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The Canonization of Islamic Law tells the story of the birth of classical
Islamic law in the eighth and ninth centuries CE. It shows how an oral
normative tradition embedded in communal practice was transformed
into a systematic legal science defined by hermeneutic analysis of a
clearly demarcated scriptural canon. This transformation was inaugu-
rated by the innovative legal theory of Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi7
(d. 820 CE), and it took place against the background of a crisis of
identity and religious authority in ninth-century Egypt. By tracing the
formulation, reception, interpretation, and spread of al-ShafiT’s ideas,
Ahmed El Shamsy demonstrates how the canonization of scripture that
lay at the heart of al-ShafiT’s theory formed the basis for the emergence
of legal hermeneutics, the formation of the Sunni schools of law, and
the creation of a shared methodological basis in Muslim thought.

Ahmed El Shamsy is an Assistant Professor of Islamic Thought in
the Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations at the
University of Chicago.
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No one truly knows the secrets of those who have gone before us,
for only the Knower of the hidden is acquainted with them. All we
can do is reason from the known to the unknown. Yet many an
inference accords with a hidden truth; were it not so, little could
be known.

Mahmud Muhammad Shakir, Qadiyyat al-shi‘r al-jabili, 58
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Note on Dates, Places, and Terms

I give most dates in this book in dual form, with the Hijri date according
to the Islamic calendar followed by the Common Era date, separated by a
slash. Personal names are transliterated fully; place names and the names
of dynasties are not. Nonspecialists should note the small but significant
orthographic distinction between “al-ShafiT” (the scholar), “Shafi‘is” (the
followers of al-Shafi), and “Shafil”” (one such follower, or the adjective
describing al-Shafif, his ideas, his followers, and the school he founded). I
use the anglicized term “Hadith” for reports of the Prophet Muhammad’s
sayings and actions in both the singular (orig. badith) and the plural
(abadith).
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