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Abstract: 
The Education System under the Delhi Sultans set many lasting trends 
in Muslim education in India. It formed the backbone on which 
centuries of subsequent Muslim education would be based. It was this 
system of education that the Great Mughals directly inherited and 
altered. In this research article the higher level of Muslim education 
prevalent in the Delhi Sultanate is discussed and analysed. The 
subjects and standard books of the curriculum before Sultan Sikander 
Lodhi’s period and the additions made during his period are discussed. 

The drift of higher studies toward transmitted or rational sciences is 
highlighted and the reasons behind are also discussed. This paper 
concludes that nine subjects were taught at this level of Education. 
Along with main text books, local commentaries and glosses authored 
by prominent Indian scholars were also included in the curriculum. 
Transmitted Sciences were highly preferred though Rational Sciences 
received impetus from Sultan Sikander Lodhi’s period onward. The 
syllabus conformed to that of the rest of the Islamic world at that time. 
Overall the system was successful in producing many learned 
encyclopaedic personalities. 
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I.  Introduction 
 The establishment of the Delhi Sultanatei was a landmark in Indian History, 
marked by Qutb-ud-Din Aibak’s ascent as an independent Sultan in 1206 A.D (Qureshi, 

1942, p. 1). After the Slave rulers (1206-1210 A.D.) the Sultanate was ruled by six 
dynasties, the Shamsids (1210-1266 A.D.), Ghiathids (1266-1290 A.D.), Khiljis (1290-
1320 A.D.), Tughlaqs (1320-1414 A.D.), Syeds (1414-1451 A.D.) and Lodhis (1451-
1526 A.D.) (Robinson, 2007, p. 75). To some, the Delhi Sultanate may be considered 
trivial in comparison to the world famous Great Mughals that succeeded it. But the Delhi 
Sultans were great patrons of culture and education. From the thirteenth to the early-
sixteenth century it was they who endorsed the progression of knowledge in India. 
Through their monetary generosity they ardently honoured scholars and litterateurs. The 
system of Higher Education of Muslims that took form under the Delhi Sultans would 
remain prevalent in India for many centuries to come. 
 
II.  The Curriculum of Higher Education 
 By the eleventh century A.D. institutions of higher learning, that had a religious 
bias, had developed in the Muslim countries called madrassas. They were essentially 
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schools of theology, with secondary linguistic studies (Husain, 1962, p. 71). The subjects 
of higher studies were taught in Arabic language. They were very difficult to master and 
could only be studied under a scholar or at a madrassa. The subjects constituting the 
curriculum of higher education were: 
 

i. Quranic Exegesis (Tafsir) 
ii. Traditions of Prophet Muhammad PBUH (Hadith) 

iii. Islamic Law (Fiqh) 
iv. Principles of Islamic Law (Usul-e-Fiqh) ii 
v. Grammar (Ilm-e-Nahf) 

vi. Literature (Adab) 
vii. Logic (Mantaq) iii 

viii. Mysticism (Tasawuff)iv 
ix. Scholasticism (Ilm-ul-Kalam)v 

 
 According to Robinson (1997, p. 152) the students were taught great Arabic books, 
most of which had been written by the end of the eighth century. As these texts were 
quite difficult, scholars and pupils rarely learnt them alone. Instead they studied them 
with the help of commentaries, glosses, super-commentaries and notes. Gradually these 
commentaries would become more popular than the original texts. Books that were 
specifically part of the curriculum are as follows (Nadvi, 1979, pp. 89-91; Sufi, 1981, pp. 
16-29; Nizami, 1961, p. 151): 
 
 For Grammar Al-Misbah by Al-Mutarrizi, Al-Kafiya Fi Nahw by Abu Umro 
Usmaan ibn al-Hajib, Lubbul Albab by Qazi Nasir-ud-Din al-Baidawi and Irshad by Qazi 
Shihab-ud-Din of Daulatabad. (Irshad was a later addition to the curriculum.) 
 
