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An Exploration of the Indian Knowledge System: Roots, Significance, and 

Contemporary Relevance 

Tanmay Mehta* & Dr. Nrapendra Vir Singh** 

*Research Scholar & **Assistant Professor 

Department of Teacher Education 

Central University of South Bihar, Gaya, Bihar 

Abstract 

The Indian Knowledge System (IKS) embodies an extensive repository of multidisciplinary 

knowledge, spanning philosophy, science, art, medicine, and spirituality, developed over 

millennia. This research delves into the essence of IKS, emphasizing its historical progression, 

unique features, and applicability in contemporary societal and educational contexts. Utilizing a 

blend of historical analysis and contemporary evaluation, the paper illustrates the resilience and 

relevance of IKS in modern frameworks, such as the National Education Policy 2020. By 

bridging the gap between traditional wisdom and modern innovations, this study showcases how 

IKS can address current global challenges, including sustainability and holistic education. 

Keywords: Indian Knowledge System, holistic education, sustainability, traditional knowledge, 

NEP 2020, cultural heritage, multidisciplinary integration. 

1. Introduction 

The Indian Knowledge System (IKS) is an ancient yet highly relevant framework of intellectual 

pursuits that has developed over thousands of years. It encompasses multiple disciplines, 

including philosophy, literature, art, science, mathematics, medicine, and spirituality, making it 

one of the most diverse and comprehensive traditional knowledge systems in the world. The 

richness of IKS is a testament to the ingenuity, curiosity, and resilience of the Indian civilization. 

IKS is a product of the cumulative intellectual and cultural achievements of various Indian 

traditions and is deeply rooted in the unique geographical, historical, and socio-cultural 

conditions of the Indian subcontinent. 

3
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One of the defining features of IKS is its holistic perspective. Unlike Western epistemology, 

which often emphasizes specialization and reductionism, IKS promotes the integration of 

multiple branches of knowledge to enhance individual and collective well-being. This holistic 

approach views human existence as an inseparable part of nature and emphasizes 

interconnectedness between different dimensions of life—physical, mental, emotional, and 

spiritual. The idea is to create harmony not only within individuals but also between individuals 

and society, and between society and nature. This philosophy is reflected in various aspects of 

IKS, from Ayurveda's approach to healthcare to Yoga's emphasis on uniting the mind and body. 

The exploration presented in this paper aims to provide an in-depth understanding of the origins, 

evolution, and contemporary applications of IKS. The historical roots of IKS can be traced back 

to the Vedic period, during which knowledge was predominantly passed down orally through 

rich traditions of storytelling, chants, and rituals. Later, this oral knowledge was codified in texts 

such as the Vedas, Upanishads, and Puranas. These ancient texts contain profound insights into 

philosophy, science, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, ethics, and governance, which continue 

to be relevant today. For instance, the concepts of zero and infinity in mathematics, sophisticated 

surgical techniques in medicine, and ecological principles in agriculture were well-developed in 

ancient India. 

The importance of IKS has been increasingly recognized in recent times, especially in the 

context of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which emphasizes the need to integrate 

traditional Indian knowledge with modern education. The NEP 2020 seeks to promote a 

multidisciplinary approach to education, which aligns with the holistic and integrative nature of 

IKS. The policy envisions an education system that not only imparts skills and knowledge but 

also fosters creativity, critical thinking, ethical values, and a sense of responsibility toward 

society and the environment. This aligns with the core tenets of IKS, which emphasize the 

pursuit of knowledge for the betterment of both the individual and society. 

The study of IKS is also crucial in the context of globalization and the increasing emphasis on 

sustainability. The traditional Indian worldview, which emphasizes harmony between humans 

and nature, offers valuable insights into how societies can achieve sustainable development. 
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Concepts such as 'Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam' (the world is one family) and 'Ahimsa' (non-

violence) provide ethical foundations for building a more inclusive, compassionate, and 

sustainable world. IKS also promotes practices such as Yoga and Ayurveda, which have gained 

global recognition for their contributions to physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. 

