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Abstract 

 This paper examines the impact of colonialism on India's indigenous knowledge 

systems (IKS) from a sociological perspective. Indigenous knowledge in India, which includes 

traditional practices in agriculture, medicine, ecology, and social organisation, has always 

played a key role in community life and cultural identity. The arrival of British colonial rule 

resulted in a major rupture by forcing Western scientific views and dismantling local 

knowledge as inferior or superstitious. Using secondary data, colonial archives, and 

sociological theories about colonialism, cultural dominance, and knowledge production, the 

study focuses on how colonial rule changed how IKS is shared, its social status, and how it is 

regarded. It also examines Indigenous resistance and revival movements after independence 

that aim to regain control over knowledge and cultural heritage. The findings reveal ongoing 

discussions about identity, social justice, and knowledge diversity in modern India. They 

emphasise the need to include indigenous knowledge in larger educational and development 

plans for a sustainable future. 
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Introduction 

Indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) in India form a vast and complex network of traditional 

insight that influences various areas like agriculture, medicine, environmental management, 

cultural practices, and social organisation. These systems, built on centuries of community 

experience and local practices, have historically offered sustainable and useful solutions to 

everyday challenges. IKS is essential to the social fabric. It not only shapes economic pursuits 

but also strengthens cultural identity and connections across generations within diverse Indian 

societies. 

However, British colonialism in India created a notable break in the advancement of these 

indigenous knowledge systems. Colonial rule initiated a framework that preferred Western 

scientific ideas, often viewing indigenous knowledge as obsolete, unscientific, or credulous. 

This undermining of indigenous knowledge occurred through colonial educational policies, 

legal regulations, and organisational practices that pushed traditional knowledge holders to the 

margins and limited their authority in local and national contexts (Chatterjee, 1993; Bhambra, 

2007). The thrust for Western modernity diminished indigenous ways of knowing and changed 

social relations around knowledge production and sharing, reflecting deeper power imbalances 

tied to colonialism. 
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From a sociological viewpoint, this situation shows how knowledge connects closely with 

power structures, cultural dominance, and social inequality. Colonial powers consistently 

favoured certain types of knowledge while making others invisible or illegitimate (Gramsci, 

1971; Bourdieu, 1986). These processes affected cultural identity and social unity, leading to 

prolonged impacts on community agency and control over knowledge. 

This analysis aims to examine the impact of colonialism on Indian indigenous knowledge 

systems through a sociological perspective. Using secondary data, postcolonial theories, and 

qualitative analysis, the paper looks at how colonialism changed the value, transmission, and 

social status of IKS. It also investigates resistance, adaptation, and revival efforts in post-

independence India, placing current developments within historical contexts. 

By presenting these complex connections, the research helps understand ongoing struggles for 

justice in knowledge and cultural recognition. Acknowledging and incorporating indigenous 

knowledge systems into mainstream education, policy, and development approaches is vital for 

promoting sustainable social and ecological futures in India. 

Review of Literature 

The effect of colonialism on India’s indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) has been studied 

from various perspectives, with sociology providing important insights into the complex links 

between power, knowledge, and culture. This overview is organised by theme, bringing 

together key findings and theories to show how colonialism influenced, suppressed, and 

challenged traditional knowledge systems. It also looks at ongoing efforts to resurrect and 

recognise these systems in the postcolonial context.  

A key theme in the literature is colonial epistemic hegemony. British colonial governance set 

Western knowledge as the only standard of scientific rationality and modernity. Chatterjee 

(1993) argues that this dominance served as a tool of control, treating indigenous knowledge 

as superstition or relics of a “primitive” past. Bhambra (2007) builds on this by showing how 

colonial education policies and bureaucratic practices protected Western knowledge while 

undermining indigenous ways of knowing.   

Raghavan (2018) provides historical accounts of colonial scientific activities, like botanical 

research and medical cataloguing. These activities further reduced indigenous knowledge to 

mere extractable information, stripping it of its social and spiritual contexts. This disconnection 

damaged the way knowledge was shared, separating it from its community roots and leaving 

communities feeling alienated from their heritage.   

The marginalisation of indigenous knowledge led to significant socio-cultural effects. Kothari, 

Pathak, and Vyas (2014) highlight that denying indigenous epistemologies harmed rural and 

tribal communities, keeping them out of policymaking and resource management that affected 

their livelihoods. This exclusion made social inequalities worse and led to cultural breakdown, 

as noted by Panikkar (2007), who describes the loss of social unity and traditional governance 

tied to local knowledge.   

