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Off the Record 

Language and Indian Unity 
W H A T are the consequences of the 

adoption of Hind i as the offi
cial language and the demotion of 
English to an associate status? In the 
short term and in the long run? Both 
have to be carefully considered, w i t h 
special regard to (a) the steps and 
the manner of transition from short 
to long; (b) conduct of the adminis
tration in the States and the Centre; 
(c) polit ical, economic and cultural i n 
tegration of the country. From this 
w i l l emerge an image of Indian unity 
which may well be radically different 
from the one that is in the public 
mind, i e, if there is only one such 
and not a multi tude. 

(a) The constitutional provision for 
the adoption of Hind i , demotion of 
English but its indefinite retention as 
an associate language is only for con
ducting the official business of the 
Union. It w i l l have no impact on the 
Parliament where all the 14 languages 
w i l l continue to be freely used. Texts 
of legislation w i l l henceforth be in 
H ind i , as also in English. 

Official communications w i t h the 
Hindi-speaking States w i l l be only i n 
Hind i if they so desire but w i t h the 
non-Hindi States, the lay interpreta
t ion of the Official Languages A c t sug
gests that i t w i l l be H i n d i , but w i t h 
an accompanying English translation. 
The non-Hindi States, one supposes, 
can reply in English, but are they to 
send along a H i n d i translation also? 

The High Courts, under Central j u 
risdiction, w i l l continue to conduct 
business in English, but on a request 
from the State Government conveyed 
through the Governor, the President, 
at his discretion, may authorise change 
over to H i n d i . About the Supreme 
Court, the matter is left entirely to 
the President's discretion, but it has 
been assured that there w i l l be no 
change. 

There is a qualitative difference in 
the switch-over in the Centre's com
munication w i t h the States and that 
in legislation and law courts. The non-
Hind i States may some day change 
over to H i n d i in their official corres
pondence w i t h the Centre in their 
own interest, in order to expedite 
business. I t w i l l then be an once for 
all change. Laws in H i n d i , however, 
are a different matter. 

Since She text of parliamentary 
legislation w i l l be both in H i n d i and 

English, the question is bound to arise 
in law courts, which text was the 
more authoritative? Judging from the 
present rate of output of Parliament
ary legislation, it should not be long 
then for legal luminaries practising 
anywhere in India to be highly profi
cient in H ind i in order to retain their 
practice. And if success in the legal 
profession comes to depend on the 
sk i l l in interpreting Hind i texts, law 
colleges, especially in the non-Hindi 
States, w i l l give a great deal of i m 
portance to the study of H i n d i , even 
if they do not adopt it as the medium 
of instruction. A l l this may not hap
pen in the next few years but the 
future w i l l move in this direction if 
the present legal framework is main
tained and the Parliament remains 
the sovereign law-making body that 
it is today. A n d the pace of transition 
may well be speeded up by the rate 
of output and importance of parlia
mentary legislation from now on. 
(The possibilities forecast here rest on 
the assumption that the H i n d i text 
of the laws w i l l be authoritative, not 
the English version). 

(b) The impact of the adoption of 
H ind i as the official language of the 
Union Government on the administra
t ion of the States, especially the non-
Hind i States, is not likely to be as 
decisive and the lines along which the 
resulting changes w i l l operate arc not 
so clear. 

To start w i t h , the administration 
in the States, as in the Provinces in 
the past, has always been bilingual; 
uniformly in English in the narrow, 
upper strata, and in the regional 
language in the lower and much w i d 
er strata. There is no reason for any 
change in the lower strata except in 
the percolation from the top which 
had hitherto been of English. Whe
ther the percolation in future w i l l be 
of H i n d i w i l l depend on what changes 
take place in the upper strata. 

