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Abstract

The Indian Knowledge Tradition (IKT) is often misunderstood as being confined
merely to the study of a few sacred texts such as the Vedas and Upanishads. While
these texts undoubtedly occupy a central and foundational place in the intellectual
and spiritual heritage of India, limiting the vast expanse of Indian knowledge to
them alone presents an incomplete picture. In reality, the Indian Knowledge
Tradition is ancient, dynamic, and continuously evolving. It is not a static body of
knowledge belonging only to the past; rather, it is a living tradition that has flowed
across centuries and continues to influence contemporary thought and practice.
Knowledge in the Indian tradition has never been restricted to a single text, period,
or community. Instead, it has developed organically alongside civilization, culture,
and social life. This tradition encompasses a wide range of disciplines, including

philosophy, linguistics, mathematics, medicine, astronomy, governance, ethics,
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arts, and environmental understanding. Texts such as the Ramayana,
Mahabharata, Arthashastra, Charaka Samhita, Sushruta Samhita, and numerous
works of classical literature and philosophy demonstrate that Indian knowledge
systems addressed almost every dimension of human life. These works reveal a
holistic worldview in which knowledge was not separated into rigid categories but
was understood as an integrated pursuit of truth, well-being, and harmony. At the
philosophical level, the Indian Knowledge Tradition presents a deep and
sophisticated discourse on the nature of reality, consciousness, and human
existence. The Darshana traditions—such as Nyaya, Vaisheshika, Samkhya, Yoga,
Mimamsa, and Vedanta—developed elaborate systems of logic, metaphysics, and
epistemology. These philosophical traditions engaged in rigorous debates about
perception, inference, ethics, and the ultimate purpose of life. Such intellectual
engagement reflects a vibrant culture of inquiry that encouraged questioning,

dialogue, and reflection rather than blind acceptance.

Moreover, the Indian Knowledge Tradition plays a significant role in shaping
national identity and cultural consciousness. It reflects the values, beliefs, and
ethical principles that have guided Indian society for centuries. Concepts such as
dharma (righteous duty), karma (action and consequence), ahimsa (non-violence),
and vasudhaiva kutumbakam (the world as one family) have influenced not only
religious and philosophical thought but also social and political ideals. These
principles emphasize harmony between individuals, society, and nature, thereby
promoting a balanced and sustainable approach to life. Within this tradition, the
idea of excellence holds a unique meaning. Excellence is not understood as
domination, power, or superiority over others. Instead, it is closely connected with
ethical conduct, self-discipline, and responsibility. The pursuit of knowledge is seen
as a moral endeavor aimed at personal growth and social welfare. A truly learned

individual is expected to embody humility, wisdom, and compassion while fulfilling

558



one’s duties toward family, society, and the larger world. Thus, the Indian
Knowledge Tradition represents far more than a collection of ancient scriptures. It
is a comprehensive intellectual and cultural framework that integrates philosophy,
ethics, science, and spirituality. By recognizing its dynamic and inclusive nature,
one can appreciate how this tradition has shaped India’s civilizational identity and

continues to offer valuable insights for addressing modern challenges.

Key Words: Indian Knowledge, Tradition, Cultural Continuity, National Identity,

Dharma and Ethics, Civilization Heritage.
Indian Knowledge Tradition

It is often assumed that the Indian Knowledge Tradition merely refers to the study
of a few Vedas or Upanishads. When we accept this narrow understanding, we
overlook the fact that knowledge existed in the past, continues in the present, and
will endure in the future. Along with it, Indian texts and the civilization, culture,
and traditions connected to them have flowed continuously through time and will
continue to do so. Therefore, Indian knowledge and the Vedas do not simply signify
the study of a limited number of hymns; rather, they represent a broad intellectual
discourse. They serve as a platform to express the identity of the nation and the

excellence associated with it.