Colonial devaluation of IKS weakened sustainable livelihood models that were suited to local 

environments. This increased reliance on colonial market systems disrupted indigenous socio-
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economic structures. The uneven impact of colonialism meant that geographically and socially 

marginalised groups faced the harshest consequences, deepening existing inequalities and 

creating epistemic injustice.   

Despite colonial efforts to undermine them, indigenous knowledge systems showed remarkable 

strength and adaptability. Gupta (2010) and Shiva (1993) point out various forms of resistance. 

These range from everyday practices that keep linguistic and ecological knowledge alive to 

organised movements pushing for recognition and revitalisation of IKS. These movements 

challenge the colonial past by asserting the value of indigenous knowledge, cultural pride, and 

ecological wisdom.   

The inclusion of IKS in modern educational reforms, like India’s National Education Policy 

(NEP 2020), marks a significant shift toward inclusivity. The policy aims to integrate 

indigenous sciences, arts, and ecological knowledge into a diverse education system that 

honours traditional wisdom alongside modern academic subjects (Ministry of Education, 

2020). This official recognition creates a space to reclaim the knowledge that was suppressed 

during colonial times.   

Sociological theory offers valuable concepts to understand how knowledge hierarchies were 

created and how they persist after colonial rule. Bourdieu’s (1986) idea of cultural capital 

explains how knowledge acts as a form of symbolic power. Colonial practices inflicted 

symbolic violence on those who held indigenous knowledge, reinforcing social inequalities by 

prioritising Western cultural norms.   

Gramsci’s (1971) theory of cultural hegemony further explains how colonial power was upheld 

not only through force but also through consent, shaped by control over knowledge and cultural 

institutions. The colonial effort to dominate knowledge altered social reality, influencing 

identities, social roles, and access to power.   

Fanon’s (1963) psychoanalytical view of colonialism examines the ingrained inferiority that 

colonised people encountered. This led to self-alienation and the devaluation of their identities 

and knowledge systems. This psychological aspect is central to the  movements that aim to 

reclaim indigenous identities.   

The effects of colonialism on knowledge systems still influence social structures, identities, 

and development efforts in postcolonial India. Scholars argue that today’s pursuits often swing 

between dominant Western scientific frameworks and the growing need for recognition of 

indigenous knowledge (Kothari et al., 2014; Gupta, 2010). The struggle between 

standardisation and pluralism poses challenges for policymakers and educators as they work to 

create spaces where different knowledge systems can coexist, guided by principles of social 

justice and ecological sustainability.   

Moreover, sociological research highlights the need to engage deeply with indigenous 

knowledge as a living social process shaped by community relationships and local 

environments. This requires rethinking how knowledge is produced to move beyond colonial 

boundaries and promoting discussions that respect the agency of indigenous communities. 
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Methodology   

This research uses a qualitative secondary data analysis approach to explore the sociological 

impact of colonialism on indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) in India. The study 

acknowledges the complexity and historical background of the topic. It relies on a variety of 

scholarly works, archival documents, policy analyses, and sociological theories. This approach 

offers a detailed look at how colonial power relations influenced the valuation, transmission, 

and social status of IKS.   

Data Sources   

The study gathers data from various secondary sources, including:   

• Important sociological and historical studies that examine colonial dominance in 

knowledge and its effects on indigenous knowledge, such as the works of Chatterjee 

(1993), Bhambra (2007), and Raghavan (2018).   

• Postcolonial critiques that focus on knowledge marginalisation, resistance, and revival 

movements (Gupta, 2010; Shiva, 1993).   

• Current policy documents like India’s National Education Policy 2020, which 

emphasise the official recognition and integration goals for IKS.   

• Archival materials and ethnographic case studies that show how specific indigenous 

knowledge practices were changed and adapted during colonial and postcolonial times.   

Sociological Analysis 

The colonial transformation of indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) in India showcases a 

significant instance of power and cultural change in the history of knowledge production. This 

section offers a detailed sociological analysis rooted in critical theories related to power, 

culture, and knowledge. It discusses colonial knowledge dominance, symbolic violence, 

identity displacement, and modern ideas about knowledge fairness. 

