
Welcome to the fourth of our teach ins, I’m going to hand over to Professor Prasad to introduce 
today’s speaker but I just wanted to read the message that’s been sent by Professor Noam 
Chomsky to the Vice Chancellor directly and it’s very short, I’ll just read this statement of his, 
or rather I should say, his question. ‘Many of us remain very concerned about the crisis at JNU 
which was apparently created and precipitated by the government and university administration 
with no credible evidence of any seditious activities on campus. Why did you allow the police 
on campus when it is clear, that this is not required?’  

 

Introduction by Professor Prasad 

International mother language day, we are here, Namaste, vannakam, namaskaram, good 
evening, Salaam. You know, this is the place to talk about diversity, this is the place to talk 
about nationalism and who better than Ayesha Kidwai. I’ve known Ayesha Kidwai for a very 
long time, I’ve known Ayesha as a young student -- she was a young student, not me (Ayesha 
from the audience- ‘I still am!’) and she was always, always, always, this bright, this sharp 
student with a great sense of humour. A great friend to friends. Boy, take her on and you don’t 
know what has hit you, or you won’t know it. Ayesha has many aspects to her, the newest 
being her as a translator. She has translated In Freedom’s Shade by her grandmother Anis 
Kidwai, in which she (Ayesha) also puts herself in the midst of her family history. A history 
that struggled for the nation. A history where they chose India and chose to fight in spite of 
personal tragedies. Tragedies which were brought about by Partition. To tell us, to teach us, 
and to call us anti-nationalists, to teach us nationalism is so idiotic, it’s pathetic. So, I’m so 
glad Ayesha is here, to speak to us today and on, as I said International Mother Language day. 
Her topic is on the difference between tongue and language, and our Constitution and linguistic 
diversity. Who better than Ayesha to speak about this, and why am I standing in her way. 

 

Today is  International Mother Language Day. First celebrated by the United Nations in 1999, 
it was formally adopted as a day to be celebrated across the world in 2009. This year’s theme 
is the importance of mother tongue education. In a university campus which is facing sustained 
attack and great travails and great resistance, it is important to remember why this day was 
chosen. This has to do with events in our neighbouring country of Bangladesh, then East 
Pakistan, a tragic series of events that arose because of the suppression of the Bangla language 
in the newly born Pakistani nation. 

On the 21st of February 1952, which is known in Bangladesh and in West Bengal as Ekushe, in 
response to a call for a demonstration in Dhaka University, students gathered by the thousands 
at the University gates (quite like what is happening in JNU these days). The protest was called 
to honour the Bangla language, and to protest the government proposal that Bangla should be 
written in the Perso-Arabic script. Police arrested several students, despite the intervention of 
the vice chancellor (a better one than ours) and university professors. The protests spread, and 
later in the day, outside the East Bengal Legislative Assembly, five students were shot dead in 
police firing.  

In today’s The Hindu, this story has been retold by Ashis Dutta, and he reminds us that the 
relevance that this story has for us today in India, is that Ekushe is “about the voice of the 



marginalised”, and a recognition that India’s “teeming diversity” that renders each of us a 
“minority” in some way or the other. 

It is particularly fitting that we remember Ekushe in the locale that we are in today, a site where 
the rights of people have been asserted over the obedience demanded by national governments. 
And today we do so, to honour our mother tongues and the promises that the Indian 
Constitution makes to linguistic minorities and their mother tongues and for a nation that is 
above all multilingual. iSome of these promises are: 

• Article 29 enshrines a commitment to the maintenance of India’s linguistic diversity: 
“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”. 

• Article 30 guarantees minorities the right to develop and propagate these languages 
(and their speakers) through managing and running educational institutions.  

• Article 350A provides for instruction in their own mother tongues at the primary stage 
of education to children belonging to the linguistic minorities: “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.” 

• Articles 345 and 120 promote multilingual governance. Article 345, leaves a State free, 
through its legislature, to adopt Hindi or any language used in its territory as its official 
language(s). Article 120 concerned permits member(s) to use his/her mother tongue in 
the Indian Parliament.  

In a very real way, and tragically so, the story of the Indian nation in the year 2016 is a story 
of an overall failure to realise the promises we made to ourselves in the Constitution, as many 
mother tongues spoken in the Indian subcontinent are either in danger of completely vanishing 
or are spoken less and less. We do not even know how many mother tongues are spoken in 
India today, as the policy of successive Indian governments has actually been directed at 
finding ways NOT to implement the Constitutional guarantees given to all languages spoken 
by Indian citizens.  

The Census of India has since the 1970s emerged as the main instrument by the mother tongues 
of the people are systematically underrepresented. The need for such under-representation 
arose, in the main, from the 1961 Census, which was the last time the number of mother tongues 
the Indian people laid claim to was revealed. The number there was 1652, and one can only 
imagine the panic that must have set in at this number: if the figure of 1652 was to be 
maintained, then the government would have to commit vast resources to implement the 
Constitutional guarantee for mother tongue education at the primary level. Rather than 
incurring this expenditure, successive governments have taken the easy way out by employing 
a methodology that masks the linguistic diversity of India, and reduces the number and 
importance of mother tongues. Though the Census enumerator still asks citizens about the 
languages they speak – and are mandated to record the answers without editorialising them – 
it is what the Census does to them afterwards that radically reduces the number of mother 
tongues spoken by the people of India. 