Culturally, British rule also brought with it Western ideals, including the English
language, British-style governance, and Christianity. At the same time, the British
often portrayed Indian society as backward and in need of British civilization. This
cultural imperialism fueled resentment among many Indians and strengthened their
desire for self-determination. One of the central pillars of British imperial ideology
was the belief in the racial superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race. The British

considered themselves naturally superior to the peoples of Africa, Asia, and the
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Americas. This notion was heavily influenced by the pseudo-scientific theory of
Social Darwinism, which applied Charles Darwin’s principles of natural selection
to human societies. Social Darwinism argued that races and nations were engaged
in a struggle for survival, in which stronger races would naturally dominate weaker
ones. British imperialists claimed that the Anglo-Saxon race, due to its cultural,
technological, and military superiority, was destined to rule over other, less
developed races. This ideology was deeply intertwined with the ideas of civilization

and progress.

The British believed that their rule had brought civilization, order, and progress to
the so-called barbaric societies they had colonized. In contrast, indigenous
populations were portrayed as stagnant, backward, and in need of British guidance
to advance socially, politically, and economically. This belief in racial superiority
not only served to justify the exploitation of native populations but also functioned
to dehumanize them, making it easier for the British to legitimize the inherently
coercive systems of control, extraction, and violence that characterized the colonial

enterprise.

The notion that non-European societies were childlike or primitive further
reinforced the paternalistic attitude of colonial rule, in which the British saw
themselves as benevolent rulers guiding their subjects toward progress. Closely
connected to the idea of racial superiority was the concept of the “civilizing
mission” — the belief that the British had a moral duty to spread their culture,
religion, and systems of governance in order to civilize the populations of their
colonies. This idea was often expressed through the phrase “the White Man’s
Burden,” popularized by the poet Rudyard Kipling in his 1899 poem of the same
name. The poem, which urged the United States to take up imperial responsibility

in the Philippines, encapsulated the imperial mindset that framed colonization as a
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noble duty to civilize indigenous peoples, often portrayed as requiring great
personal sacrifice. The civilizing mission was further justified through the lens of
Christianity. Missionaries played a significant role in British imperialism,
particularly in Africa and India, where they sought to convert indigenous
populations to Christianity. The spread of Christianity was presented as a means of
improving the moral and spiritual condition of colonized peoples, whom the British
believed to be trapped in pagan practices. Beyond religion, the British also
legitimized their rule by emphasizing the necessity of introducing Western concepts

of law, order, and governance.
Discourse and the Question of Excellence

According to imperialists, British colonialism would bring the establishment of
stable and modern governments to replace what they described as the often chaotic
or despotic rule of indigenous leaders. This rhetoric of benevolence and progress
served to conceal the realities of colonial exploitation and violence. While the
British promoted the spread of education and so-called civilized values, in practice
their policies frequently prioritized the extraction of resources and the maintenance
of control over colonized populations. As a result, Indian knowledge traditions were
gradually marginalized and became entangled in the vortex of British imperialism

and colonial ideology.

Indian knowledge deeply rooted in the nation’s civilization and culture, primarily
aimed to highlight the significance of indigenous systems of learning, including
vital fields such as Ayurveda and Yoga. In order to liberate education from Western
ideological dominance and colonial mindsets, and to promote contemporary
knowledge while preserving national identity and cultural heritage, a large portion

of university curricula has been integrated with the principles of the New Education
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Policy alongside important subjects such as the Indian Knowledge Tradition. It
cannot be denied that at a time when most European countries were still striving to
understand the value of knowledge and literacy, in India the recitation of the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata was widespread in nearly every household. The
very civilization that was portrayed as uncivilized and lacking political institutions
in fact contains in these epics rich descriptions of leadership, discipline, and

political administration.

Similarly, when much of the world was in the early stages of recognizing the
importance of mathematics, the Indian Knowledge Tradition already possessed
invaluable principles related to Vedic mathematics, which provided a scientific
outlook across various disciplines. The Vedas and Puranas consistently emphasized
the ideal of responsible citizenship and ethical living. Therefore, it is essential for

every Indian to understand their cultural roots and heritage.

