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Any group of people can invent/initiate a script of their 

own for their language. But how much acceptance it 

will get from society will depend upon the kind of 

political support it generates for itself. Today, Santhali 

language is written in several scripts - Devanagari, 

Roman, Bangla, Oriya and Ol Chikki. Now, which of 

these gets the acceptance of the larger Santhali 

community is a purely political issue. The struggle till 

then is on for all of them!

Another issue is that of the area in which the language 

is used. It is proclaimed that language is one which is 

spoken in a larger area or one which is spoken by a 

larger population and dialect is one which is restricted 

to a limited/smaller area. This is very interesting. Take 

the case of Hindi again. It has been continuously 

projected through newspapers, radio and television as 

one which is spoken by almost fifty per cent of India's 

population. It was given constitutional status by 

declaring it as the official language of the Union 

(mostly people confuse this with national language). It 

was also made the medium of instruction in schools. 

With all this backing and support, Hindi became a 

'language' while others like Braj, Awadhi, Bhojpuri and 

Maithili became its dialects. The large population that 

speaks these 'dialects' has been clubbed together under 

the umbrella of 'Hindi-speaking' people and it has, 

therefore, been declared that Hindi is spoken by 

millions of people in India.

How many people actually speak standardized Hindi? 

Very few indeed. People generally use their own 

languages - Bhojpuri, Maithili, Awadhi, Braj, Magadhi, 

Bundeli, Hadoti, Bagdi, Chhattisgarhi, etc. - in their 

informal conversations, and hardly use standardized 

Hindi. Standardized Hindi is probably spoken in some 

parts of Allahabad, Benaras and Meerut only. But what 

about people in Chamba and Hamirpur (Himachal 

Pradesh), Rohtak and Bhiwani (Haryana), Jaisalmer and 

Sawai Madhopur (Rajasthan), Ara and Chhapra (Bihar), 

Raipur and Bilaspur (Chhattisgarh) etc - do they speak 

standardized Hindi?

So, it is clear that on the basis of grammar, script, 

literature and the size of the area, it is not possible to 

make any difference between language and dialect. 

Then why is this difference or hierarchy created? Why is 

Hindi or for that matter Queen's English or any other 

language given a superior status? This is a question 

which demands some deep introspection by everybody. 

This article has been adapted from the original Hindi 

version, titled “Kaun Bhasha Kaun Boli”, published 

in Issue 13 (Annual Volume 3), pages 37-43, of 

Sandarbh, a publication of Eklavya, Bhopal.
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Diverse and united India is complex with 

many cultures and faiths, ways of life, dress 

and food habits, traditions and rituals. The 

different religions of the Hindu, Buddhist, 

Jain, Sikh, Muslim, Christian, with a variety of sects, and 

varying tribal religious beliefs are like petals of one flower. 

This diversity extends over to Indian languages as well. 

This article peeks into the language scene in India, and 

presents research results of four recent studies.

Language Families of India 

Languages in India belong to six language families:
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1. The Indo-Aryan (Indo-European) - 75.30% (Hindi, 

Marathi, Gujarati, Sindhi, Punjabi, Kashmiri, Oriya, 

Assamese, Bengali, etc.)

2. Dravidian - 22.59% (Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, 

Malayalam and a few Tribal languages.)

3. Austro-Asiatic - 1.13% (Mainly tribal languages.)

4. The Tibeto-Burman  0.97% (Mainly tribal languages.)

5. Germanic (Indo-European) -  0.02% (English.)

6. Semito-Hamitic  -  0.01% (Arabic.)

There are numerous languages, with multiple dialects 

and sociolects. For example, within each major 

regional language, there are dialects, out of which, 

one is considered the standard language.  

Languages and Dialects in India

It is said of India that language changes every 20 miles. 

