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Declining Adivasi Knowledge Systems
and Killing of Linguistic Diversity

ANVITA ABBI

In today’s world, modernization and deve opment are attached with
the control over the knowledge resource:, just as in industrialized
societies, the control over the raw materia. was judged as the way of .
development. Kaowledge is generally transinitted through language. If
this is killed or subverted in the name of ‘education’ or ‘modernizatior,
it is a sure way of leading adivasis or tribal societies to decimation.
Tribal societies are knowledge societies, scorehouses of information
about the ecological and cultural diversity which is essential for the
survival of this planet.

All living organisms, plants, animals, bacteria and humans survive
and prosper through a network of complex and delicate relationships.
Damaging one of the elements in the ecosystem will result in unfore-
seen consequences for the whole of the system. Evolution has been
aided by genetic diversity, with species genetically adapting in order
to survive in different environments. Diversity contains the poten-
tial for adaptation. Uniformity can endangar a species by providing
..EmnﬁvEQ and unadaptability. Linguistic diversity and biological
diversity are...inseparable. The range of cross fertilization becomes
less as languages and cultures die and the t2stimony of human intel-
lectual achievement is lessened. In the langu age of ecology; the stron-
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gest ecosystems are those that are the most diverse. That is, diversity is
directly related to stability; variety is important for long-term survival.
(Colin Baker’s revizw of Skutnabb-Kangas 2000; see Baker 2001: 281)

These views of Baker forewarn us of homogenization of languages
that is undertaken in the name of ‘developing the tribes. Adivasis
or tribes of India are forced to forget their indigenous languages as
education is imparted in the dominant state language. The stigma
attached to adivasi languages encourages tribes to take pride in for-
getting their heritage language. The knowledge base that the adivasis
have in their respective mother tongues is easily forgotten and the
new knowledge base is either not developed or developed in bits and
pieces. By ignoring the linguistic human rights of education, we are
depriving the tribes of building their intangible assets and capital.
Education in mother tongue is ignored whether it is in Chhattisgarh
or in Jharkhand, or in Arunachal, or in Mizoram, or in the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands. The ramifications of such a reductionist policy
(Abbi 2009) kill our linguistic diversity which, in turn, rob us of the
potential for adaptability, creativity, and fitness. Linguists the world
over maintain that true development of a community is linked to
use the indigenous knowledge base which is stored in the native lan-
guage. If we deprive the tribes of their base in ancient cultures and
languages, how can they be creative and innovative, the two maniras
for development?

I will, in this chapter, demonstrate a gradual emergence of the
dying knowledge base of the adivasi societies by drawing examples
from the indigenous languages, and then suggest a workable formula

for imparting educe tion in a multilingual setting so as to help us arrest

this erosion of the knowledge base.

ADIVASI LANGUAGES

Adivasilanguages are ancient languages which have withstood the eco-
logical change of hundreds of years, and have developed and matured
over the years. Ignoring them is like uprooting a big tree of 200 years
and nurturing a sapling of few days old. Adivasi languages have gone
through internal development and innovations over several hundred
years, so much so that these languages can be easily modernized and
used for education as well as for computer applications. If one has to
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look for maturity, one has to see the structures of these languages.
Linguistic structures of Munda languages are a case in point. But alas,
instead of recognizing their worth, we have been mercilessly killing
our indigenous treasure. When linguists show their concern about the

fact that out of the existing 6,000-odd languages spoken today, only -

50 per cent will remain on this earth by the end of this century, they
basically refer to these adivasi languages, the indigenous languages
that are on the brink of extinction.

TYPOLOGY OF ADIVASIS

All adivasis cannot be considered at the same level as different groups
have different problems depending upon the duration of contact
with non-adivasis. Those tribes who have been exposed to city life
and school education have different problems than those who are still
" hunters and gatherers or had been so till very recently.

