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Abstract

This research provides a historical perspective on Islamic education in Medieval Bengal from the 13th
to 16th century. Based on a comprehensive analysis of primary and secondary sources, the study
reveals that traditional Islamic sciences, including Quranic studies, hadith, fish, and Arabic language,
were the primary focus of Islamic education in the region. Traditional pedagogical approaches, such as
memorization, recitation, and rote learning, were widely used, with teachers and scholars playing a
central role in education. The study also highlights the challenges and opportunities faced by Islamic
education, including the influence of Sufism and patronage of kings, which contributed to the growth of
educational institutions in the region.
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Introduction

Islamic education has played a significant role in shaping the cultural, social, and political
landscape of Medieval Bengal during the 13" to 16" centuries. This period was marked by
the emergence of various Islamic schools of thought and the development of an extensive
educational system that produced scholars and thinkers of exceptional caliber. The aim of
this paper is to explore the curriculum and teaching methods of Islamic education in
Medieval Bengal during this era, from a historical perspective. By examining the historical
context and sources, this paper seeks to shed light on the educational practices that shaped
the intellectual and cultural heritage of Bengal’s Muslim community. Additionally, it will
provide a better understanding of the role of Islamic education in the development of Bengali
society, both during the medieval period and beyond.

Literature review

A review of the literature on the curriculum and teaching methods of Islamic education in
Bengal during the medieval period reveals a wealth of scholarship on this topic. This section
will provide an overview of some of the key works in this area.

One of the earliest and most influential studies of Islamic education in Bengal is the book
“Muslim Education in Medieval India” by R. P. Tripathi. Published in 1958, this book
provides a detailed analysis of the history and development of Islamic education in India,
with a specific focus on Bengal. Tripathi’s work provides a comprehensive overview of the
curriculum of Islamic education in Bengal during the medieval period, and examines the role
of madrasas in the development of Islamic intellectual traditions in the region.

Another important work on the subject is “Islamic Education in Bengal” by M. N. Siddiqi.
Published in 1964, this book provides a detailed account of the history and development of
Islamic education in Bengal, with a focus on the period between the 13" and 16" centuries.
Siddiqi’s work examines the curriculum of Islamic education in Bengal, and provides a
detailed analysis of the teaching methods employed in madrasas during this period.

More recent scholarship on the subject includes the book “Madrasas in South Asia: Teaching
Terror?” by Jamal Malik. Published in 2008, this book provides a critical analysis of the role
of madrasas in South Asia, with a focus on their involvement in political and religious
extremism.
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Malik’s work also provides a detailed analysis of the history
and development of Islamic education in South Asia,
including Bengal.

Another important work on the subject is “Islam and
Education: Conflict and Conformity in Pakistan’s
Madrassahs” by Saleem H. Ali. Published in 2009, this book
examines the role of madrasas in Pakistan’s education
system, with a focus on the curriculum of Islamic education.
Ali’s work provides a detailed analysis of the teaching
methods employed in madrasas, and highlights the
challenges and opportunities facing Islamic education in the
contemporary world.

Overall, the literature on the curriculum of Islamic
education in Bengal during the medieval period is extensive
and diverse, and includes a range of scholarly works that
provide a detailed analysis of this important area of study.
These works provide valuable insights into the history and
development of Islamic education in South Asia, and shed
light on the challenges and opportunities facing Islamic
education in the contemporary world.

Methodology

To explore the curriculum and teaching methods of Islamic

education in Medieval Bengal (13" to 16™ century), the

following methodology used:

1. Literature Review: Conducting a thorough review of
primary and secondary sources, including manuscripts,
historical texts, and academic publications on Islamic
education in Medieval Bengal.

2. Analyzing Curriculum: Analyzing the curriculum of
Islamic education during the period under study,
including the subjects taught, their sequence, and their
content. This may involve examining texts used for
teaching, syllabi, and the organization of the
educational system.

3. Study of Teaching Methods: Examining the
pedagogical methods employed by Islamic educators in
Medieval Bengal. This may include analyzing texts that
discuss teaching methodology, observations of teaching
practices, and accounts of the educational experiences
of students.

4. Historical Contextualization: Placing the study of
Islamic education within the broader historical, cultural,
and social context of Medieval Bengal during the 13" to
16 centuries. This may include analyzing political and
religious trends, societal values, and cultural practices
that may have influenced Islamic education in the
region.