In every Census, the people of India return far more language names than are actually recorded. 
For example,  in the 1991 census, they returned 10,400 language names, and in the 2001 census, 
6,661 names. The Census’ rationalisation reduces the language names returned to names of 
‘probable languages’, using the colonial Linguistic Survey of India  (1894—1928) and other 
publications, as well as the experiences of earlier Censuses. In 1991, this resulted in 1576 
probable languages, whereas in 2001, this yielded 1635. This difference in figures should be 
enough to make us wonder at the methodology employed for rationalisation (which is not 
revealed), but things actually get worse, as being a ‘probable language’ is no longer enough to 
be a ‘mother tongue’.  

In order to be a ‘mother tongue’, a probable language needs to be classified. Using the same 
resources as those employed for rationalisation, the Census further classifies probable 
languages into mother tongues (again, the principles of classification are kept secret). In 2001, 
this process yielded 234 mother tongues, i.e. 14.3%  of probable languages, and in 1991, the 
number was 216, i.e. 13.7% of probable languages.     

To be a mother tongue is not the endpoint for the Census, however, which continues its mission 
of managing India’s linguistic diversity. Mother tongues are further classified into Languages 
(with a capital L), i.e. those mother tongues it recognises and accords prestige to. In 1991, the 
Census found 122 Languages in the Indian nation, and in 2001, it found 114. In other words, 
on an average 7.3% of probable languages end up as Languages that the Indian government 
gives patronage and official encouragement to.   

In this progression from language name to probable language to mother tongue to Language,  
there are many elisions of distinct cultures and their languages. The first step of rationalisation 
is something that all censuses must do, as often, people just give the names of their caste, 
region, or village (this is not unusual, as one’s language is rarely named by the self, it is usually 
the Other). Quite expectedly, the Census must rationalize such responses, and pare them down. 
However, when the Census classifies groups languages, it is then that the most injustice and 
insult is generated.  

Perhaps the most detrimental strategy is the decision that if less than 10,000 speakers return a 
language name, it is not to be named as a distinct mother tongue. This is in particular cruel to 
Adivasi and smaller communities, whose populations might be quite small. We have personally 
encountered students from the North-East and tribal areas whose distinct language is spoken 
just in their village, and numbers of speakers have been stable between 800-1200. So this is 
one way to deny us the promise of our constitution, as by not naming them, we are writing 
them out of our nation. These languages will never be taught in school, no one will create 
varnamalas (alphabet books) or grammar books for them, and more and more of their speakers 
will stop speaking them out of shame, or at least made to feel that their language has no value. 
From what we know, there are a large number of such languages that do not get named and 
therefore counted – somewhere near a thousand of them. 

But this strategy gets rid of only about a thousand mother tongues, and does not trick the 
Constitutional promise enough. To pare down the number of mother tongues further, the 
strategy of grouping many languages under one language is employed. It is this strategy that 
has led to the popular but terrible belief that Hindi is widely spoken across India and is our 
national language. ii From the 2001 Census we learn that more than 50 languages, including 
Chattisgarhi, Bhojpuri, and Garhwali, are grouped under the Language ‘Hindi’. This makes a 



mockery of the answers that the Indian people have given the Census – by naming the 
languages they speak, 33,099,497 Bhojpuri, 13,260,186 Chhattisgarhi, and 2,267,314 Garhwali 
speakers were telling the government that their language is NOT Hindi, but the artefacts of the 
Census ensures that their acts of linguistic identity do not undermine Hindi’s claim to prestige 
and power remains unaffected. And Hindi itself is not redefined in the process either, as a 
language of a continuum amongst the people.iii    

The Census of India language data, as an instance of language policy, thus creates a social 
tension between languages, and produces a society that is hostile to the survival and 
maintenance of languages spoken by smaller and disadvantaged groups. However, the Census 
is not the only means by which inequality between languages has been created. It is a matter 
of great shame for this nation that not every language in India has a script. There are many 
points of comparisons in which we might feel better off than the Soviet Union, but this is one 
place where we’re not. Because, in the Soviet Union which had thousands of languages, every 
language was given a script by 1925, but here in India in 2015 and there is no way to write the 
many languages of India.  

