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Introduction 

Knowledge, Power, and the Question of Indigeneity 

The renewed scholarly engagement with indigeneity and traditional knowledge systems in 

contemporary social science marks a decisive shift in how knowledge, power, and social reality 

are conceptualized. For much of the twentieth century, dominant social scientific paradigms 

were shaped by assumptions of linear progress, universal rationality, and the epistemic 

superiority of Western modernity. Knowledge was imagined as abstract, cumulative, and 

detachable from its social origins, while societies were ranked along evolutionary trajectories 

that implicitly privileged industrial, bureaucratic, and secular forms of organization (Connell, 

2007; Escobar, 1995). Within this framework, indigenous and traditional knowledge systems 

were relegated to the margins—treated as cultural survivals, belief systems, or practical skills 

rather than as legitimate epistemic formations capable of theoretical reflection and social 

critique. 

In recent decades, however, this epistemic confidence of modern social science has been 

profoundly unsettled. Ecological crises, persistent poverty, agrarian distress, public health 

failures, and the erosion of social cohesion have exposed the limits of technocratic governance 

and development models that discount local knowledge and lived experience (Santos, 2014; 

Berkes, 2012). At the same time, postcolonial, feminist, and decolonial scholarship has 

demonstrated that what counts as “knowledge” is never neutral, but is deeply entangled with 

histories of domination, exclusion, and epistemic violence (Quijano, 2007; Smith, 1999). 

Within this critical reorientation, indigeneity has re-emerged not as a romantic category but as 

a serious epistemic challenge—one that questions the monopolization of knowledge by 
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Eurocentric traditions and calls for recognition of plural, contextually grounded ways of 

knowing. 

This volume situates itself squarely within this epistemic reconfiguration. It approaches 

traditional knowledge systems not as isolated cultural artefacts, but as historically constituted, 

socially embedded, and ethically regulated modes of knowledge production. Whether 

articulated through agrarian practices, ecological stewardship, healing traditions, gendered 

labour, ritual performances, oral narratives, or community-based technological networks, 

indigenous epistemes represent sustained engagements with the material and moral conditions 

of social life. To frame indigeneity as episteme is thus to argue that traditional knowledge 

systems possess coherence, reflexivity, and critical capacity—qualities that allow them to 

inform contemporary debates on sustainability, democracy, gender justice, and development. 

I. The Epistemic Crisis of Modern Social Science and the Return of Indigenous 

Knowledge 

The contemporary return to indigenous knowledge systems must be understood against the 

backdrop of a broader epistemic crisis within modern social science. This crisis is not merely 

methodological; it is rooted in the historical exhaustion of knowledge regimes that prioritized 

universality over context and abstraction over lived reality. Classical and neo-classical social 

theories, despite their internal differences, largely shared a commitment to the idea that social 

reality could be understood through general laws, standardized categories, and expert-driven 

interventions. While this orientation enabled large-scale governance and comparative analysis, 

it simultaneously rendered invisible the knowledge practices of communities whose ways of 

knowing were oral, experiential, embodied, and deeply embedded in specific ecological and 

cultural contexts (Connell, 2007; Illich, 1971). 

The limitations of this epistemic orientation have become increasingly apparent in the face of 

global crises. Environmental degradation, climate change, and biodiversity loss have 

highlighted the failure of development models that treat nature as an inert resource rather than 

as a relational system governed by ethical restraint and interdependence (Gadgil, Berkes, & 

Folke, 1993; Shiva, 1993). Similarly, the persistence of poverty and inequality has exposed the 

inadequacy of policy frameworks that rely on standardized solutions while ignoring local 

livelihoods, informal economies, and community-based coping strategies (Escobar, 1995). 
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These failures have prompted a growing recognition that knowledge systems rooted in long-

term interaction with specific environments may offer insights that abstract models cannot 

provide. 