 For Literature Maqamatul-Hariri by Abu Muhammad al-Qasim ibn Ali ibn 
Muhammad ibn Uthman al-Hariri (1054A.D.-1122A.D.). Literally meaning the 
‘Standings of Hariri’, it was a work of imagination about the fictional adventures of Abu 

Zaid as-Saruj narrated by Harith ibn Hammam (Beeston, 1990, pp. 132-133). With 
language of the highest literary form, rich in phraseology and anecdotes, it presented an 
amalgam of Grammar, history, rhetoric, poetry and tradition (Preston, 1850, ix-vii). The 
humour and wit of the tales combined with superior Arabic linguistic and style, 
established al-Hariri’s Maqamat as the best of the genre (Merriam-Webster’s, 1995, 515). 

Sheikh Nizam-ud-Din Aulia studied this book under his teacher Shamsud-Din al-
Khwarizmi, and committed to memory forty Maqamat of Hariri (Nizami, 2007, p. 33). 
The fame of Maqamat even spread to Jews who translated it into Hebrew (Drory, 2000, 
215). 
 
 For Fiqh or Islamic Law Al-Hidayah fil Furu by Sheikh Burhan-ud-Din al-
Marghinani. The Hidayah was composed by selecting, collecting and shortening previous 
works on Islamic jurisprudence. It had the benefit of combining different views and 
opinions of commentators on disputed issues (Hamilton, 1791, xxxiii). The book inclined 
towards the doctrines of Imam Abu Hanifa and his disciples. Jurists looked to Hidayah 
(and Qudri) for guidance in legal matters. Maulana Burhan-ud-Din Mehmud Balkhi 
studied this text under its author, and introduced it into the curriculum of India. Thus the 
Hidayah became part of the syllabus of those days and rose to be the most important 
book on Fiqh in Muslim India. 
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 For Principles of Islamic Law Manar-ul-Anwaar by Hafiz-ud-Din Abul Barakat 
an-Nasafi. The book discusses the foundations of Islamic law. Another text was Kanz-ul-
wusul ila Marifatil-usul also called the Usul-u-Bazdawi by Ali bin Muhammad al-
Bazdawi who was also born in Bukhara (1006 A.D.) (Nizami, 1961, p. 151). The book 
discusses the different basis from which ordinances of Islamic law arise. There is also 
criticism of the theories of the other three Muslim jurisprudence schools. 
 
 For Tafsir or Quranic Exegesis Madarikut Tanzil by Abdullah ibn Ahmad an 
Nasafi. It was one of the most popular Quranic commentaries used by Sunnis. It was 
based on the Kashshaf but was free from any rationalist elements (Campo, 2000, p. 654). 
Al Kashshaf an Haqaiq al-Tanzil by Mahmud ibn Umar al-Zamakhshari (1075 -1144 
A.D.) was composed from a grammatical and rhetorical point of view. Many super-
commentaries were written on it (Z. Ahmad, 1968, p. 16). It was widely read by Sunni 
ulema despite having a rationalistic bias. Another Tafsir was Anwar-ul-Tanzil by 
Abdullah bin Umar al-Badawi (d. 1286 A.D.). It was based on the Kashshaf but was a 
shorter version of it. It compressed a large amount of material adequately into a small 
volume. Therefore it was not complete in its exegesis. Nonetheless it was a popular book 
in Sunni madrassas (Campo, 2000, p. 654). 
 
 For Hadith Mashariqul-Anwar by Razi-ud-Din al-Hasan Saghani, commonly 
known as Imam Razi-ud-din Saghani Lahori (1252 A.D.) (Hai, 1965, p. 208). A 
collection of 2246 sayings of the Prophet (PBUH) arranged alphabetically, its 
conciseness made it popular (Hadi, 1995, p. 530). It contained Hadith from the standard 
authorities-Sahih Bukhari and Sahih Muslim. It became the most popular book on 
traditions and was introduced in the schools of Delhi by Maulana Burhan-ud-Din 
Mahmud b. Abil Khair Asad Al-Balkhi, a pupil of Saghani. From then on, it became 
incorporated in the syllabus of the time. Eminent scholars of Delhi who taught it to their 
pupils gave certificates for following instruction in this book (Nizami, 1961, p. 268). 
Masabihu’s Sunnah (‘Lamps of the Traditions’) by Abu Muhammad al-Husain bin 
Masud al-Baghawi was a collection Hadith obtained from authentic sources. It consisted 
of methodical division of Hadith according to their degree of authenticity (Leaman, 2006, 
p. 108).  
 
