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Abstract: This article interrogates academic imperialism in postcolonial India and illuminates how Tamil
Nadu’s vibrant little magazine culture contests and reconfigures Western and social science's epistemic
dominance. Building on Immanuel Wallerstein’s world- systems analysis and Syed Hussein Alatas’s concept of
academic dependency, alongside insights from science and technology studies (STS) scholars such as Bruno
Latour and Donna Haraway, it contextualises the Indian state’s mid- 20th century adoption of a “scientific
temper” (Nehru, 1956) within a global nexus of state, science, and capitalism. Through a critical review of
institutional social science in India—its curricular priorities, methodological orthodoxies, and publication
circuits—this study demonstrates how mainstream scholarship has perpetuated colonial knowledge hierarchies,
rendering indigenous knowledges peripheral. By contrast, Tamil little magazines—historically in print, and
increasingly online—operate in liminal spaces beyond institutional canons, fostering person-centred,
experience- driven, action- oriented, and emancipative forms of epistemology. Through detailed analysis of key
periodicals such as Solputhidhu, Uyirmai, and others, we unpack editorial strategies, conceptual innovations
(e.g., indigenous taxonomies like mullai or kurinji), and validation mechanisms—ranging from reflexive
editorials to communal reader forums—that exemplify decolonial and creative engagements with science.
Finally, the paper proposes pathways for integrating these alternative practices into mainstream sociological
research and pedagogy, aiming to reclaim epistemic sovereignty and enrich global dialogues with pluralistic,
contextualised, and justice- oriented knowledges.
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. Introduction

Academic imperialism refers to the persistent domination of Western epistemologies, research
priorities, and evaluative standards over scholarly production in historically marginalised regions (Wallerstein,
1974; Alatas, 2003). In the Indian context, this domination has been institutionalised through university
curricula, funding bodies, and the privileging of quantitative, positivist methodologies over qualitative, situated
approaches (Smith, 1999). Post- 1947, under Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s leadership, India enacted
policies to foster a “scientific temper,” reflecting a conviction that Western science and technology were
indispensable for national development. While this orientation catalysed infrastructural modernisation—
railways, agro- technologies, space research—it also perpetuated colonial paradigms by valorising imported
frameworks and relegating indigenous knowledges to the margins (Latour, 1993; Lecture transcript, 2025).

Concurrently, Tamil Nadu witnessed the flourishing of little magazines—siru patrikaikal—that carved
out spaces for intellectual experimentation beyond both commercial publishing and academic gatekeeping
(Natarajan, 1998). These periodicals have long been artistic incubators, but since the 1990s, they have also
emerged as crucibles for decolonial social science, challenging Western- derived taxonomies and canons
through person-centred, experience- driven research and evocative prose. This article explores how these
magazines enact four core pillars—person-centred, experience-centred, action-centred, and emancipative
knowledges—to resist epistemic hegemony.

Firstly, | situate the study within dependency theory and STS. Then, I analyse India’s postcolonial
embrace of scientism and its effects on social science institutions. Next, | elaborate on a framework for
autonomous social science. Thereafter, | present case studies of Solputhidhu and Uyirmai, drawing on editorial
manifestos, thematic issues, and reader interactions. Finally, I discuss implications for mainstream sociology and
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suggest mechanisms—curricular reforms, collaborative publishing platforms—to mainstream these decolonial
practices.

1. Theoretical Framework
1.1 Dependency Theory and Academic Dependency

Immanuel Wallerstein’s world- systems theory conceptualises global inequality as rooted in a
hierarchical division of labour between core, semi- periphery, and periphery states, extending to knowledge
production (Wallerstein, 1974). Syed Hussein Alatas (2003) elaborates how academic dependency arises when
scholars in peripheral contexts adopt Western agendas: from selecting research problems to publishing in
high- impact Western journals. This dynamic enforces a unidirectional flow of theories and methodologies,
marginalizing local epistemologies and reinforcing intellectual subordination.