Indigenous knowledge systems, in this context, have emerged as critical epistemic resources 

rather than supplementary inputs. They are increasingly understood as cumulative bodies of 

knowledge developed through sustained observation, experimentation, and social learning over 

generations (Berkes, 2012). Unlike modern scientific knowledge, which often claims 

universality, indigenous epistemes are explicitly contextual. Their validity is grounded not in 

external verification alone but in their capacity to sustain life, manage risk, and maintain social 

cohesion within particular ecological and cultural settings. This does not render them inferior; 

rather, it points to a different epistemic logic—one that values relationality, continuity, and 

ethical accountability over prediction and control. 

The return of indigenous knowledge thus reflects a growing dissatisfaction with epistemic 

monopolies that exclude alternative rationalities. Scholars have increasingly argued that the 

crisis of modern social science is also a crisis of epistemic justice—a condition in which certain 

groups are systematically denied recognition as knowers, even when their knowledge proves 

vital for collective survival (Fricker, 2007; Santos, 2016). Indigenous communities, rural 

women, forest dwellers, artisanal producers, and pastoral groups have long occupied this 

position of epistemic marginality. Their knowledge is often appropriated without 

acknowledgment, dismissed as unscientific, or selectively incorporated into policy frameworks 

without granting epistemic agency to its producers (Agrawal, 1995). 

By foregrounding indigeneity, this volume aligns with a growing body of scholarship that 

challenges the singular authority of Western epistemology and calls for epistemic pluralism. 

This does not entail the rejection of scientific knowledge, but rather its de-centering—

recognizing it as one knowledge system among many, rather than as the universal standard 

against which all others must be measured (Santos, 2014). In this sense, the return to indigenous 

knowledge is not a retreat from modernity but a critical engagement with its limits. 

Crucially, this epistemic shift also demands a rethinking of what counts as theory. Traditional 

knowledge systems are often assumed to be practical rather than theoretical, yet this distinction 
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itself reflects a narrow conception of theory as abstract and textual. Indigenous epistemes 

theorize through practice, narrative, ritual, and embodied action. They encode principles of 

sustainability, reciprocity, and social regulation not through formal propositions but through 

lived norms and collective memory. Recognizing these challenges social science to expand its 

understanding of theory beyond canonical texts and institutional disciplines. 

The contributions in this volume take up this challenge by demonstrating how indigenous 

knowledge systems operate as frameworks of meaning, ethics, and action across diverse 

domains. They show that the epistemic crisis of modern social science cannot be resolved 

through methodological refinement alone, but requires a deeper engagement with the 

knowledge traditions that modernity sought to marginalize. In doing so, they invite a 

reorientation of social inquiry—one that takes indigeneity seriously not as an object of study, 

but as a source of epistemic insight. 

II. Colonial Modernity, Knowledge Hierarchies, and Epistemic Violence 

The systematic marginalization of indigenous knowledge systems cannot be understood 

without locating them within the epistemic architecture of colonial modernity. Colonialism was 

not simply a project of territorial expansion or economic extraction; it was fundamentally a 

reordering of knowledge, authority, and truth. Through education, law, science, and 

administrative classification, colonial regimes instituted hierarchical distinctions between 

legitimate and illegitimate knowledge, positioning Western rationality as universal while 

relegating indigenous epistemes to the realm of superstition, custom, or folklore (Quijano, 

2007; Smith, 1999). This epistemic hierarchy did not emerge accidentally; it was central to the 

moral and political justification of colonial domination itself. 

Colonial knowledge practices were deeply invested in producing the colonized subject as 

epistemically deficient. Indigenous ways of understanding nature, health, agriculture, 

governance, and social organization were systematically dismissed as irrational or pre-

scientific, even when colonial administrations relied heavily on such knowledge for survival, 

revenue extraction, and governance (Agrawal, 1995). This contradiction—between epistemic 

denigration and pragmatic appropriation—reveals the extractive logic of colonial knowledge 

regimes. Indigenous knowledge was valuable only when detached from its producers, stripped 

of its cultural and ethical context, and re-inscribed within Western classificatory systems. 
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Botanical knowledge, for instance, was appropriated through colonial surveys and herbariums, 

transformed into scientific data, and mobilized for imperial commerce, while indigenous 

healers and cultivators were denied recognition as knowers (Gadgil & Guha, 1992). 

Education functioned as one of the most powerful instruments of epistemic transformation. 

