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ABSTRACT

Traditional knowledge represents the cumulative wisdom, practices, and innovations developed by indigenous
communities through generations of interaction with their environment. This article explores the traditional
knowledge system of the Bodo community of Assam, India — one of the major indigenous groups in Northeast India
— through an ecological, anthropological, and cultural lens. The study highlights how the Bodos’ knowledge of food,
medicine, and ecology is intertwined with their cosmology, oral traditions, and social ethics. It argues that Bodo
traditional knowledge not only serves as a foundation for sustainable living but also offers a model for ecological
ethics and community-based innovation. Drawing upon ethnographic evidence, the paper identifies the mechanisms
of oral transmission, secrecy, and collective ownership that underpin Bodo knowledge practices. The study calls for
integrating indigenous epistemologies into modern frameworks of biodiversity conservation and intellectual
property rights. The paper concludes that the Bodo traditional knowledge system represents a vital link between
cultural identity and environmental sustainability — a heritage that demands both recognition and legal protection
in the era of globalization and bio-piracy.
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INTRODUCTION

Indigenous and traditional knowledge systems embody centuries of human adaptation to diverse ecological and cultural
landscapes. These systems are not merely repositories of empirical data but are dynamic frameworks through which
communities interpret, manage, and sustain their relationship with the natural world. Among the indigenous communities of
India, the Bodos of Assam represent a remarkable example of how traditional ecological knowledge integrates livelihood
practices, spiritual beliefs, and social organization.

The Bodos — an ethnolinguistic group belonging to the larger Tibeto-Burman family — have cultivated a holistic
understanding of their environment that encompasses food habits, medicinal practices, agricultural innovations, and
cosmological values (Baro 2021). Their traditional knowledge system, transmitted orally across generations, forms the
foundation of their cultural resilience. However, the forces of modernization, commercialization, and globalization have
placed this heritage at risk of erosion and misappropriation. This article aims to analyze the traditional knowledge system of
the Bodos from a multidimensional perspective — exploring its ecological basis, epistemic structure, cultural transmission,
and potential for integration within contemporary frameworks of sustainable development and intellectual property
protection.

2. Conceptualizing Traditional Knowledge

Traditional knowledge (TK) can be broadly defined as the collective wisdom, practices, and innovations developed by local
or indigenous communities through continuous interaction with their environment (Berkes 1993; WIPO 2001). It includes
ecological management, medicinal plant use, agricultural practices, folklore, and spiritual rituals that ensure harmony
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between human and natural systems. According to the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPQ), traditional
knowledge encompasses “the know-hows, skills, innovations, and practices developed, sustained, and passed on within a
community, forming part of its cultural or spiritual identity” (WIPO 2001: 25). Unlike formal scientific knowledge, TK is
context-specific, community-owned, and transmitted through oral traditions and cultural practices. In the case of the Bodos,
traditional knowledge manifests in their food habits, agricultural systems, herbal medicine, ritual practices, and folklore.
These expressions not only serve functional purposes — such as food security and healthcare — but also reinforce
communal identity, moral values, and ecological stewardship.

3. The Bodo Worldview and Ecology

The Bodos’ relationship with nature is guided by a cosmological belief in the interdependence of all living beings. Their
spiritual practices center around Bathou, the supreme deity symbolized by the Sijou plant (Euphorbia splendens), which
represents purity, balance, and ecological order (Basumatary and Chainary 2017). The Bathou religion prescribes a set of
five principles — encompassing moral conduct, ritual propriety, and environmental harmony — reflecting the unity
between the human and the natural world (Brahma 2011).

This worldview extends to their agricultural and dietary practices. Bodo settlements are typically located near rivers,
forests, and wetlands — ecological zones that provide food, medicine, and raw materials. Their food system integrates
cultivated and wild resources, reflecting a sustainable model of subsistence that minimizes ecological degradation. Through
generations of experimentation, the community has developed intricate knowledge of plant species, seasonal availability,
and soil characteristics.

As Baro (2021) observes, the Bodo people have identified more than a hundred varieties of edible plants and vegetables,
including wild herbs and roots with both nutritional and medicinal properties. This empirical knowledge of biodiversity
demonstrates a sophisticated ecological intelligence that parallels modern environmental science.

