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In recent decades, indigenous knowledge has become a major focus of debates
on epistemic justice, sustainable development, and environmental policymaking.
A growing body of scholarship has examined its connections to colonialism,
power relations, and the marginalization of knowledge systems, emphasizing the
need for recognition policies. Nevertheless, recognition policies themselves, along
with their epistemic and institutional consequences, require further critical
examination. Accordingly, this article adopts an interdisciplinary approach at the
intersection of anthropology, science and technology studies (STS), and the
political economy of knowledge to genealogically examine the marginalization of
indigenous knowledge and rethink the politics of recognition. Drawing on a
Foucauldian reading of power/knowledge, the concept of governmentality,
theories of epistemic justice, and critical scholarship on indigenous knowledge,
the article argues that indigenous knowledge is neither static nor homogeneous;
rather, it is produced, validated, and redefined through multiple, contested
relations of power. States, scientific institutions, international organizations,
transnational corporations, and local actors all participate in processes of defining,
translating, standardizing, protecting, and exploiting knowledge. An examination
of empirical cases from biomedicine, agriculture, environmental conservation, and
the documentation of traditional knowledge shows that recognition, when reduced
to incorporating indigenous knowledge into existing frameworks, may lead to
reductive translation, standardization, and the reproduction of unequal epistemic
relations. At the same time, institutional processes and state policies can create
opportunities for documentation, legal protection, participation, and benefit-
sharing. Moving beyond the simple binary of recognition/non-recognition, the
article proposes an analytical framework for rethinking epistemic justice and
recognition policies by considering their discursive, institutional, and agential
dimensions in relation to one another. While affirming the right to recognition and
participation in epistemic processes, this framework also avoids homogenizing
indigenous communities or granting indigenous knowledge claims presumptive
superiority.
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Introduction

This article examines the relationship among indigenous knowledge, power, and epistemic
justice at the intersection of political anthropology, ethnobiology, and science and technology
studies (STS). The central concern, however, extends beyond merely explaining epistemic justice or
defending the necessity of recognizing indigenous knowledges. The key question is under what
conditions recognizing indigenous knowledge can contribute to epistemic justice, and under what
conditions it may itself become a mechanism for reproducing epistemic inequality. From this
perspective, the article adopts a critical, discourse-analytic approach that also makes the concept
and politics of recognition a subject of critical reconsideration, arguing that realizing epistemic
justice requires more than rhetorical appeals to respect, preserve, or recognize indigenous
knowledge.

In recent years, scholarship on epistemic justice, epistemic violence, and the place of indigenous
knowledge in knowledge production has expanded considerably in the international literature.
Studies in the philosophy of epistemic justice, postcolonial studies, decolonial methodologies, and
indigenous knowledge have examined various dimensions of the marginalization of indigenous
epistemic systems and its consequences (e.g., Fricker, 2007; Dotson, 2011; Smith, 2012; Battiste,
2013; de Sousa Santos, 2014). More recent studies have focused specifically on the relationship
between indigenous knowledge and epistemic justice, researchers’ ethical responsibilities in
engaging with indigenous knowledges, and different forms of epistemic violence in legal and
political contexts (e.g., Whyte, 2017; Pohlhaus, 2017; Tsosie, 2021; Duria, 2025; Carvalho de
Mello, 2026). Nevertheless, this article does not merely review this literature; rather, through a
dialogue among political anthropology, science and technology studies, and the philosophy of
epistemic justice, it seeks to develop an analytical framework for studying indigenous knowledge in
Iran.

Discussion

Through a review of relevant theoretical debates and case studies, this article has shown that
indigenous knowledge is produced, valued, and redefined within relations of power. The central
argument, therefore, is that attention should move beyond whether indigenous knowledge ought to
be recognized and instead focus on how recognition takes place, by whom, and with what
consequences. Anthropological studies of the Amazon, India, Africa, Canada, and elsewhere
_including those by Posey (1992, 1996), Neumann (1998), Nadasdy (1999, 2003), Shiva (1991,
2000), Hayden (2003), Brockington (2002), Kloppenburg (2005), Agrawal (1995, 2005), Stone
(2007), and others  show that recognition itself can become part of the governance of knowledge: a
mechanism that makes indigenous knowledge visible while simultaneously reorganizing it within
the epistemic, legal, and administrative frameworks of dominant institutions. Recognition,
therefore, cannot be treated a priori as equivalent to epistemic justice.