Colonial schooling replaced oral transmission with textual authority, experiential learning with 

abstract curricula, and community-based knowledge with standardized syllabi rooted in 

European intellectual traditions. In doing so, it delegitimized indigenous modes of knowing 

and reconfigured social aspirations around colonial epistemic norms. The effects of this 

transformation were not confined to formal institutions; they reshaped everyday hierarchies of 

value, producing internalized distinctions between “modern” and “backward” knowledge that 

persist well into the postcolonial period (Connell, 2007). 

The violence of this epistemic reordering lies not merely in exclusion, but in what may be 

described as epistemic erasure. Indigenous knowledge systems were not only ignored; they 

were actively rendered unintelligible within dominant frameworks of understanding. Concepts 

rooted in relationality, spirituality, and collective responsibility could not be easily translated 

into the instrumental rationality of colonial governance. As a result, indigenous epistemes were 

framed as obstacles to progress, rather than as alternative rationalities capable of sustaining 

social and ecological balance (Escobar, 1995). This framing justified policies of displacement, 

resource extraction, and cultural assimilation, often in the name of development or civilization. 

Postcolonial nation-states inherited much of this epistemic infrastructure. Despite the political 

rupture of independence, the knowledge hierarchies instituted under colonial rule largely 

remained intact. Developmentalism, modernization theory, and centralized planning 

reproduced the privileging of expert knowledge over local experience, positioning the state and 

its technocrats as the primary arbiters of truth (Escobar, 1995). Indigenous communities were 

incorporated into development discourse as beneficiaries or targets, not as epistemic agents. 

Their knowledge was selectively mobilized—often in tokenistic ways—while decision-making 

power remained firmly centralized. 

This continuity has had profound implications for indigenous knowledge systems. Large-scale 

development projects such as dams, industrial agriculture, mining, and urban expansion have 
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displaced communities from their ecological contexts, severing the material conditions 

necessary for the reproduction of traditional knowledge. Simultaneously, legal frameworks 

governing land, forests, and intellectual property have often failed to recognize collective forms 

of ownership and knowledge transmission, further marginalizing indigenous epistemes (Posey 

& Dutfield, 1996). In many cases, recognition of traditional knowledge has been reduced to 

symbolic gestures, disconnected from substantive rights or institutional power. 

Scholars have increasingly conceptualized these processes as forms of epistemic violence—

systematic harms inflicted on communities through the denial of epistemic agency and 

recognition (Fricker, 2007; Santos, 2016). Epistemic violence operates not only through 

silencing, but through misrepresentation and appropriation. Indigenous knowledge is often 

reframed within dominant discourses in ways that distort its meaning and purpose, 

transforming relational practices into technical solutions and ethical systems into exploitable 

resources. 

Yet, despite these forces of marginalization, indigenous knowledge systems have not 

disappeared. Their persistence itself constitutes a form of epistemic resistance. Communities 

continue to transmit knowledge through everyday practices, ritual life, gendered labour, and 

informal institutions, often in tension with dominant structures. This persistence challenges the 

assumption that modernity inevitably erodes traditional epistemes, revealing instead a more 

complex terrain of negotiation, adaptation, and contestation. 

By foregrounding this historical and epistemic context, the present volume seeks to move 

beyond celebratory or instrumental approaches to traditional knowledge. It insists that the 

question of indigeneity is inseparable from broader struggles over power, recognition, and 

justice. Understanding indigenous knowledge systems requires not only documenting 

practices, but critically examining the historical conditions under which certain forms of 

knowledge were marginalized and others elevated. Only through such an examination can the 

epistemic hierarchies inherited from colonial modernity be meaningfully unsettled.  
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III. Beyond the Tradition–Modernity Binary: Indigeneity as Practice, Adaptation, 

and Innovation 

One of the most persistent epistemic obstacles in understanding indigenous knowledge systems 

is the entrenched binary between tradition and modernity. This binary, deeply embedded in 

both colonial and postcolonial social thought, positions tradition as static, residual, and resistant 

to change, while modernity is imagined as dynamic, progressive, and innovative. Such a 

conceptual division not only misrepresents indigenous epistemes but also obscures the 

adaptive, experimental, and reflexive qualities that characterize traditional knowledge systems 

in practice (Sillitoe, 1998; Berkes, 2012). By framing indigeneity as the antithesis of modernity, 

social science has historically foreclosed the possibility of recognizing indigenous knowledge 

as a living, evolving epistemic field. 

