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A F T E R much bloodshed and vio
lence, the language controversy 

in the Bombay State has ended and 
the divis ion of the State is today an 
accomplished fact. On the eastern 
side of India, in Assam, the language 
controversy is raging fiercely. 
Though the Chief Minister Shr i R 
P Chaliha has very ably defended 
his Government's policy in the State 
legislature of not adopting Assa
mese as the State language, the con
troversy has not been resolved. 

Assam is a mul t i - l ingual State. A 
l i t t le less than two-third of the 
people are non-Ahamiyas. These 
non-Ahamiyas include the Bengalees 
of Goalpara and Cachar, and the 
h i l l tribes l ike Khasis, Garos, 
etc. These non-Ahamiyas- are not 
birds of passage like the Marwaris , 
Gujaratis or Punjabis who have 
migrated to Assam. They are the 
natives of the soil . The name Assam 
is derived f rom the Ahamiyas, called 
Assamese in English. They live in 
six districts of the Brahmaputra 
Valley. In the remaining disitricts 
live the non-Ahamiyas. Because the 
name of the State is Assam, the Assa
mese have begun to feel that Assam 
is their land, and they tend to forget 
the existence of others. The Aha-
miyas constitute, no doubt, the single 
largest g roup; they are, in business 
and education, superior. Compared 
wi th the h i l l tribes, who have no 
common language of their own, the 
Ahamiyas are more advanced. After 
the exclusion of Sylbet at the time 
of the Part i t ion, the Bengalees in 
Assam have become smaller in num
ber and weaker. In the absence of 
any one single r iva l , the Assamese 
now feel that in the State which bears 
their name, they w i l l be justified in 
making their language the State 
language, to the exclusion of other 
languages. 

English cannot continue indefinite
ly to be the official language of the 
Stale. H i n d i may serve as the fede
ra l language but it is not the region
al language. If H ind i is adopted as 
the State language, a l l problems 
would be solved and it would have 
benefited the people materially but 
on sentimental grounds, the Assam
ese wi l l oppose the adoption of 
H i n d i because it is not their langu
age. Shri Chaliha has pointed out 
that the demand for the adoption of 

Ahamiya should have come f r o m the 
non-Ahamiyas, that it should have 
sprung f rom the conviction felt by 
the non-Ahamiyas that their associa
tion wi th the Ahamiyas in the same 
Stale- would have opened new oppor
tunities for them and that would 
have strengthened their position and 
helped their development. Other
wise the non-Ahamiyas would regard 
the imposition of Assamese as l in 
guistic aggression. When the do
minant group tries to impose their 
language solely on the ground that 
they fo rm the major i ty , it is bound 
to be resisted. A l l controversies 
leading to agitation, disturbances, 
bloodshed and violence in the course 
of the last few years have borne this 
out and the Chaliha Government 
does not want to repeat the same 
mistake. 

While the wise and statesmanlike 
stand taken by Shri Chaliha is 
widely appreciated in non-Ahamiya 
circles, it is not l ikely that he wi l l 
be able to control his followers for 
Jong, The forces of opposit ion are 
too strong for h im. The Ahamiya 
sentiment, supported by their posi
tion as a major i ty , is so strong that 
they wi l l not stop before Ahamiya 
is adopted as the State language. 

Here the future disintegration of 
Assam is clearly discernible. How 
long w i l l Chaliha be able to prevent 
i t ? If the Ahamiyas insist that with-
out Ahamiya as the language of the 
Government, they cannot develop 
themselves, they are certainly entitled 
to have i t . But the strength of this 
very argument justifies others to 
oppose Ahamiya. One is reminded 
of Mr Jinnah. If the Musl ims can
not live together w i t h the Hindus 
and the Musl im demand for Pakistan 
is conceded, can the Hindus be 
forced to live wi th the Muslims in 
Punjab and Bengal? 

The time has come when our 
leaders and politicians should seri
ously think of reorganising the 
State of Assam. The Naga Hi l l s 
District , which formerly formed 
part of Assam, has separated. The 
other h i l l areas are already restive. 
Cachar w i th its Bengalee population 
is not as yet so keen on separation. 
But if Ahamiya is adopted as the 
language of the State, Cachar w i l l 
certainly demand separation. 

Had the whole of Assam wi th 

Manipur and T r i p u r a formed one 
State, a l l citizens would have deriv
ed equal benefits f rom such a large 
union. Union is always strength. 
Larger the union, greater are the 
benefits that flow from i t . But 
such theoretically wholesome advice 
has l i t t le relevance in the present 
context. If the members of the union 
quarrel w i t h one another frequently, 
their energies w i l l be dissipated. I t 
is better to have no partners than 
to have hostile partners. 

There are many Ahamiyas who 
feel that a smaller State wi th only 
the six Ahamiya districts of the 
Brahmaputra Valley w i l l be better. 
Though small, it w i l l be compact 
and homogenous. In. such a state, 
they can have their own language 
and through their language, they 
wi l l be able to develop their own 
culture better. 

As the agitation for Assamese in
tensifies, the demand for separation 
by the h i l l tribes w i l l grow. The 
Nagas have separated. The Khasis, 
the Garos, the Mizos, etc, w i l l de
mand a separate t r ibal uni t . Though 
I hey have not much in common, their 
apprehension of being swamped by 
Ahamiya culture is genuine. English 
is their common l ink and they want 
to retain English. 

The t r iba l areas, including pos
sibly Cachar, are not a source of 
strength to Assam. These are un
developed and backward, wi th bad 
communication. They are adminis
tered wi th financial help f rom the 
Centre. If these areas are separated. 
Assam w i l l not lose much except 
that it w i l l not be able to administer 
in these areas the funds which are 
provided by the Centre. Secondly, 
these areas w i l l be closed to Assam
ese officers. The opportuni ty to 
work as judges and magistrates, 
clerks and teachers, amongst the 
backward people w i l l go. And th i rd
ly , the opportuni ty to spread Assam
ese culture through schools w i th 
Assamese as the medium of instruc
tion w i l l disappear. These are not 
small things for the Assamese but if 
the Slate language agitation is inten
sified, nothing w i l l remain in Assam 
except the six districts. 

How long w i l l Shri Chaliha be 
able to maintain the status quo and 
how long can the disintegration of 
Assam be prevented? 
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