However, the historical evolution of IKS has not been without challenges. The colonial period 

witnessed a significant disruption in the traditional systems of knowledge dissemination, as 

Western education was imposed, leading to the marginalization of indigenous knowledge 

systems. Many traditional practices and bodies of knowledge were devalued or ignored, and the 

impact of this disruption is still evident today. Despite these challenges, the resilience of IKS has 

ensured that many of its core principles and practices have survived and adapted to changing 

times. The recent resurgence of interest in IKS, particularly in the fields of health, wellness, and 

education, reflects the enduring relevance of this ancient knowledge system. 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the foundations of IKS, explore its historical and 

cultural significance, examine its role in shaping Indian culture, and understand its relevance in 

the modern world. By analyzing various scholarly sources, this study aims to bridge the gap 

between traditional knowledge and contemporary applications, highlighting how IKS can 

contribute to addressing current socio-cultural and educational challenges. The findings of this 

study underscore the need to preserve and promote IKS as a vital part of the global intellectual 

heritage and to integrate its principles into contemporary education and policymaking for the 

benefit of future generations. 

2. Literature Review 

IKS is characterized by an integration of knowledge across disciplines and a holistic approach 

that fosters well-being and self-realization. Ancient texts like the Vedas, Upanishads, Puranas, 

and epics such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana have preserved profound philosophical 

insights, while scientific treatises like Aryabhatiya, Charaka Samhita, and Sushruta Samhita 

have contributed to advancements in fields like astronomy, medicine, and mathematics. 

13
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Research has shown that IKS approaches problem-solving differently compared to modern 

Western epistemology. While Western methods often emphasize reductionism, IKS promotes an 

integrative perspective, aligning science, ethics, and spirituality. Scholars like Kapoor (2005), 

Danino (2010), and Ranganathan (1988) have emphasized how the Indian tradition prioritizes 

experiential learning and practical application over mere theoretical knowledge. 

Additional contributions to the understanding of IKS have come from a variety of scholars and 

researchers. Raju (2007) explored the cultural foundations of mathematics, while Sharma (2014) 

examined the holistic foundations of Indian traditional knowledge. Srinivasan (2018) provided 

an overview of the therapeutic benefits of Yoga, while Gupta (2011) investigated the 

environmental ethics embedded within the IKS. Nair (2016) analyzed the role of Ayurveda in 

promoting sustainable healthcare practices. Patel and Mehta (2019) discussed the significance of 

IKS in education, particularly in fostering critical thinking and creativity. 

Further, Singh (2012) highlighted the contributions of IKS to the field of agriculture, focusing on 

traditional ecological practices that emphasize sustainability. Krishnamurthy (2013) studied the 

oral traditions of IKS, emphasizing the importance of storytelling in the preservation and 

transmission of knowledge. Chattopadhyay (2017) explored the philosophical dimensions of 

IKS, while Bhattacharya (2020) discussed its relevance in the context of modern scientific 

research. 

Rao (2015) examined the role of Yoga and meditation as integral components of IKS in 

promoting mental health and well-being. Deshpande (2014) discussed the application of IKS in 

governance, particularly the ethical principles that can inform contemporary policymaking. Jain 

(2018) emphasized the importance of integrating IKS with contemporary technological 

advancements, while Sinha (2019) explored the challenges faced by IKS in the modern 

educational system. 

Moreover, Kumar (2021) conducted a study on the implementation of IKS-based curricula in 

schools, while Subramaniam (2019) analyzed the impact of IKS on social cohesion and 

community building. These diverse perspectives highlight the richness and multidimensional 
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nature of IKS, providing a comprehensive understanding of its significance and contemporary 

relevance. 

3. Insights from Historical Context 

The evolution of the Indian Knowledge System (IKS) can be better understood by examining its 

historical development through various phases, beginning from the Vedic period, moving into 

the post-Vedic and classical periods, and continuing into the colonial era. Each of these phases 

represents a unique aspect of IKS, reflecting how knowledge evolved and adapted to the socio-

cultural, political, and economic changes of the time. This deep-rooted historical trajectory not 

only sheds light on the origins of IKS but also provides valuable insights into its continuity and 

resilience. 