Empirical evidence across agrarian, ecological, and technological domains challenges this 

binary decisively. Indigenous agricultural systems, for instance, are often portrayed as 

remnants of pre-industrial subsistence economies, yet closer examination reveals highly 

sophisticated strategies of environmental management. Practices such as mixed cropping, crop 

rotation, seed preservation, soil regeneration, and seasonal adjustment are not merely inherited 

customs but adaptive responses to ecological variability and risk (Altieri, 2004; Gadgil, Berkes, 

& Folke, 1993). These practices embody a logic of resilience rather than maximization, 

prioritizing long-term sustainability over short-term productivity. In the context of climate 

change, agrarian distress, and biodiversity loss, such knowledge systems have gained renewed 

relevance, exposing the ecological fragility of monocultural, input-intensive agricultural 

models promoted under developmentalist regimes (Shiva, 1993). 

The adaptability of indigenous knowledge systems is equally evident in the domain of health 

and healing. Traditional healthcare practices are frequently dismissed as unscientific or 

anecdotal, yet they are grounded in cumulative experiential knowledge refined over 

generations. These systems emphasize holistic understandings of health that integrate physical, 

social, and environmental dimensions, often privileging prevention and community-based care 

over institutional intervention (Bodeker & Kronenberg, 2002). While not immune to critique, 

indigenous medical epistemes demonstrate an alternative rationality—one that values 

relational wellbeing and ecological balance rather than reductionist diagnosis. Their 
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persistence, particularly in regions with limited access to formal healthcare, underscores their 

continued functional relevance. 

Crucially, indigeneity is not confined to domains conventionally labeled “traditional.” 

Indigenous epistemes increasingly intersect with modern technologies, producing hybrid 

knowledge practices that defy simplistic categorization. Community-based technological 

systems—such as amateur radio networks deployed during natural disasters—illustrate how 

indigenous ethical frameworks can govern the use of modern communication technologies. 

These networks operate on principles of voluntarism, mutual aid, and public service rather than 

profit or surveillance, reflecting a moral economy rooted in collective responsibility (Castells, 

2010). Such practices challenge the assumption that technological adoption necessarily entails 

epistemic homogenization, revealing instead how modern tools can be re-appropriated within 

indigenous normative frameworks. 

This capacity for selective appropriation highlights a critical feature of indigenous knowledge 

systems: their openness to innovation without surrendering epistemic autonomy. Unlike 

modernist narratives that equate innovation with rupture from the past, indigenous epistemes 

often innovate through continuity—adapting existing practices to new conditions while 

retaining ethical and cultural coherence (Sillitoe, 1998). This mode of innovation is 

incremental, dialogic, and socially regulated, contrasting sharply with models of technological 

change driven by market imperatives and institutional competition. 

The persistence of the tradition–modernity binary also obscures the political dimensions of 

knowledge classification. Labeling indigenous knowledge as “traditional” often serves to 

depoliticize it, framing it as cultural heritage rather than as a resource for contemporary social 

critique. This framing enables selective incorporation of traditional practices into development 

agendas without challenging the epistemic hierarchies that marginalize their producers 

(Agrawal, 1995). By contrast, recognizing indigeneity as an epistemic practice foregrounds its 

capacity to generate alternative visions of development, governance, and social organization. 

The contributions in this volume collectively dismantle the tradition–modernity binary by 

demonstrating how indigenous knowledge systems operate across temporal and institutional 

boundaries. They reveal that indigeneity is not defined by technological absence or cultural 
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isolation, but by the social relations, ethical commitments, and ecological sensibilities that 

structure knowledge use. In doing so, they invite a rethinking of modernity itself—not as a 

singular trajectory of progress, but as a contested field in which multiple epistemes coexist, 

interact, and sometimes clash. 