Mon-henter and Gatherer

I fortunately have some first-hand experience with both types.
Adivasis of the north-east such as those who speak Tibeto-Burman
languages such as Thado, Paite, Kabui, and Tani, as well as those who
speak Austro-Asiatic languages such as Khasi and Pnar, and those of
Jharkhand speaking Dravidian languages such as Kurux and Malto,
and Munda languages such as Mundari, Santhali, and Kharia, all come
" in the catégory of non-hunter-gatherer.

Hunter and Gatherer

The other type are those that live in the jungles of the Andaman Islands
such as Onge, Jarawa, and Great Andamanese. The Andamanese pop-
ulation, barring Great Andamanese, has maintained their languages,
and thus are in better economic state than their neighbours, that is,

Great Andamanese. If we consider the point of equilibrium as the .

~ point where demand and supply curves meet, then an average Jarawa
lives in opulence. His needs are satisfied by the jungle produce and

the sea gives him more than his need. Living in the jungles with the
tropical climate has given them thousand years of experience of how

to protect themselves from the environmental hardships.
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Unfortunately, the greed of the city dwellers has been robbing the
Jarawas of their ‘plentiful’ state by logging their trees, by building
Andaman Trunk Road (ATR) through their forest, and by poach-
ing on their game and forest produce. We should leave the hunter-
gatherer societies alone and adopt a “touch me not’ policy (Abbi 2006).
They have survived for 70,000 years in the jungles of the Andaman
Islands (Thangaraj ef al. 2005); they are better equipped than any
of us to face this complex world. The fact that the havoc of tsuriami
could not take a single toll of the Andamanese tribes is a proof of
application of the indigenous knowledge that the tribes have of
their world. The Onge, the Jarawa, the Sentinelese, and the Great
Andamanese tribes of the Islands showed amazing resilience because
of the shared indigenous knowledge still stored in their respective
languages. Ironically, more and more that are they assimilated into
the so-called ‘mainstream, the greater they become ignorant of their
heritage, and sufferirreparably. The Great Andamanese community is
such an example.

LANGUAGE AND ECOLOGY IN
HUNTER-GATHERER SOCIETIES

Cultural beliefs, values, knowledge, and behaviour in relation to the
environment are expressed in Janguage. As transmission of language
to younger generation is ceased, loss of language leads to loss of
beliefs, values, and knowledge. It is strongly advocated that mono-
lithic global human culture is not good for human communities as
it leads to erosion of progress. There is an inextricable relationship
between language and environment. This complex web of connec-
tions is pervasive throughout the globe, although at present, it may
remain more easily recognizable in indigenous, minority, or local
communities that maintain close ties to their environment. The large
number of words pertaining to local flora and fauna are indicators
of this knowledge. We could elicit names of seven different kinds
of crabs, 120 different names for fishes, almost seventy-five names
for different kinds of birds, and equally large number of names of
plants and trees and their medicinal uses in the Great Andamanese
language while we were compiling the dictionary of the language.!
At present, the knowledge is threatened by the power dynamics of
language shift.
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Destruction of Ecology ks Pervasive in Character

Our research indicates that the gradual destruction of ecological envi-
ronment in the Andaman Islands has led to the loss of vocabulary in
the Great Andamanese language, a highly endangered language of the
hunters and gatherers. The contact between the Great Andamanese
and food producing communities have led to loss of old cultural
practices as well as diminished indigenous vocabulary pertaining to
specific hunting activities, local flora and fauna, medicinal plants and
their uses, boat-building and diverse gathering activities. I believe that
languages carry evidence of earlier environment, habitat and practices
which are no longer in the memory of the community. Hence, lan-
guage death signifies the closure of the link with its ancient heritage.

LANGUAGE REVITALIZATION

We should focus on the revitalization of indigenous languages as key
to biodiversity conservation. Language is the link to knowledge of
ecosysterns—when languages are revived and passed on to youth, spe-
cific nuances of ecological knowledge are also passed on. Conversely,
destroying or changing the ecosystem creates 2 big gap in the transmis-
sion of the indigenous knowledge as it is linked with a loss of appro-
priate vocabulary and grammatical constructions. Languages are the
witness of the diverse and varying ways the human cognitive faculties
perceive the world. Each language has unique lexical stock and unique
signification. Various manifestations of language are ecological and
archaeological signatures of the communities that maintain close ties
to their environments. Large number of words pertaining to seascapes,
corals, shells, spatial distances known as ‘deixis’ found in traditional
languages are cases in point.

