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Abstract 

This research article explores the various functions of the library 

system in fostering, safeguarding, and rejuvenating the Indian 

knowledge tradition. It follows historical pathways from pre-modern 

knowledge collections to modern public, academic, and digital 

libraries. Highlighting libraries as dynamic players, rather than mere 

repositories, the paper examines their role in knowledge generation, 

dissemination, cultural preservation, and social advancement. The 

research emphasizes case studies, pinpoints on-going issues, and 

provides policy suggestions and practical approaches to enhance the 

connection between libraries and India's indigenous/intellectual 

traditions. 
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1. Introduction 

India's tradition of knowledge is old, varied, and perpetually 

developing. It encompasses formal systems like Vedic studies, 

Mimansa, Nyaya, Ayurveda, classical arts, local oral traditions, 

folk wisdom, and regionally-focused collections of specialized 

knowledge. Libraries have consistently been at the heart of these 

traditions, serving as guardians of texts, hubs for study and 

discussion, repositories of material culture, and points within 

networks linking scholars, educators, and communities 

A modern understanding of 'library system' includes public  
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libraries, academic and special libraries, national and state-level 

repositories, and digital platforms. This article argues that an 

effective, well-resourced, and inclusive library ecosystem is 

essential for the upliftment of the Indian knowledge tradition in 

the 21
st
 century. Such a library system must not only conserve 

old manuscripts and printed books but also actively promote 

research, translation, popularization, and community 

engagement. 

2. Historical background: libraries within Indian knowledge 

traditions 

2.1 Pre-modern and medieval institutions 

Before printing, Indian knowledge was transmitted through 

manuscripts (pustakas, palm-leaf collections), oral recitation, 

and commentary traditions. Centres of learning, gurukuls, 

maths, temples, and royal courts, commonly maintained 

repositories. The Nalanda and Vikramshila universities, along 

with several temple libraries in South India (for example, the 

Sarasvati Mahal Library in Thanjavur), accumulated vast 

collections of manuscripts and served as research hubs. 

These repositories performed multiple roles: preserving sacred 

and secular texts, providing access to students and scholars, 

commissioning copyists and commentators, and facilitating 

cross-cultural exchanges (for instance, Indian scholars 

interacting with those from Tibet, Southeast Asia, and later, the 

Islamic world). 

2.2 Colonial transformations and challenges 

The arrival of the printing press and colonial educational 

policies in the 18th–20th centuries profoundly changed the 

knowledge landscape. Colonial governments established public 

and university libraries inspired by European models, while also 

undermining local institutions. Missionary presses and colonial 

scholarship often prioritized Western sciences and English-

language texts, which produced a complex legacy: on one hand, 

wider print literacy and modern public library institutions; on 
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the other hand, marginalization of indigenous repositories and 

knowledge systems. 

After independence, India inherited a mosaic of colonial-era 

libraries alongside surviving traditional collections. Policy 

makers have since tried varying strategies: conserving 

manuscripts, expanding public services, and building national-

level repositories. 

3. Functions of libraries in uplifting knowledge tradition 

3.1 Preservation and conservation:  

Libraries are primary agents of conservation. Manuscript 

libraries preserve fragile palm-leaf and paper manuscripts 

through cataloguing, restoration, microfilming, and, more 

recently, digitization. Conservation maintains not only the 

physical artifact but the textual and para-textual information 

(marginalia, commentaries, colophons) crucial for philological 

work. 

3.2 Access and democratization of knowledge 

Public and community libraries make knowledge accessible to 

broader publics. Democratized access counters elite monopolies 

of knowledge and enables social mobility, education, and 

critical inquiry. Access programs, mobile libraries, and 

community outreach bring regional and vernacular knowledge to 

learners who otherwise lack resources. 

3.3 Knowledge creation and scholarship 

Libraries support research through collections, reference 

services, interlibrary loans, and bibliographic support. Academic 

libraries facilitate the production of new scholarship that both 

interrogates and extends traditional knowledge systems — for 

example, contemporary research in Ayurveda, Sanskrit studies, 

classical performing arts, and regional histories. 

3.4 Translation and cross-linguistic transmission 

Translation is essential in connecting Indian knowledge 

traditions to wider audiences, both within multilingual India and 
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globally. Libraries can host translation projects, maintain 

bilingual collections, and support collaborative editorial work 

that converts Sanskrit, Pali, Prakrit, Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, 

Bengali, Marathi, and other regional texts into modern Indian 

languages and English, and vice versa. 

3.5 Cultural continuity and community identity 

Libraries curate local histories, oral traditions, folklore 

collections, and ephemeral materials that sustain community 

identity. By preserving such materials, libraries help 

communities reconnect with their intellectual and cultural past, 

enabling reclaiming of marginalized narratives and countering 

cultural erasure. 

