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Abstract

Juristic reputation (shuhrah) is one of the significant concepts in Islamic legal theory and has long played an important role in the process
of deriving legal rulings. It generally refers to the widespread acceptance of a narration, legal opinion, or practical approach among jurists
and scholars, which may influence the evaluation of legal evidence and the preference of one opinion over another. This study employs a
descriptive—analytical and comparative approach to examine the status and function of juristic reputation in the four Sunni schools of law
and compares their perspectives with that of Imami jurisprudence. The findings indicate that although all major Islamic legal traditions
acknowledge the practical and intellectual significance of juristic reputation, they differ considerably regarding its legal authority,
epistemological foundations, and scope of application. In the Hanafi school, reputation, particularly in the form of the well-known report
and the authoritative opinion of the school, serves as an important mechanism for legal preference and fatwa formulation. In the Maliki
tradition, the practice of the people of Medina represents the most prominent manifestation of practical reputation and is often regarded
as a reflection of Prophetic tradition. By contrast, the Shafi‘i and Hanbali schools, due to their stronger emphasis on scriptural evidence,
generally treat reputation as a supporting or preferential factor rather than an independent source of authority. In Imami jurisprudence,
juristic reputation is not considered an autonomous legal proof; however, narrative, juridical, and practical forms of reputation may
contribute to rational confidence, strengthen weak reports, and assist in resolving conflicts among evidences. The study demonstrates that
the principal distinction between Imami and Sunni approaches lies in the foundation of authority attributed to reputation. Imami
jurisprudence primarily evaluates reputation through the lens of rational confidence and evidentiary reliability, whereas many Sunni jurists
associate its authority with the historical continuity of communal practice and the inherited legal tradition of the Muslim community.
Despite these methodological differences, juristic reputation in both legal systems functions as a valuable instrument for strengthening
legal reasoning, reducing doctrinal fragmentation, and preserving jurisprudential coherence within the broader framework of Islamic law.

Keywords: Juristic Reputation, Legal Authority, Imami Jurisprudence, Four Sunni Schools, Islamic Legal Theory, Legal Reasoning,
Comparative Figh.

How to cite: Farrokhi, H., Baharloui, S., & Asadi Koohbad, H. (2025). A Comparative Study of the Status and Function of Juristic Reputation in the Four Sunni Schools with
Emphasis on Comparison to Imami Jurisprudence, Sharia, Philosophy and Ethics, 3(4), 1-14.

Submit Date: 01 July 2025
Revise Date: 29 September 2025
Accept Date: 07 October 2025

Publish Date: 23 October 2025

@. [TETH © 2025 the authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

ST 9 daudd o g

Extended Abstract

The concept of shuhrah, or juristic reputation, occupies a significant yet contested position in Islamic legal
theory because it stands at the intersection of textual evidence, juristic reasoning, communal practice, and
epistemic probability. In its basic sense, shuhrah refers to the circulation and predominance of a legal opinion,
report, or practice among jurists, but its jurisprudential importance depends on whether such predominance
can generate legal authority or merely serve as a supporting indicator. In Imami jurisprudence, the problem of
shuhrah is usually discussed under the broader question of the authority of presumptive evidence and the
conditions under which probability may become epistemically reliable (1). In the Sunni legal schools, however,
shuhrah is often connected with the authority of transmitted practice, the collective conduct of scholars, the
accepted doctrine of a school, or the practical need for consistency in legal opinion (16). This study therefore
addresses a central comparative question: what is the status and function of shuhrah in the four Sunni schools,
and how does this compare with the Imami understanding of juristic reputation? The importance of the question
lies in the fact that Islamic jurisprudence does not always operate through definitive texts; rather, jurists
frequently face competing narrations, divergent opinions, weak reports, and interpretive uncertainties, and in
such contexts shuhrah may function as a rational indicator of reliability, a criterion of preference, or a means
of maintaining doctrinal coherence.

The conceptual foundation of shuhrah begins with its distinction into narrative reputation, fatwa-based
reputation, and practical reputation. Narrative reputation concerns the widespread transmission of a report
among scholars or transmitters without necessarily reaching the level of recurrent transmission, and this form
is especially important in discussions of whether a report has acquired additional credibility through scholarly
reception (3). Fatwa-based reputation refers to the dominance of a legal opinion among jurists of a school,
while practical reputation refers to the sustained conduct of jurists or a legal community in accordance with a
particular ruling. In Imami legal theory, these distinctions are crucial because the epistemic force of shuhrah
is not uniform; a widely transmitted report may remain insufficient if it does not produce confidence, whereas
a weak report supported by the practice of early jurists may gain evidentiary strength (2). The same concern
appears in discussions of early Imami jurists, whose proximity to the age of the Imams may increase the
evidentiary value of their shared legal positions (4). Linguistically, the notion of reputation is tied to
appearance, publicity, and widespread recognition, but jurisprudentially it becomes meaningful only when this
publicity is connected with a reliable scholarly process (11). Thus, shuhrah is not merely a sociological fact; it
becomes legally relevant only when it is capable of functioning as an epistemic sign, a practical guide, or a
stabilizing force within legal reasoning.