If languages are repositories of human history, human civilization,
and migration, then depleting indigenous language-speaking popula-
tion of hunters and gatherers in the Andaman Islands, and in similar
areas, signifies loss of large-scale knowledge base.

NON-HUNTER-GATHERER SOCIETIES AND
PERILS OF MODERNIZATION

The other adivasis that we have to think about are those who are
made to forget their ancestral languages either because the education
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system of our country never takes into account teaching these lan-
guages in schools or they are, by their own will, happy to lose it because
it is not considered prestigious to use the heritage language. Despite
the strong appeal by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) for the mother tongue to be the
medium of education, the languages of the adivasis have no role to
play in the cognitive development of the child while in school. We
have been institutionalizing the mass hara-kiri of the indigenous
languages.

The immense wealth stored in these languages is reflected in
their grammatical structures, for example, a large number of man-
ner adverbs symbolized by ‘expressive morphology’ in most of the
north-east languages are good indicators of highly developed percep-
tion of the world by the speakers of these languages. There are 342
expressives (commonly known as onomatopoeic words) in Tangkhul
Naga for various basic actions such as ‘walk], ‘go;, ‘cry] and ‘talld. There
are fifty-seven expressives in Khasi with verb iaid (‘go, walk’); twenty
expressives with baam (‘eat’); twenty-eight expressives with verb khin
(‘tremble’); and thirty-eight expressives with verb krin (‘speak’). This is
an amazing wealth in the area of cognition. A few examples given next
from the Austro-Asiatic language, Khasi, spoken in the Meghalaya
hills, will be convincing,

In Khasi, iaid means ‘walk’; however, there are fifty-seven ways
the walk can be perceived by the native speakers. Hence, iaid dar
dar means ‘walk briskly’; iaid hir hir means ‘go longingly’; iaid don
don means ‘walk like a bird or a child’; iaid dot dot means “move like
an old person; etc. In Tangkhul Naga, a Tibeto-Burman language of
Nagaland, there are equal numbers of expressives for the word ‘to wall’
Hence, kazat means ‘walkl, which can collocate with many manner
adverbs of expressive morphology. For instance, shing shing kazat
means ‘walk with heavy footsteps in a direct manner without looking
sideways or stopping’; thung thung kazat means ‘walk heedlessly with
anger or wWorry’; cam cam kazat means “walk blindly and slowly like
a very old person’; hay hay kazat means ‘walk with a limp’; and rut
rut kazat means ‘walk carefully and silently or stealthily. Languages
represent the cognitive world of the speakers and the loss or erosion of
languages deprives them of comprehending their world, environment
and culture, and in some degree the power of cognition,




194 SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND ADVERSE INCLUSION

Over generations, these people have accumulated a wealth of
wisdom about their environment and its functions, managemen,
and sustainable use. Traditional ecological knowledge and practices
often make indigenous peoples, minorities, and local communities
highly skilled and respectful of the ecosystems. When education is

not imparted in the mother tongue, this balance between €cosystem

and traditional knowledge is disturbed.

There is an immanent danger. External forces are dispossessing tra-
ditional peoples of their lands, resources, and lifestyles; forcing them
to subsist in highly degraded environments; crushing their cultural
traditions or ability to maintain traditions; or coercing them into lin-
guistic assimilation and abandonment of ancestral languages.

To save adivasis from this current danger, one could adopt the
four-language formula instead of three which is being implemented
in schools at present, as the three-language formula (TLF) ignores the
minor, tribal, and marginalized languages (Abbi 2009).

THE THREE-LANGUAGE FORMULA

The TLF that the Government of India adopted for itnparting educa-
tion succeeded to some extent, but failed in the Hindi belt? as it was
not administered with a strict rule. Consider the “TLF

1. Inpon-Hindi states:
(a) Study of Hindi.
(b) Study of a language listed in the Eighth Schedule.

(c} Study of English or any modern European language.
2, In Hindi states:

(a) Study of Hindi.
(b) Study of modern Indian language, especially from south
India.

