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Introduction

The study of Usal al-Figh begins with an appreciation for the foundational discussions that
precede the discipline itself. Classical scholars emphasized the necessity of understanding
the aims, structure, and sources of a field before engaging its deeper issues. Imam

al-Haramayn states:

o @ slls e s paill o OF ol 058 0o 0 G L2 sle o0 B o G
« oo~ 4.'3} M} ‘U‘d‘ S\ dodedd,

(al-Burhan fi Usal al-Figh, 1/7)

Similarly, al-Ghazali underscores the indispensable nature of mastering preliminary

concepts:
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(al-Mustasfa, p. 4)

These quotations reflect an established scholarly method: no discipline can be properly
understood without first grounding the student in its conceptual foundations, definitions,
components, and purpose. The present lesson follows this tradition by clarifying essential

terms and laying out the grounding framework for engaging the science of Usil al-Figh.
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The Compound Term “Usul al-Figh”

The expression Usul al-Figh is originally a compound made up of a governed noun
(al-mudaf), “Usal,” and its governing noun (al-mudaf ilayh), “al-Figh.” Over time, however,
this compound shifted from a linguistic phrase to a technical designation for a specific
discipline. Thus, while linguistically the term remains a construct phrase, technically it

functions as a single, unified title for a distinct science.

Because of this dual identity, scholars define the term in two ways: first, by analyzing it as
a compound expression; and second, by treating it as a proper name for a science. Some
jurists prioritize the first definition because it forms the historical and conceptual basis for
the second. Others prioritize the second because it represents the operative meaning
within scholarly practice. Both approaches contribute to a fuller picture of what Usal

al-Figh represents.

The Linguistic Meaning of “Usul”

Linguistically, al-Usaul is the plural of asl, meaning “that upon which something is built.”
This foundational sense appears both physically and metaphorically. A physical foundation

includes the structural supports of a building, reflected in the Prophet’s £ statement:
. b Y
«ddl 3y 4 (5 o b (& 02

A metaphorical foundation refers to concepts upon which other knowledge is based, as in

the hadith:
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Thus the concept of asl includes both tangible and intangible foundations. Scholars
describe this duality succinctly: a foundation may be hissi (physical) or ma‘nawi
(conceptual). For example, the pillars of a house are its usiil in the physical sense, whereas
the structural forms of sentences—nominal, verbal, adverbial, conditional—represent

conceptual usatl in grammar.

The Shar‘i Meanings of “Asl”

Scholars employ asl in the Shari sciences with multiple meanings. The lesson highlights

two major definitions.
1. Asl as a Universal Principle (al-Qa‘idah al-Kulliyyah)
For example:
«gh, &\ Jeld! 9.3 J.,a%Y\ »
A ga‘idah is defined as:
el m Jo dikis 3Ky

Under this meaning, Usul al-Figh refers to the universal legal and interpretive principles

upon which figh is constructed.

2. Asl as a Proof (al-Dalil)
For example:

M 1yadly s Al 48 AL o ool »



Hearing “and establish the prayer” serves as a tafsili (detailed) proof for the obligation of

prayer.
The lesson further distinguishes:

e dalil tafsili: a specific text that addresses a particular ruling

e dalil ijmal1: a general principle applied to detailed proofs, such as the maxim:

« @9 /i}“ »

In this lesson, the term asl is used in the second sense. Thus:
Usil al-Figh refers here to:
adl o g I Bl pssad @l 4l AV

These general evidences include principles such as:

o L4l ,%M (a command indicates obligation)

°* <l L‘9".!\ (a prohibition indicates impermissibility)

Linguistic Meanings of “Figh”
The term figh linguistically signifies understanding. Al-Khalil states:
« b 13) lgad A.i.ai 4 »

Some scholars root it in a deeper capacity or aptitude, as Ibn al-Qatta‘ explains:

«Ml.qdi@-‘)ajlf;ﬁé)béé»
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The Qur’an employs the word in the sense of comprehension:

S o B
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Scholars also described figh as understanding subtle matters. Al-Shirazi notes:
* .
D sme g 1l Ay afy Bo b Wl S aadl... »

