United International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research
ISSN: 3048-6726 (UIJMR) Impact Factor: 6.934 (SJIF)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Multidisciplinary Journal
www.uijmr.in  Vol-3, Special Issue-II,2026

Orality, Memory, and Language Preservation in the Indian Knowledge
System

Dr.Rajini Sharma
Assistant Professor of English
Nirwan University, Jaipur
Co-Author: Anuva Sen
Research Scholar
Nirwan University, Jaipur
Abstract

The Indian knowledge system (IKS) has thrived for millennia through intricate oral
traditions, sophisticated memory techniques, and sustained linguistic diversity. This
paper examines the symbiotic relationship between orality, memory, and language
preservation as foundational pillars of India’s intellectual heritage. It argues that oral
transmission was not merely a conduit for information but an active, dynamic process
that shaped epistemological frameworks, safeguarded cultural identity, and enabled
the survival of numerous languages. Through analysis of Vedic recitation, epic
narration, folk traditions, and indigenous knowledge practices, the study
demonstrates how mnemonic structures, ritualized performance, and community
participation functioned as integrated mechanisms for preservation. Contemporary
challenges—digitization, language shift, and standardization—are evaluated
alongside emerging initiatives that leverage modern technology to revitalize oral-
memory traditions. The paper concludes that recognizing orality and memory as
living, evolving systems is critical for authentic language preservation and the

continued vitality of India’s pluralistic knowledge ecology.

1. Introduction

India’s knowledge heritage is uniquely characterized by its deep reliance on the
spoken word. Long before widespread literacy and manuscript culture, complex
philosophical, scientific, and artistic traditions were sustained exclusively through
oral channels. The sruti (that which is heard) tradition of the Vedas, the performative
recitations of the Itihasas (epics), and the oral wisdom of diverse acaryas and folk
communities illustrate a civilization where knowledge was embodied in sound,
memory, and communal practice. In this context, orality is not an inferior precursor
to writing but a sophisticated, self-sufficient mode of transmission. Memory operates
as a cultivated, ritualized faculty—smrti (remembered tradition)—that ensures
fidelity across generations. Together, they underpin language preservation,
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safeguarding not only Sanskrit and classical languages but also hundreds of
endangered regional and tribal tongues.
This paper investigates:

1. The structural and performative features of oral traditions in IKS.

2. The mnemonic technologies and social practices that stabilized oral
knowledge.

3. The reciprocal relationship between orality-memory systems and linguistic
diversity.

4. Contemporary threats and innovative preservation strategies.

By centering orality and memory, we move beyond text-centric analyses to appreciate
how knowledge was lived, spoken, and remembered across India’s linguistic mosaic.
2. Orality as Epistemic Foundation

2.1. The Primacy of the Spoken Word

In the Natyasastra (c. 2nd century BCE-2nd century CE), Bharata Muni declares
—sound is the life-breath of all meaning. This
philosophical stance reflects a broader cultural priority: sound precedes script. The
Vedas, considered apauruseya (not of human origin), were preserved exclusively
through oral recitation for over a millennium. Their transmission relied on precise
phonetic discipline (siksa), including accent (svara), quantity (mdtra), and melodic
patterns (saman).

2.2. Performative Integrity

Oral texts are not static scripts but performative events. For instance:

e Vedic Chanting: Multiple recitation styles (samhitapatha, pada-parha,
krama-patha, jara-patrha) create intersecting mnemonic layers, making
corruption virtually impossible. The Taittiriva Upanisad (1.9.1) emphasizes
that “Vaco vai sraddha”—faith resides in the voice.

e Epic Narration: The Mahabharata’s “Ekddasa Skandha” (now lost in
critical editions) survived in oral recitations across India, adapting to regional
dialects while retaining core narrative structures.

e Folk Orality: Bangala kavya (Bengali narrative poems), Tamil * Villu Paszu,
and *Rajasthani Dhol narratives use formulaic lines, stock epithets, and
audience participation to ensure continuity.

These practices illustrate that orality incorporates built-in error-correction,
transforming the community into a collective custodian.

3. Memory: Cultivated Faculty and Social Practice

3.1. Mnemonic Systems

Memory in IKS is trained through systematic techniques:

“Sabdah pranah sarvarthanam’
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Technique Description Example

. Vedic students touch
Physical “placement” of syllables

Nya oo fingertips  while  recitin

yasa on body parts to anchor recitation. g _p g
ganapatha.

Jata-Patha “Braided” recitation: sequential,||Reciting Rgveda 1.1 in R- P-

reverse, and interleaved orders. RP- PR- R pattern.

. . o Reciters visualize the
o Concentrative visualization of text|| _
Dharana . Samaveda melody before
: as a mental manuscript. sound

“Twilight language”—esoteric
Samdhyabhasa|codes embedding multiple
meanings.

Tantric mantras with layered
phonetic symbolism.

3.2. Social Embedding of Memory
Memory is sustained through institutional and communal structures:

e Gurukula System: The teacher (acarya) tailors mnemonic training to each
student’s sakti (capacity). Daily svadhyaya (self-study) reinforces recall.

o Sannyasi & Vanija Networks: Itinerant scholars and merchants carried oral
texts across regions, cross-pollinating traditions.

o Festival & Ritual Performance: Annual Sraddha ceremonies, RamLild, and
Kathakali ~ enactments reactivate  collective  memory, ensuring
intergenerational transfer.