To achieve this, it is necessary in the present era to integrate Indian knowledge with
modern scientific methods and contemporary scholarship. Science must be
promoted, as Indian contributions in fields such as mathematics, chemistry, and
physics are significant. To strengthen Indian values, governance principles

embedded in Vedic texts should be studied and adapted.

Thus, Indian knowledge is not merely an academic subject but an enduring ideology
that has shaped individual conduct for centuries and continues to manifest within

Indian society through science, arts, and diverse languages.

The Indian Knowledge Tradition is not merely a system of learning but a way of
conduct and an art of living. It emphasizes awareness alongside the holistic
development of society. At a time when the world is grappling with serious

environmental challenges and climate change—Ieading to increasing water
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scarcity—nations hold annual conferences and global summits to seek solutions.
Yet, due to ideological differences and conflicting interests, they often fail to arrive
at concrete outcomes. In contrast, the Indian Knowledge Tradition already contains
well-developed principles for environmental conservation and effective water
management. Environmental problems such as air pollution, climate change, water
contamination, and biodiversity loss are having severe impacts on human health.
Within the Indian Knowledge Tradition, there exists a profound relationship
between nature and human life, grounded in the belief that human well-being and
prosperity are preserved only when harmony with the environment is maintained.
Indian philosophy and Ayurveda place great importance on living in balance with
nature. Ayurveda identifies the equilibrium of the five fundamental elements—
earth (prithvi), water (jala), fire (agni), air (vayu), and space (akasha)—as essential
for health. Any disturbance in this balance leads to physical and mental disorders

(Charaka Sambhita, c. 1000 BCE).

Furthermore, the practices of yoga and meditation contribute to improved mental
health and foster a positive and responsible attitude toward the environment
(Iyengar, Light on Yoga, 1966). Mahatma Gandhi also emphasized that “human
beings can remain healthy only by living in harmony with nature” (Gandhi,
Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 1958). He believed that respecting nature
rather than exploiting it was fundamental to sustaining both physical and mental
well-being. In the modern era, environmental crises have contributed to a rise in
illnesses such as asthma, cardiovascular diseases, and psychological stress (World
Health Organization, 2023). The Indian tradition teaches that by honoring the
environment and using natural resources wisely, humanity can prevent many

health-related challenges.
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The people of India have, since ancient times, understood the significance of Indian
knowledge systems. From early history, India was highly advanced in the fields of
science, arts, and education. However, during British rule, deliberate efforts were
made to dismantle these indigenous systems in order to impose colonial and
imperial ideologies. Violence remains a complex and widespread global problem
that affects societies, nations, and individuals alike. It manifests in various forms,
including war, terrorism, domestic violence, racial oppression, and social unrest.
Violence is not limited to physical harm alone but also causes deep psychological
and emotional trauma, leaving long-lasting effects on victims’ lives. The roots of
violence often lie in social, political, and economic inequalities. For instance, world
wars, imperialist policies, and racism have historically contributed to the escalation
of violence (Galtung, 1969). Additionally, poverty, unemployment, and lack of

education further intensify violent tendencies (United Nations, 2021).

Mahatma Gandhi strongly advocated the principles of truth and nonviolence
(ahimsa) as a response to violence. He believed that violence only generates hatred
and hostility, whereas nonviolence leads to genuine and lasting peace (Gandhi,
Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 1958). In Indian knowledge systems,
nonviolence is a fundamental principle embedded across philosophical and cultural

traditions.

