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Some thoughts on dealing  with India’s Linguistic Diversity 

Language Identity and Language 
Endangerment 



What’s a language?

● Two ways to describe it: an internal view and an external one:
● A system of communication based upon words and the 

combination of words into sentences. Linguists are interested 
in understanding this system — what is it exactly that 
speakers know, how they come to know it, and how is it 
used. (Language as a human knowledge system)

● A language is something infinitely greater than grammar and 
philology. It is the poetic testament of the genius of a race and 
a culture, and the living embodiment of the thoughts and 
fancies that have moulded them — Jawaharlal Nehru. 
(Language as a marker of cultural/ethnic distinction.)



Political Definitions

● The Constitution of India designates official languages of 
the union and 22 Scheduled languages.
● Art. 29: “Any section of the citizens residing in the territory 

of India or any part thereof having a distinct language, script 
or culture of its own shall have the right to conserve the 
same”.

● Art. 30: “All minorities, whether based on religion or 
language, shall have the right to establish and administer 
educational institutions of their choice.” 

● The issue of ‘distinctness’ takes us to the question of how 
it is to be measured. A familiar distinction is between 
‘language’ and ‘dialect’.



The Constitution of India

● For citizens, the notion ‘mother tongue’ is the unit 
of language referred to.
● Art 350A: It shall be the endeavour of every 

State and of every local authority within the 
State to provide adequate facilities for 
instruction in the mother-tongue at the primary 
stage of education to children belonging to 
linguistic minority groups; and the President 
may issue such directions to any State as he 
considers necessary or proper for securing the 
provision of such facilities.



The Constitution and the State

● The state’s interpretation of various constitutional 
provisions yields the following schema:
● Art. 350A sets up the basic unit of enumeration as the 

mother-tongue — these must be counted by the Census
● Mother tongue is the language spoken in childhood by the person’s 

mother to the person. If the mother died in infancy, the language 
mainly spoken in the person’s home in childhood will be the mother 
tongue. In the case of infants and deaf mutes, the language usually 
spoken by the mother should be recorded. In case of doubt, the 
language mainly spoken in the household may be recorded.”

● Art. 29 and 30 are taken as requiring the grouping of 
mother-tongues into languages (and dialects) and 
representing ‘distinctness’.



The Indo Aryan Language Family
Indo Aryan
21 languages with106 Mother Tongues - 76.86% 
of Indian Population

1 Assamese (Scheduled)

2 Bengali (Scheduled)

3 Bhili/Bhilodi

4 Bishnupuriya

5 Dogri (Scheduled)

6 Gujarati (Scheduled)

7 Halabi

8 Hindi (Scheduled)

9 Kashmiri (Scheduled)

10 Khandeshi

11 Konkani (Scheduled)

12 Lahnda

13 Maithili (Scheduled)

14 Marathi (Scheduled)

15 Nepali (Scheduled)

16 Oriya (Scheduled)

17 Punjabi (Scheduled)

18 Sanskrit (Scheduled)

19 Shina

20 Sindhi (Scheduled)

21 Urdu (Scheduled)



The Dravidian Language Family

Dravidian
17 languages with 27 Mother Tongues - 20.82% 
of Indian Population 

1 Coorgi / Kodagu

2 Gondi

3 Jatapu

4 Kannada (Scheduled)

5 Khond / Kondh

6 Kisan

7 Kolami

8 Konda

9 Koya

10 Kui

11 Kurukh / Oraon

12 Malayalam (Scheduled)

13 Malto 

14 Parji

15 Tamil (Scheduled)

16 Telugu (Scheduled)

17 Tulu

96% of the population speaks only 20-odd IA & Dravidian languages 
Speakers of 20 Austro-Asiatic languages and 98 Sino-Tibetan languages together make up about another 2%



The Austro – Asiatic Language Family 

Austro Asiatic
14 Languages with 21 Mother Tongues - 1.11% 
of Indian Population

1 Bhumij

2 Gadaba

3 Ho

4 Juang

5 Kharia

6 Khasi

7 Koda / Kora

8 Korku

9 Korwa

10 Munda

11 Mundar

12 Nicobarese

13 Santali

14 Savara



The Tibeto-Burman Family

Tibeto – Burmese
66 languages with 76 Mother Tongues - 1.00% of 
Indian Population

1 Adi

2 Anal

3 Angami

4 Ao

5 Balti

6 Bhotia/ zanskari

7 Bodo (Scheduled)

8 Chakesang

9 Chakru / Chokri

10 Chang

11 Deori

12 Dimasa

13 Gangte

14 Garo

15 Halam

16 Hmar

17 Kanui

18 Karbi / Mikir

19 Khezha

20 Khiemnungan

21 Kinnauri



Describing the Diversity  

2001 Census
Item Number
Names of Mother Tongues –Raw returns 6661
Rationalized grouping of Mother Tongues 3592
Classified Mother Tongues 1635 (out of 3592)
Unclassified Mother Tongues 1957 (out of 3592)
Identifiable Mother Tongues (returned by more than 
10,000 speakers) 

234 – (93 for  22 scheduled 
languages +141 under 100 non 

scheduled)

2011 Census
Item Number
Names of Mother Tongues –Raw returns 19569

Rationalized grouping of Mother Tongues 2843
Classified Mother Tongues 1369 (out of 2843)
Unclassified Mother Tongues 1474 (out of 2843)
Identifiable Mother Tongues (returned by more than 
10,000 speakers) 

270 – (123 for  22 scheduled 
languages +147 under 99 non- 

scheduled)



Disappearing the diversity

● Dialect: a language that is 
socially subordinated to a 
regional or national 
standard language, often 
historically cognate or 
genetically related to the 
standard language. 

