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Al-Hidayah fi Sharh Bidayat al-Mubtadi, frequently referred to simply as Al-Hidayah (The Guidance), stands as 

one of the most influential legal manuals in the history of Islamic jurisprudence (Fiqh). Authored by the 12th-century 

scholar Burhan al-Din al-Marghinani, this work represents the pinnacle of the Hanafi school, synthesizing

centuries of legal discourse into a structured, dialectical framework. For practitioners, historians, and legal scholars,

Al-Hidayah is not merely a book of rules but a sophisticated demonstration of legal reasoning, balancing textual

authority with rational inquiry.

The Historical Context and Synthesis of Al-Hidayah

The creation of Al-Hidayah was a monumental intellectual undertaking that spanned over thirteen years. Al-

Marghinani initially authored Bidayat al-Mubtadi (The Beginner's Start), which was a concise primer merging the 

foundational legal principles of Imam al-Quduri’s Mukhtasar and Imam Muhammad al-Shaybani’s Al-Jami al-

Saghir. Recognizing the need for a deeper pedagogical tool, Al-Marghinani then wrote Al-Hidayah as a

commentary (Sharh) on his own primer.

This synthesis was critical for the Hanafi school. It served to harmonize the "apparent narrations" (Zahir al-

Riwayah) with the evolving socio-economic realities of the Central Asian region (specifically Transoxiana) during the 

medieval period. The work's importance was so profound that it became the standard textbook for the judiciary in 

the Mughal Empire and later formed the backbone of Anglo-Muhammadan Lawunder British colonial rule in the

Indian subcontinent.

The Technical Methodology of the Text

Unlike contemporary legal codes that provide dry statutes, Al-Hidayah employs a dialectical method. The author 

presents a legal problem, cites the opinions of the founding fathers of the school—Imam Abu Hanifa, Imam Abu 

Yusuf, and Imam Muhammad al-Shaybani—and then engages in a rigorous process of ratiocination to determine

the strongest position. This process involves:

•  Istihsan (Juridical Preference): Deviating from a strict literal analogy in favor of a solution that better serves 

the public interest or avoids hardship.

•  Qiyas (Analogical Reasoning): Applying the logic of an established ruling to a new case with a shared 

effective cause ('Illah).

•  Ikhtilaf (Disagreement Management): Systematically documenting the differences between the leading Imams 

to provide a flexible legal toolkit.

Comparative Analysis: Translation Paradigms

The transition of Al-Hidayah from Arabic into other languages, particularly English, has been a subject of significant

academic scrutiny. The translations represent different eras of legal interpretation and varying degrees of linguistic

accuracy.



Feature Charles Hamilton (1791) Imran Ahsan Khan 
Nyazee (Modern)

Traditional Arabic 
Manuscripts

Source Language Persian Translation of the 
Arabic

Directly from Original 
Arabic

Original Classical Arabic

Primary Objective Administrative/Colonial 
Governance

Academic and Scholarly 
Accuracy

Legal Instruction and 
Fatwa Reference

Methodology Interpretive and 
occasionally truncated

Literal with extensive 
technical footnotes

Concise, dialectical, and 
technical

Legal Scope Focused on civil and 
criminal law

Comprehensive (Ritual and 
Civil)

Totalizing (covers all Fiqh 
domains)

Technical Depth Moderate; loses nuance in 
Persian relay

High; maintains Hanafi 
nomenclature

Absolute; requires expert 
commentary

The Hamilton Translation and the 'Case Method'

The 1791 translation by Charles Hamilton remains a historical landmark, though it is often criticized for its indirect 

nature. Hamilton did not translate directly from the Arabic; instead, he translated a Persian version commissioned 

by the British East India Company. This "double translation" led to certain shifts in technical meaning. However, as 

noted in various technical study data, this version is often cited as the beginning of the case methodof studying

Islamic law in the English-speaking world. It transitioned the study of Fiqh from a purely religious exercise into an

analytical legal discipline suitable for courtroom application.

Structural Breakdown of Al-Hidayah

The text is organized into various "Books" (Kitab) and "Chapters" (Bab), following a logical progression from

individual ritual duties to complex social and commercial contracts. This structure reflects the holistic nature of

Islamic law, which does not bifurcate the secular from the sacred.

1. Ritual Jurisprudence (Ibadat)

The first volumes focus on the foundational pillars of practice, including Taharah (Purification), Salah (Prayer), 

Zakat (Almsgiving), and Hajj(Pilgrimage). Technically, these sections establish the requirements for legal validity

(Sihha) and the conditions (Shurut) that must be met for actions to be recognized in the eyes of the law.

2. Family Law and Personal Status

Al-Hidayah provides an exhaustive analysis of Nikah (Marriage), Talaq (Divorce), and Rada (Suckling). The text 

meticulously details the contractual nature of marriage, the calculation of Mahr (Dower), and the legal protections 

afforded to women regarding maintenance (Nafaqah). The reasoning here often balances textual evidence 

(Hadith) with social utility.

3. Commercial Law and Transactions (Mu'amalat)

The technical depth of Al-Hidayah is perhaps most visible in its treatment of Buyu' (Sales). It covers:

•  Riba (Usury/Interest): A sophisticated breakdown of the 'Illah (legal cause) of Riba in various commodities.

