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Abstract

The Indian Knowledge System (IKS) is a rich and multifaceted intellectual tradition that integrates philosophy,
science, ethics, and holistic well-being. The IKS has significantly contributed to global intellectual traditions,
with advancements in linguistics; €.g., Panini’s grammar, mathematics -the decimal system, zero, and algebra,
medicine-Charaka and Sushruta Samhitas, and logical reasoning-Nyaya and Mimamsa (Chakrabarti, 2016).
Buddhist and Jain philosophical insights, along with contributions from various traditions in regional languages,
further enriched India’s intellectual heritage. Additionally, IK'S promotes sustainability through ecological wisdom,
ethical governance, and community-centric practices, which remain relevant in addressing contemporary
challenges. The Buddhist tradition, as an integral part of IKS, has significantly contributed to epistemology,
logic, education, medicine, and social ethics. Rooted in rational inquiry and empirical observation, Buddhist
thought emphasizes critical thinking, ethical living, and the pursuit of wisdom, aligning with the broader framework
of IKS (Gethin, 1998). Buddhism’s contributions to IKS are evident in its monastic educational institutions like
Nalanda, Vikramashila, and Takshashila, which promoted interdisciplinary learning in fields such as logic,
medicine, linguistics, and metaphysics. Buddhist scholars like Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu, and Dharmakirti advanced
Indian philosophy and logic through concepts like Madhyamaka -the Middle Way and Pramana-valid sources
of knowledge (Arnold, 2010; Dunne, 2004). The Buddhist approach to knowledge, emphasizing debate
(Shastrartha) and reasoned discourse, deeply influenced Indian and global intellectual traditions. Furthermore,
Buddhist medical treatises contributed to Ayurveda, while Buddhist ethics emphasized non-violence, sustainability,
and compassionate governance (Zysk, 1991). The integration of Buddhist principles into IKS highlights its
relevance in contemporary discussions on peace, education, and sustainable living. This study explores the
symbiotic relationship between IKS and Buddhism, illustrating its enduring impact on knowledge, society, and
global thought.
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1. Introduction:

India’s intellectual and philosophical landscape has been deeply enriched by Buddhism, which emerged
as a reformist movement in the 6th century BCE. Gautama Buddha’s teachings emphasized rationality, empirical
observation, and ethical living, offering a distinct departure from ritualistic traditions (Gethin, 1998). Buddhism’s
influence extended beyond religious doctrine, permeating fields such as linguistics, logic, medicine, and governance.
The Indian knowledge system, characterized by its diversity and depth, has been profoundly shaped by Buddhist
contributions, fostering a legacy of critical thinking and scientific inquiry (Hirakawa, 1990).

1.1 Background and Context:

The Indian knowledge system is a vast and multifaceted tradition that has evolved over thousands of
years, encompassing philosophy, science, arts, and culture. The system is deeply integrated with spirituality,
where knowledge is seen as a means to transcend the ego and achieve liberation (moksha). Ancient Indian
scholars contributed significantly to fields like mathematics, astronomy, medicine, and architecture (Chakrabarti,
2016). This knowledge was transmitted through the Guru-Shishya tradition and various prominent learning
centers like Nalanda. Today, the Indian knowledge System continues to influence contemporary fields such as
holistic health, sustainability, and mental well-being.

Buddhism had a profound impact on various knowledge systems in India. It reshaped Indian philosophy
by introducing concepts like Anatta (non-self) and Anicca (impermanence), challenging the Vedic and
Upanisadic views of a permanent self (Rahula, 1978). Buddhist scholars contributed to the development of
logic, epistemology, and reasoning, especially through the study of perception and knowledge (Dunne, 2004).
Buddhism also influenced Indian science, particularly in areas like astronomy and cosmology, by promoting
empirical observation and logical analysis (Kalupahana, 1987). Additionally, Buddhist ideas contributed to
social equality by rejecting the caste system, and its monastic centers became hubs of education and intellectual
inquiry (Schopen, 1997). Lastly, Buddhism influenced Indian art, culture, and architecture, creating a rich
cultural legacy that spread across Asia.

1.2 Objectives of the Study:

Based on the above observations, the following objectives are framed for this study:

o Toanalyze the contributions of Buddhist teachings to Indian science, culture, economy, polity
and art.
o Tounderstand the evolution of the Buddhist tapestry in the context of Indian knowledge systems.

