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Abstract. The Indian knowledge tradition has developed a sophisticated epistemological frame-
work for understanding the nature, sources, and validity of knowledge. At the centre of this
framework is the concept of pramana, generally understood as a valid means or source of
knowledge. Indian philosophers were concerned not merely with what is known, but also with
how knowledge is acquired, what makes cognition valid, and how valid knowledge can be dis-
tinguished from error. The theory of pramana therefore constitutes an important foundation of
Indian epistemology. Different philosophical schools developed distinct classifications of
pramanas, reflecting their divergent philosophical commitments. The Samkhya and Yoga tradi-
tions generally recognize three—pratyaksa (perception), anumana (inference), and sabda (ver-
bal testimony); Nyaya recognizes four by additionally accepting upamana (comparison); while
Advaita Vedanta recognizes six, adding arthapatti (postulation) and anupalabdhi (non-appre-
hension). Buddhist epistemologists such as Dignaga and Dharmakirti accept perception and in-
ference as the two reliable means of knowledge, whereas Carvaka gives primacy exclusively to
perception. This paper examines the concept and forms of pramana, its role in the validation of
knowledge, its interpretation across philosophical traditions, and its possible application to con-
temporary knowledge practices. The paper argues that the epistemological concern underlying
pramana remains highly relevant to contemporary knowledge systems, particularly in develop-

ing critical, evidence-based, and responsible approaches to information.
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l. Introduction

Knowledge occupies a central position in the Indian philosophical tradition. Indian
thinkers were not concerned only with the accumulation of information; they also in-
vestigated the conditions under which cognition can be regarded as true, reliable, and
capable of guiding successful action. This makes Indian epistemology a systematic in-
quiry into the nature, sources, justification, and validity of knowledge. The Sanskrit
term pramana is conventionally translated as a means or source of valid knowledge,
and pramana-$astra represents the extensive Indian philosophical literature devoted to
questions of knowledge and justification (Ganeri, 2022).

A fundamental question of epistemology is: How do we know that what we know is
true? Indian philosophical traditions approached this question through the concepts of
prama and pramana. Prama refers to valid cognition, whereas pramana refers to the
means or process through which such valid cognition is produced. Classical Indian
epistemology therefore places considerable emphasis on the source or pedigree of cog-
nition. A cognition that merely happens to be true does not necessarily qualify as
knowledge; the cognition must arise through an appropriate knowledge-generating pro-
cess.

The concept of pramana is significant because different Indian philosophical schools
developed different accounts of the means through which valid knowledge can be ac-
quired. Although there is broad agreement concerning the importance of perception and
inference, the schools differ considerably regarding the number and nature of accepted
pramanas. Samkhya and Yoga generally accept three pramanas: pratyaksa (perception),
anumana (inference), and §abda (verbal testimony). Nyaya recognizes four: perception,
inference, comparison (upamana), and verbal testimony. Advaita Vedanta recognizes
six, additionally accepting arthapatti (postulation) and anupalabdhi (non-apprehen-
sion). Buddhist epistemology, particularly the tradition associated with Dignaga and
Dharmakirti, accepts perception and inference as the two reliable means of knowledge.

This diversity should not be interpreted as a weakness or lack of systematicity. Ra-
ther, it demonstrates the richness of Indian philosophical debate concerning the condi-
tions of valid cognition. The different schools examined questions concerning percep-
tion, reasoning, analogy, testimony, absence, and presumption in considerable detail.
Nyaya, for example, developed an especially elaborate account of evidence, doubt, rea-
soning, and knowledge-generating processes.

Against this background, the present paper examines pramana as an epistemological
framework within the Indian Knowledge System and explores its continuing relevance
for contemporary knowledge practices.

Objectives of the Study

The study has the following objectives:
e To explain the concept of pramana within the Indian Knowledge System.
e To analyse the role of pramana in the validation of knowledge.
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e To examine the major pramanas recognized by different Indian philosophical
schools.

e To explore the application of pramanas across different domains of the Indian
Knowledge System.

e To examine the relevance of classical epistemological principles to contemporary
knowledge practices.