(c) Study of English or any modern European language.

Though the TLF is laudable in its own right as it takes into account
the Janguage diversity of plurilinguistic and pluricultural society
that India represents, yet, it fails to take cognizance of various minor
languages and their learning either as a subject or as a medium of
instruction. The TLF gives an option or choice only from among the
languages of the Eighth Schedule. There is no motivation to learn or
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sustain various mother tongues outside the home domain, and the lat-
ter factor contributes in unlearning these languages in home domain
too. The experience of working with various tribal Janguage speakers
of India reveals that the tribals in general, and those of the central
India in specific, take pride in forgetting their native languages.*
While the importance of education cannot be denied, and in fact, it is
the birthright of every citizen, it does come with a price. It motivates
people to learn the language of education and forget the other lan-
guages not used in education.

THE FOUR-LANGUAGE FORMULA

Latest socio-linguistic research on Hindi (Abbi et al. 2000) establishes
that Hindi used in the north-east, for example, Arunachalese Hindi,
and in many tribal areas such as, Andaman and Nicobar, Jharkhand,
Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, and Bengal is far away from its standard
varjety. It is used as the only language of communication between
varying tribes and communities. In addition, non-standard Hindi has
emerged as the only link language among the masses in the forms of
Kolkata Hindi, Hyderabadi Hindi, Bombay Hindji, etc., in the cosmo-
politan cities of the country. Hence, the inclusion of Hindi in the TLF
is justified. Considering the impact of the pressures of English in glo-
balization and uplifting the community, its inclusion is also justified. I
propose the following formula to be adopted in phases in multilingual
situations (Abbi 2008) so that the minor language or mother tongue
is taught first.

For the Hindi belt:

1. Hindi;

2. English;

3. dominant regional language {equal to minor language accord-
ing to the ‘Eighth Schedule. This can be either SL [schedule
language] or NSL [non-schedule language]); and

4. onelanguage from south India (mainly Dravidian).

For the non-Hindi belt:

1. Hindi;

2. English;

3. dominant regional language (equal to major SL); and
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4. minor language (of the region, preferably the mother tongue of
the large base).

MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION IN PHASES
For Non-Hindi Belt

The set of four languages suggested should be introduced in phases so
that the basic primary education is undertaken in the mother tongue
for the first two years of school life and the dominant regional lan-
guage can be introduced in the third and the fourth year. At this stage,
the mother tongue can be taught as a subject. From Class V, while
retaining the dominant regional language as the medium of instruc-
tion, one could add Hindi and English as independent subjects, and
later from Class VIII, English or the dominant regional language can
be adopted as the medium of instruction. This will ensure the dignity
and sustenance of mother tongues and will prepare the adivasi and
non-adivasi communities to face the educated world.

For the Hindi Belt

The so-called Hindi belt represents states which house a large num-
ber of languages known as dialects or varieties of Hindi, such as
Rajasthani, Braj, Bhojpuri, Kumaoni, and Haryanvi. This implies that
the dominant regional language, which most probably is the speech of
the masses of the region, could be a ‘minor’ language. It is proposed
that it is this minor language that is spoken by the majority of the
people that should be adopted as the medium of instruction in the
first two years of school, followed by Hindi as a subject in Classes IIT
and IV. Gradual transition to Hindi medium with the introduction of
a south Indian language as an independent subject should be made in
Class V. From the Class VI onwards, English can be introduced and
schools should be given a choice of dropping the regional language or
to teach it as a subject. In both cases, one would have ensured that the
language of the minority will remain alive in the verbal repertoire of
the speakers. The learning of a south Indian language can be contin-
ued tilt Class VIII. This will increase awareness for, and give respect
to, the multilingual culture of the country.
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Justification for inclusion of Hindi

