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LANGUAGE AND STATE1 
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Abstract 

Language distinguishes human beings from other species. It is the foundation of human 
societies and knowledge. Every language offers a unique worldview, and any threat to 
language also implies that there exists a threat to our ways of lives, minds, and society. 
There are approximately 6,000 languages in the world, which in turn means that 
humans are able to look at the same world in 6,000-plus different ways. Unfortunately, 
these unique world views are sinking quite rapidly and collapsing. The linguistic 
reorganisation of states in India as well as states’ education policies result in the 
marginalisation of many languages, and thus, of knowledge systems. As a human being, 
we cannot say if our consciousness actually exists as a differentiated thing in this world. 
Therefore, we cannot say whether the phenomenal world (the world surrounding us) is a 
dream that we are currently dreaming about or whether it is real? However, these happen 
to be philosophical questions which have been debated for many decades. The only bridge 
that exists between human consciousness (Chitta) and the phenomenal world (Astitva, 
Satya or Reality) is language.      In the absence of that bridge, the human mind or say 
human cognition would be completely at a loss while making an attempt to formulate an 
image of what exists at all - for instance, the cosmos, this world, nation, society or 
whatever, in the absence of a language, which is foremost here, in rank. Without 
language, humans would not have been humans. Indeed, that's the most dramatic 
marker of our human identity.   

The ability to speak, to make a sense of speech, to formulate abstractions 
on the basis of speech comes with language only, and it is this that 
distinguishes Homo sapiens from other species. Therefore, language can 
be said to be the very foundation of our being. Language does not only 
serve the speech act alone. People who are not able to verbally speak also 
have language or (speech) etched some wherein their brains. Language is 
the foundation of human society. It is indeed the foundation of all that we 
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know as knowledge, and language also happens to be the ultimate range of 
human communication, which in turn helps in forming human 
communities.  

The ability of languages to afford different worldviews is unique to the 
culture and people that it belongs to. For instance, the softness of noodles 
is better described in Mandarin Chinese than in Malayalam perhaps, given 
the prominence of noodles in East Asian cultures as opposed to the culture 
of Kerala. So, if at any point of time in life, a language is being threatened, 
it follows that the lifestyles and cultures of societies are also being 
threatened, and consequently, multiple worldviews are being threatened.  

Every language is a unique way of describing the reality that exists, a fresh 
pair of eyes that perceive the world. There are about 6,000 languages, 
which in turn means that humans are able to look at the same world in 
6,000-plus different ways3.  

However all the languages of the world are not on an equal footing. Certain 
languages are mistakenly considered superior to others. Over the last 200 
years, print technology came into wider use globally, first in China, then in 
Europe, followed by the rest of the world. Often, print technology is 
imagined to be an aid to perpetuate language. However, with the 
development of print technology languages all over the world have started 
becoming weaker. Humans are losing the ability to perceive the world in 
their own unique manners. Languages that shrewdly utilised the print 
technology ensured that printed books and other texts were printed in 
them. These languages viewed the non-printed, non-booked, non-
commented upon languages as non-validated, non-languages. These non-
languages were viewed as dialects. For instance, Odia was seen as a dialect 
of Bengali, Konkani was seen as a dialect of Marathi      and      even today, 
Bhojpuri is seen as a dialect of Hindi. In the last census, five crores twenty 
lakh Indians claimed Bhojpuri as their mother tongue. This is a number 
several times larger than the entire population of New Zealand. The census 
authority placed Bhojpuri as a subcategory of Hindi and inflated the 
number of Hindi speakers to 52 crore Indians. 

The inferiority of a dialect to a language is internalised to the extent of 
seeming natural. Dialects are commonly understood to be different 
versions of a single, standard language. All the dialects of a language are 
commonly understood to employ the script of the language they belong 

3 The estimates of Ethnologue—7000—and UNESCO—6000-  differ on this issue. 
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to. However, language is not writing; if a particular language does not have 
a script, it does not cease to be a language. For example, the English 
language does not have a script of its own even today. The British had set 
up an entire committee to translate the Bible into English, but they never 
set up even a single committee for coming up with a script for English as 
a language. In the entire history of eight-nine hundred years, no script was 
ever created for the English language. They have used the script that was 
used for Latin, the Roman script. This is used by other languages like 
French, Spanish, Italian, German and other languages. Hence, it is a 
misconception that a language must depend on a script. Humans have 
been speaking languages for the last 70,000 years approximately. But we 
have been writing languages for the last 6,000 years approximately. So, for 
the first 65,000 years, languages were still in existence, not written but still 
spoken and used. Writing is like a photograph of a language (Devy 2014).      

