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Abstract
This article examines the formation and transmission of Islamic scholarly networks
in South Asia by combining three bodies of evidence that are rarely read together:
manuscripts, scholarly licences (ijazat), and patterns of travel in search of knowledge
(rihla). It argues that scholarly networks were not abstract intellectual currents but
concrete social structures, produced by chains of teachers and students, maintained
through documents that certify transmission, and extended through physical
journeys between local centres and the wider Islamic world, above all the Hijaz. The
article first develops a conceptual framework drawing on the Qur’anic and prophetic
encouragement of travel for learning, on Ibn Khaldiin’s observation that journeys and
meetings with teachers perfect education, and on recent scholarship on hadith
transmission and reading practices. It then analyses ijazat and thabat literature as
sources for reconstructing scholarly genealogies, and manuscripts, with their
colophons, audition notes and ownership marks, as material traces of circulation.
Patterns of travel are examined across three broad periods, from the Mughal and
early modern centres to the nineteenth-century migration to Mecca and the
consolidation of reformist seminaries. Two case studies illustrate the argument: the
Farangi Mahall scholars and the dars-i nizami, which transmitted a rationalist
curriculum of Iranian derivation, and Shah Wali Allah’s study in the Hijaz, which
renewed hadith chains of transmission in India and supplied the basis for later
institutions such as Deoband. The article also addresses methodological difficulties,
including the elite bias of biographical sources, the uncertain dating of marginal
notes, and the changing social function of licences. Following a thesis, evidence,
counter-argument and synthesis structure, it concludes that South Asian scholarly
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networks are best understood as layered systems in which documentary, personal
and institutional ties reinforced one another, and recommends systematic
cataloguing of licences and audition notes as a basis for digital network analysis.
Keywords: Scholarly Networks, ljazat (Scholarly Licences), Manuscripts, Rihla (Scholarly Travel),
South Asia.
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