Why is preserving minority languages important? This artificial category of Language with an 
upper case L is a betrayal of our Constitution, the death of a language is the loss of much more 
than a means of expression. Globally, language attrition and death has become a matter of great 
concern, particularly as the world hurtles headlong along the path of criminal development by 
which more and more people are displaced or made to leave their homes and lands. Well-
meaning arguments tend to be phrased in utilitarian terms such as preservation is essential 
because language is the medium of  “indigenous knowledge systems” that record, for example, 
the medicinal uses of flora and fauna, the sources and use of important minerals, etc. However, 
if the need to maintain languages is to be justified in terms of preserving the knowledge 
embodied in them, we must ensure that the right to use and propagate this knowledge rests with 
the community. If the preservation of language is to be argued for in terms of facilitating 
(capitalist) exploitation of natural resources, then it isn’t much of an argument at all. 

In my view – and this is one shared by a large number of linguists – the best argument for the 
preservation of minority languages is one that foregrounds the importance of language in our 
understanding of what it is to be human. There are many ways to do linguistics, including the 
one that many of you are most familiar with (the politics of language, its discursive properties 
and its role in the creation of social meanings), but what I am referring to is a perspective on 
language first articulated by Noam Chomsky.  

In this way of approaching language,  every language that exists in any individual instantiates 
a specific version of the general human linguistic ability. This is a knowledge that has nothing 
to do with nationalities, nothing to do with nations, nothing to do with elective groupings, 
nothing to do with caste, gender, and religion – as we learn more and more about this 
knowledge, we find that Santali has more in common with French and Spanish than Hindi, and 
Malayalam may share many properties of Korean and Japanese. This uniquely human ability 
is a domain-specific knowledge distinct from other cognitive abilities, and is equally available 
across the species to enable the human mind to express itself, to externalise thought as it were. 
As a consequence, every language (whether the government gives it a script or grammar or 
not) tells us something about what it means to be human. In this view, the loss of any one 
language is the loss of a means of understanding this unique human ability; and a society that 
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enables every individual to maintain her/his language preserves the possibility of our one day 
understanding the human mind. Our Constitutional guarantees envision a language policy that 
would have realised such a society, but our nation has never trodden the path envisioned for it. 

The university is the natural place in which discussions and critiques about India’s language 
policy must take place, precisely because it is in this space that we seek to advance human 
knowledge in an egalitarian and socially sensitive manner. What is at stake is not only the 
substantive equality of all citizens, but also the nature of scientific inquiry. For insisting on the 
university as a space of the freedom of thought and expression, we have been plunged into a 
terrible crisis, but I have no doubt that we shall overcome it, as we see ourselves as part of a 
great humanist tradition of inquiry that approaches even the smallest of languages with humility 
and is forever mindful of the human dignity of its speakers. For us, every language is equal and 
equally precious, and fundamentally undifferentiated in terms of value, even if it is labelled as 
classical or ancient.  

Even as we take on the challenges posed by this crackdown on our university, we have much 
to change in the way we approach ours and others’ languages. Every year, when fresh students 
come into the classroom, two groups behave quite differently. The larger of the two have a 
common response to teachers’ queries about the languages they speak -- they usually return the 
names of the more prestigious languages – Hindi, English, Bangla,, Oriya, Malayalam, Tamil, 
Marathi, Punjabi, etc. – all languages with a capital L. By the time we are done with them 
(usually by the end of the first semester), I am happy to report, their real languages have made 
a showing, and they begin to identify themselves as speakers of Bajjika, Angika, Magahi, 
Sylheti, Santali, Kurux, Haryanvi, Kutchchi, etc., i.e. all languages that have been submerged  
under the capital L.  

The second, and much smaller group of students is from the North-East, who never ever let the 
politics of the bigger languages of the region, including Hindi, elide the names of their 
languages. From this group, we often hear the names of languages for the first time, spoken by 
communities as small as 400-500. It is this refusal to let powerful languages determine how we 
characterise ourselves that we must learn from our friends from the North-East, and we must, 
on this day and every other day, speak our distinct languages and speak them with pride. For 
in asserting India’s linguistic pluralism inheres a powerful resistance to the fallacies of ‘one 
language, one nation’, a path that our Constitution very firmly directs us away from. 

 

 
i Contrary to popular perception, the Indian Constitution does not designate Hindi as the “national 
Language”. Rather, it is the “official” language of the Union (and English is the associate official 
language until Parliament rules otherwise).  
 
ii There is no notion of a national language in the Constitution, whose eighth schedule lists twenty-two 
languages, with no capital L. 
 
iii In fact, the Census data on languages can hardly be relied upon at all, as it is notoriously sensitive to 
political manipulation by respondents. The case of Sanskrit is particularly amusing, as the language 
registered a decadal growth of 714.54% between 1981 and 1991, with the 6,106 speakers of the 
language as a mother tongue rising to 49,736 in number by 1981. Given that the Census requires 
mother tongue identification to be determined by birth to a mother who speaks the same language, this 
suggests a sharp and somewhat spike in the fertility of the few thousand Sanskrit speaking mother. 



 
Assuming (quite unreasonably) that half the 6,106 speakers of the language in 1981 were women, 
each woman would have had to give birth to roughly 14 children in that decade! (The following 
decade saw an equally alarming slump, by the way, as Sanskrit speakers slumped by-71.54% to a 
number of 14,135.)  
 
 
 