Rather than being influenced by external appearances and material attachments,
individuals are encouraged to focus on their inner self. When one rises above
material desire and cultivates personal virtues, conflict between human beings and
nature diminishes, allowing harmony and balance to prevail. The principle of
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam is a fundamental component of the Indian Knowledge
Tradition and signifies that “the entire world is one family.” This concept is deeply

embedded in Indian philosophy and culture, promoting global unity, peace, and
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collective well-being. It finds its origins in the Upanishads, which emphasize the
interconnectedness of all living beings and the equal place of every entity on Earth.
This worldview extends beyond religious texts into sociology, politics, and
environmental thought. The Vedas, Upanishads, and the Bhagavad Gita affirm that
the highest purpose of life is achieved not through individual gain alone but through
actions dedicated to the welfare of all beings (Taittiriya Upanishad, c. 700 BCE).
Guided by this principle, Indian culture has consistently upheld dharma, morality,
and nonviolence as supreme values, conveying a message of collective
empowerment in every sphere of life. Mahatma Gandhi embodied this ideal in his
life and teachings, asserting that “the purpose of human existence should not be
confined to personal well-being but should extend to the collective prosperity of

all” (Gandhi, Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 1958).

In the contemporary world, where globalization and environmental crises pose
growing challenges, the philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam reminds us that
the welfare of each individual and community ultimately contributes to the welfare
of all. It calls for cooperation, mutual understanding, and shared responsibility in

making the world a better place.

Closely linked to this idea is the belief that all living beings have an equal right to
exist on Earth. Indian philosophy maintains that humans and other life forms are
equally entitled to life and protection. The Vedas and Upanishads express a
profound relationship between nature and living beings, viewing existence as an
integrated whole (Rigveda, c. 1500 BCE). In the Bhagavad Gita, Lord Krishna
declares, “I exist in all beings” (Bhagavad Gita, 10.20), underscoring the inherent
value and sacredness of every life form. This perspective was further reinforced by
Mahatma Gandhi through the practice of nonviolence, which respected the rights
of all living beings (Gandhi, Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 1958).
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From this viewpoint, it becomes clear that human responsibility extends beyond
human welfare to include the protection and dignity of all forms of life. Indian
tradition thus recognizes the equal right of all beings to live. All living entities are
interdependent, and humanity is merely a temporary guest on this Earth, entrusted

with the duty of preserving it for future generations.

Jain philosophy, in particular, emphasizes profound environmental responsibility,
teaching that humans are only temporary inhabitants of the planet. Through the
principles of ahimsa (non-violence), aparigraha (non-possessiveness), and samyak
drishti (right perception), Jainism advocates the mindful and ethical use of Earth’s
resources. It holds that every living being possesses a soul, and therefore the life

and protection of each creature are of equal importance.

Jain scriptures place special emphasis on environmental conservation, asserting that
the Earth must be preserved so that future forms of life may inherit a healthy and
flourishing planet (Acaranga Sutra, Sth century BCE). Under the principle of
nonviolence, Lord Mahavira taught that compassion and kindness should be
extended to all living beings, not limited to humans alone but encompassing every
form of life (Mahavira, Tattvartha Sutra, 1st century CE). This foundational Jain
teaching underscores humanity’s responsibility to safeguard the Earth for future

generations.

To advance the Indian Knowledge Tradition, a long-term and well-structured
strategy is essential, as meaningful progress cannot be achieved without effective
planning and time management. The Indian Knowledge Tradition—rich in yoga,
Ayurveda, philosophy, and environmental thought—requires both preservation and
expansion to remain relevant and impactful in contemporary society. In this regard,
it is vital to develop dedicated initiatives that promote education, research, and

public awareness.
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To transmit Indian scriptures and philosophical ideas to younger generations,
traditional teaching methods can be complemented with digital platforms and
modern technologies. At the same time, fostering a spirit of cooperation is crucial,
as collective efforts strengthen social engagement and support the revitalization of
Indian knowledge systems. Mahatma Gandhi also emphasized this principle,
stating that “only through mutual cooperation can we progress collectively”
(Gandhi, Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 1958). Thus, by working together
to preserve and promote the Indian Knowledge Tradition, society can effectively

achieve its long-term cultural and educational goals.
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