I1. Understanding Knowledge: Prama and Aprama

A proper understanding of pramana requires a distinction between prama and
aprama. Indian epistemology is fundamentally concerned with distinguishing valid
cognition from erroneous, doubtful, or otherwise unsuccessful cognition.

Prama: Valid Knowledge

Prama refers to valid cognition or knowledge. In classical Indian epistemology, valid
cognition is not simply any belief that happens to be true. It is cognition produced
through an appropriate and reliable knowledge-generating process. The emphasis is
therefore both on the truth of the cognition and on the means through which it has been
generated.

For example, a person observes smoke rising from a distant hill and concludes that
there is fire on the hill. If the inference is properly grounded in an established relation
between smoke and fire, the resulting cognition can be regarded as valid inferential
knowledge.

Similarly, when a student learns a historical fact from a competent and trustworthy
teacher, the resulting cognition may qualify as valid knowledge through $abda-
pramana, provided the conditions for reliable testimony are satisfied.

Thus, prama may be understood as valid cognition that provides an adequate basis
for understanding and action.

Aprama: Invalid or Non-valid Cognition

Aprama refers broadly to cognition that does not constitute valid knowledge. Such
cognition may arise from error, illusion, uncertainty, defective conditions, or an unre-
liable source.

A classical example is the perception of a rope as a snake under inadequate lighting.
The individual experiences the cognition “this is a snake,” but the cognition does not
correspond to the actual object. It is therefore erroneous rather than valid knowledge.

Another familiar example is the appearance of water in a desert. A person may per-
ceive what appears to be water at a distance, but the appearance is produced by specific
physical conditions rather than by the presence of actual water. The cognition is there-
fore not valid knowledge of water.
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The distinction between prama and aprama is particularly important in the contem-
porary world, where information may appear convincing without being true. A digitally
manipulated photograph or an Al-generated statement may appear authentic but fail to
correspond to reality. The distinction therefore provides a useful conceptual framework
for thinking about contemporary misinformation.

I11. Concept of Pramana

The term pramana refers to a means, source, or instrument of valid cognition. Clas-
sical Indian epistemology developed extensive discussions concerning the nature and
number of such means. The central concern was not simply to identify possible sources
of information but to determine which processes genuinely generate valid knowledge.

The major pramanas discussed across Indian philosophical traditions include:
Pratyaksa — Perception
Anumana — Inference
Upamana — Comparison or analogy
Sabda — Verbal testimony
Arthapatti — Postulation or presumption
Anupalabdhi — Non-apprehension or knowledge of absence

It is important to note that these are forms of pramana, not forms of aprama. Different
schools accept different subsets of these means of knowledge.

IV. Major Forms of Pramana

Pratyaksa: Perception

Pratyaksa refers to perceptual cognition. It is generally associated with direct aware-
ness arising through appropriate interaction between the cognitive subject, sense facul-
ties, and object. Classical Indian philosophical traditions devoted extensive attention to
the nature and conditions of perception, including the distinction between valid percep-
tion and perceptual error.

Example: A person sees a tree standing in front of them and acquires knowledge of
the tree through perception.

However, perception is not automatically valid under every circumstance. Poor
lighting, distance, defective sensory conditions, or other factors may generate erroneous
cognition. Thus, Indian epistemology does not simply equate “seeing” with “knowing.”

This observation has contemporary significance. In the digital environment, people
increasingly encounter events through photographs, videos, livestreams, and other tech-
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nologically mediated forms of observation. Such mediated “perception” requires addi-
tional verification because digital images can be edited, manipulated, or artificially gen-
erated.

Anumana: Inference

Anumana refers to knowledge obtained through reasoning from an observed sign or
evidence to something that is not directly observed. The classical example is the infer-
ence of fire from smoke.

For example:
e Smoke is observed on the hill.
e Wherever there is smoke, there is fire.
e Therefore, there is fire on the hill.

The validity of inference depends upon the appropriate relationship between the ev-
idence and the conclusion. Classical Indian logicians, particularly the Naiyayikas and
Buddhist epistemologists, developed sophisticated theories concerning inference, evi-
dence, logical relations, and the conditions of valid reasoning.