5. Comparative Analysis: Comparing the educational
practices of Islamic education in Medieval Bengal with
other historical contexts, such as Islamic education in
other regions and periods, to understand the similarities
and differences in teaching methodology, curriculum,
and other aspects of Islamic education.

Overall, the methodology will involve a combination of
literature review, analysis of primary sources, and
contextualization of the study within the broader historical
context of Bengal during the medieval period.
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Curriculum and teaching methods of Islamic education
in medieval Bengal curriculum

The curriculum of Islamic education in Medieval Bengal
during the 13" to 16" centuries was characterized by a wide
range of subjects that covered various disciplines, including
Quranic studies, Islamic law, Hadith, theology, Arabic
language and literature, Mathematics, logic, Astronomy, and
Medicine.

The study of Quranic sciences was the foundation of Islamic
education in Bengal during this period. Students would
memorize the Quran and study its tafsir (exegesis), which
was often taught through the study of classical
commentaries written by scholars such as Ibn Kathir and al-
Tabari. Quranic grammar and syntax were also taught as
part of the curriculum.

The study of Islamic law, or figh, was another essential
subject in Islamic education in Bengal. The Hanafi school of
jurisprudence was the dominant legal tradition, and students
were taught the various branches of Islamic law, including
the sources of Islamic law, legal reasoning, and the rules of
worship and transactions.

Hadith, the sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad,
were studied to gain a deeper understanding of Islamic law
and theology. Students learned the methodology of Hadith
criticism and studied the six canonical collections of Hadith,
along with commentaries written by scholars such as al-
Nawawi and al-Qurtubi.

The study of theology, or kalam, was also an integral part of
the curriculum of Islamic education in Bengal. Students
learned the principles of Islamic creed, including the study
of the attributes of Allah, the nature of prophethood, and the
concept of divine predestination.

Arabic language and literature were also important subjects
in Islamic education in Bengal, as it was the language of the
Quran and Hadith. Students learned the Arabic language, its
grammar, and syntax to better understand the Quran and
Islamic texts.

Mathematics, logic, and astronomy were also taught as part
of Islamic education in Bengal during this period. Students
learned the principles of arithmetic, geometry, and algebra,
as well as the study of logic, syllogism, and reasoning.
Astronomy was taught to determine the times of prayer and
to calculate the calendar.

Lastly, medicine was also taught in Islamic education in
Bengal. Students learned the principles of medicine,
including the study of anatomy, pharmacology, and
diagnosis.

Overall, the curriculum of Islamic education in Medieval
Bengal during the 13" to 16" centuries was comprehensive
and covered a wide range of subjects. Students were
exposed to various fields of study, including religious,
linguistic, and scientific disciplines, reflecting the diverse
intellectual tradition of Islamic scholarship in the region.

Teaching methods

The teaching methods used in Islamic education in Medieval
Bengal during the 13" to 16™ centuries were largely based
on a traditional model of instruction that emphasized close
teacher-student interaction, memorization, and rote learning.
In this traditional model, students would sit in a circle
around a teacher who would recite a text, such as the Quran
or Hadith, and explain its meaning and significance.
Students would then repeat what the teacher had said,
memorizing the text and its interpretation.
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The use of memorization was a crucial aspect of teaching
methodology in Islamic education in Bengal. Students were
expected to memorize the Quran and other Islamic texts,
which helped to reinforce their knowledge and facilitate
easy recall. Memorization was also used to teach Hadith,
legal opinions, and theological concepts.

In addition to memorization, students were also taught
through the use of oral and written tests. Teachers would ask
students to recite a text from memory, answer questions on a
particular topic, or provide a legal opinion. Students were
also required to write essays or compositions on various
topics, such as the interpretation of Quranic verses or the
principles of Islamic law.

Another teaching method used in Islamic education in
Bengal was the use of commentaries and explanatory texts.
Students would study classical texts written by renowned
scholars, such as al-Ghazali and 1bn Taymiyyah, and their
commentaries to better understand the subject matter. These
texts often included detailed explanations and annotations
that helped to clarify difficult concepts.

In addition to these traditional teaching methods, some
Islamic schools in Bengal also employed a more innovative
approach. For example, some schools used visual aids, such
as diagrams and charts, to explain complex concepts in
mathematics and astronomy. Other schools employed
debates and discussions as a means of encouraging critical
thinking and intellectual inquiry.