3.6 Lifelong learning and information literacy 

Libraries are sites of lifelong learning. Beyond formal 

education, they foster information literacy — teaching users 

how to find, evaluate, and ethically use information. Programs 

tailored to older adults, vocational learners, and marginalized 

communities ensure knowledge tradition becomes a living 

resource rather than a relic. 

4. Types of libraries and their roles in Indian context 

4.1 Manuscript and special libraries 

Institutions like Sarasvati Mahal (Tanjore), Bhandarkar Oriental 

Research Institute (Pune), Government Oriental Manuscripts 

Library (Chennai), and regional manuscript repositories carry 

vital collections. These centres are specialized in palaeography, 

cataloguing, and conservation, serving as critical infrastructures 

for scholars. 

4.2 National and academic libraries 

The National Library (Kolkata), university libraries (e.g., 

University of Delhi, Banaras Hindu University), and 

institutional repositories are hubs for scholarly research. They 

preserve modern printed works, doctoral theses, journals, and 
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archival materials that support the academic study of Indian 

traditions. 

4.3 Public and community libraries 

Public libraries (state and municipal) are the most direct point of 

contact between knowledge resources and the general populace. 

Libraries run by NGOs, cottage institutions, and community 

groups play critical roles in rural literacy and local cultural 

projects. 

4.4 Digital libraries and repositories 

Digital repositories, such as Digital Library of India (DLI), 

National Digital Library of India (NDLI), and institutional 

digital archives, have revolutionized access. Digitization enables 

remote access to manuscripts, rare books, and archival 

documents, helping decentralize scholarship and democratize 

access. 

5. Case studies and successful initiatives 

5.1 Sarasvati Mahal Library, Tanjore 

Originally part of the Brihadeeswarar Temple complex and later 

a royal repository, Sarasvati Mahal houses manuscripts in 

Sanskrit, Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, Kannada, Marathi, and 

Persian. Its cataloguing work and conservation programs have 

safeguarded numerous palm-leaf manuscripts and early printed 

books. 

5.2 Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (BORI) 

BORI developed rigorous manuscript cataloguing and 

philological scholarship, producing critical editions and 

fostering international scholarship in Indology. 

5.3 National Digital Library of India (NDLI) 

NDLI aggregates digital resources from universities and 

institutions across India, providing searchable access to 

textbooks, theses, and multimedia content that support learning 

from school level to advanced research.
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5.4 Local community library initiatives 

Across many states, local NGOs and grassroots groups have set 

up libraries for women, marginalized castes, and tribal 

communities. These spaces often combine literacy with cultural 

preservation, workshops on traditional crafts, and oral-history 

projects. 

6. Challenges facing libraries in uplifting Indian knowledge 

traditions 

6.1 Funding and resource constraints 

Chronic underfunding affects staff strength, conservation 

activities, acquisitions, and infrastructure. Manuscript 

restoration, digitization, and preservation require sustained 

investment. 

6.2 Cataloguing and metadata limitations 

Many manuscript collections remain poorly catalogued or 

indexed. Lack of standardized metadata and multilingual finding 

aids restricts discoverability for scholars and the public. 

6.3 Language barriers and translation gaps 

Significant portions of India’s textual heritage remain 

inaccessible due to language barriers. There is a shortage of 

trained translators and critical edition projects that can render 

primary texts into widely accessible languages. 

6.4 Technological divides and digital sustainability 

While digitization holds promise, it introduces questions about 

digital preservation, platform obsolescence, and equitable access 

(the digital divide). Small repositories and community libraries 

often lack technical capacity for long-term digital curation. 

6.5 Intellectual property, ethics, and cultural sensitivity 

Issues of ownership, community consent (especially with 

indigenous knowledge), and ethical digitization practices 

complicate open-access policies. Libraries must navigate rights, 

benefit-sharing, and culturally appropriate access controls.
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6.6 Institutional silos and fragmentation 

Fragmentation across academic departments, government 

bodies, and independent repositories creates duplication, 

inefficiency, and missed opportunities for collaboration. 

7. Strategies to strengthen the role of libraries 

7.1 Policy and funding interventions 

National and state policies must prioritize libraries as cultural 

infrastructure. Dedicated funding for manuscript conservation, 

digitization grants for small repositories, and incentives for 

inter-institutional collaboration are essential. 

7.2 Capacity building and professional training 

Programs for training conservators, cataloguers, digital curators, 

and community librarians should be scaled up. Partnerships with 

universities, cultural institutions, and international conservation 

bodies can build local expertise. 