In contemporary knowledge systems, inference is fundamental to scientific reason-
ing, statistical analysis, diagnosis, prediction, and data interpretation.

Upamana: Comparison

Upamana refers to knowledge acquired through comparison, similarity, or analogy.
It enables a person to understand an unfamiliar object by relating it to something already
known.

A classical example concerns the gavaya, a wild animal. If someone is told that a
gavaya resembles a cow and later encounters the animal in the forest, recognition may
occur through comparison with the previously known cow.

Thus, upamana connects the unfamiliar with the familiar.
Comparison and analogy remain important in contemporary education, scientific
communication, language learning, and conceptual development.

Sabda: Verbal Testimony

Sabda refers to knowledge acquired through reliable verbal testimony. In the classi-
cal traditions that recognize it as an independent pramana, the reliability of the source
is crucial. Nyaya, for example, defines testimony in relation to the statement of a trust-
worthy authority.

For example, a student may learn about a distant planet from a competent teacher or
a reliable scientific source without personally observing that planet.



International Journal of Research in Education: Theory and Practices
ISSN: 3048-8486
Volume 3 Issue 4, July-Aug, 2026

Contemporary knowledge is heavily dependent on testimony. Individuals cannot
personally verify every scientific fact, historical event, geographical location, or tech-
nological development. Therefore, experts, teachers, researchers, academic publica-
tions, and credible institutions remain important sources of knowledge.

However, the digital environment also creates an epistemic challenge: Who is a trust-
worthy source? Social-media popularity cannot itself establish epistemic reliability.
Consequently, the classical concern with trustworthy testimony has considerable rele-
vance to evaluating online information.

Arthapatti: Postulation

Arthapatti refers to knowledge obtained through postulation or presumption when
an observed fact cannot adequately be explained without assuming an additional con-
dition.

A Classical example is:

e A person is known to be alive and gaining weight, but is never observed eating
during the day. One may therefore postulate that the person eats at night.

e The additional assumption provides an explanation for the otherwise apparently
contradictory facts.

e Arthapatti is recognized as an independent pramana by some traditions, particu-
larly Mimamsa and Advaita Vedanta. Its status is debated among philosophical
schools.

Anupalabdhi: Non-apprehension

e Anupalabdhi refers to knowledge of absence through non-apprehension. In tradi-
tions that recognize it as an independent pramana, the absence of an object under
appropriate conditions can itself become epistemically significant.

o Forexample, if a person looks carefully at a particular table and observes that there
is no book on it, they may acquire the cognition: “There is no book on the table.”

e The epistemological issue is not simply that something was not seen, but whether
the conditions were adequate for its perception. Thus, absence becomes a mean-
ingful object of knowledge under appropriate circumstances.

Pramanas in Different Indian Philosophical Schools

One of the most important features of Indian epistemology is that different philo-
sophical schools developed different theories concerning the number and nature of
pramanas. The following comparison illustrates this diversity.

Samkhya

Samkhya generally recognizes three pramanas: perception, inference, and verbal tes-
timony. Its epistemology is closely connected with its broader metaphysical distinction
between purusa and prakrti.



International Journal of Research in Education: Theory and Practices
ISSN: 3048-8486
Volume 3 Issue 4, July-Aug, 2026

Yoga

The Yoga tradition, closely related to Samkhya, also recognizes three means of valid
knowledge: perception, inference, and reliable verbal testimony. The Yoga system in-
corporates epistemological questions into a broader soteriological framework con-
cerned with the transformation and stabilization of consciousness.

Nyaya

Nyaya is particularly renowned for its systematic treatment of epistemology and
logic. It accepts four pramanas: perception, inference, comparison, and verbal testi-
mony. Nyaya places considerable emphasis on evidence, doubt, reasoning, and the con-
ditions through which cognition becomes valid.

Advaita Vedanta

Advaita Vedanta generally recognizes six pramanas: perception, inference, compar-
ison, verbal testimony, postulation, and non-apprehension. These provide different
means of knowing different kinds of objects and are interpreted within Advaita's
broader non-dual metaphysical framework.