3.1 Vedic Period 

The foundation of IKS lies in the Vedic period, which began around 1500 BCE. During this era, 

knowledge was predominantly orally transmitted. The oral tradition, known as Shruti, was a 

sophisticated system that emphasized memorization and accurate recitation of texts. This period 

laid the foundation for the intellectual and spiritual traditions that later became hallmarks of 

Indian culture. Knowledge was conveyed through rich traditions of storytelling, chants, and 

rituals, and it encompassed multiple domains such as philosophy, astronomy, agriculture, and 

medicine. The Vedas—the Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda—are among the 

earliest texts that reflect the breadth of knowledge possessed by the ancient Indians. 

The Vedic texts were not only philosophical and spiritual but also contained rich information 

related to mathematics, astronomy, and health sciences. For instance, the Atharvaveda offers 

insights into early medicinal practices that evolved into what we now recognize as Ayurveda. 

The Vedic period also saw the development of foundational concepts in mathematics, such as 

the recognition of zero, which eventually transformed mathematical thinking worldwide. This 

period fostered a holistic worldview in which science, philosophy, and spirituality were closely 

intertwined. 

5
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3.2 Post-Vedic and Classical Periods 

Following the Vedic period, the post-Vedic and classical periods saw the further formalization 

and diversification of Indian knowledge. During this time, many of the concepts introduced in 

the Vedas were expanded upon, and several important texts, including the Upanishads, the 

Puranas, and the epics Mahabharata and Ramayana, were composed. The Upanishads, often 

considered the philosophical culmination of the Vedic teachings, introduced profound 

metaphysical concepts such as Brahman (the ultimate reality) and Atman (the self or soul). This 

period also witnessed the development of multiple schools of philosophy, known as the 

Darshanas, which include Nyaya, Vaisheshika, Samkhya, Yoga, Purva Mimamsa, and Vedanta. 

These schools provided systematic frameworks for understanding reality, knowledge, and the 

nature of existence. 

In the realm of science and mathematics, significant advancements were made. Notable scholars 

such as Aryabhata and Brahmagupta made groundbreaking contributions to astronomy and 

mathematics. Aryabhata’s work, Aryabhatiya, introduced trigonometric functions, 

approximations for pi, and concepts of rotation of the Earth. Brahmagupta’s text, 

Brahmasphutasiddhanta, detailed important theories in algebra and arithmetic. The classical 

period also marked advancements in medicine through seminal texts like Charaka Samhita and 

Sushruta Samhita, which laid the foundation for Ayurveda. These texts discussed medical ethics, 

surgical procedures, herbal treatments, and holistic approaches to health, reflecting the 

integrative nature of IKS. 

3.3 Influence of Buddhism and Jainism 

The evolution of IKS was also influenced by the rise of Buddhism and Jainism around the 6th 

century BCE. These traditions brought new perspectives on spirituality, ethics, and 

epistemology. Buddhist texts, particularly those from the Tripitaka, emphasized empirical 

inquiry, mindfulness, and compassion, which contributed to the ethical and philosophical aspects 

of IKS. Jain scholars, such as Mahavira and later Acharya Bhadrabahu, also contributed to logic, 

mathematics, and ethics. The Jain concept of Anekantavada (the theory of multiple perspectives) 

10
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played an important role in shaping the Indian intellectual tradition, promoting tolerance and the 

recognition of diverse viewpoints. 

3.4 Colonial Encounter and Its Impact 

The colonial period marked a significant turning point in the history of IKS. The arrival of 

European colonial powers, particularly the British, led to a systematic dismantling of traditional 

systems of education and knowledge dissemination. Colonial administrators and missionaries 

viewed indigenous knowledge as inferior and sought to replace it with Western education and 

epistemology. Traditional institutions such as gurukulas and madrasas were marginalized, and 

new schools modeled on Western lines were established. The introduction of English as the 

medium of instruction further alienated the masses from their own intellectual heritage. 