 For Mysticism Awariful-Maarif by Shiabud-Din Abu Hafs Umar ibn Muhammad 
as-Suharwardiyya (Anjum, 2011, p. 38). Literally meaning ‘Knowledge of the Learned’, 

it was a book based on the sayings of sufi saints as well as the Quran and Hadith. It 
reviewed the principle stages of the Sufis and discussed the dawn of Sufism and the roots 
of the word ‘sufi’ (Sufi, 1981, p. 27). It had 63 chapters and was authored in Mecca. The 

author was the founder of the sufi Suharwardiyya order. Several Sufis studied this book 
as a text (Rizvi, 2004, p. 190). Another book was Fususu-Hikam by Muhyil al-Din ibn 
Ali al-Arabi. Literally meaning ‘The Bezels of Wisdom’ it achieved great popularity in 

India.  It consisted of a collection of sayings and maxims arranged in 27 chapters (each 
named after a  Prophet) (Sufi, 1981, pp. 27-28). Several ulema took offence from this 
book and accused the author of committing heresy. Irrespectively the book was a subject 
of numerous commentaries in Arabic, Persian and Turkish (Austin, 1980, pp. 1-12). 
Nuqdun Nusus (explanations and commentaries on Fusus) and Lamat by Fakhr-ud-Din al 
Iraqi were added in the curriculum later on. 
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 For Scholasticism the texts were Sharhus-Sahaif by an unknown author and 
Tamhid-i-Abu Shakur al-Salmi by Abu Shakur Muhammad bin Abdul Saeed Al Salmi 
(Sijzi, N. D., p. 106). 
 
 Thus the course consisted of nine subjects that were taught through twenty books. 
The emphasis of Fiqh and Usul-e-Fiqh is evident from the curriculum. The main book for 
Hadith studies was Mashariqul-Anwar. Studying this text was considered sufficient. 
Those who studied the Masabihu’s Sunnah as well were considered exceptional. 
Mysticism was an important subject as studying it was believed to groom the student’s 

personality. Four books were studied for it.  Maqamatul-Hariri was the chief, universal 
text book for Literature studies. Rational subjects were absent from the course. Sharh 
Shamsia in Logic and in Sharhus Sahaif in Kalam were two rational books that could be 
found in this period. Both Sharhus Sahaif and Tamhid-i-Abu Shakur Salmi were books 
used for Kalam though in terms of knowledge they were quite inadequate.  
Higher studies were categorised into two divisions, ‘Ilm-e-Zarori’ and ‘Ilm-e-Fazl’. After 

attaining the first level, the student was certified as a Danishmand vi while after the next 
level, as Fazl (Gilani, N.D., p. 136). 
 
III.  Trends towards Transmitted and Rational Sciences 
 Muslim education was divided into two categories, Manqulat (knowledge based on 
traditions) or the transmitted sciences such as Tafsir (exegesis), Hadith (traditions), and 
Fiqh (jurisprudence); and Mauqulat (knowledge based reasoning) or the rational sciences 
such as Mantiq (logic), Hikmat (philosophy) and Kalam (scholasticism). Under the Delhi 
Sultans Manqulat had dominated the madrassa curriculum (Robinson, 2001, p. 42). 
 
 The dominance of transmitted sciences in the curriculum may be explained in 
terms of the socio-political history of the region. The first Muslim Ruler to exert a 
prominent Islamic influence over India was Sultan Mahmud of Ghaznah. He had a deep 
regard for the Abbasid Caliphate and maintained cultural links with it. By acknowledging 
allegiance to the Caliph, he kept Muslim India bound to the rest of the Islamic world (A. 
Ahmad, 1970, p. 5). These ties with the Islamic Caliphate, led to a continuous Arabic 
influence over Muslim learning in India (Bosworth, 1963, p. 133). As transmitted 
sciences were well flourished in the Caliphate, they received a constant impetus in India 
to be read and taught. The Mongol sack of Baghdad (1258 A.D.) occurred when the Delhi 
Sultanate had been established in India. It brought an influx of many Arabic writers into 
India who would later settle in India and make contributions in Quranic exegesis, Hadith 
studies, Arabic Grammar, Fiqh and in other transmitted sciences (A. Ahmad, 1969, p. 67; 
Lal, 1963, p. 250). 
 