Stripped of the associated social and 
cultural , 'status' values, the hold of 
the English language in the upper 
strata of the administration rests on 
three props: (1) the language of the 
statutes and of the courts, (2) com
munication wi th the all-powerful 
Centre, and (3) personnel manning the 
top administrative services who were 
English by b i r t h and are today English-
speaking by education. Of these, how

ever, (1) and (2) are the independent 
variables, and (3) the resultant. In 
State administrations, (2) is not direc
tly of much importance but since it 
involves the top layers of the services 
in the Secretariat, and the organisa
t ion of the services being funnelled 
through the Secretariat, H ind i w i l l 
draw the entire service personnel 
powerfully, once it becomes the me
dium of communication at the top. 
Much more pervasive, however, w i l l 
be the influence of the language of 
statutes and law courts. 

The framework which integrated 
India under the Brit ish rule into an 
administratively cohesive and unified 
structure was the legal system w i t h 
its uniform set of statutes and law 
courts. There was much stuffing in it  
some local adaptation perhaps, over
growths of customary laws and the 
like, Its outward structure was the 
steel frame of English civilians but 
its hard core was the legal system 
which had been so firmly established. 
There was economic integration of a 
sort but very much on the surface, 
wi th free movement of goods, free
dom of trade and occupation and the 
absence of regional restrictions on 
movements of trade or capital. A n 
other factor in this integration of 
equal importance to the legal system 
was the unchallenged authority of the 
Centre. Even the village policeman 
represented the Brit ish Raj and de
rived his authority from the latter 
so that the British wr i t had undis
puted sway all over the country. But 
British rule could not achieve the 
political integration of the country 
except perhaps negatively. It was 
opposition to it which led to that inte
gration in the end. 

The task of shaping the unity of India 
which had been at best spiritual and 
cultural in the distant past and making 
it into a unified structure wi th adminis
trative and political cohesion has only 
begun, and that in a piecemeal fashion. 
Very much more remains to be done 
compared to what has been achieved. 
The administrative structure has not 
changed wi th the Indianisation of the 
services. The legal framework has not 
even been touched. English continues 
to derive its sanction and on retain 
its hold from these, l i t t le effect by 
the sporadic and fifth qualification for 
driving i t o u t 
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This is as tar as deduction from 
the formal adoption of H i n d i as the 
official language of the Indian Union 
can take us. The consequences likely 
to follow from it are all in the womb 
of the future. 

One may ask at this stage, however, 
has there been no real change in the 
last seventeen years of the country's 
freedom? There has been, and plenty, 
both at the top political level and at 
the bottom, from the grass-roots up-
wards, but not far upwards. It is in 
the middle that English remains firmly 
installed, both in administration and 
in the colleges and universities. At 
the top level of politics, at the very 
seat of power, the western educated 
elite is nearly on the way out, being 
fast replaced by a new leadership 
which draws its strength directly from 
the adult franchise which is as inno
cent of English in the H i n d i States 
as it is of H i n d i and of English in the 
non-Hindi States. Primary education 
which is entirely in the regional langu
age has been vastly expanded. English 
has been given a much lower place in 
the curriculum of the secondary 
schools. At the same time, far greater 
numbers than before are reaching out 
for college and university education. To 
meet this expanding demand, the 
number of colleges has gone up and 
the standard of college education has 
gone down in an inverse proportion. 
That perhaps could not have been 
helped, but the situation has been 
made a great deal worse because of 
the inadequate knowledge of English 
of the students who now go to colleges 
where the medium of instruction 
continues, by and large, to be English. 
This links up with what has been said 
before about the administration and 
w i th the social status which the 
English-educated s t i l l enjoy and the 
economic opportunities which English 
education is s t i l l believed to offer. In 
colleges which offer courses through 
the medium of English as well as the 
mother-tongue, the brighter and the 
more ambitious students invariably opt 
for the English medium. In Madras, 
for example, Tami l medium colleges 
find it difficult to get enough students. 
However one may decry the craze for 
English education, so long as better 
job opportunities, real or fancied, are 
offered by i t , it w i l l not be snuffed out 
by any sort of exhortation. That 
brings us to the heart of the matter, 
the purpose and aim of education. If 
it is to enable the students to develop 
mentally, help them to th ink for them

selves and to use their minds, then, 
of course, education at all stages has 
to be through the medium of the 
mother-tongue. No t that other langu
ages should not be taught. For those 
who aspire to higher education and 
specialisation at the university stage, 
a good knowledge of English is abso
lutely essential and depeding on the 
degree and subject of specialisation, 
perhaps also a knowledge of one or 
more other European languages. But 
where does H i n d i come in? 