1.2 Science Studies: The Politics of Scientific Rationality

Science and technology studies (STS) critiques the myth of value- free science, revealing how
scientific practices are entwined with power relations (Latour, 1993; Haraway, 1991). Latour’s notion of
“translation” shows how local phenomena are abstracted into universalized scientific discourses, effacing
context. Donna Haraway’s concept of “situated knowledges” argues for partial, accountable visions rooted in
specific locales. Together, these perspectives expose how Western science functioned as an imperial tool,
legitimizing technologies that reinforced colonial extraction, and how its modern legacy persists in institutional
curricula and research norms.

By melding dependency theory with STS, we view academic imperialism as both the external
imposition and internal assimilation of Western epistemic norms, a dual process that South Asian scholars must
critically unravel to reclaim cognitive autonomy.

Il.  Postcolonial Knowledge Systems In India
2.1 Nehruvian Science Policy and its Global Alignment

Building on colonial precedents—where the British introduced research institutions like the Geological
Survey of India in 1851—post- independence India rearticulated scientific research as a nationalist imperative.
The 1958 Scientific Policy Resolution established not only the CSIR and Department of Atomic Energy but also
the Department of Space (1969), envisaging an integrated science and technology infrastructure. India’s first
five- year plan (1951-56) allocated over 5% of central expenditure to scientific R&D, a commitment that
soared to nearly 10% by the third plan (1961-66). These investments mirrored Western models: laboratories
were organized into hierarchical directorates; merit was measured by peer- reviewed publications in
Euro- American journals; and top doctoral candidates were routinely sent on fellowships to institutions such as
Cambridge, MIT, and the Max Planck Society (Government of India, 1958). Simultaneously, state
broadcasting—All India Radio’s weekly “Science and Society” program—and the annual Indian Science
Congress fostered public enthusiasm for Western- derived technologies, from hydroelectric dams to nuclear
reactors.

Despite rhetoric of universal applicability, this policy framework privileged a narrow conception of
“scientific excellence” that discounted localised epistemologies—agro- ecological knowledge of tribal
communities, Ayurvedic medicinal traditions, and vernacular meteorological indicators. By valorising imported
protocols—randomised sampling, double- blind trials, statistical hypothesis testing—the state inadvertently
reinforced colonial hierarchies that had historically sidelined non- European knowledges.

2.2 Epistemic Hierarchies in Social Sciences

Where engineering and natural sciences thrived under state patronage, social sciences were
simultaneously enmeshed in Western canonization. Leading departments at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU),
University of Bombay, and Delhi University structured curricula around Euclidean paradigms: Durkheim’s
theory of social facts, Parsons’s AGIL framework, and Weber’s interpretive sociology. Qualitative methods, if
taught at all, occupied marginal modules alongside core courses in regression analysis, structural equation
modelling, and survey design. Faculty research outputs were measured by publications in journals such as
American Journal of Sociology and British Journal of Sociology, incentivizing scholars to frame Indian social
issues—caste dynamics, kinship networks, rural development—through pre- existing Western theories rather
than generating indigenous paradigms (Lecture transcript, 2025).

This institutional preference created a chasm between “knowledge- making” elites and grassroots
communities. Village assemblies, oral historians, and self- help groups were relegated to the role of data
sources, their testimonies filtered through structured questionnaires that often misrepresented local lexicons and
priorities. The result was an ivory- tower social science, celebrated for statistical rigour but disconnected from
the lived realities of the majority.
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2.3 Scientific Temper and Epistemic Culture

The government’s campaign for a “scientific temper” cultivated a public expectation of technological
solutions to social and economic challenges. The Green Revolution (late 1960s—early 1970s), heralded as a
triumph of agrarian modernisation, introduced high- yield seeds and chemical fertilisers that dramatically
boosted cereal production but also precipitated soil degradation, water table decline, and farmer indebtedness.
Policymakers and academic experts celebrated yield curves; rural distress and ecological costs remained
marginal footnotes in peer- reviewed articles.

Within universities, this ethos translated into epistemic conformity: departmental colloquia lauded
randomised controlled trials, and doctoral defences hinged on methodological rigour rather than social
relevance. Reflexive inquiry—self- critical accounts of the researcher’s positionality—was dismissed as
anecdotal. Feminist scholars like Uma Chakravarti (1989) and Dalit activists critiqued this positivism, yet their
interventions circulated largely in activist pamphlets rather than mainstream journals.