Western scholars often dismissed IKS as unscientific and superstitious, which led to a loss of 

prestige and decline in the practice of traditional knowledge systems. This marginalization was 

compounded by the colonial emphasis on material progress and industrialization, which 

contrasted sharply with the holistic and spiritual orientation of IKS. Despite these challenges, 

IKS demonstrated resilience. Elements of traditional knowledge, such as Yoga and Ayurveda, 

continued to be practiced informally and even thrived in certain communities. The colonial 

encounter, while disruptive, also led to a renewed interest in and reinterpretation of Indian 

traditions during the nationalist movement. Reformers like Swami Vivekananda, Rabindranath 

Tagore, and Mahatma Gandhi sought to revive the indigenous knowledge systems and 

emphasized their relevance for modern India. 

3.5 Post-Independence Revival and NEP 2020 

Following independence in 1947, there were significant efforts to revive and integrate the Indian 

Knowledge System into mainstream education. However, these efforts faced considerable 

challenges due to the dominance of Western epistemology in academia, policy-making, and 

institutional frameworks. The adoption of Western education models in post-colonial India led to 

the marginalization of traditional Indian knowledge, which was often seen as outdated or 
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irrelevant. This perception made it difficult to fully restore IKS to a position of equal importance 

alongside Western scientific paradigms. 

Despite these challenges, there were persistent efforts by scholars, educators, and cultural 

leaders to revive IKS. Initiatives were undertaken to document and promote traditional practices, 

arts, and sciences. Institutions such as the Banaras Hindu University and the Rashtriya Sanskrit 

Sansthan played significant roles in preserving ancient texts, promoting Sanskrit studies, and 

fostering research on traditional Indian philosophies and sciences. However, the integration of 

IKS into the mainstream education system remained limited and lacked the broad institutional 

support necessary for widespread adoption. 

In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the Indian Knowledge System, particularly 

with the introduction of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. NEP 2020 explicitly 

recognizes the importance of integrating traditional Indian knowledge with modern education 

and emphasizes a multidisciplinary approach that aligns with the holistic and integrative nature 

of IKS. This policy is seen as a transformative step in reclaiming India's intellectual heritage and 

ensuring that IKS becomes a vital part of the education system in India. 

The NEP 2020 envisions an education system that fosters not only academic knowledge but also 

creativity, critical thinking, ethical values, and social responsibility—principles that are central 

to IKS. By promoting the inclusion of Yoga, Ayurveda, classical arts, and traditional crafts in 

the curriculum, NEP 2020 aims to create a balanced education that values both traditional 

wisdom and modern scientific knowledge. The policy also encourages research on IKS, 

including the translation of ancient texts, which can help bridge the gap between traditional and 

contemporary knowledge systems. 

The NEP 2020 also emphasizes the use of mother tongues as mediums of instruction, 

particularly in the foundational years of schooling. This is significant because traditional 

knowledge is deeply embedded in regional languages. By encouraging education in local 

languages, the policy aims to create a stronger connection between students and their cultural 

heritage, thereby promoting a deeper understanding of IKS. This approach not only preserves 
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linguistic diversity but also ensures that the wisdom inherent in these languages is passed on to 

future generations. 

Another important aspect of NEP 2020 is the emphasis on experiential learning, which resonates 

with the traditional Indian approach to education. In the gurukula system, students learned by 

doing, observing, and engaging directly with their environment. This experiential approach 

helped students develop a practical understanding of the world and cultivated skills that were 

essential for their holistic development. NEP 2020’s focus on hands-on learning, internships, and 

community engagement is a reflection of these traditional pedagogical methods, adapted for the 

contemporary context. 

The post-independence revival of IKS, particularly under the framework of NEP 2020, is a 

recognition of the fact that traditional knowledge systems have much to offer in addressing 

modern challenges. For example, the principles of sustainability, community well-being, and 

ethical living, which are intrinsic to IKS, are highly relevant in today’s world, where issues like 

climate change, mental health, and ethical leadership are becoming increasingly important. The 

revival of traditional agricultural practices, the use of herbal medicines, and the emphasis on 

wellness through Yoga are all examples of how IKS can contribute positively to current socio-

economic and environmental challenges. 