1.3 Methodology:

This study employs a qualitative research methodology based on secondary sources combining
historical analysis, textual interpretation, and comparative philosophy. Secondary sources involve
scholarly commentaries, research articles, and books on Buddhist philosophy and its impact on Indian

knowledge traditions. A comparative approach is used to analyze Buddhist contributions in relation to
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other Indian philosophical schools, while an interdisciplinary framework integrates perspectives from

history, philosophy, and politics.

2. Historical Overview of Buddhism in India:

Buddhism, founded by Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha) in the 6th century BCE, originated in India
as aresponse to the limitations of the Vedic tradition. It emphasizes the Four Noble Truths and the Noble
Eightfold Path as the framework for overcoming suffering (Rahula, 1978). Buddhism gained popularity due to
its ethical teachings, rejecting rigid social hierarchies, and focusing on personal spiritual experience. Emperor
Asoka’s patronage spread Buddhism across India and beyond (Thapar, 2002). Over time, Buddhism developed
into two broad traditions: Hinayana and Mahayana. Hinayana comprised several early schools of Buddhism
such as Sarvastivada, Mahasamghika , and Dharmaguptaka. Theravada, though often mistakenly equated
with Hinayana, is in fact the only surviving Hinayana school, and is preserved mainly in Sri Lanka, Thailand,
Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia (Gombrich, 2006). Theravada emphasizes individual enlightenment through
meditation, moral discipline, and wisdom, following the teachings of the Pali Canon. Mahayana Buddhism, on
the other hand, focuses on the path of the Bodhisattva, where practitioners seek enlightenment not only for
themselves but also for the benefit of all beings. It is common in China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, and Tibet
(Hirakawa, 1990). Although it declined in India by the 12th century CE, its teachings continued to influence
Indian culture and spread throughout Asia. Buddhism’s legacy endures in modern India, particularly through
movements led by figures like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar (Omvedt, 2003).

The intersection of Buddhist philosophy with traditional Indian thought systems: Buddhism, emerging
in the 6th century BCE, both critiques and builds upon traditional Indian philosophies like the Vedic and
Upanishadic systems. While the Vedic and Upanishadic traditions emphasize the concept of a permanent self
(Atman) and seek liberation (moksha) through realizing unity with Brahman. In place of metaphysical unity,
Buddhism emphasizes the cessation of suffering (dukkha) through the eradication of desire and attachment,
culminating in nirvana—a state of liberation from the cycle of rebirth. Both traditions share an emphasis on
meditation and ethical conduct, but Buddhism rejects the elaborate Vedic rituals, focusing instead on practices
that purify the mind and cultivate awareness, such as mindfulness (sati) and insight meditation (vipassana).
While the Vedic system relies on external rituals performed by priests, Buddhism stresses internal transformation.
The intersection of these philosophies highlights a significant shift in spiritual practice, with Buddhism offering a
practical, experiential path to liberation distinct from the more metaphysical and ritualistic approaches of the
Vedic and Upanishadic traditions.
3. Evidence of the Buddhist Tapestry in the Indian Knowledge System:
3.1 Epistemology and Logic: The Buddhist school of logic, especially through Dignaga’s “Hetuvidya”
and Dharmakirti’s refinement of logical reasoning, provided a foundational framework for Indian

epistemology. Their contributions influenced the Nyaya school and later philosophical developments.
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3.2 Medical Knowledge:Medical Knowledge: Buddhist texts like the ‘Bower Manuscript’, the Vinaya
Pitaka’, and the ‘Sutta Pitaka ’provide evidence of early medical knowledge, including surgical
procedures, herbal medicine, Ayurveda practices and monastic healthcare (Zysk, 1991).

3.3 Education and Learning Centers: The establishment of monastic universities such as Nalanda,
Taksasila, and Vikramas$ila fostered advanced learning in philosophy, linguistics, astronomy, and
medicine, attracting scholars from across Asia.

3.4 Political and Social Thought: Asoka’s edicts, inscribed on pillars and rock surfaces, illustrate the
integration of Buddhist ethical teachings in governance, promoting tolerance, non-violence, and welfare
policies (Thapar, 2002).

3.5 Art, Literature, and Culture: Buddhist contributions in literature, such as the Jatakas and Avadanas,
enriched Indian storytelling traditions. The architectural marvels of Sanchi, Ajanta, and Ellora stand as
testaments to Buddhist artistic and cultural expressions.

3.6 Environmental Ethics: Buddhist philosophy, emphasizing interconnectedness and non-harm (ahimsa ),
influenced sustainable agricultural practices and conservation ethics in ancient India.