Buddhist Epistemology

The Buddhist epistemological tradition associated particularly with Dignaga and
Dharmakirti recognizes two principal pramanas: perception and inference. Dignaga's
and Dharmakirti's work represents a highly developed tradition of Indian logical and
epistemological analysis.

Carvaka

The Carvaka tradition gives epistemological primacy to perception and is well
known for its critical attitude toward inference as an independent source of knowledge.
Its position provides an important contrast to schools that accept multiple pramanas.

The differences among these schools reveal an important characteristic of Indian
philosophy: knowledge was not treated as an unquestioned given but as something re-
quiring epistemological examination and justification.

Significance of Pramana in the Indian Knowledge System

The theory of pramana demonstrates that the Indian Knowledge System contains a
sophisticated tradition of epistemological inquiry. Its importance can be understood
through several dimensions.

Epistemological Significance

Pramana provides a systematic framework for distinguishing valid cognition from
error. It therefore addresses a fundamental philosophical question concerning the justi-
fication of knowledge.
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Logical Significance
The study of inference, evidence, comparison, and testimony demonstrates the im-
portance of reasoning and systematic examination in Indian philosophical traditions.

Educational Significance

The theory encourages learners to ask not only what is being taught, but also how
the knowledge was established. This orientation can strengthen inquiry-based and crit-
ical education.

Research Significance

Research depends upon appropriate methods of observation, inference, evidence, in-
terpretation, and verification. In this respect, the epistemological concerns of pramana
resonate with contemporary research methodology.

Contemporary Social Significance

In an era characterized by misinformation, disinformation, deepfakes, algorithmic
content, and Al-generated material, the ability to distinguish valid information from
misleading appearances has become increasingly important.

From Pramana to Contemporary Critical Thinking

In the contemporary information age, people are exposed to vast amounts of infor-
mation through social media, digital platforms, news, and artificial intelligence. The
principles of pramana can help individuals evaluate such information critically rather
than accepting it without examination. One should consider the source, method, evi-
dence, reliability, and logical basis of any claim before accepting it as valid knowledge.
Information should also be cross-checked with trustworthy sources, particularly when
dealing with Al-generated or digitally manipulated content.

Thus, the classical Indian emphasis on valid knowledge remains relevant to contem-
porary education. It can promote critical thinking, media literacy, digital literacy, re-
search skills, and responsible use of information and artificial intelligence.

V. Conclusion

The theory of pramana occupies a central position in the epistemological traditions
of Indian philosophy. It reflects a sustained philosophical concern with the fundamental
question of how human beings acquire valid knowledge and distinguish truth from er-
ror. The concepts of prama and aprama provide a foundational distinction between valid
and non-valid cognition, while the different pramanas identify the means through which
valid cognition may arise.

The diversity of Indian philosophical schools demonstrates the richness of this epis-
temological tradition. Samkhya and Yoga emphasize perception, inference, and verbal
testimony; Nyaya adds comparison; Advaita Vedanta recognizes six major means of
knowledge; Buddhist epistemologists such as Dignaga and Dharmakirti emphasize per-
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ception and inference; and Carvaka gives primacy to perception. These differences il-
lustrate a sophisticated culture of philosophical debate concerning evidence, justifica-
tion, and truth.

The significance of pramana extends into the contemporary digital age. Artificial
intelligence, social media, digital images, deepfakes, misinformation, and rapidly cir-
culating online claims have made the distinction between appearance and reality in-
creasingly difficult. In this environment, accepting information merely because it ap-
pears convincing is epistemically inadequate.

The central lesson of pramana remains therefore highly relevant: knowledge should
be grounded in appropriate and reliable means of knowing. Contemporary education
can draw upon this principle to cultivate critical thinking, digital literacy, research com-
petence, responsible use of artificial intelligence, and epistemic responsibility.

Ultimately, the enduring contribution of pramana lies not merely in the classification
of six or fewer means of knowledge, but in the deeper philosophical attitude that it
represents—the willingness to question how we know, why we should trust what we
know, and what makes knowledge genuinely valid.
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