•  Khiyar (Options): The right of a buyer or seller to rescind a contract based on quality, sight, or specific 

conditions.



•  Murabahah and Musharakah: Foundations of what is now known as Islamic Finance.

Technical Commentary and Scholarly Apparatus

The significance of Al-Hidayah is underscored by the fact that over 70 major commentaries have been written on it. 

These commentaries, such as Fath al-Qadir by Ibn al-Humam or Al-Binayahby al-Ayni, serve as technical

expansions, often resolving ambiguities in the original text or providing updated evidence for its conclusions.

Quantitative Overview of Commentaries

The volume of scholarly work surrounding Al-Hidayah demonstrates its central role in the Hanafi curriculum. Many

of these commentaries span more than a dozen volumes, exploring the minute details of linguistic derivations (Sarf

and Nahw) and the authenticity of cited Hadith (Takhrij).



Commentary Name Author Century Key Contribution

Fath al-Qadir Ibn al-Humam 15th Century Critique of Hadith evidence 
and advanced legal theory.

Al-Binayah Badr al-Din al-Ayni 15th Century Focus on linguistic 
precision and Shafi'i-Hanafi 
comparison.

Al-Kifayah Jalal al-Din al-Khwarizmi 14th Century Standard instructional 
manual for the text.

Al-Inayah Akmal al-Din al-Babarti 14th Century Focus on the logical 
consistency of Al-
Marghinani’s arguments.

Procedural Implementation: How to Study Al-Hidayah

For modern researchers or students of law, engaging with Al-Hidayah requires a structured approach to navigate

its technical density. The following procedure is recommended for extracting legal principles from the text:

1.  Identify the Mas'alah (Legal Issue): Locate the specific case or question within the relevant book (e.g., Book 

of Sales).

2.  Analyze the Primordial Rule: Identify the basic ruling (Hukm) provided by the author.

3.  Evaluate the Evidence (Dalil): Examine the Qur'anic verses or Hadith cited to support the rule.

4.  Trace the Ratiocination: Follow the author's logical connection between the evidence and the ruling. Look for 

the use of Istihsan or Qiyas.

5.  Compare the Divergent Views: Note the positions of Imam Abu Yusuf and Imam Muhammad. Understanding 

why they disagree provides insight into the flexibility of the law.

6.  Consult the Glossaries (Hashiyah): Use commentaries to understand technical terms that may have shifted 

in meaning over the centuries.

Modern Challenges and Digital Accessibility

In the digital age, Al-Hidayah has undergone a transition from physical manuscripts to searchable PDF formats 

and online databases. This has democratized access to the text but presents new challenges regarding 

interpretation. Without the guidance of a trained jurist (Faqih), the technical nuances of the text—such as the 

distinction between a Fasid (voidable) and Batil (void) contract—can easily be misunderstood.

Digital versions often include the Arabic original alongside English translations like those by Imran Ahsan Khan 

Nyazee. These searchable formats allow for rapid cross-referencing of terms across different chapters, significantly 

aiding the process of comparative legal analysis. For instance, the concept of Milk(Ownership) can be traced from

its application in marriage to its application in property law with a few clicks, revealing the underlying legal unity of

the text.

The Core Mechanics of Hanafi Legal Logic

To truly understand Al-Hidayah, one must grasp the mathematical-like precisionof its logic. The Hanafi school is

often called the "School of Reason" (Ahl al-Ra'y). Al-Marghinani excels at showing how a single principle can be

applied to a multitude of scenarios. For example, the principle that "hardship brings ease" is technically applied



through specific thresholds of necessity (Darurah).

The text also deals with Legal Capacity (Ahliyyah). It breaks down the stages of human development—from the

fetus to the elderly—and defines how rights and responsibilities (Dhimmah) fluctuate based on age, mental state,

and external constraints. This technical mapping of human agency is a precursor to modern concepts of legal

personhood.

Case Study: The Logic of Buyu' (Sales)

Consider the technical requirement of Taqabud (Taking Possession) in the sale of currency or precious metals. Al-

Hidayah explains that the delay in possession leads to Riba al-Nasi'ah(Interest of Delay). The logic is not merely a

ritual prohibition but a technical safeguard against economic instability and the creation of debt-based bubbles. By

requiring spot transactions, the law ensures that value is grounded in physical reality.

Concluding Perspectives on Al-Hidayah

Al-Hidayah remains an indispensable resource for anyone seeking to understand the architectural complexity of 

Islamic law. Its endurance over eight centuries is a testament to its logical rigour and its ability to adapt to diverse 

cultural contexts—from the steppe lands of Central Asia to the courts of colonial India and the academic halls of 

modern universities. As a masterwork of Hanafi Fiqh, it continues to provide guidance not just on what the law is,

but on the profound intellectual journey of how the law is derived.

By integrating technical analysis with historical context, and by utilizing modern translations alongside classical 

commentaries, the student of Al-Hidayah gains more than just legal knowledge; they gain an appreciation for a 

legal system that strives for a perfect balance between divine revelation and human reason. The ongoing

digitization and translation efforts ensure that this "Guidance" remains accessible for generations to come,

preserving the legacy of Burhan al-Din al-Marghinani in the global legal discourse.
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