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Abstract

The knowledge system prevalent in Indian tradition gives an insight
into how spirituality was combined with science to provide a holistic
approach. In this context, Indian Intellectual Traditions represent one of the
most diversified, continuous, and pluralistic frameworks of thought. The
Indian knowledge base was shaped by Vedic cosmology, ethical codes given
by Buddhist tradition, Islamic political theory, egalitarianism promoted by
the Bhakti movement, colonial reforms, and modern constitutionalism. This
helps to understand politics, society and economy and derive a chain of
thoughts, which evolves from traditional to modified modern concepts.

This chapter will utilize the transition of ideas from ancient to the
contemporary period based on classical texts, medieval scholarship, colonial
debates, and contributions of modern thinkers such as Gandhi, Ambedkar,
Nehru, and Tagore. This implies that Indian Intellectual Traditions are not
rigidly inherited but are dynamic, contested, and continuously interpreted
to provide an informed view on India’s democratic, social, and developmental
changes pertaining today. Thus, by examining the interplay among power,
social order, and economic life across the historical to contemporary period
will support the argument of how important traditions are in shaping the
Indian intellectual base.

Keywords: Indian intellectual traditions, Political thought, social
order, Economic philosophy, Pluralism, Colonial modernity, Reform
movements, Constitutionalism, Social justice, Democratic development



Indian Intellectual Traditions: Politics, Society and Economy

31

Introduction

But how can the Indian intellectual framework serve a
dynamic, vast and evolving landscape of ideas that have shaped the
subcontinent’s social, political and economic ideas. The phase of
colonial exploitation also led to the development of intellectual forces
to transform the politics, society and economy of the country. The
analysis of the intellectual history of other civilizations shows a
segmented history. These are segmented into discrete eras, Indian
thought developed through continuous diversified dialogue among
different traditions, starting from Vedic to post-Vedic, Buddhist
tradition, Jain teachings, Islamic teachings, Bhakti movements, Sikh,
Colonial, modern and contemporary school of thought. Due to a
diversified and dynamic intellectual base, these traditions deal with
deeply embedded fundamental questions: What is a just rule? How
should society be organised? What comprises ethical economic life?
How intellectual traditions shaped the politics, society and economy
of India? How should the power be exercised and constrained?

To understand the traditions, “The Imaginary Institutions of
India” by Sudipta Kaviraj gave insights to formalise the relationship
between imagination, modernity and political life prevalent in India.
Modern India cannot be understood or seen through the conceptual
framework of Western traditions as it requires a categorical and
developmental scenario specifically from the perspective of Indian
experience. The integration between modern Western concept and
indigenous traditions, led to the production of hybrid imaginaries that
were neither truly initiated by Europe nor simply a revival of the past
(Kaviraj, S. 2010). Indian traditions and intellectual groups in the
Third World Societies engross themselves with the relationship
between cultural inheritance and the role of intellectuals in developing
and post-colonial societies. The analysis of intellectuals of India and
South Asia navigates the tension between Western-derived frameworks
of information and locally rooted traditions of thought and practice.
The main concern is the ambiguous level of modern intellectuals in
post-colonial societies as they are the product of colonial or Western
Institutional framework, yet embedded in societies where traditional
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societal norms, religious practices and culture play a powerful role in
shaping  society (LELE, J. 1989).
Ancient Foundations

Ancient traditions of knowledge systems prevalent in India can
be analysed to find out whether thinkers, philosophers or scholars in
pre-modern India operated within a dynamic environment that permitted
opening quirky debate and decision. The ancient scholar of Hindu
philosophy and Sanskrit studies named Rukmani argues that India
possesses a remarkably vibrant culture of debate as can be seen in the
non-orthodox culture of Buddhism, Jainism, and Charvaka. In this
regard, various thoughts can be analysed, such as Vedic and Upanishad,
Shramic traditions and so on (Basham, A. L., & Rizvi, S. A. A., 1956)
Vedic and Upanishad Thought

The knowledge system of India gained prominence with the
very first layer of information, which started with the Vedic tradition
in the intellectual life. The emergence of intellectuals from the Vedic
corpus, as analysed by Bhasham traces the origin of Vedic civilisation
from the fact that the Indo Aryans migrated into the Indian subcontinent
around 1500 BCE, though there is a continuous debate on time and
the precise nature of this process (Basham, A. L., & Rizvi, S. A. A.,
1956).  It is to be found that these early Vedic people are nomads
wandering over places as semi-nomadic pastoralists, whose religious
and intellectual life was moving around sacrifice, fire rituals and
worship of forces of nature personified as gods – Indra, Varun, Soma
and others. The oldest Veda, the Rig Veda, is treated as a remarkable
and significant literary and religious document showing vivid
polytheistic cosmology, full of poetic vitality.