During the 20th century when India was moving towards freedom, the 
question arose as to the reorganisation and governance of the Indian 
nation. It was decided      that the Indian      landmass be divided along the 
lines of language. A language reorganisation commission was set up that 
worked      to create linguistic states for the next 20 years. For instance, 
Maharashtra was created for Marathi speakers, Karnataka was created for 
speakers of Kannada. But in the process, people on the borders of the 
states got divided.  

Let us exemplify it, the Bhil community is an ethnic group whose total 
population is approximately two crores. In the linguistic reorganisation of 
states     , this community was distributed across  the four states of present-
day Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh due to the 
absence of      scripts of their      own (Language Data, Census of India, 
2011) . Linguistic states then, were created in India for languages that had 
scripts but not for the languages that did not have scripts. This was a 
scientific  fallacy, but it was a political policy also, thereby affecting the 
destiny of the Bhils distributed across states as they are a minority 
community in Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and Gujarat. As 
a result, the school education in Gujarat does not provide education in Bhil 
languages for the children of this community. Rajasthan and Madhya 
Pradesh state education systems have no provision for this either. So 
everywhere they are a linguistic minority, and are left out of the educational 
mainstream. Children with Bhil languages  as their first language at home     
have to study the language of their state - Marathi, which is the second 
language, then Hindi which is the third language, then English which is the 
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fourth language, in order to be able to move      to      the university level. 
The marginalisation of languages and subsequently of the communities (or 
vice-versa) is a result of the language policies of the states. Tulu, in 
Karnataka, which is a non-tribal language, and Magahi or Magadhi in Bihar 
are major ancient languages that at one time had their own scripts. Tulu, 
in medieval times, had a script of its own which Kannada speakers used as 
their script. But now the Kannada script is being used by the Tulu speakers 
and Tulu has no script. There are 21 such major and minor languages apart 
from the minor languages that are relatively less-attached to dominant 
languages  in the country than the ones discussed here (Language Data, 
Census of India, 2011).  

About a hundred years ago, a linguist from Ireland, George Abraham 
Grierson, did an extensive survey of Indian languages. He described 189 
languages and 544 dialects (Grierson, 1903-1928). However,  after he 
finished his work a hundred years ago, our country's map had changed. 
Grierson's work had not taken into account many of the South Indian 
languages, as the Nizam of Hyderabad, under whose nominal control a 
huge swathe of land fell, was not very hospitable to him. Since 
Independence, the government of India has never carried out a survey of 
Indian languages. Later, along with some of my colleagues and tribal 
friends,      we conducted a survey and found 850 living languages in the 
country, with their independent specific grammars      in use     . These 
languages were in daily use and      were claimed by people to be their 
languages, a testimony to their existence separate from that of the standard, 
dominant language of the state.  

The 1961 census of India had mentioned 1652 mother tongues. However, 
the 1971 census had recorded 109 mother tongues. Apparently, in 10 years 
more than 1500 names were wiped out. Or were they marked as dialects, 
just as Bhojpuri was marked as Hindi? In 2011, the Indian population was 
estimated to be somewhere around 121 crore Indians. In the same year, 
the      census stated that there were 3,900 mother tongues. However, the 
census authorities later decided that there were roughly 1800 mother 
tongues that were worth consideration. Yet out of those 1800 languages, 
500 of them had never been heard of before. The census ultimately  
accepted 1383 mother tongues as formally recorded mother tongues and 
further classified      these into languages while putting them in 121 boxes. 
Hence, the 2011 Census has claimed 121 existing languages, each language 
containing several mother tongues. For instance, the box of Hindi contains 
66 other mother tongues which are non-Hindi languages per se, but have 
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been put into the Hindi box for the purpose of the census. Punjabi has 12 
others, and Gujarati has 44 other languages which are not Gujarati. This 
method of classification by linking non-dominant languages as variants of 
dominant languages is causing great harm to the linguistic diversity of the 
country.  

