 

The Hanafi School 

Founder: Abu Hanifa (d. 767 CE) 

Abu Hanifa, a prominent jurist based in Kufa (modern-day Iraq), is recognized as the founder of 

the Hanafi school. He is well-known for his analytical and reasoned approach to Islamic law. 

Emphasis on Reasoning (Ra’y), Analogy (Qiyas), and Juristic Preference (Istihsan) 

The Hanafi school is distinct for its use of ra’y (independent reasoning) alongside qiyas (analogical 

deduction) to derive legal rulings. It also uniquely employs istihsan (juristic preference), which 

allows flexibility by favoring equitable or more suitable rulings over strict analogy when 

necessary. This methodology enabled Hanafi jurists to address complex legal questions with 

adaptability. 

Historical Spread: Abbasid and Ottoman Empires 

The Hanafi school gained official prominence under the Abbasid Caliphate and later became the 

dominant legal tradition of the Ottoman Empire. Its adaptability and systematic approach helped 

it spread widely across the Middle East, Central Asia, South Asia, and the Balkans. 

Overview of the Four Schools 

The Maliki School 

Founder: Malik ibn Anas (d. 795 CE) 

Malik ibn Anas, based in Medina, founded the Maliki school and compiled Al-Muwatta, an 

influential early legal text. 

Reliance on ‘amal ahl al-Madina (Practice of the People of Medina) Malik emphasized the 

customs and legal practices of Medina’s residents as a vital source of law, believing they reflected 

the Prophet’s living tradition. 
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Use of Public Interest (Maslahah) 

The Maliki school applied maslahah, prioritizing rulings that serve the community’s welfare and 

avoid harm, allowing for flexibility beyond strict textual interpretation. 

Historical Centers: North and West Africa, Andalusia 

The Maliki school became dominant in North and West Africa and in Muslim Spain (Andalusia), 

shaping the region’s legal and cultural identity for centuries. 

Overview of the Four Schools 

The Shafi‘i School 

Founder: Al-Shafi‘i (d. 820 CE) 

Imam Al-Shafi‘i is credited with founding the Shafi‘i school and is renowned for formalizing the 

principles of Islamic jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh). 

Development of Usul al-Fiqh in Al-Risāla 

Al-Shafi‘i authored Al-Risāla, a foundational work that systematically outlined the sources and 

methodology of Islamic law, establishing clear rules for deriving legal rulings from the Quran, 

Sunnah, consensus (ijma), and analogy (qiyas). 

Emphasis on Hadith and Legal Structure 

The Shafi‘i school places strong emphasis on authentic hadith as a primary source of law, alongside 

the Quran. It promotes a balanced, structured approach that limits excessive personal opinion and 

prioritizes textual evidence. 

Spread Through Egypt, East Africa, Southeast Asia 

The Shafi‘i school became widespread in Egypt, the Horn of Africa, and Southeast Asia, including 

Indonesia and Malaysia, influencing diverse Muslim communities. 

Overview of the Four Schools 

The Hanbali School 

Founder: Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855 CE) 

Ahmad ibn Hanbal, a prominent scholar of hadith, founded the Hanbali school, known for its 

conservative and textually rigorous approach. 

Strict Textualism and Prioritization of Hadith 

The Hanbali school strongly emphasizes strict adherence to the Quran and authentic hadith, often 

rejecting extensive use of personal reasoning or analogy if not firmly rooted in texts. 

Minimal Reliance on Analogy or Juristic Opinion 

Unlike other schools, Hanbali jurists limit the use of qiyas (analogy) and ra’y (juristic opinion), 

focusing primarily on the literal texts and the practices of the earliest generations. 

Modern Influence in Saudi Arabia and Salafi Thought 

The Hanbali school remains the official legal tradition in Saudi Arabia and has heavily influenced 

modern Salafi movements that advocate a return to what they consider the pure, original Islam. 
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Commonalities and Divergences 

Shared Sources: Qur’an, Sunnah, Ijma‘ 

All four Sunni schools base their legal rulings primarily on three foundational sources: the Qur’an 

(the holy scripture), the Sunnah (Prophetic traditions), and Ijma‘ (consensus among scholars). 

These form the core of Islamic jurisprudence. 

Differences in Application of Qiyas, Istihsan, Maslahah, Urf 

The schools differ significantly in their use of secondary tools and principles: 

Qiyas (analogy) is used broadly in Hanafi and Shafi‘i schools but more cautiously in Maliki and 

minimally in Hanbali. Istihsan (juristic preference) is primarily a Hanafi method to allow 

flexibility. Maslahah (public interest) is central to the Maliki school’s pragmatism. Urf (local 

custom) is accepted to varying degrees, often influencing regional legal adaptations. 

Regional and Cultural Adaptations 

Each school adapted to the social and cultural contexts of the regions where it spread, incorporating 

local customs and addressing specific community needs. This regional diversity helped Sunni 

jurisprudence remain relevant and flexible across the Muslim world. 

Contemporary Relevance 

The Role of the Schools in Modern Legal Systems 

Sunni legal schools continue to influence many Muslim-majority countries' legal frameworks, 

either formally as part of national legislation or informally through religious courts and personal 

law (e.g., family law). Some countries explicitly adopt a particular madhhab as a legal reference, 

while others blend different schools or integrate secular legal codes. 

The Decline and Revival of Madhhab-Based Authority 

In the 19th and 20th centuries, the authority of traditional madhhabs declined due to colonialism, 

modernization, and secular legal reforms. However, recent decades have seen a revival of interest 

in madhhab identities and classical jurisprudence, driven by Islamic movements, scholars, and 

communities seeking authenticity and rootedness. 

Globalization, Digital Fatwas, and Cross-School Referencing 

Global communication and the internet have transformed how Islamic legal opinions (fatwas) are 

issued and accessed. Digital platforms allow scholars from different schools to interact, debate, 

and provide cross-school legal opinions, fostering greater awareness and sometimes syncretism in 

Islamic jurisprudence worldwide. 

Summary  

The four Sunni schools of law reflect the interpretive richness and diversity of Islamic 

jurisprudence. While they arose in specific historical contexts, their principles remain influential 

in contemporary legal thought and practice. Far from being rigid, the madhāhib have shown a 

capacity for flexibility, renewal, and adaptation, maintaining their role as key frameworks in the 

formulation and application of Islamic law across cultures and time periods. 
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