Moreover, NEP 2020 provides an opportunity to bring IKS into dialogue with modern science 

and technology. By encouraging interdisciplinary research and collaboration, the policy aims to 

create a synthesis of traditional and modern knowledge that can lead to innovative solutions for 

contemporary problems. The integration of IKS into mainstream education is not about replacing 

modern scientific approaches but about complementing them with the rich, context-specific 

insights offered by traditional knowledge. This synthesis has the potential to create a more 

inclusive and holistic approach to education, one that respects and draws from India’s rich 

intellectual heritage while embracing the advances of modern science and technology. 

The historical evolution of IKS illustrates its remarkable adaptability, resilience, and relevance. 

Despite numerous challenges, including foreign invasions and colonial rule, IKS has managed to 

survive and thrive. Today, it offers valuable insights and solutions to many of the pressing 
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problems facing humanity, from environmental sustainability to mental well-being. By 

understanding the historical context of IKS and recognizing the opportunities presented by 

policies like NEP 2020, we can better appreciate its depth, diversity, and potential to contribute 

meaningfully to the modern world. 

4. The Core Characteristics and Contemporary Relevance of IKS 

4.1. Holistic Learning and Interconnectedness 

The IKS has always embraced holistic learning, treating disciplines like science, art, and 

spirituality as interdependent. The emphasis on interconnectedness is demonstrated in subjects 

like Ayurveda, which integrates physical health, mental well-being, and spiritual growth. Unlike 

Western approaches that often emphasize compartmentalization, IKS promotes a unified 

understanding of knowledge, where learning serves the purpose of achieving self-realization and 

well-being. 

4.2. Adaptability and Resilience 

IKS has demonstrated remarkable adaptability throughout its evolution. Despite numerous 

invasions and cultural shifts, the core values and tenets of IKS have been preserved, reflecting its 

resilience and ability to integrate new ideas while retaining foundational principles. This 

adaptability has enabled IKS to thrive in new contexts, such as environmental conservation and 

sustainable development. IKS's resilience is also evident in its ability to be relevant in modern 

contexts, such as wellness and mental health, through Yoga and meditation practices. 

4.3. Addressing Contemporary Challenges 

IKS holds tremendous contemporary relevance, particularly in addressing issues like 

sustainability, mental health, and education. Practices like Yoga and Ayurveda, rooted in IKS, 

have gained global recognition for their contributions to health and wellness. IKS presents a 

culturally grounded perspective on sustainability, emphasizing harmony between human beings 

and nature. Concepts like 'Ahimsa' (non-violence) and 'Sarvodaya' (welfare for all) provide 

ethical frameworks for policies aimed at creating a sustainable future. 
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Education in India, under the NEP 2020, is now seeking to leverage IKS to foster critical 

thinking, ethical learning, and social responsibility among students. By incorporating IKS into 

the education system, students are expected to gain a well-rounded perspective that goes beyond 

conventional academic learning and encourages ethical behavior, social cohesion, and 

environmental consciousness. 

5. Conclusion 

The Indian Knowledge System provides a rich repository of wisdom that has shaped Indian 

society and contributed to global intellectual heritage. This study underscores the importance of 

acknowledging IKS as a holistic and integrative system of knowledge that can provide 

significant insights into contemporary socio-cultural and educational practices. Reviving IKS 

within the educational framework, as envisioned by NEP 2020, holds immense potential for 

cultivating an environment where traditional and modern knowledge coexist to address 

contemporary challenges. 

6. Recommendations 

Based on the findings, it is recommended that educational institutions develop specialized 

curricula that integrate IKS with contemporary disciplines, promoting interdisciplinary learning. 

Policy-level interventions are needed to support research on IKS and incentivize its integration 

into various fields of study. Furthermore, research in areas like sustainable development, ethics, 

and health can benefit significantly from the insights derived from IKS. 

7. Limitations and Future Research 

One limitation of this study is the limited availability of data on the integration of IKS into 

modern curricula, due to the relatively recent implementation of NEP 2020 provisions. Future 

research should focus on analyzing the impacts of IKS-based interventions on students' critical 

thinking and cultural awareness. Additionally, studies could explore the global potential of IKS 

in addressing issues like climate change, healthcare, and ethical leadership. 
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