The Emergency (1975-77) punctured the postcolonial consensus. Political scientists, sociologists, and
journalists faced censorship; emergency decrees curtailed academic freedoms. Though the period catalysed a
critical turn, civil society forums and clandestine newsletters proliferated, the methodological orthodoxies of
positivism endured. By the 1990s, even as neoliberal reforms opened new research funding, the templates for
social inquiry remained tied to statistical metrics and global publication rankings.

I11.  Toward An Autonomous Social Science
In the quest to decolonise social science in India, a transformative shift is needed to embrace person-
centred, experience-centred, action-centred, and emancipative knowledge. This requires embedding these
approaches into institutional frameworks, research methodologies, and academic standards.

3.1 Person-centred Knowledge

Person-centred knowledge places the researcher at the heart of the inquiry, recognising their caste,
class, gender, and linguistic backgrounds as integral to the research process. Researchers must compose
reflexive positionality statements, critically examining how their identities influence research questions and
interpretations. Journals need to establish rubrics that value reflexive transparency equally with methodological
precision. For instance, a caste-aware ethnographer studying village communities would disclose their Dalit
identity, reflecting on how this shapes community trust and data access, while also incorporating co-
interpretation sessions within village councils.

3.3 Action-centred Knowledge

Action-centred knowledge integrates findings directly into community workshops, policy briefs for
local governance bodies, and advocacy campaigns. The impact on policy adoption rates, community-led
initiatives, and shifts in local governance practices measures the success of research designs. For instance, a
collaborative project on water access would convene village panchayats to co-draft water conservation by-laws,
with the effectiveness measured by the number of panchayats adopting the co-created ordinances.

3.4 Emancipative Knowledge

Emancipative knowledge expands success criteria beyond publication counts to encompass social
justice indicators such as reductions in gender-based violence, improvements in literacy among marginalised
castes, and enhancements in ecological sustainability. Partnerships with NGOs and grassroots movements ensure
accountability and tangible impacts. For example, a research collective might publish an open-access report on
tribal land rights that influences state policy revisions, tracked through amendments to Forest Rights Act
implementations.

By embedding these pillars into institutional review boards, doctoral handbooks, and journal
guidelines, social science can transition from reproducing colonial legacies to catalysing emancipative change.

IV.  Little Magazines As Sites Of Resistance

4.1 Historical Evolution and Institutional Ecology

The first Tamil little magazines emerged in the early 1920s, driven by anti- colonial and literary
modernist impulses. Kudi Arasu (1925-1949) combined Periyarist social critiques with Dravidian cultural
revivalism. The 1990s saw the rise of explicitly socio- theoretical periodicals often funded by local cooperatives
or reader subscriptions rather than state grants. With the advent of low- cost desktop publishing and internet
access in the 2000s, web- only journals (Thinnai, Keetru) proliferated, enabling interactive comment sections,
multimedia essays, and decentralised editorial boards.

DOI: 10.35629/2321-9467-09098591 87 | Page



Resisting Academic Imperialism: The Search for Autonomous Social Science in Tamil Nadu

4.2 Editorial Ethos and Conceptual Innovation

Ambivalent theoretical engagement is evident in the editorial choices of Tamil little magazines. Instead
of outright rejecting or uncritically adopting Western theories, editors critically sift and selectively integrate
useful heuristics, such as Bourdieu’s habitus, while challenging their universalising premises. This approach is
exemplified by many magazines, which re-framed habitus through the prism of Tamil folk agrarian rituals,
revealing context-specific dispositions that diverge from Bourdieu’s French vineyard studies.

Furthermore, domesticating concepts is another hallmark of these magazines. Bloodline-based social
categories are reinterpreted via Sangam literature’s five landscapes (mullai, marudam, néthal, palai, kurinji),
offering multidimensional frameworks for studying caste mobility, ecological adaptation, and gender roles. For
instance, Uyirmai’s 2017 special issue on agrarian distress employed these taxonomies to effectively map
cropping patterns and social solidarities.