Colonial Knowledge Dominance as a Means of Cultural Control   

Based on Antonio Gramsci’s theory of cultural dominance, colonial control served as a key tool 

for British imperial power to establish and maintain its political grip on India. Gramsci (1971) 

states that dominant power is not just held through direct political or military means but also 

through the cultural acceptance of subordinate groups. This acceptance happens by presenting 

a specific worldview here, Western scientific reasoning as natural and superior.   

In India, Western ways of knowing became seen as universal, objective, and progressive. 

Indigenous knowledge systems were pushed aside as irrational and outdated (Chatterjee, 1993). 

This knowledge hierarchy was built into colonial laws, educational systems, encyclopedias, 

and scientific institutions, monopolising the creation, validation, and sharing of what was 

deemed “legitimate” knowledge.   

This dominance indicates more than just exclusion from knowledge; it points to a deeper 

cultural process where indigenous perspectives and knowledge holders lost their power, social 

standing, and cultural significance. Borrowing from Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital 

(1986), knowledge is transformed into a form of symbolic power that brings prestige and access 
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to resources. The colonial marginalisation of IKS represented a type of symbolic violence a 

gradual yet systematic imposition of the coloniser’s values on Indian society, reinforcing social 

inequalities masked as scientific objectivity. 

Disruption of Knowledge Transfer and Social Connections   

The colonial subjugation organised by colonial institutions shattered the traditional communal 

and experiential ways of sharing indigenous knowledge. Unlike the Western scientific approach 

that emphasises abstract, universal laws, indigenous knowledge in India is characterised by its 

experiential, contextual, and community-focused nature (Raghavan, 2018).   

Colonial efforts in botany, medicine, and agriculture often took indigenous knowledge and 

presented it as detached data, focused on imperial economic goals turning knowledge into 

commodities for global scientific use while disconnecting it from its social roots (Kothari et 

al., 2014). This led to a breakdown of the oral traditions and communal custodianship that 

sustained IKS, resulting in identity displacement among knowledge keepers and their 

communities. Frantz Fanon’s (1963) theory about colonial psychological effects helps explain 

how colonised individuals internalise feelings of inferiority, harming their self-worth and 

community ties.   

Furthermore, the reshuffling of local knowledge hierarchies changed broader social structures. 

Traditional leaders such as village elders, healers, and local experts lost their authority and 

influence. This fundamentally reshaped rural governance and social relationships. Additionally, 

it increased dependency on colonial systems of knowledge, furthering economic 

marginalisation and cultural separation. 

Indigenous Knowledge as Flexible, Strong, and Interactive   

Contrary to colonial views of indigenous knowledge as fixed or backwards, sociological 

investigation shows that IKS has adapted and resisted throughout colonial challenges. 

Indigenous ways of knowing are diverse and involve ongoing negotiation and interaction 

(Gupta, 2010).   

Resistance appeared in various forms from subtle acts of cultural preservation found in 

language, rituals, and ecological practices to organised movements that reclaimed indigenous 

knowledge spaces (Shiva, 1993). This highlights the agency of colonised communities in 

opposing dominant narratives and asserting alternative knowledge and identities.   

Recent policy efforts, particularly the National Education Policy 2020, demonstrate formal 

acknowledgement of these realities. They stress the need to incorporate IKS into mainstream 

education as part of a broader knowledge framework that values all forms of knowledge equally 

(Ministry of Education, 2020). This policy change marks a shift towards decolonising 

knowledge systems and promoting social fairness through knowledge diversity, emphasising 

that knowledge production is inherently linked to power and culture. 

Knowledge Fairness and Redefining Knowledge Authority   

The significance of colonialism’s effects on IKS connects to today’s discussions on knowledge 

fairness. This idea, explained by Fricker (2007), focuses on fairness in acknowledgement and 
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representation in knowledge systems. Colonialism exemplified an extensive injustice by 

silencing marginalized knowledge traditions and their holders.   

Reclaiming knowledge justice goes beyond just integrating indigenous content into dominant 

frameworks. Scholars argue it necessitates changing social dynamics and institutional 

mechanisms of knowledge creation to enable indigenous communities to actively participate 

in producing knowledge (Kothari et al., 2014). This requires challenging lasting colonial 

influences that still uplift Western knowledge as the global standard and exploring new 

methods that respect the uniqueness of IKS. 