Post-independent India has witnessed the rise of Hindi as a lingua
franca amongst the masses and English as the common language
among the vast population of educated elites. The study of language
use patterns in various pockets where our adivasis reside indicates
that Hindi is not only widely accepted, but is regarded as an equal-
izer among the disparate society. Hindi in its non-standard form is a
big leveller. In many areas of the north-east, especially in Arunachal
Pradesh, the advent and promotion of Hindi is considered a sign of
development of the society and economy. It is believed that Hindi as
a lingua franca aids in trade and commerce, and, thus, is positively
linked with economic development. These are some of the reasons of
displacement of Arunachalese and Nefamese by Arunachali Hindi in
the region in 1972 when the state was formed. The community per-
ceived it as a beneficial lingua franca as it offered them an opportunity
to be integrated to a larger language matrix and canvas. Adivasis in
these areas consider that Hindi gives mobility in employment across
states. Judged at the social level, Hindi is considered as the common
denomination of religious gatherings, primarily in areas where ethnic
plurality exists. It has been observed that in many parts of the north-
east, congregations normally consist of three or four different linguis-
tic groups, and the only common link language among these disparate
groups is none other than Hindi. Interestingly, use and wider accep-
tance of Hindi has increased inter-tribe marriages in these states.

THE ISSUE OF DISTINCT SCRIPTS

Let us consider the issue of the script for the current discussion. Take
the case of Santhali, a Munda language incorporated in the Eighth
Schedule recently. Santhali is a tribal language that is spoken in the
four adjacent states of Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa, and Bengal. A
line of continuity can be visualized geographically, linguistically, and
culturally in an area which was initially to be carved out from four
different states under the name of Tharkhand. Santhali, thus, is writfen
in multiple scripts at present. It is written in Devanagari in Madhya
Pradesh and Bihar, the two Hindi-belt states; in Oriya script in Orissa;
and in Bangla script in Bengal. Moreover, Santhali activists have
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always promoted Ol Chiki script that was designed to write Santhali.
Interestingly, the language is also written in Roman as majority of the
Santhals are educated by Christian missionaries where Roman script
is used for education.

After the formation of the Jharkhand state in 2002, dominated by
the Santhals and other tribes, the administration is faced with the
dilemma of choosing one script out of the six being used currently.
While activists want to promote the Ol Chiki script, the majority
of the adivasis want Devanagari (the script that is used for writing
Sanskrit, Hindi, and Marathi) as educated and literate masses are
already familiar with it. The old argument that Devanagari is not
suited for representing typical Santhali sounds such as vowel length
and glottal stop could be overcome by the introduction of specific dia-
critic marks. Moreover, despite the fact that Jharkhand was separated
from Bihar state to give an identity to a large number of the tribal
population residing in that part of the state, leaders, administrators,
and bureaucrats have not showcased Santhali as the state language nor
have they decided on the choice of the standard script for the language
to be used. At present, Hindi is being used for all official, judicial, and
administrative purposes. It is an irony that once the wishes of a sepa-
rate state and the recognition of the language in the Eighth Schedule
are granted, the community at large and activists in particular fail to
implement all the necessary changes and inclusion of the language
at various realms. They face opposition within where masses want to
maintain status quo with the home language, that is, continue using
Santhali at home, but not for official purposes. They want to operate in
Hindi (or the dominant regional language) and English at official level.
The inevitable fears of the tribes about being pushed back in society,
desire to rise to the elite and superior languages and amalgamate with
the mainstream are the factors discouraging the lower-rung language
speakers in exercising their linguistic rights. If this situation persists
for another fifty years, 2 major part of the world’s linguistic diversity
will be lost.

Therefore, we promote and advocate an integrated biocultural
approach to the resolution of environment and human development
problems. We also consider the protection of environmental, cultural,
linguistic, and other human rights as indispensable for the achieve-
ment of equity and justice for a'l.
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NOTES

1. The research was conducted in the project titled, “Vanishing Voices of the
Great Andamanese’, funded by the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS),
University of London (2005-10), and directed by the author at Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi, India.

2, 'There are nine states and the union territory of Andaman and Nicobar
marked by one common feature, that is, Hindi is the state language.

3, Santhali, spoken in Jharkhand, is an exception.
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