This perhaps is because of the fact that in ancient 

times, people hardly ever moved from their place of 

birth or had opportunity to interact with other 

language speakers. The language and culture therefore 

remained uniquely their own. In pre-British India there 

were more than 500 small and large kingdoms and 

hamlets. The geo-socio scene has changed and there is 

cross migration of people across nooks and corners of 

India rendering it a living lab of language mix.

India's Socio-Political Space

The Indian political, economic and socio-cultural 

contexts occur under conditions of a multi-structural 

whole. Its economy centers on agriculture wherein 

feudal, pre-capitalist and capitalist structures co-

exist. Its democratic political system is the 

manifestation of the local Panchayat system in 

combination with threads drawn from international 

political systems. Its socio-cultural make-up is the 

combination of Great Traditions with Little Traditions. 

Its industry is a spectrum ranging from information 

technology to small-scale industries. Its legal system 

ranges from the local Panchayat system and tribal 

customary laws to the district, high and supreme 

courts. Its people are composite groups, a combination 

of caste and class, of 'jatis' and 'non-jatis.'

In such a setting where collective sharing of cultures 

contradicts collective rights and group identities, a 

discussion of language and power in the midst of cultures 

in transition is bound to encounter complexities.

“Language” is a social phenomenon and is conceptualized 

in relation to economic power, religion, ethnicity, 

caste, political ideology, regional and national 

boundaries. In addition to these categories, 'language' 

is an emotionally-charged phenomenon. When 

manipulated with a particular motive in mind, 'language' 

can be the cause of cohesiveness or divisiveness of 

social groups in a given geographic area, or be seen as 

cohesive structural incorporation of micro identities 

into a macro identity or seen as fissiparous. The 

language movements across the country at different 

times and the ongoing debate on Hindi as the national 

language and the role of English in education, 

administration and mass communication are examples. 

In multilingual, multicultural settings, which are 

composed of majority, minority and minor social 

groups, maintenance of group identity and national 

integration are in apparent contradiction.

Use of language in multilingual India is complex. In the 

midst of many languages the gravitational push-pull is 

towards learning English for upward socio-economic 

mobility. Just as the English language continues to 

adapt and borrow from other languages to suit 

changing scenes so also are Indian languages following 

its footsteps. An implication of its social complexities 

and cultural diversities is that home, education, 

administration and mass communication reflect this 

multi  structural  ethos.

Status of English in India

The Official Language of the Union of India is Hindi. The 

Associate Official Language is English. At the time of 

Independence, the Constitution declared English as its 

Associate Official Language for a period of fifteen 

years. The expectation was that all states would 

accept Hindi as the Official Language. It never 

happened. As of date the status quo continues to be 

maintained. Time and again this issue emerges in both 

houses of Parliament.

English in political India is considered a foreign 
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language but it is the language that everybody hopes to 

master for reasons of upward economic movement. In 

everyday use, there are different "Englishes" in India- 

Hinglish, (influence of Hindi); Banglish (influence of 

Bengali), Kanglish (of Kannada) and Malinglish 

(influence of Malayalam). This goes on and on 

considering the multiplicity of languages, language 

families and cultures. In other words, English in India is 

re-interpreted in terms of one's mother tongue. 

Other Languages used in Different Regions of India

Just as India is a multilingual, multicultural whole, so 

also are the different regions of the country. In 1956, 

for administrative purposes, India was divided into 

different States on the basis of the dominant (major) 

language speakers. Over the years, newer states were 

created based on issues of language; many demands for 

additional states are pending before the central 

government. 

All capital and metropolitan cities are multilingual. 

Speakers of major, minority and tribal languages 

migrate to these places in search of employment. They 

are from across the hierarchy of social, educational 

and economic status of society.

For example, most language groups, due to drought 

and other natural calamities, migrate to Mumbai, the 

commercial capital of the country. They are the rural 

poor and uneducated who cannot afford high rent 

rates; locate themselves in the famous Dharavi slum, 

Asia's largest. Each linguistic group concentrates in a 

particular locale of the slum. Life goes on with people 

maintaining their home language, following their 

regional cultural values yet acquiring the neighbor's 

and Mumbai Hindi.