7.3 Standardization of metadata and digital protocols 

Adoption of interoperable metadata standards (e.g., TEI for 

texts, IIIF for image delivery, Dublin Core for descriptive 

metadata) will improve discoverability and cross-repository 

usage. Multilingual metadata strategies should be the norm. 

7.4 Community engagement and participatory archiving 

Libraries should practice participatory archiving: involving 

communities in description, contextualization, and decisions 

about access. Oral-history programs, community cataloguing, 

and digitization co-design ensure ethical stewardship and social 

relevance. 

7.5 Translation programs and editorial projects 

Supporting translation fellowships, collaborative editorial 

workshops, and open-access bilingual editions will help bridge 

linguistic divides and make primary texts usable for new 

audiences. 

7.6 Use of technology: AI, OCR, and crowdsourcing
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Deploy machine learning for script recognition (especially for 

regional scripts and palm-leaf manuscripts), OCR for printed 

vernaculars, and crowdsourced transcription platforms to 

accelerate access. Care must be taken to validate outputs and 

address biases. 

7.7 Integrating traditional knowledge with contemporary 

curricula 

Libraries, particularly academic libraries, can work with 

departments to integrate sources from Indian knowledge 

traditions into curricula and research programs. This includes 

curated reading lists, digitized primary-source readers, and 

research fellowships. 

Table 1: Key Historical Library Institutions in India 

Institution Period Key Contributions Location 

Nalanda 

University 

Library 

Ancient–

Early 

Medieval 

Buddhist texts, 

international scholarly 

exchange, manuscript 

culture 

Bihar 

Sarasvati 

Mahal Library 

Medieval–

Modern 

Palm-leaf manuscripts, 

regional literature 

preservation, 

cataloguing 

Thanjavur 

Bhandarkar 

Oriental 

Research 

Institute 

Modern 

Indological research, 

manuscript editing, 

cataloguing 

Pune 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Role of the Library System                                                               17 

Government Oriental 

Manuscripts Library 
Modern 

Large manuscript 

collections, vernacular 

preservation 

Chennai 

Table 2: Library Types and Their Roles in Uplifting 

Knowledge Traditions 

Library 

Type 
Primary Role Users 

Relevance to 

Indian Knowledge 

Tradition 

Manuscript 

Libraries 

Preservation, 

digitization, 

scholarly access 

Researchers, 

historians, 

Sanskritists 

Critical editions, 

preservation of 

original sources 

Academic 

Libraries 

Research 

support, 

teaching 

resources, 

access to 

scholarly 

databases 

Students, 

faculty 

Supports modern 

scholarship on 

traditional 

knowledge 

Public 

Libraries 

Access, 

outreach, 

literacy 

promotion 

General 

public 

Democratizes 

indigenous 

knowledge 

Digital 

Libraries 

Remote access, 

large-scale 

preservation 

All categories 

Enables 

nationwide/global 

access to rare 

knowledge 
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Table 3: Challenges Faced by Indian Libraries and Their 

Impact 

Challenge Description 

Impact on 

Knowledge 

Tradition 

Underfunding 

Lack of financial support 

for conservation and 

staffing 

Slow digitization, 

damage to 

manuscripts 

Language 

Barriers 

Limited translations, 

multilingual diversity 

Restricted access to 

texts 

Technological 

Gaps 

Lack of digital 

infrastructure 

Limited digital 

preservation 

Poor 

Cataloguing 

Unindexed manuscripts 

and books 

Scholars unable to 

locate crucial 

sources 

 

Table 4: Strategies for Strengthening Libraries 

Strategy Key Actions Expected Outcomes 

Capacity Building 
Training librarians, 

conservators 

Professionalized 

heritage management 

Metadata 

Standardization 

Unified 

cataloguing 

systems 

Easy access and 

cross-library linkage 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Role of the Library System                                                               19 

Community 

Engagement 

Oral history, 

participatory 

archiving 

Inclusive and ethical 

preservation 

Technological 

Integration 

AI-based OCR, 

digitization 

Wider access, reduced 

manuscript decay 

 

Conclusion 

The library system is central to the preservation, transmission, 

and revitalization of India’s knowledge tradition. By acting as 

custodians, facilitators, educators, and community partners, 

libraries can transform static heritage into living, accessible 

traditions that contribute to education, social inclusion, and 

intellectual renewal. Strengthening libraries requires sustained 

policy attention, funding, capacity building, and ethical 

engagement with communities. In the face of rapid 

technological change and ongoing social inequalities, libraries 

remain uniquely placed to uphold India’s plural knowledge 

traditions and make them available to present and future 

generations. 
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