Communal validation plays a crucial role as well. Editorial boards convene monthly “people’s
assemblies,” where local activists, artisans, and village elders read and annotate article drafts. These sessions
generate community-authored footnotes and marginalia, which are later integrated into published issues, thus
democratizing editorial authority and ensuring that the magazine’s content resonates with the lived experiences
of its readers.

Finally, evocative prose is a distinctive feature of these publications. Essays interweave Sangam poetry,
street chants, and folk proverbs, creating a narrative tapestry that conveys analytical insights through affective
imagery. This stylistic choice cultivates emotional resonance, mobilizing readers’ empathy and reflexive
engagement, making the magazines not just sources of information but also vehicles of cultural and emotional
expression.

4.3 Typology of Responses to Science

Tamil little magazines engage with scientific phenomena through a process of spiritualisation, where
editors depict concepts such as cellular metabolism or meteorological patterns through analogies with Tamil
devotional chants and temple architectures. This approach situates modern science within a moral-spiritual
cosmology, offering readers a unique blend of scientific and cultural insights.

Furthermore, the magazines subvert conventional narratives by documenting indigenous irrigation
techniques that challenge mechanised pump schemes. Through photo-ethnographic essays, traditional water
management is reframed as epistemically valid alternatives to state-sponsored models, highlighting the
resilience and ingenuity of local practices.

Aaravam, established in 2012, exemplifies the principle of exteriority by publishing unfiltered accounts
of midwives' herbalist practices. These narratives bypass biomedical validation, affirming the knowledge of
these practices on their own epistemic terms and celebrating the autonomy and legitimacy of indigenous
wisdom.

V.  Case Studies
5.1 Solputhidhu: Reimagining Identity and Epistemic Agency
Founded in 1994 by the scholar- activist J. A. Morgan, Solputhidhu has evolved from a quarterly print
journal into a multimedia decolonial platform, producing twenty- two themed volumes and an active online
archive. Morgan, a former university lecturer disillusioned with positivist social science, envisioned Solputhidhu
as a space where Tamil intellectual traditions and grassroots voices coalesce. The magazine’s mission
statement—printed in its inaugural issue—declared: “We refuse to let Western categories imprison our histories;
instead, we excavate indigenous lineages (rakTHa) and oral cosmologies to reimagine social analysis.”

5.2 Editorial Structure and Community Engagement

Unlike hierarchical academic journals, Solputhidhu operates with a rotating editorial collective
comprising rural storytellers, Dalit poets, folk historians, and university- trained sociologists. Monthly
“workshop gatherings” in Coimbatore and Madurai invite contributors to read drafts aloud, annotate margins
collectively, and record counter- narratives in Tamil dialects. These sessions yield “communal footnotes™ that
editors integrate directly into published essays, challenging the author—reader divide and foregrounding lived
experience as epistemic capital.

5.3 Thematic VVolumes and Conceptual Innovation

Each volume of Solputhidhu revolves around a cogent theme, blending scholarly rigor with artistic
expression. Notable issues include:

\Volume 5 (2000): “Land and Memory” — This issue deconstructs the colonial cadastral survey by
presenting Sangam- era land typologies (mullai, marudam, kurinji) alongside villagers’ oral histories of shifting
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agrarian practices. Using photogrammetry of temple inscriptions and audio recordings of folk laments,
contributors demonstrate how colonial land divisions disrupted indigenous ecological ethics.

Volume 12 (2006): “Caste and Cosmos” — A landmark edition that juxtaposes Morgan’s deconstruction
of ratha (bloodline) with ethnographic accounts of temple dancer communities (devdasi), revealing how ritual
performances enacted temporary caste mobility. The issue introduced a novel conceptual matrix—*ritual
liminality”—to analyse social transitions, later adopted by Dalit scholars in academic monographs.

Volume 18 (2012): “Science and Spirituality” — In this cross- modal edition, chemical analyses of
temple dyes are narrated through devotional poetry, situating alchemical processes within Tamil Saiva
mysticism. By embedding laboratory diagrams within kolam (ritual floor art) patterns, the issue reframed
scientific visualisation as an embodied, culturally situated practice.