In political philosophy, the politics of recognition has largely been associated with respect,
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identity, and overcoming various forms of misrecognition. Nancy Fraser (2000 & 2003), however,
argues that cultural recognition, when detached from the redistribution of resources and equal
participation in decision-making, cannot remedy structural inequalities on its own. From this
perspective, justice requires the articulation of three interconnected dimensions: recognition,
redistribution, and political representation, since cultural exclusion is often intertwined with
economic inequality and exclusion from decision-making power. This critique is equally relevant to
the case of indigenous knowledge. Documenting traditional knowledge in official records,
establishing databases, or even incorporating it into development policies may help address its
historical invisibility. However, as long as states, corporations, and scientific institutions control
resources, intellectual property regimes, and decision-making processes, such recognition is more
likely to consolidate existing power relations than to transform them.

From the perspective of epistemic justice, the issue is likewise one of overcoming epistemic
discrediting. Fricker (2007) has shown that epistemic injustice occurs when some social actors are
deprived not only of material resources but also of equal opportunities to participate in the
production, interpretation, and validation of knowledge. The experience of indigenous knowledge,
however, suggests that such exclusion cannot be explained solely at the level of dialogical relations
or the ethics of knowing; it must also be examined in relation to property regimes, the political
economy of knowledge, and structures of governance. In this sense, epistemic justice requires
recognizing indigenous communities not merely as ‘“sources of information” or ‘“holders of
traditional knowledge,” but as actors with the right to decide how their knowledge is produced,
circulated, used, and protected.

Conclusion

Perhaps the most significant theoretical contribution of this article lies in shifting the focus from
the “necessity of recognizing indigenous knowledge” to “rethinking the politics of recognition.”
The article has argued that epistemic justice cannot be defined merely in terms of symbolic
recognition or the incorporation of indigenous knowledge into official documents, development
programs, or knowledge-registration systems. Unless such policies are accompanied by a
redistribution of authority, transformation of decision-making institutions, and strengthened local
communities’ agency, they may themselves become part of the mechanisms that reproduce
epistemic inequality. From this perspective, epistemic justice is an ongoing process of reconfiguring
power in the production, validation, circulation, and use of knowledge. Accordingly, the article has
proposed a three-level framework for analyzing and advancing epistemic justice that may also be
applied beyond the study of indigenous knowledge. At the first level, epistemic justice requires
recognition of the plurality of knowledge systems and a critique of epistemic hierarchies; at the
second, it requires reforming institutions that govern ownership, access, and decision-making
concerning knowledge; and at the third, it concerns communities’ capacity to reproduce, transmit,
and innovate their own knowledge and to participate effectively in policymaking processes. This
framework turns epistemic justice from an ethical or philosophical concept into an analytical tool
for examining the historical, institutional, and political relations through which knowledge is
constituted.

In this regard, the Iranian context offers considerable potential for extending this research
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agenda. Owing to its extensive ecological and cultural diversity, Iran is home to a wide range of
indigenous knowledges in areas such as agriculture, water management, pastoralism, architecture,
traditional medicine, natural-resource use, and local livelihoods. However, much of this knowledge
has in recent decades been exposed to erosion, commodification, and standardization. Although
efforts have been made to document such knowledge, register intangible cultural heritage, develop
databases of Iranian traditional medicine, and protect local knowledge, this article suggests that the
central concern should extend beyond documentation and registration to how knowledge holders
participate in decision-making and in defining the rules governing access, use, and protection of this
knowledge heritage. The real potential of policymaking in Iran therefore lies not only in expanding
documentation and conservation projects, but also in moving toward participatory models of
knowledge production in which local communities are not merely objects of study, but are
recognized as partners in knowledge production and decision-making.

Based on the foregoing discussion, anthropology can play a role extending beyond documenting
culture or recording local knowledge. This article proposes understanding anthropology as a form of
knowledge capable of analyzing the politics of knowledge and, at the same time, playing an
advocacy role in this domain. Such an anthropology can illuminate how institutions, laws, markets,
and scientific discourses shape the trajectories of indigenous knowledge, while also opening new
possibilities for participation, dialogue, and epistemic justice. Particularly when brought into
conversation with ethnobiology, political anthropology, and science and technology studies, this
approach offers new horizons for researching the relations among knowledge, power, and
development in Iran and other societies of the Global South.
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