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TAQLID AND IJTIHAD

The human mind can be categorized into two types: 
an imitative mind (taqlid) and a mind guided by 

independent reasoning (ijtihad). The distinction between 
these two can be described as follows: an imitative mind is 
a closed mind, while an independent reasoning mind is an 
open mind. The intellectual journey of an imitative person 
comes to a halt at a certain point, whereas the intellectual 
journey of an independent reasoning person continues to 
progress, ceasing only with death. This distinction can be 
better understood through an example.

Shakespeare was a great writer of the English language, 
who passed away in 1616. On the other hand, George 
Bernard Shaw, an English writer of a later period, was 
born in 1856—there was a gap of about three hundred 
years between their periods of activity. In the history of 
English literature, Bernard Shaw holds a lesser position as 
compared to Shakespeare. Referring to this, Bernard Shaw 
famously remarked:

“I am smaller in stature than Shakespeare, but I 
stand upon his shoulders.”
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This statement reflects an independent reasoning 
approach. Such a way of thinking fosters broad-mindedness 
and courage. In a society where this attitude prevails, the 
journey of intellectual evolution continues unhindered. 
Each generation adds to the intellectual heritage of its 
predecessors and further develops it to pass on to future 
generations.

Contemporary Muslim Society

Now, consider Muslim society. In the present era, the 
process of intellectual evolution among Muslims has 
almost come to a standstill. The primary reason for this 
stagnation is the dominance of imitative thinking (taqlidi), 
while the practice of independent reasoning (ijtihadi) 
has been abandoned, and treated almost as a vice to be 
avoided. Generally, there is a widespread belief that all 
knowledge and research have already been accomplished 
by the scholars of the past (salaf). The prevailing notion is 
that our only task is to read their books and follow their 
conclusions. However, this mindset creates a permanent 
obstacle to the intellectual progress.

Muslims today face two possible approaches in their way 
of thinking:

1.	 “My stature is lesser than that of my predecessors, 
but I stand upon their shoulders.”

2.	 “My stature is smaller than that of my predecessors, 
and therefore, I lie at their feet.”
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A living community cannot remain confined to approaches  

shaped by earlier circumstances. While it must honour 

its intellectual inheritance, it must also have the courage to think 

anew in the light of the Quran and Sunnah, so that their guidance 

may be meaningfully applied to contemporary conditions. This is 

the true spirit of ijtihad.

The tragedy of present-day Muslim society is that imitation has 

too often taken the place of reflection. As a result, Muslims have 

failed to understand changing circumstances and have remained 

largely unaware of the opportunities offered by the modern age. 

The need today is not to abandon the past, but to stand upon it 

and move forward.

Ijtihad is the effort to discover the guidance of Islam for new 

situations with wisdom, realism, and a peaceful approach. It 

teaches that criticism is not an enemy, but a means of growth. It 

opens the door to constructive action, respect for humanity, and 

the renewal of Islamic thought in every age. The present book is 

an attempt to understand this principle in relation to the modern 

age.

Goodword Books
CPS International

ISBN  978-81-69327-02-2

9 7 8 8 1 6 9  3 2 7 0 2 2

PDF

ISSU
ES O

F IJT
IH

A
D