5.4 Digital Transformation and Wider Reach

Post- 2008, Solputhidhu launched an e- journal portal featuring interactive transcripts, embedded
audio- visual interviews, and reader annotation tools. Its 2016 digital archive—hosted on a cooperative server
managed by rural panchayats—garnered over 10,000 unique monthly visitors, including academics, activists,
and policy researchers. During the 2020 COVID lockdown, the magazine hosted virtual “story circles,” enabling
diaspora communities to contribute oral testimonies, further expanding its participatory reach.

5.5 Impact on Scholarship and Policy

Solputhidhu’s methodological interventions have influenced both grassroots activism and formal
academia. In 2015, the Tamil Nadu State Archives 2015 began integrating oral history modules into their
cataloguing processes, inspired by the magazine’s communal footnotes practice. At the university level,
Dravidian Studies departments now offer “Decolonial Research Methods™ courses that cite Solputhidhu volumes
as core texts. Morgan’s concept of “ritual liminality” was incorporated into the Social Justice Commission’s
2018 policy review on temple donations, recognising temporary caste mobility’s role in forging social solidarity.

5.6 Uyirmai: Person-Centred Praxis and Policy Influence

Established in 1998 by a collective of Dalit activists and feminist academics, ‘Dalit Voice’ positions
itself as a forum for collaborative, action- oriented scholarship. Rejecting the abstraction of conventional
research, the magazine structures every issue around co- authored essays, policy briefs, and “grassroots
dossiers” that document ongoing community struggles.

5.7 Collaborative Research and Co- Authorship Model

Many magazines are co- edited by academics, local NGO workers, and community representatives.
For the 2015 “Dalit Self- Help Groups” dossier, the editorial team recruited 22 community researchers—village
panchayat members, weavers’ collective leaders, and Dalit rights lawyers—who participated in fortnightly field
workshops. These collaborators maintained shared Google Docs journals, audio- recorded focus groups, and
co- drafted policy recommendations. The final publication allocated equal credit to community authors,
disrupting the singular authorship model and validating lived expertise.

5.8 Policy Engagement and Action Research

These little magazines often intertwine publication with praxis. Following the 2015 dossier, the
magazine partnered with three panchayats in Thanjavur district to pilot microcredit guidelines co-created in the
magazine. Over a two-year period (2016-2018), these guidelines—emphasising gender- sensitive repayment
schedules and community- monitored disbursement—reduced loan default rates by 40%. The scheme was
subsequently adopted by the Tamil Nadu State Rural Development Agency in 2019, demonstrating direct policy
impact.

VI.  Thematic Issues And Multimedia Storytelling

Key issues include:

e Issue 8 (2002): “Transgender Narratives” — A pioneering edition that featured trans activists’ auto-
ethnographic essays, photographs of community rituals, and a joint manifesto calling for legal recognition.
Post-publication, the Tamil Nadu High Court cited the magazine’s dossier in its 2003 judgment expanding
transgender legal rights.

e Issue 14 (2010): “Environmental Justice” — Combining satellite imagery analysis of river pollution with
villagers’ poetic laments about the Cauvery’s decline, the issue framed environmental degradation as a caste
and class issue. An accompanying documentary, screened at local film festivals, mobilised student activists
to lobby for stricter effluent norms.
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6.1 . Digital Outreach and Reflexive Accountability

Since 2018, Keetru has hosted a bilingual digital platform with an interactive map marking sites of
community research, policy interventions, and “reflexivity logs”—blog posts where contributors reflect on
ethical dilemmas encountered in the field. The platform’s analytics dashboard openly displays readership
demographics, reinforcing accountability to diverse audiences.

6.2. Academic Recognition and Network Building

While initially marginalised by mainstream journals, marginal research has gained scholarly traction:
two special issues were reissued as edited volumes by Orient BlackSwan (2013, 2017). The magazine’s network
of contributors formed the Autonomous Social Science Network (ASSN) in 2016, hosting annual symposia that
rotate among rural venues to foreground grassroots scholarship.

