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The structural differences between Shi’a and

Sunni ijtihad (independent juridical reasoning)

Hadi Shamsabadi'

In the present article, the author aims to analyze the structural i
differences of ijtihad (independent juridical reasoning) between
Imami jurisprudence and Sunni jurisprudence, moving beyond a
mere comparative study of the content of jurisprudential (fighhi)
and methodological (usili) texts. Within this inquiry, ijtihad is
conceptualized as an independent phenomenon possessing a i
methodological structure—a structure shaped by a constellation of
theoretical and historical factors that determines the path of legal
inference within each school. Among the influential factors on this i
structure are: the definition and conception of ijtihad within each
school; differences in theological and doctrinal propositions; the i
hierarchical levels and functions of jjtihad; the historical timing i
and rationale for its adoption; and the duties and limits of a jurist’s
(mujtahid) authority. The article’s overarching conclusion is that
these differences are rooted in a set of epistemological, theological, i
and historical foundations, rather than mere semantic or procedural
discrepancies among legal sources. Crucially, it is this very structural
distinction that, in practice, determines each school’s approach to i
contemporary jurisprudential challenges and to novel political,
social, and intellectual issues. :

Keywords
Structure, Jjtihad, Sunni ljtihad, Shi’a [jtihad, Hierarchies
of ljitihad, Magqasid al-Shari ‘a (The Objectives of Islamic
Law)

1. fourth-level seminary student and Lecturer of Advanced Levels in the Seminary.
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