Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythi (152/769-234/848)

Yahya b. Yahya al-Laytht (152-234/848) was an influential Maliki jurist of Berber descent from
Cordoba. He is credited with transmitting the most widely circulated recension of the Muwatta’.
Yahya began his studies with Ziyad b. “‘Abd al-Rahman Shabtiin (d. 204/819), an early Andalusian
jurist, who himself had studied directly under Malik b. Anas in Medina and transmitted Malik’s legal
teachings in Andalusia. After Yahya distinguished himself as a student, Ziyad encouraged him to
travel to the Islamic East to learn from the latter’s teachers. Thus, Yahya set out on “a journey in
a quest for knowledge (al-rizla fi ralab al- i/m),” and at the age of 18, Yahya was able to study
the Muwarza’ directly from Malik in the last year of the latter’s life, 179/796. Yahya reported all
but a handful of the material included in his recension — those in the chapter on i‘zikaf (pious
seclusion) — directly from Malik. Because Yahya was unsure, however, whether he had heard
the materials regarding pious seclusion directly from Malik, he chose to narrate them instead
from the Andalusian teacher of his youth, Ziyad (who transmitted them from Malik), and not
directly from Malik.

After Malik’s death, and a brief return to his homeland, Yahya ventured eastward again, this time
going to Egypt to study Maliki law under two of Malik’s most prominent pupils, Ibn al-Qasim
(128/746-191/806) and Ibn Wahb (125/743-197/813). With the former he studied law (figh),
specifically, Malik’s legal opinions, and under the latter he studied traditions (hadith, athar).
While he was in Egypt, Yahya also attached himself to al-Layth b. Sa‘d (94/713-175/791), a
prominent Egyptian jurist who was a younger contemporary of Malik. Al-Layth b. Sa‘d and
Malik exchanged a series of letters in which the two debated the authoritativeness of Medinese
law. Al-Layth was an important influence on Yahya, and he ended up favoring several of Layth’s
legal opinions over those of Malik.

Upon his return home to Cordoba, Yahya’s impressive résumé and legal acumen quickly made
him one of the most distinguished, popular, and authoritative jurist in Andalusia. He spent many
years publicly teaching the Muwayza ', thereby securing its canonical place in Andalusian Muslim
legal culture. Yahya utilized his influence to spread Maliki law, and almost all his legal opinions
(fatwas) were based on Malik’s. He became a close adviser to the Umayyad ruler of Andalusia,
‘Abd al-Rahman II (r. 206/822-238/852), and wielded considerable influence in selecting and
approving individuals for judicial office as well as other governmental posts. Yahya routinely
selected his students to fill these posts, a fact that contributed to the spread of the Maliki school
among Andalusia’s Muslim population. His biographers report, however, that he declined an
invitation to become a judge, asserting that he was better positioned to oversee the proper
functioning of the judiciary and prevent corruption by working outside the formal legal system.
In actuality, all Cordoban judges of that period were Arab, a fact that suggests that he never had
much of a chance of being appointed.

Al-Yahya’s fame, influence, and longevity were among the reasons for the dominance of the
Maliki school in Andalusia and the widespread diffusion of the Muwatza " there. The growing
number of Andalusian Malikis who studied the Muwazza* with him, and his students after him,
resulted in making Yahya’s recension the most popular version of the Muwatza* in Andalusia and
North Africa. It became a main source for teaching Malik1 law and the object of numerous
commentaries on Maliki law. Thus, the success of his recension was tied to his successful role in



institutionalizing the Malik1 school in Andalusia. In addition, given that the Muwazza * was
consistently revised throughout Malik’s life, Yahya’s recension had the added authority of
providing the most recent teachings of its author. As a Maliki jurist, Yahya retained in his
recension of the Muwayrza’ all of Malik’s legal opinions and commentary, in contrast to non-
Maliki transmitters of the Muwazza’, such as the Iragi jurist Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybani
(132/750-189/805) and the traditionist Suwayd b. Sa‘1d (d. 240/855), whose recensions of the
Muwayza * largely omitted Malik’s legal opinions. Viewed solely as a legal text, Yahya’s errors in
transmitting the Muwatta’’s hadiths could have been deemed immaterial. Nevertheless, his
student, the traditionist Ibn Waddah (d. 287/900), took care to correct them. Ibn Waddah stands
as the common link for most transmissions of the Muwayta’ via Yahya. Ibn Waddah’s status as a
reliable traditionist further bolstered the authoritativeness of Yahya’s recension.

Bibliography

Carmona, Alfonso, “The Introduction of Malik’s Teachings in al-Andalus,” in The Islamic
School of Law: Evolution, Devolution, and Progress, ed. Peri Bearman et al. (Cambridge:
Harvard Law School Islamic Legal Studies Program, 2005)

Ibn al-Faradi, Abu al-Walid, Tarikh ‘ulama’ Andalusiyya, ed. Bashshar ‘Awad Ma‘riif (Tunisia:
Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2008/1429)

al-Dhahabi, Shams al-Din, Siyar a ‘lam al-nubala’, ed. Shu‘ayb al-Arna’tt (Beirut: Mu’assasat
al-Risala, 1985)

Fierro, Maribel, EI2, s.v. Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythi

Fierro, Maribel, “Proto-Malikis, Malikis, and Reformed Malikis in al-Andalus,” in The Islamic
School of Law: Evolution, Devolution, and Progress, ed. Peri Bearman et al. (Cambridge:
Islamic Legal Studies Program, Harvard Law School, 2005)

Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Abti ‘Umar Yusuf, al-Istidhkar li-madhahib al-amsar fi ma tadammanahu al-
Muwatta’ min ma ‘ant al-ra’y wa--athar, ed. ‘Abd al-Mu'tt Amin Qal ‘aji (Aleppo/Cairo: Dar al-
Wa'T and Damascus/Beirut: Dar Qutayba li-I-Tiba‘a wa-I-Nashr, 1993/1414)

Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Abti ‘Umar Yusuf, al-Tamhid li-ma fi I-Muwatta’ min al-ma ‘ant wa--asanid,
ed. Mustafa b. Ahmad al-"Alawi et al. (Rabat: Wizarat al-Awqaf wa-I-Shu’@in al-Islamiyya,
1967/1387-1992/1412)

al-Qadi ‘Iyad b. Musa, Abu al-Fadl, Tartib al-madarik wa taqrib al-masalik li-ma ‘rifat a ‘lam
madhhab Malik, ed. Muhammad Tawit al-Tanji et al., 2nd edition (Morocco: Wizarat al-Awqaf
wa-I-Shu’tin al-Islamiyya, 1982-3/1402-3)

Sharjabili, Muhammad b. Hasan, Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythi wa riwayatahu li-1-Muwayta’
(Agadir: Manshiirat Kulliyyat al-Shari‘a, 1995/1416)



Ibn Anas, Malik, Muwayza al-lmam Malik riwayat Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybant, ed.
‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Abd al-Latif (Cairo: al-Majlis al-A ‘1a 1i-I-Shu’an al-I1slamiyyah, 1962)

Ibn Anas, Malik, al-Muwatta’ li-Malik b. Anas riwayat Suwayd b. Sa id al-Hadathant, ed. ‘Abd
al-Majid Turki (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1994)

Wyman-Landgraf, Umar F. Abd-Allah, Malik and Medina: Islamic Legal Reasoning in the
Formative Period (Leiden: Brill, 2013)