He adds that poets in the Jahiliyyah were called fugaha’ because they perceived hidden

meanings and subtleties not apparent to others.
Al-Razi provides yet another layer:

« allas o0 LD o éﬂ‘}b azdl »
Thus, linguistically, figh has three major meanings:

1. General understanding
2. Understanding subtle matters

3. Understanding the intent behind speech



The Technical Evolution of “Figh”

Technically, figh underwent a historical evolution. Initially, the term encompassed all
components of religion: belief, practice, and spiritual refinement. This broad sense aligns

with the Qur’anic verse:

(9:122) « ;&:0\ ‘:; \);Z;;! »

Similarly, Aba Hanifah R.A defined figh expansively as:

«lde bog B Lo yuddl @ 100 »

Over time, however, the term narrowed in technical usage to refer specifically to legal
rulings on practical matters (al-ahkam al-shar‘iyyah al-‘amaliyyah). This specialization
enabled jurists to formalize legal reasoning and distinguish figh from theology, ethics, and

spirituality.
The scholars of Usal al-Figh later defined figh with precision as:
il 1 e i sl 20 201 WY A >

This definition highlights that figh concerns human actions, is derived from evidence, and
depends on detailed proofs—setting it apart from the general evidences studied in Usul

al-Figh.
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Synthesizing the Two Components: What Is Usul al-Figh?

Understanding the linguistic and technical meanings of usil and figh allows for a coherent
definition of Usal al-Figh. As a compound term, it signifies the foundational principles
upon which figh is built. As a technical term, it denotes the discipline that studies general
evidences, interpretive rules, and methodological tools for deriving legal rulings from the

revealed sources.

Thus, the lesson concludes:

ok Bl K0 4 sl 4d) U]
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In essence, Usal al-Figh is the epistemological backbone of Islamic law. It furnishes jurists
with the intellectual instruments required to interpret texts, reconcile proofs, and derive
coherent legal rulings. The discipline provides structure, consistency, and rigor to the legal
tradition, ensuring that figh is not merely a collection of rulings but a systematic,

principled body of law.

The Usuli Definition of Fiqh

The jurists define figh technically as:
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i) LT o i) Bl e 201 o6 Ay
“The knowledge of the legal rulings concerning human actions, acquired from their

detailed evidences.”
This definition is extremely precise, and each term carries significant implications. The

lesson dissects the definition term by term.

Decoding the Definition

“al-Tlm” (Knowledge)

The term ‘ilm here does not refer exclusively to certainty. Instead it refers to:

“Coidly ol Jalzl) 1,5 3llas”

“General cognition, which includes both assumption (zann) and certainty (yaqin).”

Thus, figh encompasses rulings derived from:

e definitive evidence,

e and probabilistic evidence (e.g., ahad reports or analogical reasoning).

The term ‘ilm operates as a genus: it includes any form of knowing that relates to

rulings—not the knowledge of substances, entities, or natural phenomena.
“al-Ahkam” (Rulings)

The term ahkam is the plural of hukm. Linguistically, hukm can denote prohibition, and is

connected to hikmah, the metal piece in a horse’s bridle that restrains movement.
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Technically, the ustli definition is:

e o Gt AT 3 sl

“To ascribe a matter to something, affirming it or negating it.”
For example:

e “Zayd is standing” = a ruling (affirmation)
e “Zayd is not standing” = a ruling (negation)

e “Zayd” alone = not a ruling

This component of the definition intentionally excludes:

e knowledge of entities (dhawat)
e attributes (sifat)
e and physical acts (af‘al)

unless they are ascribed to a legal valuation.

“al-Shar‘iyyah” (Legal / Revealed)

This condition excludes any ruling not established through revelation. Thus, the following

are not part of figh:

1. Rational rulings (ahkam ‘aqliyyah)

“«

Y Caai de | J1” — “One is half of two.”