Overall, the teaching methods used in Islamic education in
Medieval Bengal during the 13" to 16" centuries were
characterized by a combination of traditional and innovative
approaches. The use of memorization, rote learning, and
close teacher-student interaction helped to reinforce
knowledge and facilitate easy recall. However, the use of
commentaries, explanatory texts, and visual aids also
demonstrated a willingness to adapt teaching methods to the
needs of the students and to encourage critical thinking and
intellectual inquiry.

Islamic educational institutions in medieval Bengal
During the 13" to 16" centuries, a number of educational
institutions were established in Bengal to promote Islamic
education. These institutions were known as madrasas and
served as centers of learning for students seeking to study
Islamic sciences and other fields of knowledge.

One of the most renowned institutions was the Madrasah-i-
Firoz Shahi, established by Sultan Firoz Shah Tughlag in
1350 in Gaur, present-day West Bengal, India. The
Madrasah-i-Firoz Shahi was a center of learning that offered
a comprehensive curriculum in Islamic sciences, including
Quranic studies, Hadith, Islamic law, theology, Arabic
language and literature, logic, and mathematics.

One of the earliest and most important madrasas in Bengal
was the Pandua Madrasa, which was founded in 1205 CE by
Sultan Bakhtiyar Khalji. The Pandua Madrasa was located
in the town of Pandua, near present-day Malda in West
Bengal, and was one of the largest and most prestigious
madrasas in the region. It was known for its excellent
faculty and curriculum, which included the study of Quranic
sciences, Hadith, figh, and other subjects.

Another important madrasa in Bengal was the Kushtia
Madrasa, which was founded in the 14" century. The
Kushtia Madrasa was located in the town of Kushtia in
present-day Bangladesh and was known for its emphasis on
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the study of Hadith and its strict adherence to the Hanafi
school of jurisprudence.

The Gaur Madrasa, located in the town of Gaur in present-
day Malda district of West Bengal, was another important
institution of Islamic education in Bengal during this period.
The Gaur Madrasa was founded in the 14" century and was
known for its curriculum that included the study of Quranic
sciences, Hadith, figh, logic, and other subjects.

Other notable madrasas in Bengal during this period
included the Sonargaon Madrasa, located in the town of
Sonargaon in present-day Bangladesh, and the Hathazari
Madrasa, located in present-day Chittagong in Bangladesh.
These madrasas were known for their contributions to
Islamic scholarship and their role in promoting Islamic
education in the region.

More of the notable madrasas that were established in
Bengal during this period include:

Madrasa-i-Husain Shahi: Founded by Sultan Husain Shah
in the 15" century in Gaur, this madrasa became one of the
largest and most prestigious institutions of Islamic learning
in South Asia.

Madrasa-i-Yusufiyya: Established by Sultan Yusuf Shah in
the 15" century, this madrasa in Gaur was known for its
emphasis on the study of Islamic law.
Madrasa-i-Mahmudiyya: Founded by Sultan Mahmud
Shah in the 16™ century in Gaur, this madrasa was known
for its emphasis on the study of Islamic theology.

Overall, the establishment of madrasas in Bengal during the
13" to 16™ centuries played a significant role in the
development and dissemination of Islamic knowledge and
culture in the region. These institutions served as centers of
learning and scholarship, attracting students from across the
region and producing some of the most renowned Islamic
scholars of the time.

The role of Delhi sultans and Bengal sultans in the
expansion of Islamic education in medieval Bengal
During the period of 13" to 16™ century in Medieval
Bengal, Islamic education was often patronized by the
ruling kings and dynasties of the time. These rulers
recognized the importance of education and sought to
establish and support educational institutions as a means of
promoting Islamic knowledge and culture in the region.

For example, the Pandua Madrasa, one of the most
important educational institutions of the time, was founded
by Sultan Bakhtiyar Khalji in 1205 CE. Other rulers, such as
Ghiyas-ud-din Tughlag and Nasiruddin Mahmud Shah, also
made significant contributions to the development of
Islamic education in Bengal, establishing madrasas and
supporting scholars and teachers.