Socioeconomic and Spatial Aspects of Knowledge Inequities   

A key sociological insight is how colonial and postcolonial knowledge inequalities connect 

with socioeconomic status and geographic disparities. Rural, tribal, and marginalized groups 

have disproportionately faced knowledge exclusion due to colonial education and scientific 

policies being mainly urban and aimed at the elite.   

This uneven distribution of knowledge has led to ongoing social inequalities, evident in 

differences in access to education, health care, and governance. Current sociological 

perspectives, such as world-systems theory and subaltern studies, highlight how global and 

local power imbalances shape indigenous knowledge systems (Bhambra, 2007). To address 

these inequalities, policies need to be intersectional and sensitive to place, recognizing 

indigenous knowledge as vital to social identity, economic livelihood, and environmental 

management.   

Discussion and Conclusion   

This study provides a critical sociological view of how colonialism affected indigenous 

knowledge systems (IKS) in India, revealing the complex processes and lasting impacts of 

knowledge domination embedded in colonial power dynamics. Using intersectional and 

postcolonial theories, the analysis shows that colonial knowledge dominance was not just an 

intellectual effort but a systematic socio-political strategy that reshaped how knowledge was 

created, shared, and validated in India.   

The colonial promotion of Western scientific reasoning served as an ideological tool of cultural 

control, presenting European knowledge as universal, objective, and progressive while 

sidelining indigenous knowledge as irrational or outdated. This knowledge hierarchy became 

embedded in educational systems, legal frameworks, and research practices, creating 

widespread injustices that denied indigenous communities’ authority over their traditional 

knowledge (Chatterjee, 1993; Bhambra, 2007; Gramsci, 1971).   

The sociological consequences of this epistemic violence were deep and complex. It led to the 

fracturing of social relations and cultural identity by removing indigenous knowledge from its 

community and ecological contexts. The breakdown of intergenerational knowledge transfer 

weakened the roles and status of traditional knowledge holders such as village elders, healers, 

and craftspeople tearing apart the social fabric and fostering economic marginalisation and 

cultural distancing (Raghavan, 2018; Kothari et al., 2014; Fanon, 1963). This dynamic reveals 
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how knowledge violence leads to social injustice, continuing inequalities in postcolonial 

societies (Bourdieu, 1986).   

Yet, indigenous knowledge systems showed strong resilience and responsiveness through 

various forms of resistance and revitalisation. These included the preservation of ecological 

knowledge through ongoing cultural practices and active movements that claimed indigenous 

knowledge rights (Gupta, 2010; Shiva, 1993). Recognising IKS in modern policy frameworks, 

particularly the National Education Policy 2020, reflects a significant shift toward 

understanding knowledge diversity. This shift emphasises the importance of integrating various 

knowledge systems fairly to tackle social and ecological issues and support sustainable 

development (Ministry of Education, 2020).   

From a sociological perspective, addressing colonial legacies in knowledge relationships 

requires more than surface-level change. It needs a substantial reconfiguration of the 

knowledge landscape that respects the unique cultural aspects of indigenous knowledge, 

democratizes knowledge production, and challenges persistent dominant structures. 

Knowledge fairness in this context means restoring power and recognition to marginalised 

knowledge communities, allowing for active participation in defining knowledge futures 

(Fricker, 2007; Kothari et al., 2014).   

Additionally, the spatial and socioeconomic disparities in colonial knowledge marginalisation 

highlight the connection between knowledge exclusion and broader inequalities. Rural, tribal, 

and other marginalised groups still face significant knowledge invisibility and exclusion from 

mainstream science and policy discussions, continuing the structural injustices rooted in 

colonial history (Bhambra, 2007; Panikkar, 2007). A comprehensive, locally focused approach 

is crucial to address these gaps and promote socially just and culturally aware knowledge 

integration.   

In summary, this study adds a thorough sociological perspective on how colonialism reshaped 

indigenous knowledge systems in India through knowledge domination methods, leading to 

lasting cultural and social effects. It emphasises ongoing struggles for knowledge rights, 

cultural identity, and social justice as pivotal in postcolonial transformations. The research 

supports the idea of knowledge diversity and inclusive knowledge practices as essential for 

sustainable development and equitable futures in India.   

Future research should focus on ethnographically grounded studies that consider the lived 

experiences of indigenous knowledge custodians and their interactions with state agencies, 

global science, and market influences. Furthermore, combining indigenous knowledge with 

modern scientific ideas may lead to new, culturally resonant solutions to social and 

environmental problems. 
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