By moving beyond reductive binaries, this volume advances a conception of indigeneity as 

processual, adaptive, and innovative. Indigenous knowledge systems are shown not as relics of 

a pre-modern past, but as dynamic epistemic formations capable of responding creatively to 

contemporary challenges. This reframing is essential for any serious engagement with 

questions of sustainability, resilience, and social justice in the present moment. 

IV. Gendered Epistemologies: Women, Labour, and the Custodianship of Indigenous 

Knowledge 

Any sustained engagement with indigenous knowledge systems that does not foreground 

gender risks reproducing the very epistemic erasures it seeks to critique. Across societies, 

women have historically been central to the production, preservation, and transmission of 

traditional knowledge, particularly in domains that remain undervalued within dominant 

epistemic hierarchies—agriculture, food systems, healthcare, water management, forest 

stewardship, and social reproduction. Yet, despite their foundational role, women’s epistemic 

labour has been systematically rendered invisible through patriarchal social structures, 

masculinist knowledge frameworks, and development paradigms that privilege formal, 

monetized, and institutionalized forms of expertise (Agarwal, 1994; Mies, 1998). The 

marginalization of women’s knowledge is thus not incidental; it is structurally embedded in 

the politics of recognition that govern what counts as legitimate knowledge. 

Indigenous knowledge systems are deeply gendered not only in terms of who holds knowledge, 

but also in how knowledge is produced, circulated, and valued. Women’s knowledge is often 

embodied, experiential, and embedded in everyday practices—seed selection, crop diversity 

management, food processing, herbal healing, childcare, and ritual life. These practices 

constitute what may be described as the epistemic infrastructure of community survival, 

sustaining both material livelihoods and cultural continuity (Shiva, 1988; Agarwal, 2010). Yet, 

because such knowledge is transmitted orally, enacted through labour, and tied to domestic or 
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communal spaces, it is frequently excluded from formal documentation and policy frameworks, 

reinforcing its epistemic invisibility. 

The gendered devaluation of indigenous knowledge is inseparable from broader patriarchal 

relations of power. Feminist scholarship has demonstrated that the distinction between 

“productive” and “reproductive” labour—central to capitalist and developmentalist 

frameworks—systematically marginalizes women’s work by rendering it natural, informal, or 

supplementary (Mies, 1998; Kabeer, 2000). When applied to knowledge systems, this 

distinction operates to classify women’s knowledge as practical skill rather than as epistemic 

contribution. As a result, even within indigenous communities, men are more likely to be 

recognized as knowledge bearers in public and institutional contexts, while women’s epistemic 

authority remains confined to the private or informal sphere. 

This marginalization has profound implications for environmental governance and 

sustainability. Empirical studies consistently show that women possess detailed ecological 

knowledge derived from their daily interaction with land, water, forests, and biodiversity. Their 

roles in seed preservation, mixed cropping, fuel and fodder collection, and non-timber forest 

product management position them as critical agents of ecological stewardship (Agarwal, 

2001; Shiva, 1993). Yet, development interventions and conservation policies frequently 

exclude women from decision-making processes, privileging male-dominated institutions and 

expert-driven management models. This exclusion not only undermines gender justice but also 

erodes the ecological knowledge necessary for sustainable resource management. 

The epistemic marginalization of women becomes particularly visible in the context of natural 

resource governance. Programs such as joint forest management, watershed development, and 

biodiversity conservation often invoke “community participation” while failing to address 

internal power hierarchies related to gender and caste. As a result, women’s knowledge is 

selectively appropriated—used to enhance project efficiency—without granting women 

substantive authority or control over resources (Agarwal, 2010). This instrumentalization of 

women’s knowledge reproduces the extractive logic historically applied to indigenous 

epistemes more broadly. 
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Health and healing practices further illustrate the gendered nature of indigenous knowledge 

systems. Women have traditionally served as custodians of herbal medicine, midwifery, and 

home-based healthcare, maintaining community health infrastructures in contexts where 

formal medical institutions are absent or inaccessible. These practices draw upon cumulative 

experiential knowledge, ethical commitments to care, and intergenerational transmission 

(Bodeker & Kronenberg, 2002). Yet, as biomedical systems expand, women’s healing 

knowledge is often delegitimized or absorbed into formal medicine without recognition of its 

epistemic origins. This process mirrors colonial patterns of appropriation, wherein indigenous 

knowledge is valued only after being reframed within dominant scientific paradigms. 