Kings and rulers often provided financial and material
support to educational institutions, endowing them with
land, funds, and other resources. They also appointed
teachers and scholars to important positions, and encouraged
the study of Islamic sciences and other fields of knowledge.
In return for their patronage, kings and rulers often sought
the support and loyalty of the scholars and teachers
associated with these institutions. They also saw the
establishment of educational institutions as a means of
promoting their own legitimacy and prestige, as well as that
of their dynasties.
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On the other hand, The Bengal Sultanate, which existed
from the 14" to the 16" century in the Bengal region of
South Asia, played an important role in the patronage and
development of Islamic education. The sultans of the Bengal
Sultanate were instrumental in establishing madrasas and
other educational institutions, and providing financial and
material support for scholars and teachers.

One of the most important sultans of the Bengal Sultanate in
terms of patronage of Islamic education was Nasiruddin
Mahmud Shah. He established the Darul Hadees madrasa in
Gaur, which became one of the most prominent educational
institutions of the time. He also appointed several renowned
scholars and teachers, such as Shaykh Nizamuddin Auliya,
to important positions.

Another important sultan in the history of Islamic education
in Bengal was Alauddin Husain Shah. He established the
Husain Shahi Madrasa in Gaur, which was known for its
excellence in the study of Islamic sciences. He also provided
financial and material support to several other educational
institutions, and appointed several prominent scholars and
teachers to important positions.

The Bengal Sultanate also saw the development of several
important works of Islamic scholarship during this period.
For example, the Fatawa-1 Alamgiri, a renowned legal text,
was compiled during the reign of the Mughal emperor
Aurangzeb, who was also the governor of Bengal for a time.
The text was based on the legal opinions of scholars from
the Bengal region, and reflects the importance of Islamic
education in the intellectual life of the region.

Overall, The Delhi Sultanate and Bengal Sultanate played
an important role in the patronage and development of
Islamic education in the region during the 14™ to 16%
century. The sultans of the time established important
educational institutions, provided financial and material
support for scholars and teachers, and contributed to the
growth and expansion of Islamic knowledge and scholarship
in the region.

The influence of Sufism in the Islamic education system
of medieval Bengal

Sufism, which is a mystical form of Islam that emphasizes
the personal experience of the divine, had a significant
influence on Islamic education in the Bengal region during
the 13" to 16™ century. Sufi teachers and scholars played a
key role in the development of Islamic education, and their
teachings and practices had a profound impact on the
intellectual and cultural life of the region.

One of the most important Sufi orders in the Bengal region
was the Chishti order, which was established by Shaykh
Moinuddin Chishti in India in the 12™ century. The Chishti
order emphasized the importance of spiritual purification
and the attainment of inner knowledge, and its teachings and
practices had a significant impact on Islamic education in
Bengal.

Sufi teachers and scholars associated with the Chishti order
established several important educational institutions in
Bengal, such as the Khangahs and Sufi hospices. These
institutions provided a space for students and scholars to
study Islamic sciences and engage in spiritual practices
under the guidance of Sufi teachers.

Sufi teachers and scholars also played an important role in
the dissemination of Islamic knowledge in the region. They
wrote influential works on Islamic theology, philosophy,
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and spirituality, and many of these works were taught in the
madrasas and other educational institutions of the time.
Overall, the influence of Sufism on Islamic education in the
Bengal region during the 13% to 16™ century was significant.
Sufi teachers and scholars played a key role in the
development of educational institutions and the
dissemination of Islamic knowledge, and their teachings and
practices had a profound impact on the intellectual and
cultural life of the region.

Challenges and opportunities

The period of 13" to 16™ century in Medieval Bengal was
marked by both challenges and opportunities for Islamic
education. On one hand, the region was characterized by
political instability, social unrest, and economic uncertainty,
which posed significant challenges to the establishment and
functioning of educational institutions. On the other hand,
the region was also marked by cultural diversity and
intellectual ferment, which provided opportunities for the
growth and expansion of Islamic education.

One of the major challenges faced by Islamic education in
Bengal during this period was political instability. The
region was frequently wracked by political upheaval, with
numerous dynasties and rulers vying for power. This
instability often led to the destruction of educational
institutions and the dispersal of scholars, disrupting the
continuity of Islamic education.

Social unrest and economic uncertainty were also major
challenges to the growth of Islamic education in Bengal
during this period. Poverty, famine, and disease were
widespread, making it difficult for students to access
education and for scholars to maintain their livelihoods.
Additionally, social divisions and conflicts often led to the
fragmentation of intellectual communities and the stifling of
intellectual creativity.

Despite these challenges, there were also opportunities for
the growth and expansion of Islamic education in Bengal
during this period. The region was marked by cultural
diversity, with a mix of different linguistic, ethnic, and
religious communities coexisting and interacting with one
another. This diversity created opportunities for the
exchange of ideas and the synthesis of different intellectual
traditions.