2. Physical rulings (ahkam hissiyyah)
“G 2 ,U1” — “Fire burns.”
3. Linguistic rulings (ahkam lughawiyyah)
“sLall 47 — “Light is brightness.”
4, Prescriptive grammatical rulings (ahkam wad‘iyyah)

“¢$,» JeW\” — “The subject is nominative.”

The Shariah concerns both belief and practice, but this definition excludes theology

because of the next term.

“al-‘Amaliyyah” (Practical / Action-Based)
This restricts figh to the legal rulings pertaining to human conduct.
Thus, excluded are:

e theological matters (al-ahkam al-i‘tiqadiyyah)
(e.g., knowing Allah, His attributes, eschatology)
® epistemic principles

(e.g., “jma‘ is authoritative,” “khabar al-wahid is proof”)
Accordingly, technical figh deals with what a person does, not what a person believes.
“al-Muktasabah” (Acquired Through Effort)

This term restricts figh to that which is attained through investigation, reasoning, and

methodological study.
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Thus excluded are:

o the knowledge of Allah, because divine knowledge is not divided into necessary
and acquired

o the knowledge of Jibril, because it is received through revelation, not reasoning

e knowledge acquired without derivation, such as:
o rulings known necessarily (ma‘lum min ad-din bi-darirah)

o the knowledge of a mugqallid, who imitates without deriving

Figh therefore requires ijtihad or participation in a derivational process, not mere

awareness.

“min Adillatiha at-Tafsiliyyah” (From Its Detailed Evidences)
A dalil tafsili refers to a specific textual proof, such as:

® a particular verse
® a particular hadith
® a particular consensus statement

® a particular analogy
This final condition removes:

® necessary knowledge, and

® the knowledge of the imitator,

since neither is obtained by analyzing specific evidences.
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Summary of the Definition
The entire definition may be summarized as:

Figh is the knowledge of practical legal rulings derived through a

reasoned process from specific evidences.
This excludes:

® rational, linguistic, and empirical rulings
e theological matters

® unreasoned knowledge

® imitation without analysis

® cternal or revelatory knowledge

Thus, figh is neither the rulings themselves, nor the mere memorization of them, but the

derivation and understanding of these rulings.

Figh as a Descriptive and Nominal Term
The lesson clarifies that figh can be used in two ways:

1. Descriptive meaning
The state of being a jurist—i.e., possessing the intellectual capacity for deriving
rulings.
This is the meaning intended by the usalis.

2. Nominal meaning

The rulings themselves, as when a book is called “a book of figh.”



The usulis focus on the first meaning because their concern is method, not mere content.

Glossary of Key Technical Terms (Student-Friendly, Precise)

Asl (JoY)

e Linguistic: A foundation; that upon which something is built (physical or
conceptual).
® Shar‘ (1): A universal principle (%K skc).

® Shar (2): A legal proof ( JJA).

Usul (dy%\)

® Plural of asl; foundations.
e In Usal al-Figh, it refers to the principles or general evidences from which legal

rulings are derived.

Figh (4adl)

® Linguistic meanings:
1. General understanding

2. Understanding subtle or intricate matters



3. Understanding the intention behind speech

® Technical meaning:

Knowledge of practical Shar rulings derived from their detailed evidences.

Usil al-Figh (42! J )

® The discipline that studies the general evidences, principles, and methods used to

derive figh rulings from the Qur’an, Sunnah, and other sources.

Dalil (J:M\)

o Tafsili: A specific text addressing a single ruling.

e [Ijmali: A general interpretive principle that applies across texts.

Qa‘idah Kulliyyah (R.JQ\ scal)

® A universal principle that applies to all of its instances (e.g., “The command

indicates obligation”).

Mudaf / Mudaf Ilayh (4] Slall / Olall)
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® The grammatical construct describing a two-part noun phrase: the possessed and

the possessor.

Shar Rulings (s 2! VK’M)

® The rulings derived from revelation that govern human actions.

Istinbat (Jbl5ul)

® The process of extracting legal rulings from evidences using systematic reasoning.

Far‘iyyat ( & )

e Subordinate or practical legal issues, in contrast to matters of creed or spirituality.
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