The later period, which is popularly described as post-Vedic
tradition, became more complicated. This period is marked by the
elaboration of a sacrificial system which is being codified in the
Yajurveda and Samaveda. Further, with the development of
Brahmanas, prose texts that explain the meaning and procedure of
rituals become prevalent. This time is marked by the assimilation of
Brahminical authority, as priestly knowledge of correct ritual became
a significant part of social and cosmic order. The world is governed
by a cosmic order of morality, and kingship is taken as a sacred duty,
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where the king must uphold dharma. The society becomes rigid based
on birth hierarchies. Then, the game, the third process, marked by
Upnishad, leads to a shift in focus towards introspective philosophy.
This has led to the exploration of the nature of self (atman), ultimate
reality (brahman), an ethical code of conduct. Although these are not
political treatises, their focus was on moral upliftment, self-discipline,
unity of existence and the foundation based on ethics, which will
influence the third one is the life of the world, and later conceptions
of governance in social order. This is a simple implies that the idea
given must be utilized by rulers as they need to imbibe ethical virtues,
deeply rooted in the tradition.

Shramanic Traditions: Buddhist and Jain Thought

As the rigidity increases in Brahminical traditions around 6
century BCE, Shramanic traditions, especially Buddhism and Jainism
emerged to criticise, Vedic ritualism, rigidity and social hierarchy.
They represent a major non-Vedic movement to discard casteist
authority and provide a dignified and respectful life to outcasts
(shudras).  Shramanic traditions focused on both faith and karma
promoting ahimsa (non-violence) to achieve moksha (nirvana),
liberation operating in an overlapping context leading to the
humanisation of Vedic traditions, yet distinct from Vedism.

Therefore, the Buddhist political intellectual tradition gave
emphasis on moral authority over coercive power. The utopia of an
ideal ruler -dharamraja (king) will rule according to dharma. The king
should follow Rajdharma and govern its subject through compassion
by formulating welfare policies and emphasising on non-violence. In
this contacts Ashoka’s rock edicts remain a landmark source of
information in the governance promotion of religious tolerance welfare
of the public and administrative accountability. Another tradition that
came as a part of the Shramanic tradition is the Jain tradition. Though
somewhat similar to Buddhist intellectual tradition, Jain philosophy
also focused on non-violence (ahimsa) but in a very strict sense. It
also led emphasis on self-restraints and economic minimalism. The
community belonged to the Jain thought process, which developed a
sophisticated ethical code of trade, accumulation of wealth and social
responsibility. Their focus on non-possession influenced mercantile
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ethics and organizations based on community. This has led to the
introduction of new moral vocabularies into Indian political and
economic thought foregrounding ethics, compassion, and restraint.
Arthashastra and Political Realism

Kautilya/ Chanakya/ Vishnu Gupta is being called as the first
great political realist. His most famous book Arthashastra is a concise
and remarkable study of one of the ancient world’s most astonishing
political thinkers. Kautilya is treated as a great ancient Indian statesman
and philosopher who is served as chief minister to Chandragupta
Maurya, compared to Machiavelli and Thucydides and is called the
Indian Machiavelli. Arthashastra gave a political insight into Indian
political thought emphasizing on pragmatic, strategic, and grounded
in the statecraft. It describes the state system as centralised,
bureaucratic based on power and authority. Strategic diplomacy,
espionage, warfare, taxation, revenue systems, and economic
regulation, welfare measures for agriculture, trade, and disaster relief
and many more areas of concern were discussed. Often compared to
Machiavelli, Kautilya’s realism is rooted in the pursuit of stability,
prosperity, and state power. Yet it also recognizes the importance of
welfare and economic development, making it one of the earliest
comprehensive treatises on political economy.
Classical and Medieval Developments
Dharmashastra Tradition

Texts such as Manu smriti and Yajnavalkya Smriti codified
social norms, family structures, caste duties, and gender roles. They
also outlined economic ethics—property rights, inheritance, charity,
and fair livelihood. While prescriptive, these texts were interpreted
differently across regions and eras, reflecting India’s plural social
landscape. The Dharmashastra tradition shaped social organization
for centuries, but it was never uncontested. Alternative voices—
Buddhist, Jain, Bhakti—challenged its hierarchical assumptions.
Islamic Intellectual Contributions

The arrival of Islamic rule introduced new political and
economic ideas. The Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Empire developed
sophisticated administrative systems, revenue reforms, and legal
frameworks.
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 Islamic jurisprudence emphasized justice, accountability, and
rational administration.

 Scholars like Al-Biruni documented Indian society with
remarkable objectivity.