Forgetting the immediate future and 
its intractable problems, if one tries 
to look beyond to the stage of things 
when the situation has been stabilised 
and education has been organised on 
proper lines, what is the picture that 
emerges? Every State w i l l have large 
numbers of well educated men and wo
men who have been taught through their 
mother-tongue, who have been trained 
to use their minds and apply their 
knowledge to life and they w i l l na
turally have their complement of 
highly trained specialists who wi l l also 
know English, if not one or more 
other European language. None in 
the non-Hindi States w i l l have Hind i 
as their medium of instruction but: 
many of them w i l l acquire proficiency 
in H ind i as a second language, if it 
offers better opportunities in the ser
vices and professions. But what the 
extent of proficiency they w i l l need 
or acquire for the purpose is today 
an open question. If proficiency in 
H i n d i becomes a pre-condition for 
success as English has been, would it 
be enough to study H i n d i as one of 
many subjects or would not :he 
temptation be, whatever one's mother-
tongue, to opt for institutions which 
teach through the medium »f Hindi? 
That is the summum bonum of the 
Hind i enthusiasts. But that is also 
the spectre haunting the college stu
dents in the non-Hindi States, the 
spectre of the Hindi-speaking people 
strutt ing about as the herrenvolk. 

In a l l this, there is no question of 
displacing the middle class, though it 
is only one per cent of the population 
in India today who can converse — 
often badly — in English against 42 
per cent who claim H i n d i , chaste, 
Urdu-ised, Sanskritic, or patois, as 
their mother tongue. Proficiency in 
English or H i n d i which opens the 
door to the better jobs w i l l continue 
to be monopolised by those who come 
from middle class families who alone 
would be able to send their children 

to the better schools, where the me
dium is H i n d i or English. 

Most people do not move out of 
their state. The problem of English 
or H i n d i does not bother the Tami l 
peasant, the worker or the small trader. 
But the threat of adoption of H i n d i 
drives to desperation the Madras 
college boy who has spent years on 
English for fear that it w i l l drastically 
curtai l his job opportunities, He has 
serious apprehensions that even if the 
changeover is gradual and he is given 
enough time and opportunity to learn 
H i n d i , he w i l l be permanently m a 
position of disadvantage vis-a-vis those 
whose mother-tongue is H ind i . M u c h of 
this apprehension is wi thout basis, but 
not the whole of i t . There is such a 
thing as the advantage of an early start 
consolidated over generations. But all 
social change affects those advantage
ously placed by the previous regime, 
skills patiently acquired are uncere
moniously consigned to the scrap heap. 
A n d whatever happens, there will be 
no repetition of the displacement of 
the men of Sanskrit learning by the 
English-educated in the early days of 
Brit ish rule. 

What is, then, the image of Indian 
unity that is l ikely to emerge? Noth
ing seems to get into focus yet. It is 
so blurred. So many things remain to 
be filled in before something like a 
coherent picture can he visualised. 
The earlier analysis suggests the possi
bi l i ty of H i n d i gaining the position of 
a national language through its adop
t ion for purposes of administration. 
But if genuine educational develop
ment of the Indian people is the ob
ject — and that is something which 
a free people cannot possibly neglect 
— and the demands of economic 
integration do not weigh heavily 
in favour of the existing adminis
trative and legal framework, a 
looser form of federation w i t h steadily 
diversified legal systems w i l l give a 
shape to the Indian unity of the future 
which we are unable to visualise today 
and to the extent that we are, it w i l l 
shatter many of our fond hopes and 
firmly-held beliefs. The movement of his
tory is never backwards. Who knows 
what shape the dim vision of the past 
seen by the dreamers of India's renais
sance in the early days of the national
ist ferment w i l l take, as this country 
strives for a workable polit ical arrange
ment, detaching itself gradually from 
the steel frame which held is together 
in the past and though browned off, 
s t i l l does? 
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