 Another reason behind the high regard for transmitted sciences was the fact that 
teaching as a profession lay in the hands of the ulema of this period (Habibullah, 1961, p. 
297). It was thus natural that this religious class of society would lay a great emphasis on 
transmitted sciences. The ulema considered it their sacred duty to deliver Islamic 
knowledge to their students. They were successful in this matter, as the zeal for studying 
transmitted sciences was carried on by their subsequent generations. 
 
 Additionally, the Muslims were a foreign race in the predominantly Hindu-
inhabited India. With monotheism being challenged so openly by polytheist Hindus, the 
Muslims strived to keep their religious beliefs and knowledge preserved (Friedmann, 
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2003, p. 50). Consequently religious texts were read and written passionately throughout 
this period. Furthermore, literary awareness arose amongst Indian Muslims at a time 
when their Arab counterparts were in taqleed that is, revising previous works and not 
making new contributions. With no model to draw inspiration from, Indian scholars also 
fell a victim to taqleed. All these facts and reasons resulted in the development of a 
curriculum aimed at preserving Islamic traditions and knowledge. 
 
 Amongst the Manqulat, Fiqh was principally given a higher status than other 
categories. With the establishment of Ghaznavid and then Ghor Sultanates in India, 
traditions that were predominantly related to Fiqh were carried into India. This was due 
to the emphasis laid on Islamic jurisprudence in western Islamic regions, where being an 
expert of Islamic law was considered the most worthwhile (Nadvi, 1979, p. 92). Sultan 
Mahmud of Ghaznah himself wrote a book on jurisprudence entitled Al-Farid fil-furu. 
The preference of Fiqh amongst transmitted sciences under the Delhi Sultans is also cited 
by Ameer Khord Karmani with regard to Nizam- ud-Din Aulia (1980, p. 128). Evidence 
in historical accounts can be found of an Islamic scholar of Hadith returning back to his 
native Egypt, on finding the situation in India unfavourable for proliferative Hadith 
studies (Barani, 1991, p. 297). 
 
 It is a misconception to believe that due to the Fiqh preference, Hadith studies 
were completely overlooked. It is also wrong to believe that Hadith studies only began to 
be taught after Sheikh Muhaddas Dehlvi and Shah Walliullah (scholars of the eighteenth 
century). Evidence contrary to this can be found. The five standard Hadith works were 
read and taught in Firoz Shahi Madrassa (Nizami, 1961, p. 57). Furthermore, Maulana 
Kamal-ud-Din Zahid was trained in the science of Hadith (Ilm-e-Hadis) by his teacher 
Maulana Burhan-ud-Din. The latter was a scholar and teacher of Hadith whose pupils 
included Nizam-ud-Din Aulia (Siddiqui, 2009, p. 141). Maulana Fakhr-ud-Din Zaradi 
was also a scholar who taught Fiqh with many references of Hadith (Karmani, 1980, p. 
424). 
 
 As far as the case of Mauqulat or rational sciences were concerned, it was not until 
the period of Sultan Sikandar Lodhi that extra attention began to be paid to them. Key 
works were added in the curriculum on rhetoric, logic and scholasticism (Robinson, 
2001, p. 42). 
 
IV.  Additions in the Curriculum 
 Additions were made in the curriculum in the period of Sultan Sikandar Lodhi. 
The Sultan supported and respected Sheikh Abdullah and Sheikh Aziz-Ullah, the 
pioneers of rational sciences in this region, who arrived from Multan (Badaoni, 1976, p. 
213). They made rationalist additions to the curriculum by adding the subjects Logic, 
Philosophy and the completely new subject Rhetoric (Sufi, 1981, p. 32).  Miftahul-Ulum 
by al-Sakkaki was selected for rhetorics. It was a book written by Sirauju-Din Abu 
Yaqub Yusuf ibn Ali ibn Muhammad al-Sakkaki that discussed etymology, syntax and 
rhetorics (Z. Ahmad, 1968, p. 207). According to Z. Ahmad the commentaries on it, the 
Mukhtasir and Mautul were more widely read and were included into the curriculum. The 
book Matali by Qadi Adud al-Din al-Iji was added in Logic and Mawaqif by the same 
author in Scholasticism. (p. 112) Commentaries on these books also became popular and 
were read as curriculum books: Sharhul-Matali and Sharhul-Mawaqif. Talwih in Usul-e-
Fiqh and Sharh Aqaidin-Nasafi in Scholasticism also made their way into the curriculum. 
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Gradually the books Sharhul-Wiqaya and Sharhul Mulla Jami came to be studied for 
Fiqh and Grammar respectively (Sufi, 1981, p. 33). 
 