4. Oral Transmission and Secrecy in Knowledge Preservation

A defining feature of the Bodo traditional knowledge system is its oral mode of transmission. Knowledge related to food,
medicine, and rituals is passed down through songs, proverbs, myths, and apprenticeship (oja—bej system). The Oja
(traditional healer) and Bej (apprentice) relationship represents an indigenous pedagogy based on observation, memory, and
practice (Basumatary 2021).

The element of secrecy also plays a crucial role in the protection of traditional knowledge. Certain herbal remedies, ritual
incantations, and food preparation methods are transmitted only within families or initiated groups, ensuring both
authenticity and control over cultural resources (Baro 2021). This secrecy functions as an informal intellectual property
mechanism, predating modern legal frameworks.

However, the oral nature of transmission makes such knowledge vulnerable to loss and misappropriation. As younger
generations migrate to urban centers and adopt modern lifestyles, the continuity of these oral traditions faces a critical
threat.

5. Intellectual Property and Indigenous Rights

Globally, the interface between traditional knowledge and intellectual property (IP) rights has been a contentious issue.
While international instruments such as the Convention on Biological Diversity (1992) and the Nagoya Protocol (2010)
recognize the rights of indigenous communities over their traditional knowledge, existing IP systems — particularly patent
law — remain inadequate for protecting collectively held, orally transmitted, and community-owned knowledge (Mauro
and Hardison 2000).

In India, several legal instruments attempt to address this gap, including the Biological Diversity Act (2002) and the
Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers’ Rights Act (2001). However, these laws often fail to encompass the complex
social and cultural dimensions of indigenous knowledge systems like those of the Bodos.

Baro (2021) argues for the development of a sui generis framework that integrates customary laws, community consent,
and benefit-sharing mechanisms. Drawing inspiration from the Peruvian and Panamanian models, such a system would
allow indigenous communities to retain ownership and control over their knowledge while enabling equitable
collaborations with scientific and commercial entities.
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6. Ecological Ethics and Sustainable Development

The traditional knowledge of the Bodos embodies a form of ecological ethics that aligns closely with the principles of
modern sustainability. Their respect for biodiversity, seasonal food consumption, and ritualized agricultural cycles
contribute to the conservation of natural resources. Practices such as seed preservation, organic cultivation, and
ecosystem-based food collection demonstrate an implicit understanding of ecological balance.

Moreover, their food habits — largely plant-based, low in oil and spices, and derived from locally available ingredients —
exemplify sustainable nutrition. Ritual offerings and food-sharing ceremonies reinforce a sense of communal responsibility
and gratitude toward nature. Such values challenge the exploitative tendencies of industrial agriculture and promote an
alternative paradigm of coexistence and reciprocity.

By recognizing and integrating these indigenous ecological ethics into development policies, India can advance both
environmental sustainability and cultural preservation.

7. Challenges and the Risk of Knowledge Erosion

Despite its richness, the Bodo traditional knowledge system faces multiple threats:

® Cultural assimilation due to modernization and globalization,

® Loss of oral traditions as younger generations move away from rural life,

® Commercial exploitation through bio-piracy and patenting of indigenous resources, and
® Environmental degradation leading to loss of biodiversity.

As noted by India’s National Knowledge Commission (2007), nearly 12% of medicinal plants are under threat due to
habitat loss and unsustainable harvesting. Without urgent documentation and legal protection, vast repositories of
indigenous wisdom risk extinction — a loss not only for the Bodos but for humanity’s collective ecological heritage.

CONCLUSION

The Bodo traditional knowledge system represents an intricate web of ecological awareness, spiritual ethics, and
community cooperation. It stands as both a repository of practical knowledge and a living philosophy that harmonizes
human existence with nature. In an era marked by environmental crisis and cultural homogenization, the lessons embedded
in such indigenous wisdom are profoundly relevant.

Protecting and revitalizing the Bodo traditional knowledge system requires a multidimensional strategy: documentation,
community education, legal safeguards, and integration with sustainable development frameworks. Far from being a
relic of the past, Bodo traditional knowledge offers a vision of coexistence — where ecology, economy, and ethics
converge for the well-being of all.
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