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The Methodology of the Ṣaḥābah in Deriving Legal Rulings 

Qurʾān, Sunnah, Ijmāʿ, Qiyās, and the Principles of Juristic Reasoning 

 

Introduction 

The Companions (al-Ṣaḥābah, عنھم الله رضي ) were the first generation to engage 
directly with revelation after the Prophet Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم. Their legal reasoning 
(fiqh) and methodological foundations (uṣūl) form the backbone of Islamic 
jurisprudence. This lesson explores how the Ṣaḥābah used the Qurʾān, the 
Sunnah, consensus (ijmāʿ), analogical reasoning (qiyās), and juristic discretion 
rooted in objectives (taʿlīl, maqāṣid), while also exercising caution toward weak 
or problematic reports. 

Far from being simplistic literalists or uncontrolled rationalists, the Ṣaḥābah 
developed a balanced legal methodology grounded in revelation, understanding, 
and responsibility. 

 

The Qurʾān as the Primary Legal Proof 

Using the Qurʾān as Ḥujjah (Binding Proof) 

The Ṣaḥābah unanimously treated the Qurʾān as the supreme legal authority. 
They used its general texts (ʿumūm al-lafẓ) to derive rulings and applied its 
meanings to new situations. 

A key example is ʿAbd Allāh ibn Masʿūd عنھ الله رضي , who would reason from 
general Qurʾānic principles when specific texts were not available. This 
demonstrates early recognition of legal universals and foundational norms within 
the Qurʾān. 

 



 

Absolute Deference to the Qurʾān 

When a clear Qurʾānic text existed, the Ṣaḥābah would halt all personal 
reasoning. This attitude is exemplified by ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb عنھ الله رضي , 
described as waqqāf ʿinda kitāb Allāh (one who stops at the limits of the Book of 
Allah). 

Example: Dowry Limitation 
 When ʿUmar attempted to discourage excessive dowries, a woman cited the verse: 

﴿ شَیْئاً مِنْھُ تأَخُْذُوا فلاََ قنِطَارًا إحِْدَاھُنَّ وَآتیَْتمُْ ﴾ 
 “And if you have given one of them a qinṭār, do not take anything from it.” 
(Qurʾān 4:20) 

ʿUmar immediately retracted his statement, declaring: 

“The woman is correct and ʿUmar is mistaken.” 

This illustrates the absolute authority of the Qurʾān, even over the ijtihād of the 
greatest Companions. 

 

The Sunnah as a Binding Source of Law 

The Authority of the Sunnah 

The Ṣaḥābah regarded the Sunnah as binding revelation, second only to the 
Qurʾān. They used prophetic statements, actions, and approvals as decisive legal 
evidence. 

A foundational example occurred at the death of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم. When the 
Companions differed over where he should be buried, Abū Bakr عنھ الله رضي  said: 

 



 

“I heard the Messenger of Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم say: 
 ‘A prophet is buried where he passes away.’” 

This single report (khabar al-wāḥid) resolved a major communal dispute, 
demonstrating both the authority of the Sunnah and the binding nature of 
authentic solitary reports. 

 

Upholding the Sunnah Against Personal Opinion 

The Ṣaḥābah strongly rejected preferring personal reasoning over prophetic 
instruction. 

● Ibn ʿAbbās عنھما الله رضي  said: 
 

“Do you fear that stones may fall upon you from the sky? I say: ‘The 
Messenger of Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم said,’ and you say: ‘So-and-so said.’” 

● ʿUmar عنھ الله رضي  stated: 
 

“The Sunnah is what Allah and His Messenger have legislated. Do not 
make the error of opinion a Sunnah for the Ummah.” 

These statements do not condemn legitimate ijtihād, but rather condemn 
speculative or unfounded opinion (raʾy fāsid) that contradicts revelation. 

 

Khabar al-Wāḥid and Critical Scrutiny of Reports 

Acceptance with Conditions 

 



 

While khabar al-wāḥid was accepted, the Ṣaḥābah exercised rigorous scrutiny, 
especially when a report: 

● Contradicted the Qurʾān 
 

● Opposed well-known Sunnah 
 

● Had major legal implications 
 

● Was reported by a single individual in sensitive matters 
 

ʿUmar’s Method of Verification 

a. Seeking Corroboration 

When Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī reported the ḥadīth of seeking permission three times 
before leaving, ʿUmar demanded evidence: 

“You must bring proof, or I will take action against you.” 