 Abul Fazl’s Ain-i-Akbari articulated a vision of inclusive
kingship, rational governance, and administrative reform.

Sufi traditions enriched social thought by promoting equality, devotion,
and humanism. Their interactions with Bhakti saints created a shared
ethical vocabulary that transcended religious boundaries.

Bhakti and Sikh Traditions

Bhakti movements across India challenged caste hierarchies
and ritual authority. Saints like Kabir, Tukaram, Mirabai, and
Basavanna emphasized spiritual equality, personal devotion, and social
justice. Their poetry became a powerful critique of social stratification.
Sikh thought, shaped by Guru Nanak and later Gurus, promoted
community, justice, and collective responsibility. Institutions like
langar embodied economic equality and social solidarity. The Sikh
tradition offered a distinctive synthesis of spiritual devotion, social
ethics, and political courage.

Colonial Encounters and Reform

Colonial Modernity

British rule introduced new epistemologies—modern
education, codified law, census classifications, and economic
restructuring. Orientalist and Anglicist debates shaped how Indian
traditions were interpreted, often rigidifying previously fluid social
categories. Colonialism also produced new forms of knowledge:
economic statistics, ethnographic surveys, and administrative reports.
These reshaped Indian self-understanding and political imagination.

Reform Movements

Reformers like Rammohan Roy, Dayanand Saraswati,
Vivekananda, Jyotiba Phule, and Syed Ahmed Khan reinterpreted
tradition to address issues of caste, gender, religion, and modernity.

 Roy advocated monotheism, women’s rights, and rational religion.

 Dayanand sought a return to Vedic purity.

 Vivekananda emphasized universalism and social service.
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 Phule critiqued Brahmanical dominance and championed
lower-caste rights.

 Syed Ahmed Khan promoted modern education among Indian
Muslims.

These reformers laid the foundation for new social and political
imaginaries.

Economic Thought under Colonial Rule

Nationalist economists such as Dadabhai Naoroji, R.C. Dutt,
and M.G. Ranade critiqued colonial exploitation. Naoroji’s “Drain of
Wealth” theory exposed how British policies impoverished India,
shaping early economic nationalism. Dutt documented the destructive
impact of colonial land revenue systems. These thinkers linked political
freedom with economic justice.

Modern Indian Political Thought

Gandhi

Gandhi’s ideas of swaraj, non-violence, trusteeship, and village
economy offered a moral critique of modern industrial civilization. He
envisioned a decentralized society rooted in self-sufficiency, ethical
politics, and spiritual discipline. His thought remains influential in
debates on development, sustainability, and civil resistance.

Ambedkar

Ambedkar foregrounded caste as the central axis of Indian
inequality. His ideas on constitutionalism, social justice, and economic
democracy shaped modern India’s legal and moral foundations. He
argued that political democracy must be accompanied by social and
economic equality. His critique of the Hindu social order remains one
of the most powerful interventions in Indian intellectual history.

Nehru

Nehru championed scientific temper, secular nationalism, and
planned economic development. His vision of a modern, industrial
India guided early post-independence policies. Nehru saw democracy,
socialism, and secularism as essential to India’s unity and progress.

Other Thinkers

Tagore emphasized cultural freedom, universal humanism,
and the dangers of aggressive nationalism. Aurobindo explored
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spiritual nationalism and the evolution of consciousness. Lohia
critiqued economic inequality and caste oppression. Periyar challenged
Brahmanical patriarchy and championed rationalism. Together, these
thinkers enriched India’s intellectual diversity and shaped its political
imagination.

Contemporary Debates

Democracy and Pluralism

Contemporary India grapples with questions of secularism,
federalism, identity politics, and democratic deepening. Debates on
majoritarian, minority rights, and constitutional values draw on both
ancient concepts and modern political theory.

Society and Social Justice

Caste, gender, minority rights, and social movements remain
central to intellectual discourse. Ambedkarite, feminist, and subaltern
perspectives continue to reshape social theory. The rise of Dalit literature
and Adivasi movements has expanded the intellectual landscape.

Economy and Development

Post-1991 liberalization introduced new debates on growth,
inequality, welfare, and sustainability. Gandhian alternatives,
ecological economics, and grassroots development models offer
counter-narratives to mainstream growth paradigms. Contemporary
scholarship examines the tensions between market reforms, social
justice, and environmental sustainability.

Conclusion

Indian intellectual traditions are marked by plurality,
continuity, and constant reinvention. From Vedic cosmology to modern
constitutionalism, Indian thinkers have engaged deeply with questions
of power, justice, community, and economic well-being. These
traditions remain vital for understanding contemporary India’s
challenges and possibilities. Far from being relics of the past, they
continue to inspire debates on democracy, social justice, and
development in the twenty-first century.
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