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Al-Hidayah (lit. "The Guidance") stands as perhaps the most influential legal manual in the history of the Islamic 

world, specifically within the Hanafi School of Jurisprudence (Madhab). Composed in the 12th century by the 

celebrated jurist Burhan al-Din al-Marghinani, this text represents a sophisticated synthesis of centuries of legal 

development. Far from being a mere list of rules, Al-Hidayah is a work of legal dialectics, providing the underlying 

rationales ('illa), proofs (dala'il), and comparative arguments that define the Hanafi legal tradition. For the technical

writer, legal historian, or practitioner of Islamic law, Al-Hidayah provides a masterclass in structured logical

deduction and statutory interpretation.

1. Historical and Biographical Context

The Life of Imam Burhan al-Din al-Marghinani

Burhan al-Din Abu al-Hasan 'Ali ibn Abi Bakr ibn 'Abd al-Jalil al-Farghani al-Marghinani was born in Marghinan, a

city in the Fergana Valley (modern-day Uzbekistan). Living during the 12th century (d. 593 AH / 1197 CE), a period

often described as the 'Golden Age' of Hanafi legal thought in Central Asia, al-Marghinani was a product of the

rigorous academic environment of Transoxiana. His expertise was not limited to law; he was a master of Hadith,

linguistics, and theology.

The Genesis of the Text

The creation of Al-Hidayah was a multi-stage process of refinement. Al-Marghinani initially wrote a foundational text 

titled Bidayat al-Mubtadi (The Beginning for the Beginner). Realizing that this introductory work required a deep, 

analytical commentary to explain the reasoning behind its legal rulings, he spent thirteen years composing Al-

Hidayah as a commentary (sharh) on his own original text. This unique position—being the author of both the base

text and the commentary—allowed for an unparalleled level of internal consistency and clarity of intent.

2. Theoretical Framework and Methodological Dialectics

The technical brilliance of Al-Hidayah lies in its methodological approach to Fiqh (jurisprudence). Marghinani does 

not simply state the law; he reconstructs the debate that led to the law. This is achieved through a specific technical 

structure known as mas’alah (legal issue or case).

The Dialectical Structure

Each section typically follows a rigorous four-step logical sequence:

•  Proposition: Statement of the legal ruling according to the primary Hanafi authorities.

•  Attribution: Citing the opinions of Imam Abu Hanifa, Imam Abu Yusuf, and Imam Muhammad al-Shaybani (the 

"Three Imams").

•  Argumentation (Istidlal): The presentation of textual evidence (Quran and Sunnah) and rational evidence 

(Qiyas or Istihsan).

•  Refutation/Reconciliation: Addressing counter-arguments from other schools of thought, most notably the 

Shafi'i school, to demonstrate the superiority or consistency of the Hanafi position.



Core Legal Mechanics: Qiyas and Istihsan

The technical framework of the text relies heavily on Qiyas (analogical reasoning) and Istihsan (juridical 

preference). Al-Marghinani demonstrates how a ruling for a new case is derived from an established case by 

identifying a common 'illah (effective cause). However, where strict analogy leads to an outcome that violates public 

interest or higher legal principles, he employs Istihsan to depart from analogy toward a more equitable solution.

3. Technical Hierarchy of Sources

Al-Hidayah serves as a bridge between the foundational texts of the school and the practical needs of the judiciary.

To understand its technical depth, one must look at how it categorizes authority.



Source Category Description Role in Al-Hidayah

Zahir al-Riwayah The primary six books transmitted 
from the students of Abu Hanifa.

Acts as the default legal authority for 
Marghinani's rulings.

4. Functional Breakdown of Key Legal Volumes

The structure of Al-Hidayah is typically divided into four massive volumes, each focusing on distinct categories of

law. This categorization reflects a sophisticated legal ontology.

Volume I: Ibadat (Religious Observances)

While dealing with worship, the technicality remains high. For instance, the section on Zakat (obligatory charity) 

involves complex mathematical models for calculating wealth across different asset classes—livestock, agricultural 

produce (Ushr), and currency. Al-Marghinani defines the Nisab (minimum threshold) and the Hawlan al-Hawl(the

requirement of possessing wealth for a full lunar year) with surgical precision.

Volume II: Mu'amalat (Civil Transactions)

This volume is the heart of Hanafi contract law. It covers Kitab al-Buyu (The Book of Sales), defining the 

essentials of a valid contract (Arkan al-Aqd): offer (ijab) and acceptance (qabul). Technical concepts such as 

Khiyar al-Shar�m (the option of condition) and Riba (usury/interest) are dissected to prevent contractual ambiguity (

gharar).

Volume III: Munakahat (Family Law)

Al-Hidayah provides the legal scaffolding for marriage, divorce, and inheritance. The text treats marriage as a civil 

contract with specific legal consequences (legalization of intimacy, establishment of dower/mahr, and 

maintenance). Marghinani’s analysis of Talaq (divorce) is particularly technical, distinguishing between the Sunnah 

(approved) and Bid'ah (innovated) forms of dissolution.