 Thus eight commentary books were added to the curriculum in Sultan Sikander 
Lodhi’s period. 
 
V.  Conclusion 
To conclude, Madrassas were the institutes that imparted higher learning in the Delhi 
Sultanate. The subjects taught included Grammar, Literature, Logic, Fiqh, Usul-e-Fiqh, 
Tafsir, Hadith, Mysticism and Scholasticism. Learning Transmitted sciences, in particular 
Fiqh was preferred. As many immigrant scholars helped set the curriculum, it conformed 
to the syllabus of the rest of the Islamic world. Indian Muslim scholars devoted their 
entire lives writing commentaries and glosses to make the Transmitted Sciences easier. 
These notes and commentaries attained great popularity amongst the students. As far as 
rational sciences went, it was not until the period of Sultan Sikandar Lodhi that they were 
added to the curriculum of higher studies. Books on Rhetoric, Logic and Philosophy were 
added to the curriculum as a result of the rationalist trend. The emphasis on rational 
studies though, did not undermine Transmitted sciences, which remained popular. By the 
time the advent of the Great Mughals occurred, the system of education was a blend of 
both transmitted and rational sciences. In the beginning of the Delhi Sultanate, most of 
the learned men were migrants from Central Asia. But through the years the system of 
education produced numerous men of Indian birth who were outstanding literary figures. 
Their contribution in the fields of Historiography, Literature and poetry was 
extraordinary. Amir Khusrau, Amir Hasan, Ameer Khord Karmani, Ziauddin Barani were 
some of the exceptional encyclopaedic poets and writers produced by this educational 
system.  
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i A suitable definition of the term Delhi Sultanate is as follows, “The Delhi Sultanate 
could not, perhaps, be clearly defined in spatial terms. During the thirteenth century it 
should be seen as a collection of sub-kingdoms, some ruled by Hindu potentate who 
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periodically rendered tribute, others by princes of the sultan’s dynasty or by Muslim 
amirs and muqta’s. What ultimately determined the extent of the monarch’s rule was 

recognition by the provincial governors, particularly those of outlying regions.” 

(Jackson, 2003, p. 87). 

ii Islamic books on law fall into three categories: Firstly The Quran and its commentaries 
or Tafsir. Secondly Collections of Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) sayings and sunnah or 

Hadith and Athar. Thirdly books on jurisprudence authored by the founders or followers 
of Muslim schools of law that deal with the sources of Islamic law or Usul-e-Fiqh 
(Young et al., 2006, p. 139). 

Usul-e-Fiqh (roots) deals with the four supreme sources of Islamic law: The Quran, 
Hadith, ijma or consensus and qiyas or reasoning. The education of Fiqh became a 
critical component of Muslim education from the tenth century onwards (Esposito, 2003, 
p. 148). 

iii Logic, according to the Quran, is the expression of truth. As a subject its roots arose 
from ancient Greeks. It became a subject that dealt with an intuitive or speculative arrival 
at the truth, later adapting to the mystical illuminationist philosophy (Esposito, 2003, p. 
181). 

iv Mysticism in Islam is the internalisation and intensification of faith. Written 
expressions of Tasawuff included poetry, hagiographies and literature describing the 
stations of spiritual ascent on the path to God and their accompanying psychological 
transformations (Esposito, 2003, p. 302). 

v It is the science that lies midway between religion and philosophy that confines its 
investigations to the philosophical discussion of theological doctrines (Z. Ahmad, 1968, 
p. 107).   

vi Ameer Khord Karmani writes that Maulana Rukn-ud-Din AndrPuti taught him and 
Sirajud-Din Uthman Kafiya, Mafsil, Qadoori, Majmaul-Bahrain for the completion of the 
level of Danishmand (Karmani, 1980, pp. 450-451). 