Another worrying aspect that the census classification of languages 
highlights is one that is directly linked to democracy. If democracy does 
not care for diversity, then it ceases to be a democracy. The heart of 
democracy is not      agreement and homogeneity     , but debate. Having 
different views, different ways of looking at the world makes debate 
essential to co-existence. This situation is not unique to India, but is found 
all over the world. In 1961, Papua New Guinea claimed to have 1100 
languages, more languages than were spoken in India. Today however, they 
are not able to speak of more than 180 languages. The same situation exists 
in Indonesia and Nigeria. In fact, India, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, 
and Nigeria put together have about half of the world's languages in 
existence. However, all these countries with the maximum number of 
languages in existence, have been reporting increasing numbers of 
languages as dying. A language dies when the last speaker of the language 
dies or when a large number of speakers migrate from one language to 
another. When Boa Senior (the last speaker of the Bo language of the 
Andaman Islands) died in 2010, and Thank Bahadur Majhi, the last Majhi 
speaker in Sikkim died in 2016, these two languages died with them.  

With the death of these languages, and countless others across the world, 
not only is the linguistic diversity affected but also the traditions of 
knowledge that have been in existence for thousands of years.For some 
languages, this tradition of knowledge has been 70,000 years old (Geikie, 
1874; De Terra and Patterson, 1939; De Terra, 1943; Patton et al. 2017) . 
The reasons for language death can be numerous. Government policies, 
education policies, incorrect methods of census-taking born from 
inadequate knowledge as well as communal shifts to other languages due 
to globalisation or the after-effects of colonialism are all reasons, as is 
perhaps, the shift to print technology. A language after all, is primarily 
spoken before it is written. 

Considering all these factors, there is a far more substantial explanation for 
language death that I propose here: - humans have been an evolving 
species, and in the process of that very evolution for the last five-lakh years, 
humans have used only gestures for communication for the first couple of 
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lakh years (Ciochon 1976; Ciochon et al. 1974). Subsequently, they began 
using tones, textures and music for communication. But now it appears 
that humans are moving out of language. We seem to be moving towards 
communication through images. The Broca's area lobe is now showing 
great fatigue; children no longer wish to either read or write. All over the 
world, voice-based language is giving way to an image-based manner or 
system of communication. We are at a turning point in our evolutionary 
history. Since language has been      the foundation of thought, codification, 
and      knowledge, most fields of knowledge have      started collapsing 
with the death of the languages that they have been based in. New 
disciplines have been emerging given that the nature of knowledge is going 
to be very different in the coming years.  

The linguistic shifts occurring necessarily mean epistemic shifts as well, 
and states have major roles to play in determining language policies. It is 
not sufficient for states to just declare a few awards and set up a few 
institutions for so-called languages. Preserving languages such that 
communities are encouraged to speak them calls for a lot of thought and 
sensitivity, something that must be kept in mind while states draft their 
policies. Humans have generated knowledge in language for the last 70,000 
years through an enormous amount of labour (Mathapal, 1984; Malik, 
1959; Gordon, 1938; Misra, 1955). Each one of us has contributed to the 
development of it. We stand to lose the products of a huge amount of 
labour which has created a massive chain of memory.   

The state today, not only in India but in Turkey, Spain, Brazil, China, 
Russia, and the United States, is attacking memory. History is also being 
twisted. History that never even existed is now being imposed as history. 
A virtual image of history is forced upon us      as the purported image of 
history as it was. What is happening in the state today, in the democracies 
of the world? Why is a certain political view seen as dominant, a view which 
is highly specialised in attacking and distorting history? This could be 
related to the process of evolution. A sign of human evolution to higher 
consciousness is its ability to accommodate      the virtual with the real. At 
one level what we perceive as real could be virtual in the first place. There 
is another kind of virtual in relation to what we think or believe to be real. 
There is an attempt to club the two together. As we wish to sail effortlessly 
between the virtual and real as humans, we will have to be extra sensitive 
towards the collective memory that our ancestors have accumulated over 
the years. We will have to be extra active vis-a-vis the state which is 
compressing our memory. We will have to be especially sensitive to the 
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idea of diversity, which is the heart of democracy. If we lose our diversity, 
our own dialogue, and our democracy; we will have rubbished the entire 
evolution of humans and regressed to animals.  

Language and State are interlocked today in a fierce battle as the state wants 
to silence us. Perpetual surveillance over our thoughts is one way of 
crushing dissent before it springs up. Thus, there are two key policies in 
play here: one is the people's policy towards language—to save, protect 
and nurture language. The second is the State's policy towards language, 
all over the globe. Given previous experiences, it would be naive to believe 
that the state and the people will come together amicably for language to 
be saved. While the people can do their best to save languages and preserve 
knowledge-systems by asserting themselves, the state’s agenda could do 
with some revision, else we risk losing a vast number of languages and 
communities at a rapid rate. 
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