Most big cities have associations based on language 

affinity. For example, Delhi has the Tamil Sangam, the 

Kannada Sangha, the Bangla Sangh, etc. These are 

localities where speakers of a particular language 

dominate and where members of these associations 

regularly meet for religious and cultural events.

We have in India a business community whose 

profession is predominantly money - lending. They are 

the Marwaris. Their home language is Marwari, which 

they guard with pride. Their accounts are kept in a 

script called  “Lande” which only they can decipher. 

However, in order to interact with their clients, they 

attain a high level of fluency in the local languages.

If one travels by road from the tip of the south to the 

extreme of the north of India or in any other direction, 

there is no break in communication. There is variation 

in terms of local language, food, dress, village dwellings 

etc, but effective communication does happen. Breaks 

in communication occur only when one hops across to 

places afar. One is able to guess the region of the 

speaker from the variety of spoken language.

Even in any single village, variation in language is found 

because of caste distinctions. There are villages that 

could comprise different religions, but they all could 

be speakers of the same language. For example, in 

Kerala or Tamil Nadu, the Muslims mostly speak 

Malayalam and Tamil at home and use Urdu or Arabic 

only in the mosque.

Conclusion

Language, both verbal and non-verbal, has all along 

been the means to interact and communicate face to 

face. People are aware of other social groups through 

geographical proximity and travelogues. They created 

literary traditions, which went on to encapsulate and 

spread the use of selected languages to rule and educate.

Through social acceptance, dominant languages 

reached heights of development. They are used in 

administration, education and mass communication. 

This process brought in inequality and discrimination. 

Literature in the field indicates the whole gambit of 

controversy of major languages undermining the 

significance of the minor and minority languages. This 

situation emerged with the race for upward socio-

economic mobility. The upward economic mobility one 

gains through a language is the focal point of parents to 

school their children in. The desire to earn more money 

in order to lead a comfortable life side tracked the 

status and function of those languages whose written 

traditions were either too poor or were not sufficiently 
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developed to cater to the demands of socio - economic 

progress. This is an interpretation of empowering 

language through social acceptance enabled through 

political power and promoted through the education 

system, which is carried over in other domains, such as 

administration and mass communication. As time 

progressed, means to communicate advanced through 

the telegraph, the telephone and the radio. The 

telegraph, radio and satellite communication systems 

empowered the languages that were accepted and 

used through these systems. This is an interpretation of 

empowering language through social acceptance and 

technology in the age of globalization.
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Opening Thoughts

The invitation for an article in Learning 

Curve came at a time when the subject of 

Karnataka's “language policy” was in the 

news once again. For a subject to retain the value of 

topicality it must reappear in cyclical bursts, make its 

presence felt aggressively in many directions, exhaust 

itself, and retire to its quarters until its next 

appearance. Other topicalities must be given their 

cyclical turns - nature vs. nurture in intelligence, 

elimination vs. rehabilitation of street dogs, 

reservation vs. merit in public institutions and so on. 

Not too long ago the games and pastimes of children 

too followed cycles of appearance, with tops, seven 

stones, kabaddi, kites and gilli danda following the 

laws of seasonality. One cannot help wondering about 

the cyclical nature of our engagements. There must be 

a scientific explanation lying there somewhere, 

waiting to be discovered. 

The language policy season is upon us once again. In 

any policy debate we assume that the discussion has a 

solid, reliable body of facts to fall back upon, so that 

the prescriptions we adopt for ourselves (affecting 

future generations) satisfy the basic requirement of 

informed choice. This way we also accept in a realistic 

manner that no policy prescription can be perfect, 

satisfying everybody in all conditions. A policy debate 

can be expected to be emotional, and we must accept 

that emotionality will cloud reasoning in many ways. 

All the more reason to ensure that the base has both 

breadth and depth. 

A disclaimer should be in order at this stage. It is not 
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