In the Hanafi school, shuhrah has a relatively strong role, especially through the doctrine of the well-known
report and the authority of the accepted opinion within the school. Hanafi jurists distinguish the well-known
report from both recurrent and solitary reports, assigning it a stronger practical status than an ordinary solitary
narration because of its reception among scholars and its circulation within the community of legal reasoning
(3). This approach reflects the broader Hanafi method, which gives substantial weight to juristic reasoning,
analogy, preference, customary practice, and the accumulated authority of the school. In this context, shuhrah
does not replace scriptural evidence, but it can strengthen a report, guide preference among conflicting
opinions, and help determine the opinion suitable for fatwa and adjudication (18). In the Maliki school, shuhrah
assumes an even more historically grounded form through the doctrine of the practice of the people of Medina.
Since Medina was the formative environment of Prophetic practice and early communal transmission, Maliki
jurists treat its continuous practice as a powerful indicator of Sunnah (6). This makes practical reputation in
Maliki law more than a mere preference; in some cases, it approaches the status of an independent proof
because it is understood as the historical continuation of Prophetic practice (15). Accordingly, while Hanafi
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shuhrah is strongly linked with scholarly reception and doctrinal preference, Maliki shuhrah is grounded in
the historical continuity of religious practice.

The Shafi‘i and Hanbali schools adopt more restrictive approaches to shuhrah, primarily because both
traditions emphasize the primacy of scriptural evidence and resist granting independent authority to widespread
legal practice when it conflicts with reliable texts. In the Shafi‘i school, legal authority is anchored in the
Qur’an, authenticated Sunnah, consensus, and disciplined analogy, and for this reason a famous practice or
opinion cannot override a valid text (7). Nevertheless, Shafi‘i jurisprudence does not ignore shuhrah entirely;
within the internal structure of the school, the famous or more correct opinion often functions as a practical
guide for fatwa, teaching, and judicial application (12). The Hanbali school is similarly cautious, as its textual
and traditionist orientation prevents shuhrah from becoming an independent proof. Ibn Qudamah’s legal theory
treats reputation as a supporting indicator only when it contributes to strong probability and does not displace
textual evidence (8). Ibn Taymiyyah’s critique of unexamined adherence to famous opinions further highlights
the Hanbali concern that reputation may become a substitute for proof if it is not critically evaluated (17). Thus,
in the Shafi‘i and Hanbali schools, shuhrah is acknowledged as a practical and sometimes preferential factor,
but its authority remains subordinate to textual evidence and disciplined legal reasoning.

In Imami jurisprudence, the authority of shuhrah is neither accepted absolutely nor rejected entirely; rather, it
is evaluated according to its ability to generate rational confidence. Imami legal theory generally does not
classify shuhrah as an independent source of law alongside the Qur’an, Sunnah, consensus, and reason, but it
may function as an auxiliary indicator in the process of legal inference (1). The central issue is whether
reputation produces wuthug, or reliable confidence. If it does, it may have practical authority; if it remains a
mere non-authoritative probability, it cannot bind the jurist (13). This explains why Imami jurists often
distinguish early reputation from later reputation: the opinions of early jurists may be more probative because
they may reflect access to lost textual evidence, inherited legal memory, or proximity to the era of the Imams
(4). Imam Khomeini’s legal theory also gives importance to rational confidence and juristic embeddedness
when a widespread early position reflects a stable legal understanding rather than a purely speculative
preference (10). At the same time, the Usuli tradition remains cautious, since no presumptive indicator can
become authoritative without either textual validation or rational reliability (14). Compared with the Sunni
schools, Imami jurisprudence is therefore more epistemologically explicit: shuhrah is valid not because it is
widespread as such, but because, under certain conditions, its widespread character may reveal a stronger
connection to legal reality.

The comparative analysis shows that the main difference between Imami jurisprudence and the four Sunni
schools lies in the source of authority attributed to shuhrah. In Imami thought, its validity depends on rational
confidence and possible disclosure of the position of the infallible authority; in Hanafi law, it is tied to scholarly
reception and the strength of the well-known report; in Maliki law, it is rooted in the historical continuity of
communal practice; in Shafi‘i law, it functions within the limits imposed by textual evidence; and in Hanbali
law, it remains a secondary indicator subordinate to narration and proof. Yet these differences do not eliminate
important common ground. All schools recognize that legal reasoning cannot ignore the accumulated judgment
of jurists, and all schools also accept that reputation cannot legitimately contradict definitive evidence. The
most balanced conclusion is therefore that shuhrah should be treated as a conditional and regulated juristic
indicator. It should not be elevated into an absolute proof, because doing so would risk replacing evidence with
majority acceptance; nor should it be dismissed entirely, because that would disregard the historical, rational,
and practical experience embedded in the legal tradition. Properly understood, shuhrah is a bridge between
text, reason, juristic memory, and institutional coherence.
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