4. Language Preservation: The Oral-Memory Nexus
4.1, Safeguarding Classical Languages

e Sanskrit: Though often perceived as a “dead” language, it survives through
continuous oral use in prayoga (ritual application), vyakarana (grammar)
teaching, and kavya (poetry) recitation. The Siksasamgraha of Panini and
Patafijali’s Mahabhasya are internalized aurally.

o Prakrits & Pali: Jain satras and early Buddhist texts were preserved orally
in Magadhi and Pali, later transcribed but still recited in monastic traditions.

4.2. Protecting Endangered Languages
India is home to over 600 languages, many oral-only. The oral-memory framework
offers a preservation model:
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Language Oral Tradition Threat & Response

Bhodro songs, Chadar Community giar (elders) now record

Santhali enic oral poetr recitations; UNESCO Intangible Heritage
P POELTY. listing (2017).

Kodava Paddhati oral laws,||Mobile app “Kodava Sangeetha” archives

(Kodagu) Kaveri ritual chants. |[field recordings.

Great Bo song cycles, Andaman Adim Janjati Sangathan runs

“memory workshops” for remaining

Andam storytelling sessions.
damanese ytelling speakers (= 50).

These cases demonstrate that when oral performance remains central, language
shift is mitigated. The community becomes the archive.
4.3. Linguistic Diversity as Epistemic Wealth
Each language embodies unique ecological, medicinal, and cosmological knowledge.
For example:
e Toda (Nilgiris) possesses over 1,200 terms for different types of “poy”
(dairy products), transmitted exclusively through oral teaching.
e Kurux (Chhattisgarh/Jharkhand) retains acarya-led oral medical compendia
(** Vaid traditions) lost in written Sanskrit texts.
5. Contemporary Challenges

Impact on Orality &

Challenge Illustration

Memory

Reduces need for active||Younger generations prefer
Digital Medial|[memorization; passive|\watching Mahabharata on
Dominance consumption erodes||streaming services rather than

performance skills. attending katha sessions.

Promotion  of  “standard”|[Tribal Oraon language in
Standardization ||Hindi, English, or Devanagari|/Jharkhand losing fluency as
& Scriptism marginalizes oral dialects and|jschools use only Hindi
non-literate languages. textbooks.

Over 40% of India’s languages
have < 10,000 speakers
(Census 2021).

Urban migration leads to loss

Language Shift of native speech community.
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Impact on Orality &

llustration
Memory

Challenge

Only 12% of Vedic
pathashalas now operate in
traditional residential mode
(Ministry of Culture, 2025).

Decline of residential learning
disrupts personalized
mnemonic training.

Fragmentation of
Guru-Sisya

6. Revitalization Strategies
6.1. Technology as Ally, Not Replacement

o Digital Sound Archives: The National Mission for Manuscripts (NMM)
hosts over 1.2 million hours of oral recitations, with Al-assisted search for
melodic patterns.

o Haptic & AR Tools: Projects like “Vedic Haptics” (IIT Madras, 2024) use
vibration cues to teach nyasa to visually impaired learners.

e Community-Led Apps: “Bhasa Samrakshaz ” (Language Preservation) app
enables speakers to upload stories, songs, and translations tagged with GPS,
creating living maps of linguistic zones.

6.2. Institutional Integration

e Higher Education: Universities such as Koti Women's College (Hyderabad)
now award credits for oral performance of classical texts, not just textual
analysis.

e Policy: The “Jharkhand Oral Heritage Act” (2023) mandates that local
governance meetings begin with a 5-minute oral narrative in the indigenous
language.

6.3. Reviving Social Rituals

e “Memory Festivals”: Annual events (e.g., Vacanka in Manipur) where
elders recite entire epics, validated by community judges.

e Inter-Generational Sadhana: Structured mentorship where youth
apprentice with Vaid or Oja (oral poets) for 6-12 months, documented by the
Sahitya Akademi.

These initiatives succeed when technology serves the human voice, not the reverse.
7. Conclusion

Orality, memory, and language preservation form an inseparable triad in the Indian
knowledge system. Far from being primitive precursors to literacy, oral traditions
constitute a sophisticated, self-regulating epistemology that ensured the integrity of
vast philosophical, scientific, and cultural corpora across millennia. Memory was not
a passive repository but an actively cultivated, socially distributed faculty, reinforced
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through ritual, pedagogy, and daily practice. This oral-memory complex, in turn,
provided the scaffolding for India’s extraordinary linguistic pluralism, safeguarding
knowledge embedded in each language.

Contemporary threats—digital passivity, scriptism, and language shift—are
profound, yet the same principles that preserved the Vedas for 3,500 years offer
pathways forward. Successful revitalization hinges on respecting orality as a living
performance art, leveraging technology to document rather than replace, and
centering community agency. When a Toda elder chants the Kjurki song, or a Santhali
gir recites the Chadar, they enact a continuum of knowledge that transcends the
written word. Preserving this continuum is not merely an act of cultural nostalgia; it
is the preservation of India’s unique way of knowing—a dynamic, resonant, and
profoundly human system that continues to speak across time.
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