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Abstract

Imam Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 911 AH / 1505 CE) is widely regarded as one of
the most prominent Muslim scholars of the late ninth and early tenth centuries

AH (fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries CE). He produced an extensive and
diverse body of scholarly works encompassing numerous fields of Islamic
learning, including Qur’anic exegesis, Hadith studies, jurisprudence, linguistics,
and Arabic literature. This remarkable intellectual output secured for him a
distinguished place in the history of Islamic scholarship. However, his scholarly
prominence was not without controversy, as it was accompanied by numerous
intellectual disputes and rivalries with several scholars of his time. These
conflicts arose from a variety of factors, including his bold juristic opinions, his
vigorous defense of his scholarly authority and reputation, as well as
methodological and doctrinal differences among scholars. Such rivalries often
manifested in the form of critical exchanges, rebuttals, and polemical writings
between al-Suyuti and his contemporaries. A number of treatises and epistles
were composed either to defend particular viewpoints or to refute opposing
arguments. These intellectual engagements reflect the vibrancy of the scholarly
environment of that period and demonstrate the richness of juristic and
intellectual dialogue among scholars. In particular, the phenomenon of rivalry
among scholarly peers played a notable role in shaping the dynamics of
academic discourse during that era.

Examining these disputes therefore provides valuable insight into the
nature of scholarly debate, the limits of intellectual disagreement, and the
broader impact such debates had on the development of Islamic thought in the
late Mamluk period. It is important to note that scholarly rivalry among
contemporaries was not unique to the Mamluk era. Rather, it had been a
recurring phenomenon since the earliest periods of Islamic intellectual history,
rarely subsiding except under exceptional circumstances. The tendency of
scholars to assert their intellectual identity and defend their scholarly positions
1s a natural human inclination, particularly when contemporaries share the same
field of specialization. Indeed, participation in the same intellectual discipline
often generates a form of competition among scholars. Such competition,
however, has historically played an important role in stimulating intellectual
productivity and fostering scientific and scholarly advancement in various
periods of Islamic history. In this sense, rivalry may be viewed as a natural
human impulse toward self-assertion and recognition, transcending differences
in scholarly, social, or cultural standing, and frequently serving as a catalyst for
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creativity and intellectual output. Although rivalry and competition have existed
to varying degrees among scholars, individuals, and even tribes across different

times and places, this phenomenon occasionally exceeded the ethical and
scholarly norms governing academic discourse. In the later periods of Islamic
history—particularly during the Mamluk era (648-923 AH / 1250-1517 CE)—
such rivalries appear to have intensified. Historical accounts from this period
suggest that scholarly competition reached its peak among prominent scholars
who held significant intellectual authority within society. A clear illustration of
this phenomenon can be found in the scholarly relationships between Imam
Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti and several leading scholars of his time. Among the most
notable figures involved in these disputes were Burhan al-Din al-Biqgai (d. 885
AH / 1480 CE), Burhan al-Din ibn Ali al-Maliki (d. 891 AH / 1486 CE), who
served as the judge of Mecca, and Shams al-Din al-Sakhawi (d. 902 AH / 1496
CE). The rivalry between al-Suyuti and al-Sakhawi was particularly intense, as
the latter emerged as one of his most vocal critics and among the scholars most
openly opposed to him. These figures, along with several others, played a
significant role in the intellectual debates that will be examined in detail in the
present study.

Few Muslim scholars have been the subject of controversy to the extent
experienced by Imam Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti. His contemporaries became
divided between supporters who praised his scholarship, defended his
intellectual achievements, and acknowledged his scholarly authority, and
opponents who leveled various accusations against him and expressed strong
criticism of his work. Over time, this debate expanded beyond the circle of his
contemporaries and continued to attract scholarly attention up to the present
day. The controversy surrounding al-Suyuti was not limited to questions
regarding his scholarly competence, his methodological expertise, or the legal
opinions he advanced, nor was it confined to the issue of his claim to the rank of
independent juristic reasoning (ijtihad) and renewal (tajdid). Rather, the debate
extended further to include doubts concerning his scholarly integrity,
particularly in light of the extraordinary number of works attributed to him. As a
result, he became the subject of criticism and accusations by a number of
scholars of his own time, especially among his contemporaries. In conclusion,
the term “rivalries” in the present study refers to the disputes, polemics, and
intellectual disagreements that occurred among scholars for a variety of reasons.
Some of these disputes were rooted in personal factors such as envy,
competition, the pursuit of scholarly recognition, or rivalry within a particular
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field of expertise. Others arose from differences concerning legal opinions,
scholarly interpretations, or linguistic issues that occupied the intellectual

landscape of that period. These dynamics are particularly evident in the rivalries
that emerged between Imam Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti and several of his
contemporaries after he distinguished himself in numerous disciplines.
Consequently, significant tensions, disagreements, and intellectual divisions
developed among this distinguished group of eminent scholars.
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