VIl.  Validation And Communication Strategies

Tamil Nadu’s little magazines have developed a richly textured approach to validating knowledge and
communicating analysis that stands in stark contrast to conventional academic practices. Central to their strategy
is an ethic of reflexivity and accountability: each issue opens with an author’s reflection in which contributors
candidly describe their social location—caste, gender, class, and language—and explore how these identities
shaped their research perspectives. These positionality statements are accompanied by disclosures of affiliations
and funding sources, a practice borrowed from journalistic transparency, which enables readers to assess
potential biases and conflicts of interest. In this column, non- academic community members and local activists
submit methodological critiques and questions, which the editorial team addresses in subsequent issues,
cultivating an ongoing dialogue that spans the printed page and village assembly halls. To ensure that such
feedback remains integral to the magazines’ evolution, editors publish an annual accountability report
summarising reader responses, corrections, and the community events they inspired.

Equally important is the communal peer- review process, which decentralises authority and honours
local epistemic expertise. Rather than relying solely on anonymous academic referees, draft articles circulate in
advance to village councils, student collectives, and NGO networks. At these gatherings—known as People’s
Assemblies—facilitators guide participatory discussions, inviting attendees to annotate the text with handwritten
notes, counter- narratives, and contextual corrections. Editors then transcribe these “communal annotations”
into digital footnotes, creating a living document that bears the imprint of diverse voices. To supplement
assemblies, magazines partner with panchayat offices and literacy centres to host field- based workshops where
community members co-construct glossaries for indigenous terms like kurinji (mountainous terrain) or thendral
(sea breeze). Through these collaborative workshops, translators and contributors negotiate meaning, ensuring
that conceptual translations resonate with lived experiences rather than imposing external theoretical frames.

The magazines’ commitment to multi-modal and evocative communication further distinguishes their
approach. Articles are interwoven with Sangam- era poetry, folk- song refrains, and stylized kolam patterns that
frame analytical insights within sensory, emotional landscapes. Calligraphic Tamil typography, hand- drawn
borders, and color-coded sections guide readers through methodological, analytical, and testimonial layers,
rendering each issue both an intellectual and an aesthetic encounter. In digital editions, annotation platforms
such as comments are locally developed tools that allow readers to highlight passages, add commentary, and tag
concepts with indigenous lexicons, transforming static text into a participatory forum where scholarship grows
in real time.

Finally, little magazines emphasise inward-facing translation and cultural relevance when engaging
with Western theories. Translators embed meta-comments on the cultural resonance or dissonance of imported
terms—for instance, comparing Bourdieu’s habitus with the Tamil concept of arivu murai (ways of knowing)
and noting where parallels break down. Each issue includes a bilingual glossary, complete with etymological
notes and folk-narrative examples, that anchors key concepts within Tamil epistemic frames. To reach non-
literate audiences, some periodicals have staged public readings, folk-theatre enactments, and community
storytelling events that breathe life into scholarly arguments through embodied performance. Together, these
validation and communication practices uphold person-cantered, communal, and culturally grounded
scholarship, challenging the disembodied objectivity of Western academic paradigms and nurturing a dynamic,
democratized knowledge ecosystem.

VIIl.  Conclusion
Tamil Nadu’s little magazines showcase how decentralised, community-embedded publications can
incubate decolonial social science praxis. To mainstream these innovations, higher education institutions should:
Curricular Integration: Introduce co-authorship projects with little magazines into social science
syllabi, enabling students to experience communal validation processes firsthand.
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Collaborative Publishing Platforms: Establish university-backed digital platforms that aggregate
magazine content, supporting peer review by academics and community practitioners.

Policy Partnerships: Create joint research chairs funded by state and civil society that mandate
action-centered outcomes, measured by policy briefs and legislative amendments.

By embedding person-, experience-, action-, and emancipation-centered pillars into grant criteria,
ethics committees, and publication guidelines, mainstream sociology can transition from reproducing epistemic
hierarchies to catalysing contextualised, justice-oriented scholarship. Such a shift will enrich global dialogues,
ensuring that knowledge production reflects the pluralistic realities of postcolonial societies and reclaims
intellectual sovereignty.
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