JOURNAL of
JNIDS [ Vit ivorn & oivensiry sroors Vol.03-No.01 Aptil, 2026 (ISSN 3048-8710)

The Indian Knowledge System: Its Origins, Development,
and Legacy
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Introduction

The Indian Knowledge System (IKS) refers to the cumulative intellectual
traditions that have evolved in the Indian subcontinent over several millennia. It includes
structured systems of knowledge in philosophy, mathematics, medicine, astronomy,
linguistics, governance, architecture, art, and spirituality. Unlike many modern academic
systems that compartmentalise disciplines, IKS has historically maintained a holistic
and integrative approach to knowledge, viewing reality as interconnected and
multidimensional.

The origins of IKS can be traced back to the Vedic period (c. 1500-500 BCE),
although archaeological evidence suggests even earlier cultural and scientific
developments in the Indus—Saraswati civilisation. Over time, knowledge traditions were
systematised through texts, commentaries, oral traditions, and institutional centres such
as Takshashila and Nalanda, among others. The enduring legacy of IKS is evident not
only in classical Indian society but also in global intellectual developments, particularly
in mathematics, linguistics, medicine and philosophy.

This study examines the origins, historical development, and contemporary
relevance of IKS, arguing that it represents a sophisticated and enduring intellectual
tradition of continuing global significance.

Origins of the Indian Knowledge System
Vedic Foundations

The foundation of IKS lies in the Vedas—Rigveda, Samaveda, Yajurveda,
and Atharvaveda which contain hymns, philosophical reflections, ritual instructions,
and cosmological insights. The Vedas were preserved through an advanced oral tradition
that ensured remarkable textual accuracy over generations. Associated with the Vedas
are the Vedangas (auxiliary disciplines), including

Shiksha (phonetics)
Vyakarana (grammar)
Chandas (prosody)
Nirukta (etymology)
Kalpa (ritual practice)

Jyotisha (asttonomy/astrology)
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These disciplines reflect systematic enquiry and methodological rigor,
demonstrating that early Indian thought was not merely spiritual but also analytical and
scientific in nature.

Upanishadic and Philosophical Developments

The Upanishads introduce profound metaphysical concepts such as Brahman
(ultimate reality), Atman (self), karma (action), and moksha (liberation). These texts
laid the philosophical foundations for later schools of thought.

The six classical systems of philosophy (Saddarsanas) further systematised Indian
epistemology:

* Nyaya (logic and reasoning)

® Vaisheshika (metaphysics and atomism)

® Samkhya (cosmology and dualism)

®* Yoga (discipline and consciousness)

* Mimamsa (ritual exegesis)

® Vedanta (metaphysical inquiry)

These schools developed structured methods of debate, inference, and

knowledge validation, emphasising pratyakca (perception), anumana (inference), and
uabda (authoritative testimony) as valid sources of knowledge.

Development of Scientific and Technical Knowledge
Mathematics and Astronomy

Indian mathematicians made pioneering contributions to the development
of zero as a numeral and the decimal place-value system, which later influenced
mathematics worldwide. Aryabhata (5th century CE) proposed astronomical calculations
for planetary motion and the rotation of the Earth. Brahmagupta formalised the
arithmetic operations involving zero and negative numbers. Bhaskara IT further advanced
calculus-like concepts centuries before similar developments in Europe.

Astronomical treatises, such as the Surya Siddhanta, provide detailed
observations of celestial movements, eclipses, and planetary positions, demonstrating
sophisticated empirical methodologies.

Medicine and Surgery

Ayurveda, one of the oldest systems of medicine, was codified in texts such
as Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Sambhita. Charaka emphasized internal medicine,
diagnosis, and pharmacology, while Sushruta is known for surgical techniques, including
rhinoplasty and cataract surgery.

Ayurveda is based on the tridosha theory (Vata, Pitta, and Kapha) and promotes
preventive healthcare through lifestyle regulation, diet, and herbal medicine. Its holistic
approach integrates physical, mental, and spiritual well-being of the individual.

Linguistics and Grammar
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Panini’s Ashtadhyayi (c. 4th century BCE) represents one of the most
sophisticated grammatical systems in history. Composed of neatly 4,000 concise rules
(sutras), it demonstrates structural analysis comparable to modern computational
linguistics. The precision and formalisation of Sanskrit grammar have influenced
linguistic theory worldwide.

Educational Institutions and Transmission of Knowledge

Ancient India developed structured systems of education through Gurukulas
and later through universities such as Takshashila and Nalanda. Education emphasises
moral development, intellectual rigor, and experiential learning. The teacher-student
relationship (guru—shishya parampara) is central to knowledge transmission. Education
was not limited to theoretical instruction but included practical training in the arts,
governance, warfare, medicine, and philosophy.

Ethical and Social Foundations

The Indian Knowledge System is deeply rooted in ethical principles such as
dharma (righteous duty), artha (material prosperity), kama (desire), and moksha
(liberation). These four purusharthas provide a balanced framework for individual and
societal development. Knowledge is considered sacred and transformative. The aim of
education was not merely economic productivity but also self-realisation and social
harmony.

Colonial Disruption and Modern Revival

The colonial period disrupted traditional educational institutions and
marginalised Indigenous knowledge systems. Western educational models have replaced
classical systems, leading to a decline in institutional support for IKS. However, the
post-independence period witnessed a renewed interest in India’s intellectual heritage.
Scholars such as S. Radhakrishnan and Surendranath Dasgupta have reinterpreted Indian
philosophy for global audiences. The National Education Policy (2020) emphasises
integrating Indian Knowledge Systems into modern curricula. It encourages
interdisciplinary research, the promotion of classical languages, and the incorporation
of traditional knowledge into contemporary academic frameworks.

Contemporary Relevance and Global Impact

Today, elements of IKS influence global practices: yoga as a global wellness
discipline, Ayurveda in integrative medicine, meditation and mindfulness in psychology,
and Indian numerals forming the foundation of modern mathematics. IKS offers
alternative epistemological perspectives that emphasise sustainability, ecological balance,
and ethical responsibility. In an era of environmental crises and mental health challenges,
its holistic worldview provides valuable insights.

CONCLUSION:

The Indian Knowledge System represents a vast and sophisticated intellectual
tradition, rooted in holistic enquiry and ethical reflection. From its Vedic origins to
classical systematisation and modern revival, IKS has profoundly contributed to global
knowledge. Its achievements in mathematics, medicine, philosophy, linguistics, and
education demonstrate methodological rigor and scientific insights. Far from being a
relic of the past, IKS remains relevant in addressing contemporary challenges. Its
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integrative vision of knowledge—uniting science, spirituality, ethics, and social
responsibility—offers a comprehensive framework for sustainable and humane
development. Continued scholarly engagement with IKS is essential for preserving
and revitalising rich intellectual heritage.
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