● Dialects have low social 
status, are not used in 
writing, no province or 
state is named after them, 
and lack prestige with 
respect to some other, 
often standardised, variety.



The result

● There are various reasons for the decadal increases and dips, so 
much so that it is impossible to judge how many speakers of a mother 
tongue there are and how many languages there are. 



● The Atlas presents a tentatively  
approximate data-set of 2,500 
endangered languages – ranked on the 
basis of five different levels of vitality: 
unsafe, definitely endangered, severely 
endangered, critically endangered and 
extinct, the report is extremely 
worrisome for the smaller languages.

● “More than 200 have become extinct 
during the last three generations, 538 are 
critically endangered, 502 severely 
endangered, 632 definitely endangered 
and 607 unsafe” 

● Also painful to note that in all “199 
languages have fewer than ten speakers 
and 178 others have 10 to 50” in the rest 
of the world.

● India houses a large number of these 
threatened languages  -  whether we 
agree on the figure 196 or not is a 
separate matter.

● Many of these languages spread over 
different states.

UNESCO Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger (2009)



● 67.36% of these are 
locatable in the eastern 
region, with another 
18.41% in the 
Himalayan region in the 
north. 

● If we take up their 
location with respect to 
the Himalayan belt – 
from north to eastern-
most corner, we find 
70.29% of them tucked 
in this region. 

● NORTH [48]
The Himalayas – 44 ; The Rest – 4 
(CHATTISGARH – 3; HIMACHAL- 19; J&K– 12; 
MP– 11; UTTARAKHAND – 13; and UP-  1)

● WEST [04] (MAHARASHTRA - 4)
● SOUTH [26] (AP– 11;  KARNATAKA – 6; 

KERALA – 2; TAMIL NADU - 7)
● EAST [161]

The Himalayas –124; The Rest –41 
(ANDAMAN & NICOBAR– 9; ARUNACHAL – 
36; ASSAM – 24; BIHAR – 5; JHARKHAND – 10; 
MANIPUR – 28; MEGHALAYA – 5; MIZORAM – 6;  
NAGALAND – 21, and ORISSA - 17)

The Geographical Location of Endangerment



India’s counting method is not working!
WHAT IS TO BE DONE?



Change the lens, change the question

● Mother-tongues, not mother-tongue. Multilingualism is 
the norm
● What we need to know is how people manage their 

many MTs and codes and what their domains of use are, 
not what their linguistic identity (i.e. loyalty) is.

● The delivery of education can be in as many of the 
mother tongues as possible, and making conscious 
efforts to include in pedagogy, the ultra- minority ones 
as well.

● Stop the practices of not counting MTs on the basis of a 
10,000 speaker cut-off, and found rationalisation and 
classification on modern results, not Grierson’s LSI.



➢ We asked respondents: 
● What languages they spoke, read, wrote, and understood?

● Moving away from the notion of mother tongue defuses the 
fraught issue of linguistic identity;  asking about skills lets speakers 
evaluate themselves on metrics that they believe the speech 
community accepts.

● Does this behaviour change when the social, discourse and 
geographical context of the individual changes?

● Language vitality is indicated by stable and/or expanding domains 
of use with speakers of the same community.  An attrition of 
domains is a sign of vulnerability; at the same time,  if another 
language slips into the breach,  we come to a better understanding 
of the ecological relations of languages with each other.

Small experiments: The JNU Langscape Survey



JNU Langscape



➢ Not a single respondent expressed concern about hegemonic 
English or Hindi; in fact the aspiration to English is very strong.

➢ Discourse in public spaces in the campus was predominantly in 
Hindi or English,  although the skill levels of individual speakers 
could possibly differ.  What is important here, -- and unusual with 
respect to the international situation – is that individuals who have 
a less than functional knowledge of a language can lay claim to be 
included in the speech community 

➢ A sizeable number of respondents wanted school education to 
become more bi-/multi- lingual than it officially is. 

JNU Langscape Survey: Other results



➢ Smaller (numerically) languages do not have expanding domains of 
use – a cause for worry – but neither do the so-called ‘big’ languages.  
For every Surjapuri or Kurux or Adi speaker who cannot use her 
language at a public place or in the college classroom, there is also a 
Maithili, Kashmiri or Punjabi speaker who is similarly disadvantaged.

Language Vitality is a matter of concern for everyone!



➢ The maintenance of India’s  linguistic diversity is possible if we 
recognise that the intervention cannot be at the level of an 
individual language, but rather at the level of language ecology.

➢ All the state can -- and perhaps should only– do is to ensure that 
access to all Indian languages, as well as from these languages is 
maintained and strengthened. This is no mean task in itself, but one 
currently,  there is a great reluctance to do, as it means overhauling 
the education system to begin with.

➢ What we can certainly – indeed must – do is to resist the notion of 
a monolingual identity, enforced in us by bonds of community and 
the like. 

Conclusions