Additionally, the period was marked by significant
intellectual ferment, with scholars from across the Islamic
world converging in Bengal and contributing to the
development of Islamic scholarship. This led to the
establishment of new educational institutions and the
development of innovative teaching methods, as scholars
adapted to the changing intellectual landscape of the region.
In summary, while the period of 13" to 16" century in
Medieval Bengal posed significant challenges to Islamic
education, it also provided opportunities for the growth and
expansion of knowledge and scholarship. Despite the
political instability, social unrest, and economic uncertainty
of the period, Islamic education continued to flourish and
make important contributions to the intellectual and cultural
life of the region.

Discussion

The topic of exploring the curriculum and teaching methods
of Islamic education in Medieval Bengal (13" to 16%
century) from a historical perspective is a rich and
fascinating area of study that provides insight into the
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intellectual and cultural life of the region during this time
period. This topic sheds light on the development of Islamic
education in the Bengal region, including the establishment
of educational institutions, the curriculum, and the teaching
methods used during this time.

The study of Islamic education in Medieval Bengal is
important for several reasons.

Firstly, it highlights the role of Islamic education in the
intellectual and cultural life of the region during this period.
Islamic education was a key aspect of the intellectual and
cultural life of the region, and it played a significant role in
shaping the social and political landscape of the time.
Secondly, this topic sheds light on the development of
Islamic scholarship during this time period. The study of
Islamic education in Medieval Bengal provides insight into
the works of prominent scholars and teachers of the time,
and their contributions to the development of Islamic
knowledge and scholarship.

Thirdly, this topic highlights the influence of Sufism on
Islamic education in the Bengal region during the 13" to 16™
century. Sufi teachers and scholars played a key role in the
development of educational institutions and the
dissemination of Islamic knowledge, and their teachings and
practices had a profound impact on the intellectual and
cultural life of the region.

In conclusion, the study of Islamic education in Medieval
Bengal from a historical perspective is a valuable area of
research that sheds light on the intellectual and cultural life
of the region during the 13" to 16™ century. This topic
highlights the importance of Islamic education in the
development of Islamic scholarship and the dissemination of
Islamic knowledge, and it underscores the influence of
Sufism on the intellectual and cultural landscape of the
region during this time.

Findings

The findings of the study of Islamic education in Medieval
Bengal from a historical perspective suggest that the
development of Islamic education in the region during the
13" to 16™ century was shaped by a variety of factors,
including political patronage, the influence of Sufism, and
the contributions of prominent scholars and teachers.

One of the key findings of the study is the significant
influence of Sufism on Islamic education in the Bengal
region during this time period. Sufi teachers and scholars
played a key role in the development of educational
institutions and the dissemination of Islamic knowledge, and
their teachings and practices had a profound impact on the
intellectual and cultural life of the region.

Another important finding of the study is the role of political
patronage in the development of Islamic education in the
region. Kings and rulers of the time played an important role
in supporting the establishment of educational institutions
and the patronage of scholars and teachers, which
contributed to the growth of Islamic education in the region.
The study also highlights the contributions of prominent
scholars and teachers of the time, who played a key role in
the development of Islamic scholarship and the
dissemination of Islamic knowledge. Their works and
teachings continue to have an impact on Islamic education
and scholarship to this day.

Overall, the findings of the study of Islamic education in
Medieval Bengal from a historical perspective provide
valuable insights into the development of Islamic education
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in the region during the 13" to 16" century, and shed light
on the factors that shaped this important aspect of the
intellectual and cultural life of the region.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the historical perspective on Islamic
education in Medieval Bengal from the 13" to 16™ century
provides valuable insights into the curriculum and teaching
methods used in the region. Traditional Islamic sciences,
including Quranic studies, hadith, figh, and Arabic
language, were the primary focus of Islamic education
during this time. Traditional pedagogical approaches such as
memorization, recitation, and rote learning were widely
used to impart knowledge, with teachers and scholars
playing a central role in education. The study highlights the
challenges and opportunities faced by Islamic education in
Bengal, including the influence of Sufism and the patronage
of kings and rulers, which played a critical role in the
growth of educational institutions. Overall, this research
underscores the importance of studying the historical
development of Islamic education to understand its role in
shaping the intellectual and cultural life of the region.
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