Only after Ubayy ibn Kaʿb corroborated the report did ʿUmar accept it. Jurists 
later explained that the report had reached the level of istifāḍah (widespread 
acceptance). 

b. Rejecting a Report Due to Conflict with Qurʾān 

ʿUmar rejected the report of Fāṭimah bint Qays regarding a divorced woman 
receiving neither maintenance nor housing, stating: 

“We do not abandon the Book of Allah and the Sunnah of our Prophet 
for the statement of a woman—we do not know whether she 
remembered or forgot.” 

 



 

This is a classic example of naqd al-matn (textual criticism), not rejection of 
Sunnah. 

 

Ijmāʿ (Consensus) in the Time of the Ṣaḥābah 

Definitive Authority of Ṣaḥābah Consensus 

The ijmāʿ of the Ṣaḥābah is considered categorical (qaṭʿī) proof. No scholar 
disputes its binding authority. 

Later consensuses may be probabilistic (ẓannī), but ijmāʿ al-Ṣaḥābah holds a 
unique status due to: 

● Direct transmission 
 

● Shared linguistic and contextual understanding 
 

● Proximity to revelation 
 

ʿUmar’s Judicial Instruction 

ʿUmar instructed Shurayḥ al-Qāḍī: 

“Judge by what is clear to you from the judgment of the Messenger of 
Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم. 
 If you do not know, then by what the rightly guided leaders judged. 
 And consult the people of knowledge and righteousness.” 

This establishes ijmāʿ and scholarly consultation as judicial principles. 

 

 



 

Qiyās and Ijtihād Among the Ṣaḥābah 

Legitimacy of Analogical Reasoning 

The Ṣaḥābah used qiyās (analogy) when no explicit text existed, aligning new 
cases with established rulings based on shared effective causes (ʿillah). 

Imām al-Juwaynī states: 

“We know with certainty that the Companions hastened to analogy in 
new cases and never hesitated to attach branches to principles.” 

Example: Succession at Saqīfat Banī Sāʿidah 

The dispute over leadership after the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم was resolved through: 

● Sunnah: “The leaders are from Quraysh.” 
 

● Qiyās: Comparing leadership of prayer to leadership of the Ummah 
 

This resulted in consensus upon Abū Bakr عنھ الله رضي . 

 

Two Methodological Paths Among the Ṣaḥābah 

1. The Path of Taʿlīl (Reasoning & Objectives) 

Prominently represented by ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, this approach emphasized: 

● Maqāṣid al-Sharīʿah 
 

● Public welfare (maṣlaḥah) 
 

 



 

● Contextual understanding 
 

● Prevention of misuse of texts 
 

Examples include his stance on tayammum, plague travel, and verification of 
reports. 

The Path of Strict Adherence to Text (Ẓāhir al-Naṣṣ) 

Some Companions preferred extreme caution, adhering closely to the apparent 
meaning of texts to avoid error, especially in fatwā. This approach laid 
foundations later reflected in the Ḥanaf ī legal tradition. 

 

Naqd al-Matn (Textual Criticism) Among the Ṣaḥābah 

ʿĀʾishah عنھا الله رضي  

ʿĀʾishah was renowned for correcting misunderstandings of ḥadīth by: 

● Referring to the Qurʾān 
 

● Clarifying context 
 

● Identifying partial or mistaken transmission 
 

Examples include: 

● “The deceased is punished for his family’s crying” 
 

● “The child of fornication is the worst of three” 
 

 



 

● “Whoever washes a dead body must perform ghusl” 
 

She famously said: 

أخُْرَى وِزْرَ وَازِرَةٌ تزَِرُ وَلاَ  
 “No soul bears the burden of another.” 

 

Conclusion 

The legal methodology of the Ṣaḥābah was nuanced, principled, and deeply 
responsible. They: 

● Prioritized the Qurʾān absolutely 
 

● Treated the Sunnah as binding revelation 
 

● Accepted khabar al-wāḥid with scrutiny 
 

● Recognized ijmāʿ as decisive proof 
 

● Practiced qiyās and ijtihād within limits 
 

● Critically examined reports without undermining the Sunnah 
 

● Balanced text, meaning, and objectives 
 

These foundations later crystallized into the classical schools of Islamic 
jurisprudence and remain essential for understanding uṣūl al-fiqh today. 
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