Volume IV: Jinayat and Hudud (Criminal and Procedural Law)

The final sections deal with the penal system and the rules of evidence. A significant portion is dedicated to Adab 

al-Qadi(The Ethics and Procedure of the Judge). It outlines the rules for witness testimony, the burden of proof,

and the use of oaths in court, establishing a robust procedural framework for the judiciary.

5. Comparative Analysis of Legal Schools

One of the primary educational values of Al-Hidayah is its comparative nature. Al-Marghinani frequently contrasts

Hanafi positions with those of Imam al-Shafi'i. This comparison is not merely polemical but pedagogical, helping

the reader understand the boundaries of legal interpretation.



Legal Topic Hanafi Position (Al-
Hidayah)

Shafi'i Position (Contrast) Technical Rationale

Intent in Contracts Emphasizes the literal 
wording and physical 
exchange.

Prioritizes the internal 
intent of the parties.

Hanafi law seeks to 
minimize judicial 
subjectivity and maximize 
market certainty.

Agency (Wakala) Broad permission for 
agents to act within the 
general scope of business.

More restrictive 
requirements for specific 
authorization for each act.

Hanafi school facilitates 
commerce through broader 
agency definitions.

6. Technical Workflow of Legal Deduction (Ijtihad)

In the Hanafi tradition, as codified in Al-Hidayah, the process of reaching a legal ruling involves a specific

algorithmic workflow. This is essential for practitioners seeking to apply the law to modern contexts.

1.  Query Identification: The jurist identifies the specific legal question (e.g., "Is a digital asset subject to 

Zakat?").

2.  Search for Textual Precedent: Searching the Quran and Mutawatir Hadith for direct commands.

3.  Reference to the 'Founders': Checking if Abu Hanifa or his companions addressed the issue.

4.  Identification of the 'Illa: Identifying the underlying logic. If the issue is a sale, the 'illa is the exchange of value 

for value.

5.  Application of Qiyas: Applying the ruling of an old case (gold/silver) to the new case (digital currency) based 

on the shared property of being a "medium of exchange."

6.  Final Review via Istihsan: Checking if the analogical result causes hardship or contradicts established social 

custom ('Urf).

7. Translation, Transmission, and the Anglo-Muhammadan Law

The technical legacy of Al-Hidayah took an unexpected turn in the 18th century. When the British East India

Company assumed administrative control over India, they sought a code of law to govern the Muslim population. In

1772, Warren Hastings commissioned a translation of Al-Hidayah. 

The result was the translation by Charles Hamilton. However, because the British translators did not master 

Arabic, they translated it from a Persian intermediary version. This "translation of a translation" introduced several 

technical inaccuracies, particularly in the nuances of Hanafi contract law. Despite these flaws, Hamilton's Hedaya 

became the primary textbook for British judges in India, leading to the creation of a hybrid legal system known as 

Anglo-Muhammadan Law. This historical episode underscores the importance of accessing the original Arabic

text for accurate technical application.

8. Troubleshooting Common Misinterpretations

When studying Al-Hidayah, modern readers often encounter several operational challenges or common errors in

interpretation:

•  Mistaking Descriptive for Normative: Marghinani often describes a cultural custom to illustrate a point; modern 

readers must distinguish between the universal legal principle and the 12th-century context.

•  Ignoring the 'Aqulu' (I say): In many editions, the distinction between the original text of Bidayat al-Mubtadi 

and Marghinani’s own commentary can be blurred. Readers must look for the transition markers to identify when 



the author is providing his own synthesis.

•  Over-reliance on Translations: As noted with Hamilton, legal terminology like Mudaraba (profit-sharing) has 

technical nuances that "partnership" or "trust financing" cannot fully capture. Solution: Always cross-reference with 

an Arabic-English legal glossary of Fiqh terms.

9. The Modern Relevance of Al-Hidayah

Despite being 800 years old, Al-Hidayah remains a core part of the Dars-e-Nizami curriculum in Islamic seminaries 

across South Asia, Turkey, and Central Asia. In the contemporary world, its technical frameworks are being used to 

develop Islamic Finance products. The rules of Murabaha (cost-plus financing) and Ijara(leasing) discussed in

Volume II of Al-Hidayah are the direct ancestors of the trillion-dollar global Islamic banking industry.

The work provides a stable, logical framework for dealing with modern issues such as organ transplantation, 

intellectual property, and international law. By following the dialectical method of Marghinani, modern Muftis are 

able to derive new rulings (fatawa) that remain rooted in the sophisticated tradition of the Hanafi school while

addressing the complexities of the 21st century.

Ultimately, Al-Hidayah is more than a historical artifact; it is a living manual of legal logic. Its survival and continued

dominance are a testament to Marghinani's ability to balance the rigid requirements of textual loyalty with the fluid

needs of rational application. For the technical student of law, it remains the ultimate guide—the Hidayah—to the

intricate landscape of Islamic jurisprudence.
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