Buddhist Contributions to Epistemology and Logic: Buddhist epistemology offers arational approach
to knowledge acquisition, emphasizing direct experience (pratyaksa) and inferential reasoning (anumana)
(Dunne, 2004). Thinkers like Nagarjuna, Dignaga, and Dharmakirti developed sophisticated theories of
perception, cognition, and argumentation. The Buddhist school of logic, particularly through Dignaga’s
“Hetuvidya” (science of reasons), revolutionized Indian philosophical discourse and influenced later schools of
thought, including Nyaya and Vedanta.

4. Key Contributions of Buddhist Epistemology:

4.1 Two Modes of Knowledge (Pramana):

o Perception (Pratyaksa): Buddhism emphasizes direct experience as the primary mode of
acquiring knowledge. Dharmakirti refined this concept, distinguishing between valid and illusory
perceptions.

o Inference (Anumana): Logical inference is a critical tool in Buddhist philosophy. Dignaga
developed a systematic method of inferential reasoning, influencing the Nyaya school and later
Indian epistemological thought.

4.2 Theory of Apoha (Exclusion):

o Buddhist logicians like Dignaga and Dharmakirti introduced the theory of apoha, arguing that
conceptual knowledge arises not through inherent characteristics but by differentiating objects
from what they are not (Arnold, 2010). This radical departure from essentialist thinking influenced
linguistic and cognitive theories in Indian philosophy.
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4.3 Rejection of Eternalism and Nihilism:

o Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka philosophy employs dialectical reasoning to deconstruct extreme
views, advocating for the Middle Way. His logical approach critically examines the nature of
existence, causality, and selthood.

4.4 Development of Hetuvidya (Science of Logic):

o The Buddhist school of logic, also known as Hetuvidya, formulated rigorous criteria for valid
reasoning. This tradition played a crucial role in advancing Indian logic and influenced later
scholars in both Hindu and Jain traditions.

4.5 Skepticism and Empirical Inquiry:

o Buddhist epistemology encourages a skeptical yet empirical approach to knowledge. The
Kalama Sutta, for instance, advises individuals to rely on personal experience, reason, and the
testimony of the wise rather than blind faith.

5. The Impact on Indian polity and diplomacy:

India’s approach to international relations, foreign policy, and global peace initiatives in the 20" century
was significantly influenced by Buddhist philosophy, particularly the emphasis on peace, non-violence, and
mutual respect. A key manifestation of this influence was the Panchsheel Principles, introduced in 1954, which
became the foundation of India’s foreign policy during the Cold War and beyond (Omvedt, 2003). These
principles—sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference, equality, and peaceful coexistence—promoted
diplomatic engagement based on mutual respect and dialogue. Panchsheel played a pivotal role in guiding
India’s leadership in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), enabling India to maintain strategic neutrality while
advocating for decolonization, global peace, and cooperation among developing nations. The principles also
shaped India’s relations with neighbouring countries like Nepal, Bhutan, and Sri Lanka, reinforcing a policy of
non-interference and mutual cooperation. Additionally, Panchsheel influenced India’s active participation in
multilateral organizations such as the United Nations, where it championed peaceful conflict resolution, nuclear
disarmament, and global cooperation. However, India’s experience with China—especially after the 1962
Sino-Indian War—exposed the limitations of an idealistic approach, prompting a shift toward a more pragmatic
and strategic foreign policy while still upholding Panchsheel’s core values. In contemporary geopolitics, India
continues to integrate these principles through its “Neighbourhood First” policy, Act East initiative, and multilateral
engagements, striking a balance between diplomacy, national security, and economic interests.

6. Conclusion:

The Buddhist tradition has left an indelible mark on the Indian knowledge system, enriching it with
rational inquiry, ethical considerations, and interdisciplinary scholarship. Its emphasis on logic, empirical
observation, and social ethics continues to inspire modern intellectual and philosophical discourses (Arnold,

2010). Recognizing Buddhism’s contributions is essential for appreciating the depth of India’s intellectual heritage
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and its enduring relevance in contemporary knowledge systems. The role of Buddhist monasteries in preserving
and transmitting knowledge is unprecedented. The Buddhist Dialectics also influenced Indian Logic. There are
ethical and moral dimension of Buddhist teachings as well. The Concept of Ahimsa (non-violence) and its
impact on Indian ethics and Indian Society is self-explanatory. The Buddhist monasteries have always been an
institution of learning and centre of inspiration for posterity. There are ample areas of opportunity for research

into Buddhist contributions to Indian knowledge, especially in interdisciplinary studies.
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