Importantly, women’s epistemic agency is not confined to reproduction of tradition; it is also 

central to innovation and adaptation. Women continuously modify agricultural practices, 

experiment with crop varieties, adapt healthcare strategies, and negotiate new forms of 

livelihood in response to environmental change and economic pressure. These adaptive 

practices demonstrate that indigenous knowledge is not merely inherited but actively produced 

through women’s labour and decision-making (Agarwal, 1994). Recognizing women as 

epistemic agents thus challenges both patriarchal assumptions and static conceptions of 

tradition. 

The contributions in this volume engage critically with these gendered dynamics, 

foregrounding women not as passive bearers of tradition but as active knowledge producers 

whose epistemic labour sustains communities and ecosystems. By centering women’s 

experiences in natural resource management, agrarian systems, and environmental governance, 

the volume highlights the inseparability of indigenous knowledge from questions of gender 

justice and social equity. This focus is particularly significant in contexts where women’s 

access to education, land, and institutional power remains constrained, yet their responsibility 

for household survival and ecological stewardship continues to expand. 

Ultimately, the gendered analysis of indigenous knowledge systems compels a rethinking of 

epistemic justice itself. Recognizing indigenous epistemes without addressing gendered power 

relations risks reproducing internal exclusions even as external hierarchies are challenged. 

Epistemic pluralism, therefore, must be inseparable from gender justice. Only by 

acknowledging women’s central role in knowledge production and transmission can 



NSOU JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES    ISSN:25881 2512            20 

 
 
 

 

indigenous epistemes be fully understood and meaningfully integrated into contemporary 

debates on sustainability, development, and social transformation. 

V. Law, Intellectual Property, and the Politics of Recognition 

As indigenous knowledge systems have gained renewed visibility in academic, policy, and 

international discourse, they have increasingly been drawn into legal and institutional 

frameworks designed to regulate ownership, protection, and use. This process of recognition, 

however, is deeply fraught. While the inclusion of traditional knowledge within legal regimes 

appears to signal progress, it often reproduces the very epistemic hierarchies it claims to 

address. At the heart of this contradiction lies a fundamental mismatch between the ontological 

assumptions of modern legal systems and the social character of indigenous knowledge 

systems (Posey & Dutfield, 1996; Brush, 2007). Law, particularly in its liberal–capitalist form, 

privileges individual authorship, proprietary ownership, and commodification, whereas 

indigenous epistemes are collective, intergenerational, and governed by ethical obligations 

rather than market exchange. 

Intellectual property rights (IPR) regimes illustrate this tension most starkly. Designed to 

protect innovation through exclusive ownership and economic incentive, IPR frameworks 

struggle to accommodate knowledge that is communally produced, orally transmitted, and 

continuously adapted over time. Traditional knowledge does not conform to the criteria of 

novelty, originality, or fixed authorship required by patent law, rendering it legally invisible 

even as it remains vulnerable to appropriation (Brush, 2007). As a result, indigenous 

knowledge is frequently extracted, patented, and commercialized by external actors—

pharmaceutical corporations, agribusiness firms, research institutions—without meaningful 

consent or benefit-sharing, perpetuating historical patterns of epistemic extraction (Agrawal, 

1995). 

International conventions and national policies aimed at protecting traditional knowledge have 

sought to address these concerns, yet their impact remains uneven. Mechanisms such as 

biodiversity laws, traditional knowledge digital libraries, and heritage protection acts often 

frame indigenous knowledge as a resource to be documented, archived, and managed, rather 

than as a living epistemic practice embedded in social relations. This shift from knowledge-as-

practice to knowledge-as-object risks further disembedding indigenous epistemes from the 
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communities that sustain them, transforming ethical systems into administrative categories 

(Posey & Dutfield, 1996). Moreover, documentation itself can become a site of vulnerability, 

exposing traditional knowledge to misappropriation under the guise of protection. 

The politics of recognition operates not only through law but also through policy discourse. 

Developmental frameworks increasingly invoke indigenous knowledge in relation to 

sustainability, climate adaptation, and community participation. While such recognition 

appears inclusive, it often remains instrumental. Traditional knowledge is valued insofar as it 

enhances policy efficiency or environmental management outcomes, rather than as an 

epistemic system with its own normative authority (Escobar, 1995). This instrumentalization 

allows states and institutions to draw upon indigenous knowledge without ceding decision-

making power or challenging technocratic dominance. 

Civil society organizations and grassroots movements have played a critical role in contesting 

these dynamics. By mobilizing around issues of land rights, forest governance, and cultural 

autonomy, they have foregrounded the inseparability of indigenous knowledge from political 

sovereignty and social justice. Such movements reveal that the struggle for epistemic 

recognition is also a struggle over resources, authority, and self-determination. Indigenous 

knowledge cannot be meaningfully protected without addressing the structural conditions—

displacement, poverty, gender inequality, and political marginalization—that undermine its 

reproduction (Santos, 2016). 

The legal framing of traditional knowledge also raises important questions about internal 

community hierarchies. Recognition by the state or market can reconfigure power relations 

within communities, privileging certain knowledge holders while marginalizing others, 

particularly women and lower-status groups. Without careful attention to gender and caste 

dynamics, legal recognition risks reproducing internal exclusions even as it challenges external 

ones (Agarwal, 2010). This underscores the need for a critically reflexive approach to policy 

and law—one that acknowledges the heterogeneity of indigenous communities and the 

contested nature of knowledge within them. 

Ultimately, the politics of recognition demands a shift from protection to epistemic justice. 

Protecting indigenous knowledge through legal instruments alone is insufficient if those 
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instruments are grounded in epistemologies that fundamentally misrecognize the nature of that 

knowledge. What is required is a rethinking of legal and policy frameworks to accommodate 

collective ownership, ethical stewardship, and intergenerational transmission. Such a 

transformation would move beyond tokenistic inclusion toward genuine epistemic pluralism, 

recognizing indigenous knowledge systems not as subordinate inputs but as coequal epistemic 

formations capable of informing law, policy, and governance. 

By interrogating the contradictions of recognition, this volume situates indigenous knowledge 

at the intersection of law, power, and justice. It insists that the question is not whether 

traditional knowledge should be protected, but how protection can occur without reproducing 

the extractive logics of colonial modernity. In doing so, it reframes recognition as an ongoing 

political process rather than a juridical endpoint. 

VI.Education, Media, and Epistemic Futures: Sites of Transmission and Contestation 

Education and media constitute two of the most consequential sites through which knowledge 

hierarchies are reproduced, negotiated, or unsettled. Historically, formal education systems 

have functioned as powerful instruments of epistemic standardization, privileging textual, 

abstract, and decontextualized knowledge while marginalizing experiential, oral, and 

community-based ways of knowing. Colonial education regimes institutionalized this 

hierarchy by replacing indigenous pedagogies with curricula rooted in European intellectual 

traditions, thereby reshaping aspirations, authority, and social mobility around colonial 

epistemic norms (Illich, 1971; Smith, 1999). Postcolonial education systems, despite efforts at 

reform, have largely retained this structure, continuing to privilege canonical knowledge while 

relegating indigenous epistemes to the margins of syllabi or to the domain of cultural studies. 

The incorporation of traditional knowledge into education has often taken the form of additive 

inclusion—introducing isolated modules, examples, or heritage content without transforming 

the underlying epistemic assumptions of pedagogy. Such approaches risk reducing indigenous 

knowledge to illustrative material rather than recognizing it as a legitimate mode of inquiry 

with its own methods, ethical frameworks, and criteria of validity (Connell, 2007). A more 

substantive engagement requires rethinking education itself—not merely what is taught, but 

how knowledge is generated, validated, and transmitted. This involves acknowledging the 
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legitimacy of experiential learning, community-based knowledge production, and dialogic 

pedagogy that values situated understanding over abstract generalization. 

Media and communication technologies further complicate the terrain of knowledge 

transmission. On the one hand, digital platforms offer unprecedented opportunities for 

documenting, disseminating, and revitalizing indigenous knowledge systems, particularly in 

contexts where intergenerational transmission has been disrupted by displacement, migration, 

or ecological change. On the other hand, these technologies introduce new forms of 

vulnerability. The digitization of traditional knowledge can facilitate misappropriation, 

commodification, and decontextualization, transforming living epistemes into consumable 

content detached from community control (Couldry & Mejias, 2019). The challenge lies in 

navigating this tension—leveraging media technologies to sustain indigenous knowledge while 

resisting extractive digital economies. 

Community-based media practices provide important insights into alternative epistemic 

futures. Forms of communication rooted in voluntarism, public service, and collective 

responsibility—such as community radio or amateur radio networks—demonstrate how 

modern technologies can be governed by indigenous ethical frameworks rather than market 

imperatives. These practices foreground communication as a social good rather than a 

commodity, aligning knowledge transmission with values of care, solidarity, and resilience 

(Castells, 2010). They challenge dominant narratives that equate technological advancement 

with epistemic homogenization, illustrating instead how technologies can be re-embedded 

within local moral economies. 

Education and media thus emerge as critical arenas where epistemic futures are negotiated. 

Whether indigenous knowledge systems are revitalized or further marginalized depends not 

only on policy intent but on the willingness of institutions to relinquish epistemic monopoly. 

Integrating traditional knowledge into education and media requires more than representation; 

it demands epistemic humility—the recognition that no single knowledge system possesses a 

monopoly on truth or rationality. This shift is essential for cultivating epistemic pluralism 

capable of addressing complex social and ecological challenges. 
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Conclusion 

 Epistemic Justice, Sustainability, and the Reconstitution of Social Science 

This chapter has sought to establish a conceptual and analytical foundation for the volume by 

reframing indigeneity as episteme. Moving beyond reductive understandings of traditional 

knowledge as static, residual, or merely cultural, it has argued that indigenous knowledge 

systems constitute coherent, adaptive, and ethically grounded modes of knowing that have 

sustained communities across generations. Their marginalization cannot be understood apart 

from the historical processes of colonialism, developmentalism, and epistemic violence that 

reordered hierarchies of knowledge and authority. 

By tracing the intersections of indigeneity with ecology, gender, law, policy, education, and 

media, the chapter has demonstrated that traditional knowledge systems are not peripheral to 

contemporary social concerns but central to them. They offer alternative rationalities for 

thinking about sustainability in an era of ecological crisis, about governance in contexts of 

democratic fragility, and about justice in societies marked by deep inequality. Importantly, 

these epistemes do not merely supplement modern knowledge; they challenge its assumptions, 

exposing the limits of abstraction, instrumental rationality, and technocratic control. 

The concept of epistemic justice provides a unifying framework for this reorientation. 

Epistemic justice demands recognition of marginalized groups as legitimate knowers, respect 

for the integrity of their knowledge systems, and transformation of institutions that 

systematically privilege certain epistemes over others (Fricker, 2007; Santos, 2016). In the 

context of indigenous knowledge, epistemic justice entails more than legal protection or 

cultural recognition. It requires confronting the structural conditions—land dispossession, 

gender inequality, educational exclusion, and political marginalization—that undermine the 

reproduction of indigenous epistemes. 

For social science, this reorientation carries profound implications. It calls for a reconstitution 

of disciplinary boundaries, methodological practices, and theoretical assumptions. Engaging 

seriously with indigeneity as episteme requires expanding the canon of theory, valuing non-

textual forms of knowledge, and embracing dialogic modes of inquiry that recognize 

communities as co-producers of knowledge rather than as objects of study. Such an approach 

does not abandon rigor; it redefines it in relational and ethical terms. 
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The chapters that follow in this volume elaborate these arguments across diverse empirical 

contexts and disciplinary perspectives. Together, they affirm that the future of social science—

and indeed of collective survival—depends on our capacity to engage with epistemic plurality. 

In a world confronting ecological precarity, cultural fragmentation, and social injustice, 

indigenous knowledge systems offer not a return to the past, but pathways toward more 

